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Preface

Dealing with the sustainability of cultural landscapes seems to be 
a challenge today. Cultural landscapes, as Carl Sauer (1925) wrote, 
are nothing more than the phenomenologically observable expression 
of the relationship between humanity, understood as a social system, 
and the context in which it moves, lives, prospers, decays, and dies.

The examples of transformation are innumerable, and it is certainly not 
easy to account for them, as is attempted in this volume, which articulates its 
research questions in a series of spatial and transcalar perspectives. Thus, the 
book begins by considering landscape features as symptoms of decline and 
change, then moves on to talk about neighborhoods that need to be revalued 
and capitalized, then to consider regional spaces, and finally it broadens its 
gaze to global perspectives of contrasts and growth differentials that are in 
danger of being exacerbated, rather than mitigated, by technological change, 
which casts sometimes its negative fallout (its waste) on the poorest and most 
marginal spaces.

Within this articulated framework, the Mediterranean Fair (Palermo) 
becomes a visible symptom of the crisis in the economy that made it 
necessary, or at least useful, a crisis made even more explicit by the advent 
of the pandemic, and also of the end of “a Mediterranean productive 
dream,” as the authors of the contribution write. A similar crisis of a 
system that wanted to focus on productive development at all costs is 
manifested in Taranto, again through a landscape of abandonment and ruins. 
Reinventing functions to the territory, which are expressed through the 
landscape, or recovering its history, therefore becomes essential. Beyond 
the urban landscape, which needs to be reinvented or heritagized, the rural 
landscape also presents significant challenges, which can be addressed, 
also in this case, by processes of patrimonialization, as it is happening in 
the rural spaces of the island of Salina, or in the Etna Nord wine “district”. 

If society changes, and consequently the territory and the landscape that 
are its expression change, the way of looking at the landscape, framing 
views of it, and examining and disseminating particular aspects of it can also 
change. A university degree can certainly play a role in changing your attitude 
towards changes, as demonstrated in the chapter about students enrolled in 
different courses a t the University of Turin and their attitude towards climate 
change. But even the way you look at the landscape can play a role. New 
media become a way to emphasize certain aspects of daily life (the bakeries), 
and a tool for “mediatizating” nature. Tourism landscapes may be enhanced 
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by social media, be revitalized by a process of patrimonialization thanks to 
them, or simply be discovered/rediscovered (such as the cases of Magna 
Grecia Park, in Crotone, or of Sicilia Archeologica). Platforms can play a 
relevant role in changing the urban landscape, as in Tirana, as the digital 
transition, in general, can do, albeit with a different velocity in different 
contexts, with the risk of increasing, instead of bridging, geographical 
gaps (and of producing a big amount of E-waste, which difficult disposal 
is likely to fall precisely where the benefits of transition are least, and 
where development and transformation not always go hand in hand).

So, from the urban scale of a single urban item, albeit quite big, such 
as the Fiera del Mediterraneo in Palermo, we ended up reasoning about 
Africa, and of the consequences on the territory (and on the landscape) of 
the digital transition. Society changes, and its cultural landscape as well. 

At all levels, and at all scales.

Reference

- Sauer, C.O., 1925, The Morphology of Landscape. University of 
California Publications in Geography 2,2, pp. 19-53.

Elena dell’Agnese

Full Professor of Geography (University of Milano-Bicocca)
President of AGeI - Associazione Geografe e Geografi Italiani
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Introduction 

The question of environmental sustainability fatally intertwines its 
horizon with the geographies of development. Suffice it to say that in July 
2023 the European Parliament gave the green light to the CAP, the EU 
Green Deal and the Nature Restoration Law, a law that aims to restore all 
natural environments that have been damaged by man over the years. In 
particular, the law aims to restore at least 20% of the territory between now 
and 2030 and aims to reach up to 90% by 2050. These kinds of measures are 
at the center of major protests across Europe that are being led by farmers’ 
unions, which are frightened by too-fast transitions and diminishing returns. 

On a global scale, on the one hand the globalization process today is 
struggling to recognize a definite leadership and imposes a new colonial 
matrix on the development of the territories linked to large financial capital 
and the hoarding of raw materials, on the other hand the 2030 Agenda, the 
Paris Agreements and the COP constitute some of the essential elements 
of global governance for the technological and ecological breakthrough. 

In this general context, territories continue to transform due to endogenous 
and exogenous development drives. The thickening of logistics and transport 
networks, large commercial hubs, energy supply options, agricultural and 
industrial policies, tourism and migrations constitute then, individually and 
in a systemic sense, some of the lenses available to read the transformative 
dynamics of territories in the crucial current geopolitical context. In addition, 
the increasing reach of digital technologies in the spaces and practices of 
our daily lives, has changed the way we perceive and use the landscape. 

These transformations find a reified outcome in landscape transitions, 
becoming a foothold for a trans-scale geographical reflection. We therefore 
want to insert this volume on this horizon. In fact, we have wanted to 
stimulate the geographical community to try their hand at landscape analysis 
to identify, through methodological and/or applied research contributions, 
problems, practices and trajectories inherent in the transformative dynamics 
of territories, compressed between the urgency of development and the need 
to change the energy and consumption paradigm.  This volume, full of 
transcalar reflections and case studies, is a piece of a reflection still in full 
unfolding.

The Editors
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1. The Fiera del Mediterraneo: a (Post)Pandemic Landscape as 
Difficult Heritage

Emanuela Caravello, Giulia de Spuches, Gabriella Palermo 1

Abstract

This chapter aims to analyse the geographical perceptions of an urban 
landscape through the lens of difficult heritage. The choice to speak of a 
difficult heritage seems to us better suited for dealing with the traces of the 
past that are complex, painful, and controversial, given their association with 
tragic events. In order to analyse this particular form of heritage, we will use 
the methodology of the survey, which involves both an exploratory and a 
dialogic phase.
We intend to consider the Fiera del Mediterraneo in Palermo through three 
keywords: development, transformation, and sustainability. Firstly, the 
Fiera was founded as an exhibition space in 1946 in an expanding area of 
the city. The Universal Exhibitions were its archetype, the aim was to be 
the bridge of the Mediterranean economic area. The transformations of the 
1970s interrupted the initial idea of landscape unity by fragmenting and 
transforming the outdoor space and pavilions into empty spaces, to be filled 
with industrial products of everyday life. In the third phase, the Fiera changes 
its use value once again by becoming the pandemic space for the Covid-19 
tests and vaccinations. Although only three pavilions were used, the Covid-19 
changed the image of this area: it was the Covid-19 landscape. Thus, the 
question is how to deal with this difficult heritage? How to live-with and re-
signify this difficult heritage?

Keywords: Difficult Heritage, Fiera del Mediterraneo (Palermo), Covid-19, 
Ruins, Pandemic landscape

1 Emanuela Caravello, Department Scienze Psicologiche,Pedagogiche, dell'Esercizio Fisico 
e della Formazione, University of Palermo, emanuela.caravello@unipa.it
Giulia de Spuches, Department Culture e Società, University of Palermo, giulia.despuches@
unipa.it
Gabriella Palermo, Corresponding author, Department Culture e Società, University of 
Palermo, gabriella.palermo@unipa.it

mailto:emanuela.caravello@unipa.it
mailto:giulia.despuches@unipa.it
mailto:giulia.despuches@unipa.it
mailto:gabriella.palermo@unipa.it
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1. Introduction2

In the current geopolitical context, urban spaces are increasingly traversed 
by multi-scalar dynamics that affect the way we perceive landscapes. Among 
the most incisive transformative events, the Covid-19 pandemic posed a 
crucial challenge and still continues to manifest its effects in spaces, practices 
and representations.

This article focuses on geographical perceptions of an urban landscape 
deeply marked by the pandemic event, as the last transformative phase of 
a complex process. The case study is the Fiera del Mediterraneo (Palermo, 
Italy), established in 1946 as an exhibition space in an expanding area of the 
city. The Fair has undergone significant transformations over the decades: in 
its first two phases it served as a trading bridge between the Mediterranean 
shores, then, with the neoliberal acceleration it lost its purpose; Covid-19 crisis 
turned it into a pandemic landscape; today it has become a post-pandemic 
space to question.

Our focus will be on the pandemic, as it is the period in which the image 
of the Fiera changed. This transformation has led us to ask ourselves what 
kind of heritage remains in the present and how to define it. We started with 
the following questions: is it possible to see the Fiera as a difficult heritage? 
What do the ruins signified by the trauma of a pandemic, but simultaneously 
by relations of contagion with which to remain in contact, suggest to us? 
How can we live-with and re-signify this landscape with its difficult traces?

Our reflections are based on the theoretical background of cultural 
heritage and in particular the conceptualisation of difficult heritage. We 
believe that this polysemic concept is particularly suited to deal with 
traces of the past that are complex, painful, and controversial. From a 
methodological point of view, we used the method of the exploratory 
and dialogical survey, which allowed us to consider the Fair as a difficult 
landscape in its ambivalence. On the one hand it emphasises a painful 
memory, a landscape of illness; on the other hand, in the landscape of care, 
it questions us in order to imagine sustainable ways of living together.

2 Even if the article is the product of a collective work, paragraph 2. has to be attributed 
to Emanuela Caravello, 3. to Giulia de Spuches, 4. to Gabriella Palermo. Introduction and 
Conclusions are instead collective.
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2. Difficult heritage and pandemic landscape: a theoretical framework

The frameworks through which heritage can be examined are multiple 
and pertain to multidisciplinary perspectives that intersect with each other. 
Lowenthal’s seminal study (1985) presents the past as a landscape continually 
reshaped in light of present needs and instances. Building upon this 
conceptualisation, the theoretical and methodological domains of heritage are 
traceable in the economic field, discursive practice, visual representation, and 
affectivity. In the economic realm, theoretical approaches have emphasised 
the materiality of heritage and explored its role as an economic resource in 
regeneration and tourism. This focus on heritage objects has led to reflections 
on heritage commodification or over-commodification driven by marketing 
imperatives (Hewison, 1987; Smith, 2006). Among the studies that question 
how the past is interpreted in the present, Waterton and Watson (2013) 
suggest looking at heritage in discursive terms. Representation practices in 
heritage are viewed as texts that can be read and deconstructed. Theories of 
visual culture applied to heritage focus on how it is displayed by revealing 
representations and narratives in the process of construction (Rose, 2007; 
Waterton & Watson, 2010). Finally, another theoretical framework connects 
heritage to the realm of affectivity. In this perspective: “heritage and its 
economies are driven by affective politics and consolidated through emotions” 
(Tolia-Kelly et al., 2017, p. 1). This embodied approach to heritage research 
focuses on the value, power, and politics of emotions. Heritage is conceived 
as a materialised social memory. The focus on the politics of emotions 
raises questions about authorised versus marginalised or hidden heritage, 
and why certain aspects are valued. In the realm of affectivity, exploring the 
agency of heritage allows us a richer and more complex understanding of 
the form of heritage we choose to call difficult. The central question then 
becomes: what are the affective capabilities of heritage spaces and objects?

The dimension of affectivity in the Heritage Studies appears particularly 
relevant because it links together the materiality of places with their symbolic 
value. Moreover, it involves memories and emotions, even conflicting ones, 
experienced or transmitted. According to Rose (1995), one can identify 
or not identify with places; likewise, heritage can have both a positive 
reference, and also be difficult, dissonant, negative, abject, and ambivalent.

This problematic dimension of heritage has been analysed in one of 
the most authoritative writings on the subject by Tunbridge and Ashworth 
(1996), who proposed dissonance as a concept that best captures the intrinsic 
nature of all heritage: as there are infinite ways to interpret the past, conflict 
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and contestation are implicit in the construction of historical narratives. 
Moreover, they conceived dissonance as an inalienable attribute of heritage, 
acknowledging that this characteristic is particularly pronounced in sites  
linked to negative events of the past. This feature is implied in the concept 
of negative heritage elaborated by Meskell (2002). He reflects on conflicted 
places that become repositories of negative memory in the collective 
imagination with the aim of considering how this negative heritage can 
be mobilised to master past traumas through rehabilitation for educational 
purposes or, alternatively, erasure.

The debate on heritage has further emphasised the concept of negativity 
through the idea of abject heritage, used in reference to obsolete monuments 
to be destroyed in the name of modernity (Herscher, 2010) and abandoned, 
unfinished, and destabilising spaces (Smith, 2013). Furthermore, the concept 
of ambivalent heritage proposes a return to a view that emphasises the 
various alternative interpretations suggested by Tunbridge and Ashworth. 
The ambivalence of heritage is investigated by Breglia (2006), who speaks 
of heritage as an arena where a variety of public and private actors compete 
for the right to benefit from its control and can give rise to claims. Heritage 
ambivalence therefore consists of different ways of attributing meaning and 
is closely connected to the theme of affectivity policies (Chadha, 2006).

With the awareness of this rich transdisciplinary debate, difficult heritage 
is a polysemic concept that we consider more relevant in reference to the 
space of our analysis. Indeed, it refers to traces of the past that are complex, 
painful, and controversial due to their association with tragic events, atrocities, 
genocides, and various forms of oppression. MacDonald first introduced 
the term in reference to a past recognized as significant, but simultaneously 
contested and “awkward for public reconciliation with a positive, self-affirming 
contemporary identity” (2009, p. 1). Looking at heritage as unsettling, 
uncomfortable, and traumatic allows for questioning the interconnections 
between past, present, and future, as well as the representation policies of 
spaces. It also allows one to deconstruct the singularity of emotional reactions 
and representations. Building on this theoretical and interpretive context, we 
note that difficult heritage is a particularly effective concept as it ties places 
and spaces to complex and traumatic events of the past that can influence 
their perception and representation. Among the traumatic events of the 
recent past, the COVID-19 crisis has transformed urban spaces, questioned 
distinctions between local and global, and also brought changes in the use 
and management of spaces and landscapes. In this contribution, we will 
therefore use the concept of difficult heritage with explicit reference to the 
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pandemic as a traumatic event and examine the landscape of the Fiera del 
Mediterraneo through this interpretative filter. As a matter of fact, the global 
virus of Covid-19, that spread all over the world in 2020, infected and still 
haunts this particular landscape in the post-pandemic scenario, signifying it, 
according to our research question, as a difficult heritage. While clearly the 
words infected and contagious refer to the terrible pandemic that ravaged the 
world, and whose effects we are still reckoning with, in the Environmental 
Humanities literature (Haraway, 2016; Tsing, 2015) those terms refer to a 
crisis that must be seen with a double meaning: not only as emergency, but 
also as potentiality, i.e., the possibility of cohabitation among the ruins of 
capitalism (Edensor, 2005) that produced the pandemic. By interweaving 
together this literature with that of the difficult heritage, the aim of this 
article is to query about the possibility to deal with the Fiera landscape as 
a problematic heritage, signified, among other spatial-temporal layers, by 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Is it possible to see the Fiera in its various layers 
sedimented over time as a pandemic – and now post-pandemic – landscape 
as a difficult heritage? What do these ruins, signified by death and the trauma 
of a pandemic, but at the same time by relations of contagion with which 
to stay in contact, suggest to us? How to deal with these difficult traces? 
What kind of memory is at work here? How to survive among the ruins of 
capitalism signified by the pandemic in such urban spaces? How to live-with?

3. The case study: the Fiera del Mediterraneo

The methodology used to investigate this landscape takes advantage of 
a multiple gaze analysis. A first view from above shows, for the most part, 
the visions of technicians and institutions. A second is from below, and we 
can divide it into two practices: on the one hand the vision of associations 
that have tried to animate the area during the period of great institutional 
crisis; on the other, our visions (the researchers). The method used was the 
survey method (de Spuches, 2007). It consists of two moments: the first 
exploratory, the second dialogic. The former is embodied in our active 
perceptive gaze and, at the same time, our emotional state and contact 
with the landscape. The latter, the dialogical surveying, occurs in the 
encounter with the other who guides us. One is led (even mentally) while 
still holding a reflexive approach. We met some challenges in making full 
use of the dialogic survey method as, nowadays, the Fair area cannot be 
regularly accessed; it opens to the public just for few rare events per year.
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Therefore, we opted to proceed through interviews with the support of maps 
of both the city and the fair area. Some interviews were imagined providing 
an account of what the outdoor spaces and the pavilions are like: a sort of 
imaginary walk with a guide. The various voices of the privileged actors have 
composed the description (never neutral, of course) that we will report here.

Before exploring the pandemic and post-pandemic Fiera del Mediterraneo 
landscape, we want to trace the history of this fragment of Palermo. At 
the end of the 18th century, in the large Northern area of the city, which 
is the subject of our case study, an urban sprawl started and changed the 
face of this area in little more than a century. Numerous industrial plants 
sprang up and changed the urban function. However, the vast plain 
below the Monte Pellegrino was always used for military exercises and 
pasture. The Piazza del Campo, the wide esplanade on which the Fiera del 
Mediterraneo was to be built, was excluded from this housing development 
activity. Turning to visions and looking at the historical maps, the triangle 
of the future fairground (83,000 square metres) is clearly visible (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1. Palermo, 1935. Source: https://palermohub.opendatasicilia.it (drawn by the authors)

The first sign of urbanisation is a road that would have joined the Reale 

https://palermohub.opendatasicilia.it
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Parco della Favorita to today’s Via Montepellegrino. However, the former 
cartographic sign of the road will be incorporated into the internal avenue 
of the fairgrounds. Therefore, in 1946, the Fiera del Mediterraneo was 
inaugurated in this vast area (Covello, 1995). Paolo Caruso designed the 
entire neighbourhood in the decentralised Piano delle Falde on the edge of 
a heavily bombed Palermo and beneath Mount Pellegrino. The spaces were 
designed with simple lines but with a focus on solids and voids, Cardella’s 
Chemistry pavilion and Epifanio’s Mechanics pavilion formed this new urban 
landscape (Fatta, 1995). In the 1970s, at the end of the internal transformations 
of the Fair landscape, the entire area was intended to be a representation of 
the Modern (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Palermo: Fiera del Mediterraneo, 1956. Source: https://palermohub.opendatasicilia.it

In our view, the Fiera del Mediterraneo “object” should be analysed by 
distinguishing three periods: the golden age, the long transition marked by 
the changing landscape and by the crisis, the pandemic landscape between 
disease and care.

The first period still adheres to the logic of Universal Expositions 
and, therefore, as a place of innovation, through the ability to exhibit (de 
Spuches, 2002). Here, the concept of exhibition had as its purpose both the 
commercial side and the entertainment and leisure side. In this first period, 
the heritage that is formed is anything but difficult. There were no traces 
of contestations or oppositions, as it had been the case with the Universal 
Expositions; this was a time of rebirth for Palermo, after having suffered 

https://palermohub.opendatasicilia.it 
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heavy bombardments. It was an idyllic landscape, made of architectures 
that offered composite styles (as in the Universal Exhibitions) and had at its 
centre a large fountain that ordered a symmetrical space. Finally, the intention 
was to create the rhetoric of Palermo as the centre of the Mediterranean. The 
Fair was named “del Mediterraneo” because it acted as a bridge between 
Europe and Africa, between the West and East of the Mediterranean.

In the second period, from the 1970s to the first decade of the 2000 (the   
space was closed in 2007), the imperative of Modernity changed its face. 
Structures seek criteria of greater functionality, causing replacements and 
changes that transformed the whole design layout. In this period, the space of 
the object was privileged over the exhibition space. The industrial object of 
everyday life had little links to the context of the representation. The surprising 
effect was left to the images of the lights, introduced by the advertising signs, 
which attempted to recreate an urban landscape. However, once the lights 
were turned off, the landscape unity imagined at creation was lost and the Fiera 
became a space made up of pavilions without an overall vision. Interviewing 
some privileged actors who witnessed this great change, we report the 
difficulty of accepting this upheaval and the consequent disaffection towards 
the Fiera. We mark this first affective shift because we are already in the realm 
of experience, towards “the sensory realm and the materialities and affective 
atmospheres of heritage landscapes” (Tolia-Kelly et al., 2017, p. 1). It is in 
this key that we have interpreted heritage spaces: in fact, through the affective 
relationships we have with our past, a cultural heritage can become difficult. 
In the voices of our privileged actors, the oscillation of affections for the Fiera 
landscape emerged clearly; through their situated memories, they have given 
voice to the various affective stratifications accumulated over time. The crisis 
of the commercial function of a trade fair space has been increasingly felt as 
the decades have passed. We have slowly witnessed the decay of activities 
and the emergence of an empty and abandoned space. The consideration to be 
made is that the landscapes of the exhibitions hardly match the swirling speed 
of neoliberalism.

The year 2007 is considered to be the year of the Fiera’s abandonment, 
even if the area has never been completely deserted, not only because 
some ephemeral commercial or cultural events took place, but above all 
because several processes of spatial re-appropriation were actually triggered 
and implanted. These re-appropriations of spaces have been fragmentary 
(pavilions 1 and 2 for the Teatro Mediterraneo Occupato [TMO]; pavillon 3 
for the Emmaus association; pavilion 5 for the Lisca Bianca association) or 
general, with the spread of vegetation throughout the area. Interviews with 
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the TMO collective reveal the total rupture that these places have with the 
urban space; occupation is being acted out as a practice of resistance against a 
governance interested more in processes of gentrification and touristification 
than in cultural spaces for citizenship. The occupation occurred, in fact, when 
the governance started talking about a project for a big conference centre. 
And we quote “the project financing is nothing but the most refined financial 
architecture that allows an unequal distribution of resources, i.e. a private 
appropriation of public money flows” (Palermo & Sorci, 2018, p. 123). In 
different ways, the associations Emmaus and Lisca bianca are non-profit 
organisations set up to promote the social and labour inclusion of disadvantaged 
young people; the latter, in addition, has restored and put into navigation a boat 
(bearing the same name) as a symbol of Mediterranean culture and tradition.

The presence of these cultural and social activities gave new meaning to 
the ruined pavilions. The strength of these associations raises questions. Can 
we call them ruins? Edensor would answer that “ruins are sites which have 
not been exorcised, where the supposedly over-and-done-with remains – but 
at the same time as – the rapid and continual change of modernity, in which 
everything that is solid turns into air, may be perceived as threatening chaos or 
embraced as exciting” (2005, p. 835), we are convinced that heritage maintains 
its memories if it involves cultural and social practices. Affection for ruined 
landscapes finds new strength in the capacity for collective transformation.

Finally, we have the third period: the Fiera as a landscape, again, of disease 
and care. This period, which corresponds with the Covid-19 pandemic, needs 
to be treated in greater detail and attention.

4. Landscapes of contagious and capitalistic ruins: a (post)pandemic 
difficult heritage

In the previous paragraph, we pointed out how the Fiera del Mediterraneo 
has been affected by several transformations: in what seemed to appear as an 
urban void, several agents, human and more-than-human, have resignified 
this problematic landscape, from politics of re-appropriation to the urban 
greenery spread among the interstices of the ruins of abandonment. Between 
the end of 2019 and the beginning of 2020, the global outbreak of the 
Covid-19 pandemic has grafted a new infesting agent onto this contested 
landscape: the virus resignified the function of the Fiera, which soon 
became the pandemic space par excellence in the city of Palermo (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. The Fiera del Mediterraneo during Covid-19. Source: Ente Autonomo Fiera del 
Mediterraneo (drawn by the authors)

This re-functionalisation took place in different phases – which obeyed to 
different spatial productions determined by the political-health management 
of the pandemic, in Italy and in Sicily in particular. As it is well known, 
Italy has faced the pandemic with different strategies over time, that can be 
identified in three phases – and which correspond to the three phases of spatial 
organisation of the Fiera.

Following the lockdown implemented throughout the country between 
March and May 2020, the attempts to reopen to public life in the Summer of 
2020 caused a large increase in the number of contagions – and therefore of 
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deaths – in Sicily, which up to that point seemed to remain far from the large 
outbreaks of the North of Italy3. This is the reason why in September 2020 a 
commissioner for the Covid-19 emergency was nominated in Sicily: as Renato 
Costa4 pointed out, he chose the Fiera del Mediterraneo as the hub to deal with 
the pandemic, because it appeared the optimal structure for the absorption of 
large numbers of people and the establishment of a total pandemic centre, 
both in terms of management and accessibility. As we mentioned before, the 
Fiera was at the time conceived as an urban void according to the political 
governance – even if actually signified by politics and relations from below. 
It is precisely this conceived emptiness that determines the choice of the Fiera 
as the perfect ‘city within the city’: the management of this pandemic space 
shaped thus a new landscape, both of fear and healing, both of contagion and 
care. 

The Fiera as a pandemic hub opened in October 2020 to respond to the 
first emergency need: the mapping of contagion, through the administration 
of six million free of charge rapid swabs purchased by the Region of Sicily. 
The numbers of access and demand exceeded all expectations: on the first day 
alone, more than 3,000 people went in for a swab. In this first phase, the Fiera 
was organised like a drive-in, accessible only by car from the North entrance 
(via Anwar Sadat). The snake of cars among the ruins of the pavilions and 
the vegetation that had taken possession of them over the years, then reached 
the end of the triangular area where, under gazebos, the staff recruited during 
the pandemic, carried out the rapid swabs through the cars’ windows. The 
columns of cars, increased considerably during the months, determining the 
landscape around the urban area of the Fiera: every day one could witness 
these very long queues where the car itself was both a safety bubble, and the 
border of isolation from other possible infected people.  In the car park inside 
the area, in front of Piazza Cascino (South entrance), one thus waited for the 
outcome: if negative, one left the Fair area with relief; if positive, one was 
sent back to the pavilion for the molecular swab. Thus, in the unravelling of 
this cars’ serpentine, the sensory and affective realm of this urban landscape 
emerged and materialised: waiting became a spatial device made of a shared 
fear of the possibility of contagion and isolation while in the cars’ rows; 
of a shared solidarity for the possibility of healing when someone left the 
parking area. Therefore, that triangular area determined a Covid landscape, 

3 For an overview of the different legislative decrees and Covid-19 data in Italy, see https://
www.epicentro.iss.it/coronavirus/2020. On narratives and pandemic phases, see de Spuches, 
Sabatini, Palermo, Caravello 2020.
4 Interview conducted in November 2023.

https://www.epicentro.iss.it/coronavirus/2020
https://www.epicentro.iss.it/coronavirus/2020
https://www.epicentro.iss.it/coronavirus/2020
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made of lines of cars, of masks, of waiting, of fears and relief: a landscape of 
contagion, made inside and outside the walls. As excessive material of this 
memory, a graffiti artwork is represented on the wall of the Fair in Via Sadat 
for Jamba, a rapper of the Palermo scene who died in 2020 in London of a         
possible Covid death: a trace of the Fiera landscape as difficult heritage in a 
space in between. 

The second phase of the functionalisation of the Fiera corresponds to the 
peak phase of the pandemic, both in terms of the number of infected, and the 
start of the vaccination campaign. The drive-in for the swabs is accompanied 
by the opening of Pavilion 20, the largest in the exhibition area, which is thus 
used as a space for administering vaccines5. This means that, in April 2021, 
the Fiera is not only the place where the infection is confirmed or not, but also 
a place of care: a place of possibility. The landscape gains thus new horizons 
of meanings and above all new shades of affectivity: although fear was still 
condensed in this urban area, queues, now also outside the car, became 
meetings for sharing stories while waiting in a space of care, perceived safety, 
hope and healing. 

A third phase corresponds to the waning phase of the pandemic, when 
basically the vaccination campaign seems to be working and contagions 
– or at least, deaths – decrease. As the new centre-right governments 
won the elections at national, regional and municipal level, soon started 
the plan for dismantling the hub, which was definitively handed back 
to the municipality on 20th January 2023. Pavilion 20, which until a few 
months ago had been the vaccination centre, within a very short period of 
time went back to being used for ephemeral exhibition events. The new 
municipal government is proposing new plans for the Fair, which have 
not been yet hesitated, as the space seems to be unfit for use at present.

The management of the Fiera as pandemic space had instead proposed 
to maintain and permanently transform the Fiera into a citadel of health, as 
it has been a comforting space for the city over the years: there have been 
multiple events where people went there looking for the staff, even for 
requests that exceeded the functions of the hub for swabs and vaccines. In this 
perspective, the Fiera emerges as a space of care, of possibility of survival, 
of proximity, consequently experienced with positive ease by citizens in 

5 Other vaccination hubs are set up at the port, at the airport and in some neighbourhoods 
thanks to the existence of self-structured and self-financed popular clinics: this is the case 
of the Ambulatorio Popolare Borgo Vecchio, inside the Centro Sociale Anomalia in the 
neighbourhood of the same name (https://palermo.repubblica.it/cronaca/2021/10/14/news/
borgo_vecchio_al_centro_sociale_anomalia_superate_le_500_vaccinazioni-322109363/, 
last acc. December 2023).

https://palermo.repubblica.it/cronaca/2021/10/14/news/borgo_vecchio_al_centro_sociale_anomalia_superate_le_500_vaccinazioni-322109363/
https://palermo.repubblica.it/cronaca/2021/10/14/news/borgo_vecchio_al_centro_sociale_anomalia_superate_le_500_vaccinazioni-322109363/
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the great moment of crisis and precariousness of life brought about by the 
pandemic. Moreover, not only does Covid-19 continue to spread, albeit 
in other ways and with other strains, but cases of spillover (Quammen, 
2012) now seem to be intrinsic to the production and overexploitation 
modes of contemporary capitalism, suggesting that Sars-viruses, like 
those spread in 2002 and 2019, will still determine the global future.

The acceleration of governance and the municipal administration to 
dismantle it, on the other hand, seem to suggest a desire to put an end to the 
pandemic and to soon forget the functionalisation of the Fiera as a pandemic 
landscape. It is precisely these two approaches to the pandemic’s memory, 
as well as those of us authors of the essay – who, as embodied subjects in 
research, are entangled in this process through positionality and reflexivity 
– that let emerge the Fiera in our view as a possible difficult (post)pandemic 
heritage. A space of fear, of contagion, of the ruins caused by the production 
of capital on the one hand; a space of care, of safety, of the possibility of 
surviving amidst these ruins on the other. In this ambivalence of emotion, 
diverse co-existing affectivities, and a different materialisation of the social 
memory of the recent past, there is a production of a contested landscape.

Following MacDonald (2009), if difficult heritage refers to traces of the 
past that are complex, painful, and controversial due to their association 
with tragic events, and simultaneously contested as “awkward for public 
reconciliation with a positive, self-affirming contemporary identity”, the 
Fiera as (post)pandemic landscape is a condensed space of ruins to deal-with. 
These ruins are signified by multiple spatial-temporal layers: as industrial 
ruins (Edensor, 2005) of the abandonment of the exhibition space; as more-
than-human green figurations, contagious practices and relationalities, thus 
possible figurations to stay in contact with the trouble of our contemporary 
time (Haraway, 2015); as ruins of a system whose increasingly precarious 
sustainability produces infections, among which we need to imagine ways 
to survive. “This is a story we need to know […]. And yet: such documents 
are not enough. If we end the story with decay, we abandon all hope – or 
turn our attention to other sites of promise and ruin, promise and ruin” 
(Tsing, 2015, p. 18): the difficult heritage of the Fiera del Mediterraneo 
suggests and needs new ways to deal-with this excessive memory of an 
area that becomes a multiscale knot to understand future sustainable cities.
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5. Concluding thoughts

In this article, which certainly needs further future research, we looked at 
the Fiera del Mediterraneo as a difficult heritage. A landscape that is signified 
by multiple complexities: the transformation of the area that marks the end of 
the golden age, a Mediterranean productive dream; a space of contestation that 
resignifies the urban void with other practices of contagion, human and more-
than-human; the space par excellence of the pandemic. This difficult heritage, 
as a landscape of contagion with a contested memory, is signified in particular 
by the ruins: the ruins of the abandonment of the industry; the ruins of the 
more-than-human interregnum; the ruins of the infection of the capitalistic 
mode of production, whose sustainability is increasingly precarious. The 
urban ruins of this particular difficult heritage question us through multiple 
layers of meanings: dealing with the pandemic memory; staying in contact 
“with the trouble” of our contemporary crisis; imagining other possibilities 
of contagion. Perhaps, starting from an urban void that actually was never 
empty, but full of traces to be questioned. By looking at the development and 
the transformation of the Fiera, its difficult heritage emerges as a landscape 
of condensed contestation: a knot to imagine other sustainable cities.
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2. Cultural Heritage as a Mirror of Sustainable Development. 
Its Potential Roles and Functions in Areas of Environmental 

Crisis: a Case Study

Valentina Castronuovo 1

Abstract 

The indirect destruction of cultural heritage through various local and national 
development plans is the subject of the research. As a systemic problem, it is 
directly linked to the global environmental crisis and to the specific cultural 
and social values of contemporary society. Among the areas where this short-
circuit is particularly evident, Taranto - one of the most populous urban 
centres in Apulia (a region of southern Italy), whose case study is the subject 
of this study - is a typical place where, alongside the ineffective means of 
protecting and regenerating the territorial heritage, it seems crucial (for “the 
few”) to favour systems of industrial and military growth that have caused an 
environmental disaster. Urban abandonment, disintegration, social degradation, 
impoverishment of the quality of urban life, disease, death, compromised use 
of land and water are just some of the effects of “productive development at 
any cost”. A development policy that also reproduces the obvious effects on 
the cultural heritage of the area, which today represents a synthesis of the deep 
ecological crisis of the city: a widespread heritage stratified by almost three 
thousand years of history, whose impoverishment is the order of the day after 
repeated collapses and static instability, calculated here, methodologically 
speaking, from censuses and quantitative statistics from primary sources. The 
aim of this study is to demonstrate the need for a renewal of the development 
dynamics of the area under study, with a view to a regenerative coexistence 
of resources and assets within the paradigm of a culture of sustainability.

Keywords: Cultural Heritage; Cultural heritage damage; Environmental 
crisis; Urban policies; Sustainable Development.

1 Department of modern languages and literatures, history, philosophy and law studies, 
University of Tuscia, valentinacastronuovo@unitus.it
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1. Introduction: cultural heritage as a matrix for developing a culture of 
sustainability

Industrialisation, practices of extractivism and linear economics 
have a significant impact on the longevity of architectural heritage, 
even when it is not directly affected by local events (Tengberg et al., 
2012). This is the ‘indirect’ destruction of cultural heritage, theorised 
in doctrines dealing with the highly topical issue of recent years: the 
destruction of cultural heritage even in the absence of armed conflict.

As early as 1968, UNESCO published the Recommendation for the 
Protection of Cultural Heritage Threatened by Public and/or Private Projects 
(UNESCO, 1968), which recommended that cultural heritage should be 
preserved in anticipation of the effects of the economic development of 
Member States: pollution, large-scale industrial development projects, 
agricultural activities, unauthorised excavations, inadequate infrastructure 
maintenance and planning, unsustainable tourism and urbanisation are 
among the factors that threaten the survival of cultural heritage today, as 
in the past. The continuation of unsustainable human activities in places 
where cultural heritage exists can undermine its resilience and resistance. 
Failure to recognise this risk, and consequently to calculate the true cost 
of loss and damage, could trigger mechanisms for the re-functionalisation 
of urban centres that are not sustainable. In recent years, the study of the 
impact of various manmade factors on heritage has developed, which is of 
great importance for heritage conservation (Hongshu & Xiufeng, 2023). 
By analysing these mechanisms, we can identify them and establish some 
macro-control measures. The combination of environmental monitoring 
technology for in-depth understanding of the environment in which built 
cultural heritage is preserved, whether mobile or immobile, and research on 
heritage conservation techniques represents a new way of thinking about its 
preservation and planning new protection plans (Hongshu & Xiufeng, 2023).

Moreover, the protection of cultural heritage is closely linked to the 
degree of resilience of a place (European Commission, 2003), understood 
as the ability to cope with and recover from aggressive external events 
(UNESCO, 1968). In the context of a broader reflection on the risks of loss 
and deterioration of a society’s history, memory and symbolic apparatus, 
the state of health of the cultural heritage could represent a “mirror” of the 
level of sustainability of the development processes implemented in a place.
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For many years now, there has been a significant and fruitful debate in 
Europe on the development of for the development of a territorial cultural 

policy: 
reflection on the territorial value of cultural heritage, on its role in a 

modern society 
which feels the need to look to the future, on its status as a significant 

element and generator of values, memories and identifications 
(Carta, 2006, p. 37) 2.

But the common memory represented by heritage is not an inert, passive 
thing, but a field of activity in which past events are selected, reconstructed 
or erased, and endowed with political meaning (Said, 2000). Even today, 
territorial heritage represents a crucial space of investigation for observing 
the processes and dynamics of an ever-evolving extractive capitalism and for 
understanding how crisis of values are not sudden crises, but the result of a 
process that takes place through precise choices, choices that are materialised 
in territories and contested by territories (Imperatore, 2023, p. 14). The extent 
to which a concept of “active territoriality” (Banini, 2017) can be found in 
contestation, based on the so-called “consciousness of place” (Magnaghi, 
2010), as an awareness of the value of territorial heritage as an essential element 
for the reproduction of individual and collective life, as well as biological and 
cultural life, is to be found in the possibility for the settled community to 
choose the distinctive features of the inhabited territory (Banini, 2017). From 
this perspective, the territorial cultural heritage becomes a by-product of the 
active interrelation between people, places, things and practices, a factor 
that emerges from “chains of connectivity”, which requires an ontological 
change in the decision-making process concerning it (Harrison, 2013). 
This integrated perspective allows heritage conservation to be reconceived 
as a creative and contingent process of producing the past, in the present, 
for the future, within the power/knowledge effects at play in the domain 
of governmentality (Harrison, 2013; Smith, 2006). Heritage can therefore 
become a means for the territory to reconfigure itself in the face of systemic 
crises (Caravello, 2023). It should therefore represent the restructuring of the 
ideological apparatus, the change in the way of thinking and seeing forms 
in the wider context of human activity (Eco, 1980). From this perspective, 
the activity of rediscovering the meanings of the signs of history, rather than 
a simple philology of the past, implies an “invention” of new interpretive 
codes. These considerations lead us to propose a prospective management 

2 Author’s translation.
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of cultural resources: cultural heritage must go beyond its predictable uses, 
and the multiplicity of potential uses must face the challenge of a concept 
always oriented towards authenticity, implying a permanent interplay 
between adaptability and identity, in a perpetually “mobile” perspective. This 
is to avoid the trap of a cultural heritage that is seen only as a precondition 
for all collective strategies of public property management and not as a co-
acting component of territorial development (Carta, 2006). Cultural heritage 
thus becomes, together with natural heritage, an ecosystem capable of 
concretely generating principles and criteria of a culture of sustainability.

The aim of this study is to demonstrate the need for a renewal of the 
development dynamics of the study area, aiming at the regenerative coexistence 
of resources and assets in the paradigm of a culture of sustainability. 
Furthermore, through a case study and analysis of secondary data of the 
historical centre of Taranto (Puglia, Italy), affected by an environmental 
disaster of anthropogenic nature, it aims to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
environmental measures adopted and to know the role of the protection and 
enhancement of the cultural heritage carried out by the political authorities 
in the last two decades. The choice of indicators used is closely linked to 
the purpose of the analysis. Within this framework, this chapter aims to 
explore considerations regarding the role of cultural heritage in regional 
and multi-level development planning, in the light of EU policies and recent 
global sustainability initiatives. The focus will therefore be on the trends 
and limitations of the planning approaches used so far, as possible evidence 
for updating local development plans in a human-environment relationship 
key (Fusco Girard, 2021) and for re-decoding areas of environmental crisis. 
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1 Study area

On 1 January 2023, the municipality of Taranto had a population of 188,310 
and an area of approximately 249.86 km2 (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Puglia Region and Municipality of Taranto: administrative boundaries view.
Source: author’s elaboration on Qgis data.

The city is developed along three natural peninsulas and an artificial island - 
the historic centre, known as the “Città Vecchia” (Figure 2) - between the two 
basins of Mar Grande and Mar Piccolo, natural outlets of the Gulf of Taranto.
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Figure 2. The historic centre of Taranto: satellite view. 
Source: author’s elaboration on Qgis data.

Its strategic position has been responsible for its military importance for 
centuries. The Taranto dockyard, inaugurated in 1889 and located in the 
coastal area of Mar Piccolo, has become a source of marine pollution due to 
the release of pollutants such as heavy metals and polychlorinated biphenyls 
onto the seabed. Around 2,400 civilian employees work in the most important 
technical-industrial company in the Italian defence sector. Since the early 
1950s, the city of Taranto has not only had a military function (confirmed by 
the construction of the new N.A.T.O. naval base inaugurated in 2004), but also 
an industrial one. In fact, it became a centre of excellence for steel production 
with the creation of the IV Centro Acciaierie “Italsider” (now Acciaierie 
d’Italia S.p.A.), inaugurated in 1965 and still one of the largest industrial 
steel processing complexes (the full cycle production plant covers an area 
of 15 square kilometres). To the north of Taranto is the ENI S.p.A. refinery, 
which is directly linked to the Basilicata oil field in Italy. On the same side 
are many centres for the management of hazardous waste from Taranto and 
other industrial areas. Despite the presence of many important production and 
military facilities, the city shows significant forms of degradation and socio-
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economic imbalances linked to the strong constraints that large industrial 
groups and military institutions exert on its economy: high unemployment, 
poverty, marginalisation, crime, low education rate, environmental degradation 
and social and economic inequalities between the different neighbourhoods 
of the city. For example, the provincial employment rate for the 15-64 age 
group will only reach 44.7% in 2022, compared to the national rate of 60.1%3. 
Of particular concern is the poor health of the population (high mortality from 
respiratory and cardiovascular diseases) and excessive infant mortality. The 
mortality rate between 1995 and 2009 represents 15% of the total population 
(Comba et al., 2012). According to the official ISTAT mortality statistics, the 
change in the mortality rate recorded in 2021 with respect to the 2015-2019 
average shows that the city of Taranto has one of the largest increases (+22%), 
a percentage probably favoured by the impact of the COVID-19 syndrome. In 
2021, the Ministry of Justice will declare Taranto an environmental disaster city.

The state of the city’s built heritage is also alarming, particularly that 
of Taranto’s historic centre, which has suffered from years of neglect. 
In fact, since the 1970s, the ‘historical’ population has been forced to 
migrate to newly built neighbourhoods (Blandino, 1974; Trono et al., 
2016), offshoots of the ‘new’ city, due to the static condition of the 
residential structures. The loss of architectural heritage is a process 
that also affects buildings of historical and cultural value, affected by 
multiple collapses and structural damage (Castronuovo, 2023) (Figure 3).

Figure 3. A square in Taranto Vecchia between collapsed buildings. Source: ph. Castronuovo 
Valentina.

3 Data available on the I.Stat platform, accessed on 7 march 2024.
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On the basis of the Emergency Response and Damage Monitoring Instrument 
of the Taranto Provincial Fire Brigade Command, a census of the situation 
was made between 1995 and 2020 (the data from 2016 to 2020 are a 
projection of the statistical trend compared to previous years): more than 800 
accidents were recorded, with an average of 31.38 accidents per year. The 
trend identified (Figure 4) can support the hypothesis that, in the absence 
of targeted intervention plans that include the historical centre of Taranto in 
a systemic planning of the area, further static damage will occur in the next 
few years in a range of 24-38, with and average static damage = 3. During the 
years studied, the maintenance of the structural fabric of the historical centre 
of Taranto was almost never definitive: often the same building was subjected 
to several successive static failures.  

Figure 4. Static collapse trend 1995-2020. Source: author’s elaboration from data archives of 
the Taranto Provincial Fire Department.

The abandonment of the architectural heritage of the historical centre 
is already having questionable consequences: the ongoing gentrification 
process, which is certainly slower than in other historical centres, tends, as 
always, to leave no room for the original inhabitants of the place and to distort 
the intended use of the area.

2.2 Data Collection and Analysis

After an in-depth analysis and literature review, the identification of core 
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indicators closely related to the management of the cultural heritage in the 
city of Taranto is carried out, with emphasis on the historical centre for the 
years 2001-2020. The decision to consider this period from the point of view 
of continuity was made due to the availability of good quality data. In general, 
an indicator is successful when it reflects the phenomenon under study, is 
measurable (in numbers, proportions and ranks), verifiable and reproducible. 
On the basis of the literature consulted, it was therefore decided to enrich the 
specific indicators to be included in the cultural heritage sector with territorial 
indicators (United Nations, 2004; Castronuovo, 2023; Caspersen & Olafsson, 
2010; Bruni, 2016; Vallega, 2008; Fleskens et al., 2009; Lee & Hsieh, 
2016; Neri et al., 2016). The data collected are divided into four main areas, 
namely “community”, “environment”, “cultural heritage” and “economy” 
(Table 1), according to their subject matter and the details presented.

