
agriculture

Article

Do Traditional Livestock Systems Fit into Contemporary
Landscapes? Integrating Social Perceptions and Values on
Landscape Change

Pablo Acebes 1,2,*, Zuriñe Iglesias-González 1 and Francisco J. Muñoz-Galvez 1

����������
�������

Citation: Acebes, P.;

Iglesias-González, Z.; Muñoz-Galvez,

F.J. Do Traditional Livestock Systems

Fit into Contemporary Landscapes?

Integrating Social Perceptions and

Values on Landscape Change.

Agriculture 2021, 11, 1107. https://

doi.org/10.3390/agriculture11111107

Academic Editors:

José Luis Vicente-Vicente,

Cristina Quintas-Soriano and María

D. López-Rodríguez

Received: 4 October 2021

Accepted: 4 November 2021

Published: 6 November 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 Terrestrial Ecology Group (TEG-UAM), Departamento de Ecología, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid,
28049 Madrid, Spain; vincapervincalila@gmail.com (Z.I.-G.); fmunozgalvez@gmail.com (F.J.M.-G.)

2 Centro de Investigación en Biodiversidad y Cambio Global, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid,
28049 Madrid, Spain

* Correspondence: pablo.acebes@uam.es

Abstract: European traditional cultural landscapes are increasingly modified by rural abandonment
and urban growth processes. Acknowledged as of High Nature Value for providing multiple ecosys-
tem services while contributing to human well-being, the future of these social-ecological systems
is uncertain. Here we aim to (1) explore dominant land use and cover (LULC) changes linked to
extensive livestock farming across an urban-rural gradient defined by a large city (Madrid) over
the last three decades; (2) identify and classify the main driving forces shaping these landscape
trajectories and; (3) acknowledge the main landscape values for promoting landscape stewardship
under participatory governance frameworks. For doing so, we combine mapping analyses (CORINE
Land cover) with stakeholder perceptions and positions. Our results show a dual process of progres-
sive abandonment of agroecosystems linked to traditional livestock farming and an ever-increasing
urban growth over the last three decades as the most important driving forces. The growing urban
sprawl in areas close to Madrid begins to be perceived as problematic for interviewees. The decline
of extensive livestock farming in detriment of tourism, particularly evident in rural areas far from
Madrid, is perceived as a threat to the cultural heritage and traditions of rural people. This decline
is also perceived as a worrying increase of wildfire risk. Stakeholders stressed the need of valuing
extensive livestock farming to prevent rural-urban migration, dynamizing rural economies, con-
serving landscapes and traditions while producing food-quality products. Interviewees advocated
for science-based, stakeholder-inclusive and participatory landscape planning and co-management,
leading to more context-specific, regionalized policymaking.

Keywords: cultural landscapes; drivers of change; landscape planning; landscape stewardship;
mixed methods; participatory governance; rural abandonment; stakeholder inclusion; urban growth

1. Introduction

Urbanization is one of the fundamental characteristics of European civilization. This
growing process is producing a polarization of the territory between urban and rural
areas, deeply impacting landscape dynamics [1]. While urban areas are facing explosive
growth [2], remote rural areas are undergoing steep land abandonment [3,4]. As a conse-
quence, there is an increasing societal demand in some of these regions to limit the rate
of landscape change and to direct it towards more desirable pathways [1]. This change
is particularly concerning in European traditional cultural landscapes. These landscapes
are the result of 7000 years of human–nature coevolution [5], and are characterized by
harboring high biodiversity, as well as providing multiple and varied ecosystem services,
thus contributing to human well-being [6]. In fact, the concept of High Nature Value
Farming—HNV is linked to these social-ecological systems and arises from the need to
identify those forms of agricultural and livestock production characterized by low intensity,
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low inputs and reduced environmental impact. HNV systems are further threatened by
depopulation and abandonment of traditional management models [7–9]. In parallel, many
of these social-ecological systems are facing urban growth, resulting in new peri-urban
landscapes shaping a heterogeneous mosaic of urban, rural and natural systems [2]. In
these peri-urban landscapes, the co-occurring of farming, urban growth and outdoor leisure
activities remains challenging.

Within this context, landscape change has become an emerging field of research [10].
Thus, landscape researchers argue for the need of understanding land use and land cover
(LULC) changes to analyze landscape trajectories [10,11]. Land use is defined by the hu-
man use of the territory (e.g., agriculture, forestry, residential or industrial), while land
cover refers to the physical and biological surface cover of the land (e.g., arable land,
forest, pasture, water or artificial structures) [12]. A fruitful approach for understanding
and analyzing the causes, processes and outcomes of landscape change is the concept of
‘driving forces’ [6,13]. This concept distinguishes between ‘proximate drivers’ and ‘under-
lying drivers’. Proximate drivers refer to the human activities concerning land use that
result in landscape changes (e.g., land abandonment, agricultural intensification, urban
development). Underlying drivers represent the cultural, political, economic, technological
and ecological factors such as agricultural policies, markets, or attitudes and beliefs that
trigger those human actions [6,14]. This analytical framework has proven to be valuable for
preventing and reducing tensions between conflicting land uses, even for predicting future
scenarios [15,16]. It is also useful for developing strategies to achieve more desirable fu-
tures, and designing adequate policies [10,11]. However, the framework of proximate and
underlying drivers has not yet been applied to extensive livestock systems. Furthermore, it
could be of great value in discussing how these social-ecological systems can be enhanced,
given their declining trend [7–9]. This approach fits with the idea of landscape steward-
ship, which has not received enough attention in landscape research [10]. ‘Landscape
stewardship’ has been defined as all ‘efforts to create, nurture and enable responsibility in
landowners and resource users to manage and protect land and its natural and cultural
heritage’ [17]. Similarly, [18] believe that land management must consider the individual
and societal values of landscapes, which emphasizes responsibility, collaboration, partic-
ipation and communication in the planning and management of land resources. A core
concept then linked to landscape stewardship is ‘landscape value’, that is, the place-based
preferences of people associated with different biophysical and cultural landscape charac-
teristics and elements [14]. Particularly, the idea of ‘relational value’, that is, the preferences,
principles, and virtues associated with relationships, both interpersonal and as articulated
by policies and social norms is gaining momentum in social-ecological systems [19,20].
Thus, the relational value is a relatively new social-ecological framing to conceptualize
how people relate to and obtain value from their relationship with nature [21].

