Conference Resolution1

Białowieża Forest: Hands off and eyes on!
Old-growth forests have outstanding conservation value, however, they comprise less than 1% of Europe's
forest area2. Białowieża Forest, shared between Poland and Belarus, is unique in that it represents the
largest remnant of lowland old-growth forest with a low human footprint and the best preserved lowland
forest we still have in Europe. It is an invaluable centre of species, structural, and genetic diversity, where
numerous specialized forest organisms have survived. This high diversity is a result of nearly twelve
thousands years of continuous forest cover and the action of natural processes, including disturbance by
winds, fires, and insect outbreaks2,3, which continue to operate with limited human impact.
Białowieża Forest is an irreplaceable living laboratory for ecological and evolutionary sciences, and should
become a prime model for nature conservation and forest research, and an important benchmark for
conservation science and modern forestry. The challenges brought by climate change require the
preservation of large set-aside reference areas where processes associated with forest ecosystem
resilience and adaptation to new environmental conditions can be maintained. Society and science
urgently need reference areas like Białowieża Forest to study nature’s inherent ability to adapt to climate
change and to devise functional climate adaptation policies in managed forests3,4.
Białowieża Forest is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, with its Polish part also being a Natura 2000 site.
Forestry operations are still ongoing on two thirds of the Polish part of Białowieża Forest; they have
included logging, tree planting, fencing, road development, and drainage. Forestry operations are a major
threat to Białowieża Forest and undermine opportunities for furthering the wellbeing and sustainable
development of the local communities5-11. Recent logging activities were ruled illegal by the Court of
Justice of the European Union on 17th April 201812. However, because of safety and fire prevention
considerations, continued logging is planned13. The future of this unique forest remains uncertain and at
risk.
We, participants in the conference “Forests at risk: Białowieża and beyond” and conservation
professionals, express high concern about the future of the Polish side of Białowieża Forest and urge the
Polish, European, and international authorities to fulfil their obligation to safe-guard this precious and
unique natural heritage for current and future generations and to:
(1) stop all forestry operations immediately,
(2) protect the entire Polish part of the Białowieża Forest as a National Park,
(3) implement a science-based conservation strategy to protect ecological processes and biological
diversity which is in line with the national and international legislation, and
(4) develop a program that secures the needs of the local communities, and promotes their sustainable
development and non-extractive use of the Białowieża Forest.
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