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1 PREFACE 

The Common Monitoring and Evaluation Framework’s (CMEF) seven Impact Indicators provide a tool 
against which to assess the economic, social and environmental impacts of the 2007 – 2013 rural 
development programmes.  Along with the Farmland Birds Indicator, the HNV Impact Indicator is one of 
two indicators which assess the impact of the current programmes on biodiversity.   

Whilst the Farmland Birds indicator has been in existence for some time, and there is a substantial 
accompanying dataset, the data and monitoring framework for HNV farming and forestry are in their 
infancy.  This document is designed to assist Member States in developing the framework.   

There is a range of related terms associated with the High Nature Value concept, including HNV farmland, 
HNV farming, HNV features, HNV forests and HNV forestry.  This document uses the terms HNV farming 
and HNV forestry consistently throughout the text as a means of referring both to the respective land uses 
(farmland and forests) and the associated management activities.  This is important in the context of the 
evaluation of rural development programmes, where measures impact both on the activities of farming 
and forestry, and via these, on the land itself.  For clarity, HNV features are treated as a sub-set of HNV 
farming.   

This document presents an approach to the identification and monitoring of HNV farming and forestry 
which is based on a common definition and some unifying principles.  It allows sufficient flexibility to 
accommodate work that has already been carried out in the Member States and can be applied with EU 
and national data.  Its aim therefore is both to inform and to reflect work currently ongoing in the Member 
States on the identification of HNV farming and forestry.   

The first step in establishing an appropriate system of indicators is to clarify what types of HNV farming 
and forestry exist in each Member State and region, and to describe their key characteristics in terms of 
land cover, management practices and biodiversity values.  From this assessment, appropriate indicators 
can be devised for estimating the baseline extent of HNV farming and forestry.   

The HNV Impact Indicator aims to assess changes in the extent and condition of HNV farming and 
forestry in relation to a baseline established at the start of the programming period.  There is no single 
indicator or data source appropriate for this purpose. In the approach proposed, the Impact Indicator 
therefore consists of a basket of indicators put in place at the national and/or regional level.  These should 
provide a number of different perspectives on the extent of HNV farming and forestry that can be 
monitored over time in order to evaluate the direction of change. 

At the present time, the available data do not permit a precise assessment of the extent of HNV farming 
and forestry.  However, provisional baseline estimates can be made, while data sources are improved.  
This Guidance Document aims to present a methodology which can be made operational at the present 
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time, but whose full implementation over the longer term depends on the further development of the 
relevant data bases, including harmonisation across databases, and investment in the incorporation of 
new types of data.  For indicators to be effective, they must be selected carefully and founded on 
appropriate and reliable data.  

There are four key steps involved in developing a system for applying the CMEF HNV Impact Indicator 
and this document sets out how each step may be approached.  The four steps may be summarised as:   

1. Describing and characterising the main types of HNV farming and forestry; 

2. Developing indicators to identify HNV farming and forestry and thus to provide quantitative 
assessments of their extent - a limited number of representative local case studies should be used 
to ground-truth the accuracy and sensitivity of the indicators; 

3. Developing indicators for monitoring changes in the extent and condition of HNV farming and 
forestry, through a combination of the monitoring of baseline data established under point 2 
(extent), and sample surveys of farming practices and biodiversity (condition); 

4. Applying Impact Indicator 5 to assess quantitative (extent) and qualitative (condition) changes in 
HNV farming and forestry in the context of the rural development programmes. 
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2 THE POLICY FRAMEWORK  
 

In the EU’s 2006 Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) (DOC 10917/06), a commitment is made 
to halt the loss of biodiversity in the EU by 2010.  The conservation of biodiversity on agricultural land is 
regarded as being critical to achieving this and as such, is an explicit objective of the Pan-European 
Biodiversity and Landscape Strategy (PEBLDS), the Bern Convention, the European Landscape 
Convention, the Birds and Habitats Directives, and Rural Development policy (Community Strategic 
Guidelines for Rural Development) (Paracchini et al., 2008).   

Given the size of the challenge, a multi-pronged approach to the conservation of farmland biodiversity is 
needed, combining a programme of site designation as required by legislative measures such as the EU 
Birds and Habitats Directives, with the maintenance of those farming systems that favour biodiversity 
across the ‘wider countryside’.   

The urgency of the need for policy intervention to support HNV farming systems is widely acknowledged 
(see, for example, EEA/UNEP, 2004).  Indeed, in the Kiev Resolution on Biodiversity published in 2003, 
European Environment Ministers declared that by 2008, a substantial proportion of HNV farmland would 
be under biodiversity sensitive management with rural development measures in place to support the 
ecological and economic viability of the associated farming systems.   

In response to this, the Community’s Strategic Guidelines for rural development, 2007 – 2013, encourage 
Member States to put in place measures to preserve and develop HNV farming and forestry systems and 
traditional agricultural landscapes: 

“To protect and enhance the EU’s natural resources and landscapes in rural areas, the resources 
devoted to axis 2 should contribute to three EU-level priority areas: biodiversity and the preservation 
and development of high nature value farming and forestry systems and traditional agricultural 
landscapes; water; and climate change.” (OJ L55/20, 2006, Emphasis added).   

Clearly the objective established within EAFRD is not to delineate or designate particular areas as HNV, 
but rather to use rural development measures to preserve and develop HNV farming and forestry systems.  
As explained below, these are the types of farming and forestry that are known to be inherently rich in 
species and habitats of conservation concern. These farming and forestry systems are often found in 
designated sites, such as under Natura 2000, but are also widespread in other areas of countryside, 
especially on poorer land where agricultural intensification has not been possible.  

There are a number of rural development measures - notably under Axis 2 - which have been identified in 
the indicator fiches of the Common Monitoring and Evaluation Framework as having the potential to 
support the maintenance of HNV farming and forestry (see Annex 2 for a comprehensive list).  Although 
not identified as having a direct impact in the indicator fiches, certain measures under Axis 1 (such as the 
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training and advice measures) may have a positive effect if targeted at environmental land management.  
In assessing the impact of the whole programme, programme evaluators should also take account of any 
measures which may exert a negative effect. 

 



5 
 

3  THE HIGH NATURE VALUE FARMING CONCEPT 
 

The High Nature Value farming concept was established in the early 1990s and describes those types of 
farming activity and farmland that, because of their characteristics, can be expected to support high levels 
of biodiversity or species and habitats of conservation concern (Baldock et al., 1993; Beaufoy et al., 1994; 
Bignal and McCracken, 2000).  This positive relationship is described in further detail in Annex 3.   

The farming of most value for biodiversity conservation across Europe is the low-intensity raising of 
livestock on unimproved vegetation that is grazed, browsed, or cut for hay, a fact that is widely supported 
by the scientific literature (see, for example, Bignal et al., 1994; Bignal and McCracken, 1996).  The 
IRENA HNV indicator developed by the EEA confirms this and shows that semi-natural land cover is most 
widespread in the more marginal regions of the EU (EEA, 2006; Paracchini et al., 2008).   

This semi-natural farmland is unique in harbouring numerous habitat types from Annex 1 of the Habitats 
Directive, ranging from hay meadows to wood pastures and heaths.  These habitats support communities 
of flora and fauna that depend on the continuation of low-intensity grazing and/or late mowing for their 
survival.   

