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Akrotiri Salt Lake of Cyprus:

From brainstorming sustainable practices to solid conservation steps forward

By Dr. Peter Matthews
Durrell Institute of Conservation and Ecology

University of Kent

Cyprus’ most important coastal wetland is being rapidly degraded due to a combination of
human-induced pressures, including land use change from new development, invasive species,
visitor activities, and climate change. The Akrotiri Salt Lake (ASL) is internationally recognised for
its ecological value, but these pressures mean this value is being lost, so there is an urgent need
to restore and enhance the resilience of this ecosystem. The Open University of Cyprus, together
with the Environment Department of the Sovereign Base Areas Administration, has used the
British government's ‘Darwin Plus’ grant scheme to develop a project with practical actions to
address this problem. These include techniques for restoring degraded soils, recreating aquatic
habitat, establishing minireserves for key plant species, and measures to restrict vehicle access
to some of the most sensitive areas.

Picture 1: The Akrotiri Salt Lake Marsh, one of the most important and sensitive ecosystems of the area.

Of course, the degradation of the salt lake (and the wider Akrotiri wetland system that the salt
lake is part of) is a social, economic, and political problem as well as an environmental one. The
processes and pressures driving this degradation cross an international border, and there are
many different groups of people with their own interests in this area, which are not always
aligned. Engaging with these different stakeholders and experts, listening to what they think about
the area, and each other, can help create conservation plans that are successfulin the long-term,
and for managing any conflicts between different stakeholder interests.
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This is where we —researchers from the Durrell Institute of Conservation and Ecology (DICE), from
the University of Kent in the UK - enter the picture. We partnered with the Open University of
Cyprus, to support their work in engaging local stakeholders and experts via a ‘sustainability
assessment’. Sustainability assessment is essentially an umbrella term that can refer to any
number of different processes designed to account for the concept of sustainability in decision-
making. We at DICE have experience in using a particular combination of research methods for
performing sustainability assessments, used to compare the sustainability of alternative future
landscapes, and this research toolkit is well suited for describing complex systems, such as the
Akrotiri wetland system, and engaging stakeholders.

Picture 2: Presence of water year-round, alongside seasonality and peculiar salinity conditions have
contributed to a large number of endemic and endangered species to flourish in ASL.

In this project, applying these methods means producing hypothetical scenarios (considering
how the salt lake might change in the future, but also the wider ‘pressure zone’ covering the whole
Akrotiri peninsula) and comparing how these scenarios perform against different criteria for
sustainability. In doing so, we are not setting out to prove or test something: the process is simply
designed to help decision makers rationalise different options for the future, highlight critical
risks or opportunities for improving sustainability performance, and get stakeholders themselves
involved in the process of exchanging and generating knowledge. This work is participatory:
throughout the process, we depend on the input and insights of local stakeholders and experts
to make it work.
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In October 2025, thanks to the generosity and willingness of everyone who agreed to give up their
time to participate in our exercises, we completed some key steps in this sustainability
assessment:

1.

Nowadays, the term sustainability is everywhere, and so we often take its meaning for
granted, but it can mean different things in different places and for different people,
depending on what you see as the priorities for improving the well-being of society and
the environment. So, we wanted to make sure that our criteria for sustainability reflected
what matters to the nature and people of the Akrotiri peninsula. To do this, we combined
a review of academic studies and policy documents with a questionnaire survey where
people could give their opinions on what they saw as the most important environmental,
social, and economic ‘sustainability objectives’ to achieve for a sustainable future in the
Akrotiri peninsula.

We brought together a group of experts and stakeholders for a workshop, to start
developing four contrasting scenarios for the Akrotiri peninsulain 2050. Here, the aim was
not necessarily to accurately predict the future, but to illustrate a range of possibilities
thatreflect the power of different drivers of change on the landscape. Under one scenario,
for example, a series of financial crises has greatly reduced institutional resources for
conservation action, but strongly motivated local people are doing what they can to fill
this gap, looking for ways to restore and protect the surrounding natural environment
through bottom-up community action. Conversely, under another scenario, well-funded
and resourced conservation organisations are trying to deliver actions (like those being
implemented by OUC right now) despite a total lack of interest or support from local
communities.

Picture 3: Presentation of ARISE project to stakeholders prior to the scenario development workshop.

3. To explore the pathways of cause and effect that could link the changes under the

scenarios to impacts on our chosen sustainability objectives, and to map the
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relationships between different stakeholders, we also interviewed different stakeholders
and experts. Our interviewees included representatives from businesses, non-
governmental organizations, local communities, different types of land users,
academics, environmental consultancies, municipalities, and government authorities
(from both the Republic of Cyprus and the Sovereign Base Areas). The responses we
received covered a variety of different knowledge bases, attitudes, and priorities, letting
us approach the same issue from different perspectives. Forinstance, depending on who
you speak to, a certain development project may be described as one of the final nails in
the coffin for the Akrotiri wetland system, or as a vital boost to local quality of life and
economic prosperity.

Picture 4: Presentation of scenarios between the stakeholder groups involved in the workshop.

Thanks to the contributions of all our participants, we ended up with a wealth of information on
the pathways or barriers for change, and the relationships between key stakeholders, in this
highly threatened and valuable environment. Our task now is to finalise the storylines for each
scenario and analyse the interviews.

Ultimately, once we can share the scenarios and assessment output, we hope that the
sustainability assessment creates an opportunity for people to reflect on the opportunities and
challenges for reconciling habitat restoration efforts in the Akrotiri wetlands with the interests
and needs of different types of stakeholders. What would it mean for social and economic
sustainability if the wetlands were able to recover to their former condition, or if they were to be
degraded even further, for example? Can we use the scenarios themselves as a communication
and engagement tool? Is there one scenario that is best for all sustainability objectives, or must
decision makers accept that some trade-offs between certain sustainability objectives are
always going to be unavoidable? In the complex web of stakeholder relationships influencing this
environment, where are the most critical connections or divides that could help or hinder

progress towards a sustainable future?
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While we have already been working with many different stakeholders and experts, we are
open to any additional input from members of the public interested in contributing to this
project. If you are interested in giving your views on the future of the Akrotiri Salt Lake and
surrounding area, you can fill out a short form here.
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Picture 5: The outcome of the workshop, as simple as sticky notes on a map, will provide the base of
sustainability planning for the future, as well as promote collaboration between stakeholders.

Through the ARISE project, the degree of natural and anthropogenic threats in the surrounding
ASL “pressure zone” are being quantified, while concrete actions to increase ecological
functioning resilience such as soil crust protection and plant microreserves are applied, some
for the very first time in Cyprus.

Generated knowledge through various channels, including stakeholder interviews and feedback
will increase awareness of ASL value, leaving a legacy to the SBAA for the protection, restoration
and monitoring of this ecosystem, whilst providing support for better environmental governance
through stakeholders, public department, academia and general public engagement.
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