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1. Natura 2000 Network 

Natura 2000 network is an European ecological network of biodiversity conservation areas. It contains two 

different types of areas, the Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) established in accordance with the Habitats 

Directive (DC 92/43/EC) and the Special Protection Areas for Birds (SPAs) designated under the Birds Directive 

(DC 2009/147/EC). 

SPAs are declared sites for the protection of birds and their habitats, while SACs are places that host natural 

habitat types of community interest by themselves or by the species of fauna and flora that are distributed 

within them. 

The Natura 2000 Network is made up of more than 27,000 natural spaces of high ecological value throughout 

Europe, being Spain the country with the largest surface area, with more than 1,800 spaces and almost 30% 

of the territory. 

 

Figure 1. Map of Natura 2000 sites in Spain. Source https://www.mapama.gob.es/ 

 

Galicia region (NW Spain) has 75 spaces included in the Natura 2000 Network, 12% of the territory, 59 of which 

are Special Areas of Conservation. Among them is the Serra do Xistral SAC. 

The declaration of a site is a recognition and an opportunity to maintain and boost traditional activities with 

the added value of their importance for the protection of the European natural heritage. The Natura 2000 

Network offers new opportunities for the development of traditional productive, recreational and tourist 

activities. (More info at activarednatura.es). 

In addition, land owners inside the Natura 2000 network can participate in LIFE projects such as LIFE IN 

COMMON LAND. The LIFE programme is the European Union's financial instrument for the environment, which 

aims to contribute to the development, implementation and updating of Community environmental policy and 

legislation. 

The European Commission has estimated that Natura 2000 sites provide citizens with vital services such as 

carbon storage, maintenance of water quality or protection against floods and droughts, valued between 

200,000 and 300,000 million euros per year. 

The Natura 2000 Network is the main instrument for nature conservation in the European Union. 
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2. Objectives of the Natura 2000 Network 

The main objective of the Natura 2000 network is to ensure the conservation in a favourable state of certain 

habitat types and species in their natural distribution area. 

The term "conservation status" of an habitat is defined according to several parameters: range, population, 

habitat area, suitable habitat for a given species, habitat structure and functions, and future prospects. Each 

of these parameters (and eventually each habitat) is classified according to its status as favourable, inadequate 

or bad (or unknown in case of lack of key information for its assessment). 

The conservation status of a natural habitat is considered favourable when: 

▌ Its natural range and the areas within that area are stable or expand, and 

▌ The specific structure and functions necessary for its long-term maintenance exist and may continue 

to exist for the foreseeable future; and 

▌ The conservation status of its typical species is favourable. 

  
Figure 2. Good and poor conservation status (CS) of wet heaths in the Serra do Xistral SAC. 

Left: good CS, with optimal vegetation, no presence of pines or signs of erosion. Right: poor CS, with high coverage of 

large shrubs, trees and ferns. 

There are three groups of conservation measures applicable in the Natura 2000 Network: 

▌Regulatory measures: general provisions of a normative or regulatory nature, among them: 

 

Ley 42/2007, de 13 de 

dic, del Pat. Nat. y de la 

Biodiversidad  

 Anteproxecto de lei do 

patrimonio natural de 

Galicia 

 Lei 9/2001, do 21 de 

agosto, de conserv. da 

natureza 

 Plan Director da Rede 

Natura 2000 de Galicia 

▌Administrative measures: provisions of an administrative or procedural nature (e.g. a system of regulated 

authorisations or restrictions for carrying out activities on Natura 2000 sites, or budgetary provision for 

conservation actions). 

▌Contractual measures: agreements between public administrations and public or private subjects (e.g. 

contracts between the competent administration and the owners of land included in a Natura 2000 site). 
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3. Serra do Xistral SAC 

“Serra do Xistral” was declared Special Conservation Area on 31 March 2014, with an area of 22,964 ha. 