One way of addressing such multidimensional frameworks is through transdisci-
plinary approaches based on natural and social sciences. These approaches have proven
to be efficient in understanding landscape trajectories, identifying the driving forces and
contributing to a desired landscape stewardship [10,22]. Particularly, emerging method-
ologies and theories such as the Research and Innovation Approach [23] or the Theory of
Change [24] seek to actively involve citizens, stakeholders, scientists, and policy makers in
situations considered challenging. In this regard, there is a growing scientific interest and
social demand for these approaches when looking for more inclusive and participatory gov-
ernance frameworks to better understand landscape/ecosystem dynamics, human–nature
interactions, or land management. Through the application of participatory governance
frameworks, we can understand the willingness of people to act on multiple landscape
functions that they perceive as crucial for their own well-being [10,25]. Governance can be
understood as the structures and processes by which social systems manage their public
affairs and generate and implement collective decisions to enhance societal well-being [26].

Following this epistemological approach, we conducted a case study of traditional
cultural landscapes based on extensive livestock farming recognized as HNV in mountain
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and foothill areas of Madrid region (central Spain). This region is considered one of the
European hotspots of urban sprawl [11]. Here, the coexistence of traditional farming
practices with the growing urbanization processes is challenging for landscape planning
and sustainable policymaking. We combined qualitative and quantitative methods to:
(i) explore the most relevant landscape changes through the CORINE Land Cover project
in an urban-rural gradient within Sierra de Guadarrama (Madrid region), and how these
changes are perceived by different social actors in the territory; (ii) identify the proximate
and underlying driving forces perceived as responsible for those landscape changes; (iii) ex-
amine which landscape values linked to these social-ecological systems are recognized by
stakeholders and; (iv) study which forms of land stewardship they consider important
to achieve multifunctional landscapes that enable sustainable landscape planning and
management, based on participatory governance. Multifunctional landscapes provide
food security, livelihood opportunities, maintenance of species and ecological functions
as well as fulfil cultural, aesthetic and recreational needs [27]. However, the shift in land
use practices, including land abandonment, has altered these landscapes and the benefits
that flow from them, particularly extensive livestock systems [28,29]. With this study, we
seek to contribute to land use science in addressing complex multifaceted “real-world
problems” [10,30].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Areas

The study was conducted in two areas of central Spain with a long tradition of
extensive livestock farming (Figure 1): Colmenar Viejo and Tres Cantos (hereafter CV),
and Sierra del Rincón and surroundings (SR). CV corresponds to two contiguous peri-
urban municipalities north of Madrid city located in the foothills and floodplains of the
Guadarrama Mountains (mean distance from Madrid: 30 km; mean altitude: 900 m above
sea level (m.a.s.l.)). The major land covers are pastures, wooded grasslands, shrubs and
scattered Holm oak forests (Quercus ilex), and artificial (urban) covers. Although historically
rural, with strong economic dependence on livestock, the proximity of Madrid city in an
increasingly well-connected landscape of transport corridors and commercial centers
has transformed the area in the last 40 years. SR comprises 9 municipalities located in
the Guadarrama Mountains in the northeastern region of Madrid (mean distance from
Madrid, 90 km; mean altitude, 1176 m.a.s.l.). It is a mountainous area dominated by
Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris), oak forests (Quercus pyrenaica, Q. petraea), scrublands (mainly
colonizing abandoned agricultural fields), and pastureland (including mesotrophic pastures
developed on former agricultural fields). Currently, main land uses are extensive cattle
farming and leisure activities. While CV has undergone an intense urban population
growth in the last 40 years (1981: 21,159 inhabitants; 2020: 100,264 inhabitants; total area:
220 km2), SR has suffered a depopulation process since the 1950s (1950: 2560 inhabitants;
2020: 1069 inhabitants; total area: 222 km2) [31]. The Madrid region (8022 km2) has
undergone unprecedented transformation since the end of the 1980s, characterized by
rapid and dispersed growth of transport networks and urban areas, accompanied by a
steady decline in productive agricultural land [32,33].
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Figure 1. (1) Location of the study areas in Madrid region, Spain; (2) Pictures of the study areas 
within a double gradient: regional urban-rural gradient determined by Madrid city (X-axis), and a 
local gradient of close to/far from the village center (Y-axis). DEM: Digital Elevation Model; CV: 
municipalities of Colmenar Viejo and Tres Cantos (photos A,B); SR: municipalities included in Si-
erra del Rincón (photos C,D). 
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Figure 1. (1) Location of the study areas in Madrid region, Spain; (2) Pictures of the study areas
within a double gradient: regional urban-rural gradient determined by Madrid city (x-axis), and
a local gradient of close to/far from the village center (y-axis). DEM: Digital Elevation Model;
CV: municipalities of Colmenar Viejo and Tres Cantos (photos A,B); SR: municipalities included in
Sierra del Rincón (photos C,D).

