Payment for ecosystem services
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In order to increase food production and to foster a more efficient and economic land management, biodiversity-important structures were lost in traditional small-scale agricultural land (e.g. stonewalls, hedgerows, ditches, mires). Further negative impacts on species and habitat diversity are caused by the use of pesticides and fertilizers as well as by other unsustainable management methods, that can pollute adjacent ecosystems, or cause soil compaction. Intensively managed agricultural areas, such as arable land, are therefore generally characterized by a lower level of biodiversity. In order to counteract the loss of habitats, Ecological Compensation Areas (ECAs) were introduced, i.e. areas that are managed so as to contribute to species diversity and a varied countryside. While in 1993 some 20 000 ha of agricultural land were treated as ECAs, the area had increased by a factor of six by 2006, when approximately 120 000 ha were managed as ECAs. Unsustainable consumption of biological resources and pressures from habitat loss, land-use change and degradation have been significantly reduced by this new policy based on the Swiss agricultural legislation. Today, each farm has to allocate at least 7 % of UAA for ecological compensation. While intensive agriculture adversely affects biodiversity, sustainable agricultural practices may have a beneficial effect on biodiversity by creating species-rich habitats, such as dry meadows and pastures (see section 1.5). However, these habitats are threatened due to abandonment of land and changing land-use practices (e.g. biodiversity-rich meadows are no longer mowed). In order to further mainstream environmental considerations in agriculture, general objectives for biodiversity and landscape, climate and air, water and soil were established and corresponding activities are being implemented (see section 2.3.1 and Appendix II). 

1.2.3 Species diversity in agro-ecosystems There is a correlation between species diversity in agricultural lands and the intensity with which the lands are used (Table 5). Alpine pastures, which are not counted as agricultural area in the narrower sense, bear a high species diversity, whereas intensively used arable lands provide habitats for few species only. BDM Switzerland has recorded a slight increase in mean species richness in Swiss meadows since 2001. First analyses show that this increase is mostly due to the continued spread of common plant species of fertilised meadows. But the natural range of rare and endangered native species (RL) could not yet be stabilised (even if there are local successes of promotion-projects in deficit areas). Within intensively used agricultural lands, ECAs such as extensively farmed grasslands, wild flower strips or hedges, provide valuable habitats for many species. Two case studies conducted by the Swiss Federal Research Station for Agroecology and Agriculture reveal that species diversity is clearly higher on ECAs than on intensively farmed lands (Figure 4, Table 8) with many specialised species. ECAs also support the conservation of ecologically valuable habitats located in areas no longer yielding a profit in agricultural production. Direct payments enable farmers to keep on cultivating even low productivity areas in remote mountain locations. This counteracts forest encroachment, a trend which would, for instance, destroy the habitat of light-requiring species. In other regions, ECAs were able to preserve near-natural habitats valuable for species diversity, such as standard fruit tree orchards and litter meadows. Moreover, ECAs, coupled with other measures required for proof of ecological performance, have a favourable effect on aquatic species diversity as well. Since ECAs are not fertilised (or only in small amounts), pollution of ground and surface waters is reduced (BDM indicator E14, see Appendix IV). The quality of ECAs is assessed using indicators established by the Federal Office for Agriculture (FOAG). The indicators include – depending on the kind of habitat – the surface of the area, selected (umbrella-) species, the total number of species and the presence of microstructures14. An assessment of the quality of ECAs revealed that, in the plains, 72 % of extensively farmed grasslands and 89 % of low-intensity farmed grasslands fall short of the quality targets. In the mountain areas, however, the quality targets are met for about 80 % of both grassland types. It is estimated that ECAs are still far from exhausting their potential to promote biodiversity. In order to allow threatened species to return and to prevent further species losses, initiated efforts must be continued and complemented by additional measures.
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