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PREMISE
Italy did not play a particularly active role in the early drafting phases of Directive 92/43/EEC (better known as the Habitats
Directive), particularly as regards the definition of the Annexes concerning species and habitats. This resulted in the omission
of some species and habitats that deserve protection, an oversight that has yet to be fully redressed. Moreover, the definition
of many habitats included in the European Manual for the interpretation of habitats of community interest did not, despite
repeated updates, fully reflect the complex characteristics of the plant communities present in Italy, if not in fairly general
physiognomic and ecological terms. 
This somewhat elaborate situation warranted an Italian Manual for the interpretation of the habitats found in Italy designed
to provide an analysis and description of a considerable part of the extraordinary natural heritage in Italy and to serve as a
source of information and for decision-taking purposes. Indeed, a precise, homogeneous interpretation of habitats plays a
fundamental role in the definition of Sites of Community Interest and in the promotion of initiatives aimed at enhancing the
conservation of habitats, at assessing the occurrence of species within the habitats and at planning the monitoring
programmes foreseen in the Directive itself. 
The Ministry commissioned the Italian Society of Botany to prepare this Manual. This Society, which is one of the oldest
scientific societies in Italy and boasts among its members innumerable researchers from the various botanic disciplines, had
previously collaborated very effectively with the Nature Protection Directorate of the Ministry on numerous projects related
to the Natura 2000 Network. It is only by adopting a serious scientific approach that we can lay the foundations required to
effectively solve the problems regarding our overall quality of life. The loss of biodiversity plays a fundamental role in this
regard if we consider that diversity of life in all its forms, levels and planning processes strongly influences, whether it be
directly or indirectly, man and the development of society.
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Fiumara Amendolea (Southern Calabria). Foto di G. Spampinato.
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The Habitats Directive is one of the most important legislative means of protecting biodiversity in Europe. In order to fulfil the
goals laid down in the Directive, Europe set up a dedicated network of sites (Natura 2000 Network) designed to protect the
habitats and animal and plant species that best characterise the biodiversity in our continent. This approach ensures, both
directly and indirectly, the protection of species populations insofar as the in situ conservation of such populations is achieved
by protecting their habitats.   

This is the first directive in which the link between species and communities is clearly recognised, and in which
Phytosociology (Plant Science) is adopted as a basis for the definition and identification of habitats, and in which even the
biodiversity within semi-natural habitats is considered to be important. As a consequence, the biodiversity resulting from
man’s activities over the millennia, both as an animal-breeder and crop-grower, is no longer considered to be less important
than that found in fully natural habitats. Certain features of landscapes that have been modified by man are also recognised as
contributing to biodiversity and have consequently been included among conservation targets. Conservation thus requires
careful planning strategies aimed at striking a balance between an acceptable degree of naturalness and the socio-economic
needs of given habitats. 

NNAATTUURRAA  22000000  NNEETTWWOORRKK  IINN  IITTAALLYY
The Natura 2000 Network is currently made up of 2,288 Sites of Community Interest (SCI), which cover 4,542,986 hectares,
and 597 Special Protection Areas (SPA), defined according to the preceding Birds Directive (79/409/EEC), which cover
4,389,722 hectares.  

The SCIs and SPAs currently account for respectively 15.04% and 14.53% of the Italian territory. If these two types of area are
combined (i.e. by counting overlapping areas only once), the Natura 2000 Network overall cover is approximately 20%, which
may be sufficient to ensure the conservation of biodiversity in Italy as long as suitable management strategies are adopted
and an adequate level of connectivity is maintained between the areas.  