In many areas of Europe, semi-natural land cover survives only as smaller patches in a more intensively 
farmed landscape. These patches may still be of sufficient local value for biodiversity conservation to be 
considered as HNV farmland. This value normally will be greater where the semi-natural patches exist in a 
mosaic with low-intensity cultivated land. The biodiversity value of semi-natural elements and a diversity of 
land cover types is confirmed in many studies (see, for example, Billeter et al., 2008). 

In most of Europe, arable farming has been intensified to the point where it can no longer be described as 
HNV, but there are some areas where this is not the case, especially in southern and eastern Europe. 
These are usually low-yielding, low-input dryland systems retaining a sizeable proportion of fallow and the 
presence of semi-natural vegetation, including elements such as permanent pasture and features such as 
field margins, headlands, patches of scrub and/or woodland.  Often extensive grazing is part of the HNV 
land use, exploiting arable stubbles and semi-natural patches (see, for example, Robinson et al., 2001). 

Permanent crops, particularly the most traditional fruit and nut orchards and olive groves, can be of high 
nature value. The key characteristics are large old trees and a semi-natural understorey, which is often 
grazed by livestock. The semi-natural understorey is an essential element in the biodiversity of HNV 
permanent crop systems, and should be present for all or most of the year. HNV permanent crops are not 
irrigated and nitrogen fertilisers, biocides or broad spectrum insecticides are not used, or only at very low 
levels.  Significant semi-natural features associated with these systems can include field margins, 
headlands, patches of scrub and woodland, and dry stone walls (Baldock, 1999; Kabourakis, 1999).  
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Linear and point features on farmland, such as hedges and ponds, are also significant for other types of 
HNV farmland, such as in low-intensity bocage landscapes. Where linear and point features survive on 
intensively managed farmland they are important for conserving vestiges of biodiversity in landscapes that 
otherwise are of limited nature value.  

A systematic presentation of the core characteristics of HNV farming has been developed through projects 
undertaken for the EEA (Andersen et al., 2003) and for the European Commission (IEEP, 2007a and 
2007b).  These characteristics are represented in Figure 1 and discussed below.   

1. Low intensity farming characteristics - biodiversity is usually higher on farmland that is 
managed at a low intensity.  The more intensive use of machinery, fertilisers and pesticides 
and/or the presence of high densities of grazing livestock, greatly reduces the number and 
abundance of species on cropped and grazed land.   

 

2. Presence of semi-natural vegetation - the biodiversity value of semi-natural vegetation, such 
as unimproved grazing land and traditional hay meadows, is significantly higher than intensively 
managed agricultural land.  In addition, the presence of natural and semi-natural farmland 
features such as mature trees, shrubs, uncultivated patches, ponds and rocky outcrops, or linear 
habitats such as streams, banks, field margins and hedges, greatly increases the number of 
ecological niches in which wildlife can co-exist alongside farming activities.   

 

3. Diversity of land cover - biodiversity is significantly higher when there is a “mosaic” of land 
cover and land use, including low intensity cropland, fallow land, semi-natural vegetation and 
farmland features.  Mosaic agricultural habitats are made up of different land uses, including 
parcels of farmland with different crops, patches of grassland, orchards, areas of woodland and 
scrub.  This creates a wider variety of habitats and food sources for wildlife and therefore 
supports a much more complex ecology than the simplified landscapes associated with intensive 
agriculture. 

 

The dominant characteristic of HNV farming is its low-intensity. A significant presence of semi-natural 

vegetation is also essential. In situations where the proportion of land under semi-natural vegetation is 
reduced, a high diversity of land cover (mosaic) under low-intensity farming may enable significant 
levels of biodiversity to survive, especially if there is a high density of features providing ecological niches.  
A high diversity of land cover alone does not indicate HNV farming.   

In certain situations, it is possible for more intensive farmland, whose characteristics of farming intensity 
and land cover do not suggest HNV farming, nevertheless to continue to support important populations of 
species of conservation concern. Generally these are bird populations. Examples include the more 
intensively farmed cereal steppes in Spain and Portugal which maintain populations of species such as 
Great Bustard (Otis tarda). For these exceptional types of HNV farmland, the presence of one or more 
species populations may be a sufficient indicator. 

 



Figure 1   

The Three Key Characteristics of HNV Farming 

Low-intensity farming characteristics:
- Livestock / ha
- Nitrogen / ha
- Biocides / ha

High proportion of
semi-natural vegetation:
- Grass, scrub
- Trees
- Field margins
- Water bodies

High diversity of
land cover:
- Crops
- Fallows
- Grass, scrub
- Features

HNV
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4 INTRODUCTION TO THE CMEF HNV INDICATORS  
 

As discussed in Section 2, the preservation and development of HNV farming and forestry systems is an 
objective of rural development policy and under their rural development programmes, Member States 
have put measures in place to achieve this.   

In accordance with the strategic, programming approach of Pillar 2 of the CAP, rural development 
programmes and individual measures are monitored and evaluated to assess the extent to which 
programme objectives are being achieved.  In part, this is assisted by the Common Monitoring and 
Evaluation Framework (CMEF), an EU-wide suite of indicators.   

There are three HNV indicators in the CMEF (see also Commission Regulation 1974/2006).  They include 
a Baseline Indicator, a Result Indicator and an Impact Indicator and are designed to assess whether the 
HNV resource of a Member State is being maintained over the seven year period of the 2007 – 2013 rural 
development programmes.   

The indicators are set out in Table 1 below and should be applied at the national and/or regional scale, 
corresponding to the scale at which the programme operates.   

 

Table 1   

The CMEF HNV Indicators  

 

Indicator Number 

 

Indicator Title Measurement 

Baseline Indicator 18 Biodiversity: High nature value 
farmland and forestry 

UAA of HNV Farmland, 
hectares 

Result Indicator 6 Area under successful land 
management contributing to 
biodiversity and HNV farming / 
forestry 

Total area of HNV farming and 
forestry under successful land 
management, hectares 

Impact Indicator 5 Maintenance of HNV farmland 
and forestry 

Changes in HNV farmland and 
forestry defined in terms of 
quantitative and qualitative 
changes. 
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There are a number of different terms in circulation, and for clarity, the following variations are being used 
throughout the Document:  

The CMEF Impact Indicator for HNV directly reflects the policy priority of “preserving and developing high 
nature value farming and forestry systems” as set out in the Community’s Strategic Guidelines for rural 
development.  The indicator refers to the “maintenance of HNV farming and forestry”.   To ensure 
consistency with the terminology of the Impact Indicator, the document refers to the maintenance of HNV 
farming and forestry from this point.     

The terms HNV farmland and farming and HNV forests and forestry are sometimes used interchangeably.  
This document uses the terms HNV farming and HNV forestry consistently throughout the text as a means 
of referring both to the respective land uses (farmland and forests) and the associated management 
activities.  This is important in the context of the evaluation of rural development programmes, where 
measures impact both on the activities of farming and forestry, and via these, on the land itself.   

The HNV Impact Indicator is complex given that its function is to detect both quantitative and qualitative 
changes in the HNV farming and forestry of a given Member State or region.  Furthermore, it has to be 
supported by a system of data collection that is sufficiently frequent to capture changes over the relatively 
short, seven year period of the rural development programme.  It therefore comprises: 

• Quantitative indicators which provide information on changes in the extent of HNV farming and 
forestry or other quantitative measurements, in relation to a baseline.   

