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0eI# Introduction and state of the art

The countryside, historically considered as a counterpoint, 
in various senses, to urban life, has changed profoundly in 
recent decades, immersed in the so-called process of global 
urbanization of societies, particularly Western ones.

Considering the three canonical dimensions of sustainable 
development - environmental, economic-productive and 
social - an environmentalist! vision or paradigm,  mobilised 
mainly from the public sector, the so-called “Brussels 
bureaucracy” and a constellation of public-private 
organisations that are satellites or linked to it," seems to 
have been imposed in Europe in the last few decades, and at 
an accelerated pace following the 2008 crisis.  

This paradigm is manifested in a series of vectors or ideas 
associated with it (sustainability, biodiversity, climate 
change), which mobilise specifi c public actions. It has been 
substantiated in the approval of a series of laws relating to 
renewable energies, renaturation, and river courses: The 
Nature Restoration Act,# the National Integrated Energy 
and Climate Plan (2020), or the Natural Heritage and 
Biodiversity Act (2007). 

Under this idea, the rural environment has shown intense 
dynamics in recent years, which are also the result of 
economic and social processes. In this sense, the imposition 
of the environmentalist paradigm has certain implications 
in the countryside, which we can consider as the “negative” 
of what has happened in the cities, with direct infl uence on 
them: mainly, dependence on the urban environment, to 
whose perspective or way of seeing it appears subordinate. 
This translates into problems such as rural depopulation, 
with a tendency towards concentration in the big cities. In 
the tendency of the countryside to be a mere supplier of 
resources for cities: food, renewable energies, landscape 
or biodiversity, but with scarce remuneration for this 
(ecosystem services, water, free soil, energy...), in the 
tendency towards food price infl ation, and in short, in the 
medium term unsustainability (economic, social) of the 
countryside, with negative eff ects, as mentioned, on cities.$

On this basis, an analysis of the rural environment is 
proposed based on four main axes: agriculture, conservation 
areas, watercourses/water management, and renewable 
energy/territory. Their dynamics are identifi ed, and from 

K># A. García Lupiola, Cinco décadas de programas europeos sobre medio 
ambiente. Un repaso ante la llegada del octavo programa, Revista Catalana de Dret 
Ambiental 12, no. 2, (2021): 1-42. 
L># L. Quintana Pujalte, coord., y J. C. Figuereo Benítez, "Capítulo 2. 
Transparencia en la Unión Europea: lobby, comunicación y grupos de interés en el caso de 
las ONG registradas," en La comunicación en un contexto convulso, ed. Dykinson S.L. (Madrid, 
2023)
M># Consejo Europeo, Ley de Restauración de la Naturaleza, UE, 2023 https://
environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/nature-and-biodiversity/nature-restoration-law_en
N># C. Verdaguer Viana, "El campo y la ciudad, áreas de reencuentro. Hacia 
una Nueva Cultura del Territorio," Hábitat y Sociedad 6 (2013): 11–40.
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these, the confl icts and synergies, within the axis, vis-à-vis 
the environmental paradigm. Combining these synergies 
and confl icts in diff erent ways (under diff erent vectors 
or “tailwinds”), we propose the elaboration of diff erent 
scenarios for the future: environmentalist (in which the 
aforementioned paradigm is imposed), tendency (in which 
confl icts become entrenched and synergies are maintained) 
and fi nally, a concerted scenario, which is the one that 
allows us to envisage a more balanced future development 
between the environmental, economic and social spheres.

This concerted scenario serves to extract positions and 
recommendations, and to establish conclusions.

Methodology

The hypothesis is the dominance of the environmental 
paradigm over those relating to economic and social aspects 
in rural areas.  

The objectives are, fi rstly, to evaluate, in the description of 
the axes and their dynamics, the veracity of the hypothesis, 
also underpinned by the sectoral laws mentioned above. 
Secondly, to elaborate future scenarios, through diff erent 
combinations of synergy and confl ict resolution, in which 
either environmentalism prevails, or current trends, mainly 
confl icts, are maintained,; or development is rebalanced 
with economic and social aspects. Finally, with the latter 

scenario, and the analysis of confl icts and synergies itself, 
develop an outline of guidelines and recommendations for 
the future.

We propose an analysis organised along four main axes: 
agriculture, natural areas, watercourses and water resource 
management, and renewable energies <=6:>?@A. 

Each of these, in turn, is broken down into specifi c themes: 
the fi rst, in extensive agriculture and intensive agriculture. 
The second, special areas of conservation (SACs) and bird 
protection areas (SPAs). The third, in watercourses and 
associated areas, and aquifers and irrigation water supply 
(irrigation reservoirs). The fourth, in wind energy and 
photovoltaic energy. 

A description of the axes and their themes in their current 
situation is proposed. This description, and given that they 
are polyhedral, transversal fi elds, is based on the canonical 
items of sustainable development: economic/productive 
aspects, environmental aspects, and social aspects, to which 
we can add the landscape, as a perceptive aspect of the 
whole. 

Since the current description is static, the dynamics are 
described below; these, considering the hypothesis of the 
article, are closely linked to the current environmentalist.