Among the most important habitat types (Annex I of the Habitats Directive) distributed in the Serra do Xistral 

ZEC are the wet heaths and bogs, more precisely: 

▌ 4020* Temperate Atlantic wet heaths with Erica ciliaris and Erica tetralix 

▌ 7110* Active raised bogs 

▌ 7130* Active blanket bogs 

According to the Management Plan of the Natura 2000 Network of Galicia (D. 37/2014-DOG nº 62), the areas 

covered by these habitats in the Serra do Xistral are: 4020*=8,900.31ha; 7110*=887.44ha; 7130*=2,748ha. 

All of them are considered by the Directive as priority natural habitat types, i.e. they are in danger of 

disappearance in the territory of the European Union and their conservation implies a special responsibility for 

the EU. 

These three habitats conservation state are diagnosed as "unfavourable-bad" for the Atlantic Biogeographical 

Region as a whole in the EU, following the latest assessment under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive (2007-

2012). In Spain, and also for the Atlantic Biogeographical Region, the two bogs habitats (7110* and 7130*) 

are classified as "unfavourable-inadequate" and the Atlantic wet heaths (4020*) as "unknown". 

The importance of the Serra do Xistral for the conservation of these habitats is unquestionable: the main 

nucleus of active blanket bogs in the Iberian Peninsula (García-Borregón, et al., 2012; Ihobe, 2011) and a 

notable representation of Atlantic wet heaths are located in this site. 

 

Figure 3. Spatial Conservation Area “Serra do Xistral” 

This mosaic of bogs and heaths has traditionally been grazed extensively by cows and horses, demonstrating 

the positive effect that this management has on plant diversity and its structure (Fagúndez et al., 2016). Human 

activity has allowed the survival of these areas of semi-natural vegetation, harmonizing their use with the 

presence of a rich and specialized flora and fauna, as an integral part of a sustainable system. 
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4. The project LIFE IN COMMON LAND 

LIFE IN COMMON LAND is a demonstration project, whose general objective is to improve the conservation 

status of the priority habitats already mentioned (Bogs and Wet Heaths) in the Serra do Xistral SAC, reducing 

the social conflict generated around their livestock use (cattle and horse), through the implementation of 

Management Schemes Based on Conservation Results. 

The three fundamental pillars of the project are: 

▌ Communal management of the territory 

▌ High nature value (HNV) farmland 

▌ Conservation Results-Based Management Schemes 

The scope of the project actions includes Common Land Outfields in Serra do Xistral. Such territories are 

considered as High nature value (HNV) farmland (with high biodiversity due to the conservation of traditional 

agricultural activities and low intensity) in which the implementation of Management Schemes Based on 

Conservation Results (payments for specific environmental results derived from management) will be tested. 

The project has an execution period of 5 years (September 2017 to December 2022), and is divided into the 

following groups of actions: 

▌ A. Preparatory Actions 

• Interviews with community members, habitat mapping, drafting of management schemes, forest 

management projects, horse tracking (GPS)... 

▌ B. Compensation Payments 

• Payments in the framework of Management Schemes based on Conservation Results 

▌ C. Conservation Actions 

• Cutting and prescribed burns, installation of fences, felling and extraction of alien trees... 

▌ D. Monitoring of the impact of project actions 

▌ E. Training and Dissemination Actions 

 

Figure 4. Screenshot of the project website, http://www.lifeincommonland.eu/ 
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5. Habitats and threats 

▌4020* Temperate Atlantic wet heaths with Erica ciliaris and Erica tetralix 

They are open formations, with low tree or thicket coverage, dominated by heath and gorse (Erica spp., Calluna 

vulgaris, Ulex spp., among others). They occur on acidic, poorly drained and peaty soils. The habitat is very 

sensitive to summer drought and that require great luminosity. It covers areas that maintain a high level of 

humidity throughout the year and show a high biodiversity and singularity of their flora. In the Serra do Xistral 

these formations are characterized by the presence of the endemic heath Erica mackayana. 

▌7110* Active raised bogs 

They occur on peaty environments (accumulating organic matter in the form of peat), acidic, poor in nutrients, 

and mainly lodged by rainwater. They are dominated by Sphagnum mosses, as well as other species, namely 

sedges (Cyperaceae) such as Eriophorum angustifolium or Carex spp. along with insectivorous plants such as 

Drosera or Pinguicula. Those with peat-forming vegetation (plants that accumulates their remains in the form 

of peat due to their slow degradation) are called active. 