Response indicator Unit of analysis Year range

Area under landscape protection (Km2) Municipality 2001-2020 

Area under landscape protection on total 
area (%) Municipality 2001-2020

Municipal public expenditure devoted to 
the management of cultural heritage – (% 

of total budget expenditure)
Municipality 2001-2020 

Current public expenditure per capita for 
the management of cultural heritage on a 
regional basis (museums, libraries and art 

galleries) (€)

Region 2001-2020 

Static disruption of the historic centre’s 
land heritage (no.) Municipality 1995-2020

Urban regeneration plans/Site Specific 
policies with cultural heritage interventions 

(no.)
Municipality 2001-2020

Decontamination proceedings concluded 
out of total proceedings at provincial level 

(%)
County 2001-2020

Pro-industrial law decrees (no.) State government 2001-2020

SIN sites surface area (km2) State government 2001-2020

SIN sites surface area (km2) - marine area State government 2001-2020

Table 1. Indicators selected and analysed on the ‘Taranto case’ subdivided by thematic area. 
Years 2001–2020.
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The data used for the analysis came, depending on the topic, from scientific 
and technical reports from various institutions, research centres and active 
citizens, including the National Institute for Statistics (ISTAT, 2015); the 
Municipality of Taranto (Città di Taranto, 2019; Comune di Taranto, 2014); 
the Apulia Region - Department for Environmental Quality (Barbanente, 
2013; 2014; 2015); the CNR Institute for Coastal Marine Environment; the 
Higher Institute for Environmental Protection and Research (ISPRA); the 
Ministry for the Environment and Protection of Land and Sea. The information 
was then evaluated in order to establish cause and effect relationships. The 
metrics representing each component of the analysis were first standardised, 
i.e. converted into purely numerical values, using the min-max method. The 
purpose of normalising the indicators was to make them comparable, as they 
were originally expressed in different quantities and polarities. The normalised 
indicators were then multiplied by a numerical coefficient to create a synthetic 
indicator category with an exponential mathematical function (OECD, 2008). 
This step required the application of a weighting system that considered 
all indicators equally important and the identification of the technique 
of compensatory synthesis (indicators were considered as substitutes).

3. Results of European and ministerial policies applied to the “Taranto” 
contex

The arrangement of the line graph resulting from the comparison of the 
aggregated data related to the government policies aimed at addressing and 
mitigating the pressures and issues related to cultural heritage (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Improving impacts of multi-level policies on cultural heritage: trend in the Taranto 
urban area. Years 2001–2020. Source: author’s elaboration
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Overall, the pattern over the defined period is negative, especially for the 
period 2012-2020, as a result of the implementation of the “pro-iron and 
steel industry decrees”. Despite the fact that these measures were taken in 
response to the environmental disaster in Taranto, they must be considered 
proportionate to the protection of the area’s environmental resources and 
aimed at maintaining industrial production. The slight increase in 2020 is due 
to the remediation processes that have been completed; of the total number of 
processes expected at provincial level, the entire area of the Site of National 
Interest (SIN) has been taken into account, which will increase by +38.96% 
in 2020.

The indicator “Urban regeneration initiatives involving cultural heritage” 
is particularly interesting. Several European and national policies have been 
applied to the Taranto competition, including the Urban II strategic plan for 
urban regeneration, which ran from 2000-2006. From the planning stages 
of the actions, their implementation did not correspond to reality. In fact, 
the proposed urban redevelopment initiative was intended to bring about a 
significant change in a part of the city, without mentioning the harmful effects 
of past industrial and military activities, which still have an impact on the area. 
The area of intervention was the historic centre and the Borgo neighbourhoods 
(designed by Murat at the end of the 19th century) and the Porta Napoli/
Tamburi neighbourhood, the two branches of the historic centre that extend 
inland near the industrial area, for a total of 509 hectares and a population 
of 47, 400 inhabitants, with European funding of 15.1 million euros. The 
programme attempted to pursue a strategy based on the transformation of 
the territory through public interventions for the integrated recovery of the 
historic area, with the aim of reconnecting the historic centre with the whole 
urban area, strengthening both its historical roots and its settled society, and 
recovering the deepest ties that make the idea of the ‘city’ concrete and shared 
(Comune di Taranto, 2009). Of the forty interventions provided for in the 
Operational Programme, only 10% were structural interventions in buildings 
of historic-artistic interest already owned by the municipality and functional 
for their adaptation as cultural spaces. However, during the years in which 
the programme was implemented, the municipality went through a period 
of financial instability and political and administrative crisis, which had a 
significant impact on the implementation of the programme. The resurfacing 
of streets and pavements and the work carried out on urban amenities could 
not compensate for the failure of the programme in all those interventions 
that required longer-term planning, such as the repopulation of central 
areas, the restoration of dilapidated historic buildings and the improvement 



49

of environmental quality (together with the rehabilitation of dilapidated 
sewerage and water supply networks). It is worth noting, among other things, 
that the most unsuccessful actions were concentrated precisely in what was 
defined as the ‘central point’ of the programme, because of the importance of 
the old settlement, the historic centre, ‘which had to be reconnected to the city 
in its sociological roots of building and strengthening the settled community’ 
(Comune di Taranto, 2009, p.8). To date, the two main policy instruments that 
have also been prepared for the historic centre of Taranto are the Institutional 
Development Contract (CIS), launched following the approval of Law 
20/2015, which has suffered from the change of government at the national 
level (Rotondo, 2020), and the project “Re-inhabitation of the historic centre 
of Taranto”, approved within the National Innovative Programme for Housing 
Quality (PINQUA), funded by the National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
with 2.8 billion euros, which aims to restore the historic centre of Taranto to 
its original state and to improve the quality of life of its inhabitants. 2.8 billion, 
which aims to reduce suburban decay, improve the energy efficiency of public 
housing and carry out urban regeneration measures to improve the quality 
of life of the population. The progress of the CIS intervention programme 
includes, in the “Heritage, cultural activities and tourism promotion” sector, 
the implementation (now completed) of two cultural heritage interventions 
located outside the historical centre of Taranto, but close to extremely 
endangered industrial areas. The restoration of a number of buildings in the 
historic centre of Taranto are included in the “Urban Regeneration” sector, 
such as the restoration of Palazzo Carducci, Palazzo Troilo and a building 
on one of the main streets, via Garibaldi. All of these interventions are still 
at an embryonic stage. In particular, they are all measures derived from older 
programmes (e.g. Urban II) and have never achieved the implementation 
objectives of these specific measures. On the other hand, the PINQUA project 
“Restoration of the historical centre of Taranto” concerns a large part of the 
area, the eastern quadrant of the historical centre, which is characterised by a 
high housing shortage and socio-economic difficulties. Buildings, including 
residences. The plan aims to “repopulate” the area, which is currently largely 
uninhabited. A total of 95 apartments in 8,041 square metres of public space 
will be renovated at a total cost of 15 million euros. The process is still at an 
early stage and suffers once again from the serious administrative problems 
associated with the title deeds of the properties affected. The difficulty 
of tracing the owners of the properties, due to the historical process of 
abandonment, makes it difficult to carry out the planned works.
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4. Conclusions

The rehabilitation and redevelopment plans for the historic centre of 
Taranto are only able to take root in a small percentage of the urban, social and 
cultural fabric of the area. This is evidenced by the fact that the interventions 
in favour of the island’s cultural heritage are constantly transferred from 
one operational plan to another, which shows that no “altering” operation is 
effective without reprogramming the territory from a sustainable and long-
term perspective. The results of the analysis must necessarily be read in this 
light: any policy, however methodologically coherent and well-intentioned, 
proves ineffective or partially effective in the face of the maintenance of the 
status quo of the existing production system. They are also useful as a first 
approach to highlight the possible causal relationships existing in the territory, 
they reveal gaps in the interpretation of the territorial cultural heritage, which 
should be the subject of a more detailed analytical evaluation in order to 
specifically understand the possible direct causal relationships between the 
environmental degradation of the city and the loss of its cultural heritage. 

Furthermore, the period analysed is a limitation of this study. In order to 
highlight the causal relationship between the factors identified with regard to 
the loss/preservation of the cultural site, it is necessary to take into account 
the analysis of the Taranto area in both the pre-industrial and post-industrial 
periods. This comparison can provide further evidence of the effectiveness 
(or ineffectiveness) of the policies implemented. Obviously, the availability 
of data in the pre-industrial period represents an important source of follow-
up. This gap can be filled by using historical indicators which, despite their 
limited distribution, can provide a partial view of changes in the environment 
of the study area.

However, cultural heritage, if used as a matrix of anti-systemic 
value and representation of processes of collective recognisability 
(Tinacci Mossello, 2014), and not as a mere recipient of recovery 
interventions, could play a primary role in the act of regenerating, with 
continuity, that social network of interpersonal trust relationships that is 
necessary for the very existence of any community and place over time.

In the conventions and documents of the Council of Europe and the 
Commission of the European Community on spatial planning and cultural 
heritage, spatial cultural assets are essentially considered as symbols of the 
cultural heritage of events that have marked the evolution of society. Cultural 
heritage thus translates the time of the cultures that have stratified the territory 
into visible signs and offers an image of the “eternity” of civilisation for 
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reflection. In order to improve the understanding of the actual and potential 
role of cultural heritage and not to reduce it to a reduced testimony of 
unsustainable modern development, it is important to define it conceptually 
and politically as a source of social innovation for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth.

These considerations lead us to propose a forward-looking and proactive 
management of cultural resources. Currently, the top-down approach to 
heritage management in the study area has both interpretive and operational 
shortcomings, which are mitigated to a very small extent by bottom-up 
approaches aimed at partially recovering heritage use rights (Castronuovo 
& Berardi, 2017). These are forms of social claim that start from a direct 
knowledge of place and focus on an operational, rather than an analytical, 
dimension of collective action. They are self-organised social processes 
capable of producing contextual socio-spatial effects. From this perspective, 
the study aims to stimulate policy makers, together with communities, 
to initiate specific analyses of the risks threatening cultural heritage, 
in order to implement organic protective measures before irreversible 
further damage occurs, an urgent need in the face of global challenges.
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Abstract

For the past few decades, the slopes of Mount Etna have been characterised by 
a new interest in wineries. This research, largely carried out in the field, will 
focus on the northern slope of the volcano, whose municipalities have been 
plagued by an inexorable demographic decline for decades. The emblematic 
case of Castiglione di Sicilia will be developed to understand the extent of 
the phenomenon, recent and potential future directions in terms of territorial 
development, based on the policies implemented.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the slopes of Etna have been characterised by a 
new interest in wineries that have chosen to settle in an area known for 
its fertility and microclimate. This characteristic was already known 
at the time of the geographer Strabo (around 64BC - 24 AD): “Now 
although the ash is an affliction at the time, it benefits the country in 
later times, for it renders it fertile and suited to the vine, the rest of the 
country not being equally productive of good wine” (Strabo, 1988, p. 69).

Today there are more than 70 wineries, most of them recently established. 
A new form of entrepreneurship has come forward. It is attentive not only 
to the quality of the product, but also to the defence and enhancement 
of the territory. Sometimes the fortunate combination of the vocation 
of the land and the territory for agriculture use, the liveliness of a young 
entrepreneurial class and the adoption of winning development paths can 
bring about a true territorial revolution in just a few years. An Etna DOC 
wine district has thus been established, which has contributed to creating a 
tourist offer focusing on landscape, traditional culture and food and wine. 
In addition to recovering traditional structures (lava stone walls, houses 
and rural buildings, ancient roads), the wineries have created unusual 
agricultural landscapes of great interest to every visitor. Attractiveness is 
favoured by typically slow mobility routes that cancel out the consequences 
of a hectic lifestyle and optimally connect people to cultural landscapes. 
This paper will focus on the Alcantara Valley, located in the north-eastern 
part of the volcano, and specifically in the territory of Castiglione di Sicilia.

2. Territorial framework and methodology

The area under investigation falls within a territory of great geo-cultural 
interest in north-eastern Sicily: the Alcantara Valley. It was formed by erosion 
due to the Alcantara river (approximately 53 km) and is bordered to the north 
by the Peloritani Mountains, to the north-west by the Nebrodi Mountains,  and 
to the south by Mount Etna. The Alcantara river flows into the Ionian Sea near 
Giardini Naxos and marks the natural border between the metropolitan cities 
of Catania and Messina. Within the valley, the Alcantara River Park (just 
over 1,900 hectares) was established in 2001. The area, described by Pietro 
Bembo in his De Aetna (1495), is already visually recognisable in various 
maps from the 16th century. In the mid-20th century, geographer Francesco 
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Speranza provided an excellent description of it, highlighting  how varied 
the origin and nature of the terrain is, and also providing details of climatic 
types and vegetation (Speranza, 1955). Today, the valley has some common 
features and uniform elements. Common elements include a weak economic 
structure and a demographic dynamic that reveals one of the area’s most 
significant critical issues: a slow and general demographic decline that calls 
for novel approaches and innovative measures. This theme, associated with 
the increase in the elderly population, is intrinsically linked to highly topical 
issues in the scientific debate, such as the need to repopulate marginal places, 
to increase their attractiveness and, no less important, to reflect on aspects such 
as mobility and accessibility. The territory is also characterised by many cases 
of hydrogeological instability, often caused by the actions of man who over 
the years has failed to respect the nature of the soil and has illogically built 
everything, taking space away from nature itself and intensifying occupation 
with cement.

The area is culturally relevant. Hundreds of rural dwellings, factories, 
mills, masseries and palmenti are spread throughout the Alcantara Valley. 
Scholar Lucia Militi, through long and meticulous field research, has 
carefully surveyed them (Militi, 2023). The area is also characterised by 
some important geosites, endowed with high educational, as well as scientific 
and environmental value. Geosites consist of landscape components thanks 
to which it is possible to study and understand the evolution of the territory. 
Specifically, they may consist of sedimentary rocks in which fossils or 
minerals may be present, basaltic outcrops, peculiar landscape forms, etc. 
(Mercatanti, Privitera, 2020, p.57). Accessibility appears to be one of the 
area’s weak points. In reality, a lower level of accessibility is consistent 
with the impervious nature of the area and is by no means a weakness if 
one reflects on the new opportunities and attractiveness of so-called ‘slow 
travel’ or ‘slow tourism’. In recent years, Sicily has received unprecedented 
attention in terms of territorial reorganisation aimed at the local development 
of marginal areas. On marginal areas, geographers themselves are making 
the scientific debate of great interest (Battisti, 2017; Sommella, 2017; 
Cerutti, De Falco, Graziano, 2022, just to mention a few articles). There 
are indeed many marginal territories whose cultural heritage deserves to be 
enhanced, also through the promotion of so-called slow tourism, a possible 
new paradigm for bottom-up territorial development policies (Lavarini, 
2008; Nocifora, de Salvo, Calzati, 2011). In a society increasingly oriented 
towards speed, synthesis and synthetic and often trivial information, slow 
travel offers the opportunity to return to the past, to enjoy the landscape and 
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its elements, as well as an unprecedented confrontation with nature. Slow 
travelling offers the visitor a better insight into places and landscapes while 
respecting the timeframe of optimal learning and experience. The same 
rural buildings, even when they are not in the best condition because they 
are abandoned, retain an intrinsic beauty and a double meaning: that of a 
cultural asset and the testimony of the existence of a strong identity in an area 
with great potential. The encouraging statistics on visitors corroborate these 
elements flows in the study area, which are slowly and steadily increasing.

The landscape is therefore a cultural landscape, rich in elements that 
hark back to the area’s past, but also skilfully shaped to meet the area’s new 
development needs. 

The research was largely conducted in the field through various on-
the-spot inspections and the testing of several tourists’ itineraries and 
events, with visits to some representative wineries in Castiglione di 
Sicilia. The preliminary phase of the study was initiated through extensive 
bibliographic research. During the visits, informal discussions were held 
with privileged players in the wine-growing and wine-producing sector, 
and the main strategies for promoting products and places were noted. 

The creation of a wine district of excellence offers an opportunity for 
development, also through tourist routes characterised by slow mobility 
and experiential practices, starting precisely from the regeneration of 
the landscape. A case study consistent with the idea that environmental 
sustainability actions can effectively integrate local development paths. This 
work will focus on the emblematic case of Castiglione di Sicilia, with its 
46 districts, already mapped as Additional Geographical Units (UGA), to 
understand the extent of the phenomenon and potential future developments 
in terms of territorial development on the basis of the policies implemented.

3. The ‘Etna Nord’ wine district

As Fabrizio Meli well explains, the slopes of the volcano were already 
cultivated with vineyards in ancient times. After the Second World War, due 
to the economic and agrarian crisis, Sicilian viticulture went into a period 
of sharp decline. Several vine diseases (mainly due to phylloxera) also 
contributed to the sector’s collapse. Thus began a widespread substitution of 
crops: for decades hazelnut, chestnut and citrus trees characterised the Etna 
landscapes. On the other hand, abandoned crops allowed nature to restore the 
Etnean woods. In the last two decades, the recovery of terraces, small roads, 
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and rural buildings has allowed a return to the past since, as already indicated, 
the land is particularly suited to the cultivation of vines (Meli, 2016, p. 214).

The Consorzio Tutela Vini Etna DOC (Consortium for the Protection of Etna 
DOC Wines), in agreement with the Sicilian Region, has drawn up a thematic 
map identifying the 133 Districts (Contrade) of Etna (Figure 1). A further nine 
Contrade were identified in 2022. Belonging to one of the identified Contrade 
certifies the presence of certain organoleptic qualities in Etna DOC wines. The 
new thematic map highlights, through colour gradations, the characteristics 
of altitude, exposure, ventilation, rainfall, temperature range and soil type.

Fig. 1: Set of municipalities in the Etna DOC area                                                                                                                                             
Source: Consortium for the Protection of Etna DOC Wines
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Since 2011, the production regulations of the Etna Controlled           
Denomination of Origin, born in 1968 and thus the oldest in Italy, recognise 
the presence of 133 contrade (districts) within its area, which covers the 
territory of 20 municipalities, legally equivalent to Additional Geographical 
Units (UGA). In the long work of reconnaissance of the territory, updating 
the boundaries led to the identification of 9 new contrade, thanks to the 
collaboration of the Consortium’s member producers, which will be officially 
included in the next update of the production regulations. The new Contrade 
Map also takes these into account, bringing the number to 142 Contrades, 
which are divided into the territory of 11 municipalities. The northern part of the 
surveyed territory holds the largest number of Contrade: 25 are in Randazzo, 
46 in Castiglione di Sicilia, 10 in Linguaglossa and 13 in Piedimonte Etneo 
(Figure 2). This map represents an important step towards the zoning of the 
DOC area.

Figure 2. The Etna municipalities                                                                                             
Source: Created on QGIS by L. Mercatanti
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The recent identification of the Contrade (districts) was obtained 
thanks to new topographical surveys that were superimposed on 
cartographic layers, created through repeated surveys using Geographic 
Information System-GIS instruments. In this way, the old cadastral 
maps - which no longer correspond to a rapidly changing territory, at 
least from the point of view of agricultural production - were updated.

Since the 1990s, a true wine district has been formed, located on the   
slopes of Etna on the northern slope, from Randazzo to Linguaglossa, 
between 400 and 800 metres above sea level. The northern slope of the 
volcano is characterised by higher rainfall. This district, characterised  today 
by a multitude of high-quality wineries, the recovery of ancient farmhouses 
transformed into agritourism structures and the presence of a large Golf 
Resort & SPA, is of great interest for geographical research. Among the most 
important sites for viticulture are Passopisciaro, Rovittello and Solicchiata, 
hamlets of Castiglione di Sicilia. Starting in the mid-19th century, residents 
settled in these hamlets and specialised in the production of an excellent 
wine, exported to cut prestigious national and French wines (Meli, 2016). 
The morphology of the Etnean territory was tamed by building terraces 
that still clothe the surfaces of the Etnean reliefs today. The skilful wine-
growing techniques and traditions of an area particularly suited, thanks to 
an advantageous pedoclimatic environment, have been preserved through  
various generational relays. Since the 1990s, entrepreneurs from other 
regions and abroad have been “attracted by the production potential of 
terraced vineyards, but also by the beauty of the landscape and the black 
magic of Etna volcano” and have introduced modern techniques and practices 
(Militi, 2016, pp. 72-73). 

In just a few years, an area that has been able to enhance factors such as 
territorial identity, hospitality, taste, genuineness and authenticity of traditions, 
thus providing valid elements for its recognisability, has gained importance. 
Dozens of districts are characterised by tidy vineyards and refurbished 
masserias and rural houses, inside which can be admired the palmenti built in 
lava stone. Due to the subdivision of the latifundia, manor houses of absolute 
landscape-architectural value were built between the 17th and 19th centuries, 
which still adorn the Etnean landscape today (Cascone, Pennisi, di Fazio, 
1997). Some of them are ruins, but their recovery is not excluded, given the 
growing interest in the area. Farms, wineries and accommodation facilities 
in the district are now associated thanks to the experience known as the Etna 
Wine Route, which offers events, wine tourism tours and short trips aboard 
the Circumetnea Railway train or “Littorina of Etna”, a true food and wine 
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tourism product (Cannizzaro, Corinto, 2012). In 1994, the Consorzio di tutela 
vini Etna Doc was founded, committed to promoting the brand and overseeing 
compliance with the production regulations in defence of consumers and 
producers. In addition to the initiatives of individual producers and actors in 
the area, the rebirth of this territory and the interest of a lively entrepreneurial 
class, which has given rise to concrete and effective territorial initiatives, as 
well as clear benefits for the local community, has certainly been benefited by 
specific measures that the Sicilian Region, through the Regional Department 
of Agriculture, Rural Development and Mediterranean Fisheries (Regional 
Department of Agriculture), has favoured, albeit following EU-initiated 
guidelines such as the Common Agricultural Policy-CAP. In particular, we 
refer to the Common Market Organisation - Single CMO (EU Regulation 
1308/2013). The restructuring and reconversion of vineyards measure, 
for example, implemented through various wine-growing campaigns, has 
granted economic aid to those who produce DOC and DOCG wines regarding 
varietal reconversion and vineyard restructuring. These subsidies facilitated, 
through the provision of a 50% non-repayable contribution, the restructuring 
of wineries and estates, obviously in cases where the authorisations were 
present. In 2021, Decree 1897/2021 of the Regional Councillor for Productive 
Activities concluded the process that established the Distretto Produttivo 
Vino di Sicilia for five years. The main objective is to promote strategic 
planning. At the moment, none of the companies on the volcano’s northern 
slope are involved in the District, but the initiative is destined to spread. The 
Region, thanks to its autonomy, does not make a significant contribution to 
the growth of the sector. Still, it does, however, assist and support the various 
local initiatives and EU strategies, probably in the conviction that local 
entrepreneurial forces, certainly of quality and aware of their own capacities 
and ambitions, are capable by themselves of self-determination (Mercatanti, 
Pioletti, Sechi, 2022).

4. Castiglione di Sicilia

Castiglione di Sicilia is a municipality of just under 3,000 inhabitants 
located in the centre of the Alcantara Valley, between Randazzo and Taormina 
at an altitude of about 600 metres above sea level. It is a fortified medieval 
centre located on a rocky buttress defending the Alcantara Valley. Founded 
by the Greeks in 496 B.C., it reached a certain importance under the Norman 
and Swabian dominations and became a fief of Ruggero di Lauria in 1283.
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Like most of the municipalities in the Alcantara Valley, the population of 
Castiglione di Sicilia is constantly and significantly decreasing (Figure 3).

Fig. 3: Demographic dynamics in Castiglione di Sicilia. Years 1901-2021                                  
Source: National Institute of Statistics (www.demo.istat.it). 

The hamlets of Castiglione di Sicilia are Gravà, Mitogio, Passopisciaro, 
Rovittello, Solicchiata and Verzella. The most important and well-known 
for wine production are Passopisciaro, Rovittello, and Solicchiata. The 
territory of Castiglione di Sicilia today has about 800 hectares under 
vine and is therefore one of the most important on Etna. Around 34,000 
hectolitres of wine are produced annually (Militi, 2023, p. 142). As a 
result, Castiglione di Sicilia is known as the ‘Wine Capital of Etna’.

Vine cultivation has been one of the economic activities that have 
characterised Castiglione di Sicilia for centuries. Since the mid-19th century, 
phylloxera, a parasitic aphid that attacks the roots of the plant and quickly 
causes its death, spread throughout Europe (and at the end of the same century 
in Sicily).

After several years of crisis in wine-growing, the problem was solved by 
using, limited to the root system, certain varieties of American vine, completely 
immune to the parasite. Thanks to this intuition, it was decided to create a plant 
with an American foot and European leaf apparatus. In general, the soils in the 
districts of Castiglione di Sicilia consist of alluvial soils, with a permeable, 
deep and porous sandy texture. They are therefore ideal for the circulation 

http://www.demo.istat.it
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of oxygen, even in the deep layers. Their predisposition to be penetrated by 
plant roots allows the plant to find water even in the driest years, which are 
increasingly frequent due to climate change (Militi, 2016, pp. 68-69). While 
the nature of the soil and climate is favourable for planting a vineyard, it is 
also unfavourable. The soil itself is in fact rich in lava stones, which means 
that the land must first be well tilled in order to accommodate the plants. 
Moreover, the presence of slopes often forces operators to the only possible 
solution: terracing. The terracing system is a working technique whose origins 
go back a long way and allows steep terrain to be enhanced. This technique 
was created to accommodate the need to make sloping areas cultivable by 
increasing the surface area of land that can be worked flat and reducing 
rainwater runoff. Terraces are very useful for preventing and combating soil 
erosion, they prevent hydraulic and hydrogeological instability, they have a 
microclimatic function and are silent witnesses of an agricultural culture that 
has positively modified the rural landscape. Some terraces are even part of 
the tourist offer: well-known cases are the Cinque Terre in Liguria, the Douro 
River Valley in Portugal or the picturesque terraced rice fields in Vietnam 
(Mercatanti, Privitera, 2022, pp. 51-52). As the geographer Domenico Ruocco 
has well pointed out, cultural heritage includes also the “terraces and other 
traces of the conquest of the land for land-grabbing and cultivation [...] are 
authentic testimonies of civilisation” (Ruocco, 1979, pp.4-5). Terraces are, 
therefore, rightfully part of the cultural heritage and an integral part of Etna’s 
agrarian landscape.

Terraces have been built in abundance in the past and many of them 
have been recovered. However, they require constant maintenance (e.g. to 
avert the danger of their disruption or landslides) and certainly plant care 
operations (soil cleaning, fertilisation, pruning, fruit picking) are more 
complicated, since they are not an open field on a single level of altitude.  

In the territory of Castiglione di Sicilia, the main cultivars are Nerello 
Mascalese, cultivated since time immemorial, from which red and rosé 
wines are obtained; Nerello Cappuccio - increasingly rare due to a slow 
abandonment by wine-growers - from which red wines suitable for ageing 
are obtained; Carricante, a white grape variety. In addition to these, 
Catarratto, Minnella, Grecanico, Alicante, Cabernet and Chardonnay 
are also cultivated. In 1968 (Presidential Decree of 11 August 1968) 
Castiglione di Sicilia was included in the production area of DOC Etna. 

The harvest takes place between September and October (Militi,   
2016, pp. 71-72). It is precisely during the harvest months that many 
accommodation facilities and wineries organise educational days for visitors, 



67

offering days in contact with nature in which they can become protagonists 
in the harvesting and pressing of grapes according to traditional methods.

Castiglione di Sicilia hosts various events of viticultural interest. 
Among them is “Le contrade dell’Etna”, in its 15th edition in 2024 
and an unmissable event for local producers and many visitors (https://
lecontradedelletna.com). The events “Cantine aperte” (Open Cellars) and 
“Calici di stelle” (Goblets of stars), between May and August, also have great 
resonance in Castiglione di Sicilia, thanks to guided tours of the vineyards. 

In 1989, Castiglione di Sicilia was the site of the first major Sicilian golf 
club, now one of the most popular on the island: Picciolo Etna Golf (www.
ilpiccioloetnagolfresort.com/it) with 44 hectares of land on which various 
courses are laid out over a distance of around six kilometres. The golf 
course has 18 holes. Rows of vineyards, together with lava flows, oaks and 
hazelnut trees, are part of the landscapes visible during golf tournaments. 
These landscapes are recognised as unique by visitors and give uniqueness to 
the playing experience (Mercatanti, 2017, p. 76). In addition to the agrarian 
landscapes, which, as mentioned, are to be understood as cultural landscapes, 
there are many other cultural assets in the territory of Castiglione di Sicilia. 
Field research has shown that they can be of great interest to visitors and 
for educational visits. The following is a brief outline of some of them. 

The highlight of the urban cultural offer is certainly the imposing 
Lauria Castle, probably of Norman origin. It is located at the top of the 
urban centre of Castiglione di Sicilia, recently restored and fully open to 
visitors, and is often the venue for events, conferences and various events.

Between Castiglione di Sicilia and Motta Camastra there is an important 
geological site called ‘Basalts of the Larderia Gorge in the Alcantara River’, 
established by Decree D.A. 238/2018. The basalts of this gorge, about 12 
kilometres from the mouth, are characterised by their typical columnar 
appearance and were formed following the rapid cooling of lava that came 
into contact with the waters of the Alcantara river. They offer a rare spectacle 
of natural curiosity with their multiple prism walls of varying stratification. 

Castiglione di Sicilia was once rich in Cube, typical three-lobed religious 
buildings erected between the 6th and 7th centuries (but also later), cubic in 
shape, with a central plan, surmounted by a depressed dome. Few remain 
today, but their charm is intact. In Castiglione di Sicilia, the remains of 
the Cuba of Santa Domenica (Figure 4), surrounded by the countryside 
of Castiglione di Sicilia a few hundred metres from the Alcantara river, 
can be visited, at present externally (Virgillito, 2023, pp. 273-275).

https://lecontradedelletna.com
https://lecontradedelletna.com
http://www.ilpiccioloetnagolfresort.com/it
http://www.ilpiccioloetnagolfresort.com/it
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Fig. 4: Cuba of Santa Domenica with rows of vines, visible only in autumn.                 
Source: Photo by Maria Virgillito, september 2022.

5. Conclusions

In the title of this contribution we spoke of challenges. Why challenges? 
Because there are so many threats facing the territory. Among them is 
depopulation and the consequent abandonment of the urban and surrounding 
territory. It is precisely the birth of new economic activities linked to the world 
of wine production and connected to tourism that could lift the demographic 
fortunes of the territory. The many guided wine tourism itineraries - to discover 
vineyards, wineries, wine museums, wine shops and agritourisms aimed at 
promoting and enhancing the territory - are of great interest to tourists who 
are already present in the surroundings of Castiglione di Sicilia due to the 
proximity of the volcano, the sea and Taormina, one of Sicily’s most important 
destinations. As we have briefly described, there are many other attractions. 
The challenge lies in the ability to know how to promote an area that is 
already rich in resources, some of which are very different from each other.  
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An area that could further benefit from the recovery of rural buildings 
with high potential and architectural and historical interest, but also from the 
establishment of mill roads, rural paths and ecomuseums. All these resources, 
both internal and external, if suitably valorised by private individuals and 
actors involved in the governance of the territory, can contribute to relaunching 
the economy through the promotion of wine-growing, which could prove to 
be a driving force for the affirmation of forms of cultural and food and wine 
tourism.
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digital panacea?

The case of bakeries in the Sicilian landscape

Sonia Malvica 1

Abstract

The effects of social media on marketing and business support sparked 
multidisciplinary interest and generated interdisciplinary collaborations for 
investigations on such a new form of digital culture. In particular, Instagram’s 
photographic communication can help tourists insert themselves into the 
flow that is most suitable for personal experiences and expectations and 
then, live the identity of the place. This phenomenon could lead to the so-
called Instagrammability, which indicates a large-scale appreciation and 
sharing through the appealing aesthetic of clusters of pictures. Although 
sharing photographs could favour including places otherwise out of tourist 
choice in the destination circuit, some critical issues could be solved. In the 
most extreme cases, we witness an authentic reconstruction of the destination, 
configuring a digital landscape that does not necessarily correspond to the 
place identity. The present work focused on the relationship between bakeries 
(i.e., American pastries-type businesses with specific dishes and visual 
aesthetic choices) and the city of Catania as an example of local identity 
strongly connected to culinary tradition. More precisely, it will highlight two 
cases of bakeries whose web reputation is firmly related to post sharing on 
Instagram to analyze how such photo sharing impacted the city’s gastronomic 
reputation. 

Keywords: Food, Local Identity, Catania, Marketing. 
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1. Introduction

In a scenario of conveying online information on a global scale with easy-
to-use tools, marketing strategies are increasingly linked to the use of social 
media. Such a topic involves observing a revolution in the classic marketing 
concept, increasing the range of action and reducing the time for conveying 
the message (Srivastava et al., 2020). By sharing content, entrepreneurs can 
insert themselves into an electronic word-of-mouth circuit, such as exploiting 
visual involvement to create a community of support and visitors. Among 
the most powerful marketing channels, Instagram stands out, and sharing 
visual material makes it a relevant branding opportunity in social media. 
Instagram allows users to immediately identify the content with the most 
outstanding consumer involvement, proving more effective than other social 
media (Singh, 2020). Those who are mainly involved are Generations Y and 
Z, for whom SMEs could sponsor their offer through attractive photographs. 
It is then firmly recommended to embrace the potential of the new digital 
era, which allows companies to have continuous monitoring and constant 
interaction with users, who, through comments, posts and shares, contribute 
to the marketing phenomenon and the creation of trends (Rummo et al., 
2020). This phenomenon is called Instagrammability, i.e., the qualification 
of a photo through respect for a contemporary aesthetic based on the ability 
to attract appreciation and sharing on a large scale (Unger & Grassl, 2020). 
Instagrammability has become a fundamental marketing concept, supporting 
businesses in promotion and visibility. An example of popular content in this 
sense is food, whose evocative power requires full awareness of the components 
that correctly attract the social media audience: images constantly uploaded 
to social media are often the reason why users decide to visit a particular bar 
or restaurant (Philp et al., 2022). In recent years, interdisciplinary scientific 
research focused on this phenomenon (Contois & Kish, 2022), demonstrating 
how small restaurants, in particular, benefit from the sharing of information 
on social media to obtain powerful low-cost advertising, increasing the word-
of-mouth and suggesting a more targeted use of online content (Lepkowska-
White, 2017). In compliance with this communicative logic, the culinary 
realities related to Instagrammability are those whose products stand out for 
a particular aesthetic beauty: this is the case of bakeries, whose origins can 
be identified in American pastry shops based on products baked goods, such 
as cupcakes, brownies, cheesecakes, milkshakes and other desserts that have 
all the requirements to stand out on the social network. The present work 
was driven by the awareness of the diffusion of bakeries on a global scale, 
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their evocative power on social media for food consumption, and the interest 
in gastronomic tourism promotion in contexts where food is an influential 
factor of local identity. More precisely, concerning the rampant phenomenon 
of glocalization2, the research was aimed at understanding wether bakeries' 
evocative online presence of bakeries could support place's gastronomic 
tradition or end up establishing itself as an online reality separate from the 
local reality, creating a digital landscape utterly separate from the physical 
one. With these premises, it is here exposed the case study of the Catania 
metropolis (Sicily, Italy): although the city is firmly anchored to the Sicilian 
culinary tradition, in recent years, there has been a growth in bakeries, which 
managed to attract residents and visitors due to the aesthetic appeal of the 
locations and the dishes. Through a field investigation of two pivotal cases of 
bakeries in the city, it was analyzed how much photo sharing has influenced 
the gastronomic reputation of the urban context and whether changed it.

2. Food and local identity 

Shifting attention to branding with tourism-related promotional interests, 
an example of the Instagrammability effect, also occurs in food and wine 
tourism (Spence, 2022). The focus on this topic is motivated by the strong 
impact that food and wine tourism plays on a global scale: according to 
the fourth edition of the Report on Italian Food and Wine Tourism 2021, in 
Italy, food and wine tourism represents a growing trend, in the sample of 
participating interviewees to research, from 21% in 2016 to 30% in 2018 
and 45% in 2019, reaching 55% in 2021; these results were supported by the 
World Food Travel Association, whose research returned a percentage of 92% 
of tourists participating in food and beverage activities in 2020 and 2021, 
despite the pandemic crisis (Borsa Mediterranea del Turismo, 2021). Recent 
research confirmed the role of social media in delineating the destination 
(Abbasi et al., 2023; Messina, 2020) and supporting tourists through sharing 
experiences. In particular, Instagram’s photographic communication can 
convey the offer of destinations and help tourists identify the various types of 

2 Glocalization is a concept whose origin is a matter of debate. It could be the result of a 
translation of the Japanese term dochakuka into American English in the 1980s, and the term 
glocal was first used in the 1990s (Roudometof, 2016a). In the complex interpretations of the 
relationship between globalization and glocalization, this work supports Roudometof’s thesis 
(2016b, p. 403): «Glocalization is […] defined as the refraction of globalization through the 
local».
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tourism (Le Busque et al., 2022), inserting itself into the flow most suitable 
for personal experiences and expectations. Considering the importance of 
food and wine tourism in defining a place's brand, food is an excellent tool 
for understanding local identity. A visitor can get to know a place through the 
culinary experience. For this reason, sharing related content on social media 
can prove fundamental for city marketing, especially in places where the food 
tradition is solid. The power of social media to change tourist behaviour can 
trigger a case of overtourism (Basarangil, 2022; Solanky & Gupta, 2022), as 
well as the development of new mass tourism that disrespects the requirements 
of responsible and sustainable tourism. On the contrary, sharing destinations 
on Instagram could lead to an opposite flow: through appropriate trends (e.g., 
“Instagram vs. Reality”), visitors unmask the fiction of some scenarios and 
help to visit crowded destinations in an alternative way. Furthermore, hashtags 
connect tourists with similar interests and, consequently, similar destinations 
(Sormaz & Ruoss, 2020). So, online sharing is intended to help the tourist 
peer community prevent the tourist trap, i.e., the choice of destinations 
because of qualities not corresponding to reality (Capolupo et al., 2020).

3. The impact of bakeries upon food-place identity: the case of Catania 
(Sicily)

Tourism promotion through food is conducted not only by guaranteeing 
the good quality of the food but also by the visitor’s experience, falling 
within the scope of destination branding and marketing dynamics in all 
respects. Accordingly, restaurants are also called upon to present a culinary 
presentation of the dishes capable of activating word-of-mouth, which will 
outline the aesthetic quality of the experience and, with it, the destination 
image. Food-and-wine tourism is closely linked to experiential and creative 
tourism, starting from the awareness of how food has the role of place marker. 
A similar argument applies particularly to those activities strongly connected 
to the aesthetic satisfaction of food: the bakeries. This type of activity 
brings together what is, in fact, currently required of a tourist experience: 
a multisensorial and experiential approach. The term bakery derives from 
to bake/baker, which refers respectively to cooking in the oven and to the 
figure of the baker: a bakery, therefore, stands out for the sale of baked 
products. However, such a characteristic is not enough to create a bakery 
scenario: bakeries as we know them derive, in fact, from a particular type 
of American restaurant in which the sense of smell and taste are preceded 
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by visual satisfaction. Design in a bakery is fundamental: both the location 
and the desserts must be colourful and fun, and the food must reach a high 
level of perfection in presentation. Bakery desserts are often an explosion of 
colours. A pivotal case is provided by red velvet, a cake with a voluptuous 
consistency and a bright red colour. Although created previously, red velvet 
became famous with a 1989 movie, Steel Magnolias (directed by Herbert 
Ross), where the cake is presented during a wedding party in the bizarre shape 
of an armadillo (Fabricant, 2007). The bakeries represent a case of made-
in-the-USA import that occurred mainly thanks to cinema and TV series: a 
famous example (in addition to the already mentioned Steel Magnolias) is 
the series Sex & The City, in which the Magnolia Bakery (recalling the 1989 
movie) appears among the protagonists’ favourite places for a tasty break and 
consists of a bakery whose red velvet has excelled in popularity since the 
activity opening in 1996.

The basis of a bakery is the sharing of a precise approach to food: the 
quality of the experience must be slow (i.e., the food should not be consumed 
at the counter), aesthetically attractive (i.e., the products a bakery stand out 
for the beauty of the creations) and quiet, far from the idea of overcrowding 
and a chaotic place (i.e., bakeries are normally distinguished as very small 
contexts, with very few seats). It is a place of homage to the freshness of food, 
with the possibility of visually accessing the kitchens where the products 
are created. Due to a great aesthetic strength, bakeries are strongly present                  
on social media and are therefore inclined to develop an Instagrammability 
effect. This scenario can cause a phenomenon  of weakening the catering 
activities that are more linked to the culinary tradition of the specific place. 
In this case, the products are more characteristic but more limited, resulting 
in less frequent posting on the official channels. Consequently, visitors 
following the flow of posting and sharing could be directed to visit quality 
activities that are not strictly linked to what can be defined as a food tourism 
destination. This concept is fundamental in the case of a country like Italy, 
where food and wine production is significantly anchored to the place’s 
identity, so the choices of catering activities require pivotal attention to 
the communication context. The bakery trend entered Italy in Milan and 
then spread throughout the country. While the Italian pastry chef is linked 
to culinary tradition, bakery products represent a different output (Red                                                                                                                                             
Academy, n.d.). Italy stands out as a European country with excellent foods 
provided with recognized geographical certifications: tourism is then closely 
linked to the local gastronomic experience nationally and internationally 
(Privitera, 2020). An istance is given by Catania, a metropolitan city in Sicily, 
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as well as a case of an identity tradition strongly linked to food, in which a 
foodification phenomenon maintains the communicative power of local culture 
(Graziano, 2020). Its historic centre is characterized by catering activities 
linked to the singularity of the city’s products, so much so that historic pastry 
and gastronomy businesses (such as Savia and Prestipino) are recognized 
as landmarks. It has actually been demonstrated that tourists in Catania 
search for food experience as a pivotal part of overall cultural knowledge 
(Privitera, 2020). Given these premises, we should highlight how much the 
new online communication typologies can develop a distorted image of such 
a local culture. So, two cases of bakeries in Catania are illustrated below, 
showing a pioneering case of non-connection to the place food identity and 
a will of enhancing communication between American and Sicilian pastry 
making. The information collected results from ethnographic research with 
participatory observation, therefore including constant attendance of the two 
places over the years since the first years of activity.

Figure 1 - Map of Catania with geolocation of the two case studies, as well as other pastry 
shops and places mentioned in the work. (Source: Elaboration of the Author)

3.1 A non-place identity case

In 2013, the Bisou the Bakery business presented itself with a delicate 
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pink logo to define a cake design reality, focusing mainly on selling cakes on 
commission. The first post on Instagram dates back to 12 March 2013, with a 
close-up of a white forest cake. At first, the images posted on Instagram were 
mainly linked to cupcakes, brownies and cookies, showing a context on the 
colours of pink, with glasses, cutlery, plates, cups and sugar bowls typical of 
a world built on satisfaction aesthetic and almost fairytale-like (Figure 2). 

