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The HealthyForestRegions Project - Supporting Healthy Forest ecosystems for human well-being in forest 

regions (CE0100310) operates under Interreg CENTRAL EUROPE's 2021-2027 funding. It is aligned with Priority 

2 ‘Cooperating for a greener Central Europe’, and addressing Objective 2.4, ‘Safeguarding the environment 

in Central Europe’. The project spans form April 2023 to March 2026, with a budget of €2.78 million, of 

which 80% are funded by ERDF. Involving nine partners across six Central European countries with six project 

regions, the project fosters commitment among policy- and decision-makers to maintain and create 

conditions that support the health of the regional forest ecosystems. Thereby, the HealthyForestRegions 

Project supports the long-term well-being of the people living, working and spending time in the targeted 

regions.   
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DEVELOPMENT OF BEST PRACTICE 
GUIDELINES FOR THE 
OPERATIONALIZATION OF PAYMENT 
OF ECOSYSTEM SERVICES (PES) IN 
FORESTS 

 

1. Introduction  

The document aims to provide key insights and decision support for scaling up and potentially redesigning 

Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes in forest regions in three pilot areas – Slovenia, Slovakia, and 

Austria. Its primary goal is to offer guidance on operationalizing PES by addressing both technical and social 

aspects to improve and implement similar models in the future.  

This report has two main objectives: first, to serve as a learning platform for stakeholders involved in forest 

ecosystem management; and second, to provide guidance for scaling and redesigning PES mechanisms. 

Insights from the pilot implementations are intended to inform future policy and decision-making, ensuring 

that PES schemes are effective and sustainable. 

It is intended for a broad range of stakeholders, including policymakers, forest owners, environmental NGOs, 

and experts in ecosystem services and biodiversity conservation. It serves as a resource for understanding 

the strengths and weaknesses of PES schemes in forest regions and can guide similar projects at local, 

regional, or national levels.  

The deliverable 2.3.4 covers the outcomes of PES pilot projects conducted in three distinct regions: the 

Kočevsko region in Slovenia, Poloniny National Park in Slovakia, and Nature & Geopark Eisenwurzen in 

Austria. The pilots were designed to test the feasibility and effectiveness of PES systems tailored to local 

forest ecosystems, focusing on biodiversity conservation, carbon sequestration, and other ecosystem 

services. The scope is limited to these specific pilots, with limitations including the project timeframe and 

the unique contextual factors of each region.  

In Slovenia, the focus was on innovative PES approaches linked to tourism and recreation. Slovakia explored 

non-timber provisioning and carbon sequestration schemes, while Austria concentrated on integrating 

biodiversity conservation with carbon services, using both established and new PES models. These pilots 

have provided valuable insights into the practical application of PES and identified key lessons for future 

implementation. 

 

2. Pilots overview 
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2.1. Slovenia – Kocevsko region 

In Slovenia, exploring PES schemes for Kočevsko region was based on comparison between forest functions 

and ecosystem services due to innovative approaches of searching alternative income for forest owners. For 

project area we revisited importance/emphasis of individual forest functions and modelled their degrees of 

importance. We explored locally tailored PES approaches that better reflect specific possibilities for many 

ES-s in one area. As a part of project work, many relevant stakeholders were included in the co-designing 

of PES schemes.      

Four ecosystem services were consistently identified as most important for the area. Timber production 

remained the dominant service because of its economic role and its contribution to stable income for forest 

owners. Biodiversity conservation was highlighted by the presence of high ecological value forests and 

Natura 2000 areas, including habitats for large carnivores, and by the management emphasis on maintaining 

forest ecosystem integrity (including retention of deadwood and support for decay processes). Tourism and 

recreation were considered services with strong potential for regional development and wellbeing, but with 

relatively limited existing support mechanisms. Carbon sequestration and storage were recognized as 

important at broader governance scales (regional and national), with particular emphasis on linking forestry 

with the wood-processing sector to extend carbon storage into long-lived wood products and to align with 

climate strategies. 

This work was based on an established legal and institutional framework for forest management in Slovenia. 

