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Overview 

The Dehesa region in Spain is marked by a cultural 
tradition of agriculture and pastoralism that has preserved 
the natural environment for generations. The environment 
and its people have co-evolved, with the local pastoral 
system sustaining the productivity and biodiversity of the 
landscape. The Dehesa is a High Nature Value farming 
system in Europe, identified for its non-intensive farming 
systems high in biodiversity. Without human agriculture, the 
landscape would become barren – it is the local pastoral 
traditions that have enabled the land to be productive. It is 
critical to preserve this tradition, both for local economic 
development and environmental conservation. One 
important driver for sustaining the Dehesa’s unique 
agricultural is the production of local foods.  
 

Food: driver of Dehesa’s economic and pastoral 
traditions 

Food is a critical component of preserving the Dehesa’s 
cultural landscape, and represents a link to history, 
heritage and traditions. Local producers grow many foods 
using traditional practices, producing goods to sell while 
sustaining the natural environment. This study identified 98 
foods grown and produced in the Dehesa that can be 
especially effective for sustaining local culture while 
stimulating economic development. These foods, 
indigenous to the region and grown with traditional 
methods, include plants and mushrooms, livestock such 
as goats and sheep, and processed goods like honey and 
cured meat. 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

These foods are integral to local pastoral traditions while 
generating income for farmers. Promoting local foods can 
be an effective strategy to achieve several desirable 
outcomes: 
 
• Protect and share the cultural and ethnographic 

heritage of the Dehesa. 
• Grow and ensure the economic security of local 

growers and producers. 
• Protect and sustain the traditional land practices used 

to produce local foods.  
• Conserve the biodiversity that relies on traditional 

agriculture. 
• Provide an accessible and cost-effective framework to 

energise collective economic development. 
• Support diverse sectors through production of both 

raw materials and final products. 
 

Challenges 

The Dehesa ecosystem faces several challenges, 
including population decline and threats from intensive 
mechanised agriculture. Strengthening the local food 
system is one strategy to address these challenges. 
However, improvements are needed to ensure the region’s 
food sovereignty is supported by short values chains for 
production, consumption, distribution and 
commercialisation. Local foods must also be proven 
economically viable to encourage growers to continue 
farming on the land: While a shift to intensive agricultural 
production would harm both the natural environment and 
cultural traditions, abandoning the land would be equally 
harmful. 
 

  
 

Opportunities 

The local food system provides a framework the Dehesa 
can use to mobilize support for traditional, sustainable 
land-use practices that conserve landscape biodiversity. 
Strategies to strengthen the food system include building 
capacity among stakeholders and promoting the added 
value of products. 

The foods identified in this study are particularly important 
because of their ties to local culture. Each food grown and 
produced in the Dehesa has an added value from its 
traditional production method, learnt and honed by 
growers over centuries. Raising awareness around foods’ 
added value has multiple benefits: 
 
• Demand a price premium that helps the foods be 

economically viable to produce.  
• Appeal to socially and environmentally conscious 

consumers. 
• Incentivize local agricultural practices that are gentle on 

the landscape and support conservation. 

Another way to strengthen the food system is to build 
capacity among stakeholders including young 
professionals, farmers and growers, producers and 
markets. One example of capacity building is Slow Food 
International “presidia” concept. Presidia are communities 
of small-scale food actors that practice sustainable farming 
and collaborate on production, promotion and distribution 
of products. Presidia in the Dehesa can help local farmers 
overcome physical isolation and share costs, further 
strengthening the food system and cultural landscape. 
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This brief is part of the “Cultural Landscapes and Biodiversity in the Mediterranean Basin Project” funded by the MAVA Foundation. It 
draws from a longer report on the bio-cultural mapping of the Dehesas in Extremadura, Spain. For questions, please contact Barbara 
Nakangu at Barbara.Nakangu@iucn.org or Seline Meijer at Seline.Meijeur@iucn.org.  