 

An assessment of change in the estimated total number of hectares under HNV farming and forestry will 
provide only a limited insight into the extent to which this resource is being maintained.  Such a figure will 
not reveal changes in condition, such as alterations to vegetation communities arising from the 
encroachment of scrub or the removal of features, or a decline in the associated biodiversity.  Nor will it 
throw light on changes in farming practices that are significant for biodiversity, such as changes to the 
cutting date of hay meadows, or the cessation of shepherded grazing.  

For these reasons, quantitative indicators will be complemented by: 

• Qualitative indicators which provide information on changes in condition, such as trends in specific 
farming and forestry practices that are known to be important for nature values, or trends in the 
biodiversity associated with HNV farming and forestry over the period of the rural development 
programme.   
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Assessing changes in the condition of HNV farming or forestry is an important aspect of the monitoring 
and evaluation of the impact of rural development programmes if potentially irreversible changes in 
farming practices and declines in the associated biodiversity are to be detected.  

 There are four key steps involved in developing a system for applying the CMEF HNV Impact Indicator 
and the remainder of this document sets out how each step may be approached.  The four steps may be 
summarised as:   

1. Describing and characterising the main types of HNV farming and forestry; 

2. Developing indicators to identify HNV farming and forestry and thus to provide quantitative 
assessments of their extent - a limited number of representative local case studies should be used 
to ground-truth the accuracy and sensitivity of the indicators; 

 

3. Developing indicators for monitoring changes in the extent and condition of HNV farming and 
forestry, through a combination of the monitoring of baseline data established under point 2 
(extent), and sample surveys of farming practices and biodiversity (condition); 

 

4. Applying Impact Indicator 5 to assess quantitative (extent) and qualitative (condition) changes in 
HNV farming and forestry in the context of the rural development programmes. 

 

These four steps set out what may be regarded as a best practice approach.  Each step is set out in detail 
in Annex 4 and described in Sections 5 and 6, in which the four steps are discussed in relation to HNV 
farming and HNV forestry, respectively.   
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5 DEVELOPING THE HNV FARMING INDICATORS 

 

5.1 Describing and Characterising the Main Types of HNV Farming  

Describing and characterising the main types of HNV farming may be regarded as Step 1.  In order to 
design appropriate indicators and support measures for HNV farming, it is first necessary to describe and 
characterise the main types of farming of High Nature Value in a given Member State or region. An 
overview based on expert knowledge can provide a summary of the relevant farming types, their main 
agronomic characteristics, and the key species and habitats associated with them.  

These descriptions should aim to identify the basic components that make up the broad HNV farming 
systems in a Member State or region, including: 

• The predominant land cover that is associated with the farming system, especially the types of 
semi-natural vegetation, types of cropped land, and their typical spatial coverage and distribution 
at the farm level (for example, approximate proportion of farmed area, mosaic patterns). Farmland 
features that make a significant contribution to biodiversity values should be included, although 
they may be peripheral to the contemporary farming system, such as field margins, semi-natural 
patches, water bodies and dry-stone walls. 

• The way in which the land cover is managed by the predominant farming system and its 

characteristics and practices, such as grazing regimes, cropping patterns and intensity of use 
(for example, livestock densities per hectare of forage, nitrogen inputs, fallow).  

• The nature values (species and habitats of conservation concern) associated with these forms 
of land cover and farming practices. 

Annex 5 shows a general typology of HNV farming types which provides a framework for the 
categorisation of HNV farming types.  

5.2 Developing Indicators to Identify HNV Farming  

Drawing on the above descriptions, Step 2 involves developing a suite of indicators for the identification 
HNV farming, under the same three categories: 

• Land Cover 
• Farming Characteristics and Practices 
• Species 

 



A combination of indicators relating to these three categories can be used to provide an estimate of the 
extent of HNV farming (in hectares).  This common approach to the identification of HNV farming, drawing 
on EU and national data where available, is represented in Figure 2, and reflects the work developed 
under the IRENA operation (EEA, 2005; Paracchini et al., 2008).  As the diagram illustrates, it may be 
useful to combine data from more than one category to create an indicator, but in many cases the data are 
better kept apart, as separate indicators. This is explained below.  

Figure 2  

A Common Approach to the Identification of HNV Farming 

 

COMBINATION

SPECIES

DATA 

FARMING 
CHARACTERISTIC

S  

LAND COVER 
DATA 

 

5.2.1 Identification of HNV Farming under Low-Intensity Livestock 

The most widespread type of HNV farming consists of semi-natural vegetation under low-intensity 
livestock raising.  In agronomic terms, this is semi-natural forage.  Semi-natural forage is not always 
grassland; it may also include scrub, woodland, or a combination of different types.  

12 
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Semi-natural forage types coincide with many of Europe’s most valued habitats. The decline in their use 
for livestock raising, and their subsequent abandonment or conversion to other uses (for example, 
afforestation or agricultural intensification), is a major reason for biodiversity decline.  

Distinguishing semi-natural forage from other forage types is an important part of identifying HNV farming. 
Semi-natural forage types are those that have not been sown or artificially fertilised. They consist of 
spontaneous vegetation that is used for grazing or browsing, or as traditional hay meadows. Excessive 
stocking and/or manuring may reduce the biodiversity value of semi-natural forage.  See Annex 6 for a 
summary of the range of forage types. 

In some circumstances, grassland that has been resown and fertilised may revert after many years to a 
semi-natural state. The time this takes varies with the substrate and the surrounding vegetation and seed 
sources. The resulting sward may be qualitatively different from the original vegetation. Occasional 
manuring at very low levels may be considered compatible with a semi-natural state, for certain specific 
types of grassland.  

A central aim of policy interventions to support HNV farming is to ensure the continuation of livestock-
raising, at appropriate levels of intensity, on remaining areas of semi-natural vegetation. The two types of 
data most relevant for indicating the extent of land under HNV livestock raising are discussed below. 

Land Cover Data for HNV Livestock Farming 

The EEA has used CORINE land cover data to estimate the extent of HNV farming under semi-natural 
forage.  Some Member States have followed a similar approach, using additional data to compensate for 
aspects of CORINE that make it imperfect for the identification of HNV farming. For example, the 
‘Pastures’ category in CORINE does not distinguish more intensively managed pastures from those under 
less intensive management, such as traditional hay meadows. National inventories of semi-natural 
grasslands are available in several countries and can be used to provide a more accurate picture.  

Even where national inventories of semi-natural vegetation exist, some regions have extensive areas of 
semi-natural vegetation that may be no longer under grazing use.  Natural succession can take many 
years or even decades to produce detectable changes in vegetation on marginal land.  In such situations, 
abandonment will only be revealed by land cover data long after the event. With current data sources, the 
total surface area of semi-natural vegetation under active farming use (grazing and mowing) is not 
recorded in most countries. 

The Farm Structure Survey (FSS), the national farm census that informs this EU data base and the Land 
Parcel Identification System (LPIS), may provide relevant data on the area of land under different types of 
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forage that are in current farming use. However, in many countries the categories of forage land do not 
distinguish semi-natural grassland from agronomically improved types3.  

Another important consideration is that semi-natural forage is often found off the farm holding, such as on 
common land, and so may not be recorded in agricultural statistics, for example, under FSS.  

However, such land is declared on LPIS in many countries. Furthermore, some Member States (for 
example, Bulgaria) have combined semi-natural grassland inventories with LPIS in order to be able to 
distinguish semi-natural forage at the parcel level. This is a thorough approach which should permit a 
reasonably accurate calculation of the total area of semi-natural vegetation that is recorded as being 
under current farming use.  

