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Introduction 
 

This workshop was organised as part of the roadmap to improve the assessment of conservation 

status of Alpine grasslands as agreed and developed during the Natura 2000 Biogeographical Process 

Seminar for the Alpine Biogeographical Region, held in Graz (Austria) in November 2013. 

The original roadmap included a number of actions towards producing guidance for a more efficient, 

comparable and harmonized assessment of grassland conservation status across countries within 

the Alpine Biogeographical region. 

The workshop sought to provide elements to stimulate an advance in the field of conservation status 

assessment of Alpine Grasslands as a means to inform and help implement better conservation 

measures. This issue had been identified as the priority issue to address for the conservation of 

Alpine Grasslands during the Alpine Seminar (Graz, November 2013). 

The workshop was well attended with 42 participants from 7 Alpine countries (Croatia, Germany, 

Italy, France, Poland, Spain and Sweden) plus the Czech Republic (mountain National Park Krkonose) 

and the European Commission, the European Environmental Agency, the Wild Europe Initiative and 

the contractor (ECNC-European Centre for Nature Conservation). 

Together the participants represented a wide range of stakeholder groups having an interest in 

improving the process of assessing the conservation status of Alpine grasslands: site managers, 

scientific botanical experts, environment consultants, local and regional planners, local and regional 

authorities, national environment and nature protection agencies and ministries and EU institutions 

(European Commission, European Environmental Agency and European Topic Centre for Biological 

Diversity). 

The workshop programme included presentations from country experts, facilitated working sessions 

in break out groups, two field visits and a plenary session. The breaks for coffee, lunch and dinner 

provided many opportunities for networking. 

Dr Cesare Lasen and Dr Joachim Mulser (Autonomous Province of Bolzano) were instrumental in 

making the workshop happen. They established the initial contacts with the Veneto Region which 

decided to host, organise and financially support the workshop. 
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Summary 
 

During the workshop, the participants identified current issues related to the practical assessment of 

Alpine grassland conservation status generated elements to plan a comprehensive roadmap for the 

development of a cost effective and harmonised common framework for Alpine grassland 

conservation assessment at site level. This roadmap will be implemented in the coming 12 – 18 

months, by when a common assessment framework will have been developed, tested and shared 

with experts throughout the Alpine region by ways of training and, exchanges and twining. 

To help explore the full width of the subject of conservation assessment the discussions focused on 

the following topics: habitat interpretation, defining favourable reference values, monitoring and 

favourable conservation status assessment. The participants thus identified common issues in Alpine 

grassland conservation status assessment and formulated a series of conclusions, recommendations 

and practical follow up actions. In particular, they highlighted that: 

 There is an important difference in the approaches to defining and setting reference values 

for and assessing conservation status of habitats (and species) at the EU biogeographical, 

the member state and the regional / local / site levels.  

 In order to avoid confusion due to the use of similar expressions it is recommended that 

Favourable Reference Values (FRV) and (Favourable) Conservation Status (FCS) should be 

used only in the context of habitat and species assessments at biogeographical level. At site 

level, one should preferably use conservation objectives and degree of conservation 

respectively (see also table and figure on pages 21 and 22). 

 However, although different, these various levels of assessment and reporting are strongly 

related and interdependent. There is therefore a need for professionals responsible for the 

assessment and reporting at these different levels, to be aware of each other’s activities, 

approaches and needs, and for the competent authorities to facilitate an open flow of 

information and to provide guidance.  

 Habitats and species of the Birds and Habitats Directives require to be monitored and their 

status assessed and reported within and outside the Natura 2000 network. 

 If a comprehensive assessment is to be achieved across the entire national territory (as is 

required by the directives), there is a need for a cost effective and harmonised approach to 

assessment and monitoring. 

 In so doing, there is a need for more cross border exchanges and cooperation to achieve a 

common approach to conservation status assessment and monitoring for Alpine grasslands. 

 Although current habitat assessment is deeply rooted in a traditional botanical approach, 

there could be benefits from adopting a more inter disciplinary approach, also including 

other taxa (such as birds and butterflies) in the assessment. 

 Monitoring conservation status assessment should be considered as an integral part of the 

adaptive management cycle and not as an independent academic exercise. Therefore there 

is a need to include site managers and other stakeholders in the process. 



Alpine Grassland Monitoring and Assessment Workshop - Final Report 
 

Final version, 26 June 2015 5 

 

 This also highlights the tension between monitoring results, which inform the identification 

of management priorities, and the limited (financial or political) means to act upon those 

recommendations by adopting adequate management practices. 

 In the field, habitats are not like clear cut, uniform units on a map with homogeneously 

distributed characteristics. They are rather fuzzy elements of a wider landscape mosaic, an 

ecological continuum including many transitional forms, and therefore subtypes. 

Assessment approaches should better reflect this stochastic nature of complexes of 

interrelated habitats. 

 There is a general difficulty in agreeing on the baseline (in time) for defining favourable 

reference values, and often historic information about the habitat parameters at the time 

of the baseline is difficult to obtain. 

 Complete phytosociological relevés according to a statistically founded sampling design are 

the traditional and comprehensive approach to describing and identifying habitats and 

assessing their conservation status. However, this labour intensive approach is severely 

limited by lack of resources. 

 There is therefore a need for a more pragmatic approach to conservation status 

assessment, focusing on common indicators that are also directly relevant to management 

recommendations. 

 Many elements for developing a Guidance / common framework for Alpine grassland 

conservation status assessment were gleaned and have been summarised in the roadmap 

on the next page. 

 It was recognised that although focusing on Alpine grasslands, many of the observations 

and recommendations of this workshop could equally well apply or be relevant to other 

habitat groups and biogeographical regions. Therefore the outcomes of this workshop will 

be shared with the Natura 2000 Biogeographical community to identify possible synergies 

with other initiatives in the Natura 2000 Biogeographical Process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Guidance / common framework for Alpine grassland conservation status assessment: the Roadmap 
When What Who 

   

Early June 2015 Circulate draft workshop report for possible comments Mark Snethlage 

June 2015 Establish an informal working group on Alpine grassland assessment All invited to join by sending an email to 
natura2000platform@ecnc.org 

June 2015 Register for the Natura 2000 forum discussion group 
http://forums.ec.europa.eu/natura2000/viewtopic.php?f=7&t=79 
 

All wanting to continue actively contributing to / 
benefiting from the process 

June 2015 Share descriptions of approaches and methods of Alpine grassland conservation status assessment on the forum 
page 

Potentially all, in particular: Daniel Goñi, Joachim 
Mulser, Stanislav Brezina, Wojciech Mróz, Cédric 
Dentant 

June 2015 and ongoing Make a page “Alpine grassland conservation status assessment” on the Natura 2000 Communication Platform and 
upload all relevant materials and resources collected though the forum 

Mark Snethlage 

June / July 2015 Further field testing of the Bozen grassland assessment approach Joachim Mulser, Mauro De Osti & Cesare Lasen 

Late June 2015 Final workshop report and revised roadmap All. Mark Snethlage to coordinate 

August 2015 Participate in meeting with Clive Hurford at Krkonose NP (CZ) Stanislav Brezina, Joachim Mulser, Dijana Župan, 
Wojciech Mróz 

September 2015 Circulate test results of Bozen grassland assessment approach (2015) to informal working group members for 
comments 

Joachim Mulser & Cesare Lasen 

September 2015 Analyse the different grassland conservation status assessment frameworks / approaches collected on the forum 
(see above). Find commonalities and investigate the possibility to develop a draft guidance / common 
framework for Alpine grassland conservation status assessment. 

t.b.d. 

6 October 2015 Short report on the progress of the working group activities at the meeting of the EC Expert Group on Reporting 
in Brussels (t.b.c.) 

t.b.d. 

