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Introduction

Germany, located in the heart of Europe, is a land of remarkable ecological diversity.
Its landscapes span windswept coastal plains along the North Sea and Baltic coasts,
rolling forested hills, fertile river valleys, and the towering heights of the Bavarian
Alps. This geographic variation creates a multitude of habitats, each supporting its
own unique assemblage of wildlife and plants. Such richness in natural environments
underpins the remarkable biodiversity found across the country and has made
Germany an important location for ecological research, nature tourism, and
conservation initiatives.

With an estimated 48,000 animal species—including everything from familiar
mammals and vibrant birds to rare amphibians, reptiles, and a vast array of
invertebrates—Germany'’s wildlife extends far beyond the images of wild boar rustling
through the undergrowth or the haunting calls of cranes at dawn. The nation’s forests
host elusive lynxes, its rivers shelter otters and beavers, and its skies see the passage
of hundreds of bird species, making it a crucial waystation for migratory birds on
international flyways.

However, this abundance is not without its challenges. Germany’s wildlife has faced
centuries of pressure from land use changes, agricultural intensification, habitat
fragmentation, pollution, and now, the rapidly escalating effects of climate change.
Conservationists have mounted bold initiatives to counter these pressures, from
reintroducing wolves, lynxes, and bison into landscapes where they were once extinct,
to creating vast networks of protected areas—yet many species remain endangered,
and the delicate balance between human activity and nature remains unstable.

This guide seeks to introduce readers to the astonishing diversity of Germany’s wildlife
and fauna. Moving through varied geographic regions and key habitat types, the book
explores the animals that call Germany home—from charismatic large mammals and
iconic birds of prey to hidden amphibians, critical aquatic species, and the often-
overlooked multitude of invertebrates. It also examines the country’s flora, fungi, and
the complex ecological interactions that sustain vibrant ecosystems.

Beyond describing species and their habitats, this guide explores the intersection of
conservation science, public policy, and community action in Germany. It highlights
notable successes, such as the return of large carnivores and the protection of crucial
wetlands, while also candidly addressing ongoing threats—including wildlife crime,
invasive species, and the alarming declines in insect populations.

Ultimately, "Wildlife and Fauna of Germany" is an invitation to discover, appreciate,
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and help protect the living heritage found across the nation's forests, fields, waters,
and urban spaces. By deepening understanding and awareness, it is hoped readers
will be inspired not only to marvel at Germany’s wild residents, but also to contribute
to the ongoing efforts to safeguard them for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Germany’s Landscapes and
Ecological Regions

Germany'’s position in the heart of Europe blesses it with a fascinating patchwork of
landscapes, each shaped by geological forces over millennia. From the flat expanses
kissed by the North and Baltic Seas in the north to the rugged, sky-scraping peaks of
the Alps in the south, the country’s topography is a study in contrasts. These varied
terrains aren't just pretty backdrops; they are the fundamental building blocks of
Germany's rich biodiversity, providing the stage upon which its myriad wildlife species
play out their lives. Understanding these regions is the first step to appreciating the
complexity and variety of the fauna they support.

Roughly speaking, Germany can be divided into three major geographical provinces
that run in broad belts across the country: the North German Plain in the low-lying
north, the Central German Uplands, and the Alpine Foreland and the Alps in the south.
This simple division belies a wealth of local variation, encompassing everything from
ancient forests and meandering rivers to vast wetlands and rolling agricultural lands.
Each province, and the smaller regions within them, possesses a unique combination
of geological history, climate, and human influence, resulting in distinct ecological
characteristics and, consequently, different communities of wildlife.

The North German Plain is a vast, low-lying area that forms part of the larger North
European Plain. This expansive region stretches from the coastlines southward to the
foothills of the Central Uplands. Its topography is largely the result of the last Ice Age,
when massive glaciers sculpted the land, leaving behind a legacy of flat or gently
undulating terrain, dotted with lakes, moraines, and sandy outwash plains. Drainage
can be poor in some areas, leading to the formation of important wetlands.

