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1. Background
 Currently, during their daily activity, 
most communities governing commons are 
fighting	to	balance	the	development	of	more	
sustainable ways of management and use of 
natural resources, with strategies to identify, 
preserve and restore endangered habitats 
and species in their territories, along with 
the ecosystem services these communities 
depend on. While doing this, communities 
also try to their best to satisfy short and long 
term social and economic needs and goals 
for their communities and wider society. All 
these	 efforts	 and	 results	 -with	 their	 failures	
and successes- are invaluable examples for 
general society, decision makers, NGOs, and 
many other relevant actors, on how important 
and needed is to balance environmental, so-
cial and economic goals to face current wider 
society challenges.

On the other hand, and despite the communi-
ties’	current	efforts	and	results,	environmental	
policies -including its implementation- usually 
does not consider that these communities 
should have any relevant role in the design or 
implementation of these policies. In general 
terms, the potential role that these communi-
ties have in contributing to achieve these po-
licy goals is unknown by most policy makers, 
and even the mere existence of these com-
munities and their governance rights are lar-
gely unknown.

Additionally, most communities does not link 
many of their activities, achievements and 
plans to these policy goals, losing very re-
levant opportunities for gaining additional 
support for implementing their plans while 
explicitly aligning their strategies with natio-
nal and global needs. Linking local needs to 
national and international policies, is a very 
effective	 way	 for	 gaining	 recognition	 and	
support from external actors, improving the 
communities’ capacity to access additional 
resources and enhancing their results even 
further. Additionally, the external knowled-
ge	and	diffusion	of	 the	contribution	of	 these	
communities to national and international 
policy goals will improve the perception and 
decrease the ignorance that general society 
and key actors have about common gover-
nance systems.

2. Aim of the report
The	goals	of	this	report	are,	first,	to	showcase	
the work and contribution of a representative 
set of communities governing natural resou-
rces in Spain, from the environmental point 
of	 view.	 More	 specifically,	 EU	 Biodiversity	
Strategy to 2030 goals are linked to various 
outcomes achieved by these communities.

Second, it also aim to provide examples and 
ideas for communities governing commons, 
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on how to better contribute to national and 
international environmental, social and eco-
nomic policies, and specially on how to bet-
ter address, plan and explicitly state their 
alignment and current contribution to these 
policies.

3. Introduction to commons 
and common governance

3.1- What are the commons?
Commons are those natural resources under 
collective governance. This happens when a 
community -usually a local community- enjoy 
natural resources by means of their own co-
llective system of rules and decisions. This 
could be based on property rights (e.g. co-
llective tenure of forests and pastures), but 
also very often on governance rights on pu-
blic and private property (e.g. traditional irri-
gation governance systems, sacred sites, 
small	scale	fishing,	or	local	hunting	societies,	
among many others). Commons are very 
common, diverse and important in most of 
Europe,	and	very	especially	in	Spain.

3.2- What is governance?
Governance is possibly the most crucial ele-
ment	 necessary	 to	 define	 commons.	While	
management	 is	defined	by	what	we	do	 in	a	
territory (e.g. harvesting, restoring a dama-
ged area, etc.), governance is how power is 
shared, decisions are taken, agreements are 
built, and rules are decided and implemented.

3.3- Commons and nature conservation at 
global scale
A	vast	area	of	land	on	Earth	is	used,	managed,	
or governed collectively, under community-
based governance, by indigenous peoples 

and local communities (IPLCs)1. This inclu-
des a large share of the planet’s remaining 
high-quality, high-biodiversity ecosystems. 
Indigenous peoples’ lands make up around 
28%	of	the	Earth’s	surface2 (almost 38 million 
km2); when other forms of communal ma-
nagement are included, estimates range up 
to 50%1,3, covering a wide range of biomes 
including forests, rangelands, deserts and 
coastal	 areas.	 These	 figures	 include	 areas	
where IPLCs have legally recognized rights, 
as well as areas where they lack such rights 
but in practice claim, use, and manage land 
and resources, usually on a longstanding 
customary basis.

3.4- Commons in Spain, some figures and 
a brief overview
Far from being an archaic or anecdotal form 
of management, in Spain communal mana-
gement of the territory is widespread and in 
many cases enjoys great vitality, although 
not without problems. A study commissioned 
by the Convention on Biological Diversity4 in 
various countries of the world concluded that 
in Spain these uses are key to the economy 

1 Oxfam, International Land Coalition, Rights and 
Resources Initiative, Common Ground: Secu-
ring	Land	Rights	and	Safeguarding	the	Earth. 
(Oxford: Oxfam, 2016).

2 Garnett et al. 2018 “A spatial overview of the 
global importance of Indigenous lands for con-
servation” Nature Sustainability 1, no. 7 (2018): 
369–374.

3 Child, B. and Cooney, R., 2019. Local Commons 
for	Global	Benefits:	Scientific	and	Technical	Ad-
visory	Panel	to	the	Global	Environment	Facility.	
Washington, DC.

4	 Couto,	S.	and	Eugenio	Gutiérrez,	J.	2012.	
Recognition and Support of ICCAs in Spain. In: 
Kothari,	A.	with	Corrigan,	C.,	Jonas,	H.,	Neu-
mann,	A.,	and	Shrumm,	H.	(eds).	Recognising	
and Supporting Territories and Areas Conserved 
By Indigenous Peoples And Local Communities: 
Global Overview and National Case Studies. Se-
cretariat of the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity, ICCA Consortium, Kalpavriksh, and Natural 
Justice,	Montreal,	Canada.	Technical	Series	no.	
64. Click “Spain” here: https://www.cbd.int/pro-
tected/ts64-country-case-studies/

4

https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp-common-ground-land-rights-020316-en_0.pdf
https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp-common-ground-land-rights-020316-en_0.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-018-0100-6
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-018-0100-6
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-018-0100-6
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/publications/52954%2520FINAL%2520LCGB%2520Report_web.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/publications/52954%2520FINAL%2520LCGB%2520Report_web.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/publications/52954%2520FINAL%2520LCGB%2520Report_web.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/protected/ts64
https://www.cbd.int/protected/ts64
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and employment, and yet they are almost 
unknown to an important part of the society.

General data on commons in Spain (and in 
most countries elsewhere) are patchy and 
sectorial, and studies on its national or re-
gional importance for economy, environment 
or just basic statistics are mostly absent. 
However,	some	partial	data	and	figures	can	
give us an idea of its importance, showing 
also very clearly that they are just the tip of 
the iceberg.

For example, common pastures in Spain are 
widespread, and from the almost 193,000 
cattle, sheep, goats and horses farms in 
Spain 40,414 use common grasslands 
(21%).	Expressed	per	head,	of	the	25	million	
herbivores on these farms, 6,800,000 cattle, 
sheep, goats and horses graze on communal 
pasture; being 27.3% of the whole herbivore 

livestock in Spain5.

Hunting	associations	manage	some	6.4	mi-
llion hectares communally and, as far as 
Spanish forests are concerned, member fo-
rests account for more than 1.5 million hec-
tares, and there are more than 2,800 com-
munal “neighbour forests” in Galicia alone, to 
which should be added the abundant com-
munal forests, of which there is no state re-
gister or reliable data to date, but which are 
estimated	to	be	larger	in	area	than	the	figure	
shown above.