Figure 2 - Pictures of Bisou the Bakery: (a) details of the bakery-type dishes (date: 14 
October 2017); (b) part of the pink-shades interior settlement (date: 6 April 2019). (Source: 
Author’s personal archive)

Subsequently, following the start of online sharing of the beauty of the 
location and the food offered, the very few tables in the restaurant became 
increasingly popular, with a mainly female audience who, attracted by the 
pastel colours and the beautiful pastries, chose more and more often to spend 
the afternoon chatting with friends, hot chocolate and herbal teas. From 
that moment on, Bisou increased the availability of seats (albeit always 
very limited), welcoming its new identity as a magical place in the Catania 
context: more and more titles were entrusted to the media venue, from «a 
pink apostrophe between via Milan and via Dalmazia» to «la vie en rose». A 
community of Bisou lovers emerged, whose photos were re-shared on official 
channels while the business offered the chance of a free cupcake on future 
visits. This phenomenon of community creation was visible from the content 
on Instagram, which often consists of close-ups of the dishes served at the 
tables, denoting a sharing of the sweet moments between visitors. Over the 
years, there was a constant tendency to photograph the pink environment and 

(a) (b)
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the ordered dishes. The business time slots were also starting to expand, with 
some days in which visitors were invited to reach Bisou until 1 am for a tasty 
break. A merchandising offer also opened, allowing customers to buy mugs and 
tasty objects. Interesting, in particular, is what was stated on the Iodonna (i.e., 
an Italian magazine distributed as a supplement of Corriere della Sera) page: 
«If you love desserts but want to take a break from Sicilian cassata and 
cannoli, try this place». Bisou entered the scene precisely as an alternative to 
Catania's food identity: those who go there do so to take a break from purely 
Sicilian cuisine. The basic idea was to claim a peaceful contradiction, still 
placing itself in the centre of the city but making that pink world a parenthesis 
of total Instagrammability, where the people of Catania (and all visitors) 
could play on such a surprise effect with courses beautiful and impactful. In 
2018, Bisou participated in the Best Bakery program broadcast on the TV8 
channel in competition with other pastry shops highly linked to the Sicilian 
culinary tradition, such as (but not only) Savia, Ernesto, I Dolci di Nonna 
Vincenza. What appeared, therefore, was the presence of two parallel worlds 
that equally publicly claimed to be spokespersons of “bakery” in Catania, 
with the risk of creating confusion in the definition of the original American 
concept. Bisou, in particular, showed no desire to mix the reality of a bakery 
with Sicilian cuisine: even the cappuccinos were creamy and served in large 
cups, more closely resembling non-Italian-style beverages (Figure 3). 

(a) (b)

Figure 3 - Pictures of Bisou the Bakery: (a) example of bakery-type sweets and beverages 
(date: 10 July 2018); (b) cupcakes and bakery-style cappuccinos (date: 28 October 2017). 
(Source: Author’s personal archive)
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It could be claimed that people looking for culinary traditions in Catania 
should not certainly choose Bisou. Over the years, it happened that some 
visitors requested typical products of the Sicilian/Italian tradition, such 
as granita (i.e., a Sicilian cold spoon dessert consisting of a semi-frozen 
liquid mixture prepared with water and sugar, with the addition of other 
ingredients according to taste) and panettone (i.e., a Christmas-period Italian 
sweet bread); however, Bisou confirmed the idea of maintaining its identity 
as a classic bakery, while still guaranteeing the seasonality and locality of the 
products used (such as Mount Etna’s blackberries for some types of cakes). 
In Bisou’s case, the Instagrammability effect leads to rapid overcrowding: 
the queue to grab a table became frequent, and people were increasingly 
eager to share the atmosphere of the place and some happy shots to publish 
on social media. Added to this difficulty is the chaos of the city context, 
which made problematic for drivers to find a parking space. To manage the 
flow increase, Bisou responded by expanding the offer, offering sporadic 
savoury dishes during lunch, such as pancakes and salad. A turning point 
took place when Bisou abandoned Via Milano to choose a more extensive 
context on Piazza Verga, more central and closer to Catania’s business 
centre: the opening was declared with an Instagram post on 10 September 
2019, but the start of the new activity took place about a month later: from 
that moment on, the bakery expanded its menu also focusing on lunches; 
also, the coffees and cappuccinos ultimately responded (in appearance) to 
the demand of the Catania bars and the restaurant, although maintaining the 
imprint of a bakery, it abandons the shades of pink, adapting to a broader 
audience. The reality of the bakery continued to be respected. Under the 
banner of new hashtags such as #bakerysicilia, it probably aimed not to 
experience a total detachment from the Catania context. However, this new 
choice was destined for a short presence. Through the image of a red velvet 
cupcake (an iconic sweet) published on social channels on 1 November 
2022, Bisou declared the definitive cessation of the activity. With the excellent 
quality of its products and respect for the basics of creating a typical bakery 
location, Bisou indeed started an era in Catania urban scenario more than 
ten years ago; still, from a tourist point of view, it did not use food as a 
marker of the city of Catania. On the contrary, Bisou contributed to attracting 
mainly residents for an experience far from the logic of a tourist who would 
like to get closer to the reality of the urban destination. If Bisou attracted 
tourists, it certainly did so in the logic of almost a non-place, not desiring 
any contamination with the gastronomic spirit of Catania. Therefore, Bisou 
should not be identified as a case of re-introducing tourist flows among 
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the restaurant activities most anchored to the identity of the Sicilian city.

3.2. A “glocalized” bakery

(a)

Figure 4 - Entrance (a) and interior settlement (b) of Cake Amore di Zucchero Bakery in the 
Christmas period (date: 17 December 2022). (Source: Author’s personal archive)

Cake Amore di Zucchero Bakery (Figure 4) is an active enterprise located 
on Corso delle Province street, close to Via Milano, where Bisou initially 
opened. Its first appearance on Instagram dates back to 7 November 2016, 
with a view of the restaurant that immediately conveys the aesthetic 
qualities of a bakery, with pastel blue tones and a showcase full of sugar 
paste cakes. The invitation to visitors is evident on the profile page: «Explore 
the kingdom of sweets with us!»: It focuses on pastel shades of blue to 
propose an integrated settlement alternative on Sicilian soil. Like Bisou, 
Cake presents itself mainly as a cake design business. Currently, Cake seems 
to concretize the best compromise between a bakery and a city closely 
linked to its culinary tradition, maintaining its essence. However, in the 
spirit of glocalization and in a scenario that visually respects the basics of 
constitutions of a bakery, Cake decided from the beginning to include the 
Sicilian tradition in its menu, with both a tasteful and aesthetic agreement that 
works and is never off-topic. For example, in November, it is possible to find, 
(alongside cupcakes, brownies and cakes) the rame di Napoli, typical sweets 

(b)
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of Catania which characterize the All Saints’ Day period; also, it is possible 
to enjoy the artisanal production of panettone for Christmas and colomba for 
Easter, as well as granita and brioche during the summer season (Figure 5). 

(a)

Figure 5 - Pictures of Cake Amore di Zucchero Bakery: (a) bakery-type dishes and Italian 
coffee (date: 5 July 2019); (b) ice cream, pistachio-flavour granita and Sicilian brioche, 
known in a folkloristic way as brioche col tuppo (date: 4 July 2019). (Source: Author’s 
personal archive)

The example of the availability of granita is emblematic, as it is strongly 
linked to the Sicilian culinary tradition: for example, in a post on the official 
Instagram page from June 2018, the quality of the products is guaranteed 
through local provenance, offering granita with toasted almonds from 
Avola, Bronte pistachio (Protected Designation of Origin - DOP product), 
Modica chocolate (Protected Geographical Indication - IGP product), Maletto 
strawberries, Sicilian lemon; all accompanied by brioche col tuppo, i.e., a 
particular Catania-Sicilian round shape pastry with a small hat in the centre. 
In general, the hashtags connected to such content clearly show the local trend 
of the depicted storytelling: #cataniafoodporn, #sicilyfoodporn, #sicilianfood, 
#granitasiciliana. In sum, Cake provided a revisitation of the bakery concept, 
combining the interest in American pastry making with promoting some 
of the typical Catania and generally Italian products. Therefore, a potential 
tourist could enjoy both gastronomic readings without conflict and alleviate 
the sense of displacement through a more international approach (playing 
a bit according to the mechanisms of the “environmental bubble”). Finally, 
although the integration of Sicilian cuisine is evident, Cake remains a 

(b)
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beautiful and high-quality bakery, both in appearance and in the main courses. 

4. Conclusions

Food can represent a critical factor in establishing a territory identity, 
contributing to the diffusion of the culture of a city: it is not just an 
experience of taste but the component of an experience that contributes to 
the configuration of destination branding (Du Rand & Heath, 2006; Rousta 
& Jamshidi, 2019). Studies on the marketing strategies confirmed the high 
impact of food component in the manifestation of the destination, contributing 
to the delineation of an authentic brand and local cultural knowledge (Fusté-
Forné & Filimon, 2021; Lin et al., 2011; López-Guzmán et al., 2018). In the 
case of social media use with immediate impact, such as Instagram, posting 
images supported by appropriate hashtags could convey the image of a reality 
which, although satisfying, risks not focusing on the true identity of the place. 
The present investigation suggested that the Instagrammability effect applied 
to bakeries could not be integrated into the conveyance of a tourism brand. 
Although the application of glocalization requirements is possible, a bakery 
is visually and qualitatively too decontextualized to engage with the local 
culinary tradition, which instead requires both specific dishes and visual 
feedback linked to the folklore of the urban context (as in the case of the Savia 
and Prestipino mentioned above). Therefore, if the Instagrammability effect 
emerges as an excellent marketing tool for the individual company, it may not 
always positively impact local branding and image in the food business. Social 
media should be seen as a powerful tool but with contrasting effects: in fact, 
it generates mass sharing, which could constitute a digital landscape utterly 
different from the identity of a place, leading visitors towards businesses 
that, even if of excellent quality, could distort the genius loci. On January 14, 
2024, a comparison of numbers on Instagram seems to show a specific trend 
clearly: Savia counts 399 posts for a total of 11.200 followers, Prestipino 592 
posts and 3.695 followers; instead, Cake Amore di Zucchero Bakery reports 
6.236 posts for a total of 9.686 followers, and the Bisou the Bakery page 
closed its business with 1.001 posts and 6.764 followers. The difference in 
posting between a bakery and a gastronomic activity linked to the urban 
context historicity is clear, and this has repercussions on what the social 
algorithm will return in searches with appropriate hashtags linked to the city.

In conclusion, it is strongly recommended to control the Instagrammability 
effect within the culinary promotion of a place, especially when the latter 
is strongly anchored to the value of food and tradition. The risk could be 
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that tourists may choose their stops starting from the web reputation of the 
businesses. However, this could contribute to creating a contradictory digital 
landscape and not appropriately inserted into the local culture. It is necessary 
to implement an appropriate training plan on digital storytelling for food 
and beverage companies to establish themselves online and effectively make 
Instagrammability a digital panacea.
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Abstract 

The chapter discusses the impacts of tourism and digital technology 
enhancements on natural and mountain landscapes. Over the past two decades, 
nature tourism destinations witnessed an increase in interest, more recently 
and partially driven by the pandemic that has favored outdoors and proximity 
tourism. Jointly, with the advent of Web 2.0, digital communication, and user-
generated content, visual storytelling is increasingly shaping tourism practices 
and places (Giudici et al., 2021; Piva & Tadini, 2021; Savi & Emanuel, 2021). 
The role of photography and video shooting shifted from being a mere playful 
act into an empowerment tool that iconizes reality. Given these premises, the 
chapter addresses the social media imaginary produced by tourists in visual 
representations of natural landscapes, notably mountain destinations, to 
understand the effects of geo-referencing and online sharing by e-communities 
committed to travel blogging. It is the case of Horseshoe Bend Canyon, Lake 
Braies, and Val Verzasca, where sudden popularity on social media caused 
overcrowding issues. As content sharing may result in the transition of an 
unspoiled place to a desirable destination, the focus is on the narrative devices 
employed since the origin of landscape iconography, from romantic paintings 
to contemporary post-photography; also, on the relationship between tourism 
and spreadability (Jenkins, 2013) and the concept of the social landscape in 
which images influence the perception of a place and its promotion, flattens 
tourism experience, standardize behaviors and the tourist gaze (Urry & 
Larsen, 2011).

Keywords: 
Social media, tourist gaze, landscape photography, overtourism, 
mediatization
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1. Tourism and the mediatization of nature 

Over the past two decades, we have witnessed a growing interest in nature 
tourism destinations. The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to an increase 
in the desire to visit open spaces with scenic views and to an intensification 
of flows to natural areas - considered safe because outdoors -, also boosting 
proximity tourism (Giudici et al., 2021; Piva, Tadini, 2021; Savi, Emanuel, 
2021). 

 Yet, the radical change in the perception of tourism’s impact that 
emerged before the pandemic, (Dodds, Butler, 2019), has returned to 
arouse interest. To help provide a key for fragile ecosystems to face the 
risks induced by overtourism, it is appropriate to find answers to questions 
such as: what is the role played by visual media and social communication 
in the transformative processes of the territory, landscapes, and nature? 

Media have become integral to almost all aspects of modern life and 
significantly impact how society functions, including how we perceive, 
understand, and engage with various phenomena. Indeed, mediatization 
refers precisely to the experience of the real as a result of the mutual co-
construction of technology, sociality, and spatiality (Leszczynski, 2015).

As a mediated object, nature isn’t just a physical entity with material 
characteristics, it also carries a symbolic meaning. As represented, 
shared, and employed in user-generated content and visual storytelling, 
it plays a crucial role in shaping and influencing tourist activities, 
which affects the environment and human experiences. The result 
of this mediatization, in essence, is the transformation of a given 
portion of territory into a desirable landscape for tourist consumption. 

In other words, when the tourist – in the following paragraphs often 
addressed as “user-tourist” - performs a mediated representation of a 
natural landscape, this becomes a background and either environmental 
or architectural spectacle for consumers supposedly looking for authentic 
aesthetic experience (Minca, 2002). 

2. Theoretical framework

Digital communication is largely employed by tourists, particularly 
in younger age groups, more inclined to content-sharing through social 
media, providing specific spatial representations. Given the considerable 



93

pervasiveness afforded by modern technological devices, the use of these 
tools raises theoretical and practical questions, which fit into an ongoing 
debate begun, among others, with the spreadable media conceptualization 
(Jenkins et al., 2013), about people’s motivations for disseminating data and 
images online. 

Users make socially contextualized decisions when choosing to 
spread the image of a visited location, based on questions such as: is it 
content worth spending time on? Is it worth sharing? Can it be interesting 
to some specific person or niche of people? Does it communicate 
something about me or my relationship with this location? What is the 
best platform to spread it, and how to maximize views? Communicating 
a destination means, conveying information and creating visual narratives 
(Robinson, Picard, 2009): photos, but also videos, reviews, and so on. 

Social media like Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and more recently 
TikTok have changed how tourists get recommendations, reviews, and 
insights from other travelers. These platforms are valuable sources of 
travel information because they allow travelers to access a broad array of 
user-generated content, such as images, videos, and personal narratives, 
which greatly influence their destination choices (Sigala, Gretzel, 2012). In 
other words, sharing information and images makes tourists co-developers 
of tourism products and promoters of territories (Savi, Emanuel, 2021).

Therefore, the current research draws on visual geography methodology, 
studies about media in tourism practices, and presents some case studies with 
the intention of a theoretical reflection. The next paragraphs aim to reflect 
upon the narratives conveyed by user-tourists on social media to understand 
how the mediatization of places and landscapes generates tourist icons, with a 
brief historical reconstruction of landscape imagery. The narratives provided 
by user-tourists are analyzed mainly through a selection of Instagram photos.

The geolocated posts to which the case studies refer are selected based on 
their popularity and spreadability to identify destinations of greatest interest to 
user-tourists and the common elements in the representation of geographical 
spaces. The content analysis is carried out according to keywords, categories, 
and hashtags related to recent tourist hotspots considered as new desirable 
“must-see destinations”. Users who engage with travel-related content are 
targeted to identify patterns, motivations, and behavioral changes to question 
the material consequences of the massive presence of tourists in almost or 
unspoiled areas.

Secondly, the aim is also to give a short insight into social media storytelling’s 
effect to comprehend how photo-sharing and geotagging may foster or, on the 
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contrary, hinder tourism planning. Photo-sharing is a topic already addressed 
in the literature to understand tourism preferences (Garcia-Palomares et al., 
2015), and the effects of social media on destination selection and decision-
making have gained significant attention in tourism research. Scholars dealt 
with distinguishing residents’perspective from that of the locals (Garcia-
Palomares et al., 2015), mapped the intensity of photographs on photo-
sharing services (Kisilevich et al., 2010), and examined the effect of user-
generated content in tourism and travel information searches (Fotis et al., 
2012; Jacobsen, Munar, 2012; Xiang, Gretzel, 2010). As a result, a specific 
imaginary emerges from stories, comments, and images posted, which not 
only helps to understand the tourist’s perception of a place but also conditions 
the fruition and planning of the tourist destination (Morazzoni, Zavettieri, 
2021; 2023).   

3. A controversial canyon

The enjoyment of the tourist experience begins on social media (Leung 
et al., 2013), even before the trip, and ends only once the experience is over 
when photographs and experiences are available to networks of friends or 
other potential tourists (Munar, Jacobsen, 2014). The growing tendency 
to share potentially attractive images during the trip, portraying certain 
places as evocative and worth visiting, has at least two consequences. 

Firstly, as we will see, the imaginary produced and shared by individuals 
converges substantially toward an aesthetic uniformity, ending up in 
standardized models, forms, and structures in which the extraordinary, 
by a multiplicative effect, is soon reduced to the ordinary. A seemingly 
spontaneous act of taking a picture or filming a video is transformed 
into data processed by an algorithm that categorizes and distributes 
the data, assigning it a value and a position in the digital environment.  
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Figure 1. Horseshoe Bend. Source: Instagram, #horseshoebend.

The second consequence is related to the so-called “Instagram effect” 
which boosts the popularity of a point of interest or Insta-spot (Ungera, 
Grassi, 2020) when highlighted on social media, regardless of its accessibility 
and carrying capacity (Miller, 2017). As contents generated by other tourist 
users who have already traveled to the same destination are perceived as 
more reliable than official tourism websites, travel agencies, and mass media 
advertising (Xiang, Gretzel, 2010), it is not hard to imagine how rapid the 
spread can be.

 Furthermore, a given location may become rapidly viral through 
geotagging. Such a practice has caused concern in America and spurred the 
emergence of the Leave No Trace movement2. The easiness of geotagging, 
together with new media roles such as influencers and content creators 
provided travel storytelling with unprecedented power. A clear example of 
geotagging and content-sharing effect on social media is the case of Horseshoe 
Bend in Arizona (Shi et al., 2021; Vanderberg, 2023). Around a decade 

2  Leave No Trace is a list of behavioral principles to keep in outdoor places compiled by the 
Leave No Trace Center of Outdoor Ethics (the principles are as follows: plan and prepare; 
travel and camp on durable surfaces; dispose of waste properly; leave what you find; minimize 
fire impacts; respect wildlife; be respectful of other visitors).
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ago, this site on a meander of the Colorado River began to be identified by 
visitors as particularly picturesque because of its horseshoe shape - hence 
the name in English - and stunning panoramic views on the canyons (Fig.1). 

Horseshoe Bend has gained such immense popularity that within just a 
few years, it has attracted an astonishing number of visitors. By 2018, the 
number of annual visitors had grown to about 2 million visitors, or about 
5,000 visitors a day3. Local authorities claimed that the area was not remotely 
prepared to accommodate such an amount of people and that the lack of 
traditional security services normally guaranteed by the presence of rules and 
appropriate spatial delimitations, put safety at risk (National Park Service, 
2018). 

4. An historical imaginary of the natural landscape

The case of the aforementioned American canyon is neither geographically 
isolated nor without historical precedent. Media, particularly visual media, 
have long played a role in the social construction of outdoor experiences 
(Urry, 1990; Urry, Larsen, 2011). They can be viewed as a practice rather 
than merely a representation , actively participating in the world instead of 
just reflecting it (Crang, 1997). 

Landscape painting and nature photography have influenced the way 
we visually represent open spaces since the earliest days. The very act of 
shooting is part of the historical process of shaping symbolic landscapes and 
imaginative geographies. In Western cultures, landscapes shifted from being 
a mere background to becoming a central theme in Flemish paintings from 
the XIV century onward (Berque, 2019). The influence on contemporary 
landscape imagery, however, comes from XIX-century artists who often 
portrayed landscapes as a rural idyll or the sublime, positing humans as 
solitary observers watching over the landscape (Smith, 2019). Artists such 
as J.M.W. Turner, John Constable, and Thomas Cole, each with their style, 
celebrated nature, emotion, and the sublime, often depicting humans as small 
and contemplative figures within the grandeur of the natural world. Plus, 
capturing images of visited locations has been a tradition for travelers since 
the era of the Grand Tour, often in the form of a pictorial portrait next to a 
monument or landscape. With the emergence of photography, the inclination 

3 Charlotte Simmonds, et al., “Crisis in our National Parks: How Tourists are Loving Nature to 
Death,” The Guardian, November  20, 2018: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/ 
Nov/20/national-parks-america-overcrowding-crisis-tourism-visitation-solutions.

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/
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to represent a subject according to historical aesthetic categories and                                                                                                                                   
the desire to visually represent experiences remains unchanged, although 
nowadays, with smartphone ad platforms like Instagram, the “tourist 
performance” has evolved (dell’Agnese, 2018).

Yosemite Valley, in California, became an iconic natural subject 
reproduced first in an oil painting (Fig.2) and, only a few years later, by a 
photographer (Fig.3), albeit the latter with a slightly different framing. 
Despite the subject being the same and photography being inspired by 
painting, something has occurred along the way, with the shift from analog 
to digital, from image production intended either for personal use or 
addressed to a limited network of viewers to wider digital content publishing.

From an aesthetic point of view, in the case of Horseshoe Canyon 
images, the subject, framing, and intentions seem to match the “romantic 
gaze” associated with the wild and majestic natural landscapes of the 
Yosemite Valley. Nevertheless, the compulsive sharing enabled by new 
media may contribute to unintended consequences. The overabundant 
proliferation of images available daily in the media seems to have 
progressively altered our processes of perception and signification. 

Our actions are often the result of our ongoing relationship between 
ourselves - and our intentions - and the devices through which we tell our 
stories as subjects/objects in places that are experienced, co-constructed, 
and shared in media environments. A more complete understanding of this 
phenomenon has not only conceptual implications but also practical ones.

Figure 2 (left). Albert Bierstadt, Looking Down Yosemite Valley, California, 1865.       
Source:https://www.artsbma.org/collection/looking-down-yosemite-valley-california/.                 

Figure 3 (right). Carleton E. Watkins, Looking Down Yosemite Valley, 1872, https://www.
metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/264908. 

https://www.artsbma.org/collection/looking-down-yosemite-valley-california/
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/264908
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/264908
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5. The algorithm and the tourist gaze

The rapid growth of Instagram and its integration into everyday life have 
transformed it into a significant source of travel inspiration, recommendations, 
and information (Sigala, Gretzel, 2012). Every day 95 million photographs 
are uploaded to Instagram4, meaning that less than every two seconds people 
take more photos than were taken in the first 150 years of photography                      
history. Can we browse this visual magma? Hardly so. The sophisticated 
algorithms underlying digital platforms’ basic functions take care it on our 
behalf. Such a context of algorithmic dominance is inherently set up to the 
reassuring standardization of the gaze and confine user-tourists in a filter 
bubble that, in this case, is in all evidence that of a tourist postcard icon.

Figure 4.  Insta_repeat. Source: Instagram.

As the user-tourist imagery conveyed through social media follows 
aesthetic patterns and specific representations (Skinner, 2022), one will 
not be surprised when introduced to Insta_repeat (fig.4).  This Instagram 
account serves as an aggregator of images in which natural sceneries in 
Canada and the United States are framed almost identically, showing the 
extreme homogeneity of posted content and a clear standardization of the 
gaze. Paradoxically, images taken to frame the beauty of a scenic view end up 
being reduced to ordinariness, matching representational clichés (Dondero, 
2005). The authenticity of the experience is shaped by these representations, 
turning the landscape into a commodified product for tourist to consume 
(Urry, 1990). Although, as we know, the mimetic desire of tourists dates 
back to the Grand Tour, nowadays they can express their vision through more 

4 https://earthweb.com/how-many-pictures-are-on-instagram/ , last access: December 18, 
2023.

https://earthweb.com/how-many-pictures-are-on-instagram/
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advanced devices and the results are, as in this case, stereotypical narratives, 
where the plurality of possible subjects is reduced to a single dimension.  

What Insta_Repeat has accomplished in Canada can be similarly replicated 
elsewhere, for example, in the context of the Italian alpine landscape. 
Through a procedure based on targeted keyword tagging, images that can 
be aggregated on the model of Insta_repeat are strikingly similar (Fig.5). 
They reveal a propensity for repetition that neutralizes the self-perceived 
originality of the experience to which the authors of the shots seem to aspire. 

Such iconographic reiteration may be attributable to the very characteristics 
of the social media algorithms to spread repetitive tropes while showing 
relevant content to single users. However, there is another reason why we 
might have the impression of always seeing the same frames and subjects 
in social media photos. The reason lies in the fact that taking pictures is not 
simply an individual gesture, but a participatory action in a collective ritual 
(Bell & Lyall, 2005)—a typical ritual of the hypermobility era: shoot and 
share. User-tourists and, in particular, so-called influencers, travel bloggers, 
or “TikTokers”, just like a professional filmmaker or photographer, perform 
an act by which they sacralize a place and make it a destination for pilgrimage 
by their worshippers – followers -, who will then repeat the same ritual of the 
shared snapshot or video (Jurgenson, 2019; Zhou, 2022; Trillò et al., 2022). 

6. The end of romantic contemplation?

Moreover, the moment a given panoramic view is considered photogenic 
enough to become “Instagrammable”, the very sanctity of the place is 
compromised due to the risks associated with overcrowding (UNWTO, 
2018). In this regard, the case of Lake Braies or Pragser Widsee in South 
Tyrol, initially popularized in Italy by the TV show “A un Passo dal Cielo” is 
striking evidence5. 

While taking a photograph that has already been seen and seen again 
thousands of times in front of Lake Braies, user-tourists are perpetuating the 
well-established romantic pattern. In Caspar David Friedrich’s “The Wanderer 
on the Sea of Fog”6 we recognize the figurative device known as Rückenfigur, 

5 The same argument applies, for example, to Hallstatt, the Austrian village that inspired 
the Frozen cartoon. https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2020/01/20/quality-of-life-
has-deteriorated-mayor-of-austrian-town-taking-new-measures-against-overt, last access: 
December 18, 2023.
6 https://www.hamburger-kunsthalle.de/sammlung-online/caspar-david-friedrich/

https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2020/01/20/quality-of-life-has-deteriorated-mayor-of-austrian-town-taking-new-measures-against-overt
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2020/01/20/quality-of-life-has-deteriorated-mayor-of-austrian-town-taking-new-measures-against-overt
https://www.hamburger-kunsthalle.de/sammlung-online/caspar-david-friedrich/wanderer-ueber-dem-nebelmeer
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that is, a character seen from the back, lost in the contemplation of nature, 
with whom the observer identifies. This model is often adopted unwittingly 
by the many users who post images of people portrayed from behind, intent 
on admiring a valley or on the prow of a wooden boat in Lake Braies (Fig.5). 

Figure 5. Lake Braies, South Tyrol. Source: Instagram.

Just as white sand, coconut palms, and crystal-clear waters are 
maritime icons showcased to attract tourists, in the same way, mountain 
landscape iconic views become central in the gaze of tourists or hikers, 
in a paradoxical relationship between tourist massification and the 
wilderness search (Sedda, Sorrentino, 2020). As in romantic picturing, 
leveraging emotion remains a current practice, with the difference that, 
nowadays, the subject’s emotions and their contemplation are regulated 
by the inner logic of the digital algorithm, a computational system 
designed to enhance user engagement, satisfaction, and platform growth. 

Nevertheless, when technical rationality leads to standardization, as in this 
case, the tourist experience’s serendipity, that is the ability or need to discover 
something new and different from what we are used to, is neutralized (Tanca, 
2019). This happens under conditions of overexposure to data, issues that are 
not framed into the dominant narrative end up blending into informational 
fuzziness (Turco, 2021). The experience of contemplation is eclipsed by 

wanderer-ueber-dem-nebelmeer, last access: December 18, 2023.

https://www.hamburger-kunsthalle.de/sammlung-online/caspar-david-friedrich/wanderer-ueber-dem-nebelmeer
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the very same mechanisms involved in confirmation bias and filter bubbles 
attributable to algorithm curation. 

Similarly, the tourist who witnesses a potentially “Instagrammable” 
event risks not grasping the deep and aesthetic density of the contemplation 
experience, rather is simply induced to the reproduction of a stereotyped 
image.

7. The material consequences of iconization 

Since the 1990s, a discourse has emerged in fine arts studies around the 
concept of post-photography, which refers to photography that flows into 
the hybrid space of digital sociality as a result of visual overabundance 
(Fontcuberta, 2015). The spread of digital cameras, personal computers, 
and increasingly user-friendly graphics processing and photo editing 
features have long been signs that photography is entering a new phase. 

An excess of images has long been considered a characteristic of the 
contemporary world, a sign of “supermodernity”, (Augé, 1992). From a 
geographical perspective, the excess of images produced particularly by 
television, to which Augé referred, with the new media intensifies and causes 
spatial disorientation, challenging the possibility of mapping. The purpose of 
a map is to abstract and synthesize information to facilitate our orientation on 
the ground and, for that reason, it must filter the mass of big data to retain only 
those pertinent to a focused analysis. Borges’ unrealizable map of the empire 
in his A Universal History of Infamy, which superimposes on every fold of 
the land its graphic transposition, hypothetically is now reproducible, only in 
the metaverse. We would be lost, however, should it be, in the indiscriminate 
amount of detail, as infinite information equals zero information. 

Again, when and where user-tourists employ social media to share videos 
and photos of natural landscapes , not only an overabundance of images is 
produced, but also as a consequence a multiplier effect that conveys flows of 
visitors to those areas.

Therefore, to the five characteristics (innovator, informed, impatient, 
deluded, unfaithful) that tourism marketing ascribes to the contemporary 
tourist (Ejarque, 2011), one more might be added: flooded. Perpetually 
connected, the user-tourist floods– and is flooded- with a multitude of 
information and messages that affect his selection process and choice of 
destinations. In this sense, social media algorithms function as a compass: 
viral content directs flows toward a new destination in such a short period as 
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to cause overcrowding. 
For example, in the summer of 2017, a valley in the Canton of Ticino, 

benefited from a spontaneous media campaign by a group of teenagers, 
that generated a faster increase in visitors than we might expect from Swiss  
territorial marketing. A video they shot in the clear waters of the Brione 
River in the Verzasca Valley went viral within hours, with the headline “The 
Maldives an hour from Milan”7, resulting in tourist flows far exceeding 
seasonal averages, as the spike in Google we research requests suggests 
(Fig.6).

Figure 6. Val Verzasca results in web searches. Source: Google Trends.

Identifying representations by user-tourists during the exploration phase 
of new potential destinations, could allow public and private stakeholders 
to develop strategies to increase its value, plan access more consciously, 
propose new tourist itineraries, and stimulate the local community. 

The problem is that the transcience of the trending topic makes long-
term planning complicated. Since the role of photography and video footage 
shifted from a mere playful, memorial moment to a tool of empowerment 
that iconizes the real, some material consequences arise. Such iconization 
contributes to substantial demand volatility, frequency, and quantity of 

7 La Repubblica, “Le Maldive a un’ora da Milano”: la Val Verzasca invasa dai turisti          
dopo il video virale”, https://www.repubblica.it/viaggi/2017/07/23/news/_le_maldive_a_
un_ora_da_milano_la_val_verzasca_invasa_dai_turisti_dopo_il_video_virale-171449999/ 
last access: December 16, 2023.

https://www.repubblica.it/viaggi/2017/07/23/news/_le_maldive_a_un_ora_da_milano_la_val_verzasca_invasa_dai_turisti_dopo_il_video_virale-171449999/
https://www.repubblica.it/viaggi/2017/07/23/news/_le_maldive_a_un_ora_da_milano_la_val_verzasca_invasa_dai_turisti_dopo_il_video_virale-171449999/
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tourist flows challenges policy intervention by destination management                      
organizations (DMOs) . Moreover, although local policymakers and 
stakeholders have long considered tourism a large development opportunity 
for years, this perspective has been questioned and it is not taken for granted 
that tourism development must necessarily be pursued (Higgins-Desbiolles 
et al., 2019).

8. Final reflections 

We explored the transformative impact of technology on contemporary 
tourism practices by focusing on the role of social media and geotagging. 
The evolution of these technologies has significantly altered tourism, 
providing destinations with increased visibility and spreadability. A hybrid 
state between reality and virtuality is produced and communicated through 
a certain selection of images, a cyberplace (Albanese and Graziano, 2020), 
or, in other words, a space where personal interpretations spread massively 
through new media, transferring our visions to others. Social media users 
iconize nature, turning landscapes into alluring destinations, exemplified 
by Horseshoe Canyon. Destinations shared online are portrayed either 
as “must-see landscapes” or “places to see at least once in a lifetime”.

Drawing parallels between modern tourist behavior and historical-
artistic trends, particularly the romantic appreciation of landscapes in 
painting and then photography, we pointed out similarities with visual 
practices of the past. Nowadays social media facilitates the rapid and 
wider dissemination of destinations, reinforcing the standardization of 
subjects and the ritualization of practices, dividing locations into those 
deemed Instagram worthy and others not. This standardization results 
in a superficial and trivialized experience of a place, where the visual 
representation and content sharing of the location take precedence.

Also, an erosion of the indexical relationship between subject and 
image can be observed, in favor of digital fluidity (Gunthert, 2015), which 
involves immediate commentary and re-sharing. Two main consequences 
of this practice have emerged: the first, as already mentioned, is a 
stereotypical reproduction of naturalistic views to enhance the aesthetic 
qualities of the landscape; the second is that these representation 
patterns and rapid diffusion contribute to the success of a new tourist 
destination with transformative effects and potential overtourism issues. 

User-tourists do not only offer and share their representation of places 
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through Instagram, but through their practice, they contribute to directing 
and re-directing tourist flows. Consequently, a pattern of intense and unstable 
place consumption can be identified, making tourism and environmental 
management challenging due to its susceptibility to trends. In summary, a 
complex interplay can be noticed between technology, social media, and 
tourist behavior, leading to a shift in the travel experiences and the challenges 
faced by territories.

The transformation of places into tourist destinations due to photo 
sharing, geotagging, and visual storytelling through digital platforms has 
both positive and negative consequences. First, the popularization through 
iconization of landscapes can attract a larger number of tourists, leading 
to increased revenue for local businesses, accommodations, and tour 
operators. The influx of tourists may drive local governments to invest in 
infrastructure development, improving amenities and services in response to 
the increased demand. Popularization may also lead to increased awareness 
of the need for conservation, prompting local communities and authorities to 
invest in preserving natural and cultural assets, in particular environmental 
management solutions such as spatial zoning, concentration or dispersal of 
tourists, and entry restrictions. This is due to high tourist numbers that can 
lead to overcrowding, and commodification, putting strain on local resources 
and ecosystems, resulting in environmental degradation and loss of the 
destination’s appeal.

Understanding these consequences is crucial for tourism planners, 
policymakers, and local communities to develop sustainable tourism practices 
that balance the positive economic benefits with the need for environmental 
and cultural preservation.
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6. Heritage and tourism: the case study of the Magna Grecia 
Park

Mattia Spanò1

Abstract

The purpose of the paper is to show in the wider regional context the Magna 
Grecia Park project, which consists in the construction of a monumental 
theme park in Crotone’s province, inspired by the VI century BC Magna 
Graecia, when the city was a leading polis. To give back its lost centrality 
is the designers’ and promoters’ main intent, believing the park could be an 
opportunity of growth and development. It’s a massive operation, established 
on the crossed actions of private investors, public institutions, and civil society. 
Thus, great attention is needed to evaluate the pros and cons of the MGP in 
the bigger picture. The stakeholder analysis has been a crucial tool to find a 
general trend: the actors involved stressed out the possible positive impact, 
although underlining the severe absence of a functioning infrastructure could 
constitute an obstacle.

Keywords: Crotone, Calabria, Magna Grecia Park, Stakeholder analysis, 
Heritage.

As a discipline investigating relationships between terrestrial 
inhabitants, which might be human, natural, or hybrid, geography 
could have a key role in social sciences, putting on display the multi-
scalar network constituting the Earth, specially between semiotic 
and bio-geographic spheres through which pass social relationships 
(Dematteis, 2021, p. XX).

1  Department of Cognitive Science, Psychology, Education and Cultural Studies, University 
of Messina, mattia.spano@studenti.unime.it.

http://mattia.spano@studenti.unime.it
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1. Introduction: origins and future

I would like to delve into the heart of the matter of this paper by recalling 
some of my thoughts published in the newspaper il Quotidiano del Sud, 
dated June 27, 2022. Just few days before this date, the Magna Grecia Park 
project was presented in Crotone and I felt compelled to give my contribution 
to the cause, to shed a positive light on a tormented territory in South 
Italy. My contribution reconsidered the profound meaning of each return-
investment on cultural Heritage, both material and immaterial. Such valuable 
gestures, each one with an inexhaustible resonance, can be configured as 
an exercise of theoretical and practical expansion. In perspective, it was 
then attempted to dwell on the following question: «Why investing in the 
past?». It was tried to expand the perimeter on one assumption working 
as a horizon for renovated itineraries of work: every act of returning to 
the past should translate into a comprehensive rebirth of the present. 

To obtain the above-mentioned purposes, the Magna Grecia Park project 
should continuously and concretely help the region’s rebirth. Nonetheless, 
it is necessary to rigorously examine the economic and environmental 
sustainability of the project. Thus, the hints in my previous article need to be 
probed in further Heritage-touristic research, that is the intention behind this 
paper. My study consists in a composite and multi-scale analysis in which 
the structure, lineaments and directions of the project disrupt in the dialogue 
– between past, present, and future – with the broader regional context in 
which the Magna Grecia Park should (or at least could) be. Since this is a 
complex and time-consuming manoeuvre, that requires the interaction of 
public and private actors, stakeholder analysis was applied, interviewing 
ten key actors. My purpose is to understand if the construction area, already 
characterized by multiple and diverse points of interest, could proceed 
towards an overall improvement that can relaunch the regional economy 
and tourism, through a cultural and environmental protection operation.

2. Heritage and tourism 

The term Heritage is layered and ambiguous because it refers to a complex 
of practices that changes over time and space depending on the individual 
or collective using it. It is not surprising, then, that it acquired different 
nuances of meaning (Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996), on which experts 
still debate today (Dell’Agnese & Pollice, 2021). Beyond the innumerable 
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perspectives composing and animating the intense debate, it is necessary 
to highlight a key aspect: the semantic spectrum of Heritage significantly 
exceeds the mere and obvious link with the past. Quite the opposite, it also 
refers to the actual exploitation of the past; consequently, the term has been 
hybridized with concepts-scenarios such as culture, identity, places, society, 
economy, politics, conflict (Graham et al., 2000). Heritage, thus, embraces 
not only what is more properly considered the historical-natural wealth of a 
geographical area but also to its living culture and administration – between 
conservation and use; between past, present and future (Di Matteo, 2023). 

These are the faces of the polyhedric weave of Heritage tourism, whose 
history is not less jagged nor exempt from still intense debates (Gilli, 2005). 
It is one of the most productive and studied segments of international 
tourism over the past few years. The related scientific research has mostly 
focused on aspects concerning supply, demand, management, interpretation-
explanation, authenticity, and policy. Several key-points will be analyzed 
in my research, starting from a basic assumption: the historical memory of 
the landscape-cultural Heritage can only be realized through the dynamic 
protection of the same, aiming at the economic-social rebirth of the territory.

3. Retracing ancient Kroton: territory and points of interest

In my newspaper article, it was argued that now the project could allow to 
concretely retrace the “streets” of Kroton, while visiting the actual Crotone, 
generating an economical and cultural growth. The previous reflection stems 
from the project’s ambition of reviving the essence of a 6th century BC 
Magna Graecia polis in the guise of a “theme park”: a period when Crotone 
soared as one of the main philosophical, artistic, and cultural theatres.

The intention behind the project was to restore in a modern way 
the lost centrality of Crotone and its districts, through the help of 
the homonymous foundation2, and the promised adhesions of public 
institutions. Thus, it’s appropriate to examine the expected construction site.

So far, the foundation has selected an undisclosed site in the region 
around Crotone. The choice is based on the project’s feasibility and 
sustainability. Despite being ranked almost at the end for life’s quality3, 
the city and its surroundings present different points of interest. It’s a 

2 https://www.fondazionemgpk.it, website examined on November 3rd, 2023.
3 https://lab24.ilsole24ore.com/qualita-della-vita/,website examined on December 18th, 
2023.

https://www.fondazionemgpk.it
https://lab24.ilsole24ore.com/qualita-della-vita/
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worthy threshold to pause on: including a point of interest and a local 
variety is a necessary but non-sufficient feature of a touristic destination 
(Andergassen et al., 2013). It’s fundamental 1) to consider if these points 
of interest are properly exploited; 2) to give an explanation in the present 
study. Thus, an overview of some of these locations will be provided.

3.1 Capo Colonna

A relevant role in the region belongs to the Greek and Roman  
archaeological Heritage of worldwide significance. Sited around ten 
kilometres from Crotone, Capo Colonna is the location of the national 
museum and archaeological park of Capo Colonna. The area, with a 
surface around 50 hectares, touch the eastern extremity of the homonymous 
promontory. Capo Colonna derives its name from the surviving column, on 
the brink of the crag, of the Doric temple of Hera Lacinia, dated V century 
BC. In the extended sacred area, expanding around the temple, has emerged a 
more ancient cultural site containing some manufacts of the so-called Hera’s 
treasure, now recollected in the National archaeological museum of Crotone. 

By recalling the Heritage of Capo Colonna, emerges another important 
tile of the broader cultural mosaic: the National archaeological museum 
in Crotone is an historical institution designed to preserve the material 
and immaterial traces of Calabria’s historical Heritage. The museum’s 
action should be in synergy with the various actors involved in the 
cultural Heritage sectors (Costa, 2013, p. 74). Opened to the public in 
1968, following numerous adaptations and extensions, the museum offers 
an expositional path that develops chronologically from the rise of the 
ancient Greek colony of Kroton to the Late Antiquity. Comparing the two 
museums, the one sited in Capo Colonna hosts mostly Roman relics and 
the partially reconstructed marble cover of the Hera Lacinia’s temple. 

This feature underlines the historical and cultural reach of the entire 
archaeological site, which is beyond a simple exposition of historical 
frames from the Greek colonial period. The site contains the traces, both 
visible and invisible, of a long-course human presence dating thousands 
of years, in a tradition still renewing itself. Nearby the ancient city walls, 
– consisting of two parts: the older Greek level and the Roman level made 
of rhomboid blocks – it’s located an accommodating area, dated around IV 
century BC; moving north, there are the remains of the Roman settlement 
identified as Croto, a colony established in 194 BC; the ruins of a Roman 
villa and the thermal baths, both datable around the III century AD. 
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Not so far from the Roman remains, rises the Nao Tower, erected during 
the XVI century by the will of the Habsburg Emperor Charles V, as part 
of Napoli Kingdom’s coastal watchtowers. Beside the tower is located 
the Sanctuary of Saint Mary of Capo Colonna: constructed between 
the XI and the XIII century, it acquired its actual structure following a 
restoration in 1897. Still today, the Sanctuary is the end point of a cultural 
procession that the devotes of Crotone undertake the third Sunday of May, 
to celebrate the Virgin Mary: it’s a 15 kilometres-long night-pilgrimage 
connected to a Greek ritual. It co-emerged alongside the pilgrimages that 
the inhabitants of Kroton conducted to honour the goddess Hera. Then, 
under a process of cultural symbiosis due to the advent of Christianity, it 
was reconfigured and embedded as a form of Marian worshipping. Despite 
being Dionysius the Aeropagite the patron saint of Crotone, celebrated on 
the 9th of October, the most intensely felt festivity is the one dedicated to 
the Virgin Mary of Capo Colonna, that involves the community beyond the 
mere time extension of the pilgrimage. The sacrality embedded in the site, 
emerging from past uses and the contemporary traditions, still echoes today.

3.2 Capo Rizzuto Marine Protected Area

Much more extended, partially out the municipality of Crotone, is another 
important point of interest: the Capo Rizzuto Marine Protected Area. The 
marine reserve, with a surface measuring around 15 thousand hectares and 
extending linearly for 42 kilometres, is one of the largest in Europe.