The presentation emphasized the core principles of sustainable, multi-purpose, close-to-nature forestry, as 

well as free public access to forests guaranteed by national legislation. Biodiversity and habitat protection 

are integrated through forest management plans aligned with Natura 2000, and forest management must 

also comply with broader nature conservation and water protection requirements. In this context, the 

project narrative was not about introducing forest protection from the ground up, but about improving the 

balance of benefits, responsibilities, and compensation – especially where forests provide high-value 

services beyond timber. 

The most concrete pilot implementation described in the transcript focused on tourism and recreation. The 

project deliberately aimed to operationalize the idea that forest owners could be compensated for 

maintaining and enabling nature-based experiences. In practice, this took the form of a “Treasure Hunt” 

tourism package, which built on an existing forest educational trail and was implemented in collaboration 

with a tourism provider and a forest owner. The payment logic was straightforward: visitors purchased the 

package from a tourism company, and a portion of the purchase price was directed to the private forest 

owner as compensation. Importantly, the model was presented not only as an income mechanism, but also 

as a way to generate financial support for forest measures while promoting a non-mass tourism approach 

centered on unique, meaningful experiences. 

Implementation also revealed enabling requirements. Tourism-based schemes were seen as promising, but 

they involved technical complexity and a strong need for communication and marketing capacity, as well as 

sustained stakeholder cooperation in which forest owners are the critical link. The presenter repeatedly 

highlighted governance and coordination needs – particularly the need to ensure fair compensation, 

coordinated governance arrangements, and targeted communication that connects forest preservation with 

tourism branding and visitor engagement. Parallel activities, such as workshops and “tech talks” linked to 

the Wood Festival, were used to explore carbon-related options and to build networks between forestry and 

wood-processing actors; these discussions revealed similar challenges around legislative restrictions, scheme 

complexity, and the importance of information-sharing and networking as prerequisites for scheme 

development. 

Overall, the Slovenian case concluded that the region provides high-value ecosystem services well beyond 

timber, and that tourism and recreation – supported by strong public communication, design, and 

storytelling – may offer one of the most practical entry points for expanding compensation mechanisms. The 
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main forward recommendations focused on making PES-type mechanisms more structured and recognizable, 

strengthening ecosystem service promotion, establishing coordinated governance for schemes that include 

compensation, and maintaining ongoing, targeted communication between forest owners, local 

communities, tourism organizations, and relevant experts. 

 

2.2. Slovakia – HFR Poloniny 

Work in the HFR Poloniny began with the assumption that the area’s high ecological value and strong 

stakeholder recognition of key ecosystem services would provide a solid foundation for a locally tailored 

PES. Project partners and local actors prioritized four services – non-timber provisioning, wood production 

and carbon sequestration, biodiversity conservation, and forest recreation – and initially explored a wide 

range of possible scheme designs, building on the fact that Slovakia already applies several “quasi-PES” 

instruments, including CAP-linked supports and tax reliefs for special-purpose forests. 

However, implementation constraints became apparent very early. Despite the theoretical breadth of 

options, key actors in the region showed limited interest and low readiness to establish a new PES 

mechanism. This was reinforced by a lack of shared understanding of what PES would entail in practice, 

uncertainty about legal and institutional conditions, and unresolved questions about who would be 

responsible for monitoring and verification. As a result, none of the explored schemes progressed to a pilot 

during the project timeframe. 

 

As the work shifted from piloting to feasibility assessment, three directions were consistently identified as 

the most realistic entry points for future development: recreation/tourism, biodiversity, and carbon 

farming. Recreation appeared to offer some demand-side potential – survey work suggested an average 

willingness to pay or visit cost of about €6.30 per forest visit – however it still required further work to turn 

demand signals into an operational mechanism suited to the local context. Biodiversity proved more complex 

as a standalone PES opportunity, because in Poloniny is already a highly protected area (national park, as 

well as it is a UNESCO heritage locality) Biodiversity measures are already supported through multiple 

projects and public funding streams, leaving limited scope for an additional scheme without overlap. 