Only	 in	Extremadura	 region	 there	are	more	
than 170 common dehesas (a	High	Natural	
Value seminatural ecosystem typical form 
Southwestern Iberian peninsula), with a total 

5	 Instituto	Nacional	de	Estadística,	2012.	Encues-
ta sobre Métodos de Producción en las Explota-
ciones Agrícolas. Año 2009. https://www.ine.es/
prensa/np698.pdf

6

https://www.ine.es/prensa/np698.pdf
https://www.ine.es/prensa/np698.pdf
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surface of 150,000 ha providing ecosystem 
services to more than 170,000 commoners 
(right holders)6. To give an idea of the envi-
ronmental value of these dehesas and their 
conservation	 status,	 in	 Extremadura,	 com-
mon	 dehesas	 includes	 at	 least	 45,540	 Ha	
of Special Area of Conservation (SACs) and 
37,153	Ha	of	Special	Protection	Areas	(SPAs)	
being both Natura 2000 Network protected 
sites	under	EU	Habitats	and	Birds	Directives.

Concerning coastal areas, the Spanish coast-
line is exploited under communal system by 
some	229	fishing	guilds,	which	provide	83%	
of	the	jobs	in	the	total	fisheries	sector	in	our	
country7.

6	 LIFE	Comforest	-	Identification, monitoring and 
sustainable management of communal forests 
in Extremadura	LIFE12	ENV/ES/000148.	See	
here: https://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/
project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.
dspPage&n_proj_id=4629

7 Franquesa, R. 2004. Fishermen guilds in Spain 
(Cofradías): economic role and structural chan-
ges. What are responsible fisheries? Internatio-
nal	Institute	of	Fisheries	Economics	and	Trade	
2004	Japan	Proceedings,	26-29	July.	Tokyo,	
Japan.	Available	at:	https://ir.library.oregonstate.
edu/downloads/gt54kp20r

4. Biodiversity
BIODIVERSITY	is	the	variety	of	life	on	Earth,	
including plants, animals, fungi, micro-orga-
nisms, and the habitats in which they live. 
This web of living things forms the ecosys-
tems that underpin all economies and so-
cieties. For example, although most nature 
benefits	 to	 human	 cannot	 be	 financially	 ac-
counted,	half	of	global	GDP	or	EUR	40	trillion	
depends directly on nature8.

Nonetheless, there is a global trend on biodi-
versity loss, and number of species, habitats 
and ecosystems health and genetic diversity 
of wild organism is decreasing. For example: 
the global population of wild species has fa-
llen by 60% over the last 40 years, 1 million 
species are at risk of extinction and around 
75%	of	 the	Earth’s	 land	and	40%	of	 its	ma-
rine environments have been drastically 
changed5.

Unsustainable use of land and sea, 

8	 European	Union,	2020.	EU Biodiversity Strategy. 
Bringing nature back into our lives. Luxembourg: 
Publications	Office	of	the	European	Union,	2020.	
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/
detail/en/fs_20_906

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4629
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4629
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4629
https://ir.library.oregonstate.edu/downloads/gt54kp20r
https://ir.library.oregonstate.edu/downloads/gt54kp20r
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_20_906
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_20_906
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EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030. Key commitments related to nature protection and restoration

Nature protection: key commitments by 2030 
1.	Legally	protect	a	minimum	of	30%	of	the	EU’s	land	area	and	30%	of	the	EU’s	sea	area	and	integrate	ecological	cor-
ridors,	as	part	of	a	true	Trans-European	Nature	Network.	
2.	Strictly	protect	at	least	a	third	of	the	EU’s	protected	areas,	including	all	remaining	EU	primary	and	old-growth	forests.	
3.	Effectively	manage	all	protected	areas,	defining	clear	conservation	objectives	and	measures,	and	monitoring	them	
appropriately. 

EU Nature Restoration Plan: key commitments by 2030 
1.	Legally	binding	EU	nature	restoration	targets	to	be	proposed	in	2021,	subject	to	an	impact	assessment.	By	2030,	
significant	areas	of	degraded	and	carbon-rich	ecosystems	are	restored;	habitats	and	species	show	no	deterioration	in	
conservation trends and status; and at least 30% reach favourable conservation status or at least show a positive trend. 
2. The decline in pollinators is reversed. 
3. The risk and use of chemical pesticides is reduced by 50% and the use of more hazardous pesticides is reduced by 
50%. 
4. At least 10% of agricultural area is under high-diversity landscape features. 
5. At least 25% of agricultural land is under organic farming management, and the uptake of agro-ecological practices 
is	significantly	increased.	
6.	Three	billion	new	trees	are	planted	in	the	EU,	in	full	respect	of	ecological	principles.	
7.	Significant	progress	has	been	made	in	the	remediation	of	contaminated	soil	sites.	
8.	At	least	25,000	km	of	free-flowing	rivers	are	restored.	
9. There is a 50% reduction in the number of Red List species threatened by invasive alien species. 
10. The losses of nutrients from fertilisers are reduced by 50%, resulting in the reduction ofthe use of fertilisers by at 
least 20%. 
11. Cities with at least 20,000 inhabitants have an ambitious Urban Greening Plan. 
12.	No	chemical	pesticides	are	used	in	sensitive	areas	such	as	EU	urban	green	areas.	
13.	The	negative	impacts	on	sensitive	species	and	habitats,	including	on	the	seabed	through	fishing	and	extraction	ac-
tivities, are substantially reduced to achieve good environmental status. 
14. The by-catch of species is eliminated or reduced to a level that allows species recovery and conservation.
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overexploitation of natural resources, climate 
change, pollution and invasive alien species 
play the biggest role in biodiversity loss.

It is very important to understand that biodi-
versity	 loss	means	an	Earth	 less	apt	 to	 life,	
as there are less resources (food, shelter, 
etc.) for species, while damaged ecosystems 
are more fragile, making our societies and all 
wildlife more vulnerable to extreme events 
and new diseases.

For	 example,	 at	 European	 Union	 level,	 the	
EU	in	spite	of	having	legal	frameworks,	stra-
tegies and action plans to protect nature and 
restore habitats and species, biodiversity 
protection is incomplete, restoration is done 
small-scale, and the implementation and en-
forcement	of	legislation	is	insufficient9.

9 Mid-term	review	of	the	EU	Biodiversity	Strategy	
to 2020 (COM(2015) 478 and SWD(2015) 187); 
Fitness	Check	of	the	EU	Nature	Legislation	
(Birds	and	Habitats	Directives)	(SWD(2016) 
472); Fitness	Check	of	the	EU	Water	Legislation 
(SWD(2019) 439).

5. The EU Biodiversity 
Strategy for 2030 
The	European	Commission	has	adopted	the	
new EU	 Biodiversity	 Strategy	 for	 2030	 and	
an associated Action Plan. It aims to put 
Europe’s	 biodiversity	 on	 a	 path	 to	 recovery	
by	2030	with	benefits	for	people,	the	climate	
and the planet. It is also the proposal for the 
EU	contribution	to	the	upcoming	international	
negotiations on the global post-2020 biodiver-
sity framework.

