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Abstract: The Ohrid-Prespa lake system is the oldest and most diverse permanent lake system in
Europe, dating from the Pliocene era and aged at over 4Ma. Its smaller component is Lake Macro
Prespa (thereafter called Prespa), shared by North Macedonia, Albania, and Greece. Lake Prespa’s
depth was reported as 14 m mean and 48 m maximum before its major water level decline. The
lake is highly sensitive to external impacts, including climate change, and has been suffering major
water loss for decades. A lake-level decline of almost 10 m was documented between 1950 and 2009
due to restricted precipitation and increased water abstraction for irrigation. This study describes
the changes in the surface size of Prespa Lake and the vegetation/land use in the surrounding area
in the period 1984–2020 using satellite images (remote sensing, Landsat 5 & 8 images by United
States Geological Survey). The lake lost 18.87 km2 of surface in this period (6.9% of its size, dropping
from 273.38 km2 to 254.51 km2). Water loss was greater in the period 1987–1993 and 1998–2004. The
Analysis of Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) in the area (app. 4950 km2) surrounding
Lake Prespa revealed an increase in the mean NDVI values over the period studied (1984–2020),
pointing to a general increase in vegetation. Areas with NDVI > 0.13 increased from 78% in 1984 to
86% in 2020, while those with the highest vegetation intensity (NDVI > 0.45) increased by 40%. These
changes in vegetation may be related to the water loss of the lake.

Keywords: water level; remote sensing; Landsat; agriculture expansion

1. Introduction

Most of the lakes on Earth are of post-glacial origin, originating from the changes that
have occurred in the territories since the last glaciation, both inland and on the coast. An
example is the great lakes of North America. However, there are some much older lakes
whose origin predates glaciation, due to tectonic movements [1]. The best known are Lake
Baikal in Siberia and Lake Tanganyika in the African Rift Valley lakes. Some tectonic lakes
are also found in Europe, but of smaller size, such as the lakes of the Balkan peninsula,
where the best known is Lake Ohrid [2].

The lowering of water levels in lakes is a process that occurs naturally in these ecosys-
tems. The natural evolution of a lake is to silt up and disappear as a result of material
inputs from its basin until it fills its water body [3]. However, at present, this natural
process of clogging is linked to decreases in water level in general due to the use of water
resources in the hydrological basin [4]. Thus, the loss of water level is not only due to the
clogging of sediments, but also to a decrease in the volume of stored water, accelerating the
disappearance of these water bodies. Some well-known examples are the disappearance of
most of the surface of the Aral Sea or the drying up of Lake Chad, in both cases due to the
use of the waters that fed these lakes [5,6].
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The Ohrid-Prespa lakes system is the oldest and most diverse permanent lake system
in Europe, dating from the Pliocene and aged at over 4 Ma [2]. Its relevance has been
acknowledged, among other nominations, with the declaration of Ohrid-Prespa Trans-
boundary Biosphere Reserve (North Macedonia/Albania, 446,244 ha) by UNESCO in
2014 [7]. The lake system is transboundary and composed of Lake Ohrid (shared by N.
Macedonia and Albania) and Lake Prespa, which itself contains two lakes: Macro Prespa
(Big Prespa, hereafter Prespa, with a surface of 253.6 km2) shared by N. Macedonia, Greece
and Albania; Micro Prespa (Small Prespa, 47.4 km2), which is entirely in Greece [2]. State
authorities of the three countries have enforced the protection status of the Prespa lakes
through national and international legislation. A large part of the lakes and their catch-
ment basin have been characterized as National Park (N. Macedonia, Albania and Greece);
Monument of Nature (N. Macedonia); and Wetland of International Importance under the
Ramsar Convention (N. Macedonia, Albania and Greece) [8]. Although it contains one
hydrological basin, during the 20th century Prespa´s protection by the three littoral states
was not performed in a coordinated way [9]. One such effort is the Transboundary Prespa
Park, established in 2000, but it has not rendered significant results either.

The agricultural development of the Balkan region is linked to the change of political
regime at the end of the 20th century. Until 1990, agricultural production was related
to self-consumption in former Yugoslavia, being of regional type and of products that
were in demand by the domestic market. However, with the new geopolitical map of the
Balkans, the new N. Macedonia entered the capitalist orbit and shifted towards globalized
agricultural production. The policies of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water
Management of the Republic of N. Macedonia are aimed at developing the economic
viability of milk production and increasing the livestock fund through the Program for
Financial Support of Agriculture, in support of milk production, according to the politic of
the Agency for Encouraging the Development of Agriculture. In the Pelagonia region, some
food multinationals come into play and there is a development of agricultural production
for export, mainly of Israeli hybrid-maize varieties intended for animal feed, and the
increase of agricultural production of goat and cow milk to over 400,000 m3 per year [10].
Changes in the agricultural production have also occurred in Albania and Greece over the
last decades.

