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High Nature Value (HNV) farming in the Western
Stara Planina region of Bulgaria has created and
maintained a diverse range of valuable semi-
natural habitats that are important for the
conservation of many rare plant and animal
species. Well-designed policies, especially the
effective implementation of EU-funded rural
development schemes and measures, have great
potential to reduce the loss of HNV farmland and
to maintain the supply of biodiversity-related
public goods they supply. However, policymakers
must have the willingness and persistence to
understand the specificities of HNV farming to
design integrated and innovative support schemes
that are appropriate to the needs and realities of
HNV farmers.

1. Lessons learnt from support
for HNV farming in Bulgaria

There are around 30,700 ha of Utilised
Agricultural Area (UAA) in the Western
Stara Planina (WSP), of which the majority
is species-rich semi-natural grasslands,
plus mixed cropping and arable land.
Agriculture in the region is dominated by
small-scale farming (both physical and
economic size) and many farms are below
the eligibility threshold for CAP support.

Depending upon altitude, the local farming
systems are typically small-scale extensive
grazing (sheep, cattle and goats) and low
input / semi-intensive cropping, including
cereals, rapeseed, perennial crops (fruit
orchards) and some vegetables.
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Abandoned pastures in Western Stara Planina, Bulgaria
Source: Yanka Kazakova, STEP

Key Policy Messages

¥~ The continuation of HNV farming is
essential for the conservation of
farmland habitats important for plant
and animal species.

¥~ Area-based agri-environment
payments will continue to have a
role to play in farmland biodiversity
conservation, but more integrated
and innovative policy approaches
are needed to support the
profitability and overall socio-
economic viability of HNV farming.

¥~ Political willingness and persistence
is needed to design, implement,
monitor and adapt effective HNV
support schemes.

Over many vyears traditional farming
practices in the region have created and
maintained a diverse range of semi-natural
habitats for valuable plant and animal
species, including many rare plants and
animal species included in the Red Data
Book of Bulgaria and protected by
international conventions (there are seven
Natura 2000 sites designated in the region
with significant areas of farmland).

The concept of “High Nature Value” (HNV)
farming was officially adopted in Bulgaria
with EU accession and the inclusion of agri-
environmental support for the restoration
and maintenance of HNV grasslands in the
2007-2013 and 2014-2020 Bulgarian Rural
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Development Programmes. This was a
significant policy innovation at the time and
established an entirely new mountain value
chain involving the use of public money
(EU funds) to secure public goods
(biodiversity) from private providers
(farmers and other land managers) via
area-based compensatory payments for
compliance with clearly defined
management requirements.

2. HNV farming’s contribution
to resilience and
sustainability

Local stakeholders have a clear vision for
the future of the WSP that involves
managing the biodiversity-rich landscape
as the basis of a resilient and sustainable
local economy. However, four main areas
of constraint need to be overcome to
enhance the viability of HNV farming in the
region:

e Social and institutional -
depopulation and ageing of farmers is
a major constraint upon the
continuation of HNV farming

e Regulatory — frequent changes in
legislation and uncertainties regarding
access to support measures is a big
problem, especially for livestock
farmers managing HNV grasslands

e Product and market — there is a huge
potential to add value to the products
from HNV farming, but farmers need
more flexible legislation, accessible
investments and relevant training and
advisory services, and

e Technological — new forms of nature-
friendly mechanisation, plus other
technologies, are needed to improve
the management of HNV farmland.

3. Policy experiences

The results of almost 15 years of CAP-
funded agri-environment support to HNV
farming in Bulgaria are not encouraging
with a continued loss at national level of
500,000 ha of semi-natural grasslands to
abandonment (mainly in the mountains)
and conversion of another 230,000 ha to
arable land.

Numerous reasons exist for the poor
performance of agri-environment support
to-date in Bulgaria, including administrative
challenges, a persistent lack of specialised
and targeted training and advice for
farmers, and the absence of appropriate
monitoring and evaluation to correct and
enhance the schemes. Nevertheless,
significant areas of HNV farmland remain -
including in the Western Stara Planina -
and need to be supported wisely and
considerately in the face of the pressure
from land abandonment and intensification.

4. Recommendations for
future policies

There are many deep-seated challenges in
the Western Stara Planina (and other
mountain regions of Bulgaria and south-
east Europe) that require a more innovative
and integrated approach in order to foster
the profitability and overall socio-economic
viability of the traditional HNV farming
characteristic of the region.

Numerous options exist to develop
targeted agri-environmental measures or
eco-schemes to support HNV farmland; to
promote innovation partnerships aiming to
address specific production or marketing
issue on HNV farms; to design consultation
and advisory scheme for HNV farmers; to
support investments in production or
marketing of HNV products etc.
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To be effective, these measures need to be
appropriate to the needs and realities of
HNV farms, and Bulgarian policymakers
must recognise that HNV farming has
several distinct aspects that need special
attention, promotion and support.

HNV Farmland — Policymakers should
insist on good assessments of where HNV
farmland is, what exactly is the type of land
use, what HNV farmland is eligible for
support under the current rules and what is
not eligible for support, what are the
reasons for farmland being excluded from
support, and what can be done to
overcome these exclusions.

HNV Farmers - Policymakers need to
understand the farmers who still maintain
HNV farmland, their production systems
and farming practices, their needs, their
level of understanding of farming and
nature, and the most effective way to
support them.

HNV Innovations — innovations have a
very important role to play in preserving
and maintaining HNV farmland and
farming. Innovations can help address
problems with lack of workers, specific
technological issues, small quantities and
seasonal raw products, etc. However,
innovations can easily trigger
intensification that may reduce biodiversity
values in the long term. Therefore, it is
important to assess the impact of
innovations on the high nature value of
farmland.

HNV Partnerships — Collaboration with
non-governmental  organisations  and
researchers has proven to be highly
beneficial for both policy-making and
practical support to HNV farming in
Bulgaria. Some of the most innovative and
integrated approaches for HNV farming
support are developed and implemented
by nature conservation NGOs, for example

in pilot testing support schemes, delivery
and advisory mechanisms, as well as
monitoring and control approaches. Policy
makers need to open up, encourage and
get involved in partnerships with farmers,
NGOs and researchers of both agricultural
and environmental background.
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