The	 EU	 Biodiversity	 strategy	 includes	 “key	
commitments” by 2030 related to nature pro-
tection and to nature restoration. We are going 
to	provide	examples	on	how	different	commu-
nities governing commons are currently contri-
buting to these key commitments:

9

Figure 1: Examples	of	targets	of	the	EU	Biodiversity	Strategy	to	2030.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/%3Furi%3DCELEX:52015DC0478
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/%3Furi%3DCELEX:52015DC0478
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/fitness_check/docs/nature_fitness_check.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/fitness_check/docs/nature_fitness_check.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/fitness_check_of_the_eu_water_legislation/documents/Water%2520Fitness%2520Check%2520-%2520SWD%282019%29439%2520-%2520web.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/%3Fqid%3D1590574123338%26uri%3DCELEX:52020DC0380
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/%3Fqid%3D1590574123338%26uri%3DCELEX:52020DC0380
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Recognising communities as Pro-
tected Areas managers

According to the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Protected 
Areas can be categorised by their type of go-
vernance (see Table 1). One of the four types 
of governance is “Governance by Indigenous 
Peoples and Local Communities”. For 
Europe,	and	certainly	for	Spain,	when	talking	
about commons, local communities are very 
clearly	defined	by	 law,	 including	those	com-
moners with collective rights on a particular 
common resource.

At Spanish level, there are interesting 
examples on how, the areas protected by 
Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities 
are	contributing	to	meet	this	EU	Biodiversity	
Strategy goal. 

Private Areas of Natural Interest

In Galicia, the Regional Government (Xunta 
de Galicia) has declared in 2011, Sobreiras 
do Faro, a part of a Neighbour Forest (MVMC, 
by the original Galician name of this type 
of common forest, Monte Veciñal en Man 
Común) as ‘Private Area of Natural Interest’ 
(Espacio Privado de Interese Natural,	EPIN).	

4.1.1- Nature Protection: key 
commitments by 2030

1. Legally protect a minimum of 
30% of the EU’s land area and 
30% of the EU’s sea area and 
integrate ecological corridors, 
as part of a true Trans-European 
Nature Network.

Although when we think about “protected 
land” we usually think about Protected Areas10 
stablished by governments (e.g. Natural or 
National Parks), there are also Protected 
Areas stablished and run by local communi-
ties and indigenous peoples. While some of 
these protected areas are recognised as such 
by national governments, others doesn’t, but 
in any case these territories are a very rel-
evant contribution to nature conservation3.

10	 IUCN	defines	a	protected	area	as:	A	clearly	defi-
ned geographical space, recognised, dedicated 
and	managed,	through	legal	or	other	effective	
means, to achieve the long-term conservation of 
nature with associated ecosystem services and 
cultural values.

Table 1: IUCN Governance types for protected areas. Source: Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013. Governance of 
Protected Areas: From understanding to action. Best Practice Protected Area Guidelines Series No. 20, Gland, 
Switzerland: IUCN. xvi + 124pp.

https://www.iccaconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/publication-iucn-best-practices-no20-2013-en.pdf
https://www.iccaconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/publication-iucn-best-practices-no20-2013-en.pdf
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along the country, could be a key feature for 
“integrate ecological corridors, as part of a 
true Trans-European Nature Network” as 
described	in	the	EU	Biodiversity	Strategy.

Small-scale fisheries Marine Pro-
tected Areas

The	 MPAs	 for	 small-scale	 fisheries	 mana-
gement purposes being implemented in 
Galicia (locally known as Reservas Marinas 
de Interés Pesquero) started with a proposal 
by	a	 local	 fishermen’s	community	 (Cofradía 
de Pescadores de Lira). These MPA have 
two	 characteristics	 that	 differentiate	 them	
from other MPAs stablished in Spain. The 
first	one	is	that	they	have	been	proposed	by	
the	fishermen	communities	of	the	area.	The	
second one is that they have been designed 
-and currently they are implemented- with an 
equal representation and power decision by 
local communities and public administration. 
They are a successful example of a bottom-
up implementation of marine protected areas 
(MPAs), as a means to promote the sustai-
nable	 co-management	 of	 small-scale	 fishe-
ries alongside with biodiversity conservation 
goals.

The	first	one,	Os Miñarzos MPA in Lira, ge-
nerated important methodological and legal 

11

In Galicia there are around 2,835 MVMC11 
representing 608,728 ha, 30% of the total 
forest surface area of Galicia12 and many of 
them have outstanding natural values, and 
yet this kind of recognition -where both the 
natural values and the governance system 
that preserve them are recognized- is still ex-
ceptional and very rare.

Bottom up, participative processes where 
national, regional and local public administra-
tions legally recognise those territories identi-
fied	as	a	“Protected	Area”	by	their	governing	
communities, has an enormous potential for 
contributing	to	the	EU	goal	of	legally protect 
a minimum of 30% of the EU’s land area and 
30% of the EU’s sea area, besides, the pat-
chy distribution of common lands and water 

11	 Couto,	S.	and	Eugenio	Gutiérrez,	J.	2012.	
Recognition and Support of ICCAs in Spain. In: 
Kothari, A. et al. (eds). Recognising and Suppor-
ting Territories and Areas Conserved By Indige-
nous Peoples And Local Communities: Global 
Overview and National Case Studies. Secre-
tariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
ICCA Consortium, Kalpavriksh, and Natural 
Justice,	Montreal,	Canada.	Technical	Series	no.	
64.

12 Fernández, X. et al.,2006. Os montes veciñais 
en man común: o patrimonio silente. Natureza, 
economía,	identidade	e	democracia	na	Galicia	
rural. Vigo.

Sobreiras do Faro in 
Galicia, owned by the MVMC 

of Viladesuso, includes 3 priority habitats 
under the Habitats Directive, and 8 ani-
mal species included in the Galician List 
of Endangered Species. The goal of the 
Viladesuso MVMC is to open the area up to 
regulated public access as well as to pro-
mote the MVMC’s natural organic prod-
ucts with the identifiable Sobreiras do Faro 
quality brand, which includes honey, chest-
nuts and the traditional colt meat of the 
autochthonous Galician breed of horses.

https://www.cbd.int/pa/doc/ts64-case-studies/spain-en.pdf
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precedents that were acknowledged by the 
Galician government for the future implemen-
tation of similar MPAs, opening the door for 
other	fishermen’s	organizations	to	initiate	si-
milar processes. The Mar de Ortegal Cedeira 
MPA was the second of its kind to be decreed 
in	Galicia,	on	29	January	2009.

These protected areas correspond to 
Category VI (“Protected area with sustaina-
ble use of natural resources”) of the IUCN 
classification	 of	 Protected	 Areas	 according	
to its management category13. They aim to 
promote	 the	 sustainable	 exploitation	 of	 fis-
hery resources by balancing the social and 
economic needs of human communities with 
the maintenance of healthy and biodiverse 
ecosystems.