19 - 22 October 2015 Report on the progress of the working group activities and participate in programme of the Natura 2000 
Monitoring Workshop, Barcelona (ES). Organise a small side event to work on the draft guidance / common 
framework for Alpine grassland conservation status assessment? 

t.b.d. 

9 – 10 December 2015 Present progress (in particular the guidance or common framework) at workshop on Alpine Grassland 
Management at Laufen (DE) 

Joachim Mulser 

January 2016 Prepare field testing of the draft guidance / common framework t.b.d. 

Spring 2016 Field testing of the draft guidance / common framework t.b.d. 

Summer / Autumn 2016 Follow up workshop to exchange experiences with the field testing and develop a final guidance / common 
framework and discuss the possibilities to develop a training / twinning programme to train experts in using the 
framework. 

t.b.d. 

 

mailto:natura2000platform@ecnc.org
http://forums.ec.europa.eu/natura2000/viewtopic.php?f=7&t=79


Presentations 
 

Introduction 

The Workshop started with a welcoming address from Mr Valter Bonan, Alderman in Feltre for 

Participatory democracy, Commons (water, agriculture, energy), Environment and Tourism, 

Communication and innovation. Mr Bonan underlined that the choice for Feltre to hold this meeting 

had not fallen by chance, as it is in the heart of a region of very rich biodiversity. He thanked Dr 

Cesare Lasen for his lifelong achievements in support of the conservation of the regions botanical 

riches. This was followed by an introductory speech from Mr Maurizio Dissegna, of the Venetor 

Region Planning and Forest Research Department, who highlighted the timeliness of the workshop 

as the Alpine grasslands are an essential part of the local natural heritage but they are now very 

much threatened. The chairman of the workshop, Mr Mark Snethlage (ECNC) then introduced the 

wider context of the workshop and provided a short overview of the process that led to this event, 

before handing over the floor to the guest speakers. 

 

Challenges of Alpine Grassland Monitoring and Assessment in Italy 

Dr Joachim Mulser, Autonomous Province of Bolzano, Italy 

In tracing back the path that led to this workshop Mr Joachim Mulser (Bozen Provincial Government) 

recalled the original questions that were raised at the Alpine Natura 2000 Biogeographical Process 

workshop and seminar (Graz, June and November 2013). He expected that the Natura 2000 

Biogeographical Process could provide exactly that platform needed by local and regional experts 

and site managers to exchange experience and information to improve the process of assessment 

and monitoring of Natura 2000 habitats. The assessment of the conservation of grasslands in the 

Alpine region at local and regional levels faces a number of challenges including the change in 

management of grasslands, the dynamics in the rural environment: land use polarisation 

(abandonment vs intensification), inconsistent scales, the availability of data and the definition of 

local favourable reference values. 

For the practitioner, an important problem is that monitoring is still missing a common basis. 

Current methods need to be tested and adjusted. In order to address the difficulties faced with the 

assessment of Alpine grassland conservation status assessment, a working group has been 

established in the North-eastern Italian Alps to explore some ways of cooperation: priority habitats 

were identified, monitoring requirements for each habitats  were defined, phytosociological studies 

were performed to establish some regional favourable reference values, monitoring approaches 

were shared, and the results were tested and validated in other areas. The working group compared 

approaches with Germany and Austria. The proposal based on this work is to integrate management 

in the conservation status assessment: herein the state of conservation depends on the intensity of 

management. Based on the assessment the changes in management needed to improve the 

conservation status are defined. Critical point in this approach is the selection of indicator species 

and the verification of impact changes in management. 
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The approach has been summarised in an assessment table with five management classes that is 

being tested in the field in Spring and summer 2015. The results of this exercise are expected in 

September 2015 and by then will be shared with the Alpine grassland group members 

From the field experience gathered in the Italian Alps, the following paths towards solutions can be 

proposed: 

 What is needed for an efficient, replicable and harmonised assessment of Alpine grasslands 

is a European framework that can be adjusted to local circumstances 

 Develop a common framework at EU level 

 Work on the definition of favourable reference values at local level 

 Grouping of similar (or related) habitats for monitoring purposes 

 Updating the lists of annexes 

 Dynamic mapping 

 Provision of funds 

 

Experiences of Grasslands Management in the Inner Dolomites 

Dr Michele Da Pozzo, Regional Park of Dolomiti d’Ampezzo, Italy 

The Regional Park Dolomiti d’Ampezzo is a UNESCO World Heritage Site that welcomes over 1 

million visitors per year. Forty percent of the area of the regional park is protected as nature reserve. 

Forests are managed under a “close to nature sylviculture regime”.  Local communities within the 

park manage the land and therefore the grasslands are managed by local families, many of whom 

graze the pastures with flocks of sheep. In spite of the high visitor pressure, many of the habitats are 

in good condition. However, land abandonment is a problem: due to forest encroachment the 

pastures have been reduced from 1 300 to 800 hectares in recent years. Land holdings are generally 

quite small. Although the private land ownership keeps the local population close to and involved 

with the management of the grasslands, fifty percent of grasslands have been cultivated. They are 

generally fertilised with manure and mowed once or twice a year. Wet meadows occur in the valleys 

of the park and although they are quite vulnerable to eutrophication no exceeding use of 

fertilisation has been recorded as yet. A problem is caused by the heavy machinery that is used to 

cultivate these soils causing compaction. Solutions are being sought in the purchase and use of 

lighter machines. 

 

Recovery and Maintenance of Mountain Grassland in the Dolomiti Bellunesi National Park  

Dr Gianni Poloniato, National Park of Dolomiti Bellunesi, Italy 

The Dolomiti Bellunesi National Park includes the Council of Europe Biogenetic nature reserve that 

covers 50% of the park, and it contains several areas protected under the Birds and Habitats 

Directives. It has some extraordinary landscape values. The flora is very rich, with over 1 400 

vascular plants. This floristic diversity and richness are the result of a varied relief, the location of the 

Dolomites at the crossroads of geographical areas, with southern and Eastern influences and the 

impact of agriculture. Thirty-two HD annex 1 habitats are found inside the park including 8 priority 

habitats. Also in this park, land abandonment is a serious issue. The management of pastures is 

significantly reduced because the meadows are inaccessible and it is no longer profitable to mow 

them for hay making. This results in an encroachment rate of about 1 meter per year that has a 
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significant impact on grassland biodiversity. Since 2012 a monitoring scheme for fauna is in place. 

Through the use of indicators, vulnerable areas and effects of climate change are monitored. The 

monitoring results also informs the (adaptive) management strategy as described in the 

management plan. This involves late mowing, aided on the gentler slopes by machines but also the  

removal of shrubs with the exception of Rosa canina, that is required for the conservation of the Red 

Backed Shrike (Lanius collurio). The monitoring also focuses on the effects of mowing, where 

phytosociological relevés are carried out in plots subjected to a mowing regime as well as in plots 

where no mowing occurs. 

 

Introduction to the field excursions 

Prof. Dr Cesare Lasen, Geobotanist, Italian Botanical Society, Italy 

The excursions were planned in such a way to show suitable places to verify the status of the 

meadows, particularly the species-rich, poor in elements meadows, but also the fertile ones and 

other degraded types for a comparison. The two sites are located to the North West and to the 

South West of Feltre. In order to understand the pressures and challenges of the grasslands 

assessment and management, it is important to briefly know the environmental context.  

The geology is characterised by dolomitic massifs and this calcareous substrate is an important 

factor for the types of grassland habitats that are found here. But the more recent quaternary 

glaciations played a significant role in the flora of the region. 

