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I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
Western Stara Planina region covers a total area of 4043 km2 of which 2099 km2 are in 
Bulgaria and 1944 km2 are in Serbia. It is a mountainous area with exceptional natural 
richness and biological diversity. From a socio-economic perspective however the region is 
classified as a less-developed area both in Bulgaria and in Serbia. 
 
The current case study of the High Nature Value farmlands covers the municipalities of 
Chuprene, Chiprovtsi, Georgi Damyanovo, Berkovitsa and Varshets (all LAU 0 
administrative level).  
 
About 60% of the region is covered in forests and the rest is farmland, more particularly 
grasslands. Some is natural (primary) grass vegetation (alpine or high mountain pastures, 
riparian meadows, stony and rocky terrains), the rest is of semi-natural character (secondary 
grasslands), shaped by man after the removal of forest cover. 

 
Map 1:  Western Stara Planina region in Bulgaria and Natura 2000 sites. Light green: Habitat directive sites; Dark 
green: Bird directive sites. 
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II.  NATURE VALUES 
 

The territory of Western Stara Planina is of high ornithological and botanical importance and 
therefore is designated as a Natura 2000 site. There is also a proposal for designating part of 
the Western Stara Planina as a Nature Park to support cross-border biodiversity with the 
Nature Park on the Serbian side. However, this proposal is still pending decision by the 
Bulgarian Ministry of Environment. 
 
In Bulgaria, the region is mostly famous with its unique rock forms and the ethnic cultures of 
the “torlaks” and “karakachans”, their traditional festivals and cuisine, vows and crafts, 
including the famous Chiprovtsi hand-made carpets. A lot of these traditions are related to the 
farming systems practised in the past – sheep grazing in the mountainous pastures, wool used 
to produce the carpets and local herbs and flowers used to colour the wool. 
 
Western Stara Planina has outstandingly rich biodiversity. This is the second most important 
region in Bulgaria for the conservation of natural beech forests, and there are spruce forests of 
high environmental and conservation importance in the Chuprene nature reserve. 
 
In the flora of Western Stara Planina region there are more than 2000 species of higher plants, 
among which 12 are Bulgarian and 79 Balkan endemics. The hill “Vrashka Chuka” is the only 
place in the world of the beautiful flowering plant Bulgarian Eranthis (Eranthis bulgaricus). 
Another remarkable plant in this region is the Serbian Ramonda (Ramonda serbica) – a 
Balkan endemic and tertiary relict.  
 
The fauna of Western Stara Planina is also very rich, with more than 180 bird species, more 
than 50 species of mammals (including 14 species of bats), 26 species of amphibians and 
reptiles and many butterfly species of conservation importance. 
 
Among birds some of the most significant are Corncrake (Crex crex), Black Stork (Ciconia 
nigra), Rock Partridge (Alectoris graeca), Western Capercaillie (Tetrao urogallus), Hazel 
Grouse (Bonasia bonasia). Of the 9 species of European woodpeckers, 8 are present in the 
region.  
 
Among mammals the most interesting ones are European Wolf (Canis lupus), Pine Marten 
(Martes martes) and Otter (Lutra lutra). Wild boar (Sus scrofus), Red Deer (Cervus elaphus), 
Roe Deer (Capreolus capreolus) are also present. 

Picture 1:  Corncrake (Crex crex) Picture 2:  Rock Partridge (Alectoris graeca) 
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III.  LAND USE IN WESTERN STARA PLANINA REGION 
 
The natural conditions of the region determine the agricultural land use with approximately 
70% of the farmland being meadows and pastures. In comparison, the arable land is only 
around one third of all agricultural land available. The region is characterized by poorly 
developed agriculture and this probably explains the high share of abandoned agricultural 
land – around 20% of all land. This is the reality for the whole region of North-Eastern 
Bulgaria and is not restricted to the mountainous parts of it. 
 