Currently there are approximately 230 
Cofradías14 in Spain3. Taking this into accou-
nt, there is still a huge potential to explore 
for supporting these local organizations by 

13 https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/
about/protected-area-categories

14 Cofradía	is	the	Spanish	term	for	fishermen’s	
guilds, which are traditional organizations that 
include	all	the	fishermen	sharing	and	governing	
a	specific	traditional	area

seeing these communities -by society and by 
the relevant authorities—as legitimate part-
ners in every stage of decision-making rela-
ted to marine conservation, which must incor-
porate their needs and priorities, and value 
and fully utilize their experiences and ecolo-
gical knowledge systems through the shared 
governance of marine and coastal resources. 
In	 this	context,	 for	small-scale	fisheries	ma-
nagement purposes, MPAs can provide an 
effective	 framework	 to	 empower	 resource	
users through shared governance arrange-
ments, improve their quality of life, genera-
te new socioeconomic opportunities through 
tourism and recreation, recognize their eco-
logical knowledge and cultural identity, and 
contribute to the sustainability of small-scale 
fisheries	and	natural	resources.	The	bottom-
up approach is increasingly arousing as an 
alternative	 to	 the	conventional	 top-down	fis-
heries polices of local authorities.

Areas Conserved by Local Com-
munities (ICCA - Territories of 
Life)

Also at international level, some Spanish 
commons are starting to be recognized 
as “protected areas” at the same time that 
they are recognized as “areas conserved by 

Os Miñarzos - Fin 
da Terra Marine 

Protected Area in Lira 
(Galicia), constitutes the first marine pro-
tected area in the north of the Iberian 
peninsula.  It is a pioneering case in 
Europe, with a differential methodologi-
cal approach, where artisanal fishermen 
have been the promoters of the initiative.  
Furthermore, social participation and local 
ecological knowledge was, and continues 
to be, the basis for both the design and the 
planning and management of the reserve.

https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about/protected-area-categories
https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about/protected-area-categories
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local communities” (also known as ICCAs or 
Territories of Life)15. Although the ICCA con-
cept goes far beyond the concept of Protected 
Area, those communities recognized as 
ICCAs in the ICCA Registry, have also the 
option to register their territory in the World 
Database of Protected Areas. In Spain the 
process of recognising common territories as 
ICCAs -as well as protected areas-, started 
in 2017, facilitated by Iniciativa Comunales, 
an organization of communities that govern 
waters, lands and other natural resources 
under collective governance. The process is 
based on a peer review and support system, 
where communities support and evaluate 
each other candidacies, in a similar way that 
researchers	does	with	their	scientific	papers.

Up to 2020 six Spanish ICCAs have been re-
gistered, both in the ICCA registry as well as 
in the World Database of Protected Areas:

• Monte Veciñal en Man Común de 
Santiago de Covelo.

15 A Territory of Life -also known as ICCA- is an 
area strongly linked with a local community or 
indigenous people. This territory is considered a 
Territory of Life or ICCA when such an associa-
tion	is	combined	with	effective	local	governance,	
and this governance system contributes to the 
conservation of nature, as well as to community 
wellbeing.

• Monte Veciñal en Man Común de 
Froxán.

• Monte Veciñal en Man Común de Teis

• Monte Veciñal en Man Común de Vilar 
de Triacastela

• Comunidad de Regantes de Cáñar 
- Barjas

• Monte Veciñal en Man Común de Couso

According to the World Database of Protected 
Areas, there are currently over 1,500 pro-
tected	areas	and	other	effective	area-based	
conservation	measures	(OECMs)	reported	to	
be protected under the governance of indige-
nous peoples and local communities. This is 
just 1% of the total number of Protected Areas 
recorded in the WDPA. Although this shows 
just the tip of the iceberg, also highlight how 
much room for recognition is still possible.

Although the meaning of “strict protection” 
has	not	yet	being	defined	by	 the	EC,	 in	 the	
framework	 of	 the	 EU	 Biodiversity	 Strategy,	

2. Strictly protect at least a third 
of the EU’s protected areas, in-
cluding all remaining EU prima-
ry and old-growth forests.

ICCAs-Territories of 
Life A Territory of Life -also known 

as ICCA- is an area strongly linked with 
a local community or indigenous peo-
ple. This territory is considered a Territory 
of Life or ICCA when such an associa-
tion is combined with effective local 
governance (a local system defining 
how power is shared, agreements are 
built, and rules are decided and imple-
mented), and this governance system 
contributes to the conservation of na-
ture, as well as to community wellbeing.

https://www.iccaregistry.org/
https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/our-work/world-database-protected-areas
https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/our-work/world-database-protected-areas
http://www.icomunales.org/
http://www.icomunales.org/icca/
https://www.protectedplanet.net/555625768
https://www.protectedplanet.net/555625768
https://www.protectedplanet.net/555625762
https://www.protectedplanet.net/555625762
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fishing	is	allowed	in	the	area)	to	preserve	one	
of the most outstanding eelgrass (Zoostera) 
of the ría, where two endangered species of 
seahorse are present. Currently this cofradía 
is	 negotiating	 with	 several	 other	 cofradías	
holding	 fishing	 rights	 in	 other	Toralla	 Island	
waters, to agree to protect all the underwater 
areas of the Toralla Island.

Fishermen communities are aware that the 
protection of the eelgrass prairies will be both 
beneficial	for	increasing	the	fishing	stocks	in	
the medium and long term as well for the re-
covery of endangered species and habitats.

Some communities governing commons have 
developed their own conservation plans for 
endangered species and habitats, integrating 
them in their own Management Plans. This 
way	they	integrate	specific	EU	environmental	
policy goals in their governance systems.

Good examples are some Neighbour 

this may be understood as a special care on 
the impact of human activity in especially fra-
gile Protected Areas. Currently, is generally 
accepted that many habitats of community 
interest (including priority habitats) need spe-
cific	mostly	 traditional	human	activities	 (e.g.	
cutting and grazing) for maintaining an ade-
quate conservation status or even to exist. 
Nonetheless there are other habitats for 
which	 some	 specific	 direct	 human	activities	
are a relevant threat.

Communities stablishing “strict” 
conservation measures

Although many communities still have yet to 
identify species and habitats in their territo-
ries for which special protection may be nee-
ded (especially for those species or habitats 
less conspicuous or known, as invertebrates 
or	 small	 plants),	 some	 have	 identified	 en-
dangered species and habitats that requires 
strict protection and have implemented strict 
conservation measures in those parts of their 
territory. 

One	illustrative	example	is	the	fishermen	guild	
Confraría de Pescadores de Vigo, in Galicia. 
This community has declared a part of Toralla 
Island unerwaters for strict protection (no 

Confraría de 
Pescadores de 

Vigo This fishermen guild has declared 
in their management plan a strict protec-
tion area inside their territory, for preserving 
an important eelgrass (Zoostera) habitat, 
home of two endangered species of sea-
horse Hippocampus hippocampus and 
Hipocampus guttulatus. Contacts have 
been made with other confrarías of the 
Toralla Island, and other stakeholders to in-
crease the strict protection area, including 
parts of other communities fishing territories.

3. Effectively manage all pro-
tected areas, defining clear 
conservation objectives and 
measures, and monitoring them 
appropriately.
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How communities effectively 
manage their Protected Areas

In Spain, almost all communities governing 
commons have management rights recogni-
sed by law, and it is a fact that many of them 
can and want to be recognised as a protec-
ted area, and they provide (with their limita-
tions	and	conflicts)	a	relevant	contribution	to	
biodiversity conservation, while supporting 
sustainable ways to satisfy the livelihoods 
of members and non-members of the com-
munity. Some other communities have the 
knowledge and (to a certain extent) means 
to enhance their contribution to biodiversity 
conservation, if a little support and adequate 
recognition to their rights, problems and ne-
eds would be provided.

