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In 1991, the 6th Interggiernmetal Conference of the three Wadden Sea countries —
Germany, Holland and .13.4g.i+Haq — met at Esbjerg, and adopted the guiding principle for
a policy for trilateral management of the Wadden Sea: as far as possible, the objective
should be a natural and seif-sustaining ecosystem, in which natural processes can
operate without interference. After the 7th Intergovernmental Conference at
Leeuwarden in 1994, estuaries were included in the trilateral cooperation area, so river
mouths are also covered by the Wadden Sea protected status. This future-oriented
approach gives priority to the natural development in the Wadden Sea and its estuaries.
Local activities (fishery, hunting, building dikes, mining for sand), and importation of
remotely generated noxious or fertilizing substances, should be restricted, as has
already been done in some smaller areas. However, a review of the latest results of
German coastal research makes it clear that 'natural' processes in the Wadden Sea
ecosystem include surprising aspects, inconsistent with the theoretical image of an
ecologically sound Wadden Sea.

Decline of blue mussel beds
Since the mid-1980s there has been a continual decline in wild beds of the blue mussel
Mytilus edulis over wide areas of the Dutch
and East Friesian Wadden Sea, and it is
feared that they may become extinct in the
eulittoral (intertidal) zone of the area. The
factors responsible for this decline are still
the subject of discussion, but the cause
seems to be a combination of natural factors
(inter alia storms, freezing winters, feeding
pressure of birds) and developments of
anthropogenic origin (eutrophication, musselharvesting, input of contaminants and so on).
What is striking, however, is the fact that
blue mussels in the North Friesian and
Danish Wadden Sea are not yet similarly
threatened.
Other organisms threatened in at least parts
of the Wadden Sea include the amphipod
Corophium volutator and the shore crab
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Carcinus maenas, both of which repeatedly
suffer mass kills. The mortalities have probably been due to an excessive infestation of
these animals by parasitic trematodes. The
increase in the populations of many sea-birds
may also play a role here: infested birds are
final hosts to these worms and massive excretion of infective stages may lead to high
infestation rates of other animals (the socalled primary hosts). Depending on the
degree of infestation, the animals may die off
in a very short time. Whether these developments have only natural causes (parasite
cycles are in evolutionary terms nearly as old
as the hosts themselves), or whether there are
also anthropogenic influences, remains a topic
for further studies.
However, the disappearance of species is not
the only puzzle. lt is also unclear why some
macrozoobenthic species (>1 mm in size) —
for example, the polychaetes Spio filicornis
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