=2I,JP># H")"4"#%3%A,)30,/-",-+)+,)+.)4"%/"5+)'",3<+&0)$+)4",+.+/)/0."#+/)$+."-").")+>%/-+,3%")$+)/0,$+0/)B)*0'*"/)4"#")#%+&0()&+,+#".'+,-+)4.",-"3%0,+/)
$+).+I0/0/)%,-+,/%60/D)J0-0/)$+.)"1-0#()K0.+$02#/ The constant appearance of solar panels in the landscape of La Mancha reveals the existence of drilling and 
pumps for irrigation, generally intensive woody plantations. Photos by the author, Toledo
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Next, the dynamics in each theme are substantiated in 
synergies and confl icts, which occur between the analyzed 
theme and environmentalism. Synergy, in the sense that 
both aspects can be mutually reinforcing; and the confl icts, 
on the other hand, that are arising precisely because of the 
application of the paradigm.

These synergy/confl ict tables are what allow us to build 
future scenarios. Three scenarios are proposed: an 
environmentalist one, in which the paradigm is imposed; 
another tendency, in which the current dynamics (confl icts 
and synergies) remain basically unchanged; and a concerted 
(“compromise”) one, in which synergies are enhanced, and 
confl icts are resolved, in a somewhat more equitable way.

To defi ne the scenarios: in the fi rst case, synergies tend 
towards the environmentalist side, and at least two-thirds 
of the confl icts are resolved towards environmentalism; 
For the second scenario, the confl icts remain, sharpened, 
and the synergies remain, sometimes of environmentalism, 
sometimes of the other two dimensions (social-economic). 
In the concerted scenario, synergies are enhanced, 
and confl icts are resolved equitably between the three 
dimensions.

Finally, guidelines recommendations and conclusions for 
the future are extracted from the last scenario.

Application. Description of the current situation, by 
axis/items

Agriculture

In extensive agriculture, we can place cereal and traditional 
woody crops (mainly vines, olives and almonds) occupying 
large areas (on both plateaus, as well as in Andalusia and 
Extremadura, and high areas of the Mediterranean slope), 
rainfed, and with low technifi cation dynamics, as well as 
a low use of labour. It is also worth mentioning the mixed 
agricultural-livestock-forestry systems, particularly the 
pastures. <=6:>,?G,(&5,?HA

This agriculture is, in general, stagnant or in decline; 
exposed to low profi t margins, supported by European 
subsidies to the countryside (which have also been 
declining), to problems such as the diffi  culty in generational 
renewal, their economic and social situation is unstable.%

There is a high correlation between this agriculture and the 
less populated areas of the country.& The loss of productivity 
has also led to the abandonment of marginal areas, for 
example, terraced crops on hillsides that once sought to 
maximize arable land.

Intensive agriculture in Spain is closely linked to irrigation 

O># J. Sancho, J. Bosque, y F. Moreno, "Crisis and permanence of the traditional 
Mediterranean landscape in the central region of Spain," Landscape and Urban Planning 23 
(1993): 155–166.

P># W. Isard, Location and Space Economy: A General Theory Relating to Industrial 
Location, Market Areas, Land Use, Trade, and Urban Structure (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1956).

=2I,JW[JX># !"#'5+)4"#&)'('#.("#4)'-&"#4"/"4),",#,'#4%(=)=)-#4%(#+"$#"4&)=),",'$#9#'+#/")$">'7#1)'(&-"$#G.'#+"#8%&%=%+&")4"#/-'$'(&"#1"9%-#)1/"4&%#'(#'+#.$%#
,'+#$.'+%#9#'(#'+#&'--)&%-)%2#I.'(&'$7#"--)*"7#8%&%#,'+#".&%-7#"*">%7#".&%-#)EG.)'-,"7#9#b%%0+'#1"/$#/ Wind power has a certain capacity to coexist with 
the activities and the landscape, while photovoltaic has a greater impact on land use and territory. Sources, above, author's photo, below, author's 
left, and Google maps.
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and fertile soils (for example, meadows). Smaller plots, high 
productivity, progressive technifi cation in agricultural and 
harvesting work, high labor (although with a tendency to 
constant reduction) and use of irrigation,<=6:>,?QA.

The crops can be such as: olive, vine, pistachio, almond, 
fruit trees, vegetables, tubers, fl owers, rice, citrus fruits, 
tropical fruits... Also crops under canvas, under plastic, 
with the application of the trellis to facilitate the work and 
mechanical harvesting. 

In general, it is associated with rural areas that retain 
population: valleys of the Guadiana, Guadalquivir, 
La Mancha, Ebro Valley, irrigated areas of the Duero 
tributaries in León, Murcia, Valencia, Mediterranean coasts 
of Andalusia, etc. This has to do with the fact that their 
economic prospects are better, more viable, than in the 
extensive one.'

Certain aspects have brought it into confl ict with 
environmentalism: artifi ciality of the habitat, use of 
fertilizers (with problems such as in the Mar Menor), use of 
water, the impact on fauna...

Zonas naturales y protegidas

The Natura Network occupies almost 30% of Spain’s 
area. It is a European project that arises with the aim 
of preserving “habitats of community interest” (mainly, 
fl ora ecosystems) and threatened birds. Firstly, “Sites of 
Community Interest” (SCIs) were identifi ed that have been 

progressively incorporated into environmental legislation 
in the form of SBPAs (Special Birds Protection Areas), and 
SHCAs (Special Areas of Conservation of Habitats). 