The climate shows an average precipitation of 1 300 to 1 800 mm per year, and 137 rainy days.  The 

rainiest months are May and October, with an equinoctial rainfall pattern that shows a main peak in 

autumn and a secondary one in spring. In summer precipitations never fall below 350 - 400 mm. The 

snowfalls are rather discontinuous, and quantities very variable. The thermic regime is pre-alpine, 

with cold winter and mild to fresh summer, in the area of the Belluno meteorological station, which 

is not to be confused with the surveyed zone, localized at a higher elevation. 

In this part of the Alps, he potential or climax vegetation below the treeline would be mainly 

different types of forest: Querco-Carpinetum (91L0), in the valleys and on the lower slopes, 

nowadays more or less replaced by meadows and cultivations; Beech forests (91K0), on the 

submontane to high mountainous levels (600 - 1600 m), and Residual subalpine and often secondary 

shrubs (4070, 4060). 

Numerous archaeological findings (some dating back 60 000 years, as at Monte Avena) suggest a 

long human presence in the region whose agro-sylvo-pastoral economy has played a profound in the 

development of some of the most valuable habitats we see today. Industrialisation of the region is a 

far more recent phenomenon, really kicking off only in the 1960ies in the upper reaches of the 

mountains. 

The two sites present examples of Nardus grasslands with significant blooming daffodils and other 

mountain flora. The sites have grasslands in different states of conservation that provide the basis to 

discuss issues of identification, assessment, monitoring and management of Alpine grasslands. 

The site at Malga Garda in Sinistra Piave contains the following habitats: 6230, 6520 and 6510, 

where in May the daffodils are flowering. It is a good showcase for habitat and site management, in 

particular to illustrate the effects of mowing, grazing and fertilization. It also demonstrates the 
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function of Alpine grasslands in the landscape mosaic, where natural habitats alternate with 

managed areas. 

The site at Lamon has good examples of habitat 6230 with blooming Asphodelus, Veratrum and 

orchids. There are more different types of management than in Sinistra Piave. The grasslands are 

bordered by 9130 and 9150 forest habitats whose encroachment is an important management and 

conservation issue in the Alpine grasslands. 

 

Conservation status & trends of the selected grassland habitats based on the 2007-12 Article 17 

reports 

Dr Douglas Evans, Nature & Biodiversity Senior Officer, European Topic Centre on Biological Diversity 

The latest Article 17 report resulted in the State of Nature in the EU report1, published on 21 May 

2015. It is an EU wide assessment of species and habitats conservation status and trends both within 

and outside Natura 2000 network. However, in practice, in many Member States, information on 

habitats and species was mostly from the Natura 2000 network. In theory, improving the status of 

habitats within the Natura 2000 network is possible by applying appropriate management measures. 

However, conservation of habitats outside the Natura 2000 network is far more challenging.  

Twenty grassland habitats of Annex I of the Habitats Directive occur in the Alpine Biogeographical 

region. Most of these habitats are semi natural and thus require active management for their 

conservation. Of these 20 habitats, some are genuinely Alpine, but others occur in the Alps although 

their main distribution is outside the Alpine region. In addition some Alpine grasslands also occur in 

non-Alpine mountainous regions. 

The latest article 17 report indicates that overall 16% of the habitat assessments are in a favourable 

conservation status. Overall grassland habitats are not doing well, but in the Alps the situation is a 

little better. As to the trends in Alpine grassland conservation status, none is improving, 56 % seem 

to be stable, 19% are deteriorating and for 25%, the trend is unknown. 

The natural primary grassland habitats (61**) tend to be in a favourable conservation status. On the 

other hand, hay meadows that require active, labour intensive and therefore costly management 

tend to show negative trends. 

Main threats and pressures as reported for all grasslands include (inappropriate) grazing, 

(inappropriate) mowing and natural succession. At least half of the main threats and pressures seem 

in one way or the other to be related to (changes in) agriculture. 

The overall Article 17 report shows some patterns that need to be borne in mind when interpreting 

the results. Distribution maps of some habitats across a biogeographical region show interruptions 

coinciding with national borders. Such patterns seem ecologically very unlikely and could be a result 

of different habitat interpretations, leading to the same habitat being identified as A in one country 

and B in the others. Also the conservation status reporting shows some widely differing results 

between member states that are very unlikely to fully reflect the reality. For example, in the 

Netherlands, 4% of habitats are reported to be in a favourable conservation whereas in Cyprus this 

figure amounts to 99%. It is very likely that some of this difference is the result of the fact that much 

                                                           
1
 http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-nature-in-the-eu 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-nature-in-the-eu
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of the reported data on conservation status is based on expert opinion rather than on monitoring 

results. 

The ETC BD has prepared a report on Alpine Grasslands based on the latest Article 17 data. This can 

be downloaded from the EEA website: 

http://bd.eionet.europa.eu/Reports/ETCBDTechnicalWorkingpapers/AnnexI_Grasslands_ALP 

 

 

Towards the 4th report under Article 17: methodological proposal for habitat types monitoring 

Dr Pierangela Angelini, ISPRA, Italy 

At the Member State and EU level Habitat conservation status is assessed within biogeographical 

regions. The last national Article 17 reporting round in Italy relied heavily on active participation of 

the regional and provincial authorities and the scientific societies. The positive collaboration 

established between scientific and institutional worlds provides a model for further improvements 

for monitoring Italian biodiversity. 

Despite the significant advances in terms of knowledge, there are still information gaps for a high 

number of habitat types, and in too many phases of the evaluation process the expert judgment is 

again essential to complete the assessment task.  

It is urgent to expand research and monitoring activities by the implementation of long-term 

monitoring programs. Nevertheless a future challenge is to overcome interpretation problems that 

still remain in all Countries since the beginning of Habitat Directive implementation. In this sense it is 

crucial to establish a wide shared pan European formal definition of all Annex I habitat types. 

The primary need is to implement a specific program for data collection, in particular on vegetation 

where knowledge is the essential basis for an effective monitoring program on habitat types (see 

Eunis program, European red list of habitat etc.). ISPRA manages the national database of vegetation 

which currently contains, for the Alpine biogeographical region 3 000 records. This is still insufficient 

to provide the information required to complete a reliable habitat assessment covering the entire 

country. Data collection must take place at regional level, first of all associated to the realization of 

habitat maps. In order to define National methodological guidelines for regional monitoring program 

ISPRA is testing and developing methodologies to collect parameters and factors useful for the art. 

17 reporting system: area, range, structure and functions, future prospects, typical species, trends, 

pressures and threats. To do this in an effective way the collaboration of technical experts and 

regional authorities should be increased and improved. 

 

Monitoring vegetation of montane meadows 

Mr Stanislav Březina, Botanist, Kkronoše Mts. National Park Administration, Czech Republic 

Krkonose National Park (Czech Republic) holds some very valuable grasslands that represent a mix of 

Alpine and foothill vegetation (including for example Nardus stricta grasslands). The grassland 

consist of mosaics of three main EU Annex 1 habitat types, but represent up to about 60 units of 

subdivision. After WW2 the traditional mowing by farmers was abandoned, at task that the National 

Park Authorities have since taken up, managing about 1 000 hectares of grasslands in the traditional 

way. The effect of different regimes of mowing management is monitored on the basis of plant 

http://bd.eionet.europa.eu/Reports/ETCBDTechnicalWorkingpapers/AnnexI_Grasslands_ALP
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species composition as a part of the adaptive management cycle. This exercise has resulted in a 

number of questions: 

- How to interpret the results? 

- How to develop a statistically sound sampling strategy? 

- What size of squares to use and how to set up a good spatial design? 

- How to make the efforts less time consuming? 

In order to answer these questions a pragmatic approach was proposed wherein the needs for 

management were given a central role. The management objectives need to be clear and criteria 

need to be agreed as well as an approach for prioritisation. 