Most of the arable land is on subsistence farms with the main products being potatoes, beans, 
tomatoes and peppers. Where commercial farming is developed it is mostly for strawberry 
and raspberry production. Indeed over recent years the region has developed a reputation for 
the quality of its strawberries. It has proven to be a profitable business and there are also 
processing units in the region.  Occasionally there are also cereals and fodder crops, vineyards 
and orchards. 
 
Table 1:  Agricultural land by municipalities (ha) 
 
Municipality/indexes  Agricultural lands 

total  
Arable land  

Perennial 
plantations and 
vineyards 

 
Meadows 
and pastures  

 
Abandoned 
lands  

Berkovitsa   20 151.6 7 751.2 966.6 11 433.8 4 690.4 
Varshets  13 052.5 2 123.3 925.1 10 004.1 2 095.5 
G. Damianovo 12 222.7 3 294.5 620.7 8 307.5 5 089.3 
Chiprovtsi  11 190.4 2 204.7 356.5 8 629.2 3 741.9 
TOTAL 56 617.2 15 373.7 2 868.9 38 374.6 15 617.1 

 
The extremely high share of the subsistence and semi-subsistence sector can best be revealed 
when comparing the figures of agricultural land in use and the land registered in the Land 
Parcels Identification System (LPIS), which shows land eligible for CAP support. On average 
less than one fifth of all grasslands are in farms claiming support (more commercially 
oriented farms). Even worse, only 8% of all arable land is registered in the LPIS. 
Furthermore, this excludes long-term abandoned land which is statistically registered 
separately. 
 
Table 2:  Comparison of UAA with LPIS registered land (ha) 
Municipality  Meadows, common land and pastures Arable land 

UAA (ha) LPIS registered ha (%) UAA (ha) LPIS registered ha (%) 
Berkovitsa  11433.8 2955.01 (26%) 7751.2 591.34 (8%) 
Varshets  10004.1 1353.79 (14%) 2123.3 113.45 (5%) 
G. Damianovo  8307.5 1875.93 (23%) 3294.5 70.19 (2%) 
Chiprovtsi  8629.2 893.02 (10%) 2204.7 467.05 (21%) 
TOTAL 38374.6 7077.75 (18%) 15373.7 1242.03 (8%) 

 
The abundance of semi-natural meadows and alpine pastures traditionally supported animal 
husbandry in the region, and especially sheep and goat keeping. The main sheep breed is the 
‘tsigay’ which is a mixed breed for the production of milk, meat and wool. They are usually 
housed overnight.  Most sheep and goat farms are semi-subsistence with limited marketing 
opportunities for their products. The scope for livestock keeping, and especially dairy 
farming, is quite limited in the region due to the aging population, the harsh climate and the 
subsequent need large amounts of expensive fodder and the increasing legal requirements 
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such as hygiene standards. Subsistence farms also raise pigs, poultry and rabbits.  Honey 
production is another semi-subsistence activity with a number of farmers registered as bee-
keepers and honey producers.  
 
Table 3:  Number of animals by municipality  
Municipality 
/numbers 

Dairy 
cows  

Beef 
cows  

Buffalos  Sheep  Goats  Poultry Bee hives  Pigs  Rabbits  

Berkovitsa  305 250 16 4820 2260 144900 1933 875 3280 

Varshets  331  16 3682 2438 32000 715 392 1674 
Chiprovtsi  176   4166 2830 16000 648  825 
G.Damianovo  129  10 4966 3576 19600 677 583 795 
Total:   941 250 42 17634 11104 212500 3973 1850 6574 

 
Agriculture is dominated by subsistence and semi-subsistence farms. In the market-oriented 
farming sector the number of registered farms increased after the accession to the EU. From a 
total of 489 registered producers under national Ordinance 3, the numbers registered have 
increased to 585 under IACS. These are most probably previously operating farms who 
registered due to the upcoming EU financial support, rather than newly established farms. 
 
Even these more commercially oriented farms are comparatively small – an average size of 26 
ha of grassland for animal breeders (including grazed communal land). On the other hand, 
commercial plant growing is oriented towards strawberry and raspberry production, so the 
average size of 4 ha/farm is perhaps less surprising. 
 