Woodlands (Montes Veciñais en Man Común) 
of the Xistral Range, in Northwest Spain. 
With	the	support	of	the	LIFE	project	“LIFE	in	
Common Land”, -a demonstration/ collabo-
rative project focused on the conservation of 
peatland and Atlantic wetland priority habitats 
of	European	Interest-	communities	were	pro-
vided with the facilitation and technical sup-
port	 (including	 co-financing)	 to	 restore	 and	
protect these endangered habitats, that were 
threatened by progressive abandonment of 
traditional land use –mainly grazing practi-
ces. Currently the conservation plan of the-
se endangered habitats is integrated in their 
Management Plan of their territory.

The Comunities of the 
MVMC Teniente e 

Xistral e Santo Tomé 
de Recaré were the first two 
Neighbour Woodlands in passing a new Forestry 
Management Plan including specific measures to 
preserving and monitoring concrete priority habi-
tats of Common Interest (according with the EU 
Habitats Directive). Xistral range boasts the most 
valuable ensemble of wet heathlands and bogs 
of the Iberian northwest, including a blanket bog 
complex unparalleled in all the European south-
west, and other relevant species as wolf. 

The MVMC de 
Santiago de Covelo 

has been registered as an ICCA-Territory of Life 
in 2017, and it is listed in the World Database 
of Protected Areas (WDPA). As a conservation 
measure for protecting the Iberian wolf (Canis 
lupus signatus) population in their territory, they 
have banned their incipient population of Roe 
Deer (Capreolus capreolus) to be hunted, to let 
their numbers increase and stabilize, providing 
a reliable food supply for wolves. 

https://www.lifeincommonland.eu/en/
https://www.lifeincommonland.eu/en/
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4.1.2. EU Nature Restoration 
Plan: key commitments by 
2030
Communities governing commons have a 
high potential to contribute to the protection 
and restoration of carbon-rich ecosystems 
and other endangered species and habitats. 
Although virtually all communities governing 
natural resources implement conservation 
measures in their territories, many does not 
have the means and technical expertise to 
identify most threatened species and habi-
tats as such. Nonetheless once they link the-
se	specific	elements	of	their	natural	heritage	
with its conservation importance at regional 
or global scale, a strong bond is made, and 
most communities will take that into account 
in their collective plans. For achieving this, 
short and medium term support is key, in or-
der to complement the local and traditional 
knowledge and expertise, with state-of-the-
art	scientific	knowledge.

1. Legally binding EU nature 
restoration targets to be pro-
posed in 2021, subject to an 
impact assessment. By 2030, 
significant areas of degraded 
and carbon-rich ecosystems 
are restored; habitats and spe-
cies show no deterioration in 
conservation trends and status; 
and at least 30% reach favour-
able conservation status or at 
least show a positive trend.

For achieving relevant conservation goals in 
the	EU,	 it	 is	 very	 important	 to	 take	 into	ac-
count the strong link between traditional ac-
tivities	 and	many	 EU	 habitats	 and	 species.	
Abandonment of extensive traditional far-
ming practices is the most important pres-
sure on key farmland habitats and species 
of Community interest and, by contrast, the 
second most important pressure on key 

16
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farmland	habitats	and	species	is	the	intensifi-
cation of management16. In this context local 
community management (e.g. multifunctional 
family farming) is clearly a positive contribu-
tion to the improvements of these habitats 
and the species it harbours, in contrast with 
farming	intensification.

The recognition and active dissemination of 
these demonstrative cases is very important 
for the transferability and replication of the-
se interesting community initiatives to other 
communal contexts17.

Some communities are implementing res-
toration initiatives in endangered habitats, in-
tegrating biodiversity objectives and Climate 
Change Mitigation and Adaptation goals in 
the management plans of their territories. 

16	 European	Union,	2018.	Farming	for	Natura	
2000. Guidance on how to support Natura 2000 
farming systems to achieve conservation objecti-
ves, based on Member States good practice 
experiences

17 Serrano, Miguel, Coord. (2018). Campo de La-
mas. Plan de gestión y adaptación al cambio cli-
mático.	In:	Castañé,	S.,	Asensio,	N.,	Baena,	O.,	
Fàbrega, V., Navarro, A. & Carnicero, P. (2018). 
Guía	práctica:	Cómo	planificar	los	proyectos	de	
custodia para adaptarse al cambio climático en 
las	regiones	vulnerables	de	España. Xarxa de 
Custòdia del Territori.

Restoring endangered habitats

For example, the community of the MVMC 
de	Froxán,	has	 identified	and	 is	 restoring	a	
priority	habitat	 of	European	 interest	 -a	 tem-
perate Atlantic wet heath- in their territory. 
The decision was based on the community 
awareness of the importance of wetland res-
toration both for their ecosystem services (in 
particular water regulation of springs and car-
bon sequestration), as well as for its natural 
and biodiversity values, which are also asso-
ciated with elements of cultural heritage.

This initiative has been implemented by the 
community in the framework of a Management 
and adaptation to Climate Change Plan for 
the wetland18.

18 https://www.adaptecca.es/sites/default/files/
documentos/guia_cambio_climatico_y_custo-
dia_2018.pdf

The Community of the 
MVMC de Froxán 

has identified a priority endangered 
habitat of European Interest in their 
common land (temperate atlantic 
wet heaths), and is working on its 
restoration, recovering the natural 
values, ecosystem services and ele-
ments of the cultural heritage associ-
ated16. The case was selected as pilot 
case and co-financed by the project 
“Climate change adaptation in Land 
Stewardship projects”.

Casta%C3%B1%C3%A9%2C%20S.%2C%20Asensio%2C%20N.%2C%20Baena%2C%20O.%2C%20F%C3%A0brega%2C%20V.%2C%20Navarro%2C%20A.%20%26%20Carnicero%2C%0DP.%20%282018%29.%20Gu%C3%ADa%20pr%C3%A1ctica:%20C%C3%B3mo%20planificar%20los%20proyectos%20de%20custodia%20para%0Dadaptarse%20al%20cambio%20clim%C3%A1tico%20en%20las%20regiones%20vulnerables%20de%20Espa%C3%B1a.%0DXarxa%20de%20Cust%C3%B2dia%20del%20Territori.
Casta%C3%B1%C3%A9%2C%20S.%2C%20Asensio%2C%20N.%2C%20Baena%2C%20O.%2C%20F%C3%A0brega%2C%20V.%2C%20Navarro%2C%20A.%20%26%20Carnicero%2C%0DP.%20%282018%29.%20Gu%C3%ADa%20pr%C3%A1ctica:%20C%C3%B3mo%20planificar%20los%20proyectos%20de%20custodia%20para%0Dadaptarse%20al%20cambio%20clim%C3%A1tico%20en%20las%20regiones%20vulnerables%20de%20Espa%C3%B1a.%0DXarxa%20de%20Cust%C3%B2dia%20del%20Territori.
Casta%C3%B1%C3%A9%2C%20S.%2C%20Asensio%2C%20N.%2C%20Baena%2C%20O.%2C%20F%C3%A0brega%2C%20V.%2C%20Navarro%2C%20A.%20%26%20Carnicero%2C%0DP.%20%282018%29.%20Gu%C3%ADa%20pr%C3%A1ctica:%20C%C3%B3mo%20planificar%20los%20proyectos%20de%20custodia%20para%0Dadaptarse%20al%20cambio%20clim%C3%A1tico%20en%20las%20regiones%20vulnerables%20de%20Espa%C3%B1a.%0DXarxa%20de%20Cust%C3%B2dia%20del%20Territori.
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This	five	“key commitments” -as labelled by 
the	EU	Biodiversity	Strategy-	are	very	much	
related.