Data on HNV Livestock Farming Characteristics  

In the absence of reliable statistics on the extent of semi-natural forage, average livestock density per 
hectare gives a strong indication of the productivity of a given area of vegetation, and thus of whether the 
vegetation has been reseeded and fertilised. Thus a very low LU/ha of forage at the farm level indicates 
that the main forage used by that farm is semi-natural. 

To be meaningful, such data must be calculated at the level of the farm holding. Average livestock 
densities for an administrative area or region are not a reliable indication of HNV livestock farming, as they 
may hide great variations in the density of livestock across the area. 

Data on livestock densities per hectare of forage at the level of the farm holding should be available from 
the FSS and IACS (Integrated Administration and Control System). For a given region, HNV livestock 
farms will be found in the lowest bracket of livestock densities. The minimum and maximum LU/ha that 
defines this bracket will vary according to the region. Where grazing land is mostly of low productivity, 
HNV farming may be in a range of approximately 0.1 - 0.3LU/ha, (the actual range that is used as an 
indicator must be determined according to regional and local conditions). Available research suggests that 
even in more productive regions, livestock farming based mainly on semi-natural vegetation is unlikely to 
exceed 1 LU/ha (Pointereau and Poux, 2007).   

 
3 For example, the category of Permanent Pasture as defined at EU level may include pasture that has been reseeded after five 
years, and that has been heavily fertilised (see Annex 6). Permanent Pasture, therefore, can extend to forage types that are of far 
less biodiversity value. Rough Grazing recorded under FSS is on poorer land and is more likely to be mostly semi-natural, but it 
excludes large areas of more productive semi-natural grassland.  At the other extreme, Permanent Pasture may be interpreted as 
excluding scrubby and woody forage types, which often are of particular biodiversity value, because the definition refers only to 
herbaceous forage. In practice, what is included and what is excluded from the Permanent Pasture category depends on the 
interpretation of each Member State.  
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An estimate of the area of HNV livestock farming thus can be derived from the sum of all forage land 
declared by farms in this “HNV stocking bracket”. However, to be applicable for this purpose, stocking 
density data must take account of all forage land, including off-farm grazing land, such as common 
grazings. Vast areas of semi-natural grazing land fall into this category, and if excluded, highly distorted 
figures will be produced.  The use of this land is recorded in IACS, but not in FSS4.  

5.2.2 Identification of HNV Farming under Arable and Permanent Crops 

HNV farming under arable and permanent crops covers more limited areas than HNV livestock systems, 
and is only found where arable and permanent crops are cultivated under traditional, low-intensity 
systems.  For arable and permanent crops, there is no readily available indicator of HNV farming 
characteristics.    

Land Cover Data for HNV Crop Farming 

Whereas HNV livestock systems are characterised by a predominant land cover type (semi-natural 
vegetation) that can be identified in some instances through land cover data, this is not the case with 
arable and crop systems. Semi-natural vegetation should be present in these systems in order to be HNV, 
but this presence generally will be in the form of smaller patches and linear features which are not easily 
detectable from land cover data.  

CORINE does not distinguish low-intensity arable and permanent crops from more intensive cropping 
systems, and so is not useful in this case. Other sources need to be explored, including national 
inventories and maps of specific types of land cover, for example, of traditional orchards.  

Land cover data at a sufficient resolution, such as aerial photographs or satellite images, may allow the 
identification of mosaic farming patterns, of fallow land within the arable rotation, and of semi-natural 
farmland features. Suitable information systems could therefore be established in future. 

 
4 In order to interpret data on livestock densities in a given region, it is important to bear in mind other relevant information. For 

example, the quantity of purchased livestock feed consumed per LU in a region is highly relevant.  An apparent increase in 
livestock densities on farms might be explained by an increased use of purchased feeds, rather than an increased level of 
stocking on the local forage resource. Also relevant is the number of days of off-farm grazing by livestock in a region, data that are 
recorded in some agricultural statistics. A decline in this figure would indicate a decline in the use of one important category of 
semi-natural forage. 

 



16 
 

Data on HNV Crop Farming Characteristics 

Arable Crops 

The relevant characteristics for arable cropping are low input use (especially N and biocides), low yields 
and a high proportion of fallow, as commonly found in drier parts of southern Europe.  Fallow land is 
recorded on FSS, and probably is the most widely available indicator of HNV characteristics.  
Unfortunately, however, data on input use and actual yields generally are not available. Yield classes for 
districts were defined under the previous CAP arable regime for payment calculations. Possible 
approaches to identifying HNV arable baselines using fallow and yield indicators are discussed below. 

A high proportion of fallow land in the arable rotation is an a priori indication of potential nature value. It 
suggests a low-intensity cropping system, while the fallow area itself is potentially a valuable habitat for a 
range of flora and fauna, especially if a spontaneous cover is allowed to develop for several months. In 
Iberia, certain species, such as Sandgrouse (Pterocles alchata), are found mostly in districts with an 
average fallow percentage of 20 - 60 per cent. However, the Great Bustard (Otis tarda) is found frequently 
in areas with only a small average percentage, <12 per cent (Andersen et al., 2003).  

Therefore it is not appropriate to define a single threshold value to determine when arable farming is or is 
not HNV, on the basis of the proportion of fallow.  Depending on where the line is drawn, it will either 
exclude significant areas of more intensive land that continues to harbour species of conservation 
concern, or it will include intensive areas of little nature value. A better approach is to group arable 
systems into two or three categories, according to the proportion of fallow recorded on FSS.  Appropriate 
values for a region should be determined on the basis of the Step 1 analysis.     

District yield classes may be used to provide a broad estimate of the area of arable land that is potentially 
HNV. For example, a threshold value of < 2,500 kg/ha would indicate low intensity dryland systems in 
Iberia (Andersen et al., 2003).  As explained above - where fallow is discussed as an indicator - a single 
threshold probably is not appropriate.  For example, a threshold of 2,500 kg/ha would exclude some 
important bird areas, whereas a higher threshold would include large areas land with low nature value.  
Therefore, a range of classes could be established with appropriate values determined on the basis of the 
Step 1 analysis.  

These data can form part of the basket of baseline indicators for HNV arable farming, whose monitoring 
over time will reveal trends in HNV arable characteristics.  

Permanent Crops 

The relevant HNV permanent crop characteristics are: large old trees in production, presence of a semi-
natural understorey (which should be present for all or most of the year, although it may be absent from 
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late spring to autumn in drier regions of southern European), low input of N and biocides, and low yields.  
Irrigation is absent. 

Unfortunately, data on input use and actual yields generally are not available, although non-irrigated 
plantations can be distinguished through FSS and LPIS.  Data on the age of trees and on the 
characteristics of the understorey are not available.  In some Member States, partial information is 
available, for example, in Bulgaria, farmers participating in an agri-environment scheme for traditional 
orchards are required to confirm that trees are above a minimum age, and that management practices are 
appropriate for a semi-natural understorey. This information could be recorded in FSS and LPIS for future 
monitoring.   

5.2.3 HNV farming not captured by data on land cover and farming 
characteristics 

Existing data sources on land cover and farming characteristics will afford only an approximate picture of 
the extent of HNV farming. Because available data sources are inadequate, significant tracts of farmland 
of importance for biodiversity may be overlooked. Data on species distribution where this is available can 
be used to supplement data on land cover and farming characteristics.  

