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The range of low mountains known as 
the Serra do Xistral is found in the region 
of Galicia, in the northwest corner of the 
Iberian Peninsula. It has been designated 
as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) 
belonging to the European Union’s Natura 
2000 Network, where human land use co-
exists with natural elements of incalcula-
ble value. The frequent presence of fog and 
rain is of fundamental importance for the 
survival of three priority habitat types that 
have a very significant representation here: 
Atlantic wet heaths (4020*), active raised 
bogs (7110*), and active blanket bogs 
(7130*). In the case of active blanket bogs, 
these mountains possess southern Europe’s 
best representations of this habitat type. 

In these three priority habitats, all threat-
ened with disappearance in the territory of 
the European Union, various types of veg-
etation associated with wet environments 
can be found, dominated by shrubby and 
herbaceous species. These landscapes are 
also closely linked to extensive cattle grazing 
and the presence of wild ponies, which are 
referred to in the Galician language as bestas.

BACKGROUND



Wild ponies (bestas) live in the mountains year-round, in free-ranging 
bands. Because of their natural behaviour and grazing habits, they 
play an essential role in preserving the structure and composition of 
the wet heathlands. They also contribute to maintenance of the rich 
diversity of plants, and to the presence of species that are very sensitive 
to habitat alteration. 
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context of climate change, because they 
capture and store carbon in their extensive 
peat deposits, which can be metres deep 
in some parts of the Serra do Xistral. They 
also help regulate the hydrological cycle, 
by acting like sponges to become signifi-
cant sources of water storage. 

Although blanket bogs are extremely rare 
on the Iberian Peninsula, in the Serra do 
Xistral these bogs cover extensive areas 
across this mountain range’s rounded 
peaks. Active raised bogs, on the other 
hand, are associated with land areas that 
favour accumulation of water. These hab-
itats have a vital function in the current 
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recognition as an Agrarian System of High 
Natural Value.

In recent years, however, these habitats 
have suffered a decline, both in terms of 
the area they cover and their conservation 
status, which is characterised as “unfavour-
able” in Spain and also in the European 
Union as a whole. The main threats that 
can be emphasised, among others, are 
progressive abandonment of traditional 
activities, along with a sharp decrease 
in the presence of wild ponies. Rural de-
population and demographic aging are 
trends that have led to an ongoing loss of 
livestock raising activities, and this in turn 
encourages a transition in the landscape 
towards other types of shrubby vegetation, 
or transformation into forested areas.

The Atlantic wet heathlands complete the 
mosaic of priority habitats, and they bring 
together the various elements of the re-
gion’s spectacular landscapes. These areas 
are characterised by shrubby vegetation 
growing on acidic, poorly drained soils. 
They feature a high level of floral diversity 
and numerous unique species such as Erica 
mackayana heath, which is the dominant 
component of the wet heathlands of the 
Serra do Xistral. 

Long-term human activity has allowed 
these semi-natural vegetation patterns 
to persist over time, with use of the 
landscape existing in harmony with the 
presence of rich, specialised flora and 
fauna. This vegetation is an integral part 
of a sustainable system, which merits 
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THE LIFE IN COMMON  
LAND PROJECT 

For the last 5 years, the LIFE in Common 
Land project has been working to improve 
the conservation status of these three pri-
ority wet heath (4020*) and bog (7110* and 
7130*) habitats, in 11 Commons within the 
Serra do Xistral SAC. This is being done by 
implementing a Results-Based Management 
Model for Conservation. Demonstrative 
Actions on habitat preservation have also 
been performed, along with improvement 
of wet heathlands and restoration of bog 
habitats. In addition, a pioneering Results-
Based Payments Scheme for Conservation 
has been implemented, where the Common 
Land Communities receive a reward for the 
multiple societal benefits they are gener-
ating in the form of ecosystem services, as 

derived from the good conservation status 
of those habitats.

Although LIFE in Common Land is primarily 
a scientific and technical project, it also has 
a very significant social component. The 
success of the actions put in practice have 
depended upon this aspect, and the role of 
the commoners has been essential through-
out the course of the project. These are the 
people who have the best knowledge of 
the local environment. They manage their 
livestock along with the landscape, and 
they participate actively to ensure that a 
harmonious balance is maintained between 
preservation of the habitats and manage-
ment of their cattle raising activities. 



