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THE	ATLANTIC	RURAL	LANDSCAPE	OF	ALTZO	
	
The	Altzo	 landscape	 is	a	magnificent	example	of	 the	Atlantic	 rural	 landscape	on	 the	Basque	
Country’s	 northern	 versant.	 This	 type	 of	 landscape	 has	 resulted	 from	 the	 way	 it	 has	 been	
managed	and	used	over	 the	centuries	 in	 the	Atlantic	 region	of	our	 land,	and	 is	defined	as	a	
cultural	landscape.	
	
Despite	being	a	consequence	of	human	use,	it	brings	together	values	that	are	highly	significant	
from	 the	 perspective	 of	 nature	 and	 culture.	 One	 of	 the	 greatest	 challenges	 we	 face	 going	
forward	is	to	reconcile	the	preservation	of	the	natural	and	cultural	heritage	with	human	use.	
	
In	 any	 case,	 our	 current	 landscape	 is	 of	 a	dynamic	nature	 and	has	been	adapting	 from	one	
generation	 to	 the	 next	 in	 line	 with	 the	 needs	 of	 each	moment.	 For	 example,	many	 of	 the	
meadows	we	can	see	today	around	the	farmsteads	were	crop	fields	a	few	decades	ago;	and	
many	of	today’s	plantations	were	covered	with	fruit,	hazelnut	or	chestnut	trees.	The	primary	
sector	 has	 been	 responsible	 for	 creating,	maintaining	 and	 transforming	 this	 rural	 landscape	
through	 agriculture,	 livestock	 farming	 and	 forestry.	 Alongside	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 Altzo	
landscape,	these	activities	have	enabled	its	own	identity	and	character	to	be	developed.	
	
A	LIVING	RURAL	LANDSCAPE	
	
Altzo	is	under	the	influence	of	an	oceanic	climate,	and	much	of	the	area	is	located	in	the	hill	
zone	 (below	 600	metres).	 This	means	 that	 temperatures	 throughout	 the	 year	 are	mild	 and	
precipitation	is	regular,	with	no	periods	of	drought.	So	on	the	largest	surface	area	of	Altzo,	oak	
groves	 (pedunculated	 or	 English	 oak,	 Quercus	 robur,	 the	 main	 forests)	 and	 mixed	 forests	
would	be	the	potential	vegetation,	with	the	beech	groves	(European	or	common	beech,	Fagus	
sylvatica)	predominating	in	the	highest	and	shadiest	areas.	However,	on	the	southern	slope	of	
Mount	Otsabio,	where	the	limestone	emerges,	we	can	find	a	distinctive	vegetation	linked	to	
the	 soil:	 the	 Atlantic	 holm	 oak	 wood.	 Although	 holm	 oak	 woods	 are	 of	 a	 Mediterranean	
character	 (corresponding	 to	 areas	 of	 summer	 drought),	 they	 can	 also	 grow	 in	 the	 oceanic	
climate,	since	the	limestone	is	porous	and	provides	suitable	ecological	and	soil	conditions	for	
this	type	of	vegetation.	
	
Although	the	potential	vegetation	of	Altzo	comprises	woods	(oak,	beech,	alder	and	holm	oak	
groves,	 etc.),	 over	 the	 centuries	 human	 use	 has	 been	 modifying	 and	 transforming	 the	
vegetation	and	landscape	of	our	village.	So	the	mosaic	of	a	new	set	of	habitats	has	replaced	
the	original	 forest.	 These	 human	uses	 have	been	 livestock	 farming,	 agriculture	 and	 forestry	
linked	to	the	farmstead;	with	them	we	have	adapted	the	landscape	to	our	needs.	The	result	is	
the	Atlantic	rural	landscape	that	we	can	see	today.	
	



Since	 forests	are	ecosystems	of	a	mature	and	complex	 type,	 the	 rural	 landscape	also	brings	
together	important	natural	and	cultural	values.	The	various	activities	carried	out	on	our	lands	
have	 given	 this	 landscape	 a	mosaic	 look,	making	 a	 range	 of	 different	 uses	 and	 ecosystems	
possible	 within	 a	 delimited	 space.	 The	 natural	 features	 of	 the	 rural	 landscape	 include	
meadows,	crop	fields,	orchard	plantations,	woods,	hazelnut	groves,	chestnut	groves,	pollarded	
trees,	riparian	woodlands,	heaths	and	hedgerows.		
	