In order not to reinvent the wheel, inspiration was sought in existing pragmatic monitoring 

approaches, and ultimately advice was sought from Clive Hurford, working with Natural Resources 

Wales, author of Monitoring nature conservation in cultural habitats: a practical guide and case 

studies (Hurford and Schneider, 2006). Guidance from him led to the development of a pragmatic 

monitoring approach adapted to the needs of Krkonose National Park. The guiding principle was that 

monitoring was recording condition against clearly defined management aims. The monitoring 

focused on clear species and on indicator groups of species. Within habitat units, the monitoring 

efforts concentrated on those patches in good condition, on the assumption that changes in these 

good patches would be reliable indicators of the impact of adaptive management throughout the 

habitat. In the field, this approach turned out to offer a number of significant advantages it provided 

direct and useful feedback for (adaptive) management, by concentrating on a few patches in good 

condition, it allowed a significant time-saving and finally it provided the experts with inspiration. 

However, assessing conservation status of a habitat at regional level by amalgamating and 

integrating the results for individual patches remains a challenge. 

 

Sentinel Grasslands and Pastures 

Ir Cédric Dentant, Botanist, Écrins National Park, France 

At Écrins National Park, 9 sentinel sites are monitored. These are grazed and mowed grasslands. All 

habitats, especially secondary grassland habitats have a history that need to be taken into account 

when looking at their (desired) future state. It is therefore important to have a clear idea of the land 

use history of the habitat. Owners, users and other stakeholders do play an important role in this 

picture. For some, grasslands are considered a resource to use, for others, the same area is 

considered a habitat to protect. In dealing with different stakeholders it is important to try and 

convince all parties that the resource equals the habitat. For this an active engagement with the 

different stakeholders (e.g. shepherds) is essential. Through engagement stakeholders can become 

part of the monitoring process that consists of three phases. 

1. Assess the biodiversity in the traditional way: 50 plots were selected and phytosociological 

relevés were undertaken along transects and environmental parameters were recorded. 

2. Stakeholders were actively involved in the collection of further relevant field data such as 

reading rain gauges, calculating snow melt  and phenology on the basis of satellite imagery 

3. The evolution of management practice was assessed 

The key in this approach was the active involvement of the stakeholders and sharing the 

(monitoring) tools and results with the stakeholders. Conclusions: 
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- To build a common view of habitats (resource) and conservation status is a long term 

“investment”. 

- To use scientific tools for monitoring and to clarify aims of conservation help to be 

supported. 

- « Favourable reference values » is a CHOICE of biodiversity to be (or not ?) assumed, not a 

scientific fact. 

 

Monitoring of Grassland Butterflies 

Mr Matthias Dolek, Expert, Butterfly Conservation Europe (BCE), Germany 

In Germany, the assessment of conservation status considers 3 criteria: 

1. Structure of the habitat 

2. Typical species 

3. Disturbances 

For example, for Molinia meadows structure criterion is based on the cover ratio of herbs (A,B,C, 

good to bad). This criterion is a good indicator of potential zoological diversity. The typical species 

are assessed by comparing the species found in phytosociological relevés to a list of typical species 

for the habitat. For disturbances too much litter is generally considered bad for the habitat as a 

whole, but is good for some species. 

Butterfly monitoring in Europe is largely based on citizen science, who work in a standardized way by 

counting regularly along predefined transects. Each group of volunteers is coordinated by who also 

give the first field instructions. After two years of systematic counting, the data provided by the 

volunteers are considered reliable. These data, which are systematically collected in large parts of 

Europe are the input for the calculation of the grassland butterfly indictor, one of the 27 EU wide 

SEBI indicators that allow us to monitor the state of biodiversity at EU level. It is based on the 

distribution and abundance of 7 widespread and 10 specialist grassland butterfly species. The 

indictor shows clear signs of a declining trend which is attributed mainly to changing in agricultural 

practices: intensification and land abandonment. 

Although phytosociological releves provide essential information for the assessment and monitoring 

of grasslands, they are not the only tool. Structural information and data on butterflies and certain 

other fauna species groups can also provide useful information. 

 

Using Land Change Studies to Inform Alpine Grasslands Assessment: Two Examples from the 

Southern Alps 

Dr Tommaso Sitzia, Assistant Professor, Department of Land, Environment, Agriculture and Forestry, 

University of Padova, Italy 

Land change studies attempt to explain (1) where change is occurring, (2) what land cover types are 

changing, (3) the types of transformation occurring, (4) the rates or amounts of land change, and (5) 

the driving forces and proximate causes of change. They are usually performed through a 

combination of cost-effective remote-sensed data (Borre et al. 2011) and field work. However, they 

are underused to inform alpine grassland conservation status assessment.  
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The first example of a land change study which could be effective in assessing conservation status 

deals with a 1318 ha timberline dwarf shrub - grass mosaic habitat of Black Grouse (Lyrurus tetrix) in 

the outer Alps (Piccole Dolomiti, Province of Vicenza). Here, land cover change between 1970 and 

2012 was assessed by photointerpretation inside a 200 m buffer around any breeding site on a grid 

formed by 15x15 m cells.  Grasslands belongs to the habitat 6170, shrublands to the 4070 and 

forests to the 91K0. A sharp increase of 91K0 proportion was observed. In the same period, a 

reduction of breeding site from >30 to <10 has been observed. This reduction is mainly due to the 

significant negative impact which forest and shrub encroachment had on the habitat suitability for 

Black Grouse, a species listed in the Birds Directive. 

The second example deals with a mosaic of mountain hay meadow patches in the inner Alps, 

belonging to habitat 6520 and 6230* (Pejo Valley, Province of Trento). It sought to identify how 

components of spatial patch configuration, e.g. size, shape, and connectivity, influenced species 

richness. Many studies have shown that current and historical landscape configuration are important 

factors structuring local plant species composition in grasslands. This is because they exert a 

selective pressure on specific life-traits (e.g. plant longevity) which, in turn, influences the proportion 

of species which dominate plant communities. We are accumulating many land cover change studies 

at different spatial and temporal scales. Also here we found that there is a relationship between 

historical landscape configuration and current species richness. To conserve current landscape 

configuration it is important that forest management of the areas surrounding the patches is 

promoted to avoid further encroachment of trees and shrubs in the remnant patches. 

The second example presented above has been recently published (Sitzia and Trentanovi, 2011). It is 

advisable that similar land change studies are collected from existing literature, at landscape, site, 

and regional level, for their potential effectiveness in assessing grassland habitats trend, structure, 

habitat suitability and function, pressures and threats, at different scales and with a mosaic 

landscape view.  

 

Grassland Monitoring Scheme in Poland - Indicators, Parameters and FCS Assessment Practical 

Approach 

Dr Wojciech Mróz, Researcher, head of national natural habitats monitoring scheme, Institute of 

Nature Conservation, Polish Academy of Sciences, Poland 

The Polish experience with Alpine grassland monitoring is restricted to the Carpathians, in the South 

of the country. Regarding the interpretation of the grassland habitats in Poland, some, such as 6210,  

are much easier to identify than others (e.g. 6520 vs 6520). The monitoring scheme in Poland started 

in 2006on 944 localities. By 2014, the network had increased to include 1 300 localities. All 

monitoring results are stored in a public database available online. It includes data of 6 000 field 

sites for all terrestrial habitats, and data from 100 to 300 localities per habitat. 

The monitoring methodology used in Poland is based on Article 11 of the Habitat Directive. The 

second report was based on field data. The collected data are also used in local planning for Natura 

2000 using the same methodology. For the assessment of conservation status, the same classes as 

used in Article 17 reporting (favourable, unfavourable bad, unfavourable improving, unknown) are 

used. Favourable reference values are defined for each habitat. In additions indicators that point to 

crucial environmental change have been developed. These indicators reflect changes that are 

possible in the next 6 or 12 years and only require easy and quick measurement or simple expert 
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judgement and no use of expensive equipment. They enable to differentiate the state of habitat 

following a Gauss distribution. Phenomena with high (seasonal or daily) variation are not included. 