2.2. Methodological Approach

Our methodology developed a multidisciplinary approach based on mixed methods
that blended qualitative and quantitative research [34], by combining approaches from
social and natural sciences for the in-depth understanding of socio-ecological realities
linked to the territory [10]. We sought to understand perceptions and attitudes regarding
LULC changes and the associated landscape values perceived by stakeholders for the last
30 years.

To reinforce the accuracy of the data provided by the participants, we used (i) tri-
angulation strategies between subjects (i.e., asking the same questions to all stakeholder
profiles) and (ii) crossed methods (i.e., by conducting a mixed sampling than combined
semi-structured interviews with questionnaires). We further combine this approach with
GIS mapping analyses aiming to characterize and analyze LULC changes in the study areas.
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2.2.1. Land Cover Data and Land Cover Changes Analyses

We analyzed land use and land cover changes (LULC) in two areas located in the
northern region of Madrid for the last 30 years, a period that has relevance to those
interviewed, and of sufficient duration to identify landscape changes. The beginning of
this period corresponds with the incorporation of Spain into the European Economic Union
in 1986. As a result, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) came into force in the country.
The CAP is the agricultural policy of the European Union (EU) that implements a system of
subsidies for farmers and other programs (including rural development and environmental
protection). The CAP impacts on agricultural landscapes, farmers and citizens across the
continent and beyond [35].

To map landscape changes, we used CORINE Land Cover (CLC), a pan-European
land coverage map for the entire EU territory (1:100,000 and Minimum Mapping Unit of
25 hectares) [36]. The CLC inventory was initiated in 1985 (reference year 1990). Updates,
so far, have been produced in 2000, 2006, 2012, and 2018. We used 1990 and 2018 datasets
to enable the identification of change over a 30-year time period. The spatial and temporal
consistency of CLC layers makes it particularly appropriate for this type of analysis. We
wanted to identify and characterize (i) land cover changes linked to agricultural uses (crop
production and extensive livestock grazing), (ii) land cover changes due to urban growth
(artificial areas) and (iii) land cover changes triggered by agricultural abandonment and the
subsequent forest and shrubland expansion (forest and seminatural areas). Based on the
CLC classes we defined four categories that allowed us to distinguish between (i) urban
areas; (ii) crops; (iii) pastures; pasture-shrubland areas and agroforestry systems (extensive
livestock grazing); and (iv) forest and shrubland areas (without livestock grazing). The
description of these new categories is as follows:

• Artificial surfaces. Areas mainly used for dwellings, leisure urban parks, institutional
buildings, industrial, commercial and transport networks, but also mines, dump areas
or construction sites.

• Crop production areas. Areas used for cropping, which in our study areas are mainly
rain-fed cereals and small orchards.

• Livestock grazing areas. Areas mainly covered by herbaceous vegetation and sparse
shrubs in some cases, and agroforestry systems with clear signs of livestock grazing,
such as water points, paths, stone walls, etc.

• Forest and shrubland areas. Areas covered with (semi-)natural woody vegetation
such as forests (Pinus and Quercus species) and shrublands without signs of livestock
presence and/or livestock grazing.

CLC in Spain changed the methodology in 2006 for mapping the territory [37,38]. As
a result, there were overestimations in some CLC categories. In particular, transitional
woodlands-shrub and sclerophyllous vegetation have been identified in areas correspond-
ing to natural grasslands and forests. This meant that comparisons between CLC1990 and
CLC2018 required additional interpretation to avoid misleading comparisons [37,38]. Thus,
we validated the data by comparing all land cover categories in both datasets against high
resolution aerial images and cross-checking with either expert knowledge or field work.
Where required, we reclassified land cover categories (see Supplementary Materials for
the reclassifying process). We combined the temporal analysis (1990–2018) with the assess-
ment of two spatial gradients: (1) an urban-rural regional gradient defined by distance
to/from Madrid city, in order to study the potential influence of a large city; it is expected
to be more pronounced closer to it (i.e., in CV), whereas land abandonment is expected
to be more intense far away from it (i.e., in SR); (2) a local intra-regional gradient of use
within each area (CV and SR), assuming that urban growth and/or the maintenance of
agricultural activities will be more marked around villages than away from them, where
land abandonment will be more evident.

In order to analyze spatial gradients and temporal changes together, we conducted
a sampling design that mapped a portion of the territory and not the entire study areas
(Figure 2). Thus, we analyzed LULC in two sets of circular plots (hereinafter plots): one
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set including the urban/village center and close surroundings (‘plot around village’), and
another set of plots in areas more or less away from the village center (‘plot away from
village center’). This design allowed us to focus on specific land covers and uses and to
effectively analyze the spatial gradients. With the plots around villages, we wanted to
quantify the urban growth and how this affected the very near surrounding covers/uses.
The aim of the plots away from village centers was to analyze LULC changes in non-
urbanized areas, but with different intensity of human use (e.g., livestock grazing, forestry
or abandoned/natural). We randomly placed plots away from village center, avoiding
pine plantations in the case of SR (if possible). These covers planted in the 1960s, only had
marginal forestry use and could mask some changes. The size (1 km radius) and number
of plots (n = 9) away from village center were equal in both areas (CV and SR), as well as
the size and number of plots around village center in SR, which coincided with the number
of villages there (n = 9). In CV, we placed 2 plots of 3 km radius around the two urban
centers (Colmenar Viejo and Tres Cantos). This size was modified and fitted to their urban
size (Figure 2). Mean urban area in 2018 was of 0.054 km2 in SR vs. 9.22 km2 in CV. Due to
the small size of villages in SR, that were below the Minimum Mapping Unit of CLC, we
mapped these villages from aerial images from 1991 and 2018 to analyze possible changes
in urban area between periods.
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Figure 2. Mapping design and analysis based on two sets of plots placed on a portion of the territory.
The map shows the land cover/use classes reclassified from CORINE Land Cover datasets of 1990
and 2018 for both study areas (CV and SR).