Furthermore, in certain situations, it is possible for more intensive farmland to continue to support 
important populations of species of conservation concern, even if its characteristics of farming intensity 
and land cover do not suggest HNV farming.  For example, the more intensively farmed cereal steppes in 
Spain and Portugal that continue to maintain populations of species such as Great Bustard (Otis tarda) 
(Andersen et al., 2003; Moreira et al., 2004).   

The presence of important species populations may be a sufficient indicator to identify this type of HNV 
farmland, however, as with all data sources, species inventories have their weaknesses, as only certain 
species and areas have been studied in sufficient detail. 

Different suites of species should be used to identify different types of HNV farming. The text box below 
shows possible groups of bird species as indicators for HNV steppelands in north east Spain. Steppes 
with a greater proportion of semi-natural vegetation and higher degree of mosaic require different species 
indicators from steppes that are predominantly under cereal cropping. 

 

Characteristics of HNV 
Steppeland 

 

Bird Species as Possible Indicators 

High proportion of semi-natural 
scrub, small proportion of 

Dupont’s Lark,  Chersophilus duponti 
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arable, highly diverse mosaic Lesser Short-toed Lark, Calandrella rufescen 

Spectacled Warbler, Sylvia conspicillata 

 

Mix of cereal cropping and 
semi-natural grassland, 
medium mosaic 

Little Bustard, Tetrax tetrax  

Pin-tailed Sandgrouse, Pterocles alchata  

Black-bellied Sandgrouse, Pterocles orientalis 

Greater Short-toed Lark, Calandrella brachydactyla  

Black Wheatear, Oenanthe leucura 

Predominantly cereals, less 
semi-natural vegetation, limited 
mosaic 

Common Quail, Coturnix coturnix 

Lesser Kestrel, Falco naumanni  

Great Bustard, Otis tarda 

 

5.2.4 Identification of HNV Features  

Whilst most HNV farming comprises large tracts of semi-natural grazed vegetation, there are also smaller 
semi-natural features which contribute biodiversity value in more intensively farmed landscapes.  If a 
feature is of a high enough habitat quality to be a habitat of conservation concern, and is present at 
sufficient density and with adequate connectivity to support species of conservation concern, it can be 
regarded as an HNV feature.   

The presence of HNV features in intensive landscapes is important, as they provide feeding, nesting and 
breeding sites for a range of farmland species.  However, by themselves, these features do not qualify 
intensively managed farmland as HNV.  Where similar types of feature sit within more extensively 
managed land, they will normally be of higher nature value because of the complex interrelations of 
species and habitats.  

As with HNV farming, Step 1 involves identifying HNV features by gathering information both on the main 
farmland features in a region or Member State.   

Drawing on available evidence, Step 2 involves identifying the key characteristics of these features - such 
as their size, density, connectivity, degree of naturalness or management - that make them important for 
biodiversity (Hinsley and Bellamy, 2000; Cory and Iveson Nassauer, 2002; Benton et al., 2003), as well as 
identifying the species of conservation concern that are associated with them.  For example, in Dobrogea, 
Romania, lines of trees provide roosting sites for the Red Footed Falcon (Falco vespertinus), cited in 
Annex 1 of the Birds Directive (Arblaster, 2008).  In France, dense hedgerows with high numbers of 
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pollarded trees are of particular value to saproxylic beetles, and for this reason some areas of the bocage 
landscape have been designated as Natura 2000 sites (Pointereau and Coulon, 2008).  In the UK, for 
example, hedgerows are the primary habitat for at least 47 species of conservation concern, including 13 
globally threatened or rapidly declining ones. They are especially important for butterflies and moths, 
farmland birds, bats and dormice (Eaton, 2008).   

With data on the density, distribution and condition of features limited in many Member States, a 
quantitative measure will be difficult to generate in practice, although monitoring data are available.  Some 
Member States have national inventories of features but these are based on sample surveys and so do 
not provide a complete picture of the total stock of features.  In addition, they say little about the condition 
of the features or about the species they support.   

Data sources would need to be developed further to allow an identification of the entire stock of HNV 
features in a given Member State or region.  Aerial imagery provides a potentially important tool to assess 
the extent of farmland features, and features could also be specified on LPIS.  Systematic sample surveys 
would be necessary to assess the condition and biodiversity value of a given feature.   

5.3 Assessing Quantitative Changes in HNV Farming 

To summarise the above review, Table 2 shows the range of characteristics that indicate HNV farming in 
the case of land under livestock, arable and permanent cropping, respectively.  From these 
characteristics, indicators should be devised for assessing a baseline situation of HNV farming in a region 
or Member State, and subsequently for monitoring trends in the extent and condition of HNV farming.  

This is not a straightforward process. Most data sources that are currently available still have considerable 
drawbacks, since they were not designed for the purpose of identifying HNV farming.  Nevertheless, 
Member States and/or regions have been required to produce a baseline estimate of the extent (in 
hectares) of HNV farming for submission in their rural development programmes.   

The HNV Baseline Indicator is intended to provide an estimate of the extent of land under HNV farming in 
a Member State or region at the start of the 2007 – 2013 rural development programmes.  This is an 
important starting point for the formulation of support measures, as it gives an indication of the scale of the 
resource that needs to be addressed, as well as to be maintained and developed.   The IRENA operation 
has provided first estimates for the EU-15 Member States (EEA, 2005). Based on EU and national land 
cover and biodiversity data these estimates should be regarded as provisional and efforts are ongoing to 
develop data on farming systems as a complement to land cover and species data.  Further improvements 
in HNV farmland estimates can be achieved only through investments in the requisite data at national and 
EU level.   

 



20 
 

In order to produce a more precise reference level, the ideal approach would be to develop indicators that 
combine the different aspects of HNV farming covered in the first three columns of Table 2 – low intensity 
characteristics, semi-natural vegetation and features, and diversity of land cover.  These reflect the three 
key characteristics of HNV farming described in section 3. 

This is especially desirable in the case of crop farming, since one characteristic (such as low input use, or 
the proportion of land under fallow or under and semi-natural cover), is not a sufficiently reliable indicator 
for HNV.  Under a robust assessment, arable land should have a combination of characteristics in order to 
be considered HNV.  An ideal HNV arable indicator therefore would combine different sources of data, to 
check that a given area of land has all of the required characteristics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Table 2  

Characteristics that Indicate HNV Farming and Associated Indicators 

 

 POTENTIAL QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE HNV INDICATORS POTENTIAL QUALITATIVE 
HNV INDICATORS 

 Low-intensity 
characteristics  

Semi-natural vegetation and 
features 

Diversity of land cover HNV practices 

HNV livestock  Extent of farmland with low LU/ha 
of forage, measured at holding 
level, including off-farm grazing. 

 

Extent of semi-natural grazing 
including grass, scrub and wooded 
pasture. This is often partly or 
entirely off the holding. 

Traditional hay-meadows. 

Features can include hedges, 
stone walls, trees, watering points. 

 

Diversity of forage types at holding 
level. 

Small modal parcel or plot size. 

Length of edges between parcels 
or plots. 

Features can add an element of 
diversity to land cover. 

Late cutting of hay-meadows. 

Use of grazing land off the holding. 

Shepherding (especially in 
southern and eastern EU). 

Condition of relevant species 
populations. 

HNV arable Low N and biocide input per arable 
ha, measured at holding level. 

Low average yield / ha. 

High proportion of fallow land in 
arable rotation. 

Semi-natural pasture and/or 
meadows adjacent to arable 
parcels. 