As for the Special Habitat Conservation Areas (SHCAs), 
these have been applied mainly to the mountain and forest 
redoubts in the territory, which is where the valuable natural 
habitats are located.

Some of the problems in their identifi cation have to do 
with aspects such as the fact that some of these habitats, 
although valuable, are not really threatened at present (the 
trend towards abandonment of marginal crops has been 
mentioned).( Another problem is that identifi cation is based 
almost exclusively on cell, statistical, and software and data 
methods, rather than on complementing them with rigorous 
and documented fi eld work. We have encountered this 
problem in specifi c cases of Murcia, or Almeria.

The sheer size of the network sometimes brings it into 
confl ict with specifi c interests. Particularly relevant is the 
confl ict that arose with forest exploitation, particularly 
timber (Castile, Galicia, etc.). Another controversial 
problem is the management defi cit, which “removes”, 
restricts or hinders the traditional use of the forest by the 
local population <=6:,?SA. 

It has also been linked to an increase in plant matter that is 
potential fuel for forest fi res.) 

With regard to the Special birds Protection Areas (SBPAs), 

=2I,JY># `+1'-;"7#Z+"(#/"-"#E%("#"+&"#,'#X'&"1"-#A)E,"B2#i("#),'(&)8)4"4)5(#1'-"1'(&'#'$&",;$&)4"#9#,'8)4)'(&'#,'#<6*)&"&$#$./.'$&"1'(&'#"1'("E",%$#
A)1"02#,4<"B#*+%G.'"#+"#".&%-)E"4)5(#"#"0-)4.+&.-"#1.9#4%(4'(&-","#9#'$/'4;8)4"7#'(#'$&"$#8)(4"$2#[160'('$#,'+#".&%-2#/ Almería, Plan for the upper 
area of Retamar (left). A merely statistical and defi cient identifi cation of supposedly threatened habitats (right image) blocks the authorisation of 
highly concentrated and specifi c agriculture on these farms. Images by the author.

W># J. C. Rodríguez Cohard, A. Garrido Almonacid, y J. D. Sánchez Martínez, "Dinámica demográfi ca y competitividad territorial con especialización agrícola extrema: la 
provincia de Jaén y el olivar," ICE, Revista de Economía, no. 928 (2023).
X># M. T. Gómez-Villarino y D. Gómez-Orea, "Despoblación rural extrema en España: enfoque territorial del problema y de la forma de afrontarlo," Ciudad y Territorio. Estudios 
Territoriales 210 (2021): 905–922..
Y># J. Almodóvar y Ll. Brotons, Los incendios en la Red Natura 2000: situación, prevención y propuestas para una gestión integral (Madrid: Ministerio para la Transición Ecológica y el Reto 
Demográfi co, 2022).
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they are of great importance in large steppe areas of La 
Mancha, Castilla León, Madrid, inland Andalusia, etc. 
Often linked to endorheic basins, lagoons and wetlands, 
the most iconic species of protection are the Great Bustard, 
Little Bustard, the scruff , etc. 

Confl icts with extensive agriculture and its conversion to 
woody crops appear again, since, in the case of the Great 
Bustard, it is assumed, for example, that it prefers wide-
open spaces in order to ward off  predators. The prohibitions 
imposed on farmers in SPAs have been the cause of social 
discontent, when they have hardly been accompanied by 
economic compensation in return; it seems to be assumed 
that these services are generated by the “Natura Network” 
itself, not by the landowners.!*

Hydrographic network, aquifers and hydrological 
management

River courses

The regulation of water use in Spain in the last century 
has been conditioned by the system of hydrographic 
confederations, which has mediated the confl icting interests 
for this scarce resource (in a semi-arid country like ours).

Without entering into major territorial controversies such 
as those of water transfers, unrelated to the article, this 
resource has recently been subject to various pressures.

On the one hand, farmers, in various areas, have sought 
to maximise their production, occupying, “tilling” smaller 
courses, for example in Castile; overexploiting aquifers, for 
example in La Mancha and Andalusia.

On the other hand, a large part of the country’s river 
courses have historically been altered, with the cultivation of 
fertile plains, the construction of dams for irrigation, dykes 
and reservoirs, etc.

The recent European Natural Regeneration Plan focuses on 
this aspect, ultimately pursuing a “re-naturalisation”!! of the 
biodiversity corridors that are river complexes. 

It has been substantiated, through the National River 
Restoration Strategy,!" for example, in the incipient policy 
of redefi ning the Public Hydraulic Domains (PHD), again 
based fundamentally on statistical and software methods, 
rather than on fi eldwork. The objective seems to be that any 
productive activity that takes place within the PHD requires 
a specifi c authorization, linked to the paradigmatic idea of 
the place as an essentially “natural” environment.

This policy threatens to generate controversy, as has 
been seen in the proposal for the authorization of the 
“cartographic hydraulic public domain” for the Carrión 
River, in Palencia, aff ecting traditional poplar plantations, 
which have been an important economic resource for the 
regions linked to this river.