In this context, it is worth remarking that «Today, cultural heritage plays 
a central role in the narratives of coastal regions and in their reorganization 
as places and/or containers of historical, cultural, social and economic 
safeguards» (Ivona, 2021, p. 126). 

The Protected Area includes a significant Heritage, both naturalistic 
(numerous special areas of conservation) and historical (some mentioned 
above). Among them, one deserves a special mention, without disrespecting 
the others, highlighting a site that autonomously emerged as one of the main 
touristic and economic point of interest: the Aragonese Castle (Fig. 1) of Le 
Castella – standing out as an important film location in many productions, 
which have given value to its environmental features (Nicosia, 2021).

 It’s important to pause on the specific features of those cultural Heritage 
sites, especially if described as follows:
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The fortunate co-presence of natural conditions, landscape, climate […] acquires at least 
a triple value for the territory where they belong: they are privileged witnesses of the 
history and evolution of the region; they have a strong architectonic relevance; they 
can be prestigious sceneries used for social events (Di Liberto & Mercatanti, p. 141).

Thus, it’s appropriate to pause on the possible consequences that the 
castle produce, and – why not? – to consider the touristic impact of art 
exhibitions located and hosted inside monuments and buildings, part of 
the cultural Heritage, as some of the recent research suggests. Indeed, they 
possess a certain power of attraction based on a pre-existing receptivity 
of the monuments: those are possible development lines that, beyond the 
mere fruition of the castle, constitute diversified itineraries and impulses 
for the growth of the region, exploiting multiple points of interest.

Speaking about castles it is worth to mention the Castle of Charles V, 
an IX century medieval fortress in the historic centre of Crotone. Modified 
across time, today the Castle has a particular architecture, weaving together 
different styles, tangible signs of the alternating political and social powers in 
the history of Crotone. Beyond the cultural offer in north-east Calabria trough 
museums, sites, art exhibitions, not of less interest is to examine theatre 
performances and music events (Tosto, 2013). Above all, from its roots, if not 
being the original cradle, the territory was at least one of the first and most 
important centre of elaboration and development at the beginning of Western 
Civilization.

3.3 Sila National Park

Another relevant point of interest, not so far from the construction area of 
the Magna Grecia Park, is the Sila National Park. Tripartite in Big Sila, Greek 
Sila, and Small Sila, the park’s perimeter is contained in 19 municipalities, 
divided among three districts: Catanzaro, Cosenza, and Crotone. The total 
surface of the reserve is 74.000 hectares. First, it’s necessary to underline the 
rich geologic Heritage, strongly linked to the geographic location: from the 
wide variety of arboreal species in the colourful woodlands (constituting the 
80% of the total surface) – among which stands out the black pine of Calabria 
–, to the fundamental presence of ponds, used for multiple purposes; from the 
polychromatic fauna to the landscapes used as grazing land and plantations 
that speckle and shore up the wide stretch of woodlands. An interest centre 
that serves, overall, as the intersection among territorial tutelage, socio-
economic development, and sustainable tourism, inside which it’s possible to 
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try different activities (Skiing, trekking, sledding, rowing, mountain biking, 
horse riding), in a region with a high density of historical, archaeological, and 
natural Heritage.

Figure 1 – The Aragonese Castle sited in Le Castella (Photo by the author).

4. Magna Grecia Park

Once passing through and around the construction site of the Magna 
Grecia Park, it’s necessary to consider the impressive spatial requirements 
of the project: 160 hectares, a feature that would make the MGP one of the 
largest theme parks in Italy and one among the largest in Europe considering 
its surface and number of attractions.

Inside the area, the project includes the reproduction of the Ionic coast  
from Taranto to Syracuse, along which were established the most important 
Greek colonies of Magna Graecia and Sicily. The poleis, accurately                               
duplicated, would run along an artificial lake of 20 hectares simulating the 
Ionian and Tyrrhenian Sea. In these terms, the intent of the entire project, at 
first glance, could appear exceedingly ambitious. Surely, it’s not simple to 
attempt a scaled reproduction of an entire seacoast spanning from two poles, 
covering around 400 kilometres. On the other hand, it’s clear that the purpose 
behind the idea is to revive the overall greatness of the Magna Graecia, 
sacrificing the absolute loyalty, dimension-wise. Thus, as highlighted by the 
designer Antonio Lidonnici:
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Each polis will have its temple, its main monumental building, its workshops, 
and market centre – of course, following the Magna Graecia style – on a real scale 
reproduction; […] some actors will recreate the inhabitants of the various structures, 
and advanced technologies will be used to experience the cultural heritage: virtual, 
augmented, mixed reality; holograms, artificial intelligence, virtual production, 
motion capture, motion tracking. […] Outside the city walls, but inside the perimeter 
of the polis extended area, an agricultural area (wine yards, olive groves, cereal 
farms) and an animal farm will be included, both equipped with educational labs.

Next to the Polis area, the project includes two other thematic sections: the 
Village of Knowledge and the Ancient Greece Olympics. The former, with the 
vigil stare of the statue of Pythagoras, will include a series of pavilions, divided 
in expositive thematic areas: it is the truly theoretic area, even though the 
project’s concept swings from recreational to educational intentions, passing 
through the techno-scientific mission. The latter, instead – the Ancient Greece 
Olympics – should have inside multiple real size arenas, with re-enactments 
of ancient sporting events, physically or through VR technologies. Thus, as 
demonstrated by the planned sailing in the artificial sea, the intention is to 
give substance to a concrete experience, as the touristic sector ask loudly:

[…] in contemporary times, the roots of the heritage get value and significance due 
to the contemporary representation, thanks to the creative and educative potential, 
and because of ways of representation (narrative, dramas, real and hyperreal 
experiences, storytelling) based on entertainment and incitement (Dallari, 2013, p. 16).

These ideas are the foundation of the vision and mission of the project 
creators and supporters. Thus, Antonio Lidonnici uses the following words to 
describe what just mentioned:

The Magna Graecia Park is not only a theme park but an open-air museum of the 
ancient Magna Graecia: it’s possible to have fun and learn at the same time; the 
entertainment is the medium to acquire information about the great characters of 
modern Western Civilization; figures that completely changed our culture, that have 
changed the world, and that are actual still today. […] The project, that has become 
highly specialized, embraces essentially the world of the ESG (Environment Social and 
Governance): it has not only an economic impact but mostly social, environmental, 
and territorial effects. […]; fundamentally, it lays on the bond among three business 
assets: the entertainment and the touristic sector; the environment and the natural 
energetic sector; the housing sector, that involves the real estate and residential business.
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The project includes the residential area that, as the name suggests, 
it involves the construction of many accommodating structures, with a 
housing capacity of approximately eight thousand people. Already have been 
designed modules as branded residences, bungalow, suite hotels and a resort, 
equipped with mooring points directly connected to the residences. About 
that, Lidonnici states:

The idea is not only to host the visitors of the park, but also to create an innovative area – 
similarly to many other parts of the world – to think in terms of long-term renting, since 
the structure can become, for all intents and purposes, a city. There will be sport facilities 
– with tennis and paddle courts, bocce fields, a gym – and a shopping centre including 
the services for the residents, from the doctor on call to the shops, to the grocery stores.

Together with the three thematic areas and the residential section, the 
project includes an administrative area, the systems area, a 9,5 hectares 
water park, and a shopping centre, serving also as a local agricultural 
market (Nicoletti, 2021). From this point of view, the park could become 
a showcase for local produce and companies; just as it would be possible 
to become an event location or an exhibition centre, using the impressive 
six pavilions of the exhibition complex, already included in the project. 

In this frame of reference, the following quote of Walter Santagata 
is emblematic: «Tourism suffers from the Grand Tour syndrome», to 
avoid which «it would require structures that illustrate the story and 
fame of the locations, out-and-out gateways to our culture that are almost 
completely absent», in a way designed to provide an answer to the actual 
touristic needs of «bringing visitors in touch with the local traditions»; 
meaning also the contact with «concrete and breathing experiences, 
through fairs, festivals and relationships with local associations» and 
«typical artisanal manufacturing» (Santagata, 2013, p. 2). Thus, the project 
appears, considering its link with the surrounding territories, not so far 
from what it should be, as experts of the touristic sector inevitably outline.

Last but not least, it is the postgraduate campus, that would include a 
higher research institute of Magna Graecia’s history: «a structure that has 
the ambition of becoming a hub and spoke of many centres distributed all 
around the world among university departments, foundations, and institutions 
focusing their research on Magna Graecia». These are the conclusive words 
of the engineer Lidonnici.

About the environmental asset, the project includes different facilities 
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designed to protect the environment, with the intention of realizing cutting-
edge structures that, besides covering the park’s energetic requirements, 
would also have a positive impact on the territory and the exceeding 
energy could be redistributed to the broader geoeconomics area. Here 
follows few examples of energetic facilities: a seawater purifying and 
desalination facility, a solar pond, a photovoltaic production facility, and an 
aerobic bio-digestive system to dispose of all the waste of the entire park.

In addition to that, it has been estimated that the MGP could provide 2500 
direct job places, and more than 5000 other indirect job places, not to mention 
the impressive total profit of the entire enterprise, an operation of great impact, 
directed to reinvigorate a regional economy mostly exclusive and stagnant.

5. Stakeholder analysis: theory, literature, and method

The Stakeholder analysis (SA), originally used in the economic and 
political research sector, has revealed itself as a valid instrument in every 
field involving individuals bearing interests (Kvale, 1996; Duxbury, 2012). 
Thus, it is used for some time now in a widely inside the geographic research 
sector (Cannizzaro et al., 2017). Related to the subject of the present paper, 
the contribution of the stakeholders was of fundamental importance: the 
different opinions drew from the interviews have significantly enriched 
my attempt of zooming in and zooming out the project’s bigger picture.

The selection consisted in a preliminary identification of the potential 
stakeholders interested in or affected by the MGP project. Here follows the 
prearranged list of the classes of stakeholders, inside which ten privileged 
speakers (PS) have been identified and interviewed:

• Entrepreneurs.
• Local and regional CEOs.
• Public bodies and public institutions.
• Project designers and promoters.
• Associations and activists.
• Artists and researchers, endorsing the revivification of the region.
• Residents.
• Press.
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Here follows, the list of the roles of each stakeholder in his specific sector 
(Tab. 1):

PS n. Role Sector

1 Activist/Hotel Manager Tourism

2 Partner Manager Finance/Start-up
3 President Confindustria Crotone
4 Marketing manager Local business

5 MGP engineer, project creator 
and designer Freelancer

6 Manager Cultural Heritage exploitation
7 Writer Research
8 Journalist Local Press
9 Scholar Resident
10 Administrative director Local business

Table 1 – The list of the roles of each stakeholder in his specific sector.

The interviews were structured on six fundamental questions:

1     What’s your opinion about the actual situation of the MGP’s 
construction area?
2     Do you consider well-structured and sufficiently promoted the points 
of interest inside the province of Crotone?
3     Environment-wise, do you consider the realization of the project 
sustainable and feasible? 
4     Do you judge the actual public transportation system of the region 
as sufficient and in line with the scale of the project? Or could it be 
considered an obstacle?
5     Do you believe that the monumental project would be convenient 
or disadvantageous for the region? In other words, what are the pros and 
cons?
6     Do you consider that all the key actors involved have been operating 
in favour of the project’s realization?
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The interviews took place between December 2023 and January 2024, via 
internet and on the phone. A common line has emerged from the different 
answers, despite the stakeholders’ different areas of employment. Shown 
below, there is a synthesis including some statements from the interviews.

6. Results

Most of the actors involved believe that the MGP’s construction could 
provide positive and multiple impacts to the region. At the same time, they 
stress out the plausible controversies to be encountered in a regional context 
full of potential yet characterized by profound structural flaws. Almost all the 
stakeholders agree upon considering Crotone and its province a crossroad of 
attractions. Besides the aforementioned locations, the PS 1 placed side by side 
two more sites of great beauty and global scientific relevance: the salt dome 
of Zinga, that the ISPRA (Higher Institute for Environmental Protection and 
Research) recognized as a natural geo-site of national interest; and secondly, 
the Vrica GSSP (Global Stratigraphic Section and Point), which is referred 
to as the beginning of the Calabrian (a subdivision of the Pleistocene Epoch) 
by the scientific community. The field of emotional geography argues that 
the feelings caused by the geological sites complements their scientific value 
(Gregori, 2010; Puttilli & Santangelo, 2018). 

Despite the abundant natural and historical Heritage, mostly negative 
opinions emerged from the interviews about the actual exploitation of these 
points of interest, being insufficient and inadequate. It depends on a specific 
problem pin-pointed by most of the stakeholders: the poor infrastructural 
system – in Crotone, and generally in Calabria. The opinions were almost 
unanimous. The nearby areas of Crotone can rely on two functional 
and logistic points: Saint Anne Airport and the Port. The pertaining 
authorities have already disposed a requalification plan, carrying out the 
bureaucratic procedure to update the state highway 106 (from Sibari to 
Catanzaro), and slowly working on the Sibari-Catanzaro Lido railway4.

However, most of the stakeholders believe that the project could impact 
positively the transportations infrastructure network. Nevertheless, the 
opinions diverge:

«It has been said that the MGP could possibly contribute pushing 
the institutions to improve the infrastructural network. I think that 

4 https://www.mit.gov.it/comunicazione/news/strade-ok-ai-cantieri-sulla-ss106-jonica-per-
3-miliardi , website examined on December 21st, 2023.

https://www.mit.gov.it/comunicazione/news/strade-ok-ai-cantieri-sulla-ss106-jonica-per-3-miliardi
https://www.mit.gov.it/comunicazione/news/strade-ok-ai-cantieri-sulla-ss106-jonica-per-3-miliardi
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this kind of construction project it’s not sufficient by itself because 
other factors come into play […] not so easy to overcome» (PS 2).

«So, I believe that a project of such size could give a huge incentive to 
create structures and infrastructures useful for the project good-end results, 
not only in the realization phase. It seems an inverted logic, but I believe it 
makes sense» (PS 7).

«[…] The project could favour the upgrade of the infrastructures (port, 
railway, state highway 106, airport), extending their interconnection» (PS 3).

The PS 6 stressed out the need of a previous infrastructural upgrade of 
Crotone, to build up a missing cultural identity and a wide appealing dimension: 
only a contemporary and innovative city, equipped with an updated offer 
can concretely exploit the existing natural and historical Heritage. It’s the 
mission of the complex project Antica Kroton5, already under construction.

«The issue of becoming an area with a touristic and cultural appeal 
does not end with having the sea, a seafront (Fig. 2) or mountain areas: it 
means providing a city with an offer that allows visitors to choose Crotone, 
basing their choice on its cultural history. But we have never given value 
to our cultural history. Today, after many years, however, has been insured 
that Crotone would acquire its own physiognomy, where culture serves as a 
growth engine – without it, it cannot succeed. […] So, if I manage to give the 
city a strong cultural identity, externally appealing, then I can argue that this 
ambitious project can possibly merge and conjugate opportunities of creating 
an integrated touristic offer» (PS 6).

Not so distant, the PS 2 highlighted the need of a multi-step marketing 
plan, designed to represent a project and an area capable of wide appeal. 
Thus, Walter Santagata’s suggestions are very precious: it’s necessary to bear 
some characteristics of the contemporary cultural tourism, among which 
stands out the so-called «evil of the superstars», which dims many touristic 
locations of great relevance that lack a proper and wide mediatic coverage 
(Santagata, 2013). Following the semiotic of touristic appeal (MacCannell, 
2005), for a location to become a touristic destination it should be highlighted

5 https://www.comune.crotone.it/Antica-Kroton , website examined on December 21st, 2023.

https://www.comune.crotone.it/Antica-Kroton
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Figure 2 – The seafront of Crotone (Photo by the author).

by a marker (D’Eramo, 2019, p. 49). These have been the sceneries that 
the designers and supporters have faced from the beginning: «the presentation     
of an out-and-out project will soon come up beside the first concept   
presented a year ago. […] According to that, the constitution of an advertising 
committee will take place with the task of promoting the project in the 
world» (PS 5).

Environmental sustainability-wise, more than one stakeholder paused 
on the related specific issues: it’s a crucial side, depending on multiple 
factors, hardly measurable without having a clear frame of all the pivotal 
factors. It’s appropriate to remember, as stated by the designer, that 
the environment is one of the three main assets included in the project.
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7. Final remarks

From my research emerged the need of a multilevel plan, through whose 
intertwining undertake a global renew of the calabrese area: from the increased 
exploitation of the points of interest around Crotone and Calabria, to the urge 
of updating the overall infrastructure and urban system; from strengthening 
the historic-cultural identity to a structured cultural marketing campaign. It 
consists of a general manoeuvre, attentive of the environmental protection 
and exploitation, that bases itself in involving the entire area, both socio-
economically and politically: public and private actors that, from different 
perspectives, inhabit the same geographic reality (Pollice, 2021). In other 
words, it’s necessary to work on the objects-representations-practices braiding, 
three apexes in a constant interaction of what Marcello Tanca presents as the 
ontological triangle of geography (Tanca, 2018).

Then, every relevant intervention should emerge and evolve from a 
different way of thinking. In a region massacred by the failure of promises 
of growth and development, slowed down by bureaucratic and technocratic 
tendencies, the risk of cancelling the bond between living being and urban-
natural environment is higher (Sini & Pasqui, 2020, pp. 25-26). Nevertheless, 
as stated by PS 7, in Crotone and Calabria, «the resources already exist, 
in terms of natural beauty, geographical position in the Mediterranean 
Area, and human resources. Working on improving, even the sentimental 
resources will come back: enthusiasm, sharing, cooperation, involvement». 

Between environmental strengths and serious infrastructural deficiencies, 
reasons for fascination and harsh confrontations with a context that is all too 
often static, the Magna Grecia Park is configured, meanwhile, as an   opportunity 
for a reasoned return to the territory. To talk about it, while waiting for the 
Foundation to communicate the latest implications of the project, means to 
support an approach that considers as a collective enterprise an economic-
cultural rebirth of the territory that is based on environmental protection.

So, it is important to work on the actual and mobile shape of the territory: it 
means to revive the uninterrupted and asymptotic longing for possible worlds 
that, on the pleasure of the never soothe discovery (here returns Dematteis, 
cited in the exergue), lays the foundation of all the disparate humans’ 
declinations of inhabiting the world.

Here emerges again the profound theoretic and pragmatic meaning of 
the geographic research, in its full significance and centrality: inhabiting 
knowledge, making and dismantling the maps of our thought-action system, 
and returning to the collective dimension through a repetition that, still is 
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and always will be, a renovation without which it’s neglected the individual 
dimension. In other words: returning to the ancient meaning of polis, 
in the inextricable bond of past, present, and future, towards an aspired      
perfectibility.

I want to thank Francesco Baiamonte for rigorously translating this 
paper; all the stakeholders involved for their availability and for their         
precious suggestions that significantly enriched my research; the Magna 
Grecia Park Foundation for the kind concession of the data added to this 
paper, and for  the enthusiasm proved by accepting the idea behind this 
paper’s proposal.

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in 
the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
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Abstract

The aim of this piece of research is to analyse how the island of Salina has 
exploited its natural and cultural landscape through the promotion of new 
tourist itineraries based on slowness. These will offer visitors new experiences 
going beyond sea-side tourism, which is what the islands are mostly known 
and appreciated for. The objective is to identify itineraries and trails allowing 
tourists to retrace the ancient roads on the island, joining together protection 
of the environment, observation of rural landscape and in-depth experience of 
the traditions linked to the production of Malvasia wine, product of excellence 
of this territory. The methodological approach adopted in this piece of research 
will consider natural resource-based view (NR-BV) (Hart, 1995), based on 
the creation of a competitive advantage represented by favourable climate 
conditions in any season of the year, by the presence of archaeological areas 
and historical elements of high cultural value, by the acknowledgement as 
UNESCO World Heritage site, by the authenticity of high quality typical 
products. Furthermore, the need to develop a sustainable and responsible 
tourism is underlined, to be set against the impact of over-tourism, which 
often worsens the fragility of this ecosystem in periods with high number of 
visitors. Wine tourism therefore seems one of the most significant answers to 
rediscover a territory with such a strong identity. It is able to draw considerable 
attention on cultural aspects and represents a valid option and an important 
strategic decision to promote new sustainable tourist flows in places of 
ancient cultural tradition, where the symbols of the past are still evident. 

Keywords: 
winescape, territorial development, heritage, malvasia, Salina
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1. Introduction

The present study is aimed at analysing the promotion of landscapes 
characterised by Malvasia wine on the island of Salina. The region is 
home to historical, cultural and natural heritage and therefore the role 
of wine tourism is crucial for the implementation of “multi-sensorial” 
tourist experience and for a real integration between city and countryside.

The recent development of wine tourism on Aeolian Islands is an example 
of a tangible socio-economic system based on exploitation of local resources. 
Food and wine tourism represents a powerful instrument to get in-depth 
knowledge of a given region. This is precisely what consumers are more and 
more looking for, as they want to enjoy some real sensory experience during 
their stay. Over the last years, it has turned into a strategic asset and a major 
financial opportunity for a lot of regions, since it combines the possibility to 
exploit local beauty with the ability to create top-quality excellences. The 
growing interest in wine and the popularity that has marked this product over 
the last decades stems from tourists’ search for meaning and identity, from their 
desire to pursue a more authentic, rather than contemplative, experience. As a 
matter of fact, typical products are closely connected to region-specific features 
such as the area of origin and/or manufacturing, and they represent the last 
step of accurate and long-standing manufacturing processes that are the result 
of ancient skills and techniques passed down from generation to generation.

Fig. 1 Salina Island. Source: Capofaro Resort
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Food and agricultural products coming from the Aeolian Islands are 
rich and diverse. Seafood, farm products, and local food traditions tell us 
about history in this region and about the populations who have ruled over 
Sicily. It is in wine landscapes that the combination of nature and anthropic 
action can be most clearly seen: the concept of work, the creation and the 
stratification of traces on the land gain a very special meaning in the tight 
bond that agriculture, environmental protection, territorial and local culture 
establish one with another. Over the last years, top-quality and heroic vine 
growing on the island of Salina has made it possible for the island to be 
more and more associated with the production of malvasia wines, thanks 
to its history, boasting an ancient winemaking tradition. Nowadays, wine 
tourism seems to be one of the most significant ways to discover regions 
whose local identities are just as strong as ever and which are able to 
represent a major cultural attraction. The strategic objective to be achieved 
is to reinforce competitiveness of the territory as a tourist destination, 
through a «dynamic protection» of natural and cultural heritage, intended as 
enhancement of the tourist product, in which business transformations meet 
with preservation of the historical-cultural heritage in a functional renovation. 

Fig. 2 Wine landscape in Salina. Source: Capofaro Resort

2. The attraction potential of wine landscape on the island of Salina

Sicilian smaller islands are an excellence in the regional territory. They 
are attractive tourist destinations thanks to their precious natural, marine, 
cultural and archaeological heritage, in which landscape plays a crucial 
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role in attracting people, offering unrepeatable and invaluable identity. 
Landscape conservation on smaller islands represents an important 

chance to protect the unique feature of a territory in which the beauty of 
the land blends with the history of the place. The landscape, in fact, must 
not be considered just as a visual element, but rather as a blend of cultural, 
natural and economic resources. The natural element is perfectly mixed with 
human activities and these, over the years, have contributed to create those 
elements of preciousness that make it exclusive, a living memory of all those 
cultures that have contributed to create its shape. The territory of the Aeolian 
Islands represents an important pole of attraction and tourist destination 
with exceptional resources. Unesco World Heritage Site, the seven islands 
are a treasure of history, nature and food culture. Over the last decades, 
the Aeolian Islands have set the scene for remarkable tourist development. 

After a first pioneering phase, over the 80’s of the last century there was 
a phase of tourist development mainly concentrated in the summer. The 
Aeolian Islands, although owing a very heterogeneous natural heritage, have 
essentially reinforced their image connected to beach holidays, while the 
other potentials, connected to cultural and environmental resources, have not 
been correctly enhanced yet. The island of Salina, the greenest among all 
seven islands, possesses the most varied and richest floristic heritage in the 
archipelago. Even for this reason, today, this is the only island boasting a 
natural reserve set up in 1984 (Gambino, 2001, p. 6). The island of Salina is 
located North West of Lipari and is the second biggest and most populated 
island in the archipelago (after Lipari). There are about 2.400 inhabitants on 
the island and it is about 26 km² big. From an administrative point of view, it 
is divided in three municipalities: Leni, Malfa and Santa Maria Salina, almost 
equal in size. The landscape on this island, boasting a strategic location, is 
enriched by the highest peak in the archipelago: Monte Fossa Delle Felci 
(962m) which, together with the other peak Monte dei Porri, give origin to 
the ancient name of this island: Didyme (twins). The particular features in 
geomorphology, landscape and vegetation on the island are, in fact, the reason 
why the Sicilian Region set up the natural reserve called “Le Montagne delle 
Felci e Monte dei Porri” in 1984, now managed by the Metropolitan City 
of Messina. Setting up the reserve has, without any doubts, contributed to 
preserve the most remarkable flora and fauna, together with local tradition 
and culture. The area has moreover been identified as Site of Community 
Importance. On the island of Salina there is not that kind of hetero-directed 
tourism which has determined new processes of dependence, deconstruction 
of territory and exogenous settlement models, as it has happened on the 
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islands of Vulcano and Lipari. Salina has chosen to be characterized, on 
the other hand, by a tourist policy that has considered factors such as the 
natural environment, thanks to a kind of tourism connected to the protection 
of resources of the territory. The island is known for its rural features and 
traditional Aeolian architecture and it can represent a micro-island model of 
sustainable tourism. Currently there are three main categories of tourism on 
the island. The first includes tourism connected above all to beach holidays, 
mainly concentrated in summer months. A second category is represented by 
that kind of tourist who pays attention to the cultural events that the territory 
is able to offer. Particularly in Salina the spread of cultural tourism is linked 
to events and the excellences of the island, with festivals such as “Mare 
Festival Salina”, “Salina DocFest”, the Caper Festival, “Unda Maris”, “La 
Terrazza del dodici agosto”, “Settimana Enogastronomica Eoliana”, “Salina 
International Arts Fest”. These are all events contributing to extend and 
deseasonalize tourism on the island. A third category includes commuters 
and daily tourists, especially coming from the other islands and from the 
metropolitan area of Messina. 

Salina, known as the green island, boasts the most developed agriculture 
among the Aeolian Islands and even today plays a significant role in 
spatial development, so much that it can be considered as a key model of 
Mediterranean island preserving its ancient agricultural tradition (Manzi, 
1988, p. 31). Terrace cultivations, villages and built-up areas make it clearly 
different from the other islands in the archipelago, in which roughness of 
the soil or lava expansions or, even worse, real estate speculation make any 
agricultural activity fairly impossible (Cavallaro et al., 1984, p. 15). In this 
context, agriculture and territory can benefit from a strong interaction that is 
evident in the production process. As underlined by some authors (Ritchie 
& Crouch, 2003) the competitive skills of a tourist destination depend on 
the presence of resources able to nourish development, as well as on the 
existence of local skills able to transform such resources into goods available 
for the market. As evidence of this, the island of Salina has addressed its 
territorial strategies towards absolutely unique natural and cultural elements:
•  good vegetation cover;
•  presence of historical and cultural backgrounds;
•  a coastal system partially protected from mass tourism;
•  a widespread and high-quality agricultural production (capers and 
grapevines);
•  small businesses in the agricultural and tourist sector. 
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Fig. 3 Rural landscape in Salina. Source: Giuseppe La Malfa

On the island of Salina wine landscapes are those which most evidently 
show a meeting between nature and anthropic action: hard work, production 
and the stratification of marks on the territory gain particular meaning in 
that close link between agriculture, environmental protection, landscape 
and local culture. These landscapes show some specific characteristics 
such as historical continuity of the landscape, the presence of a living 
landscape made up of villages, built-up areas, a wide variety of grapevines, 
presence of architecture enriching the landscape, such as wineries and farms 
(Moreschini et al., 2016). The territory therefore becomes key element and 
the food products linked to history, art and culture of the place become a 
driver for local development and interaction between tourists and local 
residents. In this way local people become active players, able to welcome 
and motivate visitors to find out about their roots and traditions (Anelli, 2007, 
p. 17). Salina inhabitants have managed to protect the agricultural landscape, 
preserving the integrity of the territory and educating young generations to a 
relation with the land, and rediscovering all those practices and techniques 
regarding cultivation and harvest processing to create a real business and 
productive network and export malvasia wine to national markets, therefore 
contributing not only to wine production but also to local employment. 
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3. The role of malvasia wine in enhancing cultural identity on the island 
of Salina

Malvasia from Lipari islands is the result of cultural and economic 
heritage. Thanks to its favourable climate and its morphology, the territory 
of the Aeolian archipelago has been devoted to vine-growing since ancient 
times.

In this territory, humans have left marks on the land with their hard work 
on the fields, building a unique cultural identity. From the picturesque peaks 
of the mountains to the beaches, to the rural villages rich in history and ancient 
architecture, Salina offers an interesting view. On one hand, the heterogeneous 
coast, famous from a tourist point of view, and on the other hand the rural 
villages, today places of remarkable cultural and natural heritage. The process 
of promotion of Sicilian food and wine resources bears strong importance in 
cultural, social and financial terms, encouraging and supporting sustainable 
development, bringing together the need for environmental protection and 
the preservation of traditions as well as of quality products. To this aim, the 
example of the recent development of wine tourism in Salina is a key model 
of a tangible socio-economic system based on exploitation of local resources.

The spread of typical crops, in particular in the territory of Salina, has 
given life to the production of one of the most valuable products in the 
entire archipelago: malvasia wine. For its specific characteristics it definitely 
expresses traditions and narrations of the local community. According to 
Diodorus Siculus, the presence of Malvasia grapes on Aeolian islands dates 
back to the first century before Christ. According to more recent studies, the 
first vine shoots of Malvasia were implanted on Aeolian islands at the end of 
the 16th century. At the dawn of the 19th century some favourable conditions 
led to a sudden increase in the demand of malvasia. In particular, these 
conditions were linked to 10.000 English soldiers who in Messina were trying 
to face a potential advance of Napoleon in Sicily. For 10 years the soldiers of 
the British army have asked for the known passito wine from Aeolian islands 
called malvasia and they have found it on their tables. Here is the start of 
the development of an economy linked to this valuable and thriving vine 
on the island (Saija, 1997). In Salina, vine-growing has historically been a 
culture of values, representing an attraction factor for the population, both 
from the point of view of settlement, favouring the expansion of scattered 
villages, and from the point of view of increasing financial resources of the 
local community, both at an agro-industrial level, determining the localization 
of vine-growing areas, and at a commercial level, promoting exports. 
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The current areas of localization of this crop are mainly concentrated 
around Val di Chiesa, the area of Malfa up to Capo, the area of Santa Marina 
Salina and the cavity of the crater in Pollara. 

The production of malvasia wine represents one of the few still vital 
sectors that can at the same time enhance agricultural landscape, supporting 
in this way a kind of development based on the concept of sustainable 
agriculture, focused on identifying the following main characteristics: long 
term preservation of natural resources and agricultural productivity, minimum 
environmental impact, adequate return in terms of income for the local 
population, achievement of good yields with promotion of organic agriculture, 
food and wine tourism, setting up new rural roads even in protected areas, 
updating agro-industrial activities.

Known world-wide for its outstanding wine and its great vine-growing 
and wine-making tradition, Salina is a fascinating island with rich history, 
a location where community, culture and history mix together. It is possible 
to discover the culture of wine and cuisine of this unique Mediterranean 
island walking along the many natural itineraries. In Sicily, land rich in both 
natural and cultural contrasts, wine producers make a great deal of daily 
effort to produce wines that appeal to and stimulate the senses of wine lovers, 
bringing together ancient flavours and modern winemaking trends. Malvasia 
delle Lipari DOC is the denomination of origin for Malvasia wines made 
on Aeolian Islands, the volcanic archipelago located off the North-Eastern 
coast of Sicily. The denomination of controlled origin includes white wines 
obtained from the Malvasia Bianca variety, to which Corinto Nero (a black-
skinned variety) is sometimes added. The flavour comes from the volcanic 
trait that makes up the soils where malvasia vines are cultivated. Today, the 
wine sector on Aeolian islands is bustling, with wine being a leitmotiv of such 
a charming place. Malvasia is a dry or sweet aromatic wine, whose name 
comes from a small area in the Peloponnese called Monemvasia. Based on the 
writings by Diodorus Siculus, the story of Malvasia began when the first Greek 
colonizers brought it from their native land to Lipari islands, around 580 b.C. 

The vineyards stretch from the sea level up to more than 400 metres high. 
Since ancient times very steep areas have been cultivated on the characteristic 
terraces limited by walls made with lava stones, creating a unique, peculiar 
and fascinating landscape. Over the last years, the top-quality and heroic 
vine growing of the island of Salina, which can be traced back to a remote 
winemaking tradition, has made it possible for the island to be more and 
more associated with the production of malvasia wines. Featuring their 
typical amber colour and their sweet and velvety flavour, they can be dry 
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white wines, passito or dessert wines. In each of these cases, according to 
the Italian winemaking protocol, wine must be made from Malvasia delle 
Lipari variety for maximum 95% and from Corinto nero grapes for 5-8%, 
the latter being also known as minutidda. As far as passito, the finest type, 
grapes must be harvested when overripe. After picking, the bunches of grapes 
are laid out to dry on large woven reed trays called cannizzi, for 15-20 days 
depending on sunlight exposure. All Salina producers (about 12 wineries) 
organize winery tours and tastings including local products, taking their 
visitors on a journey along history and ancient traditions through a sensory 
itinerary. The island of Salina has been able to diversify the tourist offer in a 
sustainable way, letting tourists visit the small farms offering land products 
along a food and wine trail. This data shows that the positive increase in 
arrivals and in overnights characterize the evolution of the last three years.

    2022
Arrivals Overnights

Leni 2.504 7.809
Malfa 11.138 36.171

S. Marina 8.600 25.000
Total 22.242 68.980

    2021
Arrivals Overnights

Leni 2.078 6.722
Malfa 7.175 24.058

S. Marina 7.038 22.450
Total 16.291 53.230

    2020
Arrivals Overnights

Leni 1.457 4.934
Malfa 4.172 13.881

S. Marina 4.817 15.015
Total 10.446 33.830

Table 1: Tourist flow in Salina from 2020 to 2022. Data representation by the author. Source: 
Regione Siciliana 
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In particular, foreign tourists have increased in number, and are particularly 
attracted by wine tourism, as confirmed in an interview in which “Capofaro” 
winery declared that in 2022 they had a production of bottles of Malvasia 
divided as follows: Didyme 2022 > 20.000 75 CL bottles, Vigna di Paola 
2022 > 8.000 75 CL bottles, Capofaro 2021 > 6.000 50 CL bottles. The 
production of malvasia wine is connected to a national market, while 90% 
of guests at Capofaro resort come from abroad and are interested in living a 
wine experience. Setting up tourist-cultural itineraries that are in full respect 
of the environment can represent a way to enjoy widespread cultural heritage, 
as well as a chance to highlight the variety of landscapes and traditions, 
connecting the elements of material and immaterial culture. Moreover, 
promoting these itineraries based on traditional and quality products can 
even increase the visibility of the places, encouraging in this way visitors 
even in seasons less busy with mass tourism and enhancing specific local 
cultural features and natural resources different from the sea (Gallia & 
Malatesta, 2022, p. 117). Wine tourism connected to malvasia wine can 
give a significant contribution to deseasonalization of tourist flows, on the 
island excessively concentrated in the summer period, therefore allowing to 
avoid processes of touristification that put the very same protected heritage 
into risk and modify the social structure of the territory. Moreover, wine 
tourism seems to be particularly interesting for the development of Sicilian 
areas where “heroic” winemaking is carried out, because its development is 
slow and attention is paid to the mix of culture and people who live in the 
territory (Cannizzaro, 2017, p. 24). Over the last years, in the wide variety of 
tourist offer for smaller islands, the demand has been directed also towards 
forms of slow tourism which, through a targeted approach between tourists 
and host location, highlight the unique characteristics of the places, local 
traditions, habits and costumes, again in a sustainable perspective and in 
order to protect the environment (Albanese, 2013). Tourism connected to 
local typical products can become a driver for development and conservation, 
as demonstrated by several examples connected to “roads of wine and 
tastes”. The sector of wine tourism is closely linked to wine roads, in order to 
promote wine-making culture and to find out about the territory. Salina is part 
of “Road of Malvasia from Aeolian Islands” which includes also the other 
islands of Alicudi, Filicudi, Lipari, Panarea, Salina, Stromboli, Vulcano and 
even the municipality of Milazzo (Nicosia & Porto, 2011). Malvasia wines 
represent a driving force for the economy of this island as demonstrated by 
the establishment of the “Consortium of Malvasia from Lipari islands” which 
includes about a dozen producers: Barone di Villagrande – Barbanacoli - 
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Colosi- Eolia - Caravaglio – Tasca d’Almerita – Hauner – Fenech – D’Amico 
– Colosi – Virgona - Punta Aria - Tenuta di Capofaro, dealing with wine 
production and supporting initiatives for its protection (Gambino, 2005).

Fig. 4 (left) Winescape in Capofaro. Source: Capofaro Resort
Fig. 5 (right) Tourists in a cellar. Source: Giuseppe La Malfa

4. “Salina ecogastronomica”: a project to find out about high-quality 
productions 

An efficient policy of reassessment, in which food and wine products 
are more and more considered as a capital able to create income and 
employment, must be able to include these products in a strategic 
circuit between local economic and productive context and policies of 
protection and conservation, therefore representing a fundamental element 
of cohesion and cultural bridging (Friel & Trimarchi, 2007, p. 113). 

In the close link between protection of the landscape, conservation of 
nature and biodiversity, cultural, slow and sustainable tourism is a project 
of tourist development compatible with reassessment of historical activities 
on the island. In this perspective, the initiative “Salina ecogastronomica” 
gains particular meaning because, respecting the principles of responsible 
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tourism, has started a process of enhancement towards a more rational 
management of the territory. Interacting with all actors of the production 
chain on the island, “Salina ecogastronomica” organizes within the festival 
“Island of Experiences” a series of eco-tours dedicated to food and wine, 
set in different periods and aimed at tasting malvasia wine and other typical 
specialties from Salina in wineries and in farms and therefore contributing to 
rediscover wine tradition and culture. This proposal is in line with the idea of 
travelling as an emotional and enriching experience through a real interaction 
with the territory. The aim is to share culture, which will then enable tourists 
to appreciate the extraordinary productions of an outstanding landscape, 
getting closer to local territory. In this case “local” must be intended as “a 
permanent set of socio-cultural features settled in a certain geographical area 
through the historical evolution of interpersonal relations, and in relation to 
usage methods of local natural ecosystems” (Dematteis, 1994). In this context 
Salina Ecogastronomica is able to promote the island by communicating 
its identity to those who belong to other cultures, live in other contexts, in 
order to increase the attraction potential of the territory, and invite tourists 
to get into contact with these places and start a sympathetic relation with 
them (attractive narration) (Pollice, 2017) therefore promoting interaction 
with local people and personal enrichment in an integrated view (Aloj et al., 
2013). One of the most popular events for tourists, among those included in 
Salina ecogastronomica, is Salina wine trekking, a walk along the hills where 
malvasia wine is produced, at the footsteps of Monte Porri and Monte Fossa, 
along an emotional itinerary joining experiential and nature tourism.  These 
tourist activities, according to sustainable principles, are essential not just 
to promote inland places but because they also represent an opportunity for 
development and growth for the territory through new forms of exploitation. 
In this perspective, information will be spread on social networks about 
the calendar of the events, and higher visibility will be given to natural and 
cultural sites where the origins of wine-making on the islands are found. A 
new role for this productive sector will be designed, as it is able to use food 
and wine biodiversity as an efficient instrument to explain the description of 
“inner peripheries”, (Ietri & Pagetti, 2019) which are those places that are 
not peripheral in a strictly physical sense, but marginal from a functional 
point of view. Adopting this policy will mean including malvasia wine in Dop 
economy, which will eventually represent a driver for development based 
on a system of values focused on synergy between agriculture, environment, 
tourism, culture and sustainability. “Salina Ecogastronomica” on one hand 
aims at meeting a growing demand for authenticity (especially coming from 
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an international market) oriented towards forms of tourism that can offer 
visitors an experience in which the peculiar features of the island become the 
protagonists of the genius loci. In 2023 Salina Ecogastronomica has made 
the island known to about 400 people from March to November. They were 
mainly interested in wine trekking, cooking classes, walking, tastings in 
wineries and farms, stayed on average for 3 nights on the island, and came 
above all from United States (45%), United Kingdom (13%), Australia (10%), 
European countries (22%) and in a small percentage from Italy (10%).On 
the other it is intended to extend the seasonality of accommodation facilities 
which are often active just for few months a year and are forced to close down 
during the long phase of tourist gaps.

The creation of a network of greenways can represent a chance to 
preserve, defend and exploit the territory and can mean a big opportunity 
to foster forms of slow and sustainable mobility. In this perspective 
a long greenway will have the advantage of considerably widening 
tourist offer, as it develops along the natural and cultural heritage. 

Fig. 6 Walking along vineyards in Lingua. Source: Salina Ecogastronomica

5. Conclusions

Malvasia is a geographic narration of great value for the territory 
of Aeolian Islands as it is an element of cohesion between man 
and the environment, between environmental and cultural heritage.



144

Getting to know about the Aeolian Islands cannot leave aside the aspects 
that are most specifically linked to the landscape, not strictly through 
historical-cultural fascinations, but also through that heritage which has 
contributed to shape the place and its history. Malvasia from Lipari islands 
still represents a little exploited sector, if compared to its great potential. In 
the last years the success of malvasia wine has consolidated other forms of 
economy linked to wine production as wine tourism. This is a new tourist 
form growing in popularity on the island of Salina. However, it still suffers 
from some points of weakness and higher investments are needed in better 
marketing campaigns, promoting the territory and involving more the 
businesses working in catering, handicraft, hospitality and transport and 
reinforcing digital technologies as advertisement instruments. This would 
allow an “economic reconversion” without the risks of total dependence on 
the global tourist market which increases anthropization in summer months 
and accelerates loss of identity. The present piece of research has limited 
itself to assess the historic dimension of wine landscape on the island of 
Salina following the success of top-quality typical products able to play a 
fundamental role for rural economy and to re-launch a tourist image linked to 
local culture and identity.  It would be necessary to furtherly stimulate projects 
for development foreseeing on one hand preservation of local resources and 
on the other exploitation of natural beauties as an opportunity for employment 
and economy. In this sense, even the institutions are starting to encourage 
tourist practices based on exploiting local typical products, which in the case 
of malvasia are the undisputed symbol of Salina. In fact, thirty years after 
the last planning document approved in 1993, the Sicilian Region will have a 
new Wine-making Plan, with the aim of reinforcing a communication model 
combining typical and quality products with the element of the territory. Food 
and wine culture must, in fact, become one of the drivers of Sicilian tourist offer, 
because it is naturally suited to enhance – at the same time - food, landscape, 
natural beauties, art, culture and tradition (Regione Siciliana, 2023). The new 
Wine-making Plan takes up this challenge, aiming at the excellences of the 
territory avoiding one-direction tourist development, privileging forms of 
integration with other economies on the territory and their specific features, 
creating in this way chances for regeneration and economic development.
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Abstract

Velipoja lies along the Adriatic coastline in the North – West of Albania, near 
Buna River. River Buna discharges at the Adriatic Sea close to Montenegro 
boarder. The coastal area of Velipoja is characterized by a sandy shore and 
covers approximately 694 ha. The Buna River-Velipoja Protected Landscape 
is a protected landscape area in northwestern Albania, encompassing the 
estuary of Drin, the Lagoon of Viluni, the River of Buna with its estuary, 
and the Gulf of Drin that runs across the area of Velipoja alongside the 
Adriatic Sea. During the transition process is not given much importance 
of territorial planning initiatives. The whole area is distinguished for its 
biodiversity values, such as a wide variety of terrestrial and aquatic flora and 
fauna species. Since 2005, the Albanian part of Velipoja wetlands including 
Viluni Lagoon and the Shkodra Lake hold the protection state of a Managed 
Natural Reserve (IUCN Category IV), and since 2006 the zone is included 
in the RAMSAR list. Velipoja coast is subject to dynamic geomorphologic 
changes, including accumulation, erosion in different segments. These geo-
morphological littoral changes have impacted the landscapes and economic 
activities. Dynamic urbanization process without a certain strategy was 
associated with a total negligence on the coastal environment of Velipoja. 
Thus, construction, urban and territorial development in the transition 
years has not been the result of the implementation of previously approved 
territorial and urban planning instruments. The Velipoja administration unit 
territory has a very good location but the remaining coastal developments 
uncontrolled speculative and far from administration and planning 
in accordance with the principles of sustainable urban development.