Carbon-related options were explored conceptually, including models linked to voluntary carbon markets or 

public sources, but they faced the same enabling barriers as the other services. The main lesson from the 

Poloniny was that the primary bottleneck was not a shortage of ecosystem service value or potential scheme 

ideas, but a lack of enabling conditions – particularly awareness, communication capacity, stakeholder buy-

in, and clear institutional arrangements for roles and monitoring. The project response was to consolidate 

the explored options into guidance and to reframe future work around awareness building and PES literacy 

as a necessary preparatory step before implementation becomes feasible. 

 

2.3. Austria – Nature and Geo Park Eisenwurzen 

In the Nature & Geopark Eisenwurzen, the project built on a combination of existing PES practices and new 

scheme development. The focus was on biodiversity, natural hazard regulation, and carbon, with a clear 

intention to treat carbon not as an isolated service but as something that should be paired with biodiversity 

outcomes. Across these themes, a central feature of the local context was the prevalence of small-scale 

private forest ownership and highly diverse management practices, which influenced how baselines, 

additionality, and monitoring could realistically be designed. 

Biodiversity was the most developed area, demonstrated by the already operating “Stepping Stone Biotops” 

model. In this scheme, forest owners register plots that are screened through GIS and checked in the field 

against defined habitat criteria. Contracts – typically 10 to 20 years – are then signed, with owners 

committing to set aside areas from harvesting or use and receiving payments per hectare that vary 
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depending on area characteristics and contract duration. A key feature of the model is the establishment 

of a baseline (forest structure, deadwood levels, microhabitats) and a monitoring approach aligned with 

national forest inventory and nature monitoring systems, which provides credibility and continuity. This 

established example also shaped broader project conclusions about what makes PES workable: stable 

financing (regional, national, or EU), clear conditionality, and an institutional anchor that can manage 

targeting and monitoring. 

For natural hazards, the project attempted to develop a new PES logic around protective forests that reduce 

risks such as landslides, erosion, and avalanches – especially where forests protect roads, railways, 

settlements, and other infrastructure. Protected forest areas were mapped, and interviews were conducted 

to determine willingness among potential buyers, including infrastructure operators and public safety 

bodies. The results highlighted a persistent imbalance: forest owners and forest-related organizations were 

generally willing to engage, but most potential buyer organizations expressed low readiness, often arguing 

that they already receive financing for protective forest functions through existing channels. The mapping 

and interview process nevertheless clarified where a hazards PES might be plausible in the future and 

pointed to the need for stronger buyer engagement strategies and a clearer articulation of added value 

beyond current funding arrangements. 

Carbon as an ecosystem service within the project was as a preparatory pilot rather than a full scheme 

implementation. A pilot area (about 7,000 hectares) was used to build baseline information through drone-

based measurements and terrestrial laser scanning, enabling estimates of carbon stocks and the parallel 

calculation of a biodiversity index. This work helped test technical feasibility while also revealing practical 

governance requirements. In particular, a conflict arising from insufficient owner notification about 

measurements underlined that access permissions and early communication are essential prerequisites. The 

work also exposed methodological challenges in defining baselines and additionality in landscapes 

dominated by many small owners using different silvicultural systems, and it reinforced the need to design 

explicit rules for how disturbances (e.g., wildfire) would affect accounting and obligations. 

Across the Austrian case, the project’s main conclusion was that PES models are most likely to succeed when 

anchored in stable funding and clear institutional roles, and when a trusted local intermediary can 

coordinate stakeholders. The Nature & Geopark’s convening and coordination role proved essential for 

owner engagement, while future steps were framed around tracking carbon-farming regulation and 

standards, conducting feasibility analysis (methods, costs, revenues, risks), and building trust and interest 

on the buyer side to enable eventual upscaling.  

3. Lessons learned across the three pilot areas 

Considering the findings from the pilot implementation, the project generated practical insight into what 

enables or restrains the development of PES in forest landscapes. The pilots collectively show that technical 

feasibility is rarely the primary constraint. Instead, success depends on stakeholder readiness, credible 

institutional arrangements, viable buyer engagement, and clear communication. The sections below 

synthesize lessons learned in a structured narrative suitable for future program design. 

