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Abstract: The subject of this article is the problem of spruce bark beetle in the Białowieża Forest. The author analyzes what 
influence human activities have on the Białowieża Forest in relation to the bark beetle gradation. The article also discusses the 
impact of the recent case law of the Court of Justice of the European Union regarding the protection of the primeval forest in the 
light of recent actions of the authorities of the Białowieża Forest. The Court's ruling is an important signal for the communities 
involved in the protection of the Białowieża Forest that at all costs should be protected those remnants of forests that surround us, 
even at the cost of greater profits. And the spruce beetle became a symbol of the battle for the Białowieża Forest, showing what 
the forest is for us. The author points to the Court's Decision as an important signal for the communities involved in the protection 
of the Białowieża Forest that at all costs should be protected those remnants of forests that surround us, even at the cost of greater 
profits. The Bark beetle became the symbol of the fight for the Białowieża Forest. The forest which is one of the best preserved 
primeval forest complexes in Europe. 
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1. Białowieża Forest - Introduction 

The Białowieża Forest is still one of the best preserved 
fragments of primeval forests in Central Europe. The specific 
character of this forest complex is confirmed by its natural 
forest ecosystem. In the area of the Białowieża Forest you can 
even find small fragments of a forest of outstandingly original 
character [1]. Despite the rather turbulent history of the 
Bialowieża Forest during which the forest was destroyed by 
various disasters, and above all by the man himself. The 19th 
century was a period when the forest was particularly affected 
by human activity. One of the most prominent experts of the 
Białowieża Forest, Karcow at that time, he emphasized that no 
one was interested in the woods, and the forest itself was 
gradually dying. This was due to the large logging which was 
carried out in the forest (about 260 thousand m3 of wood per 
year), while not renewing the resulting foundations [2]. It was 
not until the end of the 19th century that large-scale logging 
was stopped and detailed rules for caring for the sanctuary 

status of the forest were introduced [3]. 
Despite the change of man's approach to the Białowieża 

Primeval Forest, the situation has not improved at all, because 
at the beginning of the 20th century, other misfortunes fell on 
the forest. In 1905, in the area of the primeval forest there was 
a gradation of nuns, and the exploding fires complemented the 
destruction of the tree stand, especially spruce [3, 4]. The 
condition of the Białowieża Forest was also subject to 
inspections carried out by state control inspectors. Officials of 
state control established, after an inspection in the Regional 
Forests Administrations, that in 1922 in Poland there was no 
planned forest management based on clear and uniform rules. 
This state resulted from the diverse forest management 
conducted by the partitioning powers in Polish lands. In 
addition, the World War has also left its mark on the diversity 
and quantity of the stand. A huge imprint on the appearance of 
the Bialowieża Forest was also exerted by the plundered 
exploitation conducted by the Germans in the years 
1915-1918 and 1940-1941. [1, 4] The control carried out in the 
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Forests Boards of the Warsaw and Białystok provinces 
showed a heavy burden on foresters and office activities. For 
example, state control officers set up the organization of 
forestry work in areas under the former Prussian partition. As 
the state control officers established on 341 forest districts 
located in the territory of the Republic of Poland, until January 
1, 1923, only 11 forest districts were reorganized, and 
provisionally 162 forest districts were reorganized. 

Forest fires were a serious problem for individual Forest 
Management. For example, in 1921, there were 102 fires in 
the Białowieża Forest alone, which destroyed 2351 hectares of 
forest. Interestingly, at that time graphemes (Ips-typographus) 
were struggling in the Białowieża Forest. Left by the Germans 
after the forest felling, a large amount of deadwood and waste 
led in the years 1919-1922 to the grading of the bark beetle on 
an unprecedented scale. At the request of NIKO, the Ministry 
of Agriculture and State Treasury established a special 
commission for the protection of the primeval forest, which 
issued a number of detailed regulations, and began working on 
the development of a forestry protection plan for woodworms 
throughout the Republic of Poland. Officials of state control as 
a cause of forest management ailments pointed to too large 
territorial areas of numerous forest districts and lack of 
communication means for forestry needs. As the Chamber has 
stated, some districts are of extraordinary dimensions, for 
example: Wiadotupickie Forest District with an area of 68,185 
ha, Klewańskie Forest District with an area of 20,667 ha, 
Czarnowieskie Forest District with an area of 18,200 ha. 

For example, in the Wiadotupickie Forest District, the 
forester had one ranger and two foresters to help. 
Simultaneous lack of communication means in the possession 
of forestry services, caused that supervision over forest areas 
was illusory. That is why NIKP applied to the Ministry of 
Agriculture and State Goods to address these problems. As a 
result of the Chamber's intervention, the Department of 
Forestry has reorganized the administrative division of forest 
areas located in the Borderlands, creating four new Forest 
Districts in the Białowieża Primeval Forest. 

