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Natural environments management: which sustainability for 
Walloon agriculture?

Amelie Turlot, Pierre Rondia, Didier Stilmant, Nicole Bartiaux-Thill

Summary

Eighteen farmers, for whom the management of high ecological value grasslands represents a 
meaningful part of their agricultural activity, took part to this study undertaken to characterise 
them and to establish the farmers' motivations for starting this activity and the possible curbs on 
its development. The sustainability of this diversification was analysed using two approaches: (1) 
the economic dimension was characterised through a comparative analysis of the income and (2) 
the social dimension focused on the working time and on their social involvement. This study has 
shown that natural habitat management is a good complementary activity, but does not allow a 
farmer's main activity.
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Introduction

In recent years European Union environmental policy has worked towards preserving the habitats 
of endangered species. In this context, farmers are playing a growing role in the management of 
open spaces, whether their own land or within nature reserves. However, they have to adapt to the 
specific features of such environments by altering their practices, learning new skills and, when the 
grazing land is very poor or rough, by breeding hardier breeds suited to the terrain, such as Roux 
ardennais (local race) or Mergelland sheep, Highland or Galloway cattle and Fjord ponies.

This study aims to assess the profitability of this activity and the working time input required. 

Methodology

An inventory was made of farmers managing 15 ha or more of areas of biological interest for whom 
these areas make up at least 30% of the utilised agricultural area (UAA). To Supplement the 
inventory, farmers with a UAA of 15 ha or more and more than 75% areas of ecological interest 
were also included. The project focuses on farmers who mainly use grazing as a natural 
environment management tool.

The farms are studied according to two approaches, one social and the other economic. The first 
approach concentrates on the working time and the involvement ofthe farmers at local level (direct 
sales, investment in local associations, etc.). Interviews were conducted to characterise the farms 
and establish the farmers' motives for diversifying in this way, and also the possible curbs on 
development. At economic level, the income generated by this activity was analysed. This was 
done by subtracting the costs of management (feed, care, machinery, etc.) from the revenue 
received (subsidies, increase in value of animals, etc.).

Results and discussion

In total, fewer than 30 farmers met the selection criteria. Of these, 18 agreed to take part in the 
project. One-third of the latter only manage natural environments. The others have livestock 
farming as their main activity (dairy and beef cattle or sheep). These farmers have an average UAA 
of 80 ha. Most of them hold organic certification. This is no doubt due to the fact that the 
requirements of managing this land are at least equal to the organic specifications, and to the 
possibility of obtaining financial support for organic farming as well as aid granted in the context of 
agri-environmental measures.

Hardy breeds are recommended for maintaining such environments. On average, a farmer uses 
two animal species to manage parcels of high biological value. It was noted that 60% of farmers 
use cattle (principally Highland) and 55% use sheep (mainly the Roux ardennais). Some farmers 
use horses (28%) or goats (22%), but these are generally used along with another species.

These "managers" are principally motivated by their passion for nature and for Conservation. 
However, the specific nature of these environments creates various difficulties, such as the
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accessibility of the parcels of land, maintaining fencing and moving herds. This activity takes 23 
hours' work per week on average (or 23 h/ha/year). The time varies considerably according to the 
method of management (fixed or mobile fencing, big parcels or alternate grazing of small parcels, 
mowing some parcels, etc.) and according to the farmer's investment in the activity. In terms of 
social involvement, 60% of farmers belong to at least one association and 80% pool their 
equipment and help one another when necessary. As a general rule the farmers are very satisfied 
with their quality of life and would not change it.

At economic level, this activity is entirely dependent on subsidies, in other words agri- 
environmental measures, subsidies for organic farming, single payment entitlement or subsidies for 
depressed areas. These may make up more than 80% ofthe income from this activity (Figure 1). 
The remaining 20% breaks down between increasing the herd and selling animals. Using hardy 
breeds has the attendant problem of finding outlets for the carcases, which do not meet 
conventional marketing criteria. Farmers therefore have to look for other sources of enhanced 
value (organic sector, direct sales, selling to breeders, etc.), but such initiatives are still limited in 
scope. This dependence on subsidies makes it very difficult to develop long-term visions for these 
farms.
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Figure 1: Management Revenue and Expenses

As regards the costs of diversification, using hardy breeds is advantageous as they need less in the 
way of specific expenses (feed, veterinary treatments, etc.) than conventional breeds. Moreover, 
the start-up investment for this diversification is relatively low compared with more "traditional" 
farming. As these animals can remain outdoors all year round, some farmers can in fact avoid the 
expenses of buildings. Only sheep farmers have a sheep-fold. Furthermore, the equipment required 
is generally no more than an all-terrain vehicle, a tractor, a livestock vehicle and, possibly, forage 
harvesting equipment. Both the expenses and the revenue associated with managing natural 
environments are low. The average income from this activity is therefore relatively low (413 C/ha). 
On the other hand, in relation to working hours, these farmers have a perceptibly better average 
hourly wage (18 €/h).

Conclusions

Management of natural environments does not provide sufficient income to be a farmer's main 
activity. However, as the hourly wage is relatively high for an agricultural activity, it may be a good 
diversification option for a farmer.

The study results will give farmers information about the costs and profits associated with this type 
of management. They will also provide the authorities with a basis for considering the 
appropriateness of the aid offered to farmers for their contribution to the landscape maintenance.
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