▌7130* Active blanket bogs 

Extremely rare in the Iberian Peninsula, they are present locally in oceanic mountains of the province of Lugo 

and Coruña (as Serra do Xistral), along with isolated spots in the Cantabrian Mountains. They occur on flat 

summits or poorly drained slopes in areas of oceanic climate with high rainfall along the year. They accumulate 

organic matter in the form of peat, logged by rain, dew or fog. Although Sphagnum might be present, the 

relative coverage of sedges (Carex durieui, Eriophorum angustifolium) and grasses (Molinia caerulea) is higher 

than in the case of raised bogs. Likewise raised bogs, those with peat-forming vegetation are called active. 

 
 

Figure 5. Raised bogs surrounded by wet heaths (left) and blanket bog (right) in the Serra do Xistral. 

 

 

The main threats affecting these habitats in the Serra do Xistral SAC are: 

▌Progressive abandonment of traditional activities. 

In recent years, these habitats have undergone a process of intense transformation due to the abandonment 

of traditional uses or due to intensification, like the conversion into artificial grasslands and forestation with 

alien fast-growing species (pines and eucalyptus). 
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The traditional use of native livestock breeds has long allowed these habitats to be dynamically conserved 

while maintaining a high biodiversity. However, excessive stocking densities and/or new breeds might lead to 

eutrophication and trampling, affecting the conservation state of these habitats and their characteristic 

species. It would therefore be desirable to encourage the use of local livestock breeds, always under an 

exhaustive control of the grazing pressure (Escudero et al., 2009). 

The poor management of the stocking density might cause damages to the vegetation structure and even 

erosive features due to overgrazing, while the abandonment of grazing might led to scrub and tree 

encroachment and therefore to the transformation and loss of the habitat. Adequate grazing management, 

with sustainable livestock density such as those traditionally used, is essential for the conservation of mire 

and wet heath habitats in the Serra do Xistral. 

▌Changes in the landscape. 

Changes in the composition and configuration of the landscape, such as the decrease of natural and semi-

natural habitats surface (and species populations), expansion of intensive artificial habitats (fast growing 

species afforestation, artificial grasslands), the reduction of hedgerows (locally named as “sebes”), elimination 

of traditional stone walls, the loss of river corridors, etc. might affect key ecosystem processes at landscape 

scale and threat their long-term persistence. In addition, the construction of linear infrastructures (such as 

windfarm and landscape consolidation road networks) causes the fragmentation, erosion and transformation 

of heathlands and bogs. 

▌Loss of population. 

Less favoured mountain areas often experience few socioeconomic development opportunities and a high 

level of abandonment of the rural environment. This produces a gradual loss of the population and farming 

generating problems of conservation of habitats reliant on human activity. 

▌Climate change. 

The extensive areas of heaths and bogs in Serra do Xistral are highly dependent on the climatic dynamics of 

the territory, along with the interaction and feedback of the human activity with these climate conditions. The 

current scenario of climate change challenges the persistence of these habitat, particularly as mountain 

environments are among the most sensitive to its effects. 

▌Other disturbances. 

Activities that compromise the long term maintenance of the structure and dynamics of these habitats should 

be controlled and avoided: desiccation and drainage of wetlands; eutrophication due to the abuse of fertilisers 

and liming; pollution due to the dumping of slurry and agricultural waste on habitats and uncontrolled use of 

biocides; indiscriminate tree and scrub cutting affecting ecosystems; compaction, erosion and loss of the 

structure of habitats due to inappropriate use of vehicles or machinery; deposit of timber residues on habitats 

of interest; wildfires; introduction of invasive species of flora and fauna; etc. 
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6. Traditional uses and practices compatible with conservation 

Some of the traditional uses compatible with the conservation of peatland habitats and wet heaths in the 