As you can see, the history of the Białowieża Forest was 
interspersed with periods of relative calm as well as periods of 
natural disasters as well as the plundering economy most often 
carried out by the occupiers. Today's Forest, on the one hand, 
must deal with the bark beetle printer, with whom he has been 
fighting for centuries, on the other hand with the man himself 
and his hasty decisions. Also, the scientific communities are 
divided as to how and methods to protect the Białowieza 
Forest [3, 5]. 

2. And Now a Bark Beetle 

Bark beetle feeds on wood under the bark of trees, bringing 
the trees to dry up, even within one month. Normally, the 
insect attacks old or weakened trees. If the tree is healthy, it 
fights, flooding insects with resin. If he has no strength, he 
becomes a victim of a bark beetle. The development of one 
generation of this insect lasts about two months, and usually a 
bark beetles are able to have 2-3 generations a year. In recent 

years, there is more in connection with quite warm worm 
heifers. This in turn caused that the bark beetles in the forest 
began to attack other species of trees, like pine and larch [6, 7]. 
According to the Foresters from the Białowieża Forest, the 
only effective method of limiting the size of the bark beetle, 
when this insect attacks on such a large scale, is to cut down 
the spruce that has been attacked. Trees settled by the bark 
beetle are cut out and exported from the forest to prevent 
insects from spreading to still healthy tree stands. In turn, 
according to some researchers, there is no point in limiting the 
size of the bark beetle population, because the control of bark 
beetle gradation would require treatments performed on 
almost every attacked tree [8]. And that would mean the 
necessity to cut out more trees than would be required by 
actual needs [9]. It is therefore necessary to maintain a certain 
balance between the needs of active protection and the 
demand to leave dead trees or their fragments in the forest 
[10]. 

Dead spruces are an important habitat of cinnabar crust as 
well as a key element of their life cycle. After two or three 
years from the spruce's death and later stages of its 
decomposition, spruce trees are occupied by other species of 
saproxylic beetles, such as the taiga conch and Kolweń litter. 
In these circumstances, intensification of felling in stands, 
mainly spruce, and removal of dry or dead wood and dying 
trees settled by spruce barker lead to the destruction of 
specimens of these species subject to strict protection and 
destruction of their breeding and resting areas. 

As these species reside in the trunks and under the bark of 
trees and are hardly visible, it is not possible to choose 
effective mitigation measures, such as a selective slice. The 
only effective measure that can prevent the deterioration of 
their breeding sites and resting areas is the lack of intervention 
in the habitats where these species occur. 

Dead spruces, but already abandoned by bark beetles, most 
foresters want to leave the forest for natural decomposition 
[11]. Such radical actions, however, do not find wide 
acceptance among many foresters who would prefer to use a 
number of other less invasive ways of spreading the bark 
beetle epidemic [12]. 

In the last three years, spruce bark beetle has become an 
excuse to start a logging in the Bialowieża Forest, and to 
change the Forest Management Plan and consequently to 
destroy this unique ecosystem. Although on 17 May 2012, the 
Minister of the Environment issued a recommendation to 
exclude more than a century old trees from the economic 
procedures, the Plan for Protective Tasks for the Białowieża 
Forest changed in 2015, thus enabling the removal of trees in 
stands over 100 years, removal of dead or dying trees, or more 
than a century old, inhabited by bark beetle (pine and spruce), 
as well as forest cutting, renewal of forests and mixed forests 
through forest management activities. The change of the 
Protective Task Plan and the section of the Białowieża Forest 
commenced in connection with it has become the cause of the 
conflict between the Government of the Republic of Poland 
and the European Commission. 

After the change of the Protective Action Plan for the 
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Białowieża Forest, on 17 February 2017, the General Director 
of State Forests issued decision No. 51 for three forest districts, 
enabling the removal of trees settled by bark beetles and 
obtaining trees that threaten public safety and fire in all age 
classes of forest stands in the Białowieża Forest Districts, 
Browsk and Hajnówka. From that moment, in fact, the 
Białowieza Forest began to be cut down. 

After exhausting the procedure provided for by the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the EU, the case against the Republic of 
Poland was put to the attention of the Court of Justice of the 
EU. 

In its judgment of April 17, 2018, the Tribunal emphasized 
the importance of compliance with the Habitats Directive by 
EU Member States, so as to take appropriate conservation 
measures to preserve the ecological character of the areas 
where the types of natural habitats are located. [judgments of: 
11 April 2013, Sweetman et al., C 258/11, EU: C: 2013: 220, 
paragraph 38; and of July 21, 2016, Orleans et al., C 387/15 
and C 388/15, EU: C: 2016: 583, paragraph 36] 

3. Discussion 

Is the true spruce bark beetle really guilty? It seems that the 
bark beetle has become a tool enabling the State Forests to 
make stands cuts not necessarily resulting from the actual 
needs of the forest. The Plan of Protective Tasks for the 
Białowieża Forest from 2015 did not provide for tree felling 
and removal of colonized spruces by the bark beetle as a 
means of protection in this plan. The Plan did not recognize 
the functioning of the bark beetle as a threat to existing 
habitats in the Białowieża Primeval Forest, generaly. On the 
contrary, it is the removal of spruces colonized by the bark 
beetle in the 2015 Plan of Protective Tasks as a threat to the 
habitats of the pygmy owl, woodlouse and three-toed 
woodpecker. 

