
Habitats and Biotopes – Executive Summary 
 
The Directive 2007/2/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 March 2007 (INSPIRE) 
sets generic rules for establishing an Infrastructure for Spatial Information in the European Union. As a 
building block of the infrastructure, provisions on the interoperability of spatial datasets and services 
are foreseen as being required. The thematic areas affected by the Directive are listed in the Annexes 
of the Directive. 
 
The INSPIRE data specification on Habitats and Biotopes has been prepared following the 
participative principle of a consensus building process. The stakeholders, based on their registration 
as a Spatial Data Interest Community (SDIC) or a Legally Mandated Organisation (LMO) had the 
opportunity to bring forward user requirements and reference materials, propose experts for the 
specification development, and to participate in the review of the data specifications. The Thematic 
Working Group responsible for the specification development was composed of experts coming from 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Latvia, Netherlands, Norway, Romania, Slovakia, United 
Kingdom and the European Topic Centre for Biodiversity. The specification process took place 
according to the methodology elaborated for INSPIRE respecting the requirements and the 
recommendation of the INSPIRE Generic Conceptual Model, which is one of the elements that 
ensures a coherent approach and cross theme consistency with other themes in the Directive. 
 
Definition and description 
The INSPIRE Directive defines Habitats and Biotopes as geographical areas characterised by specific 
ecological conditions, processes, structure, and (life support) functions that physically support the 
organisms that live there. They include terrestrial, fresh water and marine areas distinguished by 
geographical, abiotic and biotic features, whether entirely natural or semi-natural. [Directive 
2007/2/EC] 
Theme Habitats and Biotopes is included in Annex III.  The "Habitats and Biotopes" category of spatial 
data defined in the INSPIRE Directive is one of several themes in a wider grouping of biological 
organisms and biological communities - biodiversity. It includes Habitats and Biotopes as areas and 
their distinct boundaries. Common to all spatial data that fall under this category is a characterisation 
of the distribution of geographical areas being functional areas for living organisms: biotopes being the 
spatial environment of a biotic community (biocoenosis); habitats being the spatial environment of 
specific species. Although aware of the conceptual difference, for practical reasons, biotopes and 
habitats are dealt with similarly. Even if “habitats” will be used most frequently in wording (compare 
“Habitat Directive” and the EUNIS habitat classification”), it always includes “biotopes”.  
 
Links with other themes 
Habitats and Biotopes are linked to other information that belongs to other thematic fields. There are 
strong interdependencies between this and some themes listed in Annex III such as Area 
Management/Restriction/Regulation Zones and Reporting Units, Bio-geographical Regions, 
Environmental Monitoring Facilities, Land Cover and Species Distribution. Furthermore, Habitats and 
Biotopes has strong links to the theme Protected Sites from Annex I. All these links are on a domain, 
conceptual level and will not carry explicit links between those themes, data models or data set 
instances, because they normally use different classification systems that meet different requirements 
or purposes.   
 
Habitat classification systems 
Different countries or communities have different habitat classification systems. There may be 
difficulties in mapping accurately certain habitat classes between national nomenclatures and also 
between national and European nomenclatures. Harmonization needs to take into account local, 
national and international habitat classification systems. Harmonisation can be achieved, if there is 
one habitat classification system, which serves as “primus inter pares” to which all other classification 
systems can be mapped. The EUNIS habitat classification system serves this purpose. However, the 
“habitat types” from the Annex I of the Habitats Directive have gained an overall importance in Europe 
due to reporting obligations and the level of detail of these habitat types is in parts finer than those 
covered by the EUNIS habitats classification. In addition a set of habitat types is drawn up for the 
Marine Strategy Framework Directive. Therefore the latter two habitat classification systems are used 
as a reference as well on top of the EUNIS habitat classification, as long as they are applicable (the 
latter two classification habitat schemes do not cover all habitat of Europe). Translations between 
these three habitat typologies are available, so it won’t be an extra burden on the Member States to 



provide this information. Local or national habitat classification can be used as well as long as a link is 
provided to these references. As a result all habitat features will have one or more habitat type 
encodings, obligatory one(s) from, most frequently, the “EUNIS habitat classification” code list and 
optional one(s) from a registered code list related to an international, national or local habitat 
classification system.  
 
Data requirements 
Data are needed on the geographic location and extent (area, length and/or volume) of habitats as 
well as the geographic distribution of habitats. The distribution of habitats and biotopes has been 
added as a separate feature because of the reporting obligation under article 17 of the Council 
Directive 92/43/EEC on the Conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora. As the 
boundaries of the distribution of the habitats and biotopes are not based on the habitat and biotope 
itself, but on the boundaries of other geographic features, two different application schemas are 
presented: one on habitats and biotopes and one on habitats and biotopes distribution. 
 
Habitat feature descriptions usually carry lots of information: structural traits, lists of species, 
management proposals, to name just a few. However, Annex III themes should restrict to necessary 
information only. For that reason, this data specification restricts to some basic attributes related to 
biotic features, such as vegetation types and species. Attributes that are related to abiotic features 
(e.g. water chemistry for freshwater or marine habitats) are not included yet, but may be added later in 
an extended application schema.  
 
Application schemas 
The application schema of habitats and biotopes concerns habitats and biotopes being geographic 
areas with their own specific boundaries. Habitat maps fall under this application scheme. Habitats 
and Biotopes are classified and mapped based on their specific characteristics e.g. species 
composition and vegetation structure. At the same time these characteristics are important for 
environmental impact assessments e.g. the effects of land use changes and climate change. Only the 
most basic characteristics have been considered in the present application schema. The assessments 
of e.g. conservation status of habitats are dealt with in the framework of other EU directives, so this 
type of information is not included in the application schema. 
 
The application schema distribution of habitats and biotopes is similar to the application schema on 
the distribution of species and concerns the geographic distribution of habitats and biotopes. It is 
different from the application schema on habitats and biotopes as it does not contain the geographic 
boundaries of habitats and biotopes. The distribution of habitats and biotopes is depicted based on a 
reference dataset e.g. GRID data. Source information is added in order to include metadata about 
specific instances of habitats. 
 


