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What do we mean by “commons”?

• Land and other resources managed by local communities through their own governance systems, 
to provide esencial services (food, water, roads, etc…). 

• The commons were the most common system to manage the territory in the past. With the
emergence and growth of the capitalist production system and mass emigration from rural areas to
the cities, commons went into decline. Land goes from being a “resource” to a “commodity”.

• Despite these adverse trends, some commons have managed to survive in Europe and are more 
widespread than is often believed. So, regarding land tenancy, today land can be private, public or
common.

• Today commons face new challenges such as renowable energy instlations (windmills, solar 
plants…)



The commons in Europe

• Common land in Europe is diverse in functioning/structure. 3 cases: UK, owned by large
landowners or NGOs. Romania,subsistence or semi-subsistence units for small scale farmers.
Spain in some cases “private commons” (communal land was bought by the village inhabitants in a 
public auction, to prevent privatization). 

• Type: also different, but common grazings the most common…
• Data: on commons is escarce, widespread and not compliled. At EU level many aspects of land are 

not properlly assesed (such as use, fertility, tenancy regimes ). 
• At the EU level, the concept of ‘common land’ is defined by the European Commission as “land not

belonging directly to any agricultural holding but on which common rights apply; the area used by
each holding is not individu- alised” and it is “owned by a public authority (state, parish, etc.) over
which another per- son is entitled to exercise rights of common, Although common land can consist
of arable, pastoral, forestry or other land, in the case of agriculture, the majority of common land is
related to livestock grazing and is often called “common grazings”. 

• Today commons fase new challenges such as renowable energy plants (windmills, solar plants…)



Common agricultural area in the EU  

Source: EU Eurostat https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Common_land 













The CAP and the commons

• The CAP, as other public policies managing significant budgets, generally reflect mainly the ”market 
value visión” and commons that not fit in it …

• The CAP is an example: it is an “individual-Farmer oriented” policy, but, as a  public policy, it 
‘belongs’ to everyone and should be working for the benefit of the common good so the commons 
can play a key role. 

• Accordingly, to regain the concept of food as a “common” and not as a “commodity” is a challenge 
to which communities and traditional commons systems have a lot to contribute to. 



What the commons can do  for the CAP?
 Agriculture sustainability: 
Some European communal farming systems are also living showcases of good practices. An example are the so-called 
High Nature Value farming systems, where Traditional Agricultural Knowledge (‘TAK’) is embedded. This is crucial as 
TAK systems encompass information about how to recognize and efficiently manage agricultural landscapes and 
agroecosystem elements 
“one way to ensure that a sufficiently large group of farmers delivers the necessary environmental 
benefits is through collective approaches” (The European Court of Auditors, 2011) 

 Biodiversity: they often harbour some of the most biodiversity-rich areas in Europe, as shown by the fact that a high 
percentage of common land occurs within protected areas of one kind or another 

 Governance: - they offer a new (or renewed) socio-economic rationale, based on principles of co-decisión and 
participation

 They are built on the concept of collective ownership and/or use, which entails greater legal complexity (and so 
resistance) if privatization or land grabbing processes were attempted. 

 They can be the most cost-effective solution for specific ecosystem services; ground-tested through time, are adapted 
to local contexts, resilient to changes and harsh conditions, and have their own conflict resolution mechanisms. And 
most important: they are inherent to local culture and legitimized by the community, so the usual difficulty of community 
rejection to alien top-down management plans is avoided. 

 They have a huge potential for building up a critical mass since an extensive community network can be built and 
alliances could be established with other civil actors. 



3 examples
 in Spain:



Example 1: Cantabrian case



Proposed solution: 
- Integration of mixed sheep-goat grazing in open woodland to maximise the provision of Ecosystem 
Services
- CAP support through and agri-enviroment payment (maintenance or improvement of hábitats and 
traditional agricultural activities preserving biodiversity) 



Example 2: Fantastic Woodland of Valdavido 
project
• The Project aims to establish a model of forest management focused on 

biodiversity, fire risk reduction, promotion of new forest products and 
ecotourism, with the ultimate goal of creating possibilities for the current 
and future inhabitants of the region.

• Promoted by Commoners of Valdavido in coalition with SEO/Birdlife and 
University of León.

• Among main actions: 
recovery of communal grazing áreas, autoctonous woodland and 

traditional practices. 
Promotion of new uses such as carbon credits.
to provide the Neighbourhood Council with a management and planning 

instrument.

Recently awarded “the best civil society Project in favor of the environment”



Example 3:  
High Nature Value Hay Meadows result based 
payment in Navarra
• It can be a way to reward E. S. in common grazings.
• It can be a very suitable CAP measure for communal pastures
• It depends: 
• - on the diversity of plants 
• - on the presence of natural (wetlands, isolated tres…) or humanmade 

landscape features (stone walls, 
• of great ecological and landscape value, whether of natural origin 

(hedgerows, wetlands, isolated trees),
• (hedges, wetlands, isolated trees) as well as those created by humans
• (huts, walls…).



How does it work? It is necessary to evaluate each 
grassland individually by the farmers themselves
.
• The score of the grassland is obtained by filling in the evaluation 

sheet. This has two sections (plant diversity/landscape features)
• The evaluation has to be done in the field between 15 May and 15 

July
• it is compulsory to attach at least one photo of the moment of the 

evaluation.
• The score can go from 0 to 100.
• An easy ilustrated instruction manual is provided.





Thanks for your interest!
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