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Abstract: Communal lands covers a surface area of 1 million hectares in the Galicia-North Portugal region 
(northwest Iberian Peninsula). The average size of this land ownership type is 500 ha in Portugal and 200 ha in 
Galicia. The region has a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) lower than other developed regions of Europe, being 
considered within Objective 1 of the European Union (EU). For centuries, the baldios and montes veciñais en man 
común (MVMC) have played a key role in the economy of rural areas of Portugal and Galicia respectively. This 
function was lost throughout the 20th century due to forestry policies developed especially in the dictatorial 
regimes established in both Spain and Portugal, bringing about an important decline in agricultural practices. 
The restoration of democratic regimes returned ownership of the communal lands to the local/rural 
communities. Taking into account the extent and large average size of these lands, our aim was to describe the 
potential use and limitations of the communal lands, as well as the influence on sustainable rural development 
regarding the numerous ecosystem services it offers. An Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) was employed to 
evaluate stakeholders opinions in relation to communal land sustainable management. Both rural areas, i.e. 
Galicia and North Portugal, have similar characteristics, provide the same type of benefits and require 
numerous social improvements to achieve sustainable development. Communal lands and small-scale 
business initiatives can support local produce markets while promoting biodiversity conservation and 
ecosystem services. 

Keywords: baldios; montes veciñais en man común; decision-making; pairwise comparisons 
 

1. Introduction 

Baldios (Portugal) and montes veciñais en man común (MVMC) (Galicia, northwest Spain) are 
privately-owned lands characterized by collective ownership by the resident community who live in 
a particular location [1,2]. This type of property of Germanic origin and unique in Europe, dates back 
to a time before the development of agriculture and livestock [3,4]. Both persisted and continued 
throughout and after the time of the pre-Roman castros, or fortified settlements, survived the 
numerous occupations of the Iberian Peninsula, and outgrew the Formation of European Nations [5]. 
They continued to exist and were acknowledged or allocated during the evolving process from the 
medieval economy to the modern capitalist-type economy. Having been subjected to the so-called 
Spanish Mendizábal confiscation that took place in the 18th century, communal land survived the 
20th century authoritarian interventions by the regimes of Franco (Spain) and Salazar (Portugal) and 
have remained to the present [6]. 

Land ownership is atypical in that it is both private and collective, belonging to residents, known 
as commoners (comuneros in Spanish), who form the Common Land Community, a community of 
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land users based on a unique system of collective ownership. The communal lands cannot be divided, 
sold, or transferred, and the only way to become a commoner is by living in that location [5,7]. 
Communal lands are very important in the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula. On the one hand, 
because they occupy an area of almost one million hectares, i.e. more than a quarter of the region’s 
total area [2,4]. On the other hand, due to the incredible historical strength shown, since local 
communities had to manage their properties in the face of different external agents with a great 
capacity for land intervention and planning [1,3]. The region is home to small properties with about 
400,000 ha of baldios in northern Portugal and 600,000 of MVMC in Galicia. The average size of the 
individual parcels’ ranges between 200 ha in Galicia and 500 ha in Portugal. Nearly 3,000 
communities in Galicia and 1,000 in northern Portugal own communal lands [8,9]. Due to the policies 
developed during the dictatorial regimes, both in Spain and Portugal, which converted the 
ownership of communal land into public land, now the main use is forestry [5,8]. However, since the 
property was restored to the communities, many traditional uses were recovered (e.g. extensive 
grazing, subsistence agriculture, use of firewood...) [3,9]. Now, the natural resources are 
underutilized for various reasons. Nevertheless, the area occupied by communal lands, the 
heterogeneity of forest and non-forest resources, and the non-transferable nature of ownership have 
made communal lands a model territory to carry out rural development projects based on sustainable 
agricultural and forestry exploitation [10]. There continues to be a strong relationship between local 
people and the land, while the nature of that relationship is very different from when agriculture was 
the central, sometimes the only, activity [9]. 

As we have commented, now the main use of the communal lands is forestry. So, there are two 
main types of management: direct by the local communities and co-management with the State and 
the Autonomous Community, in Portugal and Galicia respectively [1,11]. Mainly due to the 
depopulation of rural areas and a change in social behaviour, the participation of local population in 
the management of communal lands has been reduced [12]. Attendance at the annual meetings of the 
owners is very low, which negatively affects decision-making for the land sustainable management 
[13]. The number of communities that delegate the supervision of their land is increasing (in the 
Portuguese case by delegating to Parish Committees). Examples of successful management of 
communal land are mostly dependent on the strong leadership of one or more community members 
[8,14]. In the co-management system, the main decisions (i.e. timber harvesting, forestation or 
reforestation and other silvicultural treatments) are taken by the Forestry Services. Any income 
obtained from harvesting the timber is shared between the Forestry Services and the communities, 
according to rates established by law. Although Forestry Service’s dominate the technical aspects of 
forest harvesting, the slow and routine operating style is not coherent with the required dynamic 
administration responses [2,9]. 