The conservation of forested areas is important to regulate surface runoff, but in times
of heavy rainfall, the forest is not able to retain enough water and reduce flood intensity,
especially if the times of concentration are short [11]. Loss of lake quality has also been
a cause for concern for the last three decades, as eutrophication processes are combined
with the concentration processes that occur due to a decrease in water volume. The main
manifestation is the growth of cyanobacteria [12]. The studies carried out between 1926 and
1928 showed a water body of very good quality, with a transparency in summer between
7 and 8 m. Symptoms of eutrophication were already observed, as well as the process
of desiccation that seemed to have been a trend for centuries [13]. The first sign of poor
ecological condition was detected in 1994 after the first drops in water level, when the
anoxic hypolimnion, which had never been measured before was observed [14]. Studies
carried out on the sediments of Prespa Lake showed that the area has undergone climatic
fluctuations and in the last two millennia the climate has been warmer, drier and has had
less snow. Coupled with human activity, this would explain the continuous drop in water
level that has been recorded [15].

Remote sensing is a tool that has been used to monitor lakes from the point of view of
both water quality and hydrology [16]. On the one hand, the presence of chlorophyll in
the water is an indicator of water quality because of its relationship with eutrophication
processes [17]. On the other hand, the measurement of water surface area is a measure of
the volume of water in a lake or reservoir and it can be used as an estimate of inflows and
outflows [18]. This tool is very useful especially in large lakes and steppe areas, because
it allows surface variations to be appreciated with little effort. Bathymetric measurement
using satellite images is also a good tool as it allows knowledge of variations in many places



Hydrology 2022, 9, 99 3 of 12

where there are no or incomplete data, such as the work carried out in reservoirs [19] and
even the bathymetric determination in shallow areas of beaches and coastal lagoons [20].
The study by Bastawesy et al. [21] in desert lakes in Egypt is an example of this methodology
whose specific application to Prespa Lake is the subject of this paper.

The aim of our study was to describe the changes in (i) the surface size of Prespa Lake
and (ii) the vegetation/land use in this area in the period 1984–2020.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Site

Lake Prespa is a tectonic lake situated at 849 m a.s.l whose exact age is still uncertain,
but it may be even older than Lake Ohrid. It is a relatively shallow lake whose mean and
maximum depths were reported as 14 m and 48 m, respectively, before the major water
level decline [22]. The water input of the lake is 16.92 m3/s, via rivers and catchment runoff
(56%); direct precipitation (35%); inflow (9%) from the nearby Lake Micro Prespa and
groundwater, whereas the water output is estimated to occur mainly through evaporation
(52%); water abstraction for irrigation (2%); and subsurface outflow through the karstic
aquifers of Galichica Mountain (46%) [2].

Macro and Micro Prespa are linked by a small channel with a sluice that separates
them. Between Lake Prespa and Lake Ohrid is Mount Galichica, a karstic massif through
which Lake Prespa feeds Lake Ohrid with fresh water (Figure 1). The water level of lake
Prespa has been dropping constantly for the last century. In the period 1951–2008, it
declined from 852 m a.s.l to 844 m a.s.l, a dramatic ~8 m in less than 60 years [2]. The
water in the lake during dry seasons decreases by 1 cm per day due to the combined
effects of evaporation and irrigation [22]. The level was 847 m a.s.l as of September 2021.
The causes of this major decline are complex and multiple and are likely a combination
of climate change factors (which refers to restricted precipitation, specifically snowfall
and higher air and water temperature); diminished water input (rivers); and increased
water abstraction for irrigation, as well as hydrogeological modifications (earthquakes),
which enhance the water outflow through the underground karst drainage channels [23].
In an effort to determine the causes of the decline, van der Schriek and Giannakopoulos
determined that sustained low lake levels below 847 m, following the dramatic water-level
fall in 1987/88–1994/95, which was triggered by an extensive drought period, are caused
by water abstraction (~72%) and amplified by climate-related inflow decreases (~28%) [24].
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2.2. Meteorological Data