Serra do Xistral ZEC (as long as they are carried out within the framework of current legislation) are 

detailed below. In accordance with the Management plan “Plan Director” of the Natura 2000 network in 

Galicia (coming into force on the 28th of March, 2014) “Decreto 37/2014, de 27 de marzo, por el que se 

declaran zonas especiales de conservación los lugares de importancia comunitaria de Galicia y se aprueba 

el Plan director de la Red Natura 2000 de Galicia”, it is allowed: 

▌ Agricultural uses 

Traditional extensive livestock holdings established before the entry into force of the “Plan Director”, 

subject to adequate control to avoid the increase of stoking densities incompatible with the maintenance 

of managed habitats, including future holdings that develop under the same conditions as the existing 

ones. 

▌ Forest uses 

Felling and harvesting of forest stands of alien species, native conifers and mixed stands of alien species 

and native conifers, carried out in accordance with the specifications included in the “Plan Director” and 

the sectorial regulations in force, in such a way that they are carried out guaranteeing the conservation of 

soils and natural components and do not entail an appreciable affection on habitat types of Annex I of the 

Habitats Directive, of the priority areas of species of interest for conservation or do not affect singular 

trees, declared in accordance with Decree 67/2007, of 22 March. 

Traditional activities involving the use of wet heaths (4020*), such as manual clearing, prescribed low 

intensity burning, as long as they are carried out under the forest use regulations of the “Plan Director”, 

are considered to be actions that do not have an appreciable effect on the status of conservation of these 

habitats. 

▌ Cynegetic and fishing uses 

In general, hunting and inland fishing activities regulated by the sectoral regulations. 

▌ Public uses and sports activities 

Pedestrian traffic, as well as school and educational activities, and in general, all public use as long as 

they are carried out in a rational and respectful manner. 

The activities of sport, socio-cultural and recreational nature that are carried out in the open air, within 

the areas, infrastructures or facilities established for public use. 
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7. What can the LIFE IN COMMON LAND project do for common landowners? 

▌ Drafting and approval of the Forest Management Plan of the Community, complying with the Galician 

Forestry Law, 7/2012 of “Montes de Galicia”, which obliges all common land communities to 

implement a management instrument or similar. 

▌ Promotion of the sustainable development of the common land communities through the 

Management Plan. 

▌ Involvement of owners in the management of the Natura 2000 Network. 

• Giving advice on the implications of current and future legislation on the management of the land, 

making conservation and rural development compatible. 

• Enabling channels to reduce and facilitate administrative procedures through Forest Management 

Plans. 

• Promoting of collaboration agreements between the different administrations and owners 

▌ Information to owners on Management Schemes Based on Conservation Results. 

▌ Advice on issues related to farming activity in protected areas. 

▌ Implementation of fair payments to landowners based on the conservation results of their 

management. 

▌ Regeneration of heathland to improve the quality of the pasture, favouring the maintenance of 

livestock and increasing biodiversity. 

▌ Correction of soil erosion by improving crossings and modifying ditches and water channels on the 

tracks. 

▌ Installation / restoration of fences and watering troughs. 

▌ On-going meetings with the owners in order to incorporate their feedback throughout the project 

development. 

 

In addition, within the framework of this project, the Universidade de Santiago de Compostela and the 

Universidade da Coruña, are in continuous contact with the administrations with competences in environment 

and rural planning (Consellería do Medio Rural and Consellería de Medio Ambiente e Ordenación do Territorio,  

Xunta de Galicia) for: 

▌ Facilitating the approval of the Projects of Forest Management of each common land community, of 

actions directed to the improvement of the wet heathlands, such as clearings, controlled burns and 

cuts (as long as they are carried out within the frameworks of the effective legislation). 
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8. Indicators of the Conservation Status of the habitats 

Wet heaths (4020*) 

Indicator Definition of good CS Deficient CS 
Recommendation for 

improvement CS 

    

1 ▌Vegetation 
structure 

Heathland of medium 
height (0,3-0,6 m) with 
gaps in the scrub cover 

Continuous heathland 
higher than 0.6 m 

Increase grazing pressure, 
possibly cutting 

Clear heathland lower than 
0.3 m high 

Reduce grazing pressure 

    