Keywords: Velipoja administration unit, Buna Delta, Anthropogenic, 
Erosion, Urban planning.

1  Department of Geography, University of Shkodër “Luigj Gurakuqi”, ervis.krymbi@unishk.
edu.al
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1. Introduction

The administration unit of Velipoja is part of the Shkodra municipality. 
The town borders on the northwest with Montenegro along the Buna River, 
on the East with the Region of Lezha, on the North with the administration 
unit of Dajç and on the South with the Adriatic Sea. The total surface of the 
administration unit is 72.4 km². The whole zone is a vast field surrounded by 
the hills of Baks, Ças, Shtiqen and Maja e Zezë. The administration unit has a 
vast spread along the Adriatic coast in and a beach which dates to about 300 
years. The concept of the coast is ambiguous. The coast is often defined as the 
“land next [or close] to the sea” or as a more general “land next to the shore” 
(American Heritage Publishing Company, 2015; Cambridge University Press, 
2013). The actual number of populations in the entire administration unit of 
Velipoja is 8270 inhabitants. The tendency is for the population to grow at 
fast rate due to various factors such as internal migration, the desire to invest 
in tourism, etc. The administration unit is made up of 10 villages which are: 
Velipoja, Reç-Pulaj, Luarz, Gomsiqe e Re, Baks-Rrjoll, Pulaj-Plazh, Reç i 
Ri, Baks i Ri, Ças, Mali Kolaj. Velipoja is characterized by Mediterranean 
climate, with hot and dry summers, wet and mild winters. The wind of Murlan, 
which is very characteristic of the area, makes the winters harsh; whereas in 
the summer the wind of Shiroku brings humidity The greatest part of the 
population is employed in the private sector as in agriculture, retail shops, 
construction sector, etc (Krymbi et. al., 2014). The coast […] is intended 
as harmonious interpenetration in continuous visual, material, functional, 
interactive, and dynamic transformation between the action of man, sea, 
and land. The coast represents the edge where to intervene. With its porosity 
and open boundaries, it can respond to climate change and functioning as a 
resilient device (Porfido & Sani, 2018, p.105). The area is also characterized 
by recent rapid development, particularly along a narrow strip within 5 km 
of the coastline and highways. A construction boom, mainly affecting the 
coastal zone and the urban centres, in the 1990s was followed by increased 
informal development, of which there is insuficient control and inadequate 
mechanisms for the sanctioning of illegal buildings. Anthropogenic activities 
in the region, mainly through the uncontrolled coastal development, population 
growth, increased economic activities and poor management of urban waste 
and wastewater are adding pressure on the watershed of the Buna/Bojana 
watershed, affecting both the environment and human wellbeing. The Viluni 
draining station discharges its waters directly to the Velipoja Beach, very 
close to the Viluni Lagoon.
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Viluni draining station is situated between the buffer and transition zone of 
the Shkodra Lake, Buna, Velipoja forest, Domni wetland and Viluni Lagoon 
Protected Landscape. Each of the sites mentioned has the third protection 
level or is the IV protection category of IUCN, Nature Managed Reserve.

2. Geographical position and boundaries of Velipoja administration unit

The administration unit of Velipoja is part of Shkodra municipality, it is 
located in the southwest of the city of Shkodra at a distance of about 24 km 
from it, in the northwest it is bordered by Montenegro along the Buna river,     
in the east by the district of Lezha, in the north by Dajçi administration    
unit and to the south by the Adriatic Sea. The total area of the Velipoja 
administration unit is 72.4 km2. The whole area is a large plain surrounded 
by the hills of Baksi, Çasi, Shtiqni and Maja e Zeze. The area of Velipoja 
has a wide extension along the coast of the Adriatic Sea and a beach with a                                             
natural age of about 300 years. Velipoja beach has a length of 14.5 km and a 
width of 200-500 m, hypsometry of the territory 0.0-5.0 m, average slope 0.1-
0.5 0, horizontal fragmentation 0.0-1.5 km/km2, vertical fragmentation 0.5-
5m/ km2 with unused sand with a high percentage of sodium and potassium 
salts and there is an extremely high percentage of iodine in the sand. The 
stretch of the beach in a condition of such parameters creates numerous and 
inexhaustible opportunities for tourist use from the mouth of  Buna to the edge 
of the field of  Zunkthi (or as it is called Rëra e Hedhur). At a distance of 1-3 km                                                                                                                                 
from the sea coast, there is the hill of Rrenci, which is almost parallel to the 
coast with an average height of 300-500 m above sea level. The river Buna 
dominates the water regime of the whole area. After joining with the Drini 
river, the Buna is rather shallow, especially some km upstream, where even 
small islands have been formed. Further down towards its mouth the depth 
increases to 3 m which makes the river nearly navigable for small boats. 
Between the villages of Samrisht in Albania and Gorica in Montenegro and 
the mouth, the river is shared between Albania and Montenegro and defines 
the border (Miho et. al., 2013).
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(a) (b)

Figure 1: Location map of the study area.

(a) Areal extension of the Buna–Drin drainage basin (in light blue) and position of the dams 
(in red) interrupting the Drin River course. (b) Detailed view of the study area, Velipoja 
administration unit. (Source: the author , 2023)

Regarding the hydrogeological profile, three formation complexes could 
be distinguished: i) Quaternary deposits, ii) flysch deposits, and iii) limestone 
rocks (Muceku et. al., 2005). Both the lower and upper part of Quaternary 
deposits are composed of coarse sands with a fine sand layer in the middle. 
Underground water in the study area Quaternary complex was mainly 
related to sand formations, creating a rich aquifer Some springs flowing out 
from these formations are met south of the investigated area. River Buna 
and Reçi i Ri stream are the main water resources of these formations.

In the study area the latter consist of alternating sandstones and mudstones 
of turbiditic origin and Maastrichtian-Eocene age. These sedimentary rocks 
are involved in SW verging folds parallel to the main chain and represent 
the rocky substrate, only locally exposed, of the Buna River alluvial plain 
sediments between Shkoder and the westernmost carbonatic reliefs (Pazzi et. 
al., 2015).

The river has a meandering trend, and it is characterized by one single 
channel for most of its course. The alluvial plain is poorly drained and 
during the wet season (November-January) it is typically waterlogged. 
Terrains are widely used for agricultural aims and houses are concentrated 
in small villages dispersed along the riverbeds or not far from them. The 
Buna River Quaternary alluvial sediments unconformably cover the 
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Cretaceous-Eocenic rocks. The alluvial succession, 20-50 m thick, consists 
of unconsolidated deposits and is composed of a basal interval of sandy 
gravel (5-30 m thick) overlaid by a silty sand interval (10-20 m thick).

Velipoja coastline comprises quaternary marine sands and silts. Flysch 
rocks extend to the east overlying limestone rocks where a tectonic boundary 
separates these rocks from one another. Flysch rocks, a combination of 
sandstones, siltstones and claystone’s layers comprise the northern part of 
the hill in the area. Quaternary swamp deposits of loams, clayey silts and 
sands are found at the eastern and northern ends of Viluni Lagoon. The 
formation of the Lagoon of Viluni is closely connected with the evolution 
of the whole Field of Velipoja. Centuries ago, all this space, from the 
outpour of Buna up to the hill range of Rrenci, appeared as a system of water 
ponds of various dimensions, separated by little fields and strips of land.

Figure 2: Map combining geological and geomorphological characteristics for the 
Albanian part of the study area. The map is based on the Geological Map of Albania 
(2002), the Tectonic Map of Albania (1999), and the Geohazard Map of Albania (2000) 
and is extended and revised by our own data from field mapping and remote sensing.                                                          
(Source: Biermanns et. al., 2019)
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3. The potentials and the management of landscape in Velipoja 
administration unit

Tourism has been identified as one of the main economic drivers for 
Velipoja administration unit based on its high potentials to offer a high 
variety of activities. The area has an enormous natural potential that makes 
it very attractive for tourism and it is not a casualty that it is very preferred 
by citizens and tourists as well. Velipoja is also a touristic center with a wide 
range of accommodation, both to visit the natural values of the region but also 
as a relaxing place especially during summer. The Velipoja complex consists 
of Buna delta, Velipoja Managed Reserve, Viluni Lagoon, Baks Rrjolli 
coastal zone. The freshwater marshes of Domni and Mërtemza extend along 
the road to Velipoja. The river Buna is an important natural resource of the 
Velipoja administration unit and the surrounding area. It flows through two 
states: Albania and Montenegro. In this way, it connects Shkodra Lake and 
the Adriatic Sea. Its length is 44.45 km, of which the upper part of about 20 
km belongs to Albania, and the lower part of about 24 km to Montenegro and 
forms the border between Montenegro and Albania. The sediments carried 
by the Buna have an important role for the morphology of the seashore and 
of the coastline, which is subject to strong coastal erosion in the Velipoja 
area. According to old descriptions (Reiser & Fuhrer, 1896; Kárpáti & 
Kárpáti, 1961; Kárpáti, 1962), the Buna delta was an impressive wilderness 
area. However, like other Mediterranean wetland areas, it has been strongly 
transformed during the last decades. Between 1947 and 1980 about 36 km2 of 
agricultural lands were reclaimed or ameliorated from swamps and marshes, 
compared to only 2 km2 of agricultural land that existed before then.
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Figure 3: Velipoja landscape complex 1.Buna/Bojana delta 2. Velipoja Managed Reserve 
3. Viluni Lagoon 4. Baks Rrjolli coastal zone 5. The freshwater marshes of Domni and 
Murtemza (Source: the author., 2023)

The Albanian part of the Buna/Bojana basin part is an Important Plant 
Area (IPA) (Plant life International, 2021). “Protected Landscape of Buna 
River – Velipoja” is designated as an EMERALD candidate site (Directorate 
of Democratic Participation EU, 2021). Despite its high natural values, 
the area is significantly threatened by unsustainable, unplanned, and 
illegal activities, as well as a lack of integrated management and shared 
values for joint planning. Stakeholders are many and from different fields 
and levels (tourism, fisheries, agriculture, infrastructure, pollution, nature 
protection, water management, disaster risk reduction), often independently 
and individually developing sectors and realizing interests. Practices of 
opportunism in planning of protected areas as well as proclaiming protected 
areas with no substantial de facto outcome are common for the region and 
here. It is evident that the processes of effective protection and integrated 
management are not yet in place and that synergies need to be enhanced 
and mainstreamed. The Velipoja Managed Reserve, an alluvial coastal 
forest and a wetland complex created by Buna delta and the Adriatic Sea, 
is well-known for the high diversity of flora and fauna, including rare and
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threatened species at national and regional scales (Dhora et. al., 2010). The 
Buna/Bojana delta offers important food sources for fish, spawning grounds, 
nursery and migration paths on which fish stocks depend (either within the 
wetland or other habitats connected to them). This area is also very important 
hydrographically and is well-known for its high ecological sensitivity. The 
so called “hydrologic junction” Shkodra Lake - River Buna - River Drin 
determines the hydrological regime of Shkodra Lake, River Buna itself, and 
their tributaries, and has an important impact on the morphology and water 
regime in Buna delta in the south-eastern Adriatic (Beqiraj et. al., 2010).

Figure 4: River Buna/Bojana delta (Source: the author., 2023)
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On the Albanian coast, erosion has become a major problem in the last 
3 decades, mainly related to human activity and especially to hydrological 
changes and river damming. In the Buna/Bojana delta, the Velipoja coast is 
one of the areas highly impacted by coastal erosion. Accumulation during 
the period 1950–1984 is estimated to be from 5 to 10 m yr-1. Erosion during 
1986–2017 was extensive in some parts, occurring at a rate of 3 m yr-1 in 
Ada area (Montenegro) and 4 m yr-1 in Albania (Drin Corda., 2019). Franz 
Jozef Island disappeared entirely in 2016. The morphology of the Buna/ 
Bojana deltaic complex is believed to be affected by a combination of factors: 
- alteration of the water flow regime in the Drin – Shkoder/Skadar – Buna/ 
Bojana system due to the construction of the cascade of dams on Drin; 
-entrapment of sediment in the upper part of the watershed by the dams; 
-reduction of the sediment transport capacity of the Drin in combination with 
the natural low gradient of the channel of Buna/Bojana River resulting in 
the deposition of alluvium (coming from erosion in the tributaries of Buna/ 
Bojana and Drin) preventing this from reaching the Buna/Bojana mouth at the 
Adriatic Sea. The sediment deposition in Buna/Bojana River causes reduction 
of the speed of water further resulting to additional deposition of sediment; 
-variability of the wave activity and sea level in combination with short-term 
events (storm waves and tides) and long-term processes (sea transgressions).
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Figure 5: Erosion rate on River Buna delta through 1986-2017 (Hermes project., 2019)
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Morphologic transformation in River Buna Delta over the recent years, 
analyse the endogenic and exogenic causes having dictated the dynamics of 
the coastline. There has been briefly examined the role of the geologic factor 
in this spatial change, by mentioning in order of importance the lithologic 
and structural composition, as well neotechnic movements. Velipoja beach, 
which is also one of the largest in the country, has generally preserved the 
same conditions since 1980, but the dynamic change of deposition and 
erosion south of Buna outlet has triggered a chain phenomenon alternating 
deposition and erosion in narrow sections even on Velipoja beach. 
Over the recent 10 years, the coastal segment that stretches between the 
communicating channel of Viluni lagoon and as far as Rana e Hedhun, has 
been eroded at a value of 1.5-3 m/year. The coastal segment belonging to 
the Rrenci SW edge remains stable because of strong rocky composition. 
The Velipoja wetland complex with a surface of 8.2 km has the shape
of a triangle in the Buna delta east of the Buna River. About 6.4 km2 are 
fenced and protected as Managed Natural Reserve. The Velipoja beach and 
the dunes form the coastal profile of Velipoja, where large sandy beaches 
of about 10 km length and up to 200 m width extend along the coast. The 
adjacent prodelta areas on both sides of the river cover 8 km2 with a depth 
reaching 25 m. Velipoja Managed Natural Reserve were created in 1958. In 
it, vegetation and birds are in their very best natural state. This reserve has in 
its interior four forest belts as well as four marshes, which are connected by 
land to each other. Through this reserve, by road between dense forests, the 
mouth of the Buna River is reached. This point has a rare beauty, as there are 
three islands, a large one called Ada and the other two that are smaller (Dhora 
et. al., 2010). The reserve, for its part, in the southern part of its territory, is 
bordered by the Adriatic Sea Coast, from the western part, it is bordered by 
the Buna River, while in the northern and eastern parts, and it is bordered by 
land.
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 Figure 6: Velipoja Managed Natural Reserve (Source: the author., 2023)

The marshes are strongly influenced by the dynamic processes of the Buna 
water regime with seasonal changes in the water flow as well as by the tides 
and waves of up to 3.5 m caused by strong winds. Several drainage channels 
link the marshland with the Buna allowing the control of the hydrological 
regime through special ports. Four roads starting from the main entrance 
facilitate the visitor to attend the different marshes and forest habitats. 
However, urbanization of the coast between the Reserve and the Lagoon 
increased rapidly during the past decade, especially focused on tourism 
infrastructures - all this pressure with obvious negative effects on the erosion 
of the coast, deforestation and destruction of the sandy dunes, water pollution
and resulting ultimately in a loss of biodiversity.

Velipoja/Pulaj Beach (the southern extreme of the beach is only 10 m. 
far from the Viluni draining channel). This beach is considered the most 
important tourism site for North Albania, as thousands of visitors come to 
this site during the summer holidays. The beach, 3700 ml long, is situated 
between Velipoja forest and Viluni Lagoon. Currently, the beach of Velipoja 
(the oficial name of the village of Pulaj) has a population of 1082 inhabitants, 
of which 50 per cent have arrived in the last 15 years. On Saturdays and 
Sundays, the number of visitors exceeds 60,000 people. Given the reputation 
of tourism as a reputable business, several hotels have been built with rooms

ranging from 6-30 complete with other service facilities. In addition, 
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there are about 120 bars and restaurants all newly constructed made on the 
preference and personal plans for growth with no coordination at all and 
without any development perspective for making Velipoja an area of 
quality tourism.

Figure 7: Velipoja/Pulaj Beach (Source: the author., 2023)

The Lagoon of Viluni is one of the major lagoons in our country and 
represents a special geographical object in the system of the lagoons of the 
Albanian shore of the Adriatic. This lagoon is situated about 7 km away from 
Buna River, 2 km away from the Velipoja beach and about 12 km away from 
Shëngjin (CARDS., 2006). Its surface of 2.96 km2 changes throughout the 
year especially during winter and summer, depending on the amount of water 
accumulated by rainfalls. It is 3 km long and 0.9 km wide and represents 
the remaining part after the drainage of the former large wetland complex 
of Pentari – Domni – Mërtemza - Velipoja. Viluni is the most important 
transitional habitat in the whole Velipoja complex. The typical coastal lagoon 
is separated from the sea by two long shore barriers. It is characterized by
mostly shallow water of 0.8 to 1 m depth, in a few parts occasionally rising 
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to 2 to 3 m. It relates to the sea by a channel, 300 m long and 30 to 40 m 
wide, and of 2 m depth, by which the brackish water exchanges with the 
seawater with a periodicity of the tide The waters of the channel of Mërtemza 
pour into the lagoon. This channel accumulates all the waters of the whole 
field of Shkodra lowland of 6 hours. The Viluni area is a most sensitive 
ecosystem but disturbed by environmental factors. The Domni and Mërtemza 
marshes collect large amounts of freshwater from the marshes of Buna in 
the eastern part, from where nutrients rich water from large agricultural 
and industrial areas is continuously discharged into the lagoon. In the past 
decades, the afforested zone around the lagoon has been heavily damaged 
by human action, thus only about 0.37 km2 of a sea-pine forest still exists.

Figure 8: The Lagoon of Viluni and the wooden bridge overthe Viluni, connecting Baks 
Rrjolli with Velipoja (Source: the author., 2023)

Baks Rrjolli Beach, extending along the coastline to the east of Viluni 
Lagoon. Here the beach tends to be narrower and has the spectacular 
backdrop or the southern part of the Renci hills in the near background. 
The zone extends along 11 km of the coast, from Viluni to Rana e Hedhun 
(blown sand) and passes the Baks Rrjolli village to the southern part 
of the Rrenci hills. It forms a specific combination of habitats along 
the coast with karstic caves, mountain slopes, sandy dunes, alluvial 
forests, tamarisk marshes, interstitial pools combined with a fine beach.
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Figure 9 (left): Dune near Rrjolli (Source: the author., 2023) 
Figure 10 (right): Renci hills and dune (Source: the author., 2023)

4. Velipoja coastline facing the challenges on territory and local 
infrastructure

In global scale, the coastline is under the constant pressure of the 
concentration of population, buildings, and economical activities. The 
year 1990 brought radical changes in the political, economic, social, and 
environmental system for former communist Albania. These changes were 
necessarily reflected and affected the coastal area of Velipoja. The dynamic 
and chaotic developments of the territory in this space turned out to be informal 
in most cases after the 1990s, which brought about increasing social problems 
that in many cases still exist today as a legacy. In the early 1990s, an influx 
of construction (light construction) for commercial purposes began. All cases 
of construction in Velipoja are cases of development on a single plot, where 
the builder tried to achieve the highest possible profit from the investment. 
After the nineties, the administrative territory of Velipoja commune, 
unlike the other communes of Berdica, Dajçi and Ana e Malit, was declared 
“the area with the priority for tourism development” with the decision of 
Council of Ministers nr.81, dated 1.3.1993. For the territory of Velipoja 
commune, by an Italian company (in 1994), was designated, the master plan 
for tourism development, which was endorsed by the Council for Territory 
Adjustment of Republic of Albania (CTARA), with the Decision nr. 31, dated 
23.8.1994. In the beach area, was planned to be developed approximately 
3700 beds, in the accommodation structures such as hotels, touristic villages, 
camping, touristic residential buildings, etc, in a total surface of 99,000 m2. 

Aiming the accommodationof the development demands, and the adjustment    
of the informal settlements, with the decision no.1 dated 18.06.2003 by the 
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Council for Territory Adjustment of Republic of Albania (CTARA) have been 
endorsed another urban study, prepared by the Urban Institute of Albania.

Figure 11: Remake- urban study for tourism development in Velipoja, endorsed by the 
Council for Territory Adjustment of Republic of Albania, with the Decision no.1 dated 
18.06.2003 (National Urban Institute)

In 2008, in the framework of the “Community Works III” program, 
the Albanian Development Fund (ADF), assisted Velipoja commune in 
preparing the Local Development Plan and Spatial Plan, with the main 
objective, of tourism development, as part of the SCRD. The framing 
process of the plans, involved mainly the commune staff and inhabitants, 
excluding the participation of the central government as responsible part for 
administration and endorsement of territorial plans for the area. The project 
on spatial plan, is focused on the revitalization of the Buna river delta,
through the setting up of an recreational place (harbor, villas, restaurants, 
bars, view-points, etc) which is integrated with Velipoja beach area, through 
road network for pedestrians, bicycles, waterways, and automobiles. This 
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plan is called “spatial plan”, but the content and the components are related 
with an detailed plan for Buna river Delta (Albanian Development Fund – 
Program “Community Works III” – 2008-2011) (Paloka .,2012). According 
to the law no. 10119 of 2009, Buna River protected area, being under the 
administration of the MEFWA (Environment Protection) and the Ministry of 
Tourism, Culture, Youth and Sports for the tourism development area, can 
be categorized as a “territory of national importance” where the interests 
of national and local authorities have to be harmonized in the Integrated 
Territorial Plan (ITP). The ITP, will be based on the national, regional and 
local strategies, plans and regulations. The integrated plan, will be a cross-
sectorial one, coordinating vertically and horizontally all the national sectorial 
strategic documents and the local strategic development documents. The 
existing documents at national and regional level, to be considered in the 
planning process, are:

• The strategy documents and environmental protection laws;
• The strategy documents and law on tourism development and other 
regulations;
• Strategic Regional Development Concept for the period 2010-2015 of 
Shkodra county;
• The Local Development Plan of  Velipoja commune.

Infrastructure provision is generally poor with low levels of maintenance 
of local roads and an inadequate water supply. The villages supplement the 
potable water needs with individual drilled wells, and for the sewage there are 
solutions of individual septic tanks creating a health hazard for the inhabitants. 
The informal settlement/buildings, and the formal settlements are partially 
or not at all served by the infrastructure services. The existing networks of 
power, potable water, and sewage are completely worn out. There are no 
plans for their development, or management plans for the existing services.

In the field of the territorial planning, it is very important that the central 
and local government strength planning and development control system. 
There is a need for a strong planning system which has the capacity to initiate 
the planning processes, endorse plans and control the territorial development. 
The local authorities in cooperation and coordination with the responsible 
ministries
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have to initiate immediately the framing of:

• Integrated Territorial Plan for the protected area of Buna river (integrating 
the local interest for future development, and other aspects of environment 
protection, and tourism development);
• Detail Territorial Plan for the urban integration of informal settlements 
(consolidation areas), after the legalization process is finished.

The government have to be engaged seriously to finish as soon as possible 
the two most important processes: legalization of the informal settlements/ 
buildings, and restitution of the properties to the historicowners (Paloka .,2012).

5. Conclusions

The organization of the coastal space of Velipoja is an important and complex 
process. The territory of Velipoja has a very good coastal location. This is an 
important premise for the development of marine economy, transport, trade, 
and tourism, especially when the coastal area of Velipoja is valued more than 
ever. Velipoja coastline has been affected by many negative phenomena such 
as: abrasion, damage of sandy dunes, vegetation. Planning processes and 
policies either do not consider the biodiversity and natural values of the area 
(suficiently for its sustainable use), or do not create an enabling environment 
for cross sectoral planning. They rather put everybody’s interests together 
and the power of influence prevails. Plans are very often made without clear 
strategic directions and vision, and often based on interests. The administration 
unit rapid urbanization including apartment buildings, hotels and potential 
resorts is regularly not supported by satisfactory planning documentation. 
The potential for developing ecotourism all year in Velipoja is enormous. For 
start is important to identified some elements establishing it: - health tourism 
– would require mapping of health-related resources (medicinal plants, 
recipes – e.g. cooking pomegranate peel, etc., creation of “health trails” etc.) 
- immersion in old customs (demonstration of tradition to tourists through 
direct experiences, such as cooking traditional food.) - ecological facilities 
– locals identified an important element of eco-tourism is sustainable use 
of resources and consumption, with one of their main ideas being using 
restaurant bio waste to create compost on farms or to use as feed to animals 
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- promotion – through use of information boards, websites, marketing using
social media etc.

The zonation of the Buna River Ramsar Site in Albania is a good      
example of how the proposed zonation can be transformed into a legal 
protection. The Velipoja tourist destination will profit in future from the 
strict protection of the beaches, the Velipoja Reserve and the Viluni lagoon. 
The priority would be the construction of the sewerage network in Ças, Reç        
i Ri and Sektor and in the future in other villages of the area. Improving the 
cleaning and environmental protection service would be a recommendation 
regarding the coastal area of the Velipoja. The continuous growth of the 
population, the increase of constructions and the large attendance of the beach 
during the summer period makes it necessary to improve the cleaning service 
and the protection of the environment. The priority is the placement of garbage 
bins in every village of the area and the cleaning of the protected area from the 
thrown garbage. Being a tourist area also makes necessary the improvement of 
other services such as the public lighting system, the construction of sidewalks, 
the construction of public bathrooms in the beach area, the development of 
the telecommunications system and the increase of the electricity supply.
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Abstract

The increasing reach of digital technologies in social spaces and practices of 
our daily lives has changed how we perceive and use the landscape. Traditional 
economic sectors of services, such as transport, tourist accommodation, or 
personal services have been revolutionized by the emergence of digital service 
platforms in people’s everyday lives. This new and dynamic gig economy labor 
market is characterized by the prevalence of short-term contracts, freelance 
work, and independent work arrangements interchangeably affecting the way 
people work, consume, finance, learn, and interact within the social space. 
This paper analyses how platforms are affecting the way we live in general 
and especially how this new lifestyle is reflected in the landscape. Based on 
a qualitative methodology, the paper argues that the emergence of the gig 
economy in Albania, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, has had a 
significant impact on the cultural landscape. 46 semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with geographically tethered and cloudwork workers to 
understand and address the geographic dimensions of these changes.  This 
analysis was also complemented by other data about digital platform use 
and the sharing economy in Albania. The paper explores some of the main 
intersections between the gig economy and cultural landscape such as the 
spatial distribution of Gig workers, transportation and mobility, and the urban 
and rural implications. While the gig economy may be considered as a way 
out of the brain drain phenomenon in Western Balkans, especially for cloud 
work, the economic instability of the geographically tethered workers has 
been identified and recognized as well. 

Keywords: Albania; gig economy; social space; cultural landscape. 
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1. Introduction

The increasing reach of digital technologies in the social spaces and    
practices of our daily lives has changed the landscape and the way we perceive 
and use it. Landscapes are continuously changing over time because of the 
dynamic interaction between natural and cultural forces in the environment. 
The ways in which driving forces like accessibility, urbanization, globalization, 
and the impact of natural disasters have combined affect the nature and pace 
of these changes, as well as people’s perceptions of the landscape. As a result, 
values are transformed and so is the way in which people use and shape the 
landscape (Antrop, 2005).  A landscape has its own history, but it can only be 
understood as a fragment of a larger history of economy and society. It also 
has its own set of presumptions and consequences, but these presumptions 
and consequences have origins and implications that go well beyond how 
land is used and perceived (Cosgrove, 1998). The role of nature has been 
marginalized as human and economic forces increasingly interact to shape 
landscapes (Greffe, 2009). The digital revolution has changed drastically in 
nowadays industry. Information technology is significantly influencing the 
transformation of spatial structures (Meşhur, 2013).The era of digitalization 
has additionally heightened the interest of geographers, among others, 
in examining the numerous implications of geography on technological 
advancements (Ash et. al 20016; Ash et. al 2019; Castells 1996). In the 
words of Ash et al. (2016) geography has undergone a ‘digital turn’. The 
digital economy has created a novelty and a variety of new professions 
influencing the employment traditional landscape and the labor market 
features. The perception of the traditional division between home, work, and 
leisure has also changed, especially after the Covid-19 pandemic. Digital 
technologies are challenging the notions of place-based identity as defined 
by a shared location, and geographers study how people reorganize socio-
spatial relations between different activities, such as work, rest, and mobility, 
as well as between different family members, such as adults and children. 
In each case, pre-existing social relations are not eliminated but rather 
changed by the shifting geographies of the digital age (Ash et al., 2016). 
Within the expansive domain of digitization and economic geography, this 
paper specifically delves into the correlation between the physical landscape 
and the gig economy. The rise of digital labor platforms, which comprise 
both web-based platforms—where work is outsourced through an open 
call to a geographically dispersed crowd, or “crowd work”—and location-
based applications (apps), which assign work to individuals in a specific 
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geographic area, has been one of the most notable changes in the world of 
work over the past ten years (Berg et al., 2018). There was a significant shift 
in people’s desire and aspirations from blue-collar to white-collar jobs, along 
with related changes to their means of subsistence, standard of living, and 
lifestyles (Mukherjee & Narang, 2022). This new employment structure takes 
two main forms: (i) Remote service platforms – the digital labor platforms 
where services are provided remotely and transmitted electronically as 
various freelance marketplaces where tasks are completed online and (ii) 
On-location service platforms – the actual service delivery occurring in 
person, but the connection between consumers and service providers, as well 
as administrative tasks, facilitated through digital means. The gig economy 
refers to a labor market characterized by the prevalence of short-term 
contracts, freelance work, and independent, often digital, work arrangements. 
“People use apps [also commonly known as platforms] to sell their labor” 
and to earn income from short-term, on-demand assignments (Department 
for Business and Trade, 2018; Bryson et al., 2018).  Gig workers are hired 
through platforms for tasks that are typically completed offline, such as food 
delivery, house repairs, ride-hailing, and caregiving. This kind of work, which 
also includes odd jobs and day labor, is in high demand. The gig worker gets 
autonomy and schedule flexibility, which the companies frequently promote 
(Vallas & Schor, 2020). Although sharing economy activities have created 
challenges to labor and economic practices, it is important to recognize that 
they are also having increasingly significant effects on planning policy and 
urban governance. These economic activities are having profound impacts 
on urban environments as they disrupt traditional forms of hospitality, 
transport, service industry, and housing (Ferreri & Sanyal, 2018; Bryson et 
al., 2018). This article investigates key intersections among digitalization, the 
gig economy, and the cultural landscape. Drawing from qualitative research, 
through in-depth interviews with various types of gig workers, it is argued how 
the organization of gig economy work is mirrored in the cultural landscape.

2. Methodology 

The article is based on empirical data which comprise 30 semi-structured 
interviews with platform workers working for six platforms in Albania 
operating in ride-hailing, food delivery, and e-commerce. Each interview 
lasted approximately 30 minutes. In addition, 16 in-depth interviews were 
conducted with cloudwork professionals. All the interviews were recorded 
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after securing interviewees’ permission. The interviews were then transcribed 
to enable further analysis. Notes were also taken during the interviews to use in 
the data analysis. After this first phase, the interviews were coded and analyzed 
manually by using some main key terms, such as- work – life balance, physical 
challenges, organization of work, and intensity of work. Two focus groups 
were also part of the data collection. Focus groups were organized with 12 
stakeholders of the gig economy sectors working in the management, academics, 
workers’ human rights activists, and public institutions representatives. 
The interviews and the focus groups were conducted during six months of 
fieldwork, November 2022 to April 2023, mainly in Tirana as the capital 
city, and also in Shkodra and were realized in the framework of the research 
projects “Fairwork”2 and “Open Western Balkan Collaboratory on Online 
Platform Work: Serbia, Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina PN5- 0523”.

3. The digitalization of economy in Albania

With the widespread use of mobile technology and internet access in the 
early 2010s, Albania’s online platform economy began to take shape and 
expand exponentially. This expansion accelerated throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic and its aftermath, reshaping the economy and labor market 
development (Kasimati, 2022). Eurostat reports that 98.4% of residential 
buildings in Albania possess at least one internet-connected device, indicating 
a widespread communication network across the nation’s territory (Latifi, 

2 Fairwork is a project run out of the Oxford Internet Institute, University of Oxford and 
the  WZB Berlin Social Science Center, and draws on the expertise and experience of staff 
at Access to Knowledge for Development Center (A2K4D) at the American University in 
Cairo’s School of Business, Audencia Business School, Center for Development Evaluation 
and  Social Science Research (CREDI), Center for Health Consultation and Community 
Development (CHD), Centre for Labour Research, CIPG Innovation Policy Governance, 
CREDI, De La Salle University, FLACSOEcuador, Institute for a Fair Economy, International 
Institute of Information Technology Bangalore (IIITB), International University of Rabat, 
iSocial, KU Leuven, Lagos Business School, Luigj Gurakuqi University of Shkodër, 
Observatorio de Plataformas Perú, Phenix Center for Economics & Informatics Studies, 
Pollicy, Public Policy Research Center (CENTAR), Qhala, REPOA, Sapienza University 
of Rome, TEDIC, The Policy Initiative, TU Wien, Universidad Adolfo Ibáñez, Universidad 
Católica del Uruguay, Universidad Complutense de Madrid, Universidad del Rosario, 
University of California College of the Law, San Francisco, University of Manchester, and 
University of São Paulo.
3 More information on the report on 
https://repeople.rs/unpacking-the-potentials-of-the-platform-economy-in-albania/

https://repeople.rs/unpacking-the-potentials-of-the-platform-economy-in-albania/
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2024). The digitalisation of the economy in Albania has led to the establishment 
of different digital platforms, especially after 2010 which enjoyed a significant 
popularity increase in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Online shopping, 
in particular, has revolutionized the predominantly bricks and mortar high 
street retail environment dominant in the Albanian context; simultaneously 
expanding the range and segmentation of customers – and thus creating new 
jobs for platform workers – whilst also undermining the high street (Fairwork, 
2023). This expansion has occurred through platform capitalism’s disruption 
of traditional business models and the emergence of new ways of doing 
business such as food delivery, ride-hailing, cleaning, cargo transport, online 
shopping delivery, and e-commerce. The digitalization of work in Albania 
has increased rapidly with the emergence of so-called “cloud work” (online 
work that can be done from anywhere around the globe) and location-based 
(geographically tethered) platform work that must be done in place, like 
ride-hailing or logistics. The platform economy’s development in Albania 
can be attributed to various factors, such as technological advancements, 
globalization, governmental policies, and a growing demand for flexible 
work arrangements. The use of the Internet, as the basic necessary part for 
the functioning of this sector, is now part of the work landscape and it has 
changed the way work is organized. According to INSTAT (2023), enterprises 
with ten or more employees who have used computers with internet access for 
work purposes during 2023, represent 99.1% of enterprises, from 98.7% that 
resulted in 2022. The highest percentage of employees who use a computer 
with Internet access is observed in the information and communication 
activity at 72.3%, followed by professional, scientific, and technical activities 
at 64.9% and administrative services and support at 56.3%. In 2023, 14.8% of 
enterprises sold products/services via websites, apps dedicated, e-commerce 
websites, and applications used by various enterprises for product trade. 
The largest share of e-commerce is occupied by companies operating 
in the field of information and communication with 31.7%, followed by 
accommodation and service activities food with 30.7%, and administrative 
and support services with 25.7% (INSTAT, 2023). Even within construction 
regulations, it is specified that every newly constructed building must allocate 
space for a high-speed internet network. This means that new buildings, 
or buildings for offices and businesses must be equipped with an internal 
infrastructure that allows the installation of optical fibers and various cables 
up to the user  (Balkanweb, 2018). Urban landscapes are enriched today with 
small postal service shops for online sales that prefer to choose locations 
close to each other, taxi cars with different colors and various typologies, 
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and various bicycles and motorbikes with all kinds of ergonomic baskets.
Different resources reveal the dynamic and growing gig economy in 

Albania. According to the data from Gigmetar4, in October 2023 Albania 
reported growth in both platforms at 3.4 and 10.3 percent, respectively. 
Albania is the only country in the region to defy the regional decreasing trend, 
which saw a significant increase in the number of freelancers (10.3%) (Public 
Policy Research Center, 2024). These results also show that only Albania 
experienced growth, with its number of freelancers per 100,000 people rising 
by 30. Albania was the only exception, moving up from third to second place 
in the rankings with 297 freelancers per 100,000 people, owing to a sizable 
increase in the number of gig workers (Public Policy Research Center, 2024).

4. Cultural landscape and gig economy – toward new transformations 

What does the digital economy increase mean for the Albanian cultural 
landscape and what changes are identified in the landscape? People are 
affected by digital transformation in different ways, but one thing that 
is certain is that human society is in the midst of a fundamental process 
of change that is affecting the economy, politics, science, society, and 
individuals, and that goes far beyond the technological developments initially 
perceived. The developments are fast, diverse, complex, and frequently 
contradictory (Thomas, 2020). These developments are numerous and so 
interconnected with each other that it is difficult to determine the weight of 
the digital economy in these changes per se. The distinct main effects are 
noted in the relationship between transportation and mobility, the spatial 
distribution of the gig workers, and the urban dominance of the phenomenon. 

4.1 Transportation and mobility – 

With the advent of the digital age, many aspects of our lives have 
undergone tremendous change, most notably the way we work. The traditional 
employment landscape has been fundamentally altered by the emergence 
of the so-called “gig economy.” Through gig work, employers can hire 
workers only when needed, at specific times when workers are available to 

4 GigmetarTM is the first instrument that describes the geography of digital work in Serbia 
and the region in terms of gender, income, and most common occupations. It is a result of 
the efforts made by the Public Policy Research Centre (CENTAR) to shed more light on the 
work on online platforms.

http://gigmetar.publicpolicy.rs/en/gigmeter/
http://publicpolicy.rs/?lang=en
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finish particular tasks. This reduces labor costs for the business but increases 
worker precarity, especially for low-skilled workers (Raekstad, 2022). The 
mobility intensified by the gig economy, especially in food delivery, ride-
hailing and e-commerce is exerting pressure on today’s urban landscape. 
European cities were developed before the era of the private automobile, 
meaning that nowadays they are denser, more crowded, and have more stores 
and eateries that are easily accessible on foot. Because of the increased traffic, 
complicated road networks, and sometimes very challenging parking, each 
“gig” takes longer to complete (and get paid for) (Sfez, 2021). In the urban 
landscape, especially of the capital city Tirana, the introduction of platform 
work can be distinguished in the increasing number of taxis, motorcycles, 
and bicycles placing strain on the city’s infrastructure. This is particularly 
exacerbated in busy cosmopolitan areas with a high density of workplaces and 
restaurants. Urban mobility with increased traffic congestion, food delivery 
workers, and taxi drivers,[1]  peaking during lunchtime is evidence of the 
way the sharing economy is acting as an agent of transformation . This is 
particularly exacerbated in busy cosmopolitan areas with a high density of 
workplaces and restaurants. Urban mobility with increased traffic congestion, 
food delivery workers and taxi drivers, peaking during lunch time is an 
evidence of the way sharing economy is acting as an agent of transformation  

Foto 1: Food delivery driver and motorcycles in the street of Tirana
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Foto 2: Traffic in Tirana on an ordinary weekday

Alban (M, 33, food delivery) From the moment you begin to drive the motorcycle, you 
only have challenges, especially physical security challenges. 7 hours of only stress. 
There are many difficulties, the rain, the sun, we are all the time on the road, the cars, 
we have to be very careful, everywhere.

Serjon (M, 22, food delivery) The main challenge? the traffic, of course, is a total 
mess and we have to keep our mind on car drivers, pedestrians, bicycles and whatnot. 
Meantime, I also have to greet people as I speed by as I need to keep a good relationship 
with people so that they can leave me good tips.

One of the main distinct features of the platform economy is that tasks 
are delivered based on the work performance of the driver, which is the time 
from one delivery to the other. High degrees of flexibility, autonomy, task 
variety, and complexity are typically provided by algorithmic management 
techniques. Workers are rated after tasks are completed by their clients and 
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workers with the best ratings and the most experience tended to receive more 
work due to clients’ preferences and the platforms’ algorithmic ranking of 
workers within search results. In terms of job quality, this entails a lack of 
worker autonomy combined with high levels of work intensity (Wood et. al 
2018). On the other hand, these control mechanisms may also lead to low 
pay, social isolation, working unsociable and irregular hours, overwork, sleep 
deprivation, and exhaustion (Wood et al., 2018; Popan 2023). This mode of 
control prompts drivers to go faster, to find the shortest routes, and therefore 
to be more resistant to accidents during work. 

Jon (M, 38, food delivery) “GPS is good, but you have to know Tirana, its roads, 
addresses and traffic because the performance depends on how quickly the orders are 
delivered. It’s the algorithm, that is like a person looking at the system, that does the 
ranking automatically.”

Marjan (M, 28, food delivery) You are rated based on your performance, how 
quickly you place orders, and how correct you are with the customer, it’s an algorithm 
that is like a person looking at the system, whether is it delaying orders or not, 
correctness with e-mail. A ranking is done automatically in the system based on 
performance, so depending on the ranking the orders are also distributed by the system.

4.2  The spatial distribution of Gig workers and workplace 

The pervasiveness of digital technologies has meant that they have 
replaced the intermediaries in our day-to-day routines related to work, travel, 
consumption, production, and leisure. The modern information economy 
has also brought about changes in the spatial organization of businesses 
and employment patterns that were previously dependent on processes 
of concentration and dispersal (Mukherjee & Narang, 2022). One of the 
positive benefits of crowd work is the ability to set one’s schedule and 
work from home or another location of their choice. Crowdwork can offer 
a high degree of flexibility for workers in terms of the selection of tasks, 
how much one works, the place of work, and the organization of one’s work 
(Berg et al., 2018). In addition to remote work becoming more and more 
common in established businesses, an increasing number of professionals are 
becoming “internationalized”—that is, working from Albania for foreign-
based companies (Kasimati, 2022). The owners of digital platforms may be 
located on a different continent than the employees, who may not always 
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be aware of their employer. Several companies offer a common workplace 
for gig workers, especially cloud workers, who are employed in different 
companies around the world. Their main goal is to create a social space where 
workers can interact and make the difference between work and leisure. 
Therefore, suitable structures have been built, in the form of business centers, 
where the employees pay only a part of the rent and in exchange use the 
relevant logistics and associate with other employees. Eri’s day is organized 
between three workplaces, including a shared big work environment. 

Eri (37, M, IT, Upwork) I have three workplaces. One is a place where I work with other 
24 people, each with his own specialty, design, webmaster, IT, etc; at home of course; 
and an international organization which I worked for, but this is not remote work.Such 
structures have also been built for platform employees where they gather in the morning 
and wait for orders in the app. The structures are equipped with parking spaces, rest 
facilities, a cafeteria, and places to charge phones.