2.2.2. Key Informant Selection

We first designed a ‘key informant sampling’, that is, a sampling method based on
the identification of informants with recognized knowledge and/or a relevant position in
the territory. This approach was combined with a ‘snowball sampling’, i.e., asking each
interviewee for more potential informants. We chose key informants holding different
linkages with the territory who may show divergent positions and classified them into
three groups (Table 1).
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Table 1. Number (N) and type of stakeholders interviewed arranged in three social groups and by study area. Code:
identification of stakeholders for recognizing the quotes in the text. All officers work for the local/regional government on
environmental projects. CV: Colmenar Viejo and Tres Cantos; SR: Sierra del Rincón.

Social Group Stakeholders
Inter-Territorial CV SR

N Code N Code N Code Ntotal

Ecologist Academia 8 AC 8
Environmental NGO 2 EN 1 Encv 3

Rural Livestock farmer association 1 LFA 1
Farmer/shepherd 5 Fcv 5 Fsr 10
Beekeeper 1 BKcv 1 BKsr 2
Hunter 1 HTcv 1 HTsr 2

Officer Administration 2 Adcv 2 Adsr 4
Environmental technician 1 Eocv 2 Eosr 3
Forest ranger 3 FRcv 4 FRsr 7
Veterinarian 2 VTcv 1 VTsr 3

2.2.3. Interview Design and Analyses

We conducted 43 semi-structured interviews between February and July 2020; nearly
all were done via videoconference (e.g., Skype, Zoom) due to COVID-19 confinement, and
lasted 70–90 min. Before starting the interview, we explained in detail the purpose of the
research project, the expected duration, the further use of the data and the expected ways
of dissemination. We requested an informed consent.

We proposed the following conversation topics: (1) LULC changes in the territory;
(2) conflicts and synergies between land uses; (3) drivers of change of LULC; (4) role,
challenges and threats of extensive livestock farming; (5) proposals to promote sustainable
rural development and nature conservation, and; (6) public policies and societal demands.
We designed a pilot interview with initial questions to check for the length, language
suitability and potential sources of bias. The pilot interview questions were tested with
four interviewees, and slightly adapted to ensure that interviewees clearly understood all
the questions [39]. These pilot interviews were also included in the subsequent analysis.
We voice recorded interviews and we transcribed them verbatim with the InqScribe 2.2.4
software for further analysis. Interview transcriptions were analyzed through a directed
content analysis [40]. This type of analysis consists of sorting the responses (by researchers)
into predetermined categories at the beginning of the analysis, which are modified and
enriched as the transcript progresses. Thus, we first created coding categories based on the
research questions. These categories were then modified and continuously reviewed based
on the responses of the interviewees throughout the interview coding process. We used
Atlas.ti 7.5.4 software (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany)
for this analysis.

Furthermore, we classified the final coding categories (i.e., once the direct content
analysis was finished) according to the framework on LULC drivers of change given by [10]:
proximate drivers (human actions that have a direct effect on landscape changes), and
underlying drivers (the cultural, political, economic, technological and ecological factors
that trigger those human actions) [6]. These driving forces were not given to the informants,
but they were extracted from their discourses. We further classified underlying drivers
based on the expertise of the researchers according to their scale of impact (local, regional,
national, international). We also identified the landscape values and planning actions from
interviewee discourses for an inclusive stewardship. The added value of this approach is
the specific analysis of extensive livestock farming through the prism of the proximate and
underlying drivers, the landscape values and landscape stewardship perceived or desired
by different social actors of the territory.
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2.2.4. Questionnaire Design and Analyses

We performed 41 questionnaires at the end of interviews to contrast and complete
informant perceptions regarding shrub expansion and socio-political opinions about CAP,
thus deepening on issues of greater interest or that can be better characterized with a
quantitative approach. The questionnaire was made up of open and closed-list questions
(pre-established options), and a Likert scale, which assessed the level of agreement and
disagreement regarding a series of statements based on scientific literature and media. The
data were transferred to a spreadsheet from which descriptive statistics were extracted and
presented graphically using the R 3.5.2 software (R Foundation for Statistical Computing,
Vienna, Austria) with ggplot2 package [41].

3. Results
3.1. Land Cover Changes across Urban-Rural Gradient: Mapping Analyses vs.
Stakeholder Perceptions

Mapping analyses showed LC changes in both spatial gradients over the study period
(Table 2). First, forest-shrubland and urban areas have increased over the last 30 years
(37.6% and 54.2%, respectively). In contrast, livestock grazing and crop production areas
have decreased (32.4% and 18.5%, respectively). Second, SR had more forest-shrubland
areas (60.1%) than CV (21.1%). In SR these covers have 2-fold increase in 30 years. This shift
has occurred mostly at the expense of decreasing pastures and other covers for livestock
grazing. Third, in CV pastures and agroforestry systems were the predominant cover
(53.4%). These covers have decreased especially in the near surroundings of villages
(34.9%) due to urban growth, which has increased 2.2-fold in the last 30 years. Forth,
forest-shrubland areas have increased less in areas far away from villages than in areas
around villages, which is contradictory to the expected local gradient of use (close to/far
from the village). Being territories of similar area (CV: 220 km2; SR: 222 km2), the urban
cover in CV was 24.9 larger than in SR in 1990. In 2018, urban cover was already 43.5 larger
in CV.