Another related controversy has to do with the increase 
in and regulations for the use and cleaning of riverbeds 
by municipalities, under a policy of “not touching” the 

KJ># S. García Fernández-Velilla, R. Hidalgo, y J. L. Rubio (Dirección técnica), 
Benefi cios Económicos de la Red Natura en España [Biodiversidad + Desarrollo (Bi+De)] 
(Madrid: Ministerio para la Transición Ecológica y el Reto Demográfi co, 2019).
KK># Consejo Europeo, Ley de Restauración de la Naturaleza, UE, 2023 https://
environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/nature-and-biodiversity/nature-restoration-law_en
KL># MITECO, Estrategia Nacional de Restauración de Ríos, 2022 https://www.miteco.
gob.es/content/dam/miteco/es/agua/temas/delimitacion-y-restauracion-del-dominio-publico-hi-
draulico/enrr-2022-2030_tcm30-559747.pdf

=2I,KJ># !"#)1"0'(#,'#+"#)EG.)'-,"#1.'$&-"#+"#+%4"+)E"4)5(#,'#"=.&"-,"$#4%(#'1)$%-'$#'(#+"#_:Z`#:+$#`+8%-)($7#c"+'(4)"F`+*"4'&'2#C'#%*$'-="#G.'#1.4<"$#
'$&6(#8.'-"#,'#+"#E%("#U-"++","W7#G.'#'$#+"#,'#/-%&'44)5(2#Q%1%#$'#/.','#='-#'(#+"$#)160'('$#,'#+"#,'-'4<"7#$'#-'8.0)"(#'(&-'#+%$#=)?',%$7#'#)(4+.$%#
'(#E%("$#"(&-%/)E","$2#I.'(&'7#".&%-#/ The image on the left shows the location of Great Bustards with emitters in the Els Alforins SBPA, Valencia/
Albacete. It can be seen that many are outside the "grated" area, which is the protection zone. As can be seen in the images on the right, they take 
refuge among the vineyards, and even in anthropised areas. Source, author
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“natural”, which has degenerated into accusations of 
management problems and favouring fl oods (for example, 
in the recent case of the Tajuña river in its upper course 
through Guadalajara).!#

Water bodies: aquifers, wetlands, irrigation reservoirs

As mentioned above, some aquifers have been overexploited 
recently, linked to intensive irrigation <=6:,?ZA. 

In general, irrigation has developed, rather than expanding 
consumption, by improving the effi  ciency of irrigation 
systems, in particular by improving the precision of 
irrigation to each plant it serves.  

Some irrigation dams have also been built. In other cases, 
such as recently in Extremadura, the policy of destroying 
dams and reservoirs that do not serve their original 
function has led to the (occasional) disappearance of 
these infrastructures, as well as other small ones, already 
mentioned: weirs and small dams in disuse.

The wetlands, once considered unhealthy, and which 
were drained and transformed into irrigation land in 
emblematic areas such as Daimiel, the Lower Guadalquivir, 
La Janda, etc., have strengthened their status, and today 
they are mostly protected by SAC and SPA fi gures, and 
in some cases, their rehabilitation to their original state 
has been promoted (emblematic case is La Janda, with a 
rehabilitation claimed, but not yet approved).

The recent controversy revolves around the so-called 
“rebound eff ect” of irrigation, which, according to 
environmental associations, would imply that the 
improvement in irrigation effi  ciency has an undesired eff ect, 
since the water does not return to the basin (as in traditional 
blanket irrigation) in its entirety, but, paradoxically, due 
to an increase in evapotranspiration, basins tend to lose 
infi ltration and consequently, fl ow.

Renewable energies 

The National Integrated Energy and Climate Plan,!$ 
emanating from European directives on Climate Change, 
promotes the progressive decarbonisation of national energy 
production. This has been transformed into a phenomenal 
boost for renewable production, particularly wind and 
photovoltaic. 

Wind energy 

It had a very strong momentum at the beginning of this 
century, and its growth is currently slower than that of 
photovoltaics.  

The impact on the territory is mainly landscaping, as the 
infl uence in terms of income and employment generation in 
rural areas is scarce <=6:>,?\A.  

However, in certain regions the impact of wind farms on the 
local population has been signifi cant, as they are considered 
projects of supra-municipal interest, and consequently 
prevail over foreseeable opposition from the owners of the 
land (see the case of Galicia, Galician Wind Sector Plan, 
2000).

Photovoltaic energy 

It is the production system with the greatest expansion, 
with the PNIEC forecasting that between 2020 and 2030 it 
will triple its previous production. As a result, photovoltaic 
plants have multiplied throughout the territory, with a 
signifi cant land occupation, as well as a highly signifi cant 
visual impact. 

In terms of their social and local acceptability, they come 
up against a number of potentials and confl icts: fi rstly, 
competition for land with agricultural production (these 
plants often occupy more than 100 ha).  

Secondly, the redistribution of the income paid, as well as 
the compensatory measures that tend to boost the local 
economy.

Thirdly, the territorial aff ectation, mainly in the landscape 
but also, sometimes, in roads, sidewalks... This aspect is 
relevant for populations, as it aff ects the identity of their 
territories <=6:>,?]A.

Finally, the necessary local social acceptability of these 
projects depends to a large extent on the above aspects: 
less landscape impact, reasonable economic compensation, 
compatibility, if possible, with agriculture and livestock 
farming.