Oni (28, M, food delivery) I have my own schedule, we have the application that gives 
us online orders, we go online, we sit at our place of motorists and there we wait for the 
order to be sent to us by the app…

Workers appreciate the ability to set their own schedules and work from 
home. According to the surveys carried out by ILO (2018), many crowd 
workers worked atypical hours: 36 percent regularly worked seven days per 
week; 43 percent reported working during the night, and 68 percent reported 
working during the evening (6 p.m. to 10 p.m.), either in response to task 
availability (and differences in time zones) or because of other commitments. 
Many women combined crowdwork with care responsibilities (Berg et al., 
2018). One in five of the female workers in the sample had small children 
(0 to 5 years old). Despite this, these women worked 20 hours a week on the 
platform, which was just five hours less than the sample as a whole; many of 
them worked at night and in the evenings (Berg et al., 2018). However, there 
was a drawback to this independence in that working from home could also 
result in social isolation. As confirmed by other studies as well (Wood et al., 
2018), one of the main themes of the interviews with some employees was 
how lonely it can be to work without interacting with others. To avoid this 
dissatisfaction, many employees, mainly cloud workers, choose to work for 
several employers, on-site and online. Precarity, the gig economy, and the 
continuous growth of insecure temporary work will continue to influence the 
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nature of employment in the 2020s (Duke, 2023). The combination of several 
jobs at the same time is possible for the moment because of the gap in the 
legal regulations for the gig economy.

4.3  Urban and rural implications

With better access to technology and a larger customer base, gig workers 
are prevalent in dominant areas contributing further to urbanization. 
According to the ILO (2018) surveys four out of five workers live in an 
urban or suburban area, which shows that crowdworking is primarily an 
urban phenomenon (Berg et al., 2018). The increasing digitalization in 
the urban area has already impacted the landscape through the call centers 
which have been poles of attraction for the youngsters since their emerging 
in 2010. The Call Center sector took off in Albania after 2010 when many 
companies, mainly Italian, moved their activity to our country due to low 
labor costs and many people had knowledge of the Italian language.  The 
call center sector experienced rapid expansion where, from 382 companies 
operating in 2011, their number jumped to 848 in 2015, the highest number 
in the country. Along with the increase in numbers, the weight of the sector’s 
employment in the economy also increased, becoming the savior of many 
young people, who were managing to secure salaries above the average labor 
market in Albania (Loga, 2019). This intensification also appeared in the 
landscape with the typical designations of companies, and buildings suitable 
for such a profession. Adapting to the age of the target group employed in 
this sector, 20-35 years old, the call center structures were surrounded by 
cafeterias and fast food services. In the following years, the employment 
rate in this sector dropped significantly because of the digitization which 
reduced the need for customer services. Companies are now creating less 
human and more technological products, where part of the work processes 
are being automated. The market for call center services is moving from 
product sales to digital marketing. The number of employees in call center 
companies, once an oasis for the employment of young people, has started to 
shrink. According to DPT data, by September 2022, 12,404 employees will 
be employed in call center companies, with a decrease of 18% compared to 
the end of 2021 (Azo, 2023). Another orientation of the economy in Albania 
that is attracting young people to Tirana is that of the platform economy. Five 
of the six platforms studied in this research had their headquarters in Tirana. 
In addition to other pull factors, platforms being concentrated in the capital 
city affect also internal migration toward Tirana, especially for youngsters 



182

from the secondary cities and rural areas. 80% of our interviewees come from 
the peripheral areas of Tirana or from other cities in Albania. According to 
Qiao et. al (2023), ride-hailing platforms do not liberate gig workers from 
the structural rural-urban disparities but rather form a continuation of the 
structural barriers and discrimination in the division of labor, even though the 
technological innovation discourse in the platform economy argues that the 
gig driving can attract the well-educated and other minorities. Gig drivers are 
more likely to come from neighborhoods with lower income and less regular 
job opportunities (Qiao et al., 2023). In terms of geography, digital labor 
platforms are mainly concentrated in the capital city, Tirana, reflecting Tirana’s 
dominance in Albania as the capital, but also where wealth, jobs, and cultural 
events are centralized, and as home to the largest population in the country. As 
such, the regional inequalities of accumulated economic wealth and resources 
in Tirana create the strongest consumer market, while peripheral regions 
experience a lack of investment and development. This is clearly evident in 
the food delivery sector (Fairwork, 2023). This also impacts workers, with 
people coming from secondary cities or rural areas to live in Tirana and enter 
the labor market, constituting a higher percentage of drivers and couriers.

Alban (M, 33, food delivery) I am from Librazhd. After finishing high school, I emigrated 
to Greece and then returned to Albania. I couldn’t go back to Librazhd, there are no jobs 
there. So 9 years ago I came to Tirana, for work. I began working first in construction 
and then in food delivery. I don’t think I can find any better job for myself, if I decide to 
change, I will emigrate again.

While the gig economy may be considered as a way out of the brain drain 
phenomenon in Western Balkans, especially for cloud work, the economic 
instability of the geographically tethered workers has been identified and 
recognized as well (Public Policy Research Center, 2024). The emergence 
of digital nomads in the labor market has also affected the way touristic 
social spaces are perceived, especially in smaller cities and rural areas.

Conclusions

Landscapes are dynamic, they change over time and economic factors 
are the main causes of this change. The gig economy is considered a 
transformative force in the modern working landscape and is a complex and 
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rapidly evolving phenomenon. The emergence of digital labor platforms, 
which comprise both web-based platforms where work is outsourced 
through an open call to a geographically dispersed crowd (“crowdwork”) 
and location-based applications (apps) that assign work to individuals in a 
specific geographical area, has been one of the most notable transformations 
in the world of work during the past ten years. In addition to the employment 
landscape, this emergence has had its impact on the cultural landscape as well. 
The main interactions between the gig economy and landscape are seen in the 
changes in transport and mobility in the urban areas, the spatial distribution 
of the gig workers, and the urban concentration of the phenomenon. The 
landscape of the capital city, Tirana, is dominated by ride-hailing or food 
delivery with many gig-workers that are involved in transportation services, 
especially in the city center and lively neighborhoods. Urban mobility with 
increased traffic congestion, food delivery workers, and taxi drivers, peaking 
during lunch time is evidence of the way the sharing economy is acting as 
an agent of transformation. The gig economy has changed where people 
work and how they work. The traditional relationship between workplace 
and home has also changed. In addition to other pull factors, platforms 
being concentrated in the capital city affect also internal migration toward 
Tirana, especially for youngsters from the secondary cities and rural areas.
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Abstract

The landscape figure of archaeological parks constitutes, especially in the case 
of established tourist destinations such as Sicily, a highly relevant horizon for 
territorial management and enhancement policies. The case study of “Sicilia 
Archeologica” (Archaeological Sicily) constitutes a trial that attempts to 
connect a specific political action, the foundation of a System of Regional 
Archaeological Parks, with an instrumental intervention that can accompany 
it. This paper aims to represent an initial reflection on the criticalities and 
potentialities of the initiative.

Keywords: Archaeological sites, Destination management, Brand

1  Department of ancient and modern civilizations (DICAM), University of Messina, giovanni.
messina@unime.it.

http://giovanni.messina@unime.it
http://giovanni.messina@unime.it


190

1. Introduction

André Corboz (1983) taught us to look at the territory in the guise 
of a palimpsest. Like a text (Cosgrove, Jackson, 1981) in continuous 
overwriting. Eric Dardel (1986), with the very powerful images of the 
curved line and momentum, thinks of the landscape in its dynamic tension.

In this framework, archaeological emergencies constitute a peculiar 
case on which we will try to insist, electing Sicily as a case study. 

The excavation (Bianchi Bandinelli, 2005) is the scientific act that reassigns 
to Uranus and Gaea what Kronos had consigned to the darkness of Hades. 
Resurfacing is the ripping open of the parchment of territory. It is the epiphany 
of a submerged world that ipso facto begins to dialogue with surface relations, 
to knot itself in territorial plots, to inscribe itself in the image of the landscape, 
immense and revealing, as Gunnar Olsson (1999) taught us to believe.

This paper intends to mention the debate, proper to Human Geography, on 
the role that cultural heritage, and especially archaeological heritage (Gable, 
1987), can play now in defining the local milieu (Pioletti, 2006), now in 
triggering local development opportunities (Pollice, Rinaldi, 2015) in Sicily. 

Cultural heritage, heritage, represents a firmly rooted element within 
the geographical discourse. It in fact constitutes a material junction of the 
synchronic and diachronic interfacing of communities with space regardless 
of artistic connotations, (Caldo, 1994). On the symbolic value of the 
monument in the representation of territory and communities, Söderström 
intervenes, who, reiterating the concept of semiophora, notes how appropriate 
it is to «consider heritage as the result of a production process and not as a 
datum of the territory. In other words, the value of heritage is not given by 
the object, nor is it stable over time: instead, it is contextually constructed2» 
(Söderström, 1994, 33). What, then, are the entanglements and perspectives 
that connect geography to heritage? It is useful to recall in footnote the words 
now of Brian Graham, Greg Ashworth and John Tunbridge3 now of Girolamo 

2 Our translation. Original text in Italian: «considerare il patrimonio quale risultato di un 
processo di produzione e non come un dato del territorio. In altri termini, il valore del 
patrimonio non è dato dall’oggetto e non risulta nemmeno stabile nel tempo: esso è, invece, 
costruito contestualmente».
3 «In the first instance, heritage is inherently a spatial phenomenon. All heritage occurs 
somewhere and the relationship between a heritage object, building, association or idea and 
its place may be important in a number of ways […] Second, heritage is of fundamental 
importance to the interests of contemporary cultural and historical geography, which focus 
on signification, representation and the crucial issue of identity. Places are distinguished 
from each other by many attributes that contribute to their identity and to the identification 
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Cusimano4.
One glimpses an interpretive plot, within Cultural Geography, that 

connects within the dynamics of local development, heritage to tourism. 
And it is precisely on the contribution of cultural heritage to local 
development that Dallari’s reading, which we quote in extenso, insists: 

«the countless projects and initiatives supported by public and private entities and 
by many communities to learn about, conserve and enhance cultural heritage are a 
testimony to the fact that on a global and local level a cultural revolution is taking place 
such that it constitutes a crucial issue in social and economic debate. [...] If Cultural 
Heritage is interpreted as a referential sign of culture understood in its broadest sense, the 
cultural heritage constituted by them is far more extensive than what is conventionally 
understood: it coincides with all the products of man. [...] We are convinced that the 
preservation and enhancement of territorial signs related to the historical territory and 
cultural heritage is revealed as a strategic project, where Cultural Heritage assumes a 
strategic territorial function of relationship and communication, but also of innovation 
and creativity» (Dallari, 1996, 89-91)5.

of individuals and groups within them. Heritage is one of these attributes. The sense, or more 
usually senses, of place is both an input and an output of the process of heritage creation. 
Geography is concerned with the ways in which the past is remembered and represented in 
both formal or official senses and within popular forms, and the implications which these 
have for the present and for ideas and constructs of belonging. […] Heritage is both a cultural 
and an economic good and is commodified as such. This multiple use and consumption 
occurs with virtually all heritage and is a potent source of conflict between the various 
interest groups involved» (Graham and others, 2016,  4-5).
4 «La dimensione della cultura, intesa tanto nella epifania dell’artefatto monumentale come 
nella sua accezione di sistema o di indotto creativo, intervenga e, spesso demiurgicamente 
agisca, nella creazione del senso dei luoghi, nella rappresentazione dei milieu locali e, dal 
punto di vista più operativo, nel rinsaldare l’offerta turistica dei territori. Molto, a partire dagli 
anni Ottanta, la geografia umana e culturale hanno riflettuto sul valore che la dimensione 
patrimoniale della cultura, il monumento, il bene culturale abbiano nell’indicazione del 
senso del luogo. Il discorso geografico ha saputo individuare con strumenti concettuali 
e metodologici propri, scevri dunque da derive artistico-architettoniche, il reticolato di 
significati costituito da territori e beni culturali» (Cusimano, 2018, 9); (our translation: «The 
dimension of culture, understood both in the epiphany of the monumental artifact as well as 
in its meaning as a system or creative inducement, intervenes and, often demiurgically acts, 
in the creation of the sense of place, in the representation of local milieus and, from a more 
operational point of view, in reinforcing the tourist offer of territories. Much, since- the 1980s, 
human and cultural geography have reflected on the value that the heritage dimension of 
culture, the monument, the cultural good have in indicating the sense of place. Geographical 
discourse has been able to identify with its own conceptual and methodological tools, thus 
free from artistic-architectural drifts, the network of meanings constituted by territories and 
cultural goods»).
5 Our translation. Original text in Italian: «gli innumerevoli progetti ed iniziative sostenuti 
da enti pubblici e privati e da tante comunità per conoscere, conservare e valorizzare il 
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 2. The issue of territorial branding. Some critical insights

As early as 2008, two Destination Management experts such as Umberto 
Martini and Joseph Ejarque were straightforward about the extent to which 
the tourism market had activated a global dynamic of competition that 
had in the territories its driving hub. The implementation of the so-called 
territorial in tourism offer has become, even in local development rhetoric 
and planning (Celata, 2004), a kind of categorical mantra, rightly or wrongly. 
Issues concerning the promotion and enhancement of the territory pertain 
to a specific critical debate (dell’Agnese, 2001) involving the most cross-
cutting experiences and formations. Geographical discourse is well suited 
to participate, with good merit, in the intense scholarly activity on these 
phenomena, focusing its attention on the management policies of space, in 
terms of its positioning in the increasingly global market. The representations 
of space can have a strong performative characterization (Rossi, Vanolo, 
2010); the way through which a space is organized and redefined by design 
cannot but orient the modus operandi of the actors present in the territory 
in an attempt to create an opportunity for its systemic development. The 
representation and communication of the development project, or at least 
of its vision, thus become the crucial hubs on which to aggregate internal 
consensus and on which to base initiatives to open up the territory to the 
external market (Messina, 2016). 

The voluntary production of territorial images and representations are 
the test-bed, the instrument of control and verification, of the territory’s 
development process. The concept of territorial branding actually, in a 
serious planning perspective, should pertain to a sublimating and synthetic 
process that condenses an entire universe of values into a sign (Kavaratzis, 
Ashworth, 2005). Forcing and rhetoric are serious risks to which one 
typically exposes oneself when attempting such representational processes 
(Bonazzi, 2020). However, one must ponder the complexity of the 
abstract and symbolic process that aims at the theoretical goal of complete 

patrimonio culturale, sono una testimonianza di come a livello globale e locale sia in atto una 
rivoluzione culturale tale da costituire un tema cruciale nel dibattito sociale ed economico. 
[...] Se i Beni Culturali si interpretano quale segno referente della cultura intesa nella sua 
accezione più ampia, il patrimonio culturale da essi costituito si presenta di gran lunga più 
esteso rispetto a ciò che convenzionalmente viene inteso: esso coincide con tutti i prodotti 
dell’uomo. [...] Siamo convinti che la conservazione e la valorizzazione dei segni territoriali 
legati al territorio storico e al patrimonio culturale si rivela come un progetto strategico, dove 
i Beni Culturali assumono una funzione territoriale strategica di relazione e comunicazione, 
ma anche di innovazione e di creatività».
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collective recognition of a system in its logo, to constitute public trust, 
sense of belonging, and recognizability (de Spuches, 2023). It is a matter, 
and this is the real challenge, of telling stories about a place, stories that 
are able to elicit a sense of recognition in the local identity fabric and at 
the same time the liking and familiarity of outside investors and visitors.

3. The rebranding of the archaeological heritage of the Sicilian region

3.1 “Sicilia Archeologica” project summary and methodology

By DDG no. 3861 of 14/10/2021, registered by the Central Accounting 
Office of the Department of Cultural Heritage and Sicilian Identity at no. 
4 of 02/11/2021, the total sum of € 129,124.80 was committed to cap. 
376630 (SIOPE Management Code U.1 .03.02.19.001) of which € 18,446.40 
(including VAT) is to be charged to the 2021 financial year, € 55,339.20 
(including VAT) is to be charged to the 2022 financial year and € 55,339.20 
(including VAT) is to be charged to the 2023 financial year for Expenses 
for Innovation, Modernization and Management of Digital Services for 
Technical Assistance and Content Update Maintenance Portal6 “Sicilia 
Archeologica”, in favor of ETT7 s.p.a. of Genoa (Sicilian Region, 2022). 

In other words, the Sicilian Region entrusted a private company, 
ETT, with the task of intervening in the renovation and enhancement of 
the archaeological heritage placed under its jurisdiction, with particular 
reference to the digital dimension. This contribution intends then, moving 
from a qualitative approach (De Lyser et al., 2010) and through the 
methodology of Document Analysis (Bowen, 2009; Karppinen, Moe, 
2012) integrated with unstructured interviews with two project managers, 
to analyze the criticalities and opportunities, of cultural and tourism policy, 
underlying the enhancement strategy of the island’s archaeological parks.

3.2 The role of archaeological parks in the Sicilian tourism sector

Due to its geographical position and its important historical-archaeological 
connotation, Sicily represents a recognized tourist destination in the world. With 
nearly 5 million arrivals and 15 million presences (Sicilian Region, 2023a), 
the island in 2022 was again confirmed among the leading destinations in the 

6 https://parchiarcheologici.regione.sicilia.it/
7 https://ettsolutions.com/

https://parchiarcheologici.regione.sicilia.it/
https://ettsolutions.com/
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Italian tourism supply system, with particular reference to beach, cultural and 
nature tourism. Sicily’s cultural heritage, including as many as 5 UNESCO 
sites or itineraries, is considered by the Regional Strategic Plan for Tourism 
Development 2019/2023 fundamental; «improving the conditions for the 
enjoyment of cultural heritage potentially contributes to the achievement of all 
the overall goals outlined in the Strategic Plan8» (Regione Siciliana, s.d., 12).

Regional archaeological parks, which each integrate a plurality of sites, 
are then, in the governance vision, a key resource on which to intervene to 
improve the area’s overall performance. They are (Fig.1):

Archaeological and landscape park of the “Valle dei templi di Agrigento” 
(UNESCO site);
Archaeological park of “Gela”;
Archaeological and landscape park of “Catania e della Valle dell’Aci”;
Archaeological park of “Morgantina e della Villa del Casale di Piazza 
Armerina” (UNESCO site);
Archaeological park of “isole Eolie” (UNESCO site);
Archaeological park of “Naxos e Taormina”;
Archaeological park of “Tindari”;
Archaeological park of “Himera, Solunto e Iato”;
Archaeological park of “Kamarina e Cava d’Ispica”;
Archaeological park of “Siracusa, Eloro e Villa del Tellaro, Akrai”                  
(UNESCO site);
Archaeological park of “Leontinoi”;
Archaeological park of “Segesta”;
Archaeological park of “Selinunte, Cave di Cusa e Pantelleria”;
Archaeological park of “Lilibeo”.

As mentioned, 2022 marked a year of huge recovery in tourism after the 
Covid-19 pandemic. With respect to the enjoyment of regional museums and 
archaeological parks9, the Department has issued a note of extreme interest 
for the purposes of our reasoning: 

8 Our translation. Original text in Italian: Il miglioramento delle condizioni di fruizione del 
patrimonio culturale contribuisce potenzialmente al raggiungimento di tutti gli obiettivi 
generali delineati nel Piano Strategico.
9 L’unica fonte in tal senso è ancora il report del Dipartimento regionale per i Beni Culturali, 
aggiornato al 2021.
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«The year 2022 was a record year for Sicily’s archaeological parks and major museums. 
In fact, more than 3.3 million visits were recorded, almost double the 1.7 million recorded 
in 2021. Leading the way was the Naxos Taormina Park, which, with the archaeological 
site, Greek Theater and Isola Bella, recorded 844,542 visitors compared to 352,484 
the previous year (+139 percent). It is followed by the Valley of the Temples Park with 
809,513 (almost 82 percent more than the 445,000 in 2021) and the Syracuse Park with 
764,853 in 2022 compared to 254,713 admissions in 2021 (+200 percent)10» (Regione 
Siciliana, 2023b). 

These numbers condense the strategic nature of the archaeological sector 
as a key factor in Sicily’s tourist attractiveness.

Before the launch in 2023 of the Sicilia Archeologica project, the regional 
parks were present on the network in an uneven way, without branding 
and coordinated image strategies and with portals (where present) not only 
misaligned with respect to the recent needs of the most common User 
Experience but also rather lacking, where not reticent, about publishing reports 
on the sites’ activities and performance. This criticality is quite significant, 
especially for those who need to access the datasets of institutions (public 
ones moreover) for research or partnership reasons. The fragmented digital 
presence has undoubtedly not contributed to the activation of synergies in 
the promotion of parks, which remain highly polarized between sites crucial 
to the local tourism system and completely marginalized sites. The statistics 
provide evidence of this, which is still constructed (when available) for 
individual sites and not aggregated into parks. 

10 Our translation. Original text in Italian: Il 2022 è stato un anno da record per i parchi 
archeologici e i principali musei siciliani. Sono state, infatti, oltre tre milioni e 300 mila le 
visite registrate, quasi il doppio rispetto al milione e 700 mila del 2021. Punta di diamante 
il Parco di Naxos Taormina che, con il sito archeologico, il Teatro greco e Isola Bella, fa 
registrare 844.542 visitatori a fronte dei 352.484 dell’anno precedente (+139%). Segue il 
Parco della Valle dei Templi con 809.513 (quasi l’82% in più rispetto ai 445 mila del 2021) 
e il parco di Siracusa con i 764.853 del 2022 a fronte dei 254.713 ingressi del 2021 (+200%)
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Tab.1. Visitors and incomes of the main archaeological sites in the Sicilian Region. Source: 
Regione Siciliana - Assessorato BB.CC. e I.S., 2021.

 Fig. 1 Thematic sketch with location of regional archaeological parks in Sicily. Source: 
Sicilia Archeologica
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3.3 The “Sicilia Archeologica” project. Between policies and tools.

From the missive with protocol 59847 of December 2019 delivered to 
ETT by the Offices of the Assessorato ai Beni Culturali11, it is clear that the 
need to launch the Sicilia Archeologica project responded to a precise choice 
of territorial policy: to give substance to the strategy of creating a system 
of regional archaeological parks. The Regional System of Archaeological 
Parks, envisaged by Regional Law 20 of 2000, with a twenty-year delay 
actually got underway with the establishment of the Archaeological Park 
of the Aeolian Islands, the Archaeological and Landscape Park of Catania 
and the Valley of Aci, the Archaeological Park of Gela of the Archaeological 
Park of Himera, Soluto and Side, the Archaeological Park of Kamarina and 
Cava d’Ispica, the Archaeological Park of Leontinoi, the Archaeological 
Park of Lilybaeum, the Archaeological Park of Morgantina and the Roman 
Villa del Casale in Piazza Armerina, the Archaeological Park of Syracuse; 
Eloro and Villa del Tellaro, Tindari Archaeological Park, as well as Selinunte 
and Pantelleria Parks, Segesta Park, Naxos Park and Valley of the Temples 
Park, established a few years earlier. Developing a coordinated digital 
visual identity for the constituting system of Sicilian archaeological parks, 
a nodal point of the island’s tourism and cultural development strategies, 
was then an unavoidable need and prompted the region’s partnership 
with ETT, after concluding a public competitive bidding process.

It seemed very appropriate, we read in the regional document, in the 
framework of the activities in the start-up phase, especially for the newly 
established parks, to recognize a fundamental value to the communication 
and promotion aimed at the recognition of the System of Parks, that is, 
the archaeological heritage of the Island that for its vastness and richness 
constitutes a founding identity principle for Sicily. It was then decided to 
define a brand for the System, connected to cultural marketing to be achieved 
by creating a coordinated image by identifying the Portal of the Parks System 
as a tool, a fully bilingual and highly usable digital platform where to aggregate 
and connect all the information on Sicilian archaeological parks. The project 
was launched in 2023.

With this project, coordinated by the Department of Cultural Heritage, the 
region aims to integrate the communication of archaeological areas, museums, 
antiquaria and the many historical artifacts the regional administration keeps 
by creating an umbrella brand. Information, images and access to services 

11 Internal document kindly made available to us by ETT, a leading public limited company 
in communication and multimedia consulting.
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related to cultural sites have been aggregated in a single digital container to 
enable a more orderly, recognizable and organized use. The entire system 
of Sicilia Archeologica thus takes the form of a digital platform, capable of 
delivering information and in-depth content in a multichannel mode, using 
a main and single portal coupled with 14 sites entirely dedicated to the 
individual Parks that share their design and structure.

In addition to visual and textual content, from the “Sicilia Archeologica” 
portal it is also possible to access all the useful information for visiting 
(schedules, tickets, maps, info and contacts), news and events promoted by 
the Parks, browse specific websites and social media profiles. There is also 
an “educational” section aimed at activities with educational institutions and 
students. The same structure is also maintained in the pages of the individual 
Parks, with a cross-reference to those for purchasing tickets, when they exist, 
active on the platforms of external managers.

From conversations with internal sources12 (and subsequent verification) 
we learned that among the parks, seven already have their own websites 
that will be gradually decommissioned and absorbed within “Sicilia 
archeologica”. Here, too, a gradual integration with the web and mobile 
platform “Sicilia Virtual+” is planned for multimedia and augmented reality 
enjoyment of content referring to various cultural sites of the regional heritage.

Responding to the objectives set by the client, the Sicilian Region, ETT 
took care of the technical part and thread of the project, the principal portal 
from which to reach the websites of the individual parks directly. Visitors 
have the opportunity to deepen their knowledge and experience, both on-
site and remotely, through images, texts and videos. For this purpose, 
existing content was conveyed and new content was produced, ensuring a 
homogeneous use thanks to a model capable of synergistically coordinating 
the communication of the entire regional Parks system. ETT produced 
the content in Italian and English, produced the photo and video services, 
implemented the augmented reality solutions, created the main portal and 
those of the parks and oversees, with a dedicated and ad hoc trained human 
resources unit, their management in synergy with the Regional Offices.

The portal complies with the legislation on websites of Public 
Administrations, Legislative Decree No. 33 of March 14, 2013, reorganization 
of the discipline regarding the obligations of publicity, transparency and 
dissemination of information by public administrations (13G00076, OJ No. 

12 We thank Drs. Averna and Sparacio, project managers for ETT for their availability. The 
discussion with them, summarized in this paragraph, is to be considered an essential source 
for the entire contribution.
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80 of 5-4-2013); complies with the regulations on IT accessibility of Public 
Administrations (Law No. 4 of January 9, 2004, as amended); and complies 
with the main recommendations in terms of international accessibility and, in 
particular, those defined in the Web Content Guidelines 2.0 (WCAG 2.0) as 
also provided for in the Decree of March 20, 2013.

As of September 30, 2023, there were 6,230 correctly indexed pages, 
121,027 direct web search clicks and 2,910,000 search engine impressions.

4. Conclusions

The landscape figure of archaeological parks constitutes a highly relevant 
horizon for land management and enhancement policies, especially in the 
case of established tourist destinations such as Sicily. The case study of Sicilia 
Archeologica constitutes an example of top-down planning that attempts to 
connect a specific political action (and codified in a law), the creation of a 
Regional Archaeological Park System, with an instrumental intervention that 
can accompany it. The issue of branding then takes on a twofold significance. 
In addition to the outward communicative one, it seems clear how the 
rationalization of the digital presence represents an important input for internal 
synergies within the system. A gradual turnaround concerning the parameters 
of transparency and accessibility of information can be expected. We can 
then, by points, identify potentialities and criticalities of the project: a) Sicilia 
Archeologica, financed with 129,124.80 euros by the Sicilian Region, has 
already renewed, ordered, and made usable in Italian and English, the entire 
archaeological offer of the Sicilian parks. b) It has yet to resolve the criticality 
on performance reporting (in favor of researchers and potential investors), 
which remains poorly updated and deficient. c) It brings about conspicuous 
innovation in branding processes, which are central to any communication, 
promotion and marketing strategy. d) It aspires to affect the synergies that 
concretely should be activated among the parks, now aggregated into a 
system, improving their performance.
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Abstract

This research investigates the environmental risk perception and attitudes towards climate-
induced migration among Geography students at the University of Turin, with a particular 
focus on the influence of fake news. Drawing from existing literature and prior research, 
the study aimed to assess the impact of higher education and public awareness initiatives 
on students’ understanding of climate risk and migration. A total of 133 students from 
geography courses, along with 87 respondents from Earth Sciences and Life Sciences 
departments, participated in an online survey conducted in October 2023. The findings 
suggest that despite access to scientific knowledge, students are susceptible to fake news, 
resulting in a diminished understanding of environmental risks and reduced empathy 
towards climate migrants. The study underscores the significance of understanding 
college students’ opinions, given their potential impact on shaping future climate 
change policies, and emphasizes the importance of providing them with essential tools 
to critically process information effectively in an era characterized by misinformation.
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1. Introduction

The migration issue is assuming characteristics that rise significant 
concerns in host countries, despite the desire of moving in search of a better 
place to live being a characteristic trait of humans since ancient times. The 
reasons that drive people to migrate from their place of origin are varied and 
complex: among them, there is a relatively “new” one, the climate change 
(Francis, 2019/2020).

Recognized as climate refugees, a growing population finds itself 
compelled to relocate in response to the escalating effects of global 
warming. This trend was initially highlighted in the inaugural report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1990 and reiterated 
during the 71st session of the United Nations General Assembly. It was 
during this assembly, on September 19, 2016, that the now well-known New 
York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants emerged, further emphasizing 
the urgency and complexity of this global issue (Ionesco, Mach, 2016).

Due to steadily rising temperatures and its direct consequences, including 
droughts, ocean acidification, and rising sea levels, the World Bank forecasts 
that by 2050 an estimated 143 million people from Sub-Saharan Africa, South 
Asia, and Latin America will be compelled to migrate (The World Bank, 
2018). 

Based on this premise, we decided to administer a survey to students 
enrolled in Cultural Geography (undergraduate) and Geography, Culture 
and Environment (graduate) courses at the University of Turin, Italy. The 
aim was to assess the impact of both higher education and public awareness 
initiatives on the students’ understanding of climate risk. Additionally, 
we sought to analyze the extent to which fake news, easily accessible on 
social media, were succeeding in changing and influencing their opinion. 
The initial hypothesis posits that as individuals tend to underestimate the 
risks of climate change, their reluctance to acknowledge its effects in other 
countries increases, leading them to perceive climate migrants as merely 
seeking a better place to live rather than recognizing their status as refugees.

2. Materials and Methods

Several studies (Ashlin, Ladle, 2007; Gilliam, Bales, 2001; Pasquaré, 
Oppizzi, 2012; Wilson, 2000) demonstrate the pivotal role of media coverage 
in shaping public perception in relation to environmental change and natural 
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hazards. Through the introduction of frames of reference, the media can 
influence how different individuals or societies perceive climate change, 
providing information in a way that highlights certain aspects over others. 
This is significant because the perception of the issue directly influences its 
response. As emphasized by Pasquaré and Opizzi, a trend that our research 
is likely to corroborate, Italian journalists tend to concentrate on depicting 
natural disasters and the resulting damages, thus overlooking vital aspects 
related to prevention and the advocacy for policies aimed at safeguarding 
the territory. This shortfall in coverage represents a missed opportunity to 
effectively raise awareness among the population (Pasquaré, Oppizzi, 2012).

As outlined by Giddens (2008), there are at least three distinct perspectives 
on climate change. Firstly, climate change sceptics argue that there is 
insufficient evidence to attribute today’s global warming processes to human 
activity. Secondly, the widespread dissemination of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change’s publications2 has significantly heightened 
awareness about the risks posed by climate change, aggregating scientific 
data that outline various potential future scenarios. Finally, there are those 
referred by Giddens as “radicals”, i.e. individuals who believe that: “the ice 
fields that cover Antarctica and Greenland may disintegrate sooner, and more 
thoroughly, than is usually believed possible; or that the melting of the frozen 
peat bogs in western Siberia and in Canada might release large amounts of 
methane into the air. Methane is a much more potent greenhouse gas than 
carbon dioxide. Some radicals – such as the scientist James Lovelock – 
believe it is already too late to avoid dangerous climate change. We had best 
concentrate most of our energies preparing to adapt to it and cope as best 
we can. Others think we can still hold back the more devastating effects, 
but to do so we must start taking far-reaching action in the here-and-now” 
(Giddens, 2008, p. 6).  Other scholars focus on the responses and attitudes 
that are generated by the way we perceive climate-related risk (Semenza, 
Hall, Wilson et al. 2008) or the anxiety that arises following extreme 
weather events and natural disasters (Clayton, 2020; Clayton, 2021).  

The scenario becomes even more complex when addressing climate-
induced migration. Conditions such as natural disasters resulting in limited 
access to resources and the destruction of villages propel increasingly 
vulnerable populations to abandon their home territories. While one of the 
primary challenges lies in defining the phenomenon of climate-change-driven 
migration, given that the underlying motivation stems from a combination 
of concauses (including social, political, economic, and environmental 

2 See: ipcc.ch
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factors), the very classification of climate migrants poses challenges for 
acceptance by countries of arrival (Beine, Parsons, 2015). Does a climate 
migrant have the same reception rights as a war refugee? As Francis states: 
“Cross-border climate migrants enjoy no protection under international 
law. While international refugee law offers protection to people displaced 
across borders by instances of social upheaval such as political conflict, 
international refugee law provides no protection to people displaced solely 
by climate-related disasters. Recent international processes like the Global 
Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, the Sendai Framework 
for Disaster Risk Reduction, and the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change have underscored the importance of addressing climate-
induced migration, however, international law has yet to provide a governing 
framework for climate-induced migration. The absence of both legal rights 
and a comprehensive governing framework creates a key protection gap for 
cross-border climate migrants” (Francis, 2019/2020, p. 125). If climate factors 
are not combined with the grounds set out in the 1951 Refugee Convention – 
persecution on the grounds of nationality, ethnicity, religion, political opinion, 
etc. – there is no legal protection for climate migrants – there is no chance for 
climate migrants to be granted the right to protection (Francis, 2019/2020; 
McAdam, 2010). The situation in Italy diverges to some extent, especially 
with the amendments to the Security Decrees of December 18, 2020. These 
revisions have expanded eligibility for protection to include climate migrants, 
who are now covered under the same provisions as war refugees (Santolini, 
2021). Therefore, climate risk perception not only shapes people’s attitudes, 
with awareness of the risk prompting actions to mitigate the consequences of 
climate change, but also exerts influence over political decisions concerning 
people displacement. 

Numerous studies (Koubi, Spilker, Schaffer et al., 2016; Koubi, Böhmelt, 
Spilker et al., 2018; Warner, 2011) have been conducted to investigate how 
the perception of environmental degradation motivates migration. However, 
fewer are those addressing the role of climate risk perception among people 
in host countries, particularly when the distance between migrant and 
host population is significant. Indeed, attitudes towards climate migrants 
are influenced by host-migrant geographical proximity. In simpler terms, 
people are more likely to welcome individuals affected by an extreme event 
(such as floods or earthquakes) that occurred within their own borders, 
compared to those impacted by a similar event thousands of kilometres 
away (Lujala, Bezu, Kolstad et al. 2020). Nevertheless, if the influx of 
migrants becomes constant and is not the result of isolated events, it could 
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adversely affect the social acceptance of even internal climate migrants, 
leading to their exclusion and, in the worst-case scenario, escalating 
into violence if social tensions intensify between displaced individuals 
and host communities, particularly in competition for resources (Lujala, 
Bezu, Kolstad et al. 2020; Koubi, 2019; Burke, Hsiang, Miguel, 2015).

3. Research methodology

Perceptions regarding climate change, the associated risks, and its short- 
and long-term impacts are shaped by the level of knowledge acquired 
on these subjects through educational institutions such as schools and 
universities, as well as through exposure to social media and news outlets. 
Our focus was on exploring risk perception among college students, both 
at the undergraduate and graduate levels. We believe that the opinions 
of college students are particularly significant, given that they represent a 
demographic poised to emerge as future researchers and lawmakers. Their 
potential impact on shaping future climate change policies and educating 
the next generation of citizens emphasizes the relevance of understanding 
their opinions and perceptions (Phillips, Cinderich, Burrell et al., 2015). 

University students can be considered as “privileged witnesses” since 
they represent a segment of the population that encounters these issues in 
the educational setting. Additionally, they are exposed to climate-related 
information through newspapers, television programs, and social media. 
It is precisely this last aspect that renders our analysis interesting. Despite 
university students having greater access to scientific knowledge, their 
heightened exposure to online risks is noteworthy. Relying on the Internet for 
research, they appear less inclined to verify sources, consequently running the 
risk of mistaking inaccurate or entirely false information for reliable sources 
(Metzger, Flanagin, Zwarun, 2003; Phillips, Cinderich, Burrell et al., 2015). 

In addition, as highlighted by Lombardi and Sinatra (2012), college        
students harbor various misconceptions regarding climate change. For 
instance, they often rely on short-term weather effects to either substantiate 
or dismiss long-term climate transformations, indicating a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the distinctions between weather and climate (Lombardi, 
Sinatra, 2012).

The present study employs a qualitative research methodology designed 
to probe students’ understanding and perspectives on climate change and 
climate-induced migration, drawing from existing literature and prior research. 
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In particular, 235 students were invited to participate in the survey. Of the 
respondents, 6 were male, and 219 were female, falling within the age range 
of 18 to 26. All participants were enrolled in one of two geography courses 
offered by the Department of Foreign Languages and Literature and Modern 
Cultures at the University of Turin. Specifically, 180 students were enrolled 
in Cultural Geography, an undergraduate course, while 55 were enrolled in 
Geography, Culture, and Environment, a graduate course. Both courses have 
covered subjects related to the environment, sustainability, climate change, 
and human rights issues during the first semester of the academic year 2023-
2024. It is important to note that the survey was intentionally administered 
before these topics were addressed in the coursework. The questionnaire 
aimed to capture both factual knowledge and subjective opinions, providing 
a comprehensive view of the participants’ attitudes toward the subject. The 
methodology focused on gathering structured data that could be analysed by 
comparing the percentage distribution of responses to different questions, 
enabling a quantitative assessment of the overall trends and variations 
in students’ perceptions. Prior to data collection, a thorough review of 
available literature on the topic was undertaken to inform the design of 
the questionnaire and guide the interpretation of results. The utilization of 
percentage-based data analysis offers a straightforward and interpretable 
approach to understanding the collective mindset of university students on 
climate change and climate-induced migration. To gather demographic data, 
students were asked to indicate their gender, age, major, and year in college. 
Quantitative analysis of the data involved utilizing univariate frequency 
distributions and bivariate cross-tabulation procedures. Additionally, content 
analysis was employed to look for patterns in the open-ended question.

The survey was administered online through the Moodle platform, with 
all invited students duly informed about the processing of personal data. The 
participation rate was moderate, with 103 responses from undergraduate 
students and 30 from graduate students. An additional 120 students, evenly 
distributed between the Department of Earth Sciences and the Department of 
Life Sciences and Biology, were invited via their academic email addresses, 
resulting in 87 responses: 58 from undergraduate courses and 29 from graduate 
courses. Overall, across the three departments involved, a total of 220 responses 
were obtained, with 86% of respondents being female. This outcome aligns 
with expectations, given that the courses offered by the Department of Foreign 
Languages and Literature and Modern Cultures at the University of Turin 
are attended by over 95% female students. Unfortunately, this distribution 
prevented us from exploring potential variations in attitudes based on gender. 
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Another criterion employed was the exclusion of incomplete questionnaires, 
deeming them invalid. Consequently, 100 questionnaires from undergraduate 
students and 30 from graduate students in the Department of Foreign Languages 
and Literatures and Modern Cultures, along with all 87 questionnaires 
from students in the science departments, met the criteria for validity.

The opinion of college students enrolled at the University of Turin has 
been the subject of various research studies related to sustainability and the 
environment. Notably, a 2021 study focused on humanities course attendees 
explored the correlation between climate anxiety and exposure to climate 
change through media representations (Acquadro, Begotti, 2021). The same 
year another research delved into the perception of environmental sustainability 
among students, technical personnel, and faculty of the Politecnico di Torino 
(Sonetti, Sarrica, Norton, 2021). Interestingly, a survey conducted in 2022 
among students of the Cultural Geography B course at the Department of 
Foreign Languages and Literature and Modern Cultures aimed to examine 
university students’ perceptions of sustainability and environmental issues 
(Genovese, 2022). Our research stands out in its specificity, seeking to 
understand how the perception or lack thereof of the risk posed by climate 
change may positively or negatively influence the comprehension of climate-
induced migration.

The survey, consisting of 10 closed-ended questions (three of which 
were supported by images) was administered during the first ten days 
of October 2023. Following the completion of the survey, we engaged in 
a reflective discussion with the entire class through a live WebEx session, 
addressing aspects such as survey participation, risk perception, the 
efficacy of Civil Protection warning systems, and environmental migration.

4. Results 

The first survey question, supported by a visually impactful collage (Fig. 
1) showcasing some of the consequences of climate change (drought, melting 
glaciers, floods, fires), prompted the respondents with the following directive: 
“Examine the photo collage and, in no more than 5 lines, describe what it 
represents to you (one or more events), the emotions it evokes, and identify any 
shared cause, if present”. Unaware that the survey focused on environmental 
risk perception, students provided diverse responses. While students in the 
science departments uniformly recognized global warming as the common 
cause across the four images, those in the Language Department offered a 
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range of interpretations. The drought represented by the parched and cracked 
earth was identified by all 130 students, whereas the image of the melting 
glacier was alternatively perceived as a frozen lake in winter (18 students), 
a crater (another 18 students), an earth surface view from Google Earth (2 
students), and correctly as a melting glacier by the remaining students. The 
flood, as well as the forest fire image, was correctly identified by all surveyed 
students. 

Notably, respondents in the science departments universally acknowledged 
global warming as the overarching theme across the four images. This 
awareness translates in different emotional responses, including fear for 
the future (4 students), desolation (12 students), a desire for carefree living 
(12 students), anxiety (15 students), distress (18 students), and anger (26 
students). Similarly, most students in the Language Department (comprising 
83 undergraduate and graduate students) identified global warming as 
the common thread. However, other causes were proposed, such as nature 
rebelling (4 students), experiments in space (1 student), mismanagement by 
municipalities (1 student), and neglect (1 student). The remaining 40 students 
succinctly attributed the issues to “men’s fault”. Delving into their emotional 
responses, prevalent sentiments included helplessness (12 students), fatalism 
(16 students), anger (38 students), and a sense of lacking peace or serenity (49 
students), while 15 students expressed “disgust for politicians”, “concern”, 
and “indifference”. Interestingly, as highlighted by the New Scientist’s 2021 
research, young individuals’ sense of helplessness, lack of prospects for the 
future, and the belief that the effects of the global warming are irreversible 
and beyond repair, translate into a lack of willingness to adopt sustainable 
lifestyles (Duffy, 2021). This aspect is crucial, as will be evident in Table 4, 
which examines the implementation of environmentally sustainable practices, 
since ignorance, indifference, but above all, the feeling of powerlessness, 
directly influence the failure to adopt these practices or the aspiration to do it 
in the future.
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Figure 1

The set of questions 2-3-4-5 (Tab.1), specifically delves into the impact of 
fake news on altering students’ perception of climate change. The statements 
reference the most frequently adopted arguments by those who believe in 
misinformation, to which students were required to respond with true or false.
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Language Department Science Departments
Statements Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Climate change 
does exist and is 
caused by solar 

activity

16% true 23% true 5% true 0% true

84% false 77% false 95% false 100% 
false

Extreme heat 
in summer is a 

natural occurrence. 
Scientists are 

“puppets” 
controlled by the 

institutions aiming 
to instil fear in the 

population.

5% true 10% true 0% true 0% true

95% false 90% false 100% false 100% 
false

It’s too late now, 
the planet has only 

a few years left.

22% true 16.6% true 0% true 0% true

78% false 83.4% false 100% false 100% 
false

Plants and animals 
will adjust to the 

changing levels of 
CO2

33% true 26.7% true 0% true 0% true

67% false 73.3% false 100% false 100% 
false

Table 1 – Impact of fake news on students perception

Combining data from both undergraduate and graduate students, the 
findings revealed that among 130 students enrolled in Geography courses 
within the Language Department, 23 students (about 18%) believe in the 
existence of climate change but attribute it to the natural action of the sun. 
In comparison, this percentage trop significantly to 3.4% (3 students) among 
those enrolled in the science departments. A surprising response emerged 
from a small but notable group of students – 8 in total (5 undergraduates 
and 3 graduates), representing 6% of Geography students. They expressed 
conviction that scientists are manipulated to instil fear through the narrative 
of global warming. This “hoax” has gained traction during the hot summer 
of 2023. Interestingly, this belief has in no way affected the students of the 
science departments. Similarly, none of the students in the science departments 
shared the belief that the planet has “only a few years left to live”, a sentiment 
expressed by 27 students (21% of the respondents) in the Language 
Department. Lastly, possibly due to a lack of knowledge rather than exposure 
to misinformation, 41 Geography students (31.5%) held the belief that plants 
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and animals will adapt to new levels of CO₂. Interesting, this statement was 
universally recognized as false by all students in the science departments.

