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 “Olya really put her life on the line. She represented the other side before it 
became safe to do so. She and her colleagues and the other people that 
were fighting against the canal really do symbolize the whole spirit of the 
Orange Revolution.”  - Michael Baltzer, director of the Danube-Carpathian 
Programme, World Wide Fund for Nature. 
 
 
 

 
Threat to Internationally Recognized Wetlands 
 
Olya Melen, 26, is a firebrand attorney who used legal channels to temporarily halt construction 
of a massive canal that would have cut through the heart of the Danube Delta, one of the 
world’s most valuable wetlands. For her efforts, she was denounced by the notoriously corrupt 
and lawless pre-Orange Revolution government. 
 
On the coast of the Black Sea, the Danube Delta is a maze of lakes and rivers covering over 1 
million acres in Romania and Ukraine. It contains the largest reed beds in the world and 
abundant wildlife. It was designated as a Wetland of International Importance under the Ramsar 
Convention and as a UNESCO World Heritage Site and Biosphere Reserve. 
 
In 2004, without public notice and in violation of international and national environmental laws, 
the Ukrainian government began dredging and shoring up narrow and shallow sections of a 
106-mile delta waterway to create a canal that would allow large vessels to travel directly 
between the Danube River and the Black Sea. The organization where Melen was working, 
Environment-People-Law (EPL), learned about the project and immediately filed lawsuits to 
prevent construction. Melen took the lead on the case despite having no previous courtroom 
experience.  
  
“I became an environmentalist accidentally,” she says, in retrospect.  
 
Determination in the Face of Corruption 
 
In her first-ever court case, Melen opposed a team of government lawyers seeking to end the 
protected status of rivers and ponds in the Danube Biosphere Reserve. Over the next few 
years, government lawyers and ministers used scare tactics against her and her clients and she 
was publicly accused of being a traitor and a Romanian spy. Undeterred, Melen broadened her 
strategy. Aware that Ukraine was bound by numerous international conventions, EPL filed 
complaints with the Aarhus and Espoo conventions to force the Ukrainian government to justify 
its canal plans at a time when it was seeking acceptance to the European Union. In her first 
significant victory, Melen proved that the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) of the canal, 
which had been approved by the Minister of Environment, was inadequate. The judge ruled that 
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the canal development flouted environmental laws and could adversely affect the Danube 
Delta’s biodiversity.  
 
“I was always optimistic about our chances and never thought about defeat,” Melen says. “I kept 
repeating the phrase ‘Nothing is impossible.’” 
 
In spite of international pressure, the Ukrainian government, under the former President Leonid 
Kuchma, refused to stop the first phase of canal construction, arguing that it was needed to 
boost the local economy. The first phase has now been completed.  
 
But Melen’s high-profile challenge played a pivotal role in prompting the new government that 
swept into office after the Orange Revolution to temporarily halt additional construction. In 
August 2005, the new Minister for the Environment rejected plans for the second phase of the 
proposed canal. 
 
However, the Danube Delta is still under threat. President Viktor Yushchenko has publicly 
voiced his support for the completion of the Danube-Black Sea Canal. Melen and her 
colleagues are poised to use all legal means to continue to protect the most sensitive areas of 
the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. 

### 
 
Recipient Quote: 
Name in print: Olya Melen 
“As a public interest environmental lawyer, my goal is to seek the rule of law to preserve nature 
for present and future generations. Our fragile Mother Earth badly needs legal defenders.” 
 
About the Goldman Environmental Prize 
The Goldman Environmental Prize allows individuals to continue winning environmental victories 
against the odds and inspire ordinary people to take extraordinary actions to protect the world. The 
Goldman Environmental Prize was created in 1990 by civic leaders and philanthropists Richard N. 
Goldman and his late wife, Rhoda H. Goldman.  
 
The Goldman Environmental Prize winners are selected by an international jury from confidential 
nominations submitted by a worldwide network of environmental organizations and individuals. Prize 
winners participate in a 10-day tour of San Francisco and Washington, D.C., for an awards 
ceremony and presentation, news conferences, media briefings and meetings with political, public 
policy, financial and environmental leaders. 


