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stage (even though the pace of the works was very slow), the Romanian
Government rejected a proposal of Natura 2000 site here (Imecs et al.
2014).

Because of this hydropower project, an area with river stretches and
floodplain representing a habitat for Barbus petenyi, Romanogobio
uranoscopus, Rhodeus amarus, Sabanejewia aurata, Lutra lutra and
Bombina variegata did not receive the needed protection.

Ristolita Hydropower Project

This project cannot legally continue due to the jurisprudence of the
Court of Justice of the European Union, which states that a project
approved before the designation of a Natura 2000 site can only continue if
the impact on the integrity of the site is excluded (CJEU 2016). This
project consists of a large dam on the Ristolita river (right tributary of
Mures River), with a large reservoir behind it. From the reservoir, the
water flow would be diverted far away, off the river basin of Ristolita, at
the hydroelectric power plant placed on the right bank of Mures River,
downstream from its confluence with its tributary Ristolita. The course of
Rastolita River would be completely obliterated since even the confluence
where this river is formed (where Tihu, Parul Mijlociu and Secu Rivers
are joining to form Rastolita River) would be submerged in the reservoir
(ISPH 2012).

The project, planned during Ceausescu regime (in 1989), does not take
into account any ecological flow downstream Rastolita dam. It was meant
to exploit all the rivers on the Southern slope of Calimani Mountains, not
only Ristolita. Donca, Bistra Muresului, Gilioaia Mic#, Gildoaia Mare,
Visa, Valea Bradului and Ilva Rivers are planned to be diverted into the
Rastolita Reservoir by tunnels (ISPH 2012).

The protected areas overlapped with Rastolita Hydropower Project are
Cilimani National Park, Upper Mures Gorge Nature Park and 3 Natura
2000 sites. Two of the Natura 2000 sites were designated based on Birds
Directive  (2009/147/EC): Upper Muresului Gorge (Site Code:
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ROSPA0030) and Cilimani Mountains (Site Code: ROSPAO0133)
(European Parliament and Council 2009). The other one was designated
based on Habitats Directive: Calimani — Gurghiu (Site Code:
ROSCI0019). By damaging the integrity of so many protected areas, the
negative impact of the project, if completed, would obviously be
tremendous. However, in this chapter is presented the impact of the
construction works done so far. From 1989 to present these works include
the rockfill dam (almost completed), the building of the hydropower plant
itself, the penstock and most of the tunnel's length.

The obvious main impact is the dam itself, a huge dam that completely
changed the entire mountain valley and caused the vanishing of a large
forest area (Figure 6). The dam is placed in ROSCIO019. Being the case of
a picturesque mountain area inside a protected area, there is a significant
impact on the landscape. In Romania breaches of the European Landscape
Convention are ignored (Council of Europe 2000). The situation is even
more severe here, since there is a spectacular volcanic landscape, with
towering cliffs rising from the forests. This dam represents a huge scar on
the landscape.

- —

Source: Authors, February 2018.

Figure 6. Rastolita dam.
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It is impossible to assess if species or habitats have significantly been
affected since no environmental impact assessment studies before
construction works have been done. This is why Romania’s impact
assessment law, under article 23, paragraph 2, forbids conducting these
procedures after works have begun (Official Journal of Romania
1043/2018). It is possible to thoroughly assess the impact only based o
knowing the prior situation. However, not on the official procedure, it is
possible to incompletely assess the impact. In this case is obvious that the
dam represents a disruption of connectivity, an important component of
nearly all aspects of a functioning riverine system. IUCN is preparing an
important document: “Guidance for safeguarding ecological corridors in
the context of ecological networks for conservation” (JUCN 2019).
According to it, a system of protected areas, conserved areas, and
ecological corridors are needed. Protected areas alone cannot fulfil the vital
need to stop the decline of biodiversity. They need to be connected; the
connectivity is an essential issue. At this step, of establishing ecological
corridors between the protected areas, it is not tolerable to have
connectivity broken within protected areas. The mountain valleys are &
classic movement route for several non-aquatic species. Some of them
cannot go round the dam, some of them are just hindered in their
movement, but the impact is certain.

The connectivity issue gets critical when it comes to the 6 species
labeled as fish in the standard data form of ROSCI0019. To be accurate,
one of these species, Eudontomyzon danfordi, is not actually a fish, but a
cyclostome. The water of Ristolita River is passing the dam through a
tunnel underneath. At the exit of the tunnel, during the construction works.
a waterfall was formed. The villagers have witnessed a large huchen trying
for hours to pass this obstacle, without succeeding. But younger huchen
individuals have seen upstream the dam. Based on these data, it can be
concluded that the waterfall can hardly be passed by some huchen
individuals and cannot be passed by the other 5 fish species. Because
huchen, also called Danube salmon, can jump waterfalls much above the
other species. For the Mediterranean barbell (Barbus meridionalis) the
river stretch upstream the dam does not meet the requirements of its
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specific habitat. However, the anthropogenic waterfall blocks 4 fish
species for which the site was designated, species present in the area of
Réstolita River: Cottus gobio, Eudontomyzon danfordi, Gobio uranoscopus
and Sabanejewia aurata (Nalbant 1995). In conclusion, by blocking the
passage of 4 fish species and severely hindering the passage of other fish
species, Hucho hucho, the waterfall deteriorates the Réstolita River. This
deterioration of the status of one of the main rivers in the site, actually the
main river on which Hucho hucho used to ascend for reproduction,
represents a significant impact on the integrity of the site. The site integrity
is most important for the conservation of the Hucho hucho population here,
the only viable Romanian huchen population JUCN FFSG 2015). This
species was found in the past all around the country, in the rivers Mures,
Cerna, Danube, Jiu, Olt, Lotru, Arges, Targului, Crisuri, Somes, Strei,
Timig, Raul Doamnei, Buz&u, Moldova, Suceava and Siret (Ilhut et al.
2014).