The areas referred to as Commons (Montes Vecinales en Mano Común 
in Spanish – “MVMCs”) are private land areas with collective owner-
ship by the community of residents who live in a particular location. 
These residents, known as commoners (comuneros in Spanish), form the 
Common Land Community, which is a community of land users based 
on a unique collective ownership system. These land areas cannot be 
divided, sold, or transferred, and the only way to become a commoner 
is by living in that location. In Galicia, 25% of the territory corresponds 
to a specific MVMC.
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UNDERSTANDING  
THE LAND 

To determine the distribution of the various 
habitats and the conservation status for the 
three priority types, the project’s technical 
team has mapped almost 11,500 hectares, 
with almost 60% of that area included 
within the Serra do Xistral SAC. This was 
done by combining cartographic work with 
analysis of aerial and satellite photographs, 
along with multispectrum images captured 
by cameras mounted on drones. Interviews 
were also performed, and samples were 
taken in the field. As a result of this work, 
5,200 hectares of priority habitats were 
identified, with 72% of these classified as 
in “favourable” condition.

The next step was to identify a set of in-
dicators, adjusted locally for each habitat, 
which could be easily recognised by all 
project participants. For areas where the 
conservation status was classified as “un-
favourable”, management guidelines and 
recommendations were established, with 
specific actions for improvement or resto-
ration. This process was based on a review 
of the scientific and technical literature, and 
on interviews with the commoners to take 
advantage of their knowledge of tradition-
al land management practices, while also 
providing encouragement for their further 
involvement in the project. 

Serra do Xistral SAC

MVMC

Wet heaths (4020*)

Raised bogs (7110*)

Blanket bogs (7130*)
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SET OF INDICATORS 
ATLANTIC WET HEATHS

Herbaceous-scrub 
relationship

Bracken  
presence

Gorse cover

30-80% of scrub

< 5% of trees and/or  
dry scrub species

< 30% of scrub 
> 80% of scrub

≥ 5% of trees and/or 
dry scrub species

Natural succession

Vegetation 
structure

Not native tree 
species cover

Erosion and 
drainage problems

Medium-height heaths  
(0,3-0,6 m) with gaps

Continuous heaths of 
> 0,6 m high
Scattered heaths of  
< 0,3 m high

Very little or no 
presence (Pinus spp. 
Eucalyptus spp.)

Little or no presence 
of bracken Pteridium 
aquilinum

< 50% of gorse in  
the scrub

There are not important 
signs of erosion 
nor bare soil

Medium density  
and/or tree  
regeneration

Presence of brackens

≥ 50% of gorse and 
considerable high

Important  
erosion and soil 
compactation
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by grazing in improved pastures in the 
Commons and in private pastures. 

To learn more about the status of the popu-
lation of wild ponies and their relationship 
with the landscape and priority habitats, 
32 interviews were performed with the 
owners of the horses (known as besteiros in 
Galician), along with field visits, sampling, 
and use of GPS tracking collars on some of 
the ponies. The results showed an estimated 
population of 1,500 to 2,000 wild ponies in 
the study area, with significant consumption 
of gorse (Ulex spp.), especially in the winter. 

The livestock system existing in the Serra 
do Xistral consists of a combination of 
extensive grazing by cattle raised for beef, 
which contributes to the local economy, 
and free-ranging wild pony populations 
existing under traditional management , 
which provide an indirect benefit by mak-
ing the wet heath and bog habitats more 
suitable as cattle grazing pastures. With 
approximately 3,500 head of cattle, this 
is the predominant grazing activity, and 
it includes making use of the natural pas-
tures existing within the local vegetation 
(wet heathlands and bogs), supplemented 

UNDERSTANDING  
THE GRAZING SYSTEM.  
WILD PONIES  
AND THEIR OWNERS 



By applying the knowledge gained regarding the 
landscapes and the livestock raising activities, the 
project’s guiding document was created, which 
outlines our Results-Based Management 
Model for Conservation. Its main 
objective is to integrate the 
existing uses of the Serra do 
Xistral SAC with the conser-
vation needs of the priority 
habitats. 

One of the major mile-
stones achieved by the 
LIFE in Common Land pro-
ject was the creation of the 
Forest Management Plans 
for 10 participating Commons 
(MVMCs), as a way to support the 
commitment made by the commoners 
to implementing the Results-Based Manage-
ment Model for Conservation.

MANAGEMENT BASED  
ON CONSERVATION RESULTS 

With the aim of using these plans to implement 
the Model, a system of spaces known as man-

agement units was developed (referred to as 
cuarteles in Spanish). Those containing 

priority habitats have a protective 
function, and each is assigned a 

silviculture model specifical-
ly designed for the LIFE in 
Common Land project, for 
conservation of those hab-
itats. An additional Special 
Plan was also produced in 
relation to those individ-

ual plans, with scheduling 
of the improvement and 

restoration activities devel-
oped for the next 10 years, for 

conservation of the wet heath and 
bog habitats.
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This has provided the commoners with a 
reference document they can use to assess 
the results achieved in relation to the con-
servation goals. They have the ability to 
evaluate the conservation status of their 
habitats, and they have access to the man-
agement guidelines and recommendations 
for situations where the desired goal is not 
being achieved.