Although common agricultural land is one of 
the	types	of	land	that	has	suffered	a	greater	

privatization rates throughout the last centu-
ries, there are still very relevant examples on 
how agricultural common land can contribute 
to organic farming, to reduce the use of pesti-
cides use and improve the conservation sta-
tus of agricultural land and pollinators.

In general terms, common land is more likely 
to be used  for satisfying common interest 
purposes than private land. Firstly because 
that is its original purpose, so local commu-
nities are more inclined (ethically and cul-
turally) for farming common land to satisfy 
collective needs. These needs can include 
economic needs, but also, health, leisure, 
cultural, spiritual or social needs. Additionally, 
common governance systems include tools 
to help prevailing collective interests over pri-
vate interests. A good example of this is the 
use of “chemical pesticides” and the “more 
hazardous pesticides”. As local communities 
are increasingly aware of the impacts of pes-
ticides on health and the environment, it also 
increases the surface of common land under 
organic farming.

A good example is the common lands of the 
municipality	of	Noain,	Elorz	Valley	(Navarra).	
This municipality uses their common land 
to implement their sustainability goals. The 

Noain common 
lands in Navarra, has inte-

grated sustainability goals in its com-
mon lands bylaws.  The new bylaws 
provide clear advantages to those 
commoners cultivating the common 
land under certified organic farming 
(e.g. 50% discount in the land lease)  
or as a prerequisite, for example all 
livestock farms should be under certi-
fied organic farming. The 1,082 Ha of 
common land includes crops, grass-
lands and family farming gardens.

2. The decline in pollinators is 
reversed. 

3. The risk and use of chemical 
pesticides is reduced by 50% 
and the use of more hazardous 
pesticides is reduced by 50%. 

4. At least 10% of agricultural 
area is under high-diversity 
landscape features.

5. At least 25% of agricultural 
land is under organic farming 
management, and the uptake 
of agro-ecological practices is 
significantly increased. 

10. The losses of nutrients from 
fertilisers are reduced by 50%, 
resulting in the reduction of the 
use of fertilisers by at least 20%.
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common lands bylaws stablish that the use 
of the common lands for agriculture farming 
has a 50% reduction on the land lease pay-
ment	if	used	under	certified	organic	farming,	
as a process towards full organic farming 
on the common lands. Additionally, the use 
of common grassland requires organic live-
stock	 farming	 certificate19. A smaller part of 
the common lands of Noain are also used for 
family farming vegetable gardens, also culti-
vated under organic farming.

In	the	case	of	the	common	lands	of	Arboniés	
(Navarra),	 the	 Council	 of	Arboniés	 (a	 tradi-
tional common governance body) award land 
use to neighbour families. Although in this 
case the bylaws does not stablish any kind 
of obligation for organic farming, the bylaws 
award longer lease periods to meet the stand-
ards (rotation of crops, absence of pesticides 
on	the	soil,	etc.)	of	certified	organic	farming.	
In	Arboniés	common	lands,	three	families	are	
associated since 1980 to cultivate the land 
under	certified	organic	farming.

19 http://www.noain.es/wp-content/
uploads/2018/12/ORDENANZA_12.pdf

Although	 the	EU	Biodiversity	Strategy	men-
tion the importance of public and private for-
est, it doesn’t mention the existence of com-
mon forest, that in some regions of Spain 
as Galicia, represents one third of all forest 
surface20. Reforestation is a common activity 
in forest commons (e.g. Montes Comunales, 
Montes Vecinales en Mano Común, Montes 
de Socios, etc.), and it is a usual part of the 
Forestry Plan of common forests.

In addition to the social and economic value 
of common forests for those communities 
governing them, there is also an important 
environmental role. Usually communities bal-
ance these three components of a sustain-
able common forest, and there is an increas-
ing trend, also in these activities, to integrate 
environmental policy goals in reforestation 
and preservation of common forests.

20	 Grupo	de	Estudos	da	Propiedade	Comunal	-	
IDEGA,	2006.	Os	Montes	Veciñais	en	Mano	
Común.	Edicións	Xerais	de	Galicia	S.A.	Vigo.

Arboniés com-
mon lands. To 

promote organic farming, the 
Arboniés council has stablished 
longer administrative deadlines 
for organic farming, to facili-
tate meeting the organic farm-
ing certificate requirements. 
Three neighbour families have 
been associated since 20 years 
to cultivate the common lands 
awarded to them under certi-
fied organic farming.  

19

6. Three billion new trees are 
planted in the EU, in full respect 
of ecological principles.  

1919

http://www.noain.es/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ORDENANZA_12.pdf
http://www.noain.es/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ORDENANZA_12.pdf
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A	 good	 example	 is	 the	 Heredad	 de	Aguas	
de Arucas y Firgas (a traditional irrigation 
community dating back to 1505) from Gran 
Canaria (Canary Islands). The Canary Islands 
harbours laurisilva21 forest, an endemic wet 
subtropical forest, protected as priority habi-
tat	of	European	Interest,	home	of	several	en-
demic species of wildlife.

The	Heredad	de	Aguas	de	Arucas	y	Firgas,	
acting as a partner of the project, planted 
174,300	laurisilva	trees	of	up	to	36	different	
species, in the framework of the EU	project	
LIFE	+	 “Rabiche”, aiming to the reintroduc-
tion of the endemic pigeon Columba junoni-
ae, white-tailed laurel pigeon, on the island of 
Gran Canaria.

One of the main contribution of commons to 
fight	 invasive	alien	species	 in	Spain	are	the	

21	 Evergreen	subtropical	humid	forests	dominated	
by trees with lauroid leaves (leathery and glos-
sy) characteristic of the Canary Islands.

initiatives for eradicating two tree species, the 
Eucalyptus	(Eucalyptus spp.) and Australian 
Blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon). While the 
Eucalyptus	 has	 been	 massively	 planted	 in	
Spain during the second half of the XX cen-
tury, Australian Blackwood has been intro-
duced during the 50’s and the 60´s becom-
ing very soon a major problem in North-West 
Spain, substituting the native forest species.

There are many common forest in which 
the eradication of these species has been 
included in their Forestry Plans. While the 
Eucalyptus	are	present	in	form	of	plantations	
that many communities plan to substitute by 
native	 species	 once	 the	 Ecalyptus	 planta-
tion is ready to be cut, the Blackwood grown 
invasively and communities must deploy an 
important set of resources and techniques to 
erradicate them.

The community of the Monte Veciñal en Man 
Común de Teis (a Neighbour Woodland) 
in	 Galicia,	 has	 been	 fighting	 Australian	
Blackwood for 20 years, being able to eradi-
cate it from its territory around 8 years ago, 
recovering the mixed native forest. 