Table 2. Land uses and covers in the study areas based on Corine Land Cover Project (CLC 1990 and 2018), distinguishing
between areas ‘around village center’ and ‘away from village’. Two gradients are illustrated: urban growth and natu-
ralness/abandonment. ∆ is the rate of change (%) of each land cover between the two periods. CLC 1990 and 2018 are
measured in km2. CV: Colmenar Viejo and Tres Cantos municipalities; SR: Sierra del Rincón. * Urban cover in SR was
estimated from high-resolution aerial imagery for the same dates.

Regional Intra-Regional (Local) Category CLC 1990 CLC 2018 ∆
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Around village center

Livestock grazing 38.63 25.16 −34.9
Crop production 0.07 0.50 602.3
Forest-shrubland 8.42 9.85 16.9
Artificial cover (Urban) 9.52 21.13 121.9

Away from village center
Livestock grazing 20.60 20.21 −1.9
Crop production 0.36 0.00 −100
Forest-shrubland 7.36 8.11 10.2

Around village center

Livestock grazing 19.68 11.73 −40.4
Crop production 4.80 3.76 −21.8
Forest-shrubland 3.02 12.02 297.6
Artificial cover (Urban *) 0.38 0.49 27

Away from village center Livestock grazing 14.54 6.10 −58.1
Forest-shrubland 13.78 22.22 61.2

Regarding stakeholder perceptions, all social groups in SR perceived a more intense
increase of shrub expansion and afforestation in detriment of pastures. Stakeholders further
perceived a landscape homogenization as a result of land abandonment (N = 22; 53%).
“The real abrupt change has occurred in SR; there are places where sheep even goat cannot get into.
It is becoming a forest landscape” (Fsr). Some officers and environmental NGOs (N = 3; 7%)
further indicated that shrub expansion was less intense in CV due to livestock farming
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that remained the most widespread land use in the territory out of the urban growth areas.
All social groups from CV and inter-territories highlighted the intense urban growth and
the increase of transport infrastructures (highway, railway) in CV due to the proximity
of Madrid city (N = 17; 41%). “CV has suffered a vertiginous urban growth at expense of rural
land” (AC).

3.2. Proximate Drivers of Land Cover Changes

Almost all interviewees identified land use changes in recent decades as responsible for
the perceived and mapped land cover changes (N = 37; 90%). The main perceived change
was the progressive decrease of the primary sector (livestock farming, crop production and
forestry) in favor of economic activities linked to secondary and tertiary sectors (N = 15;
36%; Figure 3). According to interviewee comments, a noticeable increase in construction
activities for housing, transport corridors, services and light industry has happened in
CV in detriment of pastures over the last 30 years (Figure 3): “this is pure brick, here most
of those who left the agriculture have become bricklayers, plumbers, electricians . . . ” (FRcv). In
SR, recreational activities have increased, although this growth has not led to a significant
urban expansion, but to the rebuilding of old constructions for tourism purposes. This
shift resulted in new forms of employment for local people (Figure 3): “So, there has been a
clear tertiarization of the economy in SR: everyone has set up a bar, a restaurant, a rural house, or
a campsite.... or they have dedicated to things related to tourism” (VTsr). Interviewees further
perceived an increase of sport activities (hiking, biking, etc.) in natural areas (Figure 3).
Several stakeholders acknowledged a decline of crop production (N = 13; 31%). This
decline was characterized by the abandonment of private orchards and cereal crops (oat,
rye wheat and barley) and their conversion into pastures for livestock grazing. Several
stakeholders further expressed a reduction of forestry in SR (N = 10; 24%), especially wood
harvesting for local consumption.

Livestock farming was considered by interviewees as the main land use in the territory
and the activity that has contributed most to shape these landscapes. The changes of
livestock farming was explained as the progressive shift in terms of livestock type and
management modes since the second half of the 20th century (Figure 3); interviewees
belonging to all social groups mentioned (i) the decline of small ruminants (sheep and
goats), which where dominant until the 1970s, in favor of cattle (N = 28; 68%): “We have
shifted from seasonal shepherds holding small livestock to free-range cattle all year round” (EN);
(ii) a shift from dairy (intensive) cattle to beef (extensive) cattle farming (N = 13; 31%) in
1980s; and (iii) the shift towards larger farms managed by fewer farmers: “There used to
be more farms, and with more farmers, each one took his cattle to a specific area so that the whole
territory was grazed” (ADsr). Ecologists, officers and rural actors considered that these
changes were responsible for the landscape changes (N = 23; 56%); contrary to sheep and
goats, cattle graze in a limited proportion of the territory usually around villages and
receive supplementary fodder (Figure 3). Likewise, stakeholders stated the progressive
abandonment of fields (grazing areas) further away from villages and in those areas difficult
to access for farmers. Stakeholders also mentioned the loss of traditional management
practices such as transhumance, the underuse of drove roads and the complementary use
of crops and pastures: “A cereal-legume and fallow crop rotation was done and where the sheep
came in to eat the stubble” (Fsr).
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3.3. Underlying Drivers of Land Cover Changes

Stakeholders identified several underlying drivers acting at different scales, from
local to international. These drivers were related to economic, socio-cultural, political,
technological and natural issues as responsible for LULC changes (Figure 3). Moreover,
stakeholders related proximate drivers such as the aggregation of livestock on fewer
farmers and their part-time dedication to underlying drivers such as low profitability of
small farms, particularly those of sheep and goats; since beef cattle management is less
time-consuming, farmers may have a second job. “The main problem faced by farmers is



Agriculture 2021, 11, 1107 11 of 19

the low farm profitability and low meat prices and other livestock-derived products” (Fsr). This
low profitability of farms together with very demanding work was explained as being
responsible for the low generational turnover. In addition, the difficulty of land access for
the incorporation of new farmers was emphasized as a major drawback (Figure 3); almost
all farmers in the territory inherited land and/or livestock from their families.

