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PRESENTATION 

 

The current Spanish Biosphere Reserves Network (RRBE) is the result of a long journey that 
began in 1992, the date of the creation of the network which at that time comprised some ten 
Reserves. Since then the various competent authorities, the representatives of the Biosphere 
Reserves and their managers have been working together, sharing experiences and work of 
common interest. 

This work has had two important moments: the celebration on the Island of Lanzarote in 
October 2006 of the First Congress of Spanish Biosphere Reserves, where the first "Action Plan 
of the Spanish Biosphere Reserves Network 2006-2009” was drafted, a plan that has met all the 
objectives proposed; and the approval of the Royal Decree 342/2007, which restructured the 
Spanish Committee of the UNESCO MaB Programme and established the Council of Managers of 
Biosphere Reserves as an advisory body to the MaB Committee, defining their functions. The 
result of both actions has been the consolidation and strengthening of the RRBE. 

The development in 2008 of the Madrid Action Plan 2008-2013 (MAP) of the World Network of 
Biosphere Reserves of the UNESCO MaB Programme has set a new horizon for Spanish 
Biosphere Reserves. The development of the MaB Programme in Spain and the activity of the 
Spanish Reserves provide numerous examples of actions that constitute a step in the 
implementation of this Action Plan. The Autonomous Authority for National Parks (OAPN), 
contributes to the development and coordination of the MaB Programme in Spain with the 
RRBE. The Directorate-General for Sustainable Development of the Rural Environment, through 
the funds established for the development of Law 45/2007 of 13 December for the Sustainable 
Development of Rural Areas, financed many of the actions presented in this book. 

The publication that is presented here brings together a set of experiences that are an example 
of the work that is being developed in the Spanish Biosphere Reserves Network, comprising, 
from May of this year, forty areas committed to the principles of the MaB Programme of 
UNESCO.  

This book gathers a sample of 69 representative current experiences. Their selection and 
collection was carried out in 2008 and is now presented in four main thematic sections related 
to the functions of the Biosphere Reserves: conservation of natural values and their 
compatibility with economic development and the quality of life of the citizens who live in and 
protect them; research, education and training as necessary tools for improvement and 
innovation in these model territories of equilibrium and sustainability; planning, participation 
and dissemination of the actions to be carried out in the coming years in a participatory manner 
to continue developing a model based on the difficult balance between economic and social 
development and the protection and conservation of sites and species. 

This publication constitutes a catalogue of good practice developed in 30 Reserves that can 
serve as an example for other geographic contexts and that it is appropriate to disseminate in 

order to increase the capacity for innovation and replication in other territories. 

A set of experiences put into practice both by the managers of the different Reserves and by 
the citizens themselves who, with their work and their participation, show a path to follow that 
must be reflected in the activities of the relevant Public Administrations and in the whole of 
society. 

 

November 2009 

JOSEP PUXEU ROCAMORA 

Secretary of State for the Rural Environment and Water (MARM) 

President of the Spanish Committee of the MaB Programme 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Biosphere Reserves are areas designed to serve as places of learning for sustainable 
development; areas conceived in order to reconcile environmental conservation, economic and 
social development, and the maintenance of associated cultural values; areas in which, 
ultimately, a balance is sought between the often conflicting needs to preserve the natural 
values of the land and to ensure the development of the peoples who inhabit it. 

But Biosphere Reserves should serve not only as places where this goal is tested and applied, 
but also as focal points from which to disseminate this philosophy and the experiences gained. 

Today1, in Spain, there are 40 Biosphere Reserves grouped within the Spanish Biosphere 
Reserves Network. These are also part of the World Network of Biosphere Reserves which 
brings together more than 500 areas under the same philosophy: to test innovative approaches 
to development and turn the global principles of sustainable development into locally 
appropriate 
practices.

 

 

The group of Spanish Biosphere Reserves is thus a network of experimental examples of 
sustainable development. The tests carried out in these Reserves by their policy makers, the 
scientific and research communities, management professionals and other groups with an 
interest in the pursuit of sustainability are embodied in a set of experiences of exemplary value 
that open the way to the generalisation of more sustainable practices. 

                                                 
1
 38 Reserves as of April 2009, when the experiences presented in this catalogue were collected. Two more Reserves 

were declared in May of the same year: Fuerteventura and the Gerês-Xurés Cross-border Biosphere Reserve. With 
these two Reserves, there are now a total of 40 which make up the Spanish network. 
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Many of the experiences that take place in Spanish Reserves provide very illuminating examples 
of the application of the principles of the MaB philosophy. Sharing these experiences among the 
various Reserves and with other areas and regions is of great value in disseminating the idea 
and practice of sustainable development. 