Application. Dynamics and Synergy/Confl ict Charts

Dynamics

Extensive agriculture faces problems related to the low 
margins that can be obtained from agricultural production, 
especially in sectors where productivity improvements are 
not easy, and no value is generated through increases in 
production. Their survival depends to some extent on the 
survival of subsidies in the European Union.!%

Marginal lands (mainly steeper areas) tend to be 
abandoned.

The trend in areas with water availability is towards 
intensifi cation and transition to woody crops, which is 

KM># T. Herrera Grao, "De las 'limpiezas de ríos' a la 'conservación y mantenimiento 
de ríos': prevención de riesgos, conservación y empleo pueden darse la mano," Fundación 
Nueva Cultura del Agua, Boletín especial Día Mundial del Agua (Zaragoza, marzo de 2014)..
KN># MITECO, Plan Nacional Integrado de Energía y Clima (PNIEC) 2021-2030. 
2020.
KO># A. García Valdivia, "The Challenge of Rural Depopulation: Facing the Scenario 
of Demographic Deserts in the EU," Forbes, December 22, 2022.
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where it often comes into confl ict with environmentalism.

An important aspect is that of ground cover in woody crops. 
Organic farming promotes no-tillage, which reduces carbon 
emissions (as well as having a positive ecological, erosive 
and landscape eff ect). However, farmers’ traditions often 
lead them to plough the land for their crops. 

Intensive agriculture is, by defi nition, very dynamic, 
with a continuous application of technological advances 
and machinery designed ad hoc for the diff erent tasks 
(particularly striking is the new harvesting machinery, 
ranging from small sizes in vineyards to large grain 
harvesters).

In this sense, the extension of trellising in vineyards, olive 
groves, fruit trees, etc. is one of the resources with the 
greatest impact, both economically and on the landscape.!&

There is an improvement in effi  ciency, already mentioned, 
in the application of irrigation to plants. Moreover, there 
is a trend towards a reduction in the labour force (which is 
concentrated in specifi c periods, for example, harvests).

The diversifi cation of crops has also been mentioned, and 
the appearance of semi-intensive crops in areas of extensive 
agriculture (mainly those with water); the extension of 
intensive olive groves in the Andalusian countryside is 
striking; or irrigated almond and pistachio trees in La 
Mancha, on former cereal lands.  

There has also been talk of replacing extensive cereals with 
new crops, such as lavender or mycorrhizal holm oaks, in 
large inland areas, for example in the Alcarria region. 

Both the Special Conservation Areas and the Special Birds 
Protection Areas are currently in a consolidation phase as 
instruments of nature conservation (something comparable 
to consolidated fi gures, such as Natural Parks). 

For this process, Management Plans (MP) are being 
approved for each specifi c area, which must establish the 
conditions in which conservation coexists with human 
and productive activities in the same space. Through this 
process, they are incorporated into regional legislation. 

This process is proving to be confl ictive. Among the 
shortcomings in the application of these MP,!' we can 
highlight the following: weakness in the process of 
participation and consultation, especially with landowners; 
weakness in the scientifi c justifi cation for protection (based 
on statistical methods, sometimes with poor precision, 
and with little fi eldwork); weakness in certain assumed 
behavioural paradigms (for example, the requirements 
of the Great bustard to choose its habitat are often 
contradicted by actual observation, and its natural tendency 
to adapt); weaknesses in the determinations of management 
plans, which are very generalist and based on an 

environmentalist vision rather than on real consultation, and 
with defi cient economic forecasts; and, related to this, the 
lack of a budget to pay for ecosystem services, essentially 
provided by farmers (who, for their part, have to assume 
restrictions in their production systems) <=6:>,?`,8,@?A.

They claim compensation both for the restrictions 
(economic loss) and for the part that can be attributed to 
them in terms of ecosystem services to society.

The population of certain species is on an upward trend, 
mainly as a result of the hunting ban rather than habitat 
protection (Great Bustards). Species such as cervids, 
vultures and wild boar sometimes show disproportionate 
and problematic population growth. 

With regard to watercourses and river courses. We have 
commented on the dynamics leading to the protection and 
regeneration of river complexes, which involves, among 
other aspects: restrictions on work and actions on riverbank 
vegetation (work carried out mainly by local councils); 
demolition of small dams and weirs that have lost their 
specifi c function; and redefi nition and updating of the 
public hydraulic domains, leading to greater regulation of 
productive activities in the meadows (particularly forestry-
productive) <=6:>,@@A.

These aspects are having certain consequences: problems 
in the cleaning of watercourses, particularly during fl oods, 
which have a knock-on eff ect on what are often very 
artifi cial environments (agricultural, even urban). Local 
reaction to the disappearance of productive activities 
and elements of identity, which have been important 
and traditional for these villages (demolition of the Alto 
Tajo dams, Valdecaballeros dam in Extremadura, or the 
aforementioned exploitation of the poplar groves of the 
Carrión in Palencia). 

For aquifers and other water bodies, the confl icts 
are similar. The policy of favouring the recharge of 
overexploited aquifers is long-standing, although it has 
often been “spiced up” by political “juggling”, which 
seemed to aim to apply the restrictions, on the one hand, 
but not to aff ect its image in the eyes of farmers, on the 
other. Signifi cant cases are those of the Tablas de Daimiel, 
with deep wells that were disguised as “pre-existing”; or 
recently, the controversy over strawberry irrigation aff ecting 
the aquifer in Doñana. 