Table 4:  Registered agriculture producers by municipalities 
Municipality  Registered in LPIS  Registered under Ordinance 3 

Plant-growers  Livestock-keepers  Plant-growers Livestock-keepers  
Berkovitsa  100 86 34 110 
Varshets  80 30 90 117 
G. Damianovo  31 54 30 40 
Chiprovtsi  100 104 15 51 
 Total: 311 274 169 318 

 
 

Picture 3:  Semi-subsistence sheep farmer in the village   Picture 4:  Market-oriented sheep keeping including  
of Replyana with Replaynska sheep breed Replyanska and mixed breed (Ivan Kostov farm, near 

Berkovitza) 
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More that 50% of the population in the region owns agricultural land. However, in a region of 
predominantly grassland-dominated farmland, only one fifth of land-owning farmers actually 
own meadows or pastures. Private farmland ownership is dominated by arable lands while 
grasslands are mostly owned by the state or municipality. The average size of private farms is 
1,6 ha of owned land, usually divided into several plots of land).  
 
Use of other natural resources 
The region’s richness in a variety of natural resources provides additional incomes for 
approximately 20% of the population. The majority of these pick wild plants, mushrooms and 
berries for commercial purposes. Given the current profitability of this activity in the region 
the uncontrolled collection of natural products poses a direct threat to the biodiversity.   
 
Forests and forest ownership 
The Western Stara Planina region is a highly forested area with more than 80% classed as 
forest, though these forested areas also include grasslands and open areas within forests. The 
state owns approximately 82% of the all forests in the region. Private individuals own around 
12.5% of the forests with an average holding of 0.20 ha. The forested area is the major source 
of medical plants, herbs and mushrooms collected by the local population for personal needs 
and commercial purposes.   
 
 

IV.  HIGH NATURE VALUE FARMLANDS IN WESTERN STARA 
PLANINA 
 
High Nature Value farmlands of the Western Stara Planina region are dominated by HNV 
Type 1 semi-natural grassland vegetation, but some HNV Type 2 small-scale mosaics of 
vegetable gardens and fruit orchards are also present. 
 

1) HNV Type 1: Semi-natural grasslands 
 
The pastures and meadows which are the dominant farmland use in Western Stara Planina are 
also semi-natural habitats of great importance for the conservation of raptors such as Saker 
Falcon (Falco cherrug), Short-toed Eagle (Circaetus gallicus) and Golden Eagle (Aquila 
chrysaetos); meadow birds such as Corncrake (Crex crex); and shrubland birds such as Rock 
Partridge (Alectoris graeca) – all priority species according the EU Bird Directive. Mammals 
depending on continued low-intensity management of semi-natural grasslands are European 
Souslik (Spermophilus citellus) and its predator Marbled Polecat (Vormela peregusna 
peregusna), both priority species included in the EU Habitat Directive. Also many butterfly 
species can only be found on semi-natural grasslands such as Pieris ergane and Polyommatus 
eroide, the latter included in Appendix II of the EU Habitats Directive. 
 
Table 1 gives an overview of HNV Type 1 habitats as classified and protected by the EU 
Habitats Directive. Land abandonment is observed in several of these habitats (see table) and 
is clearly the main threat to HNV farmland in Western Stara Planina. The region underwent 
one of the most dramatic drops in livestock numbers in Bulgaria and traditional pasturing 
systems have collapsed. Abandonment of low-intensity grazing is particularly serious on 
pastures at longer distances from settlements and at higher altitudes. It has a negative impact 
on floristic biodiversity and results in a structural change from an open to a closed landscape 
(scrubland, forests) which in turn has impact on fauna species, e.g. those mentioned above. 
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Egyptian (Neophron percnopterus) and Griffon Vultures (Gyps fulvus) have already 
disappeared as the number of sheep has fallen. In particular the mountain pastures are in a 
critical situation and are threatened by extinction unless urgent measures are undertaken. 
Ironically in the past they were intensively used, some of them even ploughed and cultivated. 
In opposition, grasslands close to settlements are often threatened by overgrazing due to the 
simplification of grazing practices, leading to locally higher stocking densities, a reduction in 
their HNV quality and loss of valuable species. 
 