The aim of the study was to apply a Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis (MCDA) to evaluate the 
opinion and preferences of stakeholders in relation to the best land management alternatives and 
associated trade-offs. The need for and the advantages of stakeholder participation in a multi-
criterion decision-aid have been increasingly acknowledged and valued [8,11,12]. Given the 
versatility, it is complicated to use another viable alternative to the pairwise comparison methods for 
the development of public policies [15]. 

2. Material and Methods 

2.1. Study area 

The Galicia-North Portugal region, located in the northwest Iberian Peninsula, covers a surface 
area of more than 5 million hectares (Figure 1). The lithology is very heterogeneous with granite, 
schist, slate and quartzite parent material giving rise to acidic soils. The climate is Humid Oceanic 
with Mediterranean influence in the most continental zone. The annual precipitation ranges between 
1100 to over 2000 mm, with summer precipitation around of 200 mm, occasionally 300 mm, due to 
the Atlantic influence at various places [3,5,16]. The potential vegetation is made up of different 
species of deciduous and marcescent oaks, mainly Quercus robur L. and Q. pyrenaica Willd., as well 
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other species such as chestnut, birch and even beech. They form different phytosociological 
associations included in the order Quercetalia robori-petraeae [16]. 

 
Figure 1. Study area, Galicia–North Portugal region, northwest Iberian Peninsula. 

2.2. Different alternatives for managing communal land 

The following five alternative of management were considered [9,13]: 1) direct management by 
local communities (A1); 2) co-management with the Forestry Services (A2); 3) management by 
municipal authorities (A3); 4) private management (A4); and 5) mixed management by communities 
and Forestry Services (A5). The first two models of management are those that are now most used in 
communal lands. 

To determine the criteria/services utilized to evaluate the different alternatives of management 
we reviewed previous studies that assessed the contribution of communal land management to rural 
development [5,10,13] (Table 1). The above-mentioned studies were carried out by interviewing 
members of five stakeholder groups: (1) members of the owner communities, (2) elected local 
authorities, (3) Forest Service technicians, (4) forestry experts, and (5) local development agents. The 
services and management alternatives were analysed using an Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) a 
specific form of Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis (MCDA) and pairwise comparison. In total, thirty-
seven randomly sampled stakeholders were interviewed. Each stakeholder expressed their level of 
preference on a scale of 1 to 9, where a score of 1 indicates that the two services considered are equally 
important and a score of 9 indicates a total preference for one service over the other. To determine 
the relative importance of decision services, the composite scores (i.e., single variables or data point 
representing a combination of information from multiple variables) were calculated (Table 2) [17]. 
Later relative importance/preferences were analysed using pairwise reciprocal matrices [18], as 
shown in Table 3, where ‘bi’ is the importance of the decision service ‘i’. 

Table 1. The objective hierarchy for communal land in northern Portugal and Galicia. 

Aim 
Ecosystem services 

categories 
Name 

Local rural 

development 

Social and cultural 

C1. Job creation 

C2. Community use/cultural patrimony 

C3. New uses 

Economic and 

management 

C4. Forestry production (wood) 

C5. Non-wood forestry production 

C6. Diversification of income sources 
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Environmental 

C7. Soil and water protection 

C8. Forestation 

C9. Biodiversity conservation 

C10. Preservation of landscape values/open space 

Table 2. The composite scores for the three categories of services in the two study areas. 

Service category 

Composite score 

North Portugal Galicia 

1        Social and cultural services 3.64 3.76 

2        Economic and management services 3.82 3.92 

3        Environmental services 4.07 3.97 

Table 3. The pairwise comparison matrix (the management options and services were analysed by an 
Analytic Hierarchy Process and pairwise comparison methods; ‘bi’ is the importance of decision service 
‘i’). 

→ A1 A2 A3 … An 

A1 b1/b1 b1/b2 b1/b3 … b1/bn 

A2 b2/b1 b2/b2 b2/b3 … b2/bn 

A3 b3/b1 b3/b2 b3/b3 … b3/bn 

… … … … … … 

An bn/b1 bn/b2 bn/b3 … bn/bn 

3. Results 

The individual comparison of ecosystem services according to the composite scores showed 
environmental ones are the most highly valued while social-cultural are the least valued (Table 2). 
Regarding social services, job creation was the most highly rated, highlighting the problem related to 
job creation in rural areas. The numerous economic and management services were rated very 
similar, with diversification of income sources being the most highly valued. Soil and water protection was 
the most important of environmental services. When analysed collectively, job creation, diversification 
of income sources, and forestry production were highly valued by all stakeholders. However, 
environmental services particularly soil and water protection, were rated the highest (Table 2). 

