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The role of forest land in Galicia: tradition and
sustainability
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The importance of the Galician forest in agricultural and
cultural integration

The Galician forest area represents nearly two-thirds of Galicia, with
wooded land covering half of the entire territory. Traditionally, the
use of forests has been closely linked to agriculture and the cultural
practices of Galician farmers, never being an unproductive or
abandoned zone but rather utilized by our ancestors, who occupied
nearly fifty percent of Spain’s urban nuclei. This cultural and
agricultural connection partly explains our traditional land
fragmentation.

In many countries, forested land is associated with depopulation
and minimal land use. In Galicia, however, forested land has always
been linked to food provision or soil fertility for agricultural land.
Good examples of forest use for food production include chestnut
groves, which supplied the population with essential carbohydrates
in the form of chestnuts before the arrival of the chestnut blight.
Land use, whether forestry or agriculture, followed cyclical patterns

to enhance soil fertility. This integration of forestry and agriculture
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The role of livestock in forest management and wildfire
prevention

The presence of livestock in forests, especially native breeds, is essential for maintaining biomass levels low enough to minimize
wildfire risks. It also plays a crucial role in managing vegetation, preventing excessive overgrowth that could become fuel for
fires or transition into dense forest masses, leading to the loss of shrub habitats vital for various animal and plant species across
Galicia.

Integrated management of agricultural, forestry, and livestock land in Galicia has always been fundamental to a balanced
coexistence with the environment. Agricultural land must be linked to fertility derived from the forestry and livestock sectors.
The forestry sector contributes through traditional practices like gorse cultivation and low-oxygen biomass burning, known
today as biochar, which the IPCC recognizes as a long-term carbon sequestration method rewarding farmers for their efforts.
The livestock sector enhances agricultural fertility by processing nutrients from grazing, converting shrub, herbaceous, or tree-
based pasture into essential elements, especially nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. This process occurs through digestion
and is beneficial for plant growth, whether via direct grazing or manure application. At the same time, forests benefit from
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livestock by reducing combustible material, thereby lowering wildfire risks and ensuring their sustainability. Livestock also gain
advantages, as they have more food available, particularly in challenging seasons like summer and winter.

A well-maintained forest is more accessible and appreciated, creating economic opportunities for landowners through
ecotourism.

This integration of forestry, agriculture, and livestock is not always well understood, yet it is crucial for preserving the region’s
biodiversity. Misunderstanding this balance leads to environmental challenges. Some opponents of livestock presence in
shrublands view it as destructive and advocate for its removal, without recognizing that habitat destruction is actually caused
by excessive livestock loads and poor management. Grazing has shaped these landscapes for millennia. Critics also fail to see
that eliminating livestock from forests reduces biodiversity, leading to almost mono-specific shrub masses lacking herbaceous
components adapted to coexist within the ecosystem.

An integrated management strategy, balancing forestry (low biomass loads), livestock (appropriate stocking rates), and
agriculture (circular economy principles), is vital for sustaining Galicia’s ecosystems and ensuring the long-term provision of
essential environmental services.

AF4EU advances agroforestry in Europe by sharing best practices, OE a0
developing digital tools, and supporting farmers in adopting

sustainable systems.
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