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Agricultural Landscape and Cultural Heritage:
Between Dependent Variables and Climate
Change

Landscape, and rural landscape in particular, is not a static photograph of a territory, but the outcome
of a continuous interaction between nature, human activities, culture, and environmental processes.
This consideration is particularly relevant to agricultural landscapes, where human action has
historically shaped fields, terraces, rows of trees and vines, irrigation systems, rural settlements, and
road networks, gradually creating a heritage that is simultaneously productive, environmental, and
cultural.

In order to place this approach within its historical context, it is significant to recall the first and most
systematic publication devoted to the agricultural landscape by Emilio Sereni. In History of the Italian
Agricultural Landscape, first published by Laterza in 1961, Sereni outlined a historiographical model
which, in several respects, can still be considered relevant and has not been superseded to this day.

During the 1950s and 1960s, cultivation techniques, cropping patterns, changing patterns of food
consumption, rainwater management systems, irrigation systems then in use, and the much more
widespread and widespread presence of livestock farming all contributed to shaping the landscape.
This was a productive system aimed at supporting an agricultural and rural economy predominantly
oriented towards self-consumption. Consider, for example, the hilly slopes characterized by
ritocchino cultivation arrangements, the presence of cavedagne—farm tracks providing access to
cultivated fields—and crops planted in rows along drainage ditches, as well as the traditional practice
of growing vines trained on elm trees (vite maritata all’olmo), famously depicted, among other
examples, in Ermanno Olmi’s film The Tree of Wooden Clogs.

Over time, these elements characterized the landscape within a framework of continuous evolution.
The landscape was, in essence, “shaped” in response to human actions and to the needs and
circumstances of each historical period.

In this regard, the Italian Code of Cultural Heritage and Landscape recognizes landscape as an
essential component of the Nation’s cultural heritage and establishes the need for its protection and
enhancement. From this perspective, however, the agricultural landscape cannot be regarded solely
as a space devoted to agricultural production. It also preserves the memory of the communities and
practices that have shaped it and represents a significant component of cultural heritage and rural
traditions.

The European Landscape Convention, adopted in Florence in 2000, likewise introduced a dynamic
and inclusive conception of landscape, defining it as “an area, as perceived by people, whose
character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.” Landscape is
therefore, by its very nature, subject to transformation and must be governed through policies capable
of reconciling conservation, management, and planning.

The considerations outlined above, however, are based almost exclusively on the interactions between
landscape and its evolution, on the one hand, and human activities, on the other. This was essentially
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the prevailing approach until the beginning of the 2000s, together with the consequences arising from
the evolution of agricultural land use and farming practices, which have become increasingly
influenced by market requirements. These processes have contributed to the deterioration or
homogenization of the landscape, as illustrated, for example, by the expansion of greenhouse
cultivation.

In recent decades, however, the dynamic evolution of the landscape has increasingly intersected, in a
disruptive manner, with a number of independent variables associated with climate change.
Consequently, what is altering the “photograph” of the landscape is no longer solely direct human
intervention—which, in abstract terms, may be regarded as controllable or reversible—but also rising
temperatures, declining water availability, the increasing frequency of extreme weather events,
wildfires, hydrogeological instability, disruptions to biological cycles, and changes in habitats.

As a result, cropping choices are no longer dictated exclusively by market requirements. They are
also influenced by the increasingly unavoidable reality that traditional crops may become less suited
to new climatic conditions, while other plant species may alter their geographical distribution, with
consequent changes in phytogeographical patterns.

At the same time, the abandonment of rural areas—a major and persistent phenomenon that has been
underway since the beginning of the twentieth century—and the decline of traditional agricultural
practices are having an equally significant impact on the loss of characteristic elements of the
agricultural landscape.

The consequences of climate change, together with the acceleration over the last 10—15 years of
extreme temperature events and prolonged periods of drought, are creating conditions conducive to
extensive processes of “desertification,” particularly in southern regions. These processes are already
underway, especially in hilly areas and valley floors characterized by limited water availability.
Relevant evidence is provided by the results of the inter-university and transnational research project
SALAM-MED (Sustainable Approaches to Land and Water Management in Mediterranean
Drylands), implemented within the PRIMA (Partnership for Research and Innovation in the
Mediterranean Area) framework and coordinated by the University of Sassari; the project
proceedings are currently being published.

The risk, therefore, is that, together with environmental balances, part of the rural heritage and the
identity of places may also be lost.

In light of these considerations, and given the growing influence of “independent variables” on the
landscape, rural landscapes and cultural heritage should therefore be regarded not merely as assets to
be preserved, but, through a new approach, as resources capable of contributing to climate adaptation.

Agricultural and land-management features whose traditional knowledge and practices have
gradually been lost—including terraces, hedgerows, rows of trees and vines, traditional water-
management systems (such as the collection and storage of rainwater in structures such as cisterns),
diversified cropping systems, and green infrastructure—can perform fundamental functions in soil
protection, biodiversity conservation, and microclimate regulation.

The challenge, therefore, is to move beyond a purely static conception of landscape protection.
Preserving the agricultural landscape means recognizing its history while also accompanying and
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managing its transformation, ensuring that climate change does not result in an irreversible loss of
identity and territorial quality.

The landscape of the future must therefore be a resilient landscape, capable of adapting to new
conditions without losing the cultural and environmental characteristics that constitute its value.

In this sense, cultural heritage protection and climate adaptation are not conflicting objectives. Rather,
they can become components of a common strategy in which knowledge of the historical landscape
become as a tool for consciously designing the landscape of the future.
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