The care of this forest has been echoed in 
the conservation and recovery of several pro-
tected animal species. Among the protected 

The Heredad de 
Aguas de Arucas y 

Firgas in Canary Islands, is contribut-
ing to the recovery of the Macaronesian 
laurel forest (laurisilva), an endemic priority 
habitat of European Interest under Habitats 
Directive. 174,300 trees have been planted 
in the community land, increasing the habi-
tat in 220 ha. This reforestation programme 
is part of a LIFE+ project (LIFE Rabiche) aim-
ing to the reintroduction of endemic white-
tailed laurel pigeon, Columba junoniae, on 
the island of Gran Canaria. 

9. There is a 50% reduction in 
the number of Red List species 
threatened by invasive alien 
species.

http://liferabiche.com/archivos/documentos_en/informe%2520layman%2520Life%252Brabiche_eng_1.pdf
http://liferabiche.com/archivos/documentos_en/informe%2520layman%2520Life%252Brabiche_eng_1.pdf
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species that were absent and have returned 
to the natural ecosystem of the mountain re-
cently stand out the Common Genet (Genetta 
genetta) carnivore included in Annex V of the 
EU	Habitats	Directive	(species	of	Community	
interest),	the	European	Stag	Beetle	(Lucanus 
cervus),	listed	in	Annex	II	of	the	EU	Habitats	
Directive (animal and plant species of 
Community interest whose conservation 
requires the designation of special areas 
of conservation) and Roe deer (Capreolus 
capreolus).

Regarding	 the	 Eucalyptus,	 several	
Neighbour Woodlands (Montes Veciñais 

en Man Común) supported by other social 
and environmental entities, have organized 
Simultaneous “Des-eucaliptisation” Days 
(Jornada de Deseucaliptización simultánea), 
in which communities governing common 
forest organize an open call to other organi-
zations and general society for collaborate 
in	 Eucaliptus	 elimination	 works	 at	 regional	
level22.

22 https://cousaderaices.wordpress.
com/2019/03/20/uns-20-colectivos-sumanse-a-
deseucaliptizacion-simultanea-2019/

The MVMC de Teis 
has been fighting Australian 

Blackwood, Acacia melanoxylon, 
in their territory for 20 years, com-
pletely eradicating this invasive 
alien species from the 25 Ha were 
it was present. The area was refor-
ested with mixed Atlantic autoch-
thonous species.  Currently, the 
common forest have recovered 
several endangered species of 
mammals and insects that were 
absent for decades.

21

https://cousaderaices.wordpress.com/2019/03/20/uns-20-colectivos-sumanse-a-deseucaliptizacion-simultanea-2019/
https://cousaderaices.wordpress.com/2019/03/20/uns-20-colectivos-sumanse-a-deseucaliptizacion-simultanea-2019/
https://cousaderaices.wordpress.com/2019/03/20/uns-20-colectivos-sumanse-a-deseucaliptizacion-simultanea-2019/
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Local communities are increasingly aware of 
the threats that chemical pesticides pose for 
human health and the environment. This is 
mostly caused by the fact that for many local 
communities governing commons, the short 
term monetary revenue, coming from their 
natural resources use, is balanced with other 
natural resources values that can rank at the 
same level or even higher in terms of prior-
ity. This values are normally the social (e.g. 
cultural, identity, etc.) and ecological function 
(e.g. ecosystem services) of the enjoyment of 
natural resources.

A good example of this are the Collective 
Urban Vegetable Gardens (CUVG), that are 
spread on every Spanish city (and many 
towns) with small clusters of agricultural fam-
ily plots, mostly dedicated to leisure and so-
cial use, including educational purposes, re-
covering of local varieties of crops and almost 
always including organic farming as a man-
datory prerequisite to guarantee a healthy 
environment and biodiversity protection.

For example, the Network of Urban Vegetable 
Gardens of Madrid23 is formed by around 75 
CUVG. Its creation arose to make Madrid’s 
urban agriculture more visible, to respond 
to the needs of urban vegetable gardens to 
receive mutual support and to share knowl-
edge, experiences, inputs, etc. One of the 
main prerequisites for being part of the net-
work is to practise organic farming.

One of the objectives of the network is to 
create a meeting point for community agro-
ecology initiatives in Madrid and to move to-
wards a friendlier city model that is interested 
in issues such as environmental education, 
food	sovereignty,	cut-off	channels	for	product	
distribution, consumer groups, sustainable 
mobility, agro-composting, etc.

As these initiatives are almost ubiquitous in 
urban areas, their potential for contributing 
to	the	non	use	of	chemical	pesticides	in	EU	
green urban areas is huge.

23 https://redhuertosurbanosmadrid.wordpress.
com/

The Network 
of Collective 

Urban Vegetable 
Gardens of Madrid 
an initiative promoted by citi-
zens who work in community 
agriculture in the city of Madrid, 
involving around 75 different 
CUVG. The requirements for 
belonging to this network are 
simple: to use only organic farm-
ing, to be a public space and to 
function in a self-managed way.

12. No chemical pesticides are 
used in sensitive areas such as 
EU urban green areas.

https://redhuertosurbanosmadrid.wordpress.com/
https://redhuertosurbanosmadrid.wordpress.com/
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Many communities governing commons have 
identified	 sensitive	 species	 and	 habitats	 in	
their territories, and are implementing actions 
to substantially reduce negative impacts on 
those.

Although we have already mentioned sev-
eral cases, as the protection of the seabed 
ellgrass prairires by the Cofradía de Vigo, 
or the eradication of invasive alien species 
of trees to recover endangered species lost 
when those exotic trees degraded the na-
tive forests, there are some communities that 

are	 directly	 addressing	 some	 specific	 con-
servation problems of concrete endangered 
species.

The Comunidad de Bardenas Reales de 
Navarra	 finance	and	promotes	several	 con-
servation initiatives in their 41,845 ha of com-
mon territory for addressing conservation 
problems of sensitive species and habitats. 

Among the most outstanding conservation 
initiatives developed by the Community of 
Bardenas are the conservation measures 
aimed	at	improving	the	habitat	of	the	Egyptian	
Vulture (Neophron percnopterus) within the 
framework of the project Management of car-
rion from extensive sheep farming, aimed 
at the recovery of the Egyptian Vulture in 
the Natural Park and Biosphere Reserve of 
Bardenas Reales in Navarra. A short video (in 
Spanish) can be accessed here, or the study 
and habitat improvement of the wetlands 

23

13. The negative impacts on 
sensitive species and habi-
tats, including on the seabed 
through fishing and extraction 
activities, are substantially re-
duced to achieve good envi-
ronmental status.

https://bardenasreales.es/
https://bardenasreales.es/
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DM6M3UOPisEE%26list%3DPLIhdm3SBSj5KTl8nAflGnfob4ICxWpSob%26index%3D2
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of	 the	 territory	 for	 preserving	 the	 European	
Pond Terrapin (Emys orbicularis).

