Cattle and Esperia pony grazing sustains floristic diversity in Thermo-Mediterranean
garrigues
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Horses act as grazers or browsers according to feed availability, and several studies have shown their
important role in maintaining biodiversity in agroecosystems. The objective of this study was to
compare, in a mountain region of Central Italy, the effect on a Habitat of Community Interest (EU
Directive 92/43 - Habitat Type 5330 - sub-type “32.23 Garigues dominated by Ampelodesmos
mauritanicus") of i) successional grazing for 3 years of beef cattle and Pony di Esperia horses; ii) no
grazing for more than 10 years and iii) burning followed by 3 years of spontaneous evolution. In the
grazed area the cattle had access from mid-April to the end of June of 2021, followed by the Esperia
ponies which grazed throughout the month of July; the average livestock load was established at 0.4
LU ha-1 for bovine and 0.2 LU ha-1 for equines. In May 2021, structure and diversity of the grassland

were assessed using 25 m2 vegetation plots (N=17), randomly selected within the 3 treatments. Based
on the abundance data, the vegetation types were identified and analysed through Cluster Analysis
and PCA. Plant species richness (S) per plot (α-diversity) was compared through ANOVA. The αdiversity of the grazed plots (S=37±4) was significantly higher (p<0.05) than the burned (S=25±2)
and non-grazed (S=24±3) ones. In the grazed area, all the plant species diagnostic of the habitat subtype 32.23 were found. Thus, successional grazing of cattle and Esperia ponies had no negative
influence on the conservation of the habitat. The driver that mainly determined richness was A.
mauritanicus cover: mean value in grazed plots was 33%, vs. 45% (burned areas) and 69%
(abandoned areas), thus releasing competition and allowing a higher species density.
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