In other cases, farmers in the upper Júcar basin (Rus-
Valdelobos case) complained that their land had been 
included in the Guadiana basin, with restrictions on 

KP># D. Gómez Orea, A. Gómez Villarino, y M. T. Gómez Villarino, El 
Paisaje: Análisis, diagnóstico y metodología para insertarlo en la formulación de Planes y 
Proyectos (Madrid: AGV/Lulu, 2011).
KW># J. Villanueva, "Los ingenieros de montes denuncian la ilegalidad del 
plan de la Red Natura 2000," Heraldo de Aragón, octubre 21, 2020.
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irrigation due to the discharge of the aquifer; and this was 
due to political interests in expanding the surface area of 
a basin under environmental alert, which has economic 
implications in terms of European funds. 

Another vector of controversy is the buying and selling of 
water rights between farmers, denounced by environmental 
associations. 

As regards renewable energies, the dynamism of this 
sector has been mentioned, immersed in a process of 
decarbonisation of the economy. 

By 2030, the production of renewable energies is expected 
to increase to cover 75 % of the electricity demand. Wind 
and photovoltaics play the main role in this.  

Wind power is mainly moving towards the repowering of 
wind farms, replacing “many small wind turbines with a few 
large ones”, which has landscape repercussions. There is 
also some quantitative expansion. 

Photovoltaic is in full expansion, and plants have been 
authorised for a higher capacity than that foreseen in the 
Plan (which, as mentioned above, practically tripled the 
previous one up to 2020). Among the trends, it is worth 
highlighting the interest in agrovoltaics, as a way of making 
agriculture and energy production compatible, with a 
positive impact on the landscape <=6:#>,@GA.

The technology is also expected to reduce the area 
occupied by panels in each plant (repowering). Models 
of compatibility with livestock and other uses are being 
developed, in addition to measures to reduce the impact on 
environmental vectors.

Synergies and confl icts

The synergies and confl icts are proposed as caused by the 
environmentalist paradigm in each of the axes studied, and 
considering their social, environmental and productive 
aspects. [Tables 1 to 8]. Most of the information in these 
tables has been constructed from the environmental 
reports developed by the author (Unpublished documents, 
References):
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(left) between the delimited (current) PHD and the proposed cartographic PHD for an area of the river Carrión in Palencia. The approval of the 
insurance would imply a risk for the survival of traditional poplar plantation activities (right image). Source, Author's report. 

Agricultura extensiva / ambientalismo
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Intensive agriculture/environmentalism 

Special habitats conservation areas 

Special birds Protection Areas 

Watercourses

Aquifers and irrigation reservoirs 

Wind energy in the territory 
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Photovoltaic energy in the territory 

Implementation. Future scenarios .

Three future scenarios are described, between the short and 
medium term (10 to 20 years), based on territorial foresight 
models.!( 

Each scenario is described by axes, in a cross-cutting sense, 
and these axes describe economic, social, environmental 
and landscape aspects.

1. Environmental scenario. 

Agriculture

- Extensive farming has been reduced to a minimum, 
subsisting in the most productive areas in terms of soil and 
climate, and linked to dwindling European subsidies. 

- Large rural areas in the interior are losing even more of 
their population, increasing the number of depopulated 
areas. Villages are basically service centres and seasonal 
tourism. 

- Spontaneous reforestation of wasteland and abandoned 
farmland has begun, with controlled hunting and gathering, 
relatively little tourism, and a small population.  

- Intensive agriculture subsists, albeit within fairly strict 
limits. With quotas or fees assigned for water consumption 
for irrigation. A high level of control over the fertilisers and 
fungicides used, and technological improvements in farming 
are one of the few factors that allow it to survive. However, 
the generalised discredit towards this type of production, 
and the obstacles to its expansion and high regulations, 
mean that it is losing weight, slowly reducing the population 
of historically highly populated rural areas.!)

Zonas naturales. Red Natura

- Bird protection areas and habitat protection areas have 
been consolidated as areas with protection that has made 

them natural areas. 

- Productive uses of other kinds are marginal. This turns 
entire regions into areas for conservation and thematic 
tourism (bird watching, visits to natural areas). 

- The surrounding villages barely survive on services and 
thematic tourism."* 

- The population of certain species is on an upward trend, 
mainly as a result of the hunting ban rather than habitat 
protection (Great Bustards). Species such as deer, rabbits, 
vultures and wild boar sometimes show disproportionate 
and problematic population growth, forcing the controlled 
hunting of specimens."! 

- Large areas of SACs, especially mountain ranges and 
woodlands, have management problems, as public 
management, almost exclusively, is costly and diffi  cult. 
Biomass load accumulates in forests, seasonal forest fi res 
become chronic.20 

Water. River courses. Resource management.

- There has been extensive recovery of the river courses 
and their river complexes. The anthropisation of riverbanks 
and meadows has diminished substantially, and with it, 
traditional uses such as irrigation or poplar plantations.  

Fishing and boating are highly restricted. 

- Most of the country’s dams have been demolished due to 
obsolescence, and only the large hydroelectric and water 
regulation/supply dams remain.