Features can include semi-natural 
patches, field margins, hedges, 
stone walls, trees, water bodies. 

Diversity of crop types at holding 
level, including grazing land.  

Small modal parcel or plot size. 

Length of edges between parcels 
or plots. 

Features can add an element of 
diversity to land cover. 

 

Fallows of > 1 year with minimal 
intervention. 

Use of traditional local cultivars. 

Grazing on stubbles and fallows. 

Condition of relevant species 
populations. 

 

HNV permanent 
cropping 

Low N and biocide input per crop Large, old trees/vines in Diversity of crop types at holding Grazing of understorey. 
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ha at holding level. 

Low average yield / ha. 

production. 

Semi-natural understorey for all or 
most of the year.  

Features can include semi-natural 
patches, field margins, hedges, 
stone walls, trees, water bodies. 

level, including grazing land.  

Small modal parcel or plot size. 

Length of edges between parcels 
or plots. 

Features can add an element of 
diversity to land cover. 

Late tillage (southern EU) or late 
mowing of understorey.  

Understorey is spontaneous, not 
sown. 

Condition of relevant species 
populations. 

HNV not captured 
by the above 
characteristics 

Distribution on farmland of wildlife species of conservation concern. Mostly bird and butterfly species using 
farmland that does not meet the usual HNV characteristics of low intensity, semi-natural vegetation or mosaic. 

Relevant practices should be 
defined for the species present. 

 



However, the current reality is that available data sources may not allow the combination of data into 
complex indicators, because the required information is not recorded, and/or because the different 
data bases are not compatible. Therefore it may not be possible to generate a single indicator of the 
extent (in hectares) of HNV farming in a Member State or region.  A more pragmatic approach is to 
use a basket of separate quantitative indicators, as explained below.  

For example, there are two possible indicators of the extent of HNV livestock farming (see previous 
section): 

• Extent of semi-natural land used for grazing and/or mowing from land cover data. 
• Extent of forage declared by holdings in the appropriate range of livestock densities per 

hectare of forage, from farm statistics. 

Because of the weaknesses of the data sources, neither of these indicators can be applied in order to 
determine the precise extent of HNV livestock farming. In addition, because data sources are not 
compatible, they cannot be combined to indicate and monitor the livestock density specifically on 
semi-natural vegetation. Rather they provide two distinct tools which indicate an approximate baseline 
of HNV low-intensity livestock farming.  These two baseline figures can be monitored in parallel to 
provide a quantified assessment of how this type of farming is evolving.  

Similarly, data on the extent of arable land with a proportion of fallow within defined thresholds can 
provide one indication of the extent of arable land that is likely to be HNV. Species distribution data 
can provide an indication of the extent of farming that harbours populations of certain taxa, such as 
butterflies or birds.  Member States may consider, for example, drawing on these two data sources to 
provide two distinct HNV baseline figures, which can be monitored over time. 

In the case of farmland features, the baseline may need to be distinct from the HNV farming baseline. 
There may even be more than one baseline figure for features.  For example, one quantitative 
measure of HNV features may be the total length of HNV field margins (in kilometres), while another 
could be the number or surface area of HNV water bodies or ponds.  It is not appropriate to add such 
indicators together to create a single figure. 

These may be viewed as a basket of indicators - providing a number of discrete, quantitative estimates 
(see Table 3 below).  The aim in Table 3 is to illustrate a possible suite of different quantitative 
indicators, depending on the availability of data, which in combination afford a more detailed picture of 
quantitative trends in HNV farming.   
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Table 3   

A Schematic Example of the Use of Different Quantitative Measures of HNV Farming 

 

Indicator 

 

Measurement 

Indicators for the identification of HNV farming 
may be based on 3 core characteristics (low 
intensity, semi-natural vegetation and diversity of 
land cover) for: 

 

‐ HNV semi-natural forage 
‐ HNV arable 
‐ HNV permanent cropping 

 

Use of species indicators where appropriate. 

Possible quantitative measures of HNV farming: 

 

‐ Number of hectares of semi-natural land 
used for grazing and/or mowing 

 
‐ Number of hectares of forage declared by 

holdings in the appropriate  range of 
livestock densities per hectare of forage 
 

‐ Number of hectares of arable land with a 
proportion of fallow and semi-natural 
vegetation within defined thresholds 

 
‐ Number of hectares of HNV permanent 

cropland with trees in production over a 
defined age threshold and with a semi-
natural understorey 

 
‐ Number of hectares of farmland with a 

density of semi-natural features within 
defined thresholds 

 
‐ Number of hectares of HNV farmland which 

harbour populations of certain taxa of 
conservation concern, or European or global 
populations. 
 

Indicators for the identification of HNV features. Quantitative estimates of extent of HNV features, (for 
example): 

 

‐ Length of HNV hedgerows or other semi-
natural field margins (quality must be 
defined) 

‐ Area of HNV water-bodies (quality must be 
defined). 

 

5.3.1 An Evolving Reference Level 

Given the provisional nature of existing baseline estimates, the reference level against which 
quantitative and qualitative changes in HNV farming are measured is likely to evolve over time through 
improvements and investments in additional sources of data.  This will allow a more in-depth picture of 
both quantitative and qualitative trends in the HNV resource to be generated. 
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In order to produce a more precise reference level, ideally, it is recommended that indicators should 
be developed that combine the different aspects of HNV farming – low intensity characteristics, semi-
natural vegetation and features, and diversity of land cover.  These reflect the three key characteristics 
of HNV farming described in section 3. 

However, as previously stated, the current reality is that available data sources may not allow the 
combination of data into complex indicators, because the required information is not recorded, and/or 
because the different databases are not compatible. The adaptation of existing data bases needs to 
be considered for more accurate and meaningful estimates of the extent of HNV farming in the future.  
In particular, agricultural data bases could be adapted to: 

• Distinguish between more intensively used grassland and semi-natural types, by adapting the 
forage categories used. Some countries already make these distinctions and have 
incorporated them into the LPIS. 

• Record the extent of forage land off the holding, including common grazing land. 
• Record relevant farming characteristics in arable cropping, such as use of nitrogen and 

biocides, proportion and length of fallows.  
• Record relevant farming characteristics in permanent cropping, such as approximate age of 

trees, use of nitrogen and biocides, and presence of semi-natural understorey.  
• Record the presence of farming features of particular biodiversity value, including semi-natural 

patches and field margins.   
 

5.3.2 Ground-Truthing the Applicability of the Indicators  

When developing national or regional indicators for HNV farming (as well as for forestry), it is 
important to ground-truth them at the local level in order to test the accuracy and sensitivity of the 
indicators.  This can be achieved by conducting a number of case studies at sites which have been 
selected because they are regarded as typical of HNV farming across a wider area.  A precise 
assessment can be undertaken in a given locality of how much HNV farming there is and of what type, 
which may then be compared against figures generated through national indicators for the same 
locality.   

Given that case studies are qualitative and context specific, it is not appropriate to conduct one case 
study in a single region, rather a selection of varying case studies should be conducted to generate a 
more informative picture.   

5.4 Assessing Qualitative Changes in HNV Farming 

An estimate of the number of hectares under HNV farming and of any changes over time will provide a 
limited insight into the extent to which this resource is being maintained and developed.  Even a 
basket of indicators detecting changes in the extent of HNV farming will give only a partial indication of 
how HNV farming is evolving, given that data sources are far from perfect.  Indicators of qualitative 
change are needed in order to provide a more complete picture of trends in HNV farming. These 
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should draw on data that relate to the farming characteristics or practices that have been identified as 
most significant for the Member State or region.  