The reality in the field is that habitats occur in mosaics with many transitions (ecotones) and 

intermediate types. It therefore very difficult to apply a statistically sound approach to assessing 

conservation status. Results of the assessments should rather be considered as an early warning 

system. 

In establishing reference values for the habitats the same parameters as those used in Article 17 

reporting are used, but it is a difficult and challenging task. Because of the habitat heterogeneity and 

their part of a landscape mosaic continuum, clear cut values are difficult to attribute to specific 

habitats and it is not possible to achieve favourable status for all identified habitat patches. Instead a 

normal distribution approach is used when applying favourable reference values to the conservation 

assessment procedure.  

 

Monitoring of 6230 Species-rich Nardus stricta Grasslands in the Polish Carpathians  

Dr Joanna Korzeniak, Biologist, Institute of Nature Conservation of Polish Academy of Sciences, 

Poland 

Species-rich Nardus stricta Grasslands (6230) are very rare in the Polish Carpathians and mainly 

survive as (endangered) relics after significant recent losses, mainly as a result of land abandonment 

and natural succession. As such it is a good example of threats shared by other semi-natural 

grasslands in mountain areas. In devising the monitoring approach a key question was how this 

exercise could help to protect habitat 6230 successfully. The monitoring program was the first 

nationwide inventory of Nardus grasslands in Poland. Many questions appeared during working out 

the methods of assessment of habitat condition and the field survey schemes. First a clear idea 

about typology and interpretation was required. This was followed by a field survey to test the 

typology and identification in the field which was quite challenging. This included the selection of 

representative sites and locations; the identification of habitat-specific indicators, selection of key 

indicators (secondary succession due to land use abandonment, natural eutrophication, to the lesser 

degree – afforestation), the assessment of habitat status at different spatial scales and the selection 

of experts, verification of data correctness, reduction of subjective expert judgement. The field work 

resulted in an assessment table for Nardus grasslands in the Polish Carpathians showing threshold 

values for various indicators linked to the conservation status parameters: “characteristic species”; 

“expansive species of herbaceous plants”; “dominant species”; “expansion of shrubs and 

undergrowth”; “alien invasive species”; “species richness”;  “eutrophication”; “spatial structure of 

the habitat patches” (for details and threshold values, please refer to the powerpoint presentation2).  

The field experience shows that there is a strong dependence on experts’ knowledge and experience 

to avoid the following: 1) a risk of subjective selection of locations (non-representative for N2000 

site), 2) number and distribution of locations should reflect the regional diversification of the habitat 

and its conservation status and 3) a risk of subjective interpretation of indicators values (in spite of 

their calibration). Therefore, all results must be very carefully verified by a habitat-coordinator. 

 

                                                           
2
 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/events/events-

upcoming/159_alp_grassland_monitoring_and_assessment_workshop_en.htm  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/events/events-upcoming/159_alp_grassland_monitoring_and_assessment_workshop_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/events/events-upcoming/159_alp_grassland_monitoring_and_assessment_workshop_en.htm
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Habitat Monitoring in the RESECOM LIFE project 

Mr Daniel Goñi, Associated Manager, LARRE Consultants, Spain 

A LIFE Nature project is currently addressing the monitoring and assessment of Alpine and 

Mediterranean species and habitats of community interest in the Aragonese Pyrenees (Spain). It also 

aims to contribute to the detection of effects of global change in biodiversity in the long term. The 

project will result in the development of robust monitoring protocols, the coordination of a diverse 

set of monitoring teams and the establishment of a consistent and self-sustaining monitoring 

network. The project is currently more advanced in terms of species monitoring. The monitoring 

follows 4 levels of intensity, from low to high (presence / absence, area of occupancy, counts, 

individual monitoring), each assigned to people with different skills. 

Regarding habitats the development of monitoring protocols is just starting, with some field trials. It 

is based on an ecosystem approach, including parameters such as: structure (cover), hydrology, 

composition, dynamics), following the common standards in habitat monitoring. Main sources of 

information to develop the approach include Assessment and reporting under Article 17 of the 

Habitats Directive – explanatory Notes & Guidelines (Arvela and Evans, 2011), the BEPCTHICE project 

(Spain), the Common Standards in Habitat Monitoring (Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 2004) 

and the Handbook of Biodiversity Methods (Hill et al., 2005). A selection of habitat assets needs to 

be monitored (physical properties, composition, structure etc), and a quick assessment of site 

characterization is needed also following three levels of intensity from rapid assessment to in-depth 

relevé based on statistics (which is very time consuming and requires at least one day per plot). As 

the project is still in development and especially the habitat monitoring protocols have not yet been 

defined, the project team looks for EU wide experience to include in the further activities and that 

should help the project team to agree on attributes and threshold values, develop a cost effective 

widely applicable method. 

 

Monitoring, Management and Status of the Swedish Alpine Grassland Habitats  

Mr Johan Abenius, Desk Officer, Swedish EPA, Sweden and 

Only about 50% of habitats of community interest are located inside the Natura 2000 Network. It is 

known that across Europe, most of the monitoring efforts are concentrated on the habitats 

conditions inside the network. But for reporting purposes under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive, 

the condition of habitats of community interest across the entire national territory must be 

assessed. 

In Sweden two systems are being deployed in parallel: inside the protected areas, monitoring is 

integrated with adaptive management. Outside the protected areas there is a systematic sample of 

the whole national territory following a  fixed grid plot. Interpretation and identification of Alpine 

grassland habitats seems not to be an issue in Sweden. However, in relation to measuring progress 

and defining an accurate baseline, there is a lack of long term data. Successful trials have been 

carried out by interpreting historic photos taken by tourists. 

The most common Alpine grasslands in Sweden have developed on a siliceous substrate, those on a 

calcareous substrate are much rarer but have a significantly higher biodiversity. No agriculture 

activities take place in these areas. Human activities that take place in Swedish Alpine grasslands 

include: reindeer herding, tourism, mining, wind energy generation, hydropower. A development 

that will be a challenge in the coming years is the advance of the tree line to higher elevations as a 
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result of climate change. Other challenges to face include reindeer grazing, increased use of off-road 

motorised vehicles (quads, motorcycles, helicopters etc) in and combing national and EU 

conservation priorities.. 

Dr Wenche Eide, Senior Advisor Alpine Habitats, Swedish Species Information Centre (Agricultural 

University of Sweden), Sweden 

For the establishment of favourable reference values for Swedish Alpine grassland habitats, a 

flowchart has been taken from the guidelines. As reported in the previous presentation, there is a 

lack of historical data to define the FRVs, but historical photos provide some very useful information. 

In Sweden the range criterion is favourable for all Alpine grasslands selected for priority 

consideration in Alpine Biogeographical Process. The range criterion is assessed by the county 

administrations on the basis of data from 600 000 polygons3. Additional data is gleaned from NNK (a 

national geographical database with habitat information mainly from protected areas), the TUVA-

database4 at the Swedish Board of Agriculture and the National Inventory of Landscapes in Sweden 

(NILS)5. For the whole of the reporting process information has been gathered from: authorities 

(national monitoring), universities, county administrations, municipalities, NGOs, private consultants 

and individual people (citizen science data). 

Structures and functions & typical species help define the “quality” parameter of grasslands. Data for 

each of the important structures and functions listed are gathered, including natural hydrology, % 

cover of trees and bushes in addition to indirect measurements, such as airborne nitrogen. Data for 

each of the important typical species listed (i.e. how are they assessed in the national red-list?) are 

also collected. 

Future prospects to 2025 have been estimated by extrapolating present day known impact from 

local to national level, including applications from companies working with, mining, hydropower, 

statistics about domestic animals as well as reindeer, citizen science data, national and regional 

monitoring etc. 