The sixth question, paired with an image (Fig. 2), presented four possible 
options to describe the picture (Tab. 2). The aim was to analyse whether 
college student respondents were, to varying degrees, influenced by the 
conspiracy theory suggesting that “powerful entities” harm people through 
“chemical trails”.

Figure 2 (Credit: Freepik.com)

Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Condensation of micro-
particles of toxins 

intentionally dispersed by 
aircraft to harm the population

6% 0% 0% 0%

Chemical trails 45% 73,3% 0% 0%
Vapor trails (contrails) 41% 13,3% 96,6% 100%
Experiments aimed at 

changing the global climate 8% 13.3% 3,4% 0%

Table 2 – Students interpretations of contrails
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In this instance, the investigation aimed to explore one of the most famous 
climate-related false narrative: the “chemtrails” conspiracy theory. Originating 
in the United States in 1997 by a group of bioterrorism enthusiasts, this theory 
posited, without substantiated evidence, that the US Air Force dispersed 
mysterious and dangerous substances over the population through planes, 
leaving distinctive contrails. Despite numerous refutations, this “news” has 
proliferated, leading the most susceptible to believe in a global conspiracy 
involving the dispersal of poisonous substances on Earth for nefarious 
purposes (Corbett, 2020; Tingley, Wagner, 2017). Various beliefs surround 
this theory, ranging from suspicions of ethnic extermination to conditioning 
public opinion or generating new diseases to support the pharmaceutical 
trade. Some even assert that it is an attempt to manipulate and control the 
climate. As is typical with conspiracy theories, consensus is elusive, but a 
common thread is the conviction that the distinctive white streaks in the sky 
are abnormal.

While it is somewhat reassuring that 45 language students (both 
undergraduate and graduate) identified contrails in the photos, it is 
disconcerting that 6 believed them to be airborne poison particles, 67 
perceived them as chemtrails, and 12 thought of them as experiments to alter 
the climate. In essence, a staggering 65% of the total sample – 85 out of 130 
students – when encountering streaks of condensed water vapor in the sky 
left by airplanes, are persuaded that they are entangled in a conspiracy against 
themselves and fellow citizens. More encouragingly, students in the science 
departments showed better discernment, with only 2 undergraduates (out of 
a total of 87 respondents) entertaining the idea that the contrails depicted in 
the picture represented experiments aimed at manipulating the global climate.

Questions 7 (Tab. 3.1) and 8 (Tab. 3.2) were designed to assess fundamental 
knowledge about climate change and resource exploitation. Respondents 
were required to demonstrate their understanding of the concept of “overshoot 
day” by selecting the correct answer from four different alternatives.
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Language Department Science Departments
Statements Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Hoax 4 % 0% 0% 0%
The day of the year 

when all the resources 
available for that year 

were consumed

84% 100% 100% 100%

The day scientists have 
calculated that humanity 

will cease to exist
9% 0% 0% 0%

An attempt to impose 
single-mindedness 

by powerful entities, 
falling on American 
Independence Day

3% 0% 0% 0%

Table 3 – The meaning of overshoot day and climate crisis
Tab. 3.1

As the Fridays for Future generation, we assumed there would be no 
ambiguity in grasping the significance of “overshoot day”. Indeed, 100% of 
both undergraduate and graduate students in the science departments correctly 
identified it, along with 84% of undergraduates and 100% of graduate students 
in the Language Department. It is noteworthy that 16 students selected the 
incorrect answer. Some even speculated that it might be a hoax, the day of 
humanity’s cessation, or an attempt to manipulate thoughts by unspecified 
“powerful entities”, marking the overshoot day on American Independence 
Day.

Following this, the respondents were asked to determine whether 
the statement “The climate crisis is not only increasing fires, droughts, 
and heat waves but also snowstorms” was true or false. Given that our 
interviewees were university students, we assumed they were aware not 
only of the overall rise in average air temperatures worldwide but also that 
this, in turn, leads to increased water vapor retention in the atmosphere, 
contributing to more intense rain and snow events in certain regions. The 
responses, however, raised concerns. While our interviewees were likely 
aware of the significant snowstorm that affected the United States in late 
2022 and early 2023, some may have been influenced by misinformation 
circulating on the internet, incorrectly linking these snowstorms as evidence 
against the reality of global warming. Notably, 17 undergraduate students 
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and 4 graduate students in the Language Department expressed a belief 
that global warming cannot result in extreme events such as snowstorms.

Language Department Science Departments
Statement Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

The climate crisis is not only 
increasing fires, droughts, 
and heat waves, but also 

snowstorms. True or False?

83% true 86.7% true 100% true 100% true

17% false 13.3% 
false 0% false 0% false

Tab. 3.2 

The ninth question was accompanied by a picture (Fig. 3), specifically 
portraying a group of climate migrants. Students were tasked with providing 
a definition of “climate migrants” and expressing their opinion on whether 
climate-related reasons could be considered valid for leaving one’s country. 
It’s important to note that, during the questionnaire’s administration, Italy was 
grappling with a pressing migration issue, amplified by a significant increase 
in coastal landings (excluding entries through other means) compared to the 
preceding two years. Referring to data from the Ministry of the Interior, between 
January 1 and September 15, 2021, there were 42,750 landings, increasing to 
66,237 in the same period of 2022, and further surging to 127,207 in 2023 
(Ministry of Interior, 2023). Immigration concerns were a daily focus in the 
media during the questionnaire’s period, given its prominence in the political 
agendas of various parties leading up to the European elections in 2024.

Figure 3 https://www.actionaid.it/informati/notizie/cambiamenti-climatici-aumentano-migrazioni

https://www.actionaid.it/informati/notizie/cambiamenti-climatici-aumentano-migrazioni
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The definition of “climate migrant” posed no difficulty; all students 
demonstrated a clear understanding. Setting aside those who directly quoted 
the Wikipedia definition, the variation among others were minimal. Most 
respondents provided definitions such as “those who leave their country due 
to climate-related reasons”, while others specified “those emigrating due to 
droughts”, or “individuals compelled to relocate due to natural disasters”, 
and “migration driven by climate or natural disasters”, with examples like 
“earthquakes, fires, floods necessitating emigration”. Responses to the 
second part of the question, addressing whether climate could be a valid 
reason for leaving one’s country, were more elaborate. Some students, while 
acknowledging it as a valid motivation, added nuances like “the motivation is 
valid, but staying in the country of origin to improve one’s situation would be 
preferable”, or “it is legitimate to leave one’s homeland if climate conditions 
make life untenable, but in Italy, there is not enough space to accommodate 
everyone”, and so forth. More detailed discussions emerged during the post-
survey virtual classroom brainstorming, which we will elaborate on in the 
article’s conclusions.

The tenth question (Tab. 4) aimed to assess awareness regarding the 
impact of small daily actions on slowing climate and resource deterioration. 
Furthermore, it sought to understand whether individuals were willing to alter 
their habits for the sake of the environment. Respondents were presented with 
a list of 10 good practices accompanied by the following directive: “Those 
who believe that climate change is harming life on the planet are convinced 
that even small everyday actions can achieve important results. Which of 
these actions do you already put into practice for the well-being of the Earth 
and its inhabitants? Answer with ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘no, but now that I know, I will’, 
or, if you do not believe in climate change, mark ‘I do not believe in climate 
change’ for all choices”.

 
Language Department Science Department

Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 84% 90% 72,4% 86%

No 3% 0% 8,6% 0%

I don’t know 13% 10% 19% 14%

Table 4 – Implementation of sustainable practices by students



219

The outlined environmentally friendly practices include:

• Limiting my shower time to five minutes;
• Organizing and storing food in the refrigerator with care to ensure proper 
air circulation for optimal performance;
• Opting for minimally processed foods during breakfast to reduce 
environmental impact, favoring seasonal fruits, bread, homemade cakes, and 
biscuits;
• Choosing sustainable transportation options such as cycling or walking 
instead of using my car whenever possible;
• Utilizing recycled paper for printing notes;
• Conserving water in the bathroom by turning off the tap while soaping 
hands, brushing teeth, or shaving;
• Turning off stand-by units (red, green, or yellow lights) of electronic devices 
like decoders, TVs, blenders, PCs, and microwaves before going to bed;
• Setting the air conditioning temperature no lower than 26 degrees Celsius 
during the summer;
• Prioritizing waste reduction by minimizing packaging before disposing of 
paper in its designated container;
• Engaging in recycling practices.

Three trends emerge from the analysis of the results. Firstly, none of 
the respondents explicitly declared a complete disbelief in the existence of 
climate change. Secondly, among the commendable environmental practices 
adopted by all participants, the noteworthy prevalence of differentiated 
waste collection suggests the positive impact of consistent municipal efforts.     
Thirdly, a concerning observation arises: none of the respondents, upon 
learning about additional beneficial climate practices, expressed a commitment 
to adopt them with the response “now that I know, I will do it”. This indicates 
a level of concern for climate and resources, yet a reluctance to implement 
changes in daily habits, such as conserving water or using recycled materials.

Despite the lack of adequate infrastructure being a potential hindrance 
to the implementation of certain practices, the issue lies in the fact that, 
irrespective of this, none of the respondents expressed an intention to try in 
the future. In fact, 100% of our respondents, across all departments, indicated 
that these practices are not part of their routine, and not a single respondent 
stated that, now being aware of their benefits, they would attempt to 
incorporate them. Similarly, since these are small actions that require minimal 
effort, no one mentioned turning off, before bedtime, all stand-by switches 
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on devices such as set-top boxes, TVs, blenders, PCs, and microwaves, or 
consciously reducing cardboard packaging before disposal. In this regard, 
87 out of 220 respondents, or nearly 40% of the combined total from both 
groups, confirmed that they do not and do not wish to pursue this practice.

These results align with recent studies (Duffy, 2021; Wachholz, Artz, 
Chene, 2014; Gifford, 2008; Gifford, 2011; Witmarsh, 2009) that specifically 
explore the concerns and implementation of environmentally friendly actions 
among younger generations. In particular, the New Scientist 2021’s study 
examined a sample of the London population consisting of 2050 adults 
aged 18+. It revealed a nearly identical level of agreement across different 
generations regarding the impact of climate change and the need of lifestyle 
changes. The divergence in perspectives lies in the priority level, as older 
age groups tend to prioritize economic growth over environmental issues. 
Interestingly, in contrast to common perception, the younger generations 
tend to be more fatalistic about the impact of their individual actions on 
climate change. Indeed, 33% of Gen Z and 32% of Millennials in the UK 
believe there is no point in changing their behaviour since “it won’t make 
a difference”, compared to 22% of Gen X and 19% of Baby Boomers. Our 
study’s findings echo this sense of helplessness and lack of optimism about 
the future, translating into a reluctance to adopt environmentally friendly 
behaviours among the student respondents. Contrary to stereotypes about 
Millennials and Gen Z being “purpose-driven consumers”, it is, in fact, the 
older generations that exhibit sensitivity in choosing brands that are sustainable 
or socially responsible. Moreover, Baby Boomers and Gen Z are the most 
likely to boycott a brand or product due to social concerns (Duffy, 2021).

Other studies (Wachholz, Artz, Chene, 2014; Gifford, 2008; Gifford, 
2011; Witmarsh, 2009) express concerns that even among the most informed 
college students, their worry does not translate into action to mitigate climate 
change, despite being aware of how their behaviour affects the environmental 
problem. In fact, the study conducted in New England by Wachholz et al. 
(2014) on a sample of 375 college students demonstrates that belief in and 
concern about climate change are not automatically preconditions for action. 
According to Gifford, the reasons are diverse and include climate-adverse 
infrastructures, lack of knowledge about the cause of climate change and 
mitigation mechanisms, entrenched habits, and a lack of hope due to the 
failure of national and global climate change policies (Gifford, 2008; Gifford, 
2011). It is worth noting that the “climate generation” not only came into 
existence in an era of reduced scientific uncertainty regarding climate change 
but also against the backdrop of weak international climate change treaties. 
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As emphasized by Wachholz et al., the “climate generation” is also the “failed 
treaty generation” (2014, p. 137).

Regarding our study, to provide an accurate interpretation of certain 
responses, it’s essential to consider that the surveyed students were 
predominantly Italian or born in Italy (only 11 out of 220 students were 
foreigners). Indeed, some environmentally friendly practices may not align 
with certain typically Italian cultural habits. For instance, it should not be 
surprising that none of the respondents claimed to shower in five minutes. 
According to a recent Doxa survey of 1,000 respondents aged between 18 
and 64, 75% of Italians sing in the shower, 67% listen to the radio, 56% shave 
or groom, and 25% talk on the phone. Additionally, 75% of the respondents 
occasionally shower with their partners, 43% often shower with their young 
children, and 7% admitted to occasionally showering with their dogs (BVA 
Doxa, 2019). These activities typically exceed a five-minute timeframe. 
Similar patterns emerge concerning habits like turning off the water while 
soaping hands, brushing teeth, or shaving. As reported by the Doxa survey, 
57% of respondents turn off the water while soaping, demonstrating efforts 
to reduce water waste. However, this behaviour was more prevalent among 
interviewees over 55, mainly from southern Italy, where water scarcity is more 
common. Age and geographical origin data clarify why our respondents, aged 
18 to 26 and residing in a northern Italian region, exhibit less concern about 
water wastage.

The preference for specific breakfast choices among our interviewees, 
particularly in terms of sustainability, is also influenced by a characteristic 
deeply rooted in Italian food culture. Notably, 100% of respondents rely on 
processed products and express no intention to alter this habit. It’s a well-
known fact that Italians, as a cultural tendency, are not inclined to have 
breakfast at home. In 2019, a pre-Covid reference year, the Federazione 
Italiana Pubblici Esercizi (Fipe) reported that 65.7% of Italians preferred 
enjoying breakfast at a café with cappuccino and brioches, a percentage 
that increased with the age of the respondents (FIPE, 2019). With the 
return to regular commuting following the pandemic, Italians resumed the 
ritual of having breakfast at the café, briefly disrupted during lockdowns. 
Common choices in 2022 included stuffed croissants and espresso coffee, 
with a rising trend in cappuccino consumption and a decline in fruit juices 
(Pini, 2023, 2019). Despite some downsizing observed in 2023 due to 
post-pandemic adjustments and inflation, Pirovano’s survey suggests that 
Italians’ breakfast preferences, whether at home or at the café, have changed 
minimally, with a continued reliance on industrial products (Pirovano, 2023).



222

To comprehend why our respondents (89 students from the Language 
Department and 59 students from the science departments) indicated 
a preference for cars over cycling or walking, a reflection on Italy’s road 
infrastructure becomes imperative. Data reveals that Italy, as highlighted 
in the dossier by Clean Cities, FIAB, Kyoto Club, and Legambiente, is not 
particularly conducive to cycling. Notably, investments in the automotive 
sector were nearly 100 times greater than those allocated to bicycles: 98 
billion compared to just over a billion (Magliulo, Talluri, 2022). The situation 
is exacerbated by policies that disincentivize public transport use, such as 
reducing train services on Sundays and eliminating bus services in summer 
months. This holds true even in numerous Piedmontese municipalities 
where car-free travel is either impractical or exceptionally challenging.

The eleventh set of questions constituted a series aimed at assessing 
students’ awareness of climate change effects and their perception of 
associated risks. The students were prompted with the following inquiries:

- Have you ever heard the term “climate migrants”? The breakdown of 
negative responses is as follows: 87 undergraduates and 11 graduates from 
the Language Department, along with 23 undergraduates and 7 graduates 
from the science departments.

- If yes, where did you come across this term? As illustrated in Table 5, 
respondents who affirmed familiarity with the concept of climate migrants (32 
students in total from the Language Department, including 13 undergraduates 
and 19 graduates, and 57 students from the science departments, comprising 35 
undergraduates and 22 graduates) identified six primary information sources: 
news or TV programs, newspapers, the Internet (including Google searches, 
reading speeches by politicians or intellectuals, and watching interviews 
on YouTube or social media), conversations with friends, discussions with 
family members, and educational settings (comprising high school or 
university). Due to respondents often selecting multiple options, the data is 
presented in absolute numbers, with no distinction between degree courses.

Information Sources Language Department Science Departments
News or TV programs 9 23

Newspapers 2 9
Internet 18 45
Friends 1 3
School 6 21
Family 2 1

Table 5 – Information sources for climate migration
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The analysis of this information reveals that schools generally lack 
comprehensive coverage of the subject, and climate migration isn’t a prevalent 
topic in informal conversations among friends or family. The primary sources 
of information, as observed, are the Internet and various media outlets.

•  Concerning awareness of global warming during high school or university 
years, 17.7% of the 130 students enrolled in undergraduate and graduate 
Geography courses (23 students in total) responded affirmatively. It’s essential 
to note that the survey took place before the integration of environmental 
issues, sustainability, and the 2030 Agenda into the Department’s two 
Geography courses. On the other hand, 100% of the sample from the two 
science departments (87 students) acknowledged awareness. The choice of 
this group as a comparative sample was deliberate, aiming to include students 
from the Departments of Earth and Life Sciences and Biology, expecting a 
high level of knowledge and sensitivity to the topic. The objective was to 
explore whether the perception of climate risk and empathy toward climate 
migrants could be influenced by the sources of information: educational 
institutions or other.
•  If the answer is affirmative, in what subjects? The 23 students from the 
Language Department who affirmed awareness mentioned Geography 
courses in secondary schools (Technical Institutes for Tourism) or Cultural 
Anthropology courses attended at the university. In contrast, the 87 students 
from the two science departments primarily referred to subjects within their 
courses of study, such as Ecology, Marine Biology, Geography, Climatology, 
Nature Conservation, Sustainable Agriculture, Plants and Microorganisms 
for Environmental Sustainability, Plants and Environmental Restoration.
•  Do you believe that the looming threat of depleting resources will impact 
your quality of life? If so, how? Most students responded affirmatively: 87 
students in the Language Department, approximately 67%; and 79 students in 
the science departments, about 91%. Among those who answered negatively, 
many emphasized that this won’t happen because they fortunately live in 
northern Italy. On the contrary, among those who answered positively, several 
highlighted concerns such as “if climate change forces many populations to 
emigrate, it will create a cultural problem or a lack of work in the host countries, 
resulting in a decrease in the quality of life for everyone”. Additionally, 
responses included concerns about the impact on tourism, shorter ski seasons, 
increased costs for goods and services, rising diseases, and potential shortages 
of goods on supermarket shelves, similar to what was experienced during the 
pandemic period.



224

•  In your perception, is climate change the environmental problem that needs 
the most attention, or are there others that are more urgent? This question 
aimed to examine whether perceptions of climate risk remained consistent 
or had changed since a similar questionnaire was administered to another 
group of undergraduate students in the same department in 2022 (Genovese, 
2022). During that previous survey, about 80% of the students selected global 
warming as the phenomenon requiring the most urgent action. However, in 
the previous study, students were provided with a list of potential options 
to choose from, including global warming, plastic pollution, environmental 
impact of industries, food contamination and waste, forest loss, and intensive 
farming. In our current questionnaire, we opted for an open-ended question, 
focusing primarily on the perception of climate risk. Unfortunately, the 
open-ended nature of the question, coupled with a quick reading, led several 
students to interpret it as an inquiry into “the most urgent problem in Italy” 
rather than “the environmental problem” requiring more attention globally. 
As a result, only half of the students from the Language Department – 47% 
(61 undergraduate students) and 57% (17 graduate students) – identified 
global warming as the most urgent problem. In contrast, most students from 
the science departments, with 93% (54 undergraduate students) and 90% (27 
graduate students) of respondents, recognized it as the most urgent problem.
•  In response to the question “If you believe there are other urgent issues, 
please specify which ones you consider most pressing”, 52 students from the 
Language Department and 6 students from the science departments identified 
alternative urgent problems. However, some language students, failing to 
recognize the link between global warming and its effects, suggested warming 
of the seas (7 students), melting glaciers (8 students), and frequent flooding 
(13 students) as the most urgent issues. Others, from both groups, mentioned 
concerns such as “unemployment”, “war”, “gender-based violence”, 
“corruption”, and “loneliness”.
•  The following two questions investigate young people’s concerns about 
worsening natural disasters (Tab. 6.1), with responses ranging from being 
very concerned that it will happen to not being concerned at all. Additionally, 
it explores the impact of such concerns on daily lifestyle choices. As evident 
in the first table, most students in the Language Department express concern 
about a worsening of natural disasters. Conversely, all the students in the 
science departments answered affirmatively. Interestingly, despite the majority 
of students in both departments expressing concern, this is not reflected in 
their daily behaviours. In fact, Table 6.2 shows the students’ responses to 
the question of whether they inquire about the seismicity of an area before 
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buying or renting a house. All students replied negatively. These findings 
are particularly concerning, given that Italy is a highly seismic country. 
However, the area of Turin, where the survey was conducted, is one of the 
few exceptions.

Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 72% 80% 100% 100%
No 28% 20% 0% 0%

Table 6 – Perception of worsening natural disasters and related actions
Table 6.1 – Do you think natural disasters will get worse?

Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 0% 0% 0% 0%
No 100% 100% 100% 100%

Table 6.2 – Before buying or renting a house, do you inquire about the seismicity of the area 
or the possibility of flooding?

It’s noteworthy that the initial seismic classification of the national territory 
dates to 1909 with Royal Decree No. 193, issued after the catastrophic 
earthquake in Reggio Calabria and Messina on December 28, 1908. 
Subsequent regulations, including Royal Decree No. 573 of 29/04/1915, 
Royal Decree No. 431 of 13 March 1927, and Law No. 1684 of 25 November 
1962, updated the lists based on successive seismic events. With Law No. 
64 of 2 February 1974, the Ministry of Public Works was recognized as the 
body responsible for issuing technical standards for both public and private 
buildings, in agreement with the Ministry of the Interior and in collaboration 
with the National Research Council (CNR). The seismic classification was 
further updated. A significant step in this process was the establishment of 
the Major Risks Commission, which appointed a Working Group, including 
the National Seismic Service, the National Group for Earthquake Defence, 
and the National Institute of Geophysics and Volcanology. This group 
proposed the reclassification of the Italian territory, leading to the one issued 
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by Civil Protection in March 2003. Accordingly, the entire national territory 
is divided into four seismic zones, characterized by increasing seismic 
hazard: Zone 1 (high seismicity), Zone 2 (medium seismicity), Zone 3 (low 
seismicity), and Zone 4 (very low seismicity). Turin falls within Zone 4.

Similarly, the risk posed by hydrogeological instability doesn’t directly 
impact the city of Turin. Nevertheless, the overall situation is a cause for 
significant concern since, across Italy, 5.4% of the national territory falls 
within high hazard/probability areas, covering a potentially floodable surface 
of 16,223.9 km2. This surface area expands to 30,195.6 km2, or 10.0% of the 
national territory, in a medium hazard/probability scenario. In a low hazard/
probability scenario, the potentially floodable surface reaches 42,375.7 km2, 
representing 14.0% of the total national territory. Even though Turin itself 
may not be directly affected, 5.1% of the Piedmont region’s territory is at high 
risk, 8.3% at medium risk, and 13% at low risk (Trigila, Iadanza, Lastoria et 
al., 2021).

It is not surprising that hardly any of the students interviewed had ever 
heard of the so-called “seismic bonus”, i.e. the measure aimed at taxpayers 
who carry out earthquake-proof measures on buildings and who, thanks to 
this bonus, can deduct part of the expenses incurred from their income tax. 
As evident from Table 9.1, in which the students responded to the question 
“are you aware of the seismic bonus”, most students in both departments had 
never heard about it. Certainly, our interviewees not only study and mostly 
reside in Turin, but they are also young students who are generally not yet 
employed, and thus, they might not be particularly interested in potential tax 
relief. Nevertheless, we believed that the information, widely disseminated 
through the media, could still be known to them.

Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 0% 10% 0% 0%
No 100% 90% 100% 100%

Table 9 – Perception of seismic risk and related actions
Table 9.1 – Are you aware of the seismic bonus?
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Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 0% 10% 0% 0%
No 100% 90% 100% 100%

Table 9.2 – Would you consider purchasing an apartment in a seismic zone and renovating it 
with the help of the seismic bonus?

Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 0% 6,6% 5% 41,4%
No 100% 93,4% 95% 58,6%

Table 9.3 – Have you ever participated in any specific information campaigns regarding 
environmental risks? 

The information and awareness campaigns on environmental risks, 
such as those conducted by the Ministry of the Environment and Energy 
Security (MASE, 2023) or initiatives organized by different environmental 
agencies (APAT, 2024) and organizations like WWF3, to name a few 
examples, appear to have gone almost completely unnoticed by our 
interviewees. Indeed, most of the respondents do not recall ever having 
encountered such campaigns. An exception was noted among the 12 
graduate students from the science departments who not only recalled 
seeing them but also mentioned actively participating in their organization.

Regarding eco-anxiety, which is the profound feeling of unease and fear 
associated with the recurring thought of possible disasters related to global 
warming and its environmental effects, we asked students if they had ever 
heard of it and if they were affected by it. Despite a 2019 survey conducted 
by SWG in Italy on a sample of 800 young adults indicating that, for 51% 
of them, climate change is the primary source of their uneasiness (SWG, 
2019), the majority of our respondents have never heard of eco-anxiety (93% 
of the total sample of the Language Department and 78% of the science 
departments). Moreover, they do not believe they are affected by it: in fact, 
100% of both samples, while expressing partial concern about a potential 
worsening of the climate, assert that they do not suffer from eco-anxiety. This 

3 https://www.wwf.it/cosa-facciamo/campagne/

https://www.wwf.it/cosa-facciamo/campagne/
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second statement is in stark contrast to the findings of several international 
studies (Usher, Durkin, Bhullar, 2019; Kurth, Pihkala, 2022; Ma, Moore, 
Cleary, 2022). Specifically, we considered Pihkala’s study (2020), revealing 
that eco-anxiety disproportionately impacts individuals under the age of 30, 
most notably, women.

Language Department Science Departments
Answers Undergraduate Graduate Undergraduate Graduate

Yes 97% 100% 100% 100%
No 3% 0% 0% 0%

Table 9.4 – In the event of a severe climate emergency, do you consider emigrating a valid 
course of action?

This aspect is particularly interesting because, as evident in the preceding 
figures, students expressed doubts and uncertainty about the existence of 
climate change and the need to emigrate due to natural disasters. However, 
the percentages shift when the question is posed on a personal level. In fact, 
almost all respondents would contemplate emigrating (Tab. 9.4). Only three 
undergraduate students from the Language Department responded negatively, 
stating: “Emigrating would not be my first choice, but I would explore other 
solutions. If the climate emergency affects the whole planet, the challenges 
to living would be ubiquitous”, or “I would not emigrate; I believe that with 
appropriate techniques, you can survive anywhere”, and “They tried to scare 
us with the fake virus; they won’t be able to scare us away with the excuse of 
the climate”.

5 - Discussion and conclusions

An Ispra report (Trigila, Iadanza, Lastoria et al., 2021) highlights that 
93.4% of Italian municipalities face hydrogeological risks, which are 
exacerbated by global warming each year. The damages resulting from the 
effects of global warming also carry significant economic implications. For 
instance, the May 2023 flood in Emilia Romagna caused a staggering 9 billion 
in damages, ranking as the third most expensive natural disaster globally 
in 20234. Despite these evident challenges, Italy remains a destination for 
climate migrations from countries experiencing dire situations. In fact, 

4 See: https://tg24.sky.it/ambiente/2023/10/20/cambiamento-climatico-italia-danni-costo

 https://tg24.sky.it/ambiente/2023/10/20/cambiamento-climatico-italia-danni-costo
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immigration to Italy is increasingly influenced by climate-related factors 
(IDOS, 2022). Hence, the questionnaire was designed to gather information 
on the general perception of climate risk, with a specific focus on Italy, 
particularly on seismic and hydrogeological risks. Additionally, we aimed 
to understand how students’ perceptions, influenced by fake news, impact 
the implementation of sustainable practices. Lastly, we sought to examine 
the perception and understanding of climate migration. It’s worth noting a 
discrepancy between the responses of students in the Language Department 
and those in the science departments, with the former being more prone 
to accepting climate-related fake news as true compared to the latter.

As suggested by the presented data, even at the university level, students 
lack essential tools to critically process and comprehend information 
effectively. Except for courses dedicated explicitly to Biology or Earth 
Sciences, we are dealing with a generation of students inundated with 
messages and content but lacking the ability to distinguish reliable 
sources from misinformation. This phenomenon is exemplified by the 67 
students (out of 130) from the Language Department who, upon observing 
contrails from planes in the sky, mistakenly interpret them as chemical 
trails, experiments aimed at altering the global climate, or intentional 
release of poisonous particles. We find ourselves in an era where the ideal 
of universally accessible information via the Internet (and now through 
various forms of artificial intelligence) has been pursued, yet the absence of 
critical tools has resulted in and continues to contribute to significant harm.

It is noteworthy that, upon further reflection on the Language Department 
sample, a significant number of students hold the belief that the deterioration 
of resources will not impact their quality of life. These responses reveal a 
lack of knowledge and a tendency to embrace false information circulating on 
the Internet. A considerable portion, 107 students, admitted they have never 
heard of global warming, while others claimed ignorance regarding climate 
migrants, asserting that global warming is not the most urgent issue. This 
lack of awareness contributes to a diminished perception of risk (Biondo, 
La Rocca, Trapani, 2022). Individuals are uninformed about environmental 
risk awareness campaigns, lack knowledge about seismic or hydrogeological 
risks in the regions they plan to inhabit, and attribute climate change to 
natural factors rather than human activities. Consequently, people exhibit 
reluctance to modify their daily routines to support climate improvement. 
Some students express fatalistic views, believing that the planet has only a few 
years left. This knowledge deficit also influences attitudes towards climate 
migration. In response, we have decided to conduct a dedicated session for 



230

discussing these results, utilizing participatory observation methodology 
and providing ample space for spontaneous interaction among students. 

On October 23, a WebEx meeting was organized for the respondents of 
the Language Department, aiming to encourage broad participation. The 
initial notable observation was that out of the 130 students who took part in 
the survey, 43 (approximately 33%) attended this reflective session. During 
the collective discussion, the prevailing sentiment was that climate-related 
issues were not perceived as significant: “as long as it’s hot, we save on 
the gas bill”, “it’s not that bad, it’s almost the end of October, and I still 
go to the beach on weekends”, “now we complain that it’s hot; in winter, 
we’ll complain that it’s cold— we’re never happy”. Participants mentioned 
that their primary sources of information were social media and YouTube.

The impact of misinformation became apparent when discussing risk 
prevention campaigns. All participants claimed they had never heard of 
prevention campaigns, despite the recent launch of a Civil Protection initiative 
in Piedmont. This project, known as IT-alert, represents a new public warning 
system designed to provide direct information to the population. It sends 
important messages to mobile phones in a specified geographical area during 
imminent or ongoing serious emergencies or disasters. Once operational, it 
will address various risks in civil protection, including earthquake-generated 
tsunamis, dam collapses, volcanic activity (Vesuvius, Campi Flegrei, 
Vulcano, and Stromboli), nuclear accidents, radiological emergencies, and 
heavy rainfall.

The students acknowledged receiving the alarm on their phones but 
expressed fear and varied reactions. Some discarded their SIM cards, later 
replacing them, convinced they were being monitored by hackers. Others 
believed World War III had erupted, blamed the government for surrendering 
to the Americans, suspected something amiss, or simply dismissed the alert 
as ineffective. The prevalence of conspiracy theories can be attributed to 
the exposure to videos and social media posts where fake news, primarily 
for political purposes, has thrived in recent years. The intended impact of 
disseminating fake news is to erode trust and instil suspicion, as Mashamaite 
notes, “Public trust in political institutions affects people’s civic and 
electoral behaviour, with doubtful citizens more likely to forego voting or 
support a populist candidate. While high levels of cynicism and distrust 
can lead people to disengage from politics” (Mashamaite, 2023, p. 190).

The discussion on climate migration provided valuable insights into how 
students, in the days between the end of the survey and the WebEx meeting, 
reflected on the topic and partially changed their opinions. While initially 
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only three students stated that climate was not a valid reason for emigrating, 
and 16 answered that they did not know, various doubts emerged during 
the discussion. Reception became a focal point, with comments such as “If 
people are escaping from climate issues, they shouldn’t come to Italy because 
it’s hot here too”, “EU aims to send all migrants to Italy as a way to dominate 
us”, and “Germany should keep climate migrants since it’s cold there”. Even 
when informed that Germany has more than three times as many non-EU 
migrants as Italy, skepticism persisted, highlighting the challenge of changing 
opinions once false information is accepted as true (Lewandowsky, van der 
Linden, 2021).

The overarching issue lies in the statement “I am not convinced”. This 
sentiment underscores a broader challenge: even within the university student 
community there exists a reluctance to readily accept information without 
personal conviction. Scientific research, once a compelling pursuit, seems 
to have lost its allure. In the absence of a natural affinity for science and 
a genuine enthusiasm for learning, misinformation, strategically crafted for 
economic or political gain, finds its way into the minds of future educators. 
This phenomenon is not incidental; regions with a higher susceptibility 
to misinformation also exhibit diminished awareness of environmental 
risks and reduced empathy for those currently facing such risks. 
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12. Infrastructural development under CPEC and its impact 
on Pakistan’s agricultural landscape

Muhammad Ammad Khan, Maryam Dogar, Mahreen Khalid 1

Abstract

The year 2023 marked a decade since the China–Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC) was formally launched in Pakistan as a part of the 
larger Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). It focuses heavily on infrastructural 
development and aims to transform transportation linkages, build trade 
channels, generate energy, and enhance telecommunication. The project also 
promises to enlarge Pakistan’s agriculture sector by increasing accessibility 
to remote agricultural areas, facilitating the access of agricultural goods to 
wider markets, improving the livelihoods of small farmers, and enhancing 
its contribution to the national economy. These ambitious goals hold the 
potential to attract foreign investment and offer diverse work possibilities 
in rural areas, thereby overcoming local challenges. Moreover, the agro-
processing industries create export potential through the development of 
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) utilizing thousands of acres of agricultural 
land. This chapter delves into the multifaceted aspects of CPEC’s impact 
on Pakistan’s agriculture and farming communities. It explores the growing 
apprehension regarding the far-reaching consequences on the socio-economic 
and political aspects of communities that are engaged in agriculture and 
farming. The analysis in this chapter adopts the Triple-Bottom-Line (TBL) 
approach to sustainability. Drawing from the experiences of other economic 
corridors, the chapter emphasizes the importance of conducting thorough 
environmental impact assessments and implementing mitigation measures 
to ensure that CPEC’s development is ecologically sustainable. By adhering 
to sustainability principles, CPEC can maximize the economic potential of 
Pakistan’s agricultural sector, while also addressing pressing environmental 
and social concerns. It will also help it to remain relevant in the emerging 
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landscape of corridors that strive to align themselves with sustainability 
goals. This chapter offers valuable insights for policymakers, researchers, and 
stakeholders involved in the CPEC project and similar initiatives worldwide.

Keywords: CPEC; Special Economic Zones; Infrastructure; Agriculture; 
Energy; Climate Change
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1. Introduction

Pakistan, an agrarian nation blessed with fertile land, diverse ecological 
and climate zones, and an extensive irrigation network, holds tremendous 
potential in its agricultural sector. This sector plays a crucial role in the 
country’s economic landscape, serving as a significant source of employment 
for more than half of the nation’s populace, food security, and poverty 
alleviation (Khan et al., 2022). According to the Pakistan Economic Survey 
(2022-23), it has been determined that the aggregate cultivated land area 
amounts to 22.50 million hectares, thereby constituting a significant 22.9 
percent share of the nation’s gross domestic product (GDP). Since it employs 
37.4 percent of the population, this sector is a major support base for the textile 
industry, which forms the backbone of Pakistan’s exports (Shahid, 2023). 

However, due to susceptibility to climate change and exposure to 
hydrogeological extremes, Pakistan Economic Survey (2022-23) shows that 
the agricultural sector experienced a growth rate of only 1.55% during the 
given year, a significant decline from the 4.27% growth rate in the previous 
year primarily attributed to floods. According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), about 82% of Pakistan’s cultivated land relies on  
irrigation while 18% on rainfall (FAO, 2023). The Indus Basin Irrigation 
System (IBIS) is the primary source of irrigation water for the entire country 
(Hussain, Khan, 2023), but it faces significant issues such as water loss, 
waterlogging, and salinization. Studies, for instance, Sajid et al. (2022) and 
Young et al. (2019) reveal that Pakistan’s irrigation system currently operates 
at a low- efficiency rate of approximately 30% which is very low compared 
to the global average of 58%, resulting in reduced crop yields and inefficient 
water usage (Caldera et al., 2021). Given the heavy reliance on water, there 
is a pressing need for substantial reforms to ensure sustainable agricultural 
production amidst changing climatic conditions. Projections suggest that 
Pakistan is likely to encounter water shortages for irrigation due to climate 
change, particularly affecting drought-prone and arid/semi-arid regions. 
Furthermore, there is anticipated growth in crop water demand, exacerbating 
the existing demand-supply gap (Khan, Hussain, 2024; Zulqarnain, Khan, 
2024, Shafeeque, Bibi, 2023).

The importance of the agricultural sector transcends its mere contribution 
to the GDP; it holds a pivotal role in ensuring food security domestically. 
However, findings from the 2018 National Nutritional Survey conducted by 
the Ministry of Health and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
reveal that 36.9% of households in Pakistan faced “food insecurity”, with 
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18.3% experiencing severe levels of it. Baig et al. (2019) contend that this 
challenge may arise from various factors, including inadequate research 
and development initiatives aimed at cultivating diverse seed varieties, 
deficient planning strategies, compromised supply chains, ineffective 
marketing practices, and a lack of substantial governmental involvement in 
the agricultural domain. Additionally, obstacles such as restricted market 
entry, outdated cropping practices, limited crop insurance, and outdated post-
harvest technologies further exacerbate the situation (Kanwal et al., 2016).

Moreover, Pakistan’s population has surged, propelling it to the status 
of the world’s fifth most populous country, hosting 241.49 million people 
(PBS, 2023). This demographic expansion exerts considerable strain on 
the nation’s natural, manual, physical, capital, and social resources (Haider 
et al., 2021). Recent data from the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) 
(2023) indicates that approximately 38.82% of the population resides in 
urban areas, while 61.18% lives in rural regions which are characterized 
by higher poverty rates and lower human development indicators (Khan, 
2022). According to the United Nations World Population Prospects of 
2019, Pakistan’s population is projected to swell to 262.96 million by 2030 
(Hashmi, 2022). Consequently, Pakistan’s agricultural sector grapples 
with multifaceted challenges in meeting the nation’s food requirements, 
exacerbated by population growth and environmental factors such as 
shifting weather patterns, water scarcity, and recurrent droughts and floods.

To overcome these challenges and unleash the full potential of the 
agricultural sector, the Government of Pakistan has recognized the paramount 
importance of agriculture and started implementing several projects to broaden 
the agricultural sector under the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). 
The CPEC was formally launched in Pakistan in July 2013 as a part of the 
larger Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Hassan, 2020). It places significant 
emphasis on infrastructural development, stretching from the western 
Chinese city of Kashgar to Pakistan’s Arabian Sea port of Gwadar, and aims 
to transform transportation linkages, build trade channels, generate energy, 
and enhance telecommunication. The project also promises to enlarge the 
Pakistani agriculture sector by increasing accessibility to remote agricultural 
areas, facilitating the access of agricultural goods to wider markets, improving 
the livelihoods of small farmers, and enhancing its contribution to the national 
economy (Yar et al., 2021). These ambitious goals hold the potential to 
attract foreign investment and offer diverse work opportunities in rural areas. 
Furthermore, the establishment of agro-processing industries, particularly 
through the development of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) utilizing vast 
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stretches of agricultural land, holds promise for boosting exports (Hussain, 
Rao, 2020).

The development of infrastructure along the corridor fosters a more robust 
economic environment, promoting financial growth and profitability. The 
corridor’s impact extends beyond mere economic transactions, influencing 
the overall quality of life in these urban centers. This encompasses improved 
access to education, healthcare, and social amenities, contributing to the well-
being of the population (Aman et al., 2022). The corridor not only connects 
major urban centers but also traverses through regions vital to agriculture 
thus promoting rural development. Infrastructure projects under CPEC are 
expected to improve connectivity in remote areas and upgrade essential 
rural infrastructure for agricultural mechanization. This collective effort 
aims to develop and revitalize medium and low-yielding land, establishing 
modern agricultural zones with water-saving technologies to maximize 
resource efficiency. Moreover, it presents an opportunity for collaborative 
efforts to address and improve Pakistan’s water resource management 
through the adoption of more efficient methods (PakistanToday, 2023).

This chapter aims to delve into the multifaceted repercussions of CPEC on 
sustainability, shedding light on both its positive contributions and potential 
drawbacks. For this purpose, academic articles, reports, and working papers 
have been scrutinized to assess both the anticipated and current impact of 
CPEC projects on the agricultural sector. The evaluation employs the Triple-
Bottom-Line (TBL) framework (Elkington, Rowlands, 1999) to elucidate 
the sustainability challenges arising from the infrastructure development 
under CPEC that affects the agricultural landscape. TBL framework is a 
multifaceted approach to sustainability assessment, often referred to as the 
3Ps —Profit, People, and Planet— that provides a comprehensive framework 
for evaluating the holistic impact of large-scale infrastructure projects that go 
beyond conventional economic considerations. While navigating through the 
dynamic landscape of CPEC, our analysis will extend beyond the borders of 
Pakistan and China to learn from other existing economic corridors worldwide. 
By juxtaposing the experiences of various nations and regions, this study 
seeks to distill valuable insights into the intricate dynamics that shape the 
outcomes of economic corridors. By examining the policy implications of 
CPEC for agriculture, including the need for capacity building, technology 
transfer, and institutional reforms, this chapter could bridge the knowledge 
gap and provide valuable insights into developing interventions and policies 
that promote agricultural revitalization and sustainability. 

In the following sections, we present an overview of the transformative 
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impacts of CPEC on Pakistan’s agricultural landscape; an analysis examining 
sustainability challenges through the lens of the TBL framework; and an 
exploration of sustainable strategies within the context of global economic 
corridors and conclusion.

2. Transformative Impacts of CPEC on Pakistan’s Agricultural 
Landscape

Massive infrastructure projects, like CPEC in Pakistan (Figure 1), are often 
seen as development catalysts, but their success depends on navigating regional 
shifts and internal challenges (Ali, 2021). Despite obstacles, developments in 
the energy and transport sectors under CPEC have had a positive impact, 
enhancing living standards and transforming the agricultural landscape. As 
per the CPEC Secretariat, Pakistan, a total of 16 significant energy projects 
have been completed across the country. The early harvest phase that included 
most of these have been successfully completed by 2020, adding 13,000 
MW of additional energy to Pakistan’s electricity supply and effectively 
reducing energy shortages (M Shah, 2021). Pakistan has historically faced a 
severe energy crisis, which significantly impeded national development. The 
availability of energy is crucial across all sectors, ranging from industry to 
agriculture. A study by Ali et al. (2017) highlighted that in 2016 alone, the 
energy shortfall cost Pakistan Rs. 14 billion. The positive momentum in the 
energy sector has far-reaching implications for the manufacturing industry. 
Sustained energy provision fosters industrial expansion and accelerates 
Return on Investments (ROIs), thereby enhancing the country’s export 
potential (Hadi et al., 2018). This positive impact contributes to the economic 
growth aspect of the TBL. Additionally, the inclusion of renewable energy 
projects, such as solar, wind, and hydropower, aligns with sustainability goals 
by promoting a diverse and eco-friendly energy mix, thus benefiting both 
people and the planet.



245

Figure 1: Infrastructure projects under CPEC (available via license: Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International).