For example, today, electric power lines are 
one of the main threats to birdlife, as cause the 
death of many of birds every year throughout 
the world, being one of the main non-natural 
causes of death for many species. In Spain, 
between 1990 and 2020 it has been counted 
12,770 birds of 75 species electrocuted on 

power lines24. Depending on the type of con-
struction used, power poles and power lines 
may cause fatal injuries to birds, because 
of both electrocution and collision. They af-
fect especially large birds such as storks and 
raptors. There is a strong need to agree on 

24	 GREFA,	2020.	Libro Blanco de la electrocución 
en	España.	Análisis	y	propuestas. AQUILA 
a-LIFE	(LIFE16	NAT/ES/000235).	100	págs.	
Madrid.

The Community 
of Bardenas 

Reales promote and fi-
nance several biodiversity 
conservation projects ad-
dressing endangered species 
and habitats of their common 
territory. Dating back at least 
to 882, the common lands of 
Bardenas Reales have been 
declared Natural Park and 
Biosphere Reserve and Special 
Area of Conservation (SAC). 

https://aquila-a-life.org/index.php/es/de-interes/multimedia/descargas/category/19-campana-de-educacion-ambiental-sobre-la-importancia-del-aguila-de-bonelli%3Fdownload%3D450:libro-blanco-de-la-electrocucion-en-espana-analisis-y-propuestas
https://aquila-a-life.org/index.php/es/de-interes/multimedia/descargas/category/19-campana-de-educacion-ambiental-sobre-la-importancia-del-aguila-de-bonelli%3Fdownload%3D450:libro-blanco-de-la-electrocucion-en-espana-analisis-y-propuestas
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standards in construction and design of elec-
tricity transmission facilities to minimise any 
such	 adverse	 effects,	 largely	 excluding	 the	
risk of bird deaths25.

In	2018	a	young	Bonelli’s	Eagle	was	electro-
cuted by a power line in the common wood-
land “Dehesa Balsamaña”. The accident 
was discovered thanks to the radio-tracking 
device	 the	 Eagle	 was	 equipped	 with.	 The	
Eagle	 was	 raised	 and	 released	 in	 2007,	 in	
the framework of the LIFE+	 project	 “Aquila	

25 BirdLife International 2007- Position Statement 
on Birds and Power Lines.

a-LIFE”.

The community of the “Dehesa Balsamaña” 
and	 the	 LIFE	 project	 joined	 forces	 for	 co-
financing	 the	modification	of	 the	power	 line,	
being now fully safe.

Regarding reducing the negative impacts that 
some threats as climate change pose to sen-
sitive habitats, the Comunidad de Regantes 
de Bérchules (an irrigation community of 
Sierra Nevada, Graanda), is recovering 
an irrigation channel in the southern slope 
(Acequia de Bérchules, 2,500 metres above 
sea level). The ultimate aim of these actions 

The Common 
Dehesa 

Balsamaña, in Toledo, 
modified a dangerous power 
line in its territory where a 
young Bonelli’s Eagle was 
electrocuted. The power line 
modification was co-financed 
by the LIFE+ project “Aquila 
a-LIFE” aiming to contribute to 
increase the extension of the 
presence of the Bonelli’s Eagle 
in the western Mediterranean. 

The Irrigation 
Community of 

Bérchules, in collabora-
tion with Sierra Nevada National 
Park and other regional and 
local administrations, have 
recovered an abandoned ir-
rigation channel to restore en-
demic habitats, including Citisus 
purgans mountain scrubland, a 
habitat of Community Interest, 
which is key to mitigate climate 
change and erosion. 

https://aquila-a-life.org/index.php/en/
http://migratorysoaringbirds.undp.birdlife.org/sites/default/files/BHDTF__Position_Power_Lines_and_birds_2007_05_10_.pdf
http://migratorysoaringbirds.undp.birdlife.org/sites/default/files/BHDTF__Position_Power_Lines_and_birds_2007_05_10_.pdf
https://aquila-a-life.org/index.php/en/


Achieving environmental goals through common governance of natural resources in Spain

26
is the restoration of high mountain scrubland 
in the framework of the LIFE+	ADAPTAMED	
project.

The	 Bérchules	 watercourse	 is	 one	 of	 the	
most important such acequias in the Sierra 
Nevada. It irrigates a large part of the val-
leys	 of	 Trevélez	 and	 Bérchules,	 while	 also	
conducting water from high altitudes to fertile 
meadowlands in Mecina Bombarón, Alcútar 
or Narila. This action shows how local com-
mon traditional elements and knowledge of-
fer solutions regarding adaptation to climate 
change. The habitat to be restored by the res-
toration	of	the	Bérchules	irrigation	channel	is	
a habitat of Community interest (Cytisus pur-
gans mountain formations).

6. Conclussions

• Communities governing commons are 
contributing relevantly to achieve biodiver-
sity conservation goals. This contribution 
is widespread throughout Spain, from sea 

habitats to forest, mountain or grassland 
ecosystems,	and	has	not	been	suficiently	
explored at national level, neither on a 
quantitative nor on a qualitative level.

• Communication actions by communities 
governing commons are very scarce. 
Their conservation initiatives mostly be-
come known when in collaboration with 
other actors for which awareness raising 
of their activities and approaches is a rele-
vant part of their work (researches, public 
administration,	specific	projects,	etc.).	

• The full potential of communities gover-
ning commons to achieve biodiversity con-
servation goals is still mostly unexplored. 
Although there are promising initiatives, a 
huge conservation potential is still neglec-
ted, such as the possibility of recognise 
some common territories as Protected 
Areas -under they own governance sys-
tems and rights- or the technical support 
for sustaining communities for integration 
of environmental goals into their gover-
nance documents in a meaningful way for 
their social and economic goals.

26

https://www.lifeadaptamed.eu/%3Flang%3Den
https://www.lifeadaptamed.eu/%3Flang%3Den
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• Communities are able to planning, imple-
menting and monitoring habitats, species, 
ecosystem services and many other fac-
tors related to biodiversity conservation in 
the short, medium and long term with a 
minimum investment of resources. At lo-
cal level, these common governance sys-
tems -when their rights are not alienated, 
or when not dismantled by depopulation 
and other demographic problems- can be 
more reliable in the long term monitoring 
of processes than local administrations 
and short term projects.

• Common approaches to biodiversity con-
servation are especially interesting. They 
focus on balancing environmental goals 
with sustainable use and human well-
being, contributing to social and econo-
mic goals. Usually, these processes are 
more participative and consider other lo-
cal stakeholders’ rights and interests in a 
more	efficient	way	than	top-bottom	classi-
cal conservation approaches.

• Common rights are underrepresented 

when talking about biodiversity conser-
vation in Spain and so on in the rest of 
Europe.	This	can	be	seen	in	the	EU	Bio-
diversity Strategy, where the relevance of 
private and public land is often mentio-
ned, while common land is not. Strangely 
enough,	the	EU	Biodiversity	Strategy	(and	
most	EU	policy)	seems	more	familiar	with	
local community and indigenous People 
rights	outside	the	EU	than	those	of	the	EU	
citizens.

• New approaches, resources, tools and 
initiatives are urgently needed to bring to-
gether common environmental governan-
ce and biodiversity conservation goals. 
This can be done, for example with a 
sounder participation of the communities 
in the public and private Protected Areas 
management plans of their territories, as 
well as integrating -in a more meaningful 
way- environmental goals and approa-
ches in their governance tools and docu-
ments (e.g. bylaws, Management Plans, 
Statutes, etc.).