Along the northern edge of this plain lie the dynamic coastal areas of the North Sea
and the Baltic Sea. The North Sea coast is particularly famous for the Wadden Sea, a
vast intertidal zone of international importance for migratory birds. The Baltic coast,
while also featuring wetlands and sandy areas, is generally less exposed to the
dramatic tidal ranges of the North Sea. These coastal regions are characterized by salt
tolerance vegetation and provide crucial habitats for a variety of marine and avian life
adapted to life where land meets sea.

Moving inland across the North German Plain, the landscape transitions from coastal
marshes and sandy heaths to more fertile agricultural lands and extensive pine and
mixed forests, particularly in the northeast. The flat terrain, historically, has facilitated
movement and settlement, influencing both human development and the distribution
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of wildlife. Major rivers like the Elbe, Weser, and Oder traverse this plain, acting as
important ecological corridors and supporting their own diverse aquatic and riparian
ecosystems. The legacy of glaciation is still evident in the numerous lakes scattered
across the plain, particularly in regions like Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania.

South of the North German Plain lies the Central German Uplands, known in German
as the Mittelgebirge. This is not a single, continuous mountain range but rather a
collection of lower mountain ranges, hills, plateaus, and valleys. These uplands are
geologically older than the Alps and were formed by different processes, primarily
faulting and erosion, rather than tectonic plate collision. Consequently, their peaks are
generally lower, rarely exceeding 1,500 meters, and they lack the dramatic, jagged
profiles and extensive glaciation features of the high Alps.

The Central Uplands are characterized by their rolling, forested landscapes. Vast tracts
of deciduous and mixed forests, including iconic areas like the Black Forest, Harz
Mountains, and Thuringian Forest, define this region. These forests provide critical
habitats for a wide array of wildlife, from mammals like wild boar and deer to
numerous bird species. The varied topography, with its hills and valleys, creates a
mosaic of microhabitats, further contributing to the region's biodiversity.

Within the Central Uplands, one finds a variety of specific mountain ranges, each with
its own character. The Harz mountains, for example, feature a mix of forests and
moorland. The Thuringian Forest is a long, forested ridge. The Black Forest in the
southwest is the highest of the German low mountain ranges and is known for its
dense woodlands. These ranges, while not as high as the Alps, still present challenges
and opportunities for wildlife adapted to higher elevations and steeper slopes.

The southernmost geographical province of Germany is dominated by the Alpine
Foreland and the majestic Alps themselves. The Alpine Foreland is a region of rolling
hills and plains situated between the Danube River to the north and the Alps to the
south. This area was heavily influenced by glacial activity during the Ice Ages,
resulting in a landscape dotted with large, picturesque lakes formed in glacial basins,
such as Lake Starnberg and Lake Chiemsee.

The Alpine Foreland's landscape is characterized by a mix of agricultural land, forests,
and wetlands, including significant areas of moorland. The presence of numerous
lakes and rivers makes aquatic and wetland habitats particularly important here. This
region serves as a transitional zone, bridging the gap between the lower elevations to
the north and the high mountain environments to the south, and supporting species
found in both types of habitats.

Finally, the Bavarian Alps form the dramatic southern border of Germany, shared with

Austria. These mountains are part of the larger Northern Limestone Alps and include
Germany's highest peak, the Zugspitze. The Alpine landscape is one of steep slopes,
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rocky outcrops, alpine meadows, and forests that cling to the mountainsides. This
environment presents unique challenges and opportunities for wildlife, favoring
species adapted to high altitudes, cold temperatures, and rugged terrain.

While the Alps cover a smaller portion of Germany compared to the other regions,
their ecological significance is immense. They harbor specialized plant and animal
communities not found elsewhere in the country. The dramatic elevation changes
within the Alps create distinct altitudinal zones, each with its own set of environmental
conditions and associated wildlife. This makes the Alps a crucial, albeit fragile, hotspot
for biodiversity in Germany.