An additional incentive for protecting the 
wet heath and bog habitats in the Serra 
do Xistral has been implemented in the 
form of a novel Results-Based Payments 
Scheme for Conservation , under which 
the Common Land Communities receive 

monetary payments based on the surface 
area of the habitats and their conservation 
status. This financial tool for conservation 
has been implemented as a way to give the 
cattle managers confidence in their ability 
to adopt best practices and collaborate in 
the efforts to preserve their wet heath and 
bog habitats.

In addition, those who have performed 
direct conservation actions in the context 
of the project have received an additional 
amount, when those activities took place 
in areas that had been classified as need-
ing improvement in the Monitoring Report 
from the most recent evaluation campaign.

Active participation by the 11 Common Land Communities has been 
essential throughout the project’s various phases. Agreements were 
formed with them regarding the different conservation actions and im-
plementation of the Management Plans, while also taking their livestock 
management needs into consideration. This allowed for an exchange of 
perspectives, with the LIFE IN COMMON LAND project sometimes serving 
as a common space for expression and passing on of their concerns.

Blanket bogs

Raised bogs

Wet heaths

Support and new technologies

Participation and traditional knowledge
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The LIFE in Common Land project has also 
carried out direct conservation actions in 
the priority habitats, through agreements 
between the project’s technicians and the 
commoners. Some of the highlights among 
these include activities focused on (1) the 
structure and composition of the habitats; 
(2) problems with erosion, soil compaction, 
and drainage; and (3) removal of trees from 
the heathland and bog habitats.

HABITAT IMPROVEMENT  
AND RESTORATION

THE STRUCTURE AND  
COMPOSITION OF THE HABITATS

Restoration of heathland habitats by 
clearing vegetation and encouraging 
grazing by wild ponies, with modifica-
tion and installation of 4,000 metres 
of enclosures and a cattle grid, and 
improvement of 155 hectares by veg-
etation clearing. 

1
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 Highlighted action

Manual vegetation clearing along transects, per-
formed in 2021 in a wet heath habitat (4020*) at the 
Santo Tomé de Recaré MVMC, to encourage entry by 
wild ponies and control excessive gorse (Ulex spp.) 
coverage, with hauling and chipping of plant waste.
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 Highlighted action

Installation of an enclosure to protect a raised bog 
habitat in the MVMC at Vilacampa and restore an 
area degraded by the impact of cattle hooves, with 
a significant reduction seen in the amount of bare 
soil and standing water, along with improved growth 
of herbaceous plants.

PROBLEMS WITH EROSION, 
SOIL COMPACTION, AND 
DRAINAGE

Correction of impacts derived from 
hydrological or topographical prob-
lems, on 3,400 metres of forest 
trails; reconstruction of 4 cattle 
pens, and installation of 209 metres 
of enclosures to protect raised bog 
habitats. 

2

BEFORE

AFTER
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 Highlighted action

Restoration of an active blan-
ket bog habitat (7130*) in the 
MVMC at A Balsa, by removal of 
pine trees (Pinus sylvestris) across 
6 hectares of steeply sloping, 
highly sensitive land with very 
difficult access. For this purpose, 
a system was designed for man-
ual cutting of trees, dragging and 
stacking using draught horses, 
and final removal using a ca-
ble-driven sledge system from a 
logging road at a distance of 400 
to 600 metres.

REMOVAL OF TREES FROM 
THE HEATHLAND AND BOG 
HABITATS

Improvement of 150 hectares of 
habitats by removing pine and euca-
lyptus trees, followed by installation 
of 200 metres of enclosures to pro-
tect bog habitats. 

3

AFT
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Also, vegetation indexes were calculated 
by using multi-spectrum images captured 
with drones and satellites, to allow be-
fore-and-after assessment of the results 
of the project’s activities.

Throughout the project, the work per-
formed for ongoing monitoring of the 
habitats has been seen as fundamental. 
Technicians and researchers from the 
universities have been able to apply the 
latest technologies during their fieldwork, 
with drones and permanent monitoring 
plots used in the activity zones to track 
evolution of the vegetation. 

These designated plots were used to meas-
ure the specific composition and structure 
of the vegetation communities, to observe 
any potential effects on the most common 
and most sensitive species.

MONITORING

20



REPERCUSSIONS

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE RESULTS FROM  
THE LIFE IN COMMON LAND PROJECT

11,500 hectares of habitats mapped 
in the 11 participating MVMCs within the 
Serra do Xistral SPA, with 44 different veg-
etation coverage classes.