It is with this intention that this catalogue – which brings together a significant sample of the 
experiences taking place in the Biosphere Reserves in our country – has been created. This 
document presents 69 experiences of demonstrative value and, although it does not include all 
relevant experiences taking place in the Reserves, it does serve to share information about 
some of the most relevant ones. It could be said that while these are only some of the 
examples, they are, nevertheless, the most notable. 

The experiences were collected by several work teams during visits to the Reserves in 2008. 
Both the managers responsible for these areas and representatives of interest groups in the 
region were interviewed during these visits. The identification of experiences that could be of 
interest emerged from these conversations and, although a need to enhance the development 
of the methodology and the tools for taking and processing information was identified, this 
catalogue may be considered a first attempt at bringing together in a single document some of 
the most interesting initiatives being developed in our country's network of Biosphere Reserves. 

The experiences presented here are classified into four thematic sections related to the three 
basic functions that these spaces must fulfil (conservation, socioeconomic development and 
logistical support), and to the development and implementation of the Reserve itself 
(institutional development section). 

While each of these sections is represented in the catalogue in a fairly balanced way, a slightly 
more important role has been given to the experiences related to socioeconomic issues. It is 
mainly this aspect of the Biosphere Reserves (together with, perhaps, the aspect related to 
logistical support) that sets them apart from other spaces or sites with protected legal status 
that are more linked to conservation issues. 

Thus, of the 69 experiences contained in the catalogue, 13 are directly related to environmental 
conservation issues, 24 to the socioeconomic dimension of sustainable development, 17 to the 
logistical component of the Reserves (which includes, as stated in the statutory framework for 
the World Network of Biosphere Reserves, issues related to research, monitoring and 
environmental education), and 15 to the institutional development and implementation of the 
Reserves themselves The distribution of experiences in the catalogue based on their subject 
would, therefore, be as follows: 

 

Classif ication of demonstrative experiences 
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An additional block has been added to these four large blocks. This block contains what have 
been called "MaB experiences". These are initiatives that could be classified under the previous 
thematic blocks, but that are particularly noteworthy as they integrate an environmental, social, 
economic and logistical aspect into their concept and development and are – as a result of this 
and other aspects (such as their innovative or participative component) – especially revealing of 
the MaB Programme philosophy. 

Each of these thematic sections is subdivided, in turn, into subtopics, as follows: 

1. Conservation: one of the objectives is the Biosphere Reserves is to contribute to the 
conservation of biodiversity and natural resources. The following subtopics are 
included in this block: 

a. Restoration: this includes experiences related to the restoration of degraded 
sites. 

b. Species recovery: the experiences here are linked to the recovery of species 
of interest. 

c. Renewable energies: this subtopic includes initiatives related to the 
promotion of renewable energies. 

d. Regulation of access: the experiences included here are related to the 
restriction of access to protected or particularly sensitive areas in order to avoid 
degradation. 

e. Planning: this includes initiatives concerning the development of strategic 
planning tools for guiding the Reserves' activities in the field of conservation. 

2. Socioeconomic development: Biosphere Reserves should serve to promote 
sustainable development in their regions, exploring initiatives to address the social, 
economic and cultural needs of local communities. In this sense, the experiences in this 
block have been grouped into the following subtopics: 

a. Seals of quality and product assessment: included under this subtopic are 
initiatives aimed at facilitating and enhancing mechanisms arising from the 
Reserves' existence that bring an added value to the products and services in 
their regions, and that promote the view of these spaces as places of 
excellence. 

b. Promotion of specific sectors: agriculture and livestock farming: this 
includes experiences aimed at strengthening or diversifying the primary sector, 
guiding its evolution towards improving the quality of life of local people and its 
integration with the Reserve's conservation objectives and with the general 
principles of sustainability.  

c. Promotion of specific sectors: tourism: in this case, as in the case 
mentioned above, the experiences included are related to the diversification 
and change in the development model of one economic sector, which in this 
case is tourism. 

d. Ethnographic/cultural heritage: this includes the preservation of traditional 
practices and the cultural/historical heritage of the Reserves. 

e. Planning: included here are initiatives concerning the development of strategic 
planning tools to guide the action of the Reserves in promoting the sustainable 
development of their populations. 

f. Socioeconomic information tools: includes initiatives aimed at 
disseminating information - especially socioeconomic - designed to be useful for 
the development of populations in the Reserves. 
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3. Logistical support: The following subtopics have been taken into consideration: 

a. Research: this includes basic or applied research projects, or initiatives to 
promote these activities in the Biosphere Reserves, related to both conservation 
and development issues, as well as to knowledge of the Reserve itself.  

