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Context / Synthetic description of the project and research outcome 

 
River corridors and wetlands provide high-value ecosystem services because of 
their role in the landscape at the land–water interface; they act as filters, conveyors 
of water, sediments and organic matter, and provide key habitat diversity for wildlife, 
but also water and sediments suitable for different human uses. Knowledge of their 
natural dynamics and functioning is essential for their sustainable management, 
though in Europe, very few river corridors and wetlands still retain near-natural 
functioning where those dynamics can be observed, because of heavy anthropic 
pressures. 
Such near-natural conditions occur especially in regions characterized by limited 
data availability, rapid socio-economical transformations, and difficult enforcement 
of environmental regulatory frameworks. In Europe, these combinations are 
frequent in the Western Balkans / South-East regions. where a still outstanding 
natural value is often paralleled by a high risk of uncontrolled and often non-
reversible environmental degradation. The heavy regulation of river channels, 
floodplains and wetlands that occurred in many countries worldwide has 
fundamental implications for ecosystem services provision, leading to loss of human 
well-being, biodiversity, negative long-term impacts on economies, communities, 
and business.  
In general terms, this PhD research (i) will address the eco-hydro-morphological 
functioning of near-natural river corridors (e.g. Gurnell et al., 2016, Schiemer et al., 
2020) and wetlands and (ii) will develop a replicable, integrated approach for the 
biophysical, socio-cultural and economic assessment of related ecosystem services 
(Weibel et al. 2018; Grêt-Regamey et al., 2015). The investigation will have a 
specific focus on South-East Europe, namely in Albania, which will offer the primary 
case studies for the investigation, including the Vjosa river basin and other wetlands 
in the country. Other case studies may be considered in analogous climatic, 
biogeographic settings to support generalization of the research outcomes. The 
project requires strong motivation to conduct inter-disciplinary research in the 
context of international cooperation, with extensive fieldwork to collect biophysical 
data, as well as to interact with local institutions, stakeholders and communities.  
 

 