Assessing changes in the condition of HNV farming - described as Step 3 in the schematic approach - 
therefore, is an important aspect of the monitoring and evaluation of the impact of rural development 
programmes if potentially irreversible changes in farming practices and declines in the associated 
biodiversity are to be detected.  

In order to monitor qualitative changes in HNV farming, two aspects need to be addressed: 

• Changes in HNV farming practices 

• Changes in the ecological condition (species populations and habitats) of HNV farmland.   

In an ideal situation, these aspects would be monitored using comprehensive data on farming 
practices and nature values across a region or country.  However, the data sources available generally 
do not permit such an approach and establishing comprehensive biodiversity monitoring systems is 
resource intensive.  Instead, a case study or stratified sampling approach can be used for the 
assessment of changes in species and/or habitats and in farming practices, respectively. 

A survey, drawing on a stratified random sample, may be designed to provide representative statistics 
on agricultural holdings at regional and national levels (see, for example, Regulation (EC) No 
1166/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council on farm structure surveys and the survey on 
agricultural production methods).  Surveys of this nature should aim to monitor trends in farming 
practices which are typical of different types of HNV farming.  Relevant practices (depending on the 
region and farming system) could include shepherding and transhumance, the use of remote pastures, 
traditional late hay cutting, the use of long fallows in dryland arable rotations, allowing the 
development of a semi-natural understorey in permanent crops, or the sympathetic management of 
HNV features such as hedges. A sample survey of these and other relevant practices will give an 
indicative picture of how HNV farming is evolving over time.   

Changes in the ecological condition of HNV farming may be assessed using a number of species 
indicators to provide broad contextual trends.  Indeed, trends in the population sizes of these species, 
measured as the abundance of individuals, provides an indication of the changes in the ecological 
condition of different types of HNV farming over time.   

To carry out species monitoring of this nature, it is important to identify species of European, national 
and regional conservation concern associated with HNV farming which may be plant species; 
vertebrates, including birds; invertebrates, including butterflies; and fungi, depending on data 
availability.  The selection of species should not be limited to the most threatened or emblematic 
species, rather, it is important to select suites of plant and animal species that are considered to be 
indicators of habitat quality on the basis of expert judgement.  See Annex 8 for a list of farmland bird 
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and butterfly species of European conservation concern which may help to inform the selection of 
relevant species. 

The more precise, frequent and widespread the monitoring of the abundance of the selected taxa, the 
more useful it is in establishing the condition of HNV farming, although a less rigorous but potentially 
more immediately operational approach can be developed. If no other options are available, a first 
step could build on the use of expert judgement and a sampling approach, including case studies, 
where monitoring schemes are conducted at individual sites which have been selected because they 
are in some way typical of broader HNV farming systems.  However, a proper evaluation should 
ideally be based on representative and comparable monitoring data.  



6 DEVELOPING THE HNV FORESTRY INDICATORS 
 

The High Nature Value concept was first applied to forestry in the context of the EAFRD Strategic 
Guidelines.  As such, there has been no systematic identification of HNV forestry across Europe, and 
an approach for doing so does not yet exist.  Given the immaturity of the concept, therefore, the 
process of identifying HNV forestry is likely to lag behind that of HNV farming.   

A similar concept, however, has been developed over the last decade - High Conservation Value 
Forests (HCVF) - which means that there is some precedent.  This term originated in the certification 
criteria of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and is defined as ‘forests of outstanding and critical 
importance due to their high environmental, socio-economic, biodiversity or landscape values’.  Data 
on forests have been collected under the auspices of The Ministerial Conference on the Protection of 
Forests in Europe (MCPFE) which has developed a number of forest indicators, including Indicator 
4.3, which assesses the degree of forest naturalness. 

Reflecting the definition of HNV farming and HNV features, HNV forestry can be defined as all natural 
forests and those semi-natural forests in Europe where the management (historical or present) 
supports a high diversity of native species and habitats and/or which support the presence of species 
of European, and/or national, and/or regional conservation concern.   

As set out in Table 4, forests can be classified according to the following categories which have been 
used to assess the degree of forest naturalness under the MCPFE Indicator 4.3: Plantation, Semi-
Natural Forest and Naturally Dynamic (EEA, 2006).   

28 
 



 

Table 4  

Three Categories of Forest Type and their Relationship with HNV 

 

Forest 
Types 

Definition HNV Status 

Plantation 
Forests 

Forest stands are established by planting and/or seeding in the 
process of afforestation or reforestation. They are either 
composed of introduced species (all planted stands), or 
intensively managed stands of indigenous species which meet 
all of the following criteria: one or two species in the plantation, 
even age class, regular spacing.  This excludes stands which 
were established as plantations but which have been without 
intensive management for a significant period of time. These 
should be considered as semi natural.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not HNV 
Semi-Natural 
Forests 

These are non-plantation forests whose natural structure, 
composition and function are, or have been, modified through 
anthropogenic activities. Most European forests with a long 
management history belong to this category. 

 

Naturally 
Dynamic 

These are forests whose composition and function have been 
shaped by the dynamics of natural disturbance regimes 
without substantial anthropogenic influence over a long time 
period. 

 

 

 

 

HNV Forestry 

 

 

 

 

As with the development of HNV farming indicators, Step 1 involves identifying the main types of 
forests of high nature value in a given Member State or region. An overview based on expert 
knowledge can provide a summary of the relevant forest types, their main ecological and management 
characteristics, and the key species and habitats associated with them.  Drawing on this description 
and characterisation, a range of possible indicators for the identification and monitoring of HNV 
forestry can be considered.   

In broad terms, all naturally dynamic forests are HNV.  Plantation forests are not HNV in their current 
state.  These types should be identifiable using inventories of forest types.   

Semi natural forests are a less straightforward category.  The HNV status of a semi-natural forest is a 
function of its state and the present day and/or historical management regime.  Management may 
mimic natural processes, or comprise cultural practices that are known to favour biodiversity and 
species or habitats of conservation concern.   
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6.1 Assessing Quantitative Changes in HNV Forestry  

Whilst Member States and/or regions have been required to produce a baseline estimate of the extent 
of HNV farming for submission in their rural development programmes, a baseline estimate of the 
extent of HNV forestry does not yet exist in many Member States as it is not included in the CMEF 
Baseline Indicator 18.  Member States are encouraged to develop a quantitative baseline measure of 
HNV Forestry as soon as possible to provide a reference point against which to assess any changes 
that may occur over the course of the current programmes.   

Given the absence of a baseline figure for forestry, the reference level against which quantitative and 
qualitative changes in HNV forestry are measured is likely to evolve over time through continuous 
improvements and investments in additional sources of data.   

To determine whether a forest is HNV, a single indicator may not always be sufficient and instead, a 
range of indicators may be used separately, each affording a distinct insight into the approximate 
extent of HNV forestry at a given point in time.  Such indicators do not always lend themselves to 
being combined in a single formula.  As with HNV farming, these may be viewed as a basket of 
indicators - providing a number of discrete, quantitative estimates (see Table 5 below).  It is not 
suggested that all of these measures are used, rather the aim in Table 5 is to illustrate a possible 
range of different quantitative measures, depending on the availability of data, which in combination 
afford a more detailed picture of quantitative trends in HNV forestry.   