THE HABITATS DIRECTIVE



GGOOAALLSS
Although texts and manuals on habitats of community
interest have been published in recent years by a number of
Italian administrative regions, certain inconsistencies in the
interpretations adopted prevent direct comparisons. There
was thus the need for a homogeneous approach to the
identification of the habitats and to the assessment of their
state of conservation. 
The Italian Manual for the interpretation of the Habitats
Directive 92/43/EEC, which not only
represents a technical and scientific
reference tool for Italy itself, but also serves
as a basis for relations between Italy and EU
technical-administrative bodies and other
Member States, has been conceived to:
• draw up an interpretation that is shared

by the leading experts in different
habitats, taking into consideration any
work that has previously been
conducted by the individual regions;

• act as a fundamental tool for the
assessment of the state of conservation
of the habitats and for the definition of
management strategies aimed at
maintaining or achieving a “satisfactory”
state of conservation as defined by the
Habitats Directive itself. 

MMEETTHHOODDSS
This Manual is founded on the collection and analysis of all
the material and official documents published to date,
such as the Natura 2000 databank, the assessments
recently conducted to satisfy Article 17 of the Habitats
Directive, the Reference Lists of the three Biogeographical
Regions identified in Italy (Alpine, Continental and
Mediterranean) and, above all, the EUR27 version of the
European manual. The results achieved under other

agreements and in the Life Natura
projects were also analysed. The Italian
Society of Marine Biology made a
significant contribution to the section
regarding the marine habitats.
Moreover, previous research on the
flora and vegetation of Italy, any
regional manuals written and the
“Italian Habitats” (Friuli Museum of
Natural History and Ministry of
Environment) were all thoroughly
reviewed. The papers presented at the
43rd Congress of the Italian Society of
Vegetation Science, which was held in
Ancona in 2007 and was focused on the
application of the Habitats Directive
itself, also proved to be very useful.

THE MANUAL 

Clay hills of Montalbano Jonico - Matera. Photo by R. Copiz.



SAMPLE FACTSHEET
The “sample factsheet”, which was designed specifically for this manual, was used as a template to describe each habitat. The
“habitat’s diagnostic name” first briefly illustrates the habitat’s characteristics in Italy and mentions any subtypes or variants.
The factsheet then goes on to present any other features that shed light on the habitat, such as the combination of prevailing
species and the syntaxonomic details of the plant species found within the habitat. 
A specific section places the habitat within the context of its plant landscape by providing details on its synphytosociological
and geosynphytosociological analyses so as allow comparisons with other habitats by highlighting the most complex mosaic
features.
Particular attention was placed on the distribution of the habitat on a regional scale, with inconsistencies being highlighted
between each region and the data reported in the Natura 2000 databank or the European interpretation manual. The
following scenarios were thus considered: data already present in Natura 2000 databank and confirmed; data already present
in Natura 2000 databank though doubtful; data already present in Natura 2000 databank though wrong; new data; probable
data. Each of these scenarios is highlighted using a specific colour on a small map of Italy.
The “Notes” section contains any further details, missing information, inconsistencies or potentially misleading information.
The bibliography is exhaustive and includes all the references available, which comprise both publications and maps on a
national, regional and local scale. The factsheet for each habitat was compiled by an expert, or a team of experts, at the
national or regional levels. The factsheets were subsequently reviewed and validated on a website set up specifically for this
purpose. Approximately 130 botanists contributed to this crucial phase by making over 800 comments, suggestions and
additions, thereby definitively transforming the manual into a document that enjoys widespread support and approval within
the scientific community. 
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Broad-leaved woodland with Turkey oak, Italian oak and
Pedunculate oak (Macchia di Anagni – Frosinone). Photo by R. Copiz.

Wetlands in the Circeo National Park, Sabaudia – Latina. 
Photo by R. Copiz.
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THE HABITATS OF COMMUNITY INTEREST 
IN ITALY
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The following 9 pages (including this one) briefly describe the 9 types of habitats defined by the European Directive
92/43/EEC that are found in Italy.  