The dam obliterated the terrestrial habitats. However, since the priority
habitat 91EQ is still present upstream and downstream, and considering the
initial geomorphology of the valley, it can be concluded certainly that the
gallery of 91EQ used to join the river course along the stretch that is now
devastated by the dam. Moreover, it was noticed, before the construction of
the dam, that a gallery habitat dominated by Alnus sp. trees was present on
the banks. Habitats Directive was not issued yet at that time, but,
considering the altitude (666 m at the base of the dam), one can conclude
that it was a 91EOQ habitat (Donita et al. 2005). Since the habitat was
destroyed decades before the Natura 2000 site was designated, it cannot be
stated that the destruction was illegal. However, even not restoring the area
to its natural state is illegal since, according to Habitats Directive
(92/43/EEC), the member states have to maintain or restore, at favorable
conservation status, natural habitats and species of wild fauna and flora of
Community interest (The Council of the European Communities 1992).
The priority habitat 91EQ is not only affected by hydropower works or the
obvious illegal logging, but also by invasive species. The cumulative
impact of hydropower developments and invasive species is never
considered in Romania, even though hydropower projects threaten riparian
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habitats and these habitats are among the most vulnerable when it comes to
invasive species (EC 2018). Independent of environmental impact
assessments, the authorities recognize though the impact of invasive
species on the 91EQ0 in ROSCIO019. Thus, a LIFE Project was
implemented there, a project including the uprooting of 105 invasive
Robinia pseudoacacia trees from the 91EO habitat (Mures Environmental
Protection Agency 2010).

The large dam (65 m height, 240 m length and 340 m width) has also
an indirect impact, which is quite severe on the landscape but also affects
the habitats and species (Munteanu 2019). In order to provide the huge
quantity of rock needed to build the rockfill dam, a stone quarry was
opened on the left slope of Rastolita River, just one kilometer away from
the dam. Consequently, there are two huge scars, one close to another,
which completely changed the prior pristine valley.

The Cilimani National Park and the overlapped ROSPA0133 are
affected only indirectly, due to the ecological deterioration of Ristolita
River caused by the interruption of river continuity. A river is a unitary
ecosystem, it is like an organism. Any damage, on any stretch, is felt all
over the river. In these cases, the headwaters in the national park are
impacted by the anthropogenic waterfall formed when the river was
diverted into the tunnel, to build the dam (Munteanu 2019).

The Upper Mures Gorge Nature Park and ROSPA0030 are impacted
by the buildings at the downstream end of the hydropower development:
the surge chamber, the penstock and the power plant. For the Special
Protection Area, designated to protect the local population of 23 bird
species (Clearing House Mechanism Romania 2011), the impact consists
of decreasing the area of habitat for some of these species. However, the
surface is small and the impact on this Natura 2000 site is insignificant so
far.

As for the overlapped nature park, the situation is different. In this
case, the significant impact on the landscape is obvious; the buildings have
a large visual impact on the area, which surpasses the habitat loss. We have
to take into consideration the category of the protected area here.
According to Romania’s Law of Protected Areas, the management of the
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nature parks aims to keep the harmonious interaction between man and
nature by protecting the diversity of habitats and landscape (Official
Journal of Romania 442/2007). The landscape is very important, especially
in a nature park, and these large buildings represent considerable damage
to the landscape.

Hydropower Project on Raul Alb River

This small river was identified by the Coalition for the Environment as
the last undisturbed river in Romanian Carpathians (The Coalition for the
Environment 2015). It is situated in Retezat National Park (the upstream
section) and Hateg Country Dinosaurs Geopark (named after the dwarf
dinosaurs fossils found here). Retezat National Park is an iconic protected
area, the first National Park of Romania, designated in 1935. Hateg
Country Dinosaurs Geopark includes the Hateg Depression and the
surrounding hills and feet of the mountains. It is precious for the
paleontological heritage but also for the geomorphology and
hydromorphology. Despite the location in the zone of special conservation
of the Geopark, the Hunedoara Environment Protection Agency issued a
framing stage decision without environmental impact assessment, which,
under Romanian law, is equivalent to an environmental permit (Hunedoara
Environment Protection Agency 2013). The construction works were in an
incipient stage when a court decision suspended the works (Alba Iulia
Court of Appeal 2017). The hydropower project owned by ABI
Automotion SRL, called “Construction and Operation of Micro-
hydropower plants on Raul Alb,” included two diversion-type hydropower
plants, MHC Coroiesti (upstream) and MHC Réul Alb (downstream). The
upstream one was planned to be in conjunction with a large fish farm
project, the water flow exiting the turbines was supposed to supply the
pools of the fish farm. The fish farm project is owned by ABI
Ecoacvacultura SRL. So, the two projects, hydropower and fish farm, both
initiated but stopped, need a cumulative impact assessment of the impact
already caused.