With regards to Alpine grasslands future prospects it is worth noting that financial support is slowing 

down the loss of grasslands and speed of abandonment. In addition, restoration (i.e. LIFE projects) 

has obvious positive effects. Also helpful is the increased knowledge and public awareness about 

grasslands and conservation and a better understanding of the importance of replacement biotopes 

i.e. roadsides, power line corridors. 

 

  

                                                           
3
 This is the sum of all habitat classed polygons within the Natura 2000 network of Sweden. Consequently, it 

contains other habitats than the grasslands. 
4
 https://etjanst.sjv.se/tuvaut/site/index.htm 

5
 http://www.slu.se/en/collaborative-centres-and-projects/nils/ 
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Workshop 
 

The presentation round was followed by a workshop addressing four main topics relevant to the 

overall subject of Alpine grasslands monitoring and assessment: 

 Habitat interpretation 

 Defining Favourable reference values (FRVs) 

 Monitoring 

 Assessing Favourable conservation status (FCS) 

The workshop participants broke out into three groups (as there was not sufficient interest for the 

subject “Habitat interpretation”), and during two hours discussed “issues”, “existing solutions”, 

“opportunities for future cooperation” and “links with other topics” under the guidance of a 

facilitator. On day 2, after the second excursion, the facilitators reported on the discussions in 

plenary and some finale conclusions and steps were agreed. 

 

Working group 1: Defining Favourable reference values (FRVs) for Alpine grasslands 

This workshop was led by Dr Douglas Evans (ETC for Biological Diversity). Participants were:  

Mr Stanislav Březina 
Dr Laura Casella 
Mr Marco Cipriani 
Mr Bastien Coignon 
Dr Michele Da Pozzo 
Ir Cedric Dentant 
Dr Matthias Dolek 

Dr Wenche Eide 
Ms Ulrike Gamper 
Mr Daniel Goñi 
Dr Joanna Korzeniak 
Mr Andrzej Langowski 
Mr Carlos Romao 

 

The main issues identified related to the difficulty of relating FRVs to the management plans at site 

level on the one hand and to the strategic level on the other. A different set of threshold reference 

values is needed for these different approaches to conservation assessment. Moreover it was found 

that reference values often represent a (policy) choice. There was also a problem of coordination as 

different interest groups want to maximise their demands, i.e. foresters want to maximise forest 

areas, cattle breeders, the area of pastures, and conservationists hay meadows, for example. 

Another point was related to the baseline to agree for defining favourable reference values. For 

example, should the FRVs represent the situation in 1900, in 1950, in 1994 or in 2000? A practical 

challenge is the heterogeneity of the natural landscape: habitats occur in functionally related 

mosaics, and many subtypes and transitional forms exist: how to deal with subtypes (variability), 

does one need references for all (sub) types? 

In terms of existing solutions it was mentioned that favourable reference values should be 

established for biogeographical regions. For the Alpine region being very fragmented defining FRV 

could perhaps split according to geography (Scandinavia, Pyrenees, Alpine Arc, Carpathians etc). 

Perhaps there would even be a need to define regional favourable reference values. In any case it 

was clear that there was a need for a multiscale approach. An activity that could be carried out as 

part of this process would be to circulate a questionnaire to find out about current practice. 
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In terms of opportunities, it was suggested that vegetation databases could be used as a source of 

information. It could be useful to develop habitat action plans (at EU or biogeographical region level) 

in the same way as species action plans have been made. There was a definite recommendation to 

increase communication and exchanges on habitat interpretation with neighbours across the 

frontiers (horizontal), between different levels, site, local, regional, national, EU (vertical) 

In terms of links with the other topics, it was clear that there was a need to relate the FRVs to 

monitoring (site level) and to management objectives.  

 

Working group 2: Improving and harmonizing alpine grassland monitoring 

The monitoring working group was facilitated by Dr Pierangela Angelini (ISPRA, Italy). The 

participants in this discussion were: 

Mr Johan Abenius 
Dr Antonella Agostini 
Dr Alfonso Calzolaio 
Mr Thomas Campagnaro 
Ms Claudia Dănău 

Mr Mauro Deosti 
Dr Wojciech Mróz 
Dr Luca Schillaci 
Ms Dijana Župan 

 

In terms of monitoring for Alpine grasslands, one of the main issues included a lack of knowledge 
about sampling and monitoring strategies in different countries. Are we on the same line? Also to 
this day there is no use of common indicators to assess FCS of habitats of community importance. 
Without international cooperation it is difficult to decide which indicators to use to make 
assessments across the border comparable. In the end, monitoring and assessment need to be 
performed by trained experts: although often having an in/depth understanding of botany and 
phytosociology, they are not necessarily well trained in rapid and accurate conservation status 
assessment. Therefore there seems to be a need to increase skills of current experts. This would help 
solve the issue of an inherent lack of objectivity in expert judgement. The financing of intensive 
sampling was also seen as a problem. More funds would partly help, but also developing and 
applying new cost effective assessment protocols. Finally it was noted that there was a relatively 
good monitoring of habitats of community importance inside the Natura 2000 network, but that the 
conservation status of these habitats outside the network was far more problematic. 

 

As far as existing solutions and opportunities were concerned the participants reported the 

existence of projects that established overviews and comparisons of existing monitoring strategies in 

different countries: EU MON6, GLORIA7 (online databases). These online resources could provide a 

first step in obtaining a better insight into the different monitoring and sampling schemes around. It 

also seems that there is already quite some knowledge and experience about indicators for status – 

threats – pressures indicators and natural dynamic habitat indicators in the different Alpine 

countries. This experience offers opportunities to identify or develop some common measurable 

indicators (e.g. 5 for grasslands) for example based on ecological groups of species (scrubs, 

nitrophilous species), but also environmental factors representing threats, management, or 

ecological processes. The development of a simple approach based on such indicators, if applied in 

the different countries would help quantify (and help reduce the inherent bias associated) expert 

judgement and improve the comparability of monitoring and assessment results across countries. 

                                                           
6
 http://eumon.ckff.si/index1.php 

7
 http://www.gloria.ac.at/?a=2 
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Once such a common approach would have been developed, tested and agreed among the Alpine 

countries, knowledge transfer in the form of training courses or twinning would be possible. Think 

about developing new initiatives. Although there is a natural tendency to monitor habitat condition 

based on the application of comprehensive phytosociological releves, and that increased funding 

might sometimes make this possible, the participants did warn about the associated risk of resource 

intensity and that approaches to common monitoring of habitat conservation status should ideally 

be as cost effective as possible. Harmonizing of monitoring procedures could be achieved by 

producing guidelines from collecting different approaches and by promoting programmes to visit 

colleagues in other countries to share methodologies. Finally, the process of improving monitoring 

practice should not forget the essential element of communication with decision makers and local 

communities. 

 

Working group 3: Assessing Favourable Conservation Status 

The Favourable conservation status working group was facilitated by Dr Tommaso Sitzia (University 

of Padova) and had the following participants: 

Mr Toby Aykroyd 
Dr Tamara Kirin 
Dr Cesare Lasen 
Dr Joachim Mulser 

Dr Isabella Pasutto 
Ms Tea Šilić 
Dr Mauro Tomasi 
Dr Tomasz Wilk 

 

The issues associated with assessing favourable conservation status included questions related to a 

lack of minimum standards for assessing, linked to baselines that shift in time: what is the reference? 