Stakeholder readiness is the primary factor. 

The  Poloniny pilot showed that even in a high-value ecological landscape with multiple conceptual PES 

options, no pilot was operationalized due limited institutional and legislative set up. In contrast, the 

Slovenian pilot explicitly invested in co-design and feasibility testing, while in Austria, forest owner 

willingness was relatively high where the Geopark actively engaged them. Therefore, readiness of actors 

and not ecological potential of area determined progress. 

PES remains unfamiliar to many actors. Roles, obligations, and benefits are often poorly understood, and 

trust between buyers, intermediaries, and forest owners is uneven. PES initiatives cannot assume that a 

technically sound design will automatically attract participation. Regions with low readiness risk remaining 
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at the conceptual stage. Readiness assessment must therefore be treated as a formal entry criterion for 

pilot selection and scale-up. 

Future programs should include a structured pre-design readiness phase. This should combine targeted PES 

knowledge sessions, a jointly agreed roles-and-responsibilities matrix (including monitoring), and early 

stakeholder commitment signals (such as letters of intent) before detailed scheme design begins. 

Buyer engagement remains the most persistent bottleneck. 

In Austria’s natural hazards ecosystem service pilot implementation, forest owners and sectoral 

organizations were willing to participate, but most potential local buyers (infrastructure operators, 

avalanche/torrent control bodies, municipalities) showed low readiness, often citing existing funding 

programms. In Poloniny, there were willingness-to-pay signals for recreation, but no buyer mechanism 

emerged. To compare, the Slovenian tourism pilot succeeded in establishing a payment flow because a 

tourism company acted as an effective demand-side intermediary. 

Potential buyers often do not perceive a clear additional benefit from contributing to a new PES mechanism, 

especially where public financing already exists. Benefits such as risk reduction or ecosystem quality are 

rarely included in organizational KPIs. Additionally, transaction pathways for payment are often unclear. 

Without a committed buyer – or a credible intermediary representing buyers – PES schemes are unlikely to 

progress outside the design stage.  

Therefore, future pilots should begin with structured buyer segmentation and value proposition 

development. For each target buyer group, programs should articulate the specific benefit (e.g., risk 

avoided, revenue generated, compliance value), develop a simple payment offer, and secure at least one 

buyer expression of interest before finalizing the schemes. 

Existing policy instruments strongly influence PES additionality. 

The analysis in Slovakia identified several existing ‘quasi-PES’ instruments, such as CAP supports and tax 

reliefs, that focus on supporting forest ecosystem services (ES), while biodiversity support in the region 

already receives substantial funding through projects and public programs. Austria’s stepping-stone 

biodiversity model is also anchored in public financing and established monitoring systems. In Slovenia, 

timber and biodiversity functions are already well integrated into forest management planning, whereas 

tourism and recreation remain comparatively under-incentivized. 

European forest landscapes are already subject to dense governance. Many ecosystem services – especially 

biodiversity – are partially compensated through existing policy tools. This limits the potential for additional 

PES unless schemes are carefully designed. 

The greatest opportunities for PES may be where funding gaps exist (such as recreation) or where PES can 

add a performance-based layer to existing schemes. Ignoring the national or regional policies risks 

duplication and weak buyer interest. 

Each new PES initiative should start with a systematic mapping of existing instruments and an assessment 

of additionality. Project developers should clearly define what the PES pays for that is not already funded 

or legally required and consider top-up or bundled models where appropriate. 

Credible conditionality and monitoring emphasize scheme viability. 

Austria’s biodiversity scheme provides a mature model with clear conditionality (set-aside/no harvest), mid-

term contracts (10–20 years), and monitoring integrated with national forest inventory systems. In contrast, 

the Slovakian case identified unclear monitoring responsibilities as a key barrier to implementation. 

Slovenian lessons also emphasized the need for coordinated governance and transparent compensation 

mechanisms. 
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Monitoring and verification are technically demanding and institutionally sensitive. When responsibilities, 

costs, or methods are unclear, stakeholders hesitate to commit. Conversely, overly complex monitoring 

increases transaction costs and discourages participation. 