It should be noted that the stages of bark beetle grading are 
part of the natural cycles regularly observed in old spruce 
forests. 

These phenomena were regularly observed in the past in the 
Białowieza Forest. Moreover, they are not subject to any 
control within the Białowieża National Park, where the 
conservation status of the habitats is better than in the 
superintendencies managed by the State Forests, in which 
"sanitary cuts" were carried out. In addition, there are 
concerns that the removal of dead or dying trees violates the 
age structure of tree stands, leads to the impoverishment of 
species diversity in protected habitats and eliminates 
important food sources for many protected species of animals. 
The removal of deadwood as part of sanitary cuts is therefore 
incompatible with the objectives of protection of protected 
areas. Leaving dead wood in the forest is necessary to protect 
biodiversity. 

A comprehensive look at the protection of the Białowieża 
Forest is very important, and not only only through the 
aspect of bark beetle gradation in the spruce stand. Focusing 
solely on the struggle against the bark beetle printer may 
adversely affect other habitats and protected species within 

the Białowieża Forest area [13]. Active forest management 
can have negative consequences for the integrity of this area. 
Economic activities conducted in the Białowieza Forest did 
not rely solely on "sanitary cuts" to eliminate only spruce 
populated by spruce bark beetle, but also concerned cutting 
and cutting in tree stands with species composed of at least 
10% of trees aged 100 and more [14]. 

The Court of Justice UE rightly observed that the removal 
of other trees such as pines, hornbeams, oaks, alders, weeds, 
willows and poplars, if they are "dead", "dry" or "dying", and 
not just spruces, shows that they are not effectively fighting 
spruce beetle. The Court also underlined the fact that the 
removal of pine trees and spruces over 100 years settled by the 
bark beetle may potentially be a threat to the pygmy owl, 
woodpecker and three-toed woodpecker. Whereas the removal 
of dead or dying trees is listed as a potential threat to habitats 
9170 (subcontinental forest) and 91E0 (willow, poplar, alder 
and ash forests), as well as for the pygmy, tenoflower, 
woodpecker, three-spotted woodpecker and cinnabar 
cinquefoam, "Removal of dying trees" is identified as a 
potential threat to Schneider's poncho, great magnificent, taiga 
konarka, kolweń's kisses, and shredded trough [15]. Such 
action of removing dead or dying trees, violates the age 
structure of tree stands, leads to the impoverishment of species 
diversity in protected habitats and eliminates an important 
source of food for many protected species of animals. Leaving 
dead wood in the forest is absolutely necessary for the 
protection of biodiversity in the Białowieża Forest. The only 
effective way that can prevent negative impacts on the 
continued existence of these species in the forest is the lack of 
intervention in known habitats of these species. 

4. Conclusion 

To sum up, it is necessary to maintain a balance between the 
activities of active and passive forest management in order to 
achieve the conservation objectives set out in the Habitats 
Directive. Conducting activities involving the removal of tree 
stands and the removal of colonized spruces by the bark beetle 
as a means of protecting the forest, leads to the disappearance 
of a part of the Natura 2000 site of the Białowieża Forest. As 
the Court of Justice of the European Union has repeatedly 
stressed in its rulings, such actions can not constitute measures 
ensuring protection of this area within the meaning of art. 6 
par. 1 of the Habitats Directive. Bark beetle became in this 
conflict a tool enabling unhampered human interference in the 
structure of the Białowieża Forest into its ecosystems. Instead 
of talking about the threat of the forest through the bark beetle 
one should rather talk about the threat of the forest by a man 
fighting with bark beetle, although according to the history of 
the Białowieża Forest, the bark beetle gradations are repeated 
every now and then. Man cuts down trees occupied by bark 
beetle during the growing season, destroying trees, vegetation, 
soil, many species of insects, depriving the forest of the 
organic matter being exported and devastating the natural 
forest landscape. And the bark beetle should be perceived as 
an ally of man in the preservation of the most original 
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character of the Białowieża Forest, the bark beetle makes a 
correction of mistakes made by foresters focused on obtaining 
the greatest profit from forest management. Due to the fact 
that the share of pine and spruce in forests is usually higher 
than it should be, this is due to the replacement of deciduous 
tree species, species that give more profit. 

The Court's ruling is an important signal for the 
communities involved in the protection of the Białowieża 
Forest that at all costs should be protected those remnants of 
forests that surround us, even at the cost of greater profits. And 
the spruce beetle became a symbol of the battle for the 
Białowieża Forest, showing what the Forest is for us. Having 
bathed in the last period the reign of the king of the forest - the 
bison. 
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