11  ––  MMAARRIINNEE  AANNDD  CCOOAASSTTAALL  HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This type includes marine habitats or habitats that are closely related to seawater. It is divided in 6 subgroups, 5 of which are
present in Italy: Open sea and tidal areas, Sea cliffs and shingle or stony beaches, Atlantic and continental salt marshes and
salt meadows, Mediterranean and thermo-Atlantic salt marshes and salt meadows and Salt and gypsum inland steppes.
Sixteen habitats (four of which have priority status) have been recognised in Italy.

LLiisstt  ooff  mmaarriinnee  aanndd  ccooaassttaall  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy.. CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh  mmaarriinnee  aanndd
ccooaassttaall  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..  

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  tthhee  IIttaalliiaann  rreeggiioonnss,,  ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..



22  –– SSAANNDD  DDUUNNEE  HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This type includes recent coastal sand dune habitats
characterised by strictly psammophilous vegetation, the only
exception being the “Inland dunes with open Corynephorus and
Agrostis grasslands”, a habitat that is based on ancient, non-
coastal sand dunes found in Lombardy and Piedmont. 
This type is divided in 3 subgroups: Sea dunes of the Atlantic,
North Sea and Baltic coasts, Sea dunes of the Mediterranean
coast and Inland dunes, old and decalcified. It contains a total of
21 habitats of community interest, 7 of which have priority
status. Eleven of these 21 habitats are found in Italy (3 of which
priority), all 3 subgroups being represented.  

7

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh  ssaanndd
dduunnee  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  tthhee  IIttaalliiaann  rreeggiioonnss,,  ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

LLiisstt  ooff  ssaanndd  dduunnee  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..
aa

Example of Crucianellion maritimae on the sand dunes at the
mouth of the river Liscia in northern Sardinia, with Armeria
pungens and Helichrysum italicum subsp. microphyllum. 
Photo by E. Biondi.
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33  ––  FFRREESSHHWWAATTEERR  HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This type of habitat is found exclusively
in two environments: Standing water
(lakes and ponds) and Running water
(river and torrents). Fifteen such
habitats (of which only 1 has priority
status) are recognised in Italy. They are
found in every region, in both the
mountains and plains of the Temperate
and Mediterranean areas, with a strong
presence not only of typically alpine
communities but also of communities
that are dependent on a seasonal water
supply.

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh
ffrreesshhwwaatteerr  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..

LLiisstt  ooff  ffrreesshhwwaatteerr  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  tthhee  IIttaalliiaann  rreeggiioonnss,,  ssuubbddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

Example of Sparganium angustifolium (habitat 3130) 
on the Nassere Lake (Lagorai - Trento). Photo by C. Lasen.



44  ––  TTEEMMPPEERRAATTEE  SSHHRRUUBBLLAANNDD  HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This type of habitat, which is the only type that is not subdivided, contains only 5 habitats (of which only 1 has priority status).
It is, as would be expected, more common in the alpine and peninsular regions, particularly in mountainous areas, the only
exception being habitat 4030 “European dry heaths”, which includes the Calluna vulgaris communities (the typical moors). 
They are absent in Campania and
Puglia, where the mountains are not
high enough for subalpine shrubland
communities to grow. This type
includes some oro-Mediterranean
communities that are commonly
found in mountainous areas both on
the larger islands and along the coasts.

9

LLiisstt  ooff  tteemmppeerraattee  sshhrruubbllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh
tteemmppeerraattee  sshhrruubbllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  

hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  tthhee  IIttaalliiaann  rreeggiioonnss..

Pinus mugo formation (habitat 4070*) on Monte Colombine (Adamello
Park). Photo by C. Andreis.