Also included in this section are the experiments under way aimed at promoting 
the circulation and transfer of knowledge between interdisciplinary teams and 
between researchers and managers. 

b. Education and training: the experiences included here are mainly related to 
environmental education, though other, more general, training activities or 
training programmes aimed at local communities or other agents of 
interest have not been excluded.  

c. Monitoring: this subtopic includes initiatives related to the development of 
systems for monitoring indicators related to one or more of the functions of the 
Reserves and/or their administrative and management procedures, so that 
these areas can be periodically assessed. 

4. Institutional development: in order for the Biosphere Reserves to be implemented 
and operate effectively, they must, among other aspects, have appropriate 
management instruments (planning tools and bodies), that also strengthen the identity 
and visibility of the Reserves and disseminate their knowledge. Thus, the initiatives 
have been classified into the following subtopics: 

a. Management bodies: development and operation: this includes initiatives 
related to the establishment or operation of specific government or 
management bodies for Biosphere Reserves. These are responsible for putting 
into practice their projects’ commitment to sustainable development. 

b. Planning: included here are examples of a strategic plan developed specifically 
for setting objectives, action lines and action priorities for the Reserves. It also 
includes plans that, though not written expressly for the Reserves, have a 
scope (regional, sectoral, related to goals or objectives) that means that they 
fit with the philosophy of these areas and with what might constitute their basic 
planning tool.  

c. Participation: this subtopic contains experiences aimed at coordinating the 
participation of local people in planning and actions related to the Reserves, 
stimulating and promoting inter-administrative cooperation and encouraging 
internal debate in the Reserves.  

d. Dissemination of information related to the Reserve: this includes 
initiatives aimed at enhancing the identity, visibility and knowledge of the 
Reserves, their philosophy and values. 

When choosing the experiences included in this collection, several criteria determining their 
demonstrative character were taken into consideration: 

− Their agreement with the MaB philosophy; this philosophy must be adopted by the 
Biosphere Reserves. This implies that the experiences are necessarily related to one of 
the thematic blocks described earlier (conservation of the Reserve's natural resources, 
the socioeconomic development of the local population, or the promotion of research, 
monitoring or environmental education; experiences aimed at improving the 
implementation and operation of the Reserve itself are also taken into consideration). 
In the case of "MaB experiences" significant importance has been given to considering 
their multidisciplinary character, i.e., the integration of two or more of the 
aforementioned aspects in their design and development. 

− Their potential to be exported to other Reserves or regional areas. 
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− Their innovative character; in many cases, these are innovative or experimental 
initiatives, as befits the experimental side of the Biosphere Reserves. 

− Their participatory character, taking into consideration whether the experience 
involves various individuals and sectors of interest in the Reserve. 

− The coordination between the various agents involved in the experience (especially in 
the case of the Public Administrations). 

In a large number of cases, the Reserves' management bodies have initiated (or have had a 
very significant participation in) the experiences dealt with. In some cases, however, 
experiences which have been led by other bodies or agents, but which fit the MaB philosophy, 
have been taken into consideration. 

The experiences presented as "good practice" in this catalogue have taken place in 30 of the 40 
existing Biosphere Reserves in our country. Indeed, not all Reserves are carrying out 
experiences with demonstrative value at this time. Where this occurs, in most cases the 
situation is due to the Reserves having been recently declared as such and still having limited 
capacity for action (often due to a lack of means). In other cases, the regional overlap between 
the Reserve and some protected natural space causes the former's role to be relegated to the 
background. 

In any case, it is difficult to find cases where some experience of interest, however modest, is 
not being carried out. As can be seen, not all of the initiatives contained in the catalogue have 
required a huge deployment of means and investment of resources. 

The experiences selected for this catalogue are presented below, one by one, with each 
addressing the following questions: 

− What do we hope to achieve? The objectives of the particular experience are described. 

− What does the experience involve? The experience itself is briefly described. 

− Why is it significant? Attention is drawn to those aspects of the initiative that are most 
significant. 

− How has it been carried out? A brief review of some of the practical issues relating to 
the implementation of the experience: who is participating in it, what the origins of the 
experience are, what were the mechanisms established to coordinate the actions of the 
various parties involved in its development, how has the experience been disseminated, 
and if any mechanisms for monitoring it have been established. 

− What has been achieved? Where possible, there has been an initial assessment of the 
results. 

With this catalogue it is hoped, in short, to achieve an objective: to share some of the best 
examples of the experiences gained by Biosphere Reserves in our country since the MaB 
Programme began to be implemented in Spain over 30 years ago. 
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