Table 5: Natura 2000 habitats in Western Stara Planina of relevance for High Nature Value farmland 

No. Habitat Distribution Relevance to HNV farmland 
6210 Semi-natural dry 

grasslands and 
scrubland fasciae on 
calcareous 
substrates (Festuco-
Brometalia) (Picture 
5,6) 
 

Low-mountain and mid-
mountain zone; 
*important orchid sites: 
Orchis morio, Orchis 
coriophora, Orchis 
ustulata, Orchis ustulata, 
Orchis tridentata and 
Butterfly-blossom Orchid 
Orchis apilionacea  

HNV Type 1, used as pastures or as hay-making 
meadows. Main threat abandonment of farming and 
resulting scrub invasion such as wild briar, blackberry, 
hawthorn, wild pear, etc., especially in places in direct 
proximity of forests 

6230 Species-rich Nardus 
grasslands, on 
siliceous substrates 
in mountains 

Widespread above the 
tree line on dry to 
temperate-humid 
mountain meadow soils 

HNV Type 1. Nardus pastures have great species 
diversity though not known for their good nutrional 
qualities. They are used for grazing before the grass 
becomes coarse. Grazing at low stocking densities is 
necessary to maintain the habitat 

6510 Lowland hay 
meadows 

Widespread along the 
river valleys up to about 
700-800 m altitude 

HNV Type 1: dominated by cereal species of meadow 
fescue (Festuca pratensis) and giant fescue (F. 
gigantea), meadow foxtail (Alopecurus pratensis), false 
oat-grass (Arrhenatherum elatius), rough bluegrass 
(Poa trivialis), crested dog’s-tail (Cynosurus cristatus). 
The fodder quality of mesophile meadows increases 
with the presence of wild clovers (Trifolium spp.), 
lucernes (Medicago spp.) and vetches (Vicia spp.). 
Threats are abandonment of land as well as local 
overgrazing close to settlements 

6520 Mountain hay 
meadows 

Develop on deep 
(comparatively) and well 
moisted soils in the 
catchments and lower 
sectors of slopes, near to 
the upper tree line 

HNV Type 1: Appropriate for hay-making, but used as 
pastures as well; dominated by grass species: fescues 
(F.rubra, F.fallax, F.nigrescens), common bent 
(Agrostis capillaris), common quaking grass (Briza 
media) and crested dog’s-tail (Cynosurus cristatus). 
Also rich in legumes. Main threat is the abandonment of 
grazing practices 

4060 Alpine and Boreal 
heaths (Picture 11) 

Along ridges and slopes 
of shallow (up to 10 cm) 
and stony soils, often 
also as patches among 
mat-grass pastures 

HNV Type 1: Vegetation with low qualities for grazing; 
dominated by European and bog bilberry (Vaccinium 
myrtillus and V. uliginosum), low greenweed (Genista 
depressa) and broom (Genista sagittalis). Scrub 
encroachment with Siberian Juniper (Juniperus sibirica) 
after abandonment of grazing practices  

7140 Transition mires and 
quaking bogs 

On dаmp terrains in 
small slope’s 
declinations, around 
streams and spring sites 

HNV Type 1: Lowest fodder qualities, due to domination 
of species of sedge (Carex), cottongrasses 
(Eriophorum) and rushes (Juncus); grasses present 
include tufted hair-grass (Deshampsia cespitosa) and 
purple moor grass (Molinia caerulea) Grazing is not 
needed to preserve habitat 
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Picture 5:  Abandoned grassland with encroachment of  Picture 6:  Horses grazing on HNV Type 1 dry semi-  
Blackberry bushes, Hawtorn scrubs and small trees  natural grasslands (6210) near Chuprene 
 
 

2) HNV Type 2: Small-scale mosaic of arable lands and orchards 
 
Low-intensive arable land and orchards can easily be classified as HNV Type 2. Cropping is 
typically vegetable growing near settlements in the valleys of the Botunya, Ogosta, 
Dalgoselska, Ogosta and Barziya rivers. Orchards are mostly extensively used. In many 
places they are adjoined to (semi-) natural habitats (riparian willow-alder forests, meadows, 
common lands, oak forests, marshlands). 
 