55  ––  MMEEDDIITTEERRRRAANNEEAANN
SSHHRRUUBBLLAANNDD  HHAABBIITTAATTSS
This type of habitat is subdivided in 4
subgroups: Sub-mediterranean and
temperate scrub, Mediterranean
arborescent matorral, Thermo-
Mediterranean and pre-steppe brush
and Phrygana. A total of 11 habitats of
community interest are recognised in
Italy, 2 of which have priority status.
Worthy of note are habitat 5220*
“Arborescent matorral with Zyziphus”,
which is present exclusively in Sicily,
and 5410 “West Mediterranean
clifftop phryganas (Astragalo-
plantaginetum subulatae)”, which is found in Sardinia alone.
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LLiisstt  ooff  tthhee  MMeeddiitteerrrraanneeaann  sshhrruubbllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh  MMeeddiitteerrrraanneeaann
sshhrruubbllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  IIttaallyy,,  ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

Centaurea horrida, chamaephytic cushion-forming plant, which is
endemic in northern Sardinia (habitat 5410). Photo by E. Biondi.
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66  ––  NNAATTUURRAALL  AANNDD  SSEEMMII--
NNAATTUURRAALL  GGRRAASSSSLLAANNDD
HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This rich, heterogeneous type contains 5
subgroups: Natural grasslands, Semi-
natural dry grasslands and scrubland
facies, Dehesas, Semi-natural tall-herb
humid meadows and Mesophile
grasslands. Italy contains 15 habitats, of
which 5 have priority status. These
habitats are found above all in the Alps
and Apennines, where grazing and
cutting practices in the mountain and
subalpine areas prevent the vegetation
from naturally evolving into woodland
communities. 

LLiisstt  ooff  ggrraassssllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  IIttaallyy,,  
ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

Grazing land on Monte Rogedano (Fabriano) included in the Phleo ambigui-
Bromion erecti alliance (habitat 6210). Photo by E. Biondi.

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh
ggrraassssllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..  
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77  ––  BBOOGG  AANNDD  MMAARRSSHHLLAANNDD  HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This type of habitat is divided in 3
subgroups, 2 of which are present in Italy:
Sphagnum acid bogs and Calcareous fens.
Eight habitats are present in our country, of
which 4 have priority status. As the map and
figure below show, these plant communities
are found above all in the Alps and
Apennines i.e. in areas where the climate is
temperate and there is good soil water
availability. 

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh  bboogg  aanndd
mmaarrsshhllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..

LLiisstt  ooff  tthhee  bboogg  aanndd  mmaarrsshhllaanndd  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  IIttaallyy,,  ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

Petrifying spring with travertine formation (habitat 7220*). 

Photo by M. Luth.



88  ––  RROOCCKKYY  HHAABBIITTAATTSS

This type of habitat is also divided
in 3 subgroups: Scree, Rocky slopes
with chasmophytic vegetation and
Other rocky habitats, all of which
are found in Italy (a total of 11
habitats, of which only 1 has
priority status). If we exclude
habitat 8330 “Submerged or
partially submerged sea caves” and
some sea cliffs, these habitats are
found above all in mountain zones,
where screes and rupicolous areas
are more common and wider. 
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LLiisstt  ooff  rroocckkyy  hhaabbiittaattss  iinn  IIttaallyy..

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  SSiitteess  iinn  wwhhiicchh  rroocckkyy
hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeccoorrddeedd..

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  IIttaallyy,,  ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

Alyssetum ovirensis in Busa delle Vette, included in habitat 8120 (Belluno
Dolomites National Park). Photo by C. Lasen.



99  ––  FFOORREESSTT  HHAABBIITTAATTSS
The last type comprises the forest
communities, which are divided in 6
subgroups, 5 of which are present in
Italy: Forests of Temperate Europe,
Mediterranean deciduous forests,
Mediterranean sclerophyllous forests,
Temperate mountainous coniferous
forests and Mediterranean and
Macaronesian mountainous
coniferous forests. The overall number
of habitats of community interest
recognised in Italy is 39, 9 of which
have priority status. Some are typical
of the Apennines e.g. habitat 9210*
“Apennine beech forests with Taxus
and Ilex”, habitat 9220* “Apennine
beech forests with Abies alba and
beech forests with Abies nebrodensis”
and habitat 9510* “Southern
Apennine Abies alba forests”.