Rural abandonment in SR was perceived as a lack of attention from administration to
the rural claims and needs, where a feeling of abandonment was shared by local people
(N = 3; 7%): “a shift in the weight of farmers has occurred, who were a majority in the past, but
currently are a minority from demographic and economic points of view” (AC). Accordingly,
several interviewees perceived that livestock farming was not a priority for administrations
(N = 11; 26%), and that it was scarcely acknowledged for providing ecosystem services
(Figure 3).

CAP subsidies were broadly perceived as an essential economic support of livestock
farms: “If we were to remove the CAP, possibly 50–60% of livestock farming in Spain would
disappear, since extensive livestock farming would not be competitive” (VTcv). In contrast,
other interviewees argued that CAP produced an overdependence of livestock farmers on
subsidies, thus favoring farming intensification. Interviewees generally considered that
CAP 2023–2027 will bring benefits to extensive livestock farming (Figure 4).
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Alongside these economic, societal, cultural and political factors, technological factors
were also identified as drivers of change in traditional livestock management. These
drivers acted on local, regional (i.e., decline of drove roads, farming infrastructures, etc.)
and international scales (technification and intensification of farms through policies such
as the CAP). Regarding the natural drivers, interviewees mentioned those related to
the expansion of wild large vertebrates as a result of rewilding processes linked to land
abandonment; particularly, the insufficient response of the administration to the increasing
attacks on livestock by large carnivores (grey wolf) and strict scavengers (vultures), as well
as disease transmission by wild ungulates.

3.4. Landscape Values Perceived by Interviewees

We registered different opinions and attitudes amongst stakeholders regarding the
landscape changes and values due to abandonment, the persistence of livestock farming
and urban growth. Officers perceived shrub expansion as an opportunity (N = 7; 16%),
while rural stakeholders and ecologists perceived it as a threat (N = 8 and N = 4, 19% and
9%, respectively). In CV, stakeholders tended to show polarized attitudes regarding this
process. Even so, shrub expansion was perceived more as an opportunity in CV than in
SR, where land abandonment was more evident (Figure 5a). Among the opportunities
of shrub expansion, stakeholders considered this process would (i) benefit biodiversity,
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(ii) prevent from soil erosion and (iii) provide food for goats and pollinators (Figure 5b).
However, threats were numerically higher; the increase of wildfire risk was the most cited
(see below). Some farmers were further concerned about the irreversible process of shrub
encroachment and afforestation, leading to pasture loss (Figure 5b).
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Focusing on livestock farming, the most pervasive positioning among stakeholders
was the positive value given to extensive livestock farming in the territory such as: (i) a
driver of employment and economic activity in rural areas (N = 17; 41%); (ii) the conser-
vation of biocultural heritage comprising the uses and traditions of these systems (N = 5);
(iii) the conservation of characteristic species (N = 29; 70%): “there are many species of flora and
fauna and EU Habitats of Community Interest that depend on these cultural landscapes” (AC); and
(iv) its role in wildfire prevention by removing vegetation that fuels wildfires (N = 19; 46%).
This contrasted with the perception that the role of “fire brigades” could not be played by
wild ungulates (N = 8; 19%): “wild herbivorous animals are not going to fulfil the same functions
(as livestock), because part of the functions depend on human practices and management of livestock”
(AC). Finally, (v) the promotion of locally produced, quality food systems.

Even so, almost half of the interviewees considered that the remaining livestock farms
have undergone a process of intensification in recent years, negatively affecting pasture
productivity (N = 19; 46%). Several interviewees further mentioned negative impacts of
such practices on different (melliferous) plant and animal (i.e., edaphic invertebrate and
amphibian) populations (N = 6; 14%). In addition, an academic and a livestock farmer
warned on the impacts of climate change on grazing areas and stressed that current stocking
rates would need to be adapted to pasture productivity. Several stakeholders from different
social groups emphasized their concern about the increasing social rejection of livestock
farming for its contribution to greenhouse gas emissions (N = 10; 24%).

Regarding the loss of primary sector in favor of secondary and tertiary sectors, a
majority of actors believed that urban growth in CV was excessive, that urban growth
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threatened livestock farming and impacted on natural habitats and biodiversity (N = 17;
41%): “Colmenar seems to want to pave the way so that agriculture is not a problem to go on
(urban) growing” (Fcv4). In contrast, local administration was favorable to this growth:
“I think that nowadays the general urban development plan has not expanded in a way that affects
the rural world in such an aggressive way” (ADcv).

There were divergent positions amongst interviewees on the promotion of tourism
and recreational activities (tertiary sector): some stakeholders supported the opportunities
brought by tourism as an alternative to declining livestock farming. Others argued that
these landscapes would not be attractive for tourism without the livestock farming activity
that preserves them: “The SR is tourism, there is still some livestock farming, but in 15 years
I don’t know who wants to go and see a scrubland . . . maybe what they wanted to watch were
cattle, fields . . . the demand for tourism is driving this landscape towards an inertia that is its own
suicide”. (AC).