In this category of HNV farmlands there are no rare plant species, but it is believed to be a 
valuable habitat for fauna species such as singing birds. However, data at species level is not 
available. These farmland are interesting form nature conservation point of view due to the 
fragmented ownership of the small plots and the type of terrain. Uncultivated field borders 
provide a habitat for certain bird and butterfly species and represent important ecological 
corridors. Soil and other natural conditions do not support high yields and further 
intensification of land cannot be expected. The lack of potential for a significant return on any 
investment threatens these systems. When cropping is ceased however, the land can remain of 
HNV if the fallow land is grazed at low-intensity. 

8210 Calcareous rocky 
slopes with 
chazmophytic 
vegetation 

Open grass communities 
over calcareous vertical 
rocks, cracks and 
platforms; < 1% of the 
farmlands 

HNV Type 1: No special value for livestock grazing. 
Only accessible for goats, which are a threat to 
Ramonda serbica - a Balkan endemic and Tertiary relict 

8220 Siliceous rocky 
slopes with 
chazmophytic 
vegetation 

Highly siliceous rocky 
habitats at high altitudes 

HNV Type 1: No value for grazing by livestock; 
inhabited by rare species Androsace obtusifolia (a rock 
jasmine) 
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V.  CASE STUDY FARMS 
 
Three farms were visited during the workshop in Western Stara Planina in April 2008. 
 
A.  Farm of Ivan Kostov, near Berkovitza 

The farm is located in the hills outside Berkovitza and has a total of 42 ha. Ivan Kostov 
manages the farm together with his children and their families. Their entire income comes 
from this farming enterprise. They own 7 ha of land and the other 35 ha are leased from the 
municipality. All 42 ha are down to grass and used as pastures and meadows.  

The farm specialises in year-round lamb production as well as some sheep milk products. 
They have a total of 350 sheep of which 130 are Replyanska breed – a typical Bulgarian 
breed.  

The average grazing density on the pastures is 1.24 LU/ha. To maintain the grassland’s forage 
capacity, it is fertilised regularly with poultry manure, and reseeded periodically with more 
productive varieties. Overall, the farm’s pastures are of little biodiversity value due to the 
intensity of the production system. 
 

Picture 7:  Shepherding on intensively-manured species- Picture 8:  Sheep, including Replyanska breed at Ivan  
poor grassland next to the farm Kostov farm 
 
B.  Farm of Asen Galabov, the village of Balyovitsa, Berkovitsa 

This 78 ha farm is located in the village of Balyovitsa, where it is the only farm of such size. 
18 ha are own land and 60 ha are leased land. Forage crops (silage maize, lucerne, oats, etc.) 
are grown on 38 ha. The other 40 ha are used for pastures and hay-making. However, due to 
the abundance of free, unused, pasture resources, in practice they use a lot more grazing land 
than is officially ‘theirs’. 

They have dairy cows of which 30 cows, 17 calves and 25 yearlings. The official average 
grazing density is thus 1.27 LU/ha, which appears to be a relatively intensive use. However, 
during the farm visit it became clear that the grazing pressure on the grasslands was 
significantly less. This raised the issue of the size of the ‘unofficial’ grasslands used by the 
farm which is basically all of the available grasslands in the village. However, the farmer 
cannot claim these unofficially-used grasslands for payments. Furthermore, they were being 
penalised by the paying agency because the grasslands declared as used were overgrown by 
some percentage and did not classify as pastures according to the initial classification in LPIS. 
(This LPIS classification was amended later and it is expected that from this year they will be 
eligible for support for such grassland). 
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The majority of the milk is sold directly to a milk processing facility. However, some milk is 
kept for personal use. Previously there was also on-farm production of yogurt for local sale in 
the village. This activity is not permitted by the milk hygiene regulations and is representing a 
major obstacle to the on-farm production and for adding value to their products. 