LLiisstt  ooff  tthhee  ffoorreesstt  hhaabbiittaattss  pprreesseenntt  iinn  IIttaallyy..
a

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  hhaabbiittaattss  rreeccoorrddeedd  iinn  IIttaallyy,,  ddiivviiddeedd  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ssuubbggrroouuppss..

CCuurrrreenntt  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  SSiitteess  iinn
wwhhiicchh  ffoorreesstt  hhaabbiittaattss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn

rreeccoorrddeedd..
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CONCLUSIONS

The Manual identified 131 habitats of community interest in Italy. Three habitats previously included as sites of community
interest (2190 “Humid dune slacks”, 8160* “Medio-European calcareous scree of hill and montane levels” and 9280 “Quercus
frainettowoods”) should be either excluded or reassigned to other codes. By contrast, two new habitats were recognised in
Italy: 2330 “Inland dunes with open Corynephorus and Agrostis grasslands” and 95A0 “High oro-Mediterranean pine forests”. 

As regards the distribution at the regional level, 1043 of the habitats included in the official databank were confirmed, 177
were new habitats considered to be certain, 37 were new habitats whose presence needs to be confirmed, while a further 11
were previously included in the databank but are considered to be doubtful. Lastly, 57 habitats previously included in the
databank are considered to be wrong, and should thus be removed from the databank and any other sites in which they are
included. A number of regions have already modified their data according to the content of the Manual. 

This Manual has also shown that the assignment of the “priority” status described in the Annexes of the Habitats Directive
may in some cases need to be reviewed.  Indeed, the distribution and conservation value of some species and habitats does
not justify this status, whereas others that are of great interest deserve to be assigned “priority” status. The Manual also
includes factsheets for 15 new habitats that are, despite not being included in the Habitats Directive, of considerable
importance at the national level in Italy. These new habitats could either be included in Annex 1 of the Habitats Directive or
come under new conservation legislation. 

Torre Salsa Nature Reserve, Siculiana – Agrigento. Photo by R. Copiz.



NATURA 2000 NETWORK AND NATIONAL
BIODIVERSITY STRATEGY
In order to fully satisfy the requirements of the Habitats Directive, a “satisfactory state of conservation” of the habitats (and
the whole Natura 2000 Network) will have to be achieved through management strategies and monitoring programmes
designed, on the one hand, to verify the efficacy of the initiatives undertaken and, on the other, to prevent any phenomena or
transformations that might render the efforts made less effective. 

The role of Vegetation Science, and that of Phytosociology in particular, does not end once the habitats have been identified,
but is essential in the management phase. Indeed, the synphytosociological and geosynphytosociological analyses are crucial
for determining the current state of the habitats and predicting their future according to the management strategies that are
proposed and adopted. 

Despite certain inherent problems, the Habitats Directive remains a fundamental reference point both in the field of
environmental and conservation research and on the professional level insofar as is complementary to the ecosystem
approach established by the Convention on Biological Diversity and is a forerunner of the principles expressed in the European
Landscape Convention. Indeed, a habitat is, like the landscape, considered to be the result of the natural, cultural, social and
economic evolution of the land.  

Yet another innovative element is the
possibility the Directive offers to place all
the Sites of national and European interest
within the context of a network. The
importance of centres of diversity and
elements that can facilitate connectivity
(corridors, stepping stones, etc.) as a
means of guaranteeing the conservation of
a species or community is widely
recognised. Recent studies have in fact
highlighted the effectiveness of the
network of Sites of community interest as
an indicator of biodiversity on both a
national and European scale, a goal that
could no longer be fulfilled solely by the
Parks and Nature Reserves network, which
was set up in a different era and for
different reasons.

The National Strategy for Biodiversity,
which is being drafted at this very time,
recognises the importance of the Natura
2000 Network in the in situ conservation of
species and communities, in the active
management of natural environments and
in the compatible use of the land and its
resources.  
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Melfa River Gorge, Casalvieri – Frosinone. Photo by R. Copiz.
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