2 ▌Shrub coverage 30-80% of shrub coverage 
>80% of shrub coverage 

Cutting and herding mainly 
ponies 

<30% of shrub coverage Reduce grazing pressure 

    

3 ▌Gorse cover <50% of shrub coverage ≥50% and tall shrubs 
Cutting and grazing by 

ponies 

    

4 ▌Bracken presence 
No presence of bracken 

(Pteridium aquilinum) 
Presence of bracken 
(Pteridium aquilinum) 

No action required if 
localized. 

    

5 ▌Exotic tree species 
Low coverage or no 

presence (Pinus spp. or 
Eucalyptus) 

Medium density or/and 
saplings 

Cutting and removing 
saplings. Light increase of 

grazing. 

    

6 ▌Natural succession 
<5% of trees and dry scrub 

species 
>5% of trees and dry scrub 

species 
Cutting and increasing 

grazing pressure. 

    

7 ▌Erosive features 
and drainage problems 

No significant erosion 
features or bare soil 

Significant erosion and soil 
compaction 

Decrease of grazing 
pressure. Fencing and 

marking areas with high 
erosion 

 

 

Figure 6. Wet heath with obvious signs of erosion and bare soil 
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Bogs (7110* and 7130*) 

Indicator Definition of good CS Deficient CS 
Recommendation for 

improvement CS 

    
1 ▌Vegetation 
composition and 
structure 

Composition and structure 
of plant community’s 

characteristic of the habitat 

Significant presence of 
uncharacteristic species 

and/or alterations in habitat 
structure /composition 

Restoration of ecological 
conditions and optimal 
vegetation cover of the 

habitat 

    
2 ▌Density and 
coverage of exotic tree 
species 

Very little or no presence 
Average density or/and 
regeneration of trees 

Cut and remove seedlings. 
Slightly increase of grazing. 

    

3 ▌Invasive species 
coverage 

Very little or no presence of 
exotic species. Absence of 

Campylopus introflexus 

Significant presence of 
exotic species. Presence of 

Campylopus introflexus 

Elimination of alien invasive 
species, preferably by 

manual methods 

    

4 ▌Erosive features 
and drainage problems 

No significant erosion 
features or bare soil 

Significant erosion and soil 
compaction 

Decrease of grazing 
pressure. Fencing and 

marking areas with high 
erosion 

 

 

Figure 7. Invasive species detail Campylopus introflexus. Source: Klinck (2010) 
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Visual guide to the Conservation Status of Wet Heaths (4020*) 

1 ▌Vegetation structure 

  Heathland of medium height (0,3-0,6m) with gaps 

  

                                                                                         
Too dense or too scatter heathland scrub coverage 

  

2 ▌Shrub coverage 

                                                            30-80% of scrub                                                        <30% of scrub 

 

3 ▌Gorse cover 
  

  <50% of gorse in the scrub 
    ≥50% of tall gorse scrubs 
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4 ▌ Bracken presence (Pteridium aquilinum) 

                                        No presence of bracken                                                       Presence of bracken 

 

5 ▌Exotic tree species 

  Very low / no cover of pines                                   Significant cover of pines 

 

6 ▌Natural succession 

                                 <5% of trees and dry scrub species                                 >5% of trees and dry scrub species 
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7 ▌Erosive features and drainage problems 

                                              No significant erosion traits     Erosion and significant soil compaction 
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Visual guide to the Conservation Status of Bogs (7110* and 7130*) 

1 ▌Vegetation structure and composition 

  Composition and structure characteristic of bog      Significant presence of uncharacteristic species 

 

 

  
 

2 ▌Density and coverage of pines 

 Very low / no cover of pines                                          Significant cover of pines 

 
 

3 ▌Invasive species coverage 

                                        No presence of exotic species                       Significant presence of exótica species 
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4 ▌Erosive features and drainage problems 

  No significant erosion features 

  
                        Significant erosion and soil compaction  
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