Scalable PES requires monitoring that is both credible and proportionate. Institutional anchoring, such as 

through a research institute, park authority, or similar body significantly increases confidence and 

durability. 

Monitoring frameworks should be designed upfront, specifying minimum indicators, frequency, responsible 

institution, and budget allocation. Where possible, project developers should provide an enhanced 

monitoring option linked to payment levels. 

Intermediaries are essential in fragmented forest ownership contexts. 

The Slovenian tourism pilot succeeded because a tourism provider packaged demand and directed payments 

to the forest owner. In Austria, the Nature and Geopark’s coordinating role was central to high owner 

willingness.  Fragmented private ownership creates high transaction costs and coordination challenges. 

Individual owners rarely have the capacity or incentive to negotiate directly with buyers or manage 

compliance requirements. 

Future schemes should explicitly design the intermediary function, including standard contracts, owner 

onboarding processes, consent protocols, and a sustainable financing model for coordination costs. 

Tourism PES offers a relatively fast entry point but requires strong product design. 

In Slovenia, the “Treasure Hunt” tourism package successfully generated payments to forest owners and 

demonstrated practical feasibility. In Poloniny, tourism and recreation were also identified as the most 

realistic PES direction, supported by positive willingness-to-pay signals. However, both cases highlighted 

the need for strong communication, marketing capacity, and stakeholder coordination. 

Tourism buyers are already accustomed to paying for experiences, making transaction pathways simpler 

than in carbon markets. However, forest owners typically lack marketing capabilities, and effective product 

packaging is important. Tourism-based PES can provide early wins and proof of concept, but scalability 

depends on professional product development, fair revenue sharing, and credible links to forest 

management outcomes. 

Programs should develop a replicable tourism PES toolkit, including standard product templates, pricing and 

revenue-sharing models, minimum management requirements, and coordinated marketing support. 

Carbon PES shows promise but remains technically and institutionally demanding. 

Austria’s carbon work required forest inventory data gather using drones and terrestrial laser scanning across 

7,000 hectares. Key challenges included access permissions, establishing baselines and additionality across 

heterogeneous management systems, and managing disturbance risk. Discussions in Slovenia similarly 

highlighted the complexity of existing legislation and the importance of linking forestry with long-lived wood 

products. In contrast, in Poloniny carbon remained largely at the conceptual stage, partly due to ongoing 

EU-level discussions on legislation regulating the use of carbon and nature credits in forestry. 

Carbon schemes require robust MRV, regulatory alignment, and permanence safeguards. Fragmented 

ownership and diverse silvicultural practices complicate standardization. Regulatory uncertainty further 

slows progress. Carbon PES should be approached as a medium-term development pathway rather than a 

quick pilot opportunity. Combining carbon with biodiversity may strengthen the value proposition but adds 

design complexity. 

Future project development work should prioritize carbon feasibility studies covering methodology 

selection, baseline and additionality rules, consent protocols, disturbance risk management, and alignment 

with emerging carbon farming standards. 
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Communication is core design component. 

The Slovakian pilot implementation ultimately shifted toward awareness building and PES learning. 

Slovenian lessons emphasized public communication, targeted messaging, and storytelling as key to tourism 

PES success. Austrian partners also stressed the need to better “tell the story” of PES to engage private-

sector buyers. 

PES concepts are abstract and easily misunderstood. Payment legitimacy depends heavily on whether 

stakeholders understand the rationale and perceive the mechanism as fair. Communication must be treated 

as a core design variable. Each PES pilot should include a dedicated communications workstream with 

stakeholder-specific focus, simple visual explanations of payment flows and obligations, regular 

engagement, and a defined communications lead and budget. 

The three-pilot implementation show that the next generation of forest PES in the region will succeed not 

mainly through more advanced technical design, but through stronger enabling conditions: buyer 

development, institutional clarity, trusted intermediaries, and strategic communication. Tourism-based 

mechanisms appear closest to scalable implementation in the short term, while carbon and natural hazard-

related schemes need further methodological and market development. Future programs should therefore 

adopt a staged approach that deliberately builds readiness, secures demand, and integrates PES into existing 

governance and funding structures before attempting large-scale rollout. 