In order to evaluate the impact of climate on the lake´s water level alterations, we have
analyzed data (provided by the National Hydrometeorological Service in N. Macedonia)
regarding temperatures and precipitation in the area (specifically in the village of Pretor
located on the shore, in the northeastern part of the lake, municipality of Resen) (Figure 1b).
However, to our knowledge there is no other station in the Macedonian part of the Lake
that offers complete temperature and precipitation data. A climatological station was
established in the town of Resen (881 m a.s.l.) in 1947 but stopped operation in 1993, while
a meteorological station in Pretor (municipality of Resen, Lat. 40.9797; Long. 21.0617;
993 m a.s.l.) was established in 1991. Therefore, in order to know the most recent values
we have also used data from an automatic weather station located in Stenje (municipality
of Resen, Lat. 40.9453; Long. 20.9017; 1063 m a.s.l.) located at the west shore of the Lake.
The time series of data are analyzed with the Mann-Kendall statistical test to evaluate the
significance of the trend according to Gilbert [25], after verifying that autocorrelation was
not significative. According to Hirsch et al. [26], the Mann–Kendall Test is not affected by
missing data other than the fact that the number of sample points are reduced and hence
might adversely affect the statistical significance. Further, it is not affected by irregular
spacing of the time points of the measurement or by the length of the time series. In our
time series, some values are missing as those data were unavailable, therefore for the
statistical analysis, for the missing data we used the average of the other, available months.

2.3. Satellite Processing

We analysed by remote sensing a series of satellite images (Landsat 5 & 8 images by
European Space Agency and United States Geological Survey), that was obtained from
the summer period (June–August) in various years. Satellite maps show the density of
plant growth and can be used to quantify the amount and type of the vegetation present.
One of the most used indices is calculated from multispectral information as a normalized
ratio between the reflectance in red and near infrared bands and is called the Normalized
Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) [27]. This index is a measure of greenness that is
calculated from the light reflected by vegetation as green vegetation absorbs most of the
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visible light that hits it and reflects a large portion of the near-infrared light. The direct
use is to characterize canopy growth or vigor as chlorophyll actively absorbs red and
reflects near infrared light. NDVI values range from −1 to 1; negative values approaching
−1 correspond to water; values close to zero (−0.1 to 0.1) correspond to barren areas of
rock, sand, or snow; moderate values represent shrub and grassland (0.2 to 0.3); high values
indicate temperate forests (0.6 to 0.8); while tropical rainforests are approaching 1 [28]. The
images were processed using the freeware SNAP application (Brockmann Consult Gmbh,
Hamburg, Germany), version 8.

3. Results
3.1. Climate

We collected 348 monthly data of air temperature for analysis, from the period
1991–2020 in Pretor station; data regarding seven months in the series were not avail-
able. In order to be able to perform statistical analysis, for the missing data we used the
average value of the same month of the other years. A statistically significative increasing
trend according to the Mann–Kendall test in the mean annual temperature was observed
(Figure 2) with values of 0.48% annual, S = 167, Z = 3.9, p < 0.001. The maximal mean
monthly temperature value was 0.2% annual, but there was no statistically significant trend,
p = 0.094 (Figure 2). The minimal mean monthly temperature value was 20.2% annual, and
there was no statistically significant trend, p = 0.195 (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Values of temperature from 1990 to 2020 in Pretor station; green line: annual mean; red line:
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Regarding the precipitation data, we collected 840 monthly data in Pretor and Stenje,
but the data of 24 months at different points in the series were not available. In order to be
able to perform the statistical analysis, for the missing data we used the average value of
the same month in the other years. The assessment of the amount of precipitation in this
same period revealed that the mean monthly precipitation and the annual precipitation did
not decrease; rather, they had a tendency to increase. Stenje station presented a significant
difference mean of annual rainfall value for the studied period of 871 mm (n = 30), while
for Pretor it was 682 mm (n = 27; p = 0.002). Similarly, there were no major changes in the
trend of the maximal monthly precipitation; on the contrary, the percentage that this value
represented in comparison with the total annual precipitation showed a non-statistically
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significant decreasing trend in Stenje (Figure 3, Z = −1.75; p = 0.08) and statistically
significant increasing trend in Pretor (Z = 2.42; p = 0.016), according to the Mann–Kendall
test. In other words, the month with the most precipitation each year represented cca 25%
of the whole yearly precipitation in the early 1990s, while this figure dropped to 15% in the
late 2000s. Exactly how these meteorological figures represent climate change in the area
and how they are connected to the drop in the water level Lake Prespa has experienced is
unknown and requires further study. Nevertheless, these data seem to support the idea
that other causes may be the leading factor in the phenomenon of water loss which has
been occurring for centuries [13].
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3.2. Hydrological Changes