Picture 9:  Great example of HNV Type 1 semi-natural  Picture 10:  Dairy cattle grazing  
grassland, however unofficially used for grazing as  
not mapped as grassland according LPIS 

 
C.  Natural grazing farm of Karel Adriaesen in the village of Leskovets, Berkovitza 

A Belgian farmer is renting 300 to 400 ha pastures from the local forestry unit in the village 
of Leskovets as well as some agriculture land fund pastures. Besides rented land, he uses 
approximately 2000 ha of abandoned pastures. Pastures are electric-fenced to keep animals 
from grazing on neighbouring land.  

There are about 200 suckler cows of the Gascon breed, 100 calves and 20 horses on the farm. 
The farming system is very extensive, based on natural grazing behaviour of this hard French 
mountain breed and without the farmer accompanying his cattle. The official grazing density 
is approximately 0.6-0.8 LU/ha, above the minimum required by the agri-environmental HNV 
package (being 0.15 LU/ha). However, as with the previous example, the farmer himself 
considered that his real grazing density was more like 0.1 LU/ha as he unofficially uses 
abandoned or ‘free’ pastures around Leskovets and summer pastures on Kom mountain. 

This production system is probably the most extensive one in the region. Although there is no 
full overview of the economics of this farm, the natural grazing system looks a very cost- 

Picture 11:  French Gascon breed cattle on their  Picture 12:  Use of mobile electrical fencing, a new  
summer pastures on Kom mountain. Strong  practice in Bulgaria, to limit land use conflicts 
encroachment of Siberian Juniper (Juniperus sibirica) 
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effective system. However, the farmer lost this year 20 to 30 animals by predation (mainly by 
Jackal, Canis aureus) and stealing by villagers. In general, other livestock farmers from the 
region were also quite interested in it as this was a new concept for most of them. The fact 
that animals are left on their own in the pastures for the entire period and the absence of any 
(expensive) feed stuff challenged their perspectives. 
 
 

VI.  POLICY ISSUES 
 

Bulgarian farmers managing HNV grasslands and/or situated in mountains areas can apply for 
the single area-based payments (SAP) as well as for LFA payments and agri-environmental 
schemes for high-nature-value farmlands. Logically, this support is only provided to 
registered farmers and land. In Western Stara Planina region, however, only 8% of the arable 
and 18% of the grasslands are officially registered. In practice this leaves huge areas of land 
without any support and thus threatens to lead to further abandonment and the resulting loss 
of biodiversity and habitats.  

However, it is interesting that if the production systems convert from dairy to suckler, so that 
all the available forage is fully used, even with the current number of animals – a total of 4310 
LU - the sustainable management of only one third of all grasslands will be ensured. This 
does not solve the problem entirely but is at least much better than the current 18% of the 
grasslands. However, this entails a lot of additional investments for infrastructure for the new 
system, as well as on-farm investments and still does not solve the issue of land registration. 

At the same time farmers willing to bring back in use grasslands or arable fields will face 
serious difficulties as the clearing of unwanted vegetation is not supported by any of the 
payment options. The Bulgarian RDP 2007-2013 does not include the measure on non-
productive investments either. Thus any restoration of overgrown and abandoned fields is the 
responsibility of the land manager. 

Additionally, the overly-strict hygiene requirements (as compared to other EU member states) 
do not allow small- and medium-scale enterprises to sell end product, which determines also 
the lack of local products for direct sale in the region. So far the only option for small-scale 
producers is to sell milk to milk collection points. This is often seen as an unfair situation in 
which middlemen make most of the profits without providing any support or engagement with 
the farmers. Financial support, as well as tailored legislation for small and semi-subsistence 
farmers, could be a precondition for the creation of markets and local brands for end products 
and for the revival of the stock-breeding sector.  