The current approach focused on single habitat specific view was also seen to be limited as it offered 

no possibility for a landscape mosaic view. Another issue with the current standard way of assessing 

FCS was the lack of ecological approach, in which species other than plants should be considered in 

which other disciplines other than botany can be included. Although no one seemed to have a full 

overview of possible ideas of solutions to local problems, it was felt that there was much 

information around that could solve specific issues related to FCS assessment. But there seems to be 

a lack of dissemination / exchange of best practice and therefore good solutions do not get 

sufficiently exchanged. Traditional assessments based on full detailed relevés had the advantage of 

giving a comprehensive overview of the structure and function of a habitat, but presented problems 

in terms of costs effectiveness. Linked to the cost effectiveness was the problem of time limitations 

to perform details field surveys. Scaling problems were also reported, in particular missing links 

between scales (plots > areas). Finally, the important question of shifting baselines was mentioned: 

what is the reference (in time) you assess the condition of your habitat against?  

In terms of existing solutions to some of the issues that had been identified, there was mention of 

the Veneto region approach that adopts a mosaic view in assessment of habitats (Isabella Pasutto). 

Scientific studies and reviews (Tommaso Sitzia) could provide input to potential new approaches 

that allow a landscape wide vision of conservation status assessment. Organising expert meetings, 

such as the present one in Feltre, gives the opportunity to join different disciplines. This could be 

replicated, also including other stakeholders, especially those involved with site management. The 

EEA platform with standards of reporting guidance can support the current development of 

assessment frameworks. Identifying useful best practices thus obtaining a full spectrum of 

alternatives can support and inspire conservation assessment initiatives (e.g. Romania, 150 000 ha – 

Toby Ackroyd). A pragmatic approach is needed to ensure cost effective use of limited resources: 
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prioritise assessments where it is needed, i.e. where there are problems and clear conflicts (Joachim 

Mulser). Finally, indicator species (regional lists) can be used to help overcome the problem of 

shifting baselines (Cesare Lasen). Cooperation could help set common minimum standards for FCS. A 

revision of the existing Interpretation Manual for the EU 28 should also integrate the need to adopt 

a mosaic / landscape view. The follow up of this workshop could also include a review of existing 

studies (and/or validated in the field). The EEA and DG ENV could increase indexation of their online 

resources to improve accessibility. Finally, it was underlined that the monitoring and assessment 

exercise should not be happening in a small “bubble” of vegetation experts, but also include other 

fields of academic study, in particular from zoology (birds, butterflies). The results of these exercises 

are very important for policy, management and conservation, and therefore monitoring and 

assessment should be better integrated in a socioeconomic framework (multidisciplinary teams, also 

including economists and stakeholders, for example to integrate the influence of changes in land 

prices). 

As regards the links with other relevant topics it was suggested that in terms it could be refreshing 

to think outside the box: e.g. replace hunting with natural ecological processes. Also there was a 

need to better communicate the results of monitoring and assessment in a political context (fitness 

check). 
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Summary of the discussions 
 

This part of the report seeks to bring together and summarise some of the main issues that were 

raised as part of the presentations, the working groups and the discussions during the field visits and 

to present a roadmap for future activities.  

 

Concepts, definitions and scales - Thanks to the fact that the participants represented a wide range 

of stakeholders (see above), it became ever more clear as the workshop progressed that the 

different professional groups involved at different (administrative, spatial and institutional) levels 

with the assessment of Alpine Grasslands and their reporting had a quite different understanding of 

some key concepts in the chain of activities ultimately resulting in the habitat conservation status 

assessment at EU biogeographical level. This became very apparent in the discussion about 

favourable reference values which appear to represent something quite different for site managers 

and local scientific experts whose monitoring and assessment activities provide the basic material 

for reporting, as opposed to national and EU authorities that are entrusted to amalgamate the 

information at the biogeographical level. In order to avoid confusion due to the use of similar 

expressions it was suggested that Favourable Reference Values (FRV) and (Favourable) Conservation 

Status (FCS) should be used only in the context of habitat and species assessments at 

biogeographical level. At site level, one should preferably use conservation objectives and degree of 

conservation respectively. 

The differences have been summarised in the following table (Carlos Romão, EEA) and figure (Doug 

Evans, ETC BD) developed in a different context than the workshop. 

Concept Habitats Directive definition and 

reporting guidelines (since 2005) 

Seminars/workshops on ‘Natura 2000 

management’ 

Favourable 

Conservation 

Status 

‘Sum’ of 4 parameters 

- range 

- area (habitats) / population (species) 

- structures & functions (habitats) / 

habitat of species 

- future prospects 

All parameters are evaluated at the 

biogeographical scale, except structures 

& functions that is an ‘average’ of the 

plot/site condition 

Closer to the definition of ‘degree of 

conservation’ in the N2K standard data form 

and ‘structure and functions’ at the plot/site 

level 

Favourable 

reference 

value 

These are NUMERICAL values indicating 

the range area, distribution area, and size 

of population considered large enough to 

maintain a favourable conservation status 

at the biogeographical level 

These are QUANTITATIVE values 

The FRVs discussed in the workshops are very 

much linked to the ‘structures & functions, 

which don’t have a FRV in the framework of 

the reporting. 

The ‘FRVs’ are more about: how many typical 

species is need in one particular habitat for it 

to be favourable in that plot/site? What is the 

maximum nitrogen input (threshold) that a 

particular habitat can take to keep its 

favourable status in the plot/site 
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These are mostly qualitative values, but also 

quantitative… bur NEVER linked to range, area 

(or population size) 

 

 

 

Urgent need for harmonized tools and approaches - The discussions also highlighted the urgency of 

developing and testing robust, replicable, efficient and cost effective techniques for the assessment 

of grassland conservation status. First introduced in Joachim Mulser’s introductory speech, it was 

echoed on several occasions. In the current socio-economic climate conducive to land polarisation 

(land abandonment in some places versus land use intensification in others), without the 

conservation status assessment of Alpine grasslands needs to happen fast and on a wide scale 

before losing the most valuable remaining patches to pressures such as shrub encroachment or 

eutrophication. In order to ensure comparable results at biogeographical level, methods and 

approaches to determine and monitor the conservation status of Alpine grassland habitats need to 

be harmonised. 

 

Complementarity of approaches 
 
Do different monitoring approaches not serve different but complementary purposes? 
 

 Full phytosociological relevé: initial identification / characterisation of a habitat patch. 
Repeated at long time intervals to monitor the long term evolution of a habitat time (also in 
response to (adaptive) management) based on a statistically sound sampling scheme. 
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 Rapid assessment: quick identification of conservation status based on a limited number of 
indicators: some functional / ecological species groups: presence / cover of shrubs or other 
undesired plants, indicators of environmental factors that could indicate the moving towards 
non favourable environmental conditions for the said habitat e.g. presence, abundance of 
nitrophilous species, direct indicators of environmental factors (if not too variable in time on 
the short term). 
 

 

Cost effectiveness - In view of the potentially overwhelming task of comprehensive detailed 

sampling and monitoring using traditional phytosociological relevés, cost effectiveness of Alpine 

grassland habitat monitoring for assessments was frequently cited as an important criterion in the 

development of new and harmonised monitoring and assessment approaches. Examples of new 

approaches that are less time consuming rapid appraisal were reported from the Czech Republic 

(Krkonose National Park), Italy (Bolzano province) and Spain (Aragon). Although deemed essential 

fulfil the Habitats Directive in terms of reporting obligations (habitats and species need to be 

monitored, also outside of the Natura 2000 network), the high cost and time investment to carry out 

full phytosociological research according to a monitoring scheme covering the entire territory was 

underlined. However, examples from Sweden (NILS) and the UK (countryside survey) show how this 

can be done. NILS & Countryside Survey are alternatives to schemes covering the entire country by 

statistically valid stratified random samples. This approach has been further developed by the EU 

projects BIOHAB and EBONE8. This also brought up the point that there could be a great benefit to 

learn from each other’s experience and thus the need to increase the exchange of best practice. 