To	them	must	be	added	elements	of	a	cultural	and	architectural	nature,	such	as	farmsteads,	
shacks,	huts	or	stone	walls	that	are	an	expression	of	this	landscape.	
	
WHY	IS	IT	IMPORTANT	TO	PROTECT	AND	MAINTAIN	OUR	TRADITIONAL	LANDSCAPES?	
	
The	rural	landscape	of	Altzo	is	of	a	diverse,	complex	nature.	Landscapes	that	are	preserved	in	
a	balanced	and	sustainable	way	offer	society	various	services	or	benefits.	These	benefits	are	
known	as	ecosystem	services.	Examples	of	them	are	a	supply	of	clean	water,	climate	regulated	
by	 forests,	 pollination	 of	 fruit	 trees,	 etc.	 It	 is	 vital	 to	 ensure	 that	 these	 ecosystems	 are	
adequately	preserved	so	that	they	can	offer	these	services.		
	
These	services	are	divided	into	four	types;	the	most	noteworthy	services	offered	by	the	rural	
landscape	of	Altzo	are	as	follows:		
	

- Supply	 services:	 A	 range	 of	 goods	 and	 raw	materials	 provided	 by	 ecosystems.	 Rural	
landscapes,	 such	 as	 those	 of	 Altzo,	 provide	 different	 types	 of	 food	 (dairy	 products,	
meat,	 mushrooms	 and	 vegetables,	 for	 example).	 As	 it	 is	 a	 landscape	 linked	 to	 the	
farmstead,	food	supply	is	one	of	the	most	important	management	criteria.		

- Regulating	 services:	 They	 originate	 in	 key	 ecosystem	 processes	 and	 contribute	
towards	regulating	climate	and	the	water	cycle,	CO2	absorption,	soil	erosion	control	
or	the	encouraging	of	pollination.	Although	they	are	often	difficult	to	measure	and	
quantify,	they	are	hugely	important	from	a	local	as	well	as	a	global	perspective.	

- Cultural	 services:	 The	 rural	 landscape	 is	 a	 significant	 feature	 of	 Altzo	 and	 its	
inhabitants.	What	we	are	is	underpinned	by	many	stories	of	all	kinds,	and	they	have	
made	our	landscape	what	it	is.	What	is	more,	from	a	general	perspective,	the	rural	
landscape	offers	us	unique	opportunities	for	enjoyment	and	leisure,	which	directly	
impact	the	quality	of	life	of	the	people	of	Altzo	and	its	visitors.	

- Habitat	and	support	services:	These	are	services	based	on	ecosystem	functionality.	
To	a	considerable	extent,	the	natural	processes	of	the	biodiversity	or	the	ecosystem	
and	 landscape	 form	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 above-mentioned	 services.	 As	 this	 type	 of	
landscape	provides	suitable	(and	in	some	cases,	essential)	habitats	for	many	species	
of	 fauna	 and	 flora,	 it	 is	 therefore	 of	 vital	 importance	 from	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	
biodiversity.	A	healthy	ecosystem	can	offer	us	its	functions	and	services	sustainably.	

	



WHAT	ARE	WE	DOING	IN	ALTZO	TO	ENSURE	THAT	THE	ATLANTIC	RURAL	LANDSCAPE	IS	
PRESERVED?	
	
Aware	from	various	perspectives	of	the	importance	of	the	Atlantic	rural	landscape,	where	the	
Kaolin	Eder	mine	was	once	located,	we	have	also	worked	to	improve	the	conservation	of	this	
type	 of	 landscape.	 So	 besides	 creating	 a	 recreation	 area,	 we	 have	 restored	 an	 area	 of	
meadows	 that	 the	 farmers	of	 the	village	 can	use	 sustainably	and	we	have	planted	chestnut	
seedlings	 to	 restore	 a	 chestnut	 grove.	 That	 way,	 we	 will	 be	 recovering	 and	 restoring	 the	
different	 ecosystems	 and	 uses	 linked	 to	 the	 rural	 environment,	 and	 thus	 guaranteeing	 the	
quality	of	the	ecosystem	services	this	type	of	landscape	provides.			