Forest inventories may provide an indication of the extent of certain types of natural and semi-natural 
forestry, and thus to produce estimates of the number of hectares of HNV forestry at a given point in 
time.  

In addition, data on the distribution of species may provide an indication of the number of hectares of 
forest that are of particular value for certain taxa, such as butterflies or birds. Again, this can provide 
an indication of the extent of a certain type of HNV forest that can be monitored over time. 

Exhaustive data may not be available for the whole territory, although relevant data will be available 
through indicators developed under the auspices of The Ministerial Conference on the Protection of 
Forests in Europe (MCPFE) and the SEBI 2010 process, as well as through the reporting 
requirements on the Member States as set out under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive.  Systematic 
sampling can also be used to gather data from a range of situations across a region or country, 
although the interpolation of broader trends should be conducted with caution.     
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Table 5  

A Schematic Example of the Use of Different Quantitative Measures of HNV Forestry 

 

Indicator 

 

Measurement 

Indicators for the identification of HNV forestry for: 

 

‐ Natural forestry 
 
‐ Certain types of semi-natural forestry 

 

Use of structural and species indicators as 
appropriate, e.g. deadwood, old trees, vertical 
diversity. 

Possible quantitative measures of HNV forestry: 

 

‐ Number of hectares of natural and semi-
natural HNV forestry 
 

‐ Number of hectares of HNV forest valuable 
for certain taxa. 

 

6.2 Assessing Qualitative Changes in HNV Forestry 

As with HNV farming, a single or a basket of numerical indicators will afford only a partial indication of 
how HNV forestry is evolving, given that data sources are far from perfect.  They are likely to mask 
fundamental changes in management that could be critical for the maintenance of biodiversity.  

In order to detect any significant changes in the management of forestry, a sample survey approach 
could be used to monitor trends in management practices which are associated with different types of 
HNV forestry.  This is a qualitative approach designed to monitor qualitative changes in HNV forestry.   

The sample survey approach is appropriate for monitoring changes in key characteristics, such as:  

• The volume of standing or lying deadwood, measured in metres3/hectare5 
• The density of large trees, in the proportion of trees that are older than the age of economic 

maturity  
• The degree of forest fragmentation over time, measured in terms of the mean forest patch size 
• The condition and species composition of the understorey.  

All or a selection of these characteristics may be monitored to give an indicative picture of changes in 
management over time. 

                                                            
5 A measure of the volume of standing and lying deadwood in the forest should be used with care in southern Member States, 

where an accumulation of lying deadwood may also increase the threat of forest fires. 
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It should be noted that these characteristics are not appropriate for capturing changes in the condition 
of traditional forest coppicing systems and a species approach - described below - may be more 
relevant.   

In the absence of data on current management, changes in the ecological condition of HNV forestry 
may be assessed using a number of species indicators to provide broad contextual trends.  This 
approach is particularly relevant for traditional forest coppicing systems. A significant number of 
species of European conservation concern inhabit or utilise coppiced forests throughout Europe, for 
example, many species of bats, the Common dormouse (Muscardinus avellanarius) or the Hazel 
grouse (Bonasa bonasia). Data on the distribution and habitat needs of such species would help to 
identify HNV coppice systems as well as suitable indicators for monitoring the appropriateness of 
management regimes in such forests. 

To carry out species monitoring of this nature, it is important to identify species of European, national 
and regional conservation concern associated with HNV forestry which may be plant species; 
vertebrates, including birds; invertebrates, including butterflies; and fungi, depending on data 
availability. The selection of species should not be limited to the most threatened or emblematic 
species. Rather it is important to select suites of plant and animal species that are considered to be 
indicators of habitat quality on the basis of expert judgement.  

Trends in the population sizes of these species, measured as the abundance of individuals, provides 
an indication of the changes in the ecological condition of different types of HNV forestry over time.  

The more precise, frequent and widespread the monitoring of the abundance of the selected taxa, the 
more useful it is in establishing the condition of HNV forestry, although a less rigorous but potentially 
more immediately operational approach can be developed. As a first step, expert judgement and a 
sampling approach, including case studies (as described in Section 5.3.2), can be employed where 
monitoring schemes are conducted at individual sites which have been selected because they are in 
some way typical of broader HNV forestry systems.  



7 IMPACT OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMMES ON 
THE HNV RESOURCE 

 

There are a number of challenges to assessing the impact of rural development programmes (RDPs) 
on the HNV farming and forestry resource of a given Member State or region.  First, within a given 
programme, there are likely to be differences in the way in which quantitative estimates of HNV 
farming and forestry are generated at the start and at the end of the programme.  Second, the capacity 
to assess changes in the condition of HNV farming and forestry is constrained by the lack of available 
data at the present time and so any assessments of such changes are likely to be qualitative and thus 
should be interpreted by specialists.  And third, there are inherent difficulties in evaluating what 
proportion of the changes observed may be attributed to the interventions under the programmes and 
what proportion result from other factors.     

In some rural development programmes, a precise baseline figure of the extent of HNV Farming 
(hectares) does not yet exist.  Certain Member States have used figures based on CORINE land cover 
data.  This provides an approximate estimate of HNV farming, but the drawbacks inherent in the 
European datasets mean that it does not provide an accurate baseline figure in individual Member 
States and regions for the purpose of monitoring quantitative change.  Other Member States have 
used the area of agricultural land within Natura 2000 sites or within the LFA as an estimate of the 
extent of HNV Farming. Neither approach fits well with the HNV farming concept.  

It is recommended that programme evaluators should treat the original figures in the RDPs as a 
provisional baseline.  Indeed, because data sources do not permit a precise estimate of the HNV 
Baseline surface area at present, any indication of quantitative changes must be interpreted with care 
as some may be an artefact of differences in approach.  Caveats setting out some of the potential 
limitations of the approach used for these early estimates, along with a clear documentation of data 
sources, should be noted.   

This document has served to highlight that simple numerical indicators cannot be devised that will 
indicate how rural development programmes are impacting on HNV farming and forestry. Rather, it is 
a question of using baskets of indicators to gather an understanding of how HNV is evolving, and then 
of using expert judgement to assess the role rural development measures may be playing in this 
evolution.  Multiple indicators may reveal conflicting trends, however, with some indicators pointing to 
a maintenance of the extent and condition of certain aspects of HNV farming and forestry, whereas 
others indicating a decline, or improvement in the resource.  Programme evaluators will need to use 
their expert judgement and draw on all of the available information to make an informed assessment of 
the impact of the programme.   

The estimate of impact should reflect only that proportion of the change over time which may be 
attributed to the programme once the baseline trend and other factors have been taken into account. 
This requires an understanding of the causality between rural development interventions and any 
changes in the HNV resource, derived in part from a consideration of the counterfactual.  Because 
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indicators are fairly blunt tools, the impact indicators alone will not be sufficient to capture these 
complex relationships.  The indicators are also likely to reflect changes in the environment arising from 
a variety of driving forces and decisions by different actors.  The extent to which the changes observed 
can be attributable to rural development programmes will need to be inferred by programme 
evaluators on the basis of evidence available to them. 

Effective monitoring of changes in HNV farming will require the adaptation and development of 
existing data bases, particularly for assessing quantitative change. Furthermore, the establishment of 
new sample surveys is likely to be necessary to capture changes in HNV farming practices and in 
associated nature values. Only an investment in appropriate data collection and monitoring schemes 
will ultimately allow a full evaluation of the benefits or negative impacts of rural development 
programmes on HNV farming and forestry. 
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