Across all these regions, rivers and lakes play a vital role in shaping the landscape and
supporting biodiversity. Germany is crisscrossed by a network of rivers, including
major arteries like the Rhine, Danube, Elbe, and Weser. These rivers and their
associated floodplains provide essential habitats for aquatic life, birds, and riparian
species. They also serve as important corridors for wildlife movement, connecting
different parts of the landscape.

Lakes, both large and small, are also significant ecological features. From the glacial
lakes of the Alpine Foreland and the North German Plain to smaller bodies of water
scattered throughout the country, they offer diverse habitats for fish, amphibians,
insects, and birds. Wetlands and moorlands, often associated with lakes and river
systems, are particularly important, providing refuge for many rare and endangered
species.

The climate across Germany varies according to these geographical regions. The north
experiences a maritime climate influenced by the North and Baltic Seas, with milder
winters and cooler summers. The east has a more continental climate, with greater
temperature extremes between summer and winter. The south, particularly the Alps,
has an alpine climate, characterized by colder temperatures and higher precipitation,
often as snow. These climatic differences contribute to the distinct ecological
character of each region, influencing everything from vegetation types to animal
behavior and distribution.

The interplay of these diverse geological formations, water systems, and climatic
zones has created the mosaic of habitats that supports Germany's rich fauna. While
human activity has profoundly altered the landscape over centuries, resulting in
agricultural dominance and urban areas, the underlying geographical structure still
dictates the potential for different ecosystems to exist. Even within intensely managed
landscapes, remnants of natural and semi-natural habitats persist, often clinging to
the geographical features that make them less suitable for intensive human use.

The distribution of forests across Germany is also closely linked to these regional
landscapes. While forests cover about a third of the country, their composition varies.
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Pine forests are more prevalent in the sandy soils of the North German Lowlands,
while deciduous forests, particularly beech and oak, are characteristic of the Central
Uplands and other regions. Spruce forests are often found in the higher elevations of
the low mountain ranges and the Alps, though climate change is impacting their
distribution. This regional variation in forest types provides different niches for forest-
dwelling wildlife.

Wetlands, including bogs and fens (moorlands), are also distributed across these
regions, though many have been significantly reduced or altered by drainage for
agriculture and forestry. Historically extensive in the North German Plain and the
Alpine Foreland, remaining wetland areas, such as the Spreewald or the moorlands in
the Rhon, are now recognized as vital habitats for specialized flora and fauna. Their
conservation is crucial for maintaining regional biodiversity and supporting species
dependent on these wet environments.

Coastal areas, particularly the Wadden Sea National Parks and the Baltic Sea coast,
represent unigue ecological regions shaped by the sea. These areas are characterized
by mudflats, salt marshes, dunes, and coastal forests, supporting a range of species
adapted to saline conditions and the rhythms of the tide. They are especially
important as breeding grounds and stopover points for migratory birds.

Even urban environments, often viewed as separate from "wildlife" habitats, are
intrinsically linked to the surrounding landscapes. Cities and towns are built within
these geographical regions, and their green spaces, parks, and even derelict areas can
provide surprising pockets of habitat for wildlife adapted to human proximity. The
species found in an urban area often reflect the broader regional fauna, albeit with
adaptations to the urban environment.

In essence, Germany's geography provides the template for its ecological regions. The
broad strokes of the North German Plain, Central Uplands, and Alpine South are filled
in with the details of rivers, lakes, forests, wetlands, and coastal areas, creating a
complex mosaic of habitats. This intricate relationship between landform and
ecosystem is the foundation for the diversity of wildlife that this book will explore.
Each chapter that follows will delve deeper into specific facets of this natural heritage,
but it is the underlying geography that sets the stage for the fascinating story of
Germany's fauna.
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