3.5. Landscape Stewardship Desired by Interviewees

Half of the actors called for more inclusive participatory landscape planning in the
medium and long term, bringing together administration, science and society (N = 22;
53%). The implementation of this planning was demanded as a process of integration
at different levels: (i) policy interventions, between different management areas, e.g.,
rural development (agriculture, forestry, tourism) and biodiversity conservation; (ii) so-
cietal: between rural and urban perspectives; and (iii) livestock production: between
traditional/conventional management practices and novel approaches. Likewise, there
was also a plea for greater coordination between the social actors to achieve a sustainable
use of the territory.

Furthermore, social actors requested context-specific solutions, since they perceived
that policies were conceived in “offices” far away from rural areas (N = 17; 41%). “Standard
solutions are not valid, because each territory and each type of livestock has its own management”
(FRsr). Even actors from the administration recognized the scant flexibility and inefficiency
of the administration. Some of the policy interventions most demanded by the interviewees,
including farmers, officers and ecologists were (i) the engagement of livestock farmers
in programs of fire control through grazing shrublands: (ii) the maintenance of HNV
farming; and (iii) helping livestock farmers to carry out environmentally responsible
practices (N = 9; 22%). A drawback highlighted by administration (and recognized by
several farmers) to promoting and strengthening local/regional interventions was the lack
of cohesion amongst farmers when dealing with administration: “I believe that more unity
is also needed in trying to ensure that there are representatives who truly represent the sector”
(VTcv). On the other hand, an important part of those context-specific policies should be
focused on revitalizing rural areas such as SR. Here, interviewees demanded broadening
and improving basic services such as health, education, transport or internet as a crucial
step to prevent the emigration of rural population.

Stakeholders further recognized the crucial need for wider societal recognition of the
economic, cultural and ecological roles of extensive livestock farming (N = 16; 39%): “we
would need education and consume local livestock products as the act of managing the territory
and paying a fair price for it” (AC). One of the instruments mentioned to recognize the
added value of extensive livestock farming was distinctive names such as the Protected
Geographical Indication or Protected Designation of Origin. In this vein, several actors,
including some farmers, pointed out the relevance of recovering traditional management
practices for: (i) increasing landscape sustainability and reducing land impact; (ii) removing
intermediaries in product sales; and (iii) fostering local markets (direct sales to local
consumers, restaurants, tourists).

4. Discussion

Our results show a dual process of progressive abandonment of HNV systems linked
to traditional agricultural and livestock farming and an ever-increasing urban growth
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and touristification over the last three decades as the most important driving forces. This
is explained by a generalized increase in the secondary and tertiary sectors driven by
Madrid city. This pattern takes different paths according to the urban-rural gradient but
shares the relegation of the primary sector to the background. Some authors suggest
that the incorporation of Spain into the EEC (1986) led to important social, economic and
technological effects that catalyzed these processes [42]. Particularly, land use decisions in
Europe were strongly influenced by the CAP [35,43]. These results agree with previous
Pan-European studies, mirroring the shared patterns and trends of landscape change in
the European context [6,11,44–46], and particularly in the Iberian Peninsula (Portugal and
Spain; [47,48]).

Our results show divergent landscape trajectories according to the regional urban-
rural gradient in the most densely populated region of Spain (845.2 indiv./km2; [49]):
despite not being far from Madrid city (90 km), the more rural areas (SR) are undergoing a
steady abandonment of traditional practices since the 1950s, whereas tourism and leisure
activities are replacing traditional economies. In contrast, peri-urban areas with a rural
history (CV) are facing an explosive urban sprawl, as described in other European areas [2].
Thus, urban society is exerting different pressures according to its needs for: (i) housing
close to the workplace (CV); and (ii) leisure activities within distances easily accessed on
weekends (SR).

Interviewees agreed with the land cover changes mapped with CORINE in both areas
and within the urban-rural gradient. Interviewees also mentioned a more evident abandon-
ment of land uses in areas far away from villages than the ones mapped in our analyses
(particularly in SR). This may be due to the increased difficulty of mapping transitional
covers corresponding to vegetation successional stages of abandonment, particularly the
shrubland expansion [37,50]. An alternative explanation is that abandonment of areas
away from villages was more intense before 1990. In any case, both mapping analyses and
social perceptions seem to draw a good picture of landscape changes and trajectories in
the study areas. Furthermore, interviewees could identify the patterns more difficult to
capture at local scales with CORINE, thus highlighting the suitability of combining both
approaches [10,45].

Stakeholders highlighted EU policies such as the earlier CAP and global food markets
as high-impact underlying drivers responsible for the decline of pasture-based livestock
farming at broad scales [35,45]. However, several interviewees recognized that recent
CAP instruments have contributed to halting their abandonment [35,51]. Additionally,
more regional or local underlying drivers may also be pushing these HNV systems to
abandonment or conversion into urbanized areas. In this vein, interviewees pointed out
societal, political and economic drivers such as the lack of generational turnover due to the
hard life and low profitability of farms, as previously reported [52]. Local actors further
stated the difficulty of becoming a shepherd/farmer due to limited or no access to land,
despite fields being abandoned. This paradox was especially the case in SR, where land use
for grazing do not compete with urban development. However, there is a social reluctance
to offer lands for developing traditional activities to incoming people. This social driver
could be regulated by the administration through legislation on land use and land tenure
(i.e., regulation of prices and rent supply). On the other hand, the scarce support from
administration was also highlighted by rural actors as an important political constraint.
This perception produces tensions between rural stakeholders and the administration,
leading to a lack of dialogue between the parties. Thus, the promotion of participatory
governance processes is essential to unblock the situation [53–55].