Analysis of the data regarding the surface area of Lake Prespa was performed using
satellite images in the period 1984–2020 (Figure 4a). The lake lost 18.87 km2 of surface in
this period, i.e., 6.9% of its surface (Figure 4b), dropping from 273.38 km2 (June 1984) to
254.51 km2 (July 2020). The rate of water loss was greater in the period 1987–1993 and
1998–2004, while the surface of the lake has not varied in the last decade. Of note, the
two periods in which there was a major decrease in the surface area coincide with the two
periods in which other authors reported a major decline in the water levels [22].

Hydrologically, the volume of water lost from the lake is much more important
relatively than the surface diminution. While the water table decrease is estimated at 6.9%,
if we take as a reference the water level at 852 m above sea level, the volume of water stored
in the lake was 3850 hm3; with a drop in level of 7 m, the volume at 845 m elevation in
2009 was 1785 hm3. This represents a decrease in the volume of stored water of more than
2000 hm3. In relative terms, this is a loss of 54% of its volume (see aspect in Figure A1).
The volume of water lost is much more important than it may seem if we consider only the
decrease in the surface area of the lake, and this aspect has not been considered so far in
the studies carried out.
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3.3. Vegetation Intensity

In the studied area (app. 4950 km2), the vegetated surface (NDVI > 0.13) increased
from 78% in 1984 to 86% in 2020. In particular, the area with the highest vegetation intensity
(NDVI > 0.45) increased by 40% (Figure 5). On the one hand, this contributes to the retention
of runoff in the forest areas and, on the other, to water consumption in the irrigated areas.
The images of summer 1984 and 2020 show that the level of vegetation has increased in the
Baba Mountain and in the surrounding area. In the mountains, the natural vegetation has
developed, possibly due to loss of livestock and forest enhancement. The surrounding area
has manifested itself with a higher NDVI value; while in 1984 the county appears in shades
of green (NDVI value = 0.0), today it is in shades of yellow-orange (NDVI value 0.2 to 0.3).
This change may reflect the growth of crops, currently dedicated to the production of corn
in summer.
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Further studies are needed to understand whether the changes in the amount and
type of forests nearby, particularly Mount Baba (on the East side of Lake Prespa) are related
to the alterations of the water level of the lake. Similarly, the increase in the agricultural use
of the land in the Pelagonia region (Black River basin, Crna Reka in Macedonian, Figure 1),
and particularly in the water basin and catchment, need to be studied in detail. The lake’s
water is used for agricultural purposes in all three neighboring countries. It is estimated
that within the Prespa Lake region there are 6500 ha of agricultural land [29]. Many of the
agricultural fields are placed in Prespa’s catchment; therefore, pesticides and fertilizers
pollute the lake. Since the intensity of the source of pollution is more or less constant, when
the amount of water decreases, the concentration of polluting compounds increases.

4. Discussion

The decrease in the surface area of the water surface in lakes is one of the major envi-
ronmental impacts on aquatic ecosystems. This process occurs naturally due to sediment
input from the basin and the siltation of the basin. Hydrological alterations due to the use
of water for economic purposes are the main cause of the drying up of many lakes and
wetlands by human activity, accelerating the natural process of the disappearance of water
bodies. In tectonic lakes, which are much older than other lakes, this process has been
occurring for millions of years but is currently more affected by humans. Those located in
basins with subsidence maintain their size and depth; however, shallower lakes or those
with greater hydrological alterations have disappeared or are greatly affected. Therefore,
while Lake Ohrid has had no volume variations, Lake Prespa, located at a higher level, is
decreasing its water level, partly because it empties over Ohrid [24].