- Diffi  culties in the management of wild nature on 
riverbanks and meadows cause recurrent episodes of 
fl ooding in agricultural and peri-urban areas close to rivers. 
Riverside wildlife has also thrived in fi elds and urban 
environments. Much riparian agriculture and small forestry 
farms have been abandoned, due to administrative obstacles 
and low profi tability. 

- There has been a generalised recharge of aquifers. The 
consumption of irrigation water from groundwater/wetlands 
has been reduced, partly recharging aquifers, and partly 
recovering “ecological channels” of some of the most 
overexploited rivers (Mediterranean basins).""+

KX># C. Henríquez Ruiz y G. Azócar García, "Propuesta de modelos predictivos en la 
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Renewable energies and territory.

Wind energy has been consolidated and is one of the 
country’s main energy sources. Most wind farms have 
been repowered, with fewer but taller generators. It has a 
signifi cant impact on the landscape, and low “ownership” 
by local populations, for whom these farms are an artifi cial 
element in their environment."# 

The measures imposed on these projects only look at the 
environmental impact (mainly fauna), but not at the social 
and economic impact. 

The same is true for photovoltaics. They have a poor local 
social acceptability, as revenues are not widely distributed 
among the population of the area, they have a landscape 
impact, and agricultural land is lost. However, the surface 
areas occupied have been decreasing, as the plants have 
been upgraded, improving the effi  ciency per surface area of 
the panels.

2. Trend scenario.

Agriculture

Extensive farming has been in decline, given the low 
margins, and numerous management formalities for 
farmers. The transition to more profi table crops has also 
had problems, linked to environmental restrictions in many 
areas such as La Mancha and Castilla León. 

Uncultivated areas have been reforested or converted into 
wasteland and transitional scrubland. Large agricultural 
areas in the interior have become increasingly depopulated 
as the main productive factor, agriculture, has disappeared. 

Intensive agriculture has progressed in some formerly 
extensive areas, although its expansion has been limited for 
environmental reasons. This agriculture, with a constant 
technological dynamism, maintains its viability, supporting 
the rural population mainly in the large valleys linked to 
irrigation."$ 

Controversy persists over the use of cover crops in woody 
crops: although organic farming is encouraged, many 
farmers prefer to continue ploughing the land. 

Irrigation expansion has been restricted due to 
environmental pressures. Although pollution from the 
use of fertilisers has been reduced, fungicides continue to 
be applied, with a possible eff ect on insects and birdlife. 
Problems such as in the Mar Menor persist, due to 
the obstacles to providing purely technical solutions to 
discharges. 

The landscape in the areas where agriculture has intensifi ed 
has undergone a strong alteration; in the most intensifi ed 
areas it has a more artifi cial appearance (greenhouses, 
trellises, cultivation under canvas, disappearance of natural 

boundaries...).

Natural areas. Natura Network

These areas (SACs and SPAs) have strengthened their 
status in the eyes of farmers and society. However, 
management problems arise, due to diffi  culties in public 
management, weaknesses in management plans, and the 
abandonment of traditional uses, which leads to recurrent 
forest fi res in the most prone areas, as well as other 
degradation processes.  

The depopulation of these areas has worsened due to the 
loss of agricultural and forestry income, which has not 
been fully compensated by environmental or ornithological 
tourism. Nor have farmers and landowners been 
compensated for ecosystem services."% 

The population of certain species maintains an upward 
trend, which in some cases, such as deer, vultures or wild 
boar, sometimes shows disproportionate and problematic 
growth in their populations, forcing the controlled hunting 
of specimens.

Water. River courses. Resource management.

The Nature Restoration Law has been consolidated, 
promoting public management of public water domains. 
Progress has also been made in the elimination of disused 
river obstacles. However, a certain incompetence and 
diffi  culty in managing these spaces has led to degraded 
areas, with problems of fl ooding in the surrounding areas, 
and even small forest fi res. 

It has also aff ected traditional activities in the lowlands, 
such as agriculture and particularly riverside forestry 
plantations, which has an impact on the local population, 
accentuating the depopulation of riverside villages."& 

Some aquifers continue to be overexploited, due to political 
ambiguity in dealing with these problems and opposition 
from farmers. However, in general, irrigation water 
consumption from groundwater/wetlands has been reduced, 
partly recharging aquifers, and partly recovering “ecological 
watercourses” of some of the most overexploited rivers 
(Mediterranean basins).

Renewable energies and territory

Wind energy has been consolidated and is one of the 
country’s main energy sources. Most wind farms have 
been repowered, with fewer but taller generators. It has a 
signifi cant impact on the landscape, and low “ownership” 
by local populations and stakeholders, for whom these 
farms are an artifi cial element in their environment. 

The same is true for photovoltaics. They have poor local 
acceptability, as rents are not distributed to the local 
population, they have landscape impacts, and agricultural 
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land is lost. However, the areas occupied have been 
decreasing, as the plants have been repowered, improving 
the effi  ciency of the panels."'+"(

3. “Concerted” scenario.

Agriculture

Extensive farming has been in decline, given the low 
margins and the numerous management formalities for 
farmers. The transition to more profi table crops has taken 
place in many areas such as La Mancha and Castilla León, 
where these semi-intensive crops (lavender, mycorrhizal 
holm oak, woody crops...) can coexist with environmental 
conservation.  

Uncultivated marginal areas have been reforested or 
converted into transitional scrubland. Large agricultural 
areas in the interior have halted their depopulation, as the 
main productive factor, agriculture, coexists with other 
factors such as conservation, biomass production and 
tourism. 