Addressing and understanding people’s perceptions and values with respect to land-
scape changes and trajectories is of great value in reflecting on and outlining modern
policymaking [14,19,56,57]. Our results show how actors in the territory perceived and
valued the processes of landscape change in a different manner. For people in rural ar-
eas, land abandonment means the permanent loss of pastures, the loss of biocultural
heritage and their linkage with the territory [58]. For ecologists, land abandonment favors
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landscape homogenization [52]. Moreover, woody encroachment increases the risk of
wildfire, which is especially worrying in Mediterranean ecosystems due to summer high
temperatures and dry conditions in conjunction with global warming [59]. Some ecologists
also emphasized that several habitats included in the EU Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC),
depend on livestock use, so that its abandonment jeopardizes their conservation. Others
argue that land abandonment prevents soil erosion, though recent studies have shown that
abandonment of extensive livestock systems in central Spain decreases soil fertility, carbon
sequestration [60] and microbial activity [61]. Some authors argue that land abandonment
offers opportunities for biodiversity conservation, such as forest bird species [62] and large
mammals [63,64]. Nevertheless, rewilding brings new threats and challenges for farmers,
administration and society on how to coexist with wild fauna [65,66] which was underlined
by stakeholders. Summarizing, we agree that the debate on agricultural abandonment
should focus more on target-nuanced, context-dependent policy and management strate-
gies [67]. What is more, to reach negotiated solutions in which multifunctional landscapes
are preserved, participatory processes that encompass the diverse values and views of the
stakeholders involved are urgently needed and demanded [68–70].The mounting urban
sprawl in CV over the last decades is widely considered a threat for traditional livestock
farming and cultural identity, causing air quality degradation (due to the massive use of
private vehicles) and overcrowded use of the environment [2]. In general, interviewees
showed divergent feelings and positions between desired landscape trajectories and those
actually experienced, both in more rural areas and new urbanized areas. This poses the
pressing need for building participatory governance models that incorporate people’s
values for landscape planning [71,72].

Several stakeholders considered that, by promoting extensive livestock farming, cul-
tural landscapes can be preserved alongside the production of quality food products
from farming systems that adhere to animal-welfare conditions not seen in the increasing
industrial farming. Furthermore, by fostering local markets and initiatives such as the
Km0 (eating food locally produced) or ‘Farm to fork’ (EU strategy that promotes fairer,
healthier and environmentally-friendly food systems) [73] and valuing local products, we
can contribute to preserving extensive livestock systems [74]. In addition, the disruptions
caused by COVID-19 in several market supplies at global and regional scales highlight
the need of strengthening local markets [71]. However, behind market regulations, the
reduction in meat consumption is a pressing need worldwide, due to its major, negative
consequences for land and water use and environmental change [75]. Extensive livestock
farming certainly emerges as an alternative to industrial livestock production for its social,
environmental and economic contribution in rural areas [76,77], where it leads to the main-
tenance of multifunctional landscapes [78]. Even more, by strengthening pasture-based
livestock systems from the economic, ecological and technological dimensions, we can con-
tribute to the increasing societal and scientific demand towards agroecological transitions
of agricultural systems [79].

Thinking, valuing and planning the countryside is done mainly by urbanites while
rural development is mainly focused upon the urban needs [1]. This was a common
view among interviewees of the more rural areas (SR). To reverse this situation several
actors advocated for science-based, stakeholder-inclusive and participatory landscape
planning and co-management, leading to more context-specific, regionalized policymak-
ing [11,80]. “It seems as if the administration and the society do not know whether the use of
cultural landscapes should be for production, conservation or tourism” (AC). Thus, it is crucial
to overcome sectoral approaches from different administrations (e.g., farming and rural
development, nature conservation, tourism administration, and local, regional, national
administration, etc.) which, to date, have promoted even opposing policy interventions
regarding the countryside and rural development. The transition to more participatory and
democratic governance models, in which different stakeholders get involved in landscape
stewardship, was growing among social actors. Some of them went further and called
for multifunctional landscape planning that integrates social, ecological, economic and
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cultural demands [56]. Multifunctional landscapes must ensure both ecological functions
and ecosystem services [81]. They should be rooted in the idea of coexisting land uses based
on traditional practices (agriculture, livestock, forestry), conservation aims and tourism
activities, even urban growth, within sustainable planning management frameworks co-
designed by stakeholders [82].

To conclude, our results show a shared pattern of landscape change with other Euro-
pean regions. This pattern is characterized by the progressive abandonment of traditional
farming practices and their replacement by tourism in areas far from Madrid city (SR).
In contrast, extensive livestock farming coexists with the growing urban sprawl in areas
close to Madrid city (CV). If our aim as a society is to preserve the HNV landscapes, we
must bring the needs of the rural stakeholders that support them to the forefront while we
balance the impact of the urban population needs. Our results show how social actors do
not feel satisfied with the current landscape trends. Stakeholders further advocate for par-
ticipatory stakeholder-inclusive governance frameworks in search of more sustainable rural
planning that lead to the coexistence of traditional practices with the increasing secondary
and tertiary sectors. Finally, the identification of proximate and underlying drivers from
interviewee discourses have proven to be valuable for analyzing landscape trajectories.
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Description of the original CLC classes that make up the new categories for SR and CV in 1990 and
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and 2018).
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