Among the best known, the disappearance of most of the surface area of the Aral
Sea is impressive, with a reduction in surface area of 74% and in water volume of 90%,
between 1960 and 2000 [30]. In the same time interval, Lake Chad (Africa) also reduced its
surface area by 90%. In both cases, the decrease occurred as a result of water abstraction for
irrigation [31]. In the case of Lake Prespa, given its geometric profile, the loss of surface
area may not seem so important, but the volume of the lost water is. Another case of rapid
decline is Lake Urmia (Iran) which between 2002 and 2014 has reduced its surface area
by 70% and its water volume by 80% due to the impact of groundwater extraction in its
basin [32]. The NDVI index and Landsat satellite images were the tools used to carry out
studies in Lake Urmia [33], where a relationship was found between the development
of intensive agriculture in its basin and the increase in water consumption for irrigation,
producing the decrease in inputs to the lake, its hypersalinization and the alteration of food
webs [34]. Onion, corn and melon production increased in the region with Iran’s reformist
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and liberal economic development policies favored by the end of the fundamentalist
government, increasing the irrigated area by 48% between 1987 and 2020 [35]. Data on
crop water demand in Lake Prespa watershed in the report “Irrigation Systems and Crop
Water Demand” (Hydrogeological Study for the Lake Prespa Watershed in 2013) reveal the
net irrigation water demand was estimated to be 24.76 million m3. Considering the 70%
efficiency of the irrigation systems, the annual gross water demand for irrigation can be
estimated as 35.37 million m3 [36].

The disappearance of lakes means a loss in the natural and ecological heritage of
the planet. Many are currently protected by the Ramsar convention as a habitat for bird
species of interest [37], and this leads to the implementation of measures to optimize
the management of these places for the sake of their conservation. However, in the last
millennium, many lakes have disappeared mainly due to human action. An example is
those that were eliminated to increase the availability of land, as happened in Mexico in the
17th century [38]. In other cases, it is a matter of increasing the urbanization of the territory
at the cost of decreasing the surface of the lake, especially in coastal lakes; an example is
the occupation of the Tunis-Carthage lagoon with the development of the two cities on its
shore, which has gradually reduced its surface [39]. This occupation on the lake shores has
not occurred so far in Lake Prespa, and in the last decade especially, because the process
of the reduction of the surface keeps the shores unstable and it is not easy for them to
be occupied.

In addition, lakes act on the regional climate, as interactions between lakes and the
atmosphere modify water and energy cycles [40]. Land use has a diffuse but potentially
large impact on Prespa Lake. In the same area, changes in land use are described by
Kastridis and Kamperidou and the effect over the Volvi Lake [41], where an increase of
6% of the forested area in combination with the improvement of scrublands quality were
enough to cause a 15% decrease in the mean annual sedimentation and a 50% decrease
in alluviation rate. Agricultural development in the Pelagonia valley may also have
contributed to the increase in water consumption because it is located at an elevation 180 m
lower than Prespa Lake and belongs to the same hydrogeological unit, despite the fact that
the surface hydrological basins are different [42]. For now, no major changes in the regional
climatology are apparent, although the measurements of temperature and precipitation at
one specific point cannot describe the climate for the entire Prespa watershed area which
is a clear limitation of this study. Another phenomenon to be considered is increased
evaporation, as has been suggested by some studies [36]. Further, the entire outflow of
Lake Prespa is into Lake Ohrid through the karst channels. Since most of the transported
phosphorus is retained in the aquifer, thanks to this natural filter, Lake Prespa does not
pose an immediate threat to Lake Ohrid. However, the increased phosphorus load from
Lake Prespa will lead to an increase in the phosphorus content of Lake Ohrid, which will
endanger its fragile ecosystem as a potential hazard [43].

Conservation strategies for Prespa Lake must take into account human activities in
its drainage basins and also in its hydrogeological basin including the wider area with
the Black River valley in Pelagonia, as has been suggested in the case of the African Rift
Valley Lakes [44]. This requires cooperation between the riparian countries, in this case,
Albania, Greece and North Macedonia, as well as technological and financial support from
the international community.

5. Conclusions

Lake Prespa has suffered a dramatic drop in water level of 8m over the past decades,
although previous studies suggest that this lake’s level has been dropping for centuries.
Remote sensing methodology is a useful way to study changes in Lake Prespa regarding
size and changes in the vegetation in the surrounding area. The area of the surface of the
lake has decreased about 6.9% while the decline in the volume of water can be estimated as
about 54%. The increase in the vegetation may be associated with enhanced irrigation in the
surrounding area for agricultural use, a factor participating in the loss of water from the lake.



Hydrology 2022, 9, 99 10 of 12

The survival of the lake requires urgent measures, a serious hydrogeological survey, strong
legislation and better cooperation among the three countries involved in management of
the lake. However, since the process of emptying the lake follows a century-long trend, its
almost total disappearance in the form it has been known for to date may only be a matter
of short time, as has happened with the Aral Sea and Lake Chad, among others.
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