The final decision regarding communal land management identified the mixed option, co-
management with the Forestry Services (A2), as the best for fulfilling the aim of rural sustainable 
development. By contrast, management by private entities was the least preferred option by the 
stakeholders. When analysed separately the management various alternatives, the opinion differed 
between groups, although three of the five stakeholders also chose mixed management. The 
stakeholders considered management by private entities a good option in those areas where 
productive activities are important, taking into account the efficiency of management. However, 
management by private entities was the least well valued in terms of environmental and social 
services. The low level of stakeholder participation in the communal land management is partly due 
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to the co-management model; ‘selflessness is often an unacceptable waiver to decision making’ [19,20] 
(Table 3). 

4. Discussion 

The importance of biodiversity conservation and ecosystem services is often assumed in rural 
areas. This may explain the contrast between the opinion of stakeholders and urban thinking, 
according to which environmental services are at risk and, so it is mandatory to act to preserve them 
[21,22]. 

The mixed management model was chosen as the most suitable to meet the objectives of rural 
development [23,24]. This type of management is like existing models; it is covered by current 
legislation and has the advantage of combining the financial and technical support of the Forestry 
Administration, as well as knowledge about land [25]. Likewise, professional management of 
communal lands would enable proper reply to market demands and to the maintenance and 
conservation of ecosystem services [26]. 

As previously mentioned, in those communal lands where the primary use is for wood and non-
wood products supply, private management was regarded as the optimal alternative [27]. Private 
entities only rent parcels of communal land suitable for forest exploitation or with appropriate 
characteristics to locate, communication antennas, wind farms, quarries... Both in Portugal and 
Galicia, enterprises that rent parcels for forestry production are usually linked to paper-mill 
industries [27]. Municipalities were rated better than private management in relation to economic and 
management services. Municipal authorities would ensure local jobs and are recognized for the 
interest in local development through promoting of the different social-cultural services, e.g. 
recreational use, tourism, hunting... In fact, numerous municipalities look at forests as key elements 
for sustainable rural development [28,29]. Finally, management by local communities was well 
evaluated, however, co-management with the Forest Services was not well evaluated because the 
scepticism of the communities about this alternative of management. The main problems of the co-
management model in communal lands are delays in the silvicultural treatments and in the sale of 
wood. It results in unsuccessful management by the Forest Services [2]. 

The mixed management option was also evaluated in relation to the set of ecosystem services 
and showed to be the management alternative preferred by stakeholders to achieve the goal of 
sustainable development [20,21]. This choice is like the co-management model already applied by the 
communities and the Forestry Services and has the advantage of providing an equal relationship 
between co-managers. As it involves professional management, this may be the most attractive 
option [30,31]. In the co-management model, the Forestry Services theoretically make decisions based 
on general interests, although these are often not discussed with stakeholders [32,33]. Some 
presidents/community leaders react to the lack of interest shown by other community members; so, 
the leadership being essential to support the sustainable management of communal lands [34,35] 
(Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Sustainable Rural Development Model on Community Lands: benefits of each management 
alternative. 

5. Conclusions 

Communal lands persist in times of economic liberalism as a source of wealth and as an example 
of the multifunctional/sustainable use of forests. This is a specific rural development model that 
makes it possible to obtain a benefit from natural resources, even those with little market value. 
Communities and the form of ownership, private but collective, are very attractive for municipalities 
and for new forms of entrepreneurship. However, there is no doubt that communal lands would 
prosper more effectively by being actively integrated into development projects that enhance 
community-associated strengths. 

Communal lands endure both in Portugal and Galicia. The importance of these has decreased in 
number and economic benefit, because they no longer guarantee family incomes. However, some 
uses, such as timber exploitation, continue to be very profitable, especially in those communities 
where leaders are committed. The current alternatives of management of communal lands in the 
Galicia-North Portugal region are not generally considered reasonable by the stakeholders, particularly 
co-management with the Forestry Services −the most widely implemented model to date. The 
management by municipalities and the private entities was not considered acceptable by the 
stakeholders either. Of the five management alternatives studied, the stakeholder groups preferred a 
mixed model (currently non-existing), since it better shows both the features of communal lands and 
the current demands of rural areas. 

The use of Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) and pairwise comparison, as a pedagogical and 
intuitive approach, was proper for the research objectives. The validity of the results obtained could 
be strengthened by greater participation of external agents with experience in managing 
development projects adapted to local conditions. However, professionals working in the field of 
local development projects are scarce in the study area. 

The future of communal lands depends mainly on the valorisation of the natural resources they 
provide, making it necessary to consider their potential in the context of the areas where they are 
located. The situation in Galicia and northern Portugal is very similar, therefore, social and economic 
innovation is essential to achieve the goal of sustainable rural development in both areas. 
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