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Along with several other European countries, Italy is contributing to the development of a
European Red List of Habitats, on behalf of the EC - DG Environment (Rodwell et al., 2013,
Contract N. 070307/2012/624047/SER/B3). The habitat types taken into account are
resulting from a critical review of the types listed in the EUNIS classification, largely based
on plant communities, revisited in the light of the most recent acquisitions in vegetation
science.

Starting from a huge amount of data, mostly heterogeneous and partial, available for the
Italian territory, the work done to date allowed to identify the actual occurrence in Italy of
the considered habitats. At present, 157 types have been identified, representing more
than 66% of the recognized European diversity. Some of them are narrowly distributed,
while others are widely spread, although sometimes showing local peculiarities deserving
of special attention.

On this ground, the protocol for the habitat assessment based on criteria and thresholds
proposed by Keith et al. (2013, PLoS ONE 8(5): €62111) and derived from the IUCN
parameters in use for the red-listing of the species (IUCN 2012, v.3.1, 2d ed.), was
experimentally tested on the Italian data. Some results and critical issues are here
discussed. Among the main critical points: poor quantitative data availability, none or
very few data on quantitative and qualitative trends, ambiguity in habitat interpretation
at national level, large use of the "expert's opinion".

Among the main results: a relevant step towards the harmonization of continental
knowledge on vegetation science. Among the main challenging issues: focusing on the
weak aspects of the assessment methodology, pointing out that criteria and thresholds
should be calibrated on the macrotype of habitat and, not less important, should
carefully consider the irreversibility of some ecological processes, particularly for those
habitats featured by strong geographical and/or ecological batrriers.
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