 

4. Main messages from key note speakers 

Across the keynote presentations, a consistent message emerged: developing and implementing PES schemes 

is less about “inventing a new payment” and more about creating the conditions that make agreements 

credible, workable, and attractive to join. Speakers repeatedly emphasized that PES succeeds when it is 

treated as a governance and coordination challenge – with finance, monitoring, and communication designed 

together – rather than as a purely technical policy instrument. 

A first shared message was that PES requires a strong foundation of clarity and information. Before a scheme 

can function, participants must be able to answer: what exactly is the service being paid for, who provides 

it, who benefits, what is required in practice, and how will it be verified? The Slovakia keynote stressed 

that schemes often fail when monitoring is not linked to ecosystem service delivery but remains anchored 

only in general planning documents. In other words, “PES language” must be translated into measurable 

and verifiable actions or outcomes; otherwise, conditionality becomes vague and legitimacy weak. 

The second message addressed financing realism. In various contexts, public and EU funding remain the 

most reliable foundation for PES-like mechanisms, while purely private financing is typically limited unless 

actively developed. The Slovak presentation showed a strong stakeholder preference for public or mixed 

models and identified a “missing promotion” issue for private PES: private participation does not occur 

automatically; it requires a clear value proposition, trust-building, and credible delivery and verification 

pathways. Speakers also cautioned that new PES should not be designed in isolation, as many countries 

already have a landscape of other PES instruments (such as tax reliefs, compensation payments, and rural 

and development measures). The practical implication is that new PES designs must start by mapping the 

baseline and then clearly defining what is additional – either by filling gaps, layering performance incentives, 

or bundling services in ways not covered by existing instruments. 

A third message was the importance and the limits of integrating ecosystem services. The Slovak keynote 

emphasized that forests often deliver multiple services simultaneously (e.g. tourism and biodiversity), which 

can make schemes more appealing and politically feasible. However, integrating several PES schemes also 

introduces a design risk: if integrating replaces specification, schemes lose measurability and monitoring 

becomes contested. The underlying advice was to integrate where it improves feasibility, but still define 

what is paid for and how performance is assessed, so that buyers and providers share the same expectations. 
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Perhaps the strongest cross-cutting lesson was that intermediation and communication are structural 

features of PES, not add-ons. The Austrian keynote warned against PES becoming a “Sisyphus task” – high 

effort, repeated discussions, and slow progress – when coordination is weak and stakeholders interpret rules 

separately. Effective PES requires a coordinating entity to reduce transaction costs, align actors, and build 

shared routines for contracting, monitoring, and conflict resolution. This intermediary role is even more 

essential when ownership is fragmented or when buyers and providers come from different sectors with 

different incentives and vocabularies. The keynote further argued that institutional design works only if it 

can be enacted in practice – meaning communication directly shapes implementation by influencing trust, 

participation, and shared interpretations of obligations and benefits. Digital tools may help with 

transparency and monitoring, but they still depend on institutional facilitation and stakeholder engagement 

to function. 

Finally, the Slovenia keynote demonstrated how PES readiness can be developed through platforms that 

connect sectors and make ecosystem services tangible. The Wood Festival and its Tech Talk were presented 

as more than outreach events; they served as practical mechanisms for bringing together forestry, wood 

processing, experts, communities, and decision-makers to explore carbon-related services and long-term 

carbon storage in wood products, while strengthening regional development narratives around local wood 

and craftsmanship. The point was that PES implementation is easier when embedded in a broader story of 

place-based value and cooperation, where stakeholders can see how ecosystem service provision relates to 

livelihoods, identity, and regional strategy. At the same time, Slovenia highlighted familiar barriers – 

legislative constraints, scheme complexity, and coordination demands – reinforcing the need for sustained 

networking, information provision, and locally adapted designs that ensure fair compensation and workable 

governance. 
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