Intensive agriculture has progressed in some formerly 
extensive areas, such as La Mancha and Castilla León. With 
a constant technological dynamism, it maintains its viability, 
supporting the rural population mainly in the large valleys 
linked to irrigation. 

Incentives have been given for plant cover in woody crops: 
as well as organic farming (with less tillage) improving CO2 

emission behaviour, landscape, erosion, biodiversity.") 

Pollution from the use of fertilisers and fungicides has 
been reduced. Problems such as in the Mar Menor have 
been solved, with greater consultation between farmers, 
authorities, environmentalists and technical engineering 
solutions.

Natural areas. Natura Network

These SACs and SPAs have strengthened their status. 
Management has been improved, mainly through public/
private management agreements, land stewardship, etc. 
Collaborating with landowners, and rewarding them for 
ecosystem services.#* 

This has contributed to the consolidation of the population 
in these areas, where tourism, conservation, agriculture and 
forestry coexist. The local population also collaborates in 
the control of populations of certain species that tend to 
multiply. And in the harvesting of biomass and other uses of 
forests and woodlands, reducing fi res.

Water. River courses. Resource management

The Nature Restoration Law has been consolidated, 
promoting the public management of public water domains. 
Progress has also been made in the elimination of disused 

river obstacles, although dams of identity value have been 
respected.

Management has improved, again with public/private 
management agreements, land stewardship, etc. 
Collaborating with landowners, and paying them back for 
ecosystem services, as well as maintaining traditional crops 
such as poplar groves, meadow farming, etc. 

In general, the consumption of groundwater and river 
water has been reduced, partly recharging aquifers, and 
partly recovering “ecological channels” of some of the 
most overexploited rivers (Mediterranean basins). The 
improvement in the effi  ciency of irrigation also plays a role, 
managing to maintain the rural population, with agriculture 
coexisting with other economic and service sectors. 

Renewable energies and territory

Wind power has been consolidated and is one of the 
country’s main energy sources. Most wind farms have been 
repowered. It has a signifi cant impact on the landscape, and 
a low “appropriation” by local populations, for whom these 
farms represent an artifi cial element in their environment.#! 

In photovoltaics, the areas occupied have been decreasing, 
as plants have been repowered, improving the effi  ciency 
of the panels. Social acceptability has improved with 
the introduction of compatibility through agrovoltaics. 
Improved designs of panels and structures, in addition to 
the above, also allow for less landscape impact. The creation 
of self-consumption communities has been encouraged, 
where the residents themselves are involved with their own 
capital in the generation of the energy they consume.
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Conclusions

The countryside is currently undergoing important 
dynamics that are producing profound changes, linked to a 
large extent to the environmental paradigm. 

On the one hand, in the productive sense, it is a supplier 
of goods and services to urban environments. Some of 
these are remunerated, such as food, raw materials... and 
others are less remunerated to the environment in which 
they are generated: energy, water, landscape, biodiversity... 
It also fulfi ls an important environmental function, which 
current policies seek, to a large extent, to prioritise. This 
has consequences for the social dimension of the rural 
environment. 

These dynamics, considering the hypothesis, show certain 
weaknesses: mainly in the third dimension, the social 
dimension, which is refl ected in the depopulation of large 
areas, in the diffi  culties of generational replacement, and 
in the producers’ feeling that there are more and more 
obstacles, and that the fair retribution for their performance 
is more and more complex. Furthermore, the landscape, 
the socio-cultural anchor between people and territory, 
is suff ering profound alterations. In short, environmental 
reductionism undermines the socioeconomic sustainability 
of the countryside, and subordinates it, in a relationship of 
dependence, to an urbanist vision of the “environment”. 

From the description of synergies and confl icts between 
the countryside and environmentalism, as well as from 
the formulation of scenarios, some recommendations can 
be established: involve farmers in the active management 
of both protected areas and responsible farming 
practices (encouraging ecological tillage), paying them 
for the ecosystem services generated. Develop concerted 
management plans for the Natura Network, with realistic, 
viable and fi nancially endowed measures. Establish 
responsible water management, respecting renewal 
rates and, once again, involving local councils and the 
population in the active management of watercourses, as 
well as respecting their vision with regard to infrastructures 
and hydraulic heritage. To make irrigation and intensive 
agriculture compatible with other extensive and traditional 
practices. And lastly, to fairly remunerate energy resources 
where they are generated (sun, wind, “rain” water), to 
involve local communities to a greater extent in energy 
projects, to make energy production and agriculture 
compatible, to take care of the impacts on the landscape. 

This concerted scenario reveals that it is possible to redirect 
the current situation to one of greater balance between the 
environmental, economic/productive, social and landscape 
aspects

=2I,KL># :$&.,)%#/"-"#.("#'1/-'$"#'('-0@&)4"7#,'#)(&'0-"4)5(#/")$">;$&)4"#9#/-%,.4&)="7#4%(#)(&'-"44)5(#*">"7#/"-"#.("#/+"(&"#U"0-%=%+&")4"W2#I.'(&'7#".&%-2#/ 
Study, for an energy company, of landscape and productive integration, with low interaction, for an “agrivoltaic” plant. Source, author.
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