5,200 hectares of priority habitats 
evaluated, with the following results: 3,752 
as “favourable”; 762 as “unfavourable-inad-
equate”; and 687 as “unfavourable-poor”.

54 surveys and 32 interviews with 
commoners and wild pony owners.

Report on the wild ponies and their role 
in conservation, with 28 mares moni-
tored using GPS collars.

A Results-Based Management 
Model for Conservation for the Serra 
do Xistral SPA, and a specific Silvicul-
ture Model for conservation of Atlantic 
wet heath and bog habitat mosaics.

10 Forest Management Plans creat-
ed based on the Management Model, cov-
ering more than 6,000 hectares.

Set of indicators developed for each 
habitat, to allow simplified assessment of 
their conservation status.

€300,000  paid to the MVMCs, by 
implementing an innovative Re-
sults-Based Payments Scheme for 
Conservation for their habitats.

30 direct conservation actions 
performed by 15 companies, most of them 
local, with 400 hectares of priority hab-
itats improved, including 100 hectares 
of bog habitats restored by removing trees.

1,676 hectares covered by images 
captured using RPAs, and 36.14 hec-
tares covered by LIDAR , during 4 
campaigns for monitoring the direct con-
servation actions.

3,000 people informed during the 
project at 30 events, with a trave-
ling exhibition, visits to schools, 
exchanges with other projects, and pro-
motional materials. 40,000 website 
visits, 300,000 social media im-
pressions, 13 videos, and 47 pub-
lications/reports.

21



OUTREACH AND PUBLICATION

The project’s scientific and technical 
activities have been accompanied 
by multiple educational, outreach, 
and publication efforts, both with 
the local residents and commoners 
in the region surrounding the Serra 
do Xistral, and in other locations in 
Spain and internationally. The pur-
pose of these activities has been 
to raise awareness about the value 
of the habitats found in the Serra 
do Xistral, the traditional activities 
of the commoners, and the actions 
performed through the LIFE in Com-
mon Land project. The overall aim is 
to allow the project’s methods and 
approaches to be adopted for man-
aging other similar landscapes. 

Specific website, social media 
presence, videos explaining 
the project, collaboration 
with the commoners and 
their traditional activities, 
bulletins and newsletters.

More than 30 events at local 
fairs, schools (300 students), 
national and internation-
al conferences (CONAMA, 
Heathlands Workshop UK 
and France, etc.).

Seminars on marketing the 
products of the common-
ers, and on the ecosystem 
services generated by the 
habitats.



REPLICATION AND TRANSFER

The ability to replicate and trans-
fer the project’s results has also 
been an ongoing point of emphasis. 
We have participated in numerous 
events, created working groups with 
participation by national and inter-
national experts who have helped 
us improve our activities, organised 
scientific events with schools and 
universities, and made visits focused 
on information exchanges, where 
the Common Land Communities and 
project technicians have been able 
to learn about each other’s distinct 
realities. We have even organised an 
international LIFE in Common Land 
Conference. 

Presence in the media.More than 45 national and 
international publications, 
including articles in National 
Geographic, the forestry mag-
azine Montes, and the journal 
Biodiversity and Conservation.

Informational displays, a 
traveling exhibition, and 
creation of a deck of playing 
cards that feature informa-
tion about the habitats, ac-
tivities, threats, and species 
of the Serra do Xistral. 23
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LIFE in Common Land is a successful project, 
which has represented a paradigm shift in 
the way that habitat conservation is prac-
ticed in the Serra do Xistral, and in the role 
played by the commoners. The AfterLIFE 
programme will be used as a way to contin-
ue with this collaborative work.

A new form of management has been 
developed, based on the results of the 
conservation efforts. It is also one that 
acknowledges the value of the traditional 
land use practices performed over time by 
the commoners.

The project presents a model that allows the 
commoners to continue with their cattle rais-
ing activities, as participants in the conser-
vation of habitats that are unique in Europe, 
and which generate ecosystem services that 
are highly valuable in the current context of 
climate change and biodiversity loss.

The demonstrative conservation actions 
have led to large-scale improvements in the 
landscape, with results that will have bene-
ficial long-term effects for the local ecosys-
tems. Those results can be used as the basis 
for future activities, both in the Serra do 
Xistral and in other landscapes with similar 
habitats and similar types of problems.

The connections generated throughout 
the project, between the various groups of 
Common Land Communities and the other 
project partners, will continue to facilitate 
effective communication in the upcoming 
years. This cooperation will also contribute 
to the generation of new ideas, and it has al-
ready given rise to a new project with a focus 
on promoting the local bioeconomy, which 
will represent another way to continue our 
work on promoting conservation while si-
multaneously maintaining traditional land 
use activities. 

FUTURE





www.lifeincommonland.eu
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