More comprehensive approaches – Alpine grassland habitats are functionally related building blocks 

of a landscape mosaic as that do not necessarily fit into a compartmentalised approach based on a 

habitat only method. This reflected the challenge as reported from the Polish Carpathians to identify 

“pure” patches of a particular habitat and the ecological imperative also to include functional role of 

ecotones into the overall assessment. Patches of habitat do not exist in isolation but are a functional 

part of a living landscape. Moreover, many habitats, and often functionally related mosaics of 

habitats act as the biotope for species. Species, for their life cycle are very often depending on a 

combination of well conserved habitats. Breeding, foraging, roosting, protection from predators are 

habitat functions often provided by different habitat types all of which need to exist in each other’s 

proximity in order to ensure the survival of a particular species during its life cycle. For an effective 

conservation of nature, habitats need therefore not to be considered in isolation but as a part of a 

functional ecosystem managed at landscape level. In addition the inclusion of taxonomic groups 

other than vascular plants (e.g. butterflies, birds etc) offers good opportunities to improve the 

assessment of these grasslands. For example, the French guidance for the conservation status 

assessment of grasslands includes as one of the criteria and indicator based on butterfly groups 

(Maciejewski, 2015). 

Shifting baseline – Discussions on this topic included the following questions: What year to choose 

to describe the baseline against which the conservation status of habitats and species are 

measured? What is the reference year to measure progress (or deterioration) against? In the 

absence of detailed historical records (monitoring) for areas, how does one determine what a 

currently degraded or transformed habitat might have been at the time of the baseline? Aerial 

photographs can be used to map and measure the extent of land cover. In Sweden this is 

                                                           
8
 http://www.wageningenur.nl/en/Expertise-Services/Research-Institutes/alterra/Projects/EBONE-2/About-

EBONE.htm  

http://www.wageningenur.nl/en/Expertise-Services/Research-Institutes/alterra/Projects/EBONE-2/About-EBONE.htm
http://www.wageningenur.nl/en/Expertise-Services/Research-Institutes/alterra/Projects/EBONE-2/About-EBONE.htm
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complemented with the interpretation of historic tourist photos that sometimes allow a more 

detailed identification of habitat types. This type of information is not only important in relation to 

informing the development of adaptive management plans, but also as part of the habitat 

restoration agenda. Related to the discussions about the baseline was another point quite specific 

(but not exclusively so) to many grasslands below the tree line was their secondary nature, that is 

their origin as a result of human agricultural use (hay making, grazing) in areas that would naturally 

have had a forest cover. 

Monitoring and assessment as part of management cycle - Participants repeatedly underlined that 

monitoring and assessment of habitats conservation state are not purely academic and 

administrative exercises. They should rather be considered as an essential part of adaptive 

management cycle. Especially at the site, local and regional levels there is a need to include site 

managers and other stakeholders in the process. But it was pointed out that the results of 

monitoring and assessment can result in management recommendations that are costly or politically 

difficult to sell to the constituencies, therefore creating conflicts and tensions that need to be dealt 

with.  

Engaging stakeholders - Improving the conservation status of semi-natural grasslands requires the 

full cooperation of the land owners and land users who actually manage the land. This requires clear 

communication of objectives, the building of trust. In order to be sustainable it needs to 

demonstrate the direct and indirect benefits of the best conservation management measures for the 

land owner / land user. There is an urgent need for an (economic) model that will allow the 

preservation of those habitats whose conservation depends on active agricultural management. This 

can go in different ways, and be different between habitats and even location (from public 

recognition to funding).Benefits can potentially include very widely ranging values: the personal 

satisfaction and pride of owning and looking after a beautifully blooming Alpine hay meadow; the 

indirect benefits to local hotel and restaurant owners from increased visitors coming to see the 

meadows; the selling at an increased price of the hay, should it turn out to have some special health 

property (Hay of the Crau region in France is protected by a European Denomination of Geographical 

Origin due to its health / therapeutic properties for horses); the selling of products that depend on 

the hay meadows, also labelled for quality (e.g. honey from Alpine hay meadow flowers). 

The need to further stimulate the exchange of good practice. From the presentations and 

discussions it emerged that many elements for solving some of the main challenges identified 

already existed but that many were not widely known. Instead of reinventing the wheel to try and 

solve one of the issues of Alpine grassland conservation assessment there was a need to take stock 

of existing solutions and to share them. 

Finally it was also observed that many points and issues discussed during the workshop could be 

directly or indirectly relevant to solving similar issues in other habitat group / biogeographical 

regions combinations. 
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The way forward 
 

Stimulate a better communication and a better mutual understanding between the different 

nexuses in the conservation status reporting chain. Suggested actions:  

1. For EU / National level officers to better understand the regional / local / site level: invite EU 

and national level officers to technical expert meetings (as in the Feltre Workshop), and 

reporting the findings to the relevant platforms, e.g. the Ad Hoc expert group n FRVs, and 

the Expert Group on Reporting. 

2. For local / regional experts and site managers to better understand the EU significance of 

their work: produce a clear flowchart, for example in the form of an infograph showing the 

path from field measurement to EU wide assessment. ECNC has produced an informative 

story  on “The journey of a data point” (Delbaere, 2014)9 that can be circulated and could 

serve as basis to develop such a flow chart / infograph. Also the table and figure provided by 

Carlos Romao and Doug Evans (see above) could provide useful input for this exercise. 

 

 

This communication, education and awareness raising effort could be extended also to better inform 

local and regional experts and professionals about the wider policy relevance of the results of their 

work and efforts, e.g. how local conservation efforts (including monitoring, assessment, 

management, stakeholder involvement, restoration etc) contribute to various (EU) policy objectives, 

in particular the Water Framework Directive, the Communication on Green Infrastructure, the 

Invasive Alien Species Directive, the targets of the EU Biodiversity Strategy, and also the various 

articles of the Birds and Habitats directives (for example HD Article 10 about ecological connectivity). 

 

  

                                                           
9
 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1617138114000648 
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Develop Guidance / a common framework for Alpine grassland conservation status assessment 

At the regional to site levels, there is a clear need for some common guidance or framework to 

assess the status of alpine grasslands in a cost effective, replicable way based on the best available 

knowledge, science and experience. It emerged from the workshop that initiatives to develop 

practical guidance and approaches for cost effective conservation status assessment do exist. It was 

suggested to build on these initiatives and explore whether a common framework could be 

developed on the basis of these approaches. 

The steps described below are also presented in a summary form in the Roadmap on page x. 

The first step will be to share and compare the rapid assessment methods and approaches 

presented during the workshop (Krknose, Bolzano, Aragon, …) and invite comments from the group. 

At least one other framework has been developed for grasslands in France (Maciejewski, 2015). 

Establish an informal working group that will review the different approaches and assess whether 

they contain elements that can provide the foundation for a common framework. This working 

group can communicate via the Natura 2000 Forum and via email. It will be explored whether after 

having worked virtually until September 2015, a working session can be organised as part of the 

Natura 2000 Monitoring Workshop, to be organised in on 19 – 21 October 2015 in Barcelona. 

At this working session a draft common framework should be developed and shared with the wider 

group for comments. The revised framework will then be presented at the Alpine Grasslands 

management Workshop to be held in Laufen on 9 – 10 December 2015, also inviting comments and 

recommendations.  

The final draft common framework will be tested in the field in May – August 2016. Results of the 

testing will be presented and discussed at a habitat assessment workshop to be organised in 

September (place and date t.b.d.), perhaps also inviting experts from other biogeographical regions. 

The basis for a twinning scheme to train field experts in the use and application of the Common 

Framework will also be discussed at this workshop. 

Training will take place in 2016 – 2017. This could be organised as part of a Natura 2000 

Biogeographical Process activity. Details of such twinning / training programme will have to be 

explored at a later date. 
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