Traditional regional orchards are to a wide extent abandoned, leading to their overgrowth with 
bushes. There are favorable opportunities for support under the National Agri-environment 
Programme for traditional orchards (131 euro/ha + 15 euro/sapling). However, there is no 
interest so far either from the owners or the tenant farmers for their management and 
restoration. This is most probably due to the lack of knowledge about available support, 
and/or to the current low-profitability as well as to the high costs of their restoration. It is 
possible that whereas the payment rate is fixed, a degressive system would perhaps better 
reflect the cost structure. 

In addition to the economical and natural conditions for farming in the region there are other 
significant factors affecting the overall situation:      

- Out-migration and a high percentage of ageing population; 
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- Lack of knowledge and skills – less than five percent of the population has specialised 
farming education, while traditional ways of managing land were not supported for 
more than 50 years;  

- Unattractiveness of farm work and general lack of labour force in the region;  

- Preference to make profits quickly and/or develop tourism.  

All of these factors require adequate government and regional policy as well as targeted and 
specific financial support aiming at conservation and restoration of HNV farmlands which are 
threatened by extinction if the current rates of abandonment and land degradation are allowed 
to continue. 
 
 

VII. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Revise the on-farm and small-scale/direct sale requirements for (dairy) farms 
It is clear that in any region of the country – more intensive (Rusenski Lom) or very extensive 
(Western Stara Planina or Strandzha) – this issue is causing the same problems to all farmers, 
in particular to smaller, less-capitalised farms that often are more interesting from nature and 
landscape point of view. Direct sales potentially offer interesting income perspectives for 
these farms. Policy should build in flexibility for direct sale of small quantities of dairy 
products. 

 
2. Target support at subsistence and semi-subsistence farmers and recognize their 
role in delivering farming and nature conservation objectives 

The main threats to HNV grasslands are related to the reduced number of animals which leads 
to less grazing on pastures and less hay making in meadows. This puts pressure on priority 
species (e.g. Souslik) and the related chain (e.g. Marbled Polecat).  On the other hand, the 
share of semi-subsistence and subsistence farms is very high. In regions like Western Stara 
Planina it is clear that they cannot be ignored. On the contrary, they need targeted policy to 
support them to become viable businesses based on the sustainable management of the natural 
areas and resources.  

 
3. Deal with the registration of the abandoned and overgrown grasslands in LPIS 

There are many long-term abandoned lands which can be taken back in sustainable 
management, but their restoration requires serious investments in clearing unwanted 
vegetation. It cannot be expected that farmers should make these investments in advance, 
especially in the case of extensive and economically marginal farming systems, such as the 
HNV grazing-based ones.  
 
Currently, due to non-compliance with LPIS requirements, many farmers cannot register as 
agricultural producers, and therefore cannot receive any financial support for their activity. 
When they do, they are in danger of being penalised. 

 
4. Solve the issue of communal grassland use in Western Stara Planina 

Most of the abandoned pastures and meadows are owned by the municipalities (communal 
land). Municipal authorities and farmers need to agree on a grassland use system, which will 
allow access to pasture for farmers, and prevent their further degradation. This is critically 
important for farmers who are informally using the land and practically maintaining its good 
environmental status. 
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5. Awareness raising for HNV and HNV farming systems for local administration  

As long as local administration treats subsistence farmers as marginal and non-existent, the 
issue of large-scale abandonment is not going to be solved. They need to see the potential of 
these farmers and provide them with the needed support and encouragement to get their 
activities in the ‘open’. This will only be possible if and when strong recognition for the HNV 
farmers and farming systems comes from the top – from policy makers and ministry officials. 
 

6. Targeted training and education for subsistence and semi-subsistence farmers 
In all circumstances there is a need of targeted training on HNV farming, its conservation 
importance and possibilities for business development. 
 

7. Support diversification of activities in the region 
- Creation of local and geographical products, related to HNV, would lead to sustainable use 

of natural resources and economic prosperity for local population;  
- Eco-tourist practices, with clear relation to HNV, are an opportunity for economical 

development and higher living standards.  
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EFNCP is a Europe-wide network which raises 
awareness of the importance of low-intensity 
farming for nature conservation and aims to 
improve the way public policies respond to the 
needs of these farming systems. 