China’s significant economic prowess has made a significant difference 
in Pakistan’s economic landscape. China is Pakistan’s largest commercial 
partner and main investor, accounting for 23.83% of its Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) totaling $102.5 million in the first quarter of fiscal year 
2022-2023 and these inflows are expected to attract additional FDI in the 
coming future since CPEC’s framework has been strengthened by the 
start of next phase which includes Special Economic Zones (SEZs) (Afzal 
et al., 2023). So far, a total of nine SEZs have been sanctioned under the 
aegis of the CPEC infrastructure and energy corridor and these SEZs will 
make use of specially tailored beneficial tariff and tax regulations, allowing 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Pakistan’s manufacturing production to grow alongside the CPEC roads,                                                                                
assisting in the delivery of final products from this platform (Zia et al., 
2018). These zones are proposed under the midterm and final stages of CPEC 
development. 

Similarly, the agriculture sector is a direct as well as indirect beneficiary 
of CPEC via development in backward and forward linkages (Ahmed, 
Mustafa, 2016). The improvement in rural electrification, facilitated by 
CPEC, simplifies the process of irrigating fields and cultivating diverse 
crops, thereby enhancing agricultural productivity (Barnes et al., 2014). 
Research conducted by Ali et al. (2018) predicts that substantial investment 
in CPEC will positively influence land productivity, alleviate Pakistan’s 
energy crisis, and generate numerous job opportunities. Furthermore, small-
scale farmers are expected to experience socioeconomic improvements as 
a result of the project’s implementation. Despite past neglect, the CPEC 
Long Term Plan (LTP) aims to revitalize Pakistan’s agriculture industry. 
The establishment of food processing and storage zones, as outlined by the 
State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) (2018), aims to minimize post-harvest losses. 
Additionally, the industry is poised to adopt modern equipment and synthetic 
fertilizers to boost yields. Investments in agricultural technology will 
bolster Pakistan’s food systems’ resilience to climate change. Agricultural 
development fosters social equity and ensures long-term sustenance, not only 
within the sector itself but also for the broader population by guaranteeing 
food security. Hence, it forms the very basis that the TBL stands on.

3. Sustainability Challenges

Numerous studies, such as those conducted by Ahmad et al. (2020) and 
Khan et al. (2019), anticipate an increased agricultural production under 
the CPEC. They attribute this optimism to improvements in power and 
water supply, enhanced infrastructure, better market access, and technology 
transfer. However, several studies highlight concerns about the sustainability 
of the projects listed in Table 1 when examined through the lens of the TBL 
framework.



247

Profit
Concerns regarding the increased market presence of Chinese companies and 
Pakistan to secure a substantial market share in China (Younas et al., 2021; 

Khawar, 2018).

People

In Qadirabad village, women shifted to low-paying jobs like domestic work 
and tailoring as agricultural lands transformed into the Sahiwal Coal Power 

Plant, leading to a major occupational change (Niazi et al., 2019).

The fishing community expressed worries about restricted coastline access 
due to the construction of an expressway at Gwadar Port (GRAIN, 2021).

Small farmers are marginalized in export decisions, evident in the 
impracticality of exporting cherries which is not a viable option for small 

farmers, showcasing a lack of consideration for their participation in 
decision-making processes. (Spies, 2021).

Planet

There are concerns that the project leads to significant pollution, carbon 
emissions, environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, and habitat loss 

(Khalid et al., 2021; Khayyam and Nazar, 2020; Nabi et al., 2017).

In the energy mix, 69.9% of the share is of non-renewable sources (PBS, 
2022). Installation of coal power plants shows that both Pakistan and China 

have conveniently disregarded the commitments outlined in the Paris 
Agreement by heavily relying on coal-based power plants (Khalid, Ahmad, 

Ullah, 2021). Thus, evaluation of energy strategies is needed to align with the 
goals of the Paris Agreement.

Table 1: Sustainability challenges of CPEC identified through the TBL framework.

Recent data, presented in Table 2, regarding the crop production of 
Sahiwal district in Punjab province, shows that both area and production of 
Rabi (winter) and Kharif (summer) crops have reduced between the period 
of 2012-2013 to 2020-21 after the installation of the coal power plant. The 
plant was constructed over the cultivable lands as seen in Figure 2, which 
shows the vast lands of agriculture were converted to a coal power plant 
station and the negative consequence is apparent in the form of reduced crop                   
production. 
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Year Cotton Wheat

Area 
(ha ‘000’)

Production
(bales ‘000’)

Area 
(ha ‘000’)

Production
(tones ‘000’)

2012-13 156.22 724.59 1239 1717.87

2020-21 36.02 162.02 387.28 1416

Table 2:  Comparison of agricultural area and production before and after the installation of 
the Sahiwal Coal Power Plant 
Source: Crop Reporting Service, Government of the Punjab, https://crs.agripunjab.gov.pk/
reports 

Figure 2:  Map showing Sahiwal Coal Power Plant site.

https://crs.agripunjab.gov.pk/reports
https://crs.agripunjab.gov.pk/reports
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Similarly, the initial hydropower endeavor in CPEC is the 720 MW Karot 
Hydro Power Project located near the villages of Karot in Rawalpindi district 
and Hollar in Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) region. It was designed to 
cater to the needs of 5 million people, including domestic users and the 
farming community (Xinhua, 2022). The project is predominantly built on 
uncultivated land (340 ha). As depicted in Figure 3, there is a negligible 
difference in the cultivated and cropped area. However, its impact on 
biodiversity, particularly the aquatic and terrestrial habitats of Jhelum 
River and encroachment on national parks, as highlighted by Nowsharwan 
(2022), raises concerns about the project’s sustainability (Figure 4).
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Figure 3: Comparison of land utilization before and after the completion of Karot Hydro 
Power Project. Source: Bureau of Statistics, Punjab https://crs.agripunjab.gov.pk/reports; 
AJK Statistical Yearbook, 2022, https://www.pndajk.gov.pk/statyearbook.php 
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Figure 4: Karot Hydropower Project located at the dual boundary of Rawalpindi District, 
Punjab and Kotli District, AJK, Pakistan. Source: CPEC Secretariat, Ministry of Planning, 
Development & Special Initiatives https://cpec.gov.pk/project-details/16 

While CPEC promises benefits for Pakistan’s agriculture, concerns arise 
about project sustainability, particularly in terms of increased mechanization 
causing land degradation and water sector sustainability (Asghar et al., 
2021). Historically, such issues have been linked to industrialization 
processes where technological interventions led to land exploitation. 
Moreover, CPEC’s LTP (2017-2030) lacks alignment with Pakistan’s 
climate priorities, lacking clarity on integrating water resource management 
and climate change, raising concerns about practical implementation. The 
omission of the Ministry of Climate Change from associated ministries 
underscores the absence of a clear strategy for addressing environment 
and climate-related issues and human development which is crucial for 
community upliftment through economic corridors. In his study, Rasheed 
(2023) highlights the importance of addressing these sustainability issues 
through community engagement. Munir and Khayyam (2020) recommend 
following global standards to reduce environmental degradation. 

https://cpec.gov.pk/project-details/16
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4. Sustainable Strategies: Lessons from Global Economic Corridors

The challenges and issues highlighted in the context of CPEC are not 
unique to this initiative alone; they are inherent to economic corridors (Table 
3) and require continuous efforts for improvement through proper monitoring 
and evaluation. Some of the strategies that CPEC can adopt to make itself 
sustainable and viable for the local environment and community are discussed 
in this section.

The issue of exclusion of small farmers can be solved through the adoption 
of inclusive business practices and models. For this purpose, the evaluation of 
corridor investments and interventions should be viewed through the lens of 
an “Engagement Model,” assessing how smallholder farmers and small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) can be integrated into specific corridor activities 
(Gálvez, 2014, p.162). The literature recommends various approaches, for 
example, direct employment, participation in contract farming and out-
grower schemes, and their role as land lessors. Initiatives like the Beira 
Agricultural Growth Corridor Initiative (BAGCI) and Southern Agricultural 
Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT) prioritize the adoption of inclusive 
business models as a fundamental prerequisite for accessing corridor funds. 
In BAGCI, incentives were extended to companies investing in clusters with 
high agricultural potential, contingent upon the adoption of inclusive business 
models that would be beneficial for smallholder farmers (Kaarhus, 2018).

The success of CPEC lies in advancing arrangements that enhance              
farmers’ access to vital resources such as financial services, seeds, 
agrochemicals, and farming and post-harvest technologies. For this purpose, 
BAGCI established support centers dedicated to providing agribusiness 
support services to investors, farmers, and other stakeholders (Gálvez, 
Webber, 2017, p.42). A positive change cannot be witnessed without the active 
participation of smallholder farmers in policy dialogues. Recognizing the 
significance of smallholder farmers as key stakeholders, SAGCOT attempts 
to increase their involvement by assessing their current understanding 
of policy and legislation, providing training to enhance their capacities, 
and facilitating meetings with other key stakeholders (Lugangira, 2018).

To resolve the issues of land-grabbing, SAGCOT has “Participatory Land 
Management Processes” in place (Sulle, 2020). Through these participatory 
processes, SAGCOT makes sure that the concerns of the local population are 
considered when large-scale investments are proposed. The village council 
meetings serve as a mechanism for transparent communication, allowing 
community members to express their opinions, voice potential concerns, 
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and actively participate in the decision-making process regarding land use. 
Adopting a similar approach, CPEC can establish a balance between economic 
development and the preservation of the community’s rights and well-
being. Another prevalent issue is the substantial delay in the disbursement 
of compensation payments. It is imperative that governments and project 
stakeholders prioritize the prompt disbursement of compensation payments. 
This pre-emptive measure ensures that affected families have a financial 
safety net in place before the commencement of any large-scale project. 

In the year 2014, it was made mandatory under the CAREC Transport 
and Trade Facilitation Strategy 2020 that performance must be measured 
and monitored on a periodic basis in Central Asia Regional Economic 
Cooperation (CAREC). It helps to have a systematic approach in place 
to evaluate the efficacy of initiatives and formulate targeted courses of 
action to overcome barriers. It has been proven to be instrumental in 
guiding decision-making processes and informing investment decisions. 

Environmentally sustainable practices should be at the core of such 
projects (Khan and Saeed 2023), and SAGCOT actively advocates for green 
growth models through the SAGCOT Greenprint which is a framework 
for environmental and natural resource management (Milder et al., 2012). 
To promote sustainable practices, a research project in collaboration with 
universities has been integrated, focusing on the exploration of optimal 
sustainable farming practices. Initial trials have shown significant potential 
to enhance crop yields and farmers’ income without expanding agricultural 
areas or altering greenhouse gas levels. This emphasizes the importance 
of integrating academia and researchers into development projects since 
sustainable and desired outcomes cannot be achieved without their insights. 

Observing the extent of environmental degradation resulting from 
CPEC, it appears that either the Environmental Impact Assessments 
(EIA) were inadequately conducted, or insufficient attention was paid to 
the findings, leading to a lack of implementation of effective control and 
mitigation measures. Despite the legal mandate for EIA in the country, the 
evident environmental harm contradicts this requirement. Nonetheless, 
according to Khan, Chang (2021), there is still an opportunity to rectify 
this situation by conducting a thorough EIA, suggesting that it is not too 
late to address the environmental concerns associated with the project.
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GMS 
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Cambodia, China, 
Myanmar, 
Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Thailand, and 
Vietnam 

 
 

 
        

Table 3: An Overview of the Global Economic Corridors

In the contemporary global landscape, the threat of climate change 
requires nations to explore innovative strategies to combat its detrimental 
effects. Recognizing the urgency of this challenge, it becomes imperative 
to integrate climate change considerations into infrastructure development 
projects. A very good example of it is the Climate Change and Environmental 
Sustainability Program (CCESP) of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), 
which was established to address the multifaceted dimensions of climate 
change and the environment (Krittasudthacheewa, et al., 2019). The GMS 
CCESP outlines a comprehensive approach encompassing six priority 
areas to address climate and environment-related issues. For Pakistan, 
this presents a unique and invaluable learning opportunity, wherein the 
integration of disaster risk reduction and climate change considerations into 
the CPEC can be transformative in fostering agriculture development and 
contributing to the global effort to mitigate the impacts of climate change. 

Despite the encouraging news of women opting for truck driving under 
the CPEC project in Thar (Kumar et al., 2022), the initiative’s transformative 
impact on women’s opportunities remains unclear. Insufficient evidence 
exists to demonstrate how CPEC has catalyzed empowering rural women 
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and providing them with opportunities. Interestingly, the LTP does not 
even mention “women”. While the document acknowledges livelihood 
development, the omission of women highlights a lack of clarity in the plan 
regarding the participation and role of women in the agriculture sector despite 
being an important stakeholder. In contrast, CAREC has taken an inclusive 
approach by formulating its own Gender Strategy 2030. This strategy 
aims to ensure equal economic opportunities for women through capacity 
development and skill-building. 

While one may argue that these economic corridors took a considerable 
amount of time to formulate sustainable strategies and it might be unfair 
to expect a similar initiative from CPEC in its initial stages. The urgency 
of contemporary challenges necessitates immediate action upon issue 
identification, as any delay would undermine the effectiveness of the 
development plan and lead to disparities. Therefore, it is imperative for 
initiatives like CPEC to proactively address community and climate-related 
issues and incorporate strategies that promote sustainability from the outset.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

The strategic development through the CPEC route not only amplifies 
economic agricultural activities but also resonates across the three dimensions 
of the TBL. It enhances Profit through the development of agriculture, People 
through improved social well-being, and Planet through the promotion of 
sustainable practices, collectively contributing to a holistic and sustainable 
development paradigm for Pakistan. However, the analysis has shown 
the negative aspects of it that need to be addressed properly to overcome 
sustainability challenges.

The critique of the CPEC through the TBL framework also acknowledges 
the evolving dynamics of population trends and the potential impacts of 
pandemics, CPEC must adapt to the changing demographics of the country. 
With the current annual growth rate of 2.55% (PBS, 2023), the rise in 
population density in certain areas may pose challenges to infrastructure 
planning, resource allocation, and social services in the future. Moreover, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has exposed vulnerabilities in supply chains, healthcare 
systems, and overall project management. All these challenges necessitate 
a reimagination of the system especially to support smallholder farmers in 
times of crisis (Khan, 2022). CPEC should incorporate lessons from the 
pandemic and should come up with a framework to enhance its resilience, 
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ensuring that infrastructure and development plans are robust enough to 
withstand disruptions and contribute to long-term socio-economic stability. 
Moreover, the sustainability of the CPEC demands a nuanced evaluation that 
extends beyond the mere execution and completion of plans. There must be 
a proper evaluation of the projects in terms of the values that they add to the 
community. 

CPEC must take swift action as the era where it was perceived as a 
game-changer is now surpassed by the emergence of its new European 
rival, the Global Gateway (GG). GG is distinctive in its approach regarding 
contracts as it prefers transparency in projects. This marks a departure from 
the prevailing trend in CPEC contracts, which tend to predominantly favor 
Chinese state-owned enterprises and policy banks. The GG, in contrast, aims 
to prioritize financial, environmental, and social sustainability in the selection 
of contracts and projects (Kuo, 2021). It is imperative for CPEC to adapt 
to these changing dynamics to remain relevant in the evolving landscape 
of global economic cooperation. The adoption of sustainability will reflect 
a commitment to responsible development practices, which considers the 
environment and societal wellbeing in decisions regarding large-scale 
investments in the region. The success of agriculture under CPEC, as with 
any major project, relies on the collaborative efforts of diverse stakeholders 
which include local government, NGOs, private investors, financial 
institutions, academia, and the community. Only through such inclusive and 
performance-based approaches can CPEC realize its potential as a catalyst 
for sustainable agriculture growth and rural development in the region. 

The scope of this chapter is limited mainly to energy projects 
and their impact on agriculture production and associated farming 
community as they were completed under the first phase of CPEC and 
have been operationalized for a long time now. The chapter discusses the 
potential of SEZs to create benefits for the agriculture sector through 
improved supply chains. However, currently these zones are under 
development. Thus, a comprehensive farm to fork impact through the 
lens of sustainability can only be evaluated once they are operationalized.
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Abstract

Despite the setback that cruise tourism suffered between 2020 and 2021 due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, more recent years have seen an important recovery 
in this tourism sector. For over a decade, alongside the typical cruise offer, 
the possibility of going on a cruise to the poles has increasingly established 
itself. Currently, some cruise companies propose this type of route as a form 
of “last chance tourism”: visit the Arctic and Antarctica environment and live 
an experience represented and perceived as difficult to repeat considering the 
rapid changes that these regions of the planet are undergoing. This chapter 
aims to reflect on this dynamic from the point of view of cultural geography 
by analyzing some online products, such as advertisements texts on the 
website of one of the companies offering various cruises to the poles, the 
Ponant Cruise Line. Indeed, through the analysis of these narratives it is 
possible to reconstruct the symbolic imagery on which the cruise offer at the 
poles is based: a typical example of “last chance tourism”. In particular, the 
study focuses on the way in which marketing rhetoric combines economic 
and tourist needs with the sustainability needs of travel, tourists, and ships, 
making it attractive to visit natural environments and anthropic landscapes 
already subject to potentially disastrous climate changes. Furthermore, 
reconstructing narratives and representations of cruise tourism at the 
poles allows us to reflect on the way in which the fragility of natural and 
anthropic environments that are still extreme in many ways is perceived.

Keywords: 
Geography – Cruise Tourism – Poles – Arctic and Antartica – Last Chance 
Tourism - Cultural Geography – Sustainability and Landscapes – Narratives
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1. Introduction

After the setback that cruise tourism suffered in 2020 globally due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, this type of tourism has started to grow again. 
Indeed, «the lockdown imposed a no entry to the routes (prohibited by law 
in many countries or implemented as a precaution by cruise companies), 
but obviously, at the same time, the freezing of national and international 
travels and various tourist services would have caused anyway the drastic 
reduction of passengers unable to reach most destinations» (Sabato, 2023, 
p. 125). According to CLIA’s (Cruise Lines International Association which 
is the trade association that collects the largest number of registered cruise 
companies in the world) data published in September 2023, the previous 
year ended with a significant recovery from the start of the pandemic (CLIA 
2023, p. 9). Indeed, the number of total passengers in 2022 was 20.4 million, 
compared to 5.8 million in 2020 and 4.8 million in 2021. Figures that, as 
mentioned, betray a major setback when compared to the pre-pandemic 
era in which there had been steady growth in cruise demand: in 2019 total 
passengers numbered 29.7 million, ending a decade of excellent results for 
this type of tourism. However, forecasts for 20232 indicate some recovery, 
with 31.5 million passengers sailing and even around 36 million for 2024. 
Moreover, according to the CLIA, «Cruise continues to be one of the fastest-
growing sectors of tourism» (ibid.).

Geographically, the main (and oldest) destination market for cruise tourism 
has always been North America (and in particular the Caribbean, Bahamas 
and Bermuda), followed by Western Europe (Mediterranean Sea, North Sea 
and Baltic Sea). Asian destinations have increasingly joined the market, with 
numbers that can almost compete with the European market. In 2019, about 
4 million passengers travelled to Asian destinations, compared to over 6.7 
million for all European destinations, including the eastern Mediterranean 
(op. cit.).

However, an interesting niche in the cruise market is represented by so-
called ‘exploration cruising’. These cruises, which in some cases may have 
educational or scientific as well as recreational purposes, are typically operated 
on smaller vessels with fewer passengers and crew, and they often visit remote 
and hard-to-reach destinations where natural elements dominate or where 
there are only small traditional communities. Classic exploration destinations 
include, for example, Alaska, parts of Norway, Antarctica or the Galapagos 
Islands. In 2022, 5 of the 16 ocean-going member ships that entered service 

2 The data are not yet final at the time of publication of this work.
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in CLIA member companies were expedition ships (CLIA 2022). The routes 
of these cruises do not always follow fixed patterns and may vary according 
to many elements, including contingencies, being linked to environmental, 
climatic, supply needs, passenger response, etc. One can also refer to a niche 
because such cruises are considerably more expensive than mainstream 
cruises and are primarily targeted towards enthusiasts who are willing to 
invest significant amounts of money and occasionally even longer periods 
of time than a typical cruise holiday. As Ligget et al. (2023, p. 2) stated, «the 
high price of polar cruise itineraries, the vulnerability of human activities in 
remote ice-strewn polar waters, as well as the health risks associated with 
life on board cruise ships, make polar cruise tourism especially susceptible 
to pressures on global demand via, for example, pandemics, conflict, and 
economic recession».

As mentioned before, one of the most popular destinations for expedition 
cruise tourism is Antarctica: a destination that has grown in recent years 
(excluding 2020 and 2021 due to pandemic-related shipping restrictions). 
Also, according to the CLIA, «search results for expedition cruise travel to 
Antarctica increased 51% in 2022 compared to 2019. In addition, during 2022, 
137,000 cruise travelers sailed on expedition ships. Though this number is 
lower than 2019 when 187,000 cruise travelers chose an expedition cruise, 
2022 expedition passenger volume was nearly 70% higher than it was in 
2016» (CLIA 2023, p. 26). The figures suggest that the appeal of Antarctica 
could remain high in the coming years. 

Interest in expedition cruise tourism to the poles (and other ‘remote’, 
‘exotic’ and ‘wild’ destinations, such as Galapagos Islands or the Great 
Barrier Reef 3) is part of what is popularly called “last chance tourism” (also 
known as “catastrophe tourism”, “disappearing tourism” or “doom tourism”) 
(Smith, 2008; Eijgelaar, Thaper and Peeters, 2010), «a niche tourism market 
where tourists explicitly seek vanishing landscapes or seascapes, and/or 
disappearing natural and/or social heritage» (Lemelin et al. 2010, p. 478). 
However, this form of tourism presents a paradox. The attraction of visiting 
fragile ecosystems is certainly an opportunity to draw the attention of potential 
(and existing) tourists to key issues of the day, such as global warming 
and climate change pushing them and public opinion to environmental 
protection actions. On the other hand, increasing numbers of tourists (with 
3 The quoted terms are intentionally used to emphasise that these qualities of destinations are 
part of a tourism imaginary built on the extraordinary/ordinary axis. The definition of what 
is considered ‘remote, exotic and wild’ should be discussed in the light of a complex cultural 
dynamic that inevitably positions those who use these adjectives with respect to a given 
destination/object of observation and (re)semantisations.  
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all the environmental impacts that this implies) may, in the long term, risk 
further compromising the fragility of such ecosystems, thereby accelerating 
the process of environmental degradation that is already underway (Burns 
and Bibbins, 2009; Dawson et al. 2010; Lemelin et al. 2010). Similarly, 
while this tourism brings economic benefits to local communities in the 
medium term, it can also become a threat to the communities themselves 
in the long term, as it risks further impoverishing their cultural and natural 
heritage. This ambivalence of last chance tourism has given rise to an 
intense scientific (and popular) debate on its sustainability, testifying also to 
how topical the issue has become in the last decade (cf. at least Eijgelaar, 
Thaper and Peeters, 2010; Lemelin et al., 2010; Lück, Maher and Stewart, 
2010; Stonehouse and Snyder, 2010; Maher, Stewart, Lück, 2011; Huddart 
and Stott, 2020; Liggett et al., 2023). The public and private narratives that 
underpin the tourist experience also play an important role in this ambivalent 
process. As in other forms of tourism, the interweaving of both levels of 
narrative gives rise to a vast imaginary that is both producer and reproducer 
of the tourist experience. As has been shown in other studies (Sabato 2017; 
2018; 2023), the imagery of cruise tourism also plays an essential role in 
its attractiveness to those who choose or have chosen this experience. This 
imaginary involves suggestions from various cultural productions that also 
convey a value system with which tourists (and to some extent communities) 
can either identify or oppose (Sabato, 2023). Indeed, a complex interweaving 
of public narratives (such as the advertising system, novels, movies, the 
figurative arts in the broadest sense, paintings and even video games) and 
private narratives (the word-of-mouth of passengers, the sharing of posts and 
photos on blogs and social networks) contribute to the formation of a symbolic 
universe that makes the cruise experience extraordinary and desirable. 

As with the imagery of other types of tourism, cruise tourism has a ‘concrete’ 
impact on the economic side, orienting spending behaviour. Furthermore, the 
economic benefits of cruise tourism are not limited to the short term. In fact, 
they can become even more significant in the long term as cruise tourism 
helps to showcase a destination, creating a positive image that can attract 
not only other cruise passengers but also tourists in general (Sabato, 2018). 

In the case of remote natural destinations or small communities within 
ecologically fragile contexts, the imagery of cruises is found to convey 
important concepts related to (environmental, social, economic) sustainability. 
Therefore, the narratives that compose this imaginary assume an important 
role.

From these premises, this study aims to explore, from a geographical 
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perspective, how certain narratives in the advertising system present the 
experience of some expedition cruises to potential (or returning) cruise 
passengers. To this end, some online advertising texts are considered and 
analysed here. More specifically, these are significant texts taken from the 
web pages of the cruise line Ponant that include last chance tourist offers to 
the poles. Through their analysis, carried out using a qualitative method, it 
is possible to reconstruct some of the narratives of the advertising system 
that substantiate the imagery of expedition cruise tourism at the poles. The 
analysis of some significant passages from these texts is given in section 3. 

2. Cruising to the poles

Last chance tourism and, in particular, expedition cruises to the poles 
often raise important issues, such as environmental, geopolitical and socio-
economical implications. One of the most important issues is the fragility of 
these ecosystems, which for decades have been suffering the most obvious 
effects of global warming and climate change. It is now well known the risk 
we face with the rapid deterioration of the poles. Antarctica, which contains 
90% of all the world’s ice, would cause the oceans to rise by 57 meters in the 
event of a total meltdown: historically, more than 250 billion tons of ice have 
disappeared since 2009 (in the 1980s 40 million of ice disappeared). Melting 
Arctic ice, on the other hand, would cause the oceans to rise by 6 meters 
(Gemenne and Rankovic, 2021). Furthermore, the rapid deterioration of the 
Arctic, the rate of melting for which in recent years is higher than in other areas 
of the Earth, has made it easier to open up new sea passages and consequently 
easier to exploit new hydrocarbon deposits, which have added further agents 
of progressive pollution and environmental depletion (ibid.). Therefore, there 
is an environmental fragility that, especially in our times, cannot be ignored 
even by the tourism industry. With specific reference to cruising, it must be 
said that almost all ships must already comply with the regulatory guidelines 
of the International Maritime Organization (IMO), which are then imposed 
at regional and general levels through the International Convention for the 
Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL). This convention deals with 
preventive actions to counter pollution from oil, sewage and waste from 
ships. Some technical annexes (e.g. Annex V) refer specifically to ships 
sailing in polar waters, which are regarded as special world areas (CLIA, 
2021a). According to the CLIA, its «members satisfy and often exceed 
the regulatory structures set by the International Maritime Organization’s 
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(IMO) International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 
(MARPOL) and more stringent regional standards, where applicable» (Op. 
Cit. p. 1). 

Liggett et al. (2023) recently showed how over the years the collaboration 
among polar tourism researchers has grown and self-organised international 
research groups (such as International Polar Tourism Research Network) 
and scientific committees (such as the Scientific Committee on Antarctic      
Research’s Antarctic Tourism Action Group - Ant-TAG; the Academic 
Consortium for the 21st Century’s - AC21 - Antarctic Tourism Research Project) 
have formed. Thus, the scientific literature on the subject of the sustainability 
of tourism and cruises at the poles is extensive4 and takes into consideration 
several aspects (Stewart, Liggett and Dawson, 2017), such as the ethical 
debate on last chance tourism including cruise tourism  (Eijgelaar, Thaper and 
Peeters, 2010; Lemelin et al., 2010 with particular reference to the case of the 
Canadian Arctic), the debate on respect for sustainability concerning different 
types of cruise tourism at the poles (Bauer and Dowling, 2006; Lück, Maher 
and Stewart, 2010; Huddart and Stott, 2020), the comparison between past 
and present expeditions (Orams, 2010), the development, the management 
and governance of polar ship-based tourism (Liggett et al., 2023), as well as 
the international regulations and local policies (Cajaiba-Santana, Faury and 
Ramadan, 2020).

The dimensions of tourism in the Arctic and in Antarctica are diverse. As 
far as Arctic tourism is concerned, prior to the Covid-19 pandemic (which, 
as mentioned above, was a watershed in the tourism and, thus, cruise market) 
one can observe a rapid growth of some destinations such as Greenland 
(about 25,000 passengers), and instead a steady positioning of more mature 
destinations such as Alaska (about 1 million), Svalbard Islands (about 75,000) 
and Canadian Arctic (about 5,000) (Liggett et al., 2023, p. 2). According to the 
International Association Antarctica Tour Operators (IAATO, 2022), visitors 
(in the sum of disembarked passengers and cruise passengers) to Antarctica 
increased from about 74,000 in 2019-2020 to a forecast5 of over 106,000 in 
2022-2023, with greater variability than the situation of tourist flows in the 
Arctic.

Due to the different geopolitical status of the Arctic and Antarctica, tourism 
arrives in the former by different routes: especially in European areas, tourists 
4 The scientific literature and research topics concerning pole tourism, and thus also cruise 
tourism, are seemingly endless. In the knowledge that it is only possible here to propose a 
quick review of the studies closest to this work, some of the most significant publications 
are cited below. For more in-depth studies see at least: Stewart, Liggett and Dawson, 2017.
5 At the time of publication of this chapter, available IAATO data refers to the year 2022.
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in many cases may also choose aircraft or land-based means, such as trains 
and cars, for their trips and activities. Instead, in Antarctica, tourist flows are 
almost exclusively shipborne. In addition, 98% of the journeys in the Antarctic 
Peninsula region are operated during the seven months of the austral summer 
season, between October and April, with departures from the port of Ushuaia 
(Argentina) or other ports in the north of the Antarctic Treaty Area6 (IAATO, 
2022).   

Ship-based tourism to the poles is today mainly operated by expedition 
vessels that, possibly, can be (re)deployed in both macro-regions (Liggett et 
al., 2023). Cruise ships arriving in Antarctica can be of different types: size   
and structural capacity is reflected in the variety of supply and demand, routes 
and costs (Berger, 2010). Larger ships, those used for mainstream ocean 
cruising with thousands of passengers, are limited to sailing in Antarctic 
waters, with a few stops at the most accessible ports, but far from the 
continent (e.g. Falkland Islands, Tierra del Fuego). On the other hand, smaller 
cruise ships with reinforced hulls and other structural features to protect them 
from the ice (ibid.) can disembark passengers in some areas of Antarctica. 
Of course, the latter type of ships are the ones that offer more expensive 
and time-consuming cruises (on average, these are two-week cruises), while 
maintaining high-profile, in some cases even luxurious, services on board. 
Expedition ships are, therefore, not necessarily more spartan, but appeal to a 
different audience: «The passengers on the small ships […] are not interested 
in the mainstream cruise experience, but in having a learning experience, 
an adventure, and actually setting foot on Antarctica. This means that                                                        
the marketing of these cruises focuses upon the experiential and existential 
aspects of being on Antarctica rather than on the luxurious nature of mainline 
ocean cruisers» (Berger, 2010, p. 85). 

3. The imaginary of polar tourism: the case of Ponant cruises

As we have seen, there are certainly several companies offering cruises 
to the poles. Since, as mentioned above, the Antarctic tourist market relies 

6 The Antarctic Treaty Area is an international treaty that regulates the area between the 
South Pole and the 60th Parallel South Latitude initially signed in 1959 by 12 states claiming 
geopolitical interests and sovereignty rights over Antarctica (Argentina, Australia, Chile, 
France, Japan, Norway, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, Russia, the United States and 
South Africa). Today there are 56 states party to the treaty, of which 29 are consultative 
parties with voting and veto rights.
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almost exclusively on shipping, it may be interesting to focus briefly on this 
macro-region to understand the dimension of cruise tourism. It is estimated 
that the number of ships (and yachts) in Antarctica in 2019-2020 had reached 
62, while in 2021-2022 it had fallen to 48, to become around 86 in the forecast 
(see footnote n.4) for 2022-2023 (IAATO, 2022 – my own processing). In 
the two-year period 2021-2022, if we exclude the companies operating yacht 
voyages to Antarctica, there were about 24 cruise companies and operators 
offering cruises on the Peninsula Region. In the biennium 2022-23, it is 
estimated that the companies and operators are expected to exceed this figure, 
with more than 30 (ibid. – my own processing). In the last four years, among 
the companies most present in Antarctica is the French Compagnie du Ponant, 
with four ships in service. As mentioned in the previous paragraphs, here we 
consider some texts on the web pages of the cruise line’s website to reconstruct 
the symbolic imagery that underpins some expedition cruises to the poles. 
It appears to be an interesting case study, not only because it is one of the 
companies with the most ships engaged in the Arctic and Antarctic macro-
regions, but also because of the care taken in online media communication. 
To give an example, the company dedicates an entire website to its flagship, 
the most recent, Le Commandant Charcot 7, which entered service in 2021 
(CLIA, 2021b). The website, that offers multimedia contents, such as videos, 
background music and sounds, presents the ship and the experience onboard 
in these terms: 

1) Unique experiences amidst the ice. / On board the only passenger ship in the world 
with a Polar Class 2 hull, which allows for navigation through multiyear ice, enjoy 
rare moments communing with nature, unique experiences that only / Le Commandant 
Charcot can offer you. (CommandantCharcot)

The text addresses the potential tourist by focusing on two topics: the 
experience of the journey as “extraordinary” (the idea behind many tourist 
offers) as opposed to the “ordinary” of everyday life, and the technology, the 
means (the ship) to reach it. The experience on board is unique, as it allows 
one to connect with a remote nature (the multiyear ice). The extraordinary 
capabilities of the means (the ship with a special hull, ranked among the 

7 From 1904 until 1907 the explorer and doctor Jean-Baptiste Auguste Étienne Charcot was 
the leader of the French Antarctic Expedition that reached the west coast of Graham Land in 
the Antarctic Peninsula. From 1908 to 1910, he led a second Antarctic expedition, exploring 
the Bellingshausen Sea and the Amundsen Sea.
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highest in ice capabilities) allows one to reach such remote places (and 
nature). Indeed, the text seems to confirm the concept of the cruise ship as a 
destination in itself (Löfgren, 1999; Sabato 2017 and 2018), rather than as a 
simple mean of transport.

On Ponant’s English-language website, the offer of cruises specifically 
dedicated to the poles is divided into Arctic and Antarctic. Starting with the 
Arctic, 7 cruises are proposed, with several routes including passage from 
the Geographic North Pole and various destinations such as Alaska, Svalbard 
Islands, Iceland. These are mostly very expensive exploration cruises aimed 
at a high-spending audience: prices for basic packages range from nearly 
38,000 euros to over 41,000 euros (prices also include flights to and from 
Paris and transfers). The duration varies from 15 to 20 nights on board. Each 
of the cruises on the webpage has its own map where the route taken by the 
ship is plotted.

A short introductory text presents the Arctic offer:  

2) Kangerlussuaq, Grundarfjörður, Longyearbyen, Kivitoo… If there are any town 
and village names that truly evoke the Far North, it’s those of Greenland, Iceland, 
Norway and Canada. The scenery in this part of the world is simply spectacular. 
Icebergs, sea ice and volcanic mountain landscapes extend as far as the eye can 
see. And amidst it all roams the polar bear, king of the Arctic, in complete peace 
and tranquillity. To take an Arctic cruise is to allow yourself to be transported to a 
world where man is simply a spectator and nature reigns supreme. (Ponant 1)

The text opens with two rhetorical figures: enumeration and metonymy. 
Some of the most famous locations in the Euro-American Arctic are listed. 
Metonymy is made explicit with reference to their respective countries and 
with the aggregate ‘Far North’, shifting the destination space to a remote 
elsewhere. The description of some typical elements of the Arctic natural 
landscape reinforces the symbolic evocation of the places that potential 
passengers will observe on the cruise. Reference is also made to the polar bear, 
one of the best-known symbols of the Arctic (Dawson et al. 2010), another 
metonymic device used by the text to represent nature and the remoteness 
of it in physical and symbolic space in relation to the tourist. Moreover, 
the picture of a polar bear opens the section on Arctic cruises. The text 
concludes with an explicit reference to the position that the passenger-visitor, 
defined as a “spectator” will hold towards nature. The primacy assigned 
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by the text to the act of observing is one of the most widely used aesthetic 
tensions in tourism (see at least Urry and Larsen, 2011 for the theoretical 
question; see Sabato, 2018 for its possible application to cruising dynamics).

After the detail on the cruises operated, another text on the webpage 
indicates the:

3)  3 reasons to discover the Arctic / It is said to be mythical, or at least as much as its 
opposite, the Antarctic. Only rarely do we get to know its most isolated regions. That 
is what makes it so appealing And yet, the Arctic includes eight countries (Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, Russia, the United States, Canada, Denmark and Iceland) and many 
more marvels to discover. Here are three reasons to go to the Arctic. 1) To meet the local 
communities; 2) To discover grandiose nature; 3) To follow in the footsteps of the great 
explorers (Ponant 1).

Each of the subsections is further explained. Point 1) mentions the Inuit 
population; no. 2) mentions the primary forests of Alaska, icebergs, glaciers, 
geysers and volcanos, then «exceptional fauna» (ibid.) such as whales, 
finbacks, narwhals, orcas and seals, polar bears, walruses, musk oxen,    
Arctic foxes and Svalbard reindeer, terns, puffins, sea eagles, gannets and 
bald eagles; no. 3) mentions the early Viking explorers, then the exploration 
voyages of Cook, Amudsen, Victor and Charcot.  

The Antarctica cruises section of the website features 25 expedition 
cruises. This is a varied offering, although some routes are repeated, but 
with different fleet ships and at different times of the year. Routes touch 
on different destinations, depending on the package chosen: Argentina, the 
Falkland Islands, the Shetlands, the Antarctic Peninsula, South Georgia, the 
Sub Antarctic Islands of New Zealand, and the Ross Sea.

Prices are lower than those of Arctic cruises, but still aimed at a select 
clientele: the basic offers range from about 8,000 euros to 20,000 euros 
(prices also include flights and transfers). Even in the case of these cruises, 
there are maps on the webpage tracing the route taken by the ships.

There is also a separate section dedicated to the Antarctic Peninsula, which 
will be discussed here later. However, the routes now listed on the site can 
be found both in this section and in the section dedicated to Antarctica more 
generally. 

The introductory text to the Antarctica section is articulated as follows:
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4) A legendary land with a history of attracting the great explorers, the White Continent 
continues to exert a strong fascination today.
Embark for an Antarctic expedition cruise and sail along the continent’s incredible 
coasts, admire its unique wildlife — from king penguins to whales — and navigate 
through immaculate white scenery, where icebergs glimmer and shine in an explosion 
of blues, from turquoise to the darkest of tones. (Ponant 2)

In the text, Antarctica is immediately placed in a mythical, ‘legendary’ 
elsewhere, so much so that it is not named with the toponym, but 
with the familiar adjective of ‘White Continent’ that ideally brings it 
closer to the sensitive experience of the future passenger. The spatial 
elsewhere is reinforced by the chronological one, as the past of naval 
and geographical exploration on the continent is evoked. Immediately 
afterwards, the possibility of observing, by sailing, the Antarctic nature 
is mentioned: the morphology of the coasts, the typical wildlife. Finally, 
the text briefly describes the glacial landscape through the colours and 
light reflections that can also be observed from the ship’s vantage point.

The webpage then lists the

5)  5 reasons to visit Antarctica / A trip to Antarctica is the ultimate travel goal. These 
ends-of-the-Earth lands are tough to access and offer constant changes in scenery. Here 
are five reasons to set off on an Antarctic cruise. 1) Treat yourself to a unique adventure; 
2) Witness exceptional wildlife; 3) Move through incredible scenery; 4) Follow in 
the footsteps of the greatest explorers!; 5) Visit historical sites and scientific bases.      
(Ponant 2)

Also in this case each of the subsections is further explained. No. 1) 
affirms that Antarctica is one of the «few preserved areas on the planet. 
Tourism is regulated. Vessels [...] do not carry more than 200 passengers 
at a time» and presents the trip as an extraordinary experience to «create 
unforgettable memories» (ibid.); no. 2) calls Antarctica a «sanctuary for 
wildlife», enumerating the terrestrial and marine fauna; no. 3) describes 
the «dream-like» natural landscape of glaciers, fiery sunsets and dazzling 
colours; no. 4) recalls the voyages of the explorers who first reached the 
continent, such as Cook, Charcot, Shackleton, etc.; no. 5) refers to the 
«secrets» of the continent and the modern attempt to study them through 
scientific foundations. It also mentions the former whaling stations, the 
ravages of seal hunting and the southernmost post office in the world. The 
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text ends with these lines: «As you can see, there are so many reasons to 
embark on this unique adventure to a continent that’s like no other» (ibid.).

The sixth text considered here is one that introduces the company’s cruise 
offerings on the Antarctic Peninsula:

6) Succumb to the magic of a place unlike any other. To this day, the mythical 
Antarctic Peninsula still holds real fascination and promises its visitors 
unforgettable moments. Throughout your adventure in this icy realm, you will 
find yourself in the heart of a spectacular decor in subtle shades of blue and white, 
surrounded by exceptional wildlife. Penguins, humpback whales, seals and 
giant petrels are at home here […]. Depending on which sites you will be lucky 
enough to visit, you may get the chance to observe them and share with them the 
beauty of these extreme parts. / Each day, based on ice conditions, the Captain 
and the Expedition Leader will suggest zodiac outings or landings to discover the 
infinite riches of the Antarctic Peninsula.  Glaciers, ice floe, tabletop icebergs, 
mountain peaks that plunge straight into the sea, volcanic beaches, research 
stations, enchanting bays, and vestiges of the whaling industry: these are the 
faces of the Antarctic that will likely reveal themselves to you, in a hushed and 
surreal atmosphere. You will sail in the wake of Jean-Baptiste Charcot, Adrien 
de Gerlache and Sir Ernest Shackleton, great Antarctic explorers who, from the 
19th century, set out to conquer these remote and uninhabited lands. (Ponant 3)

As in text n. 4, this opens by placing Antarctica in an elsewhere (this time 
‘magical’) and emphasising how the experience of the continent today is 
connected to a history of exploration and ‘conquests’ of remote lands that are 
more explicitly revealed at the end of the text. The term ‘adventure’ reveals 
precisely the universe of meaning in which the cruise experience is placed. 
Nature is first represented through the transfiguration into an ‘icy realm’ and the 
use of colours and shades of light. Subsequently, nature is represented through 
the enumeration of observable fauna. Precisely with regard to the activity 
of observation, the text introduces an element of exclusivity, as it opens up 
the possibility (i.e. the ‘randomness’) of such an experience occurring under 
certain conditions. Here the reference is both to the difficulty of encountering 
wildlife and the unpredictability of weather conditions that also determine 
the consistency of the ice. In addition, the exploration of nature is brought 
back to a protected experience, less exposed and carried out in subordination 
to the apex figures of the company under sail (the captain and the expedition 
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leader). Thus, natural and anthropic elements (‘faces of the Antarctic’) can be 
revealed to the passenger-visitors and made accessible through smaller, more 
agile boats (zodiac) that allow direct contact with the otherness of Antarctica.

4. Conclusions

As mentioned in the introduction, exploration cruise tourism at the poles 
is a niche in the cruise offer that takes up some of the demands of so-called 
last chance tourism. It gives rise to a paradox that perhaps sums up some 
of the contradictions of our contemporary times: on the one hand, it can 
contribute to a greater awareness (and knowledge) of the issues affecting 
increasingly fragile ecosystems such as the Arctic and Antarctica (Gemenne 
and Rankovic, 2021), but on the other hand it risks contributing to the very 
fragility it can make known (Burns and Bibbins, 2009; Dawson et al. 2010; 
Lemelin et al. 2010). Despite the fact that exploration cruise tourism to the 
poles remains a product often aimed at a high-spending clientele, the fact 
remains that after the crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it has been on 
the upswing since 2022 (if current forecasts are confirmed), with tens of 
thousands of tourist-passengers per year deciding to embark on a cruise. A 
result that cannot be taken for granted, especially if one considers the many 
technical difficulties (special ships; variability of weather and ice conditions 
due to seasonality; reduced logistics; compliance with careful international 
environmental regulations, etc.) that characterise these cruises (Ligget et al., 
2023) compared to those in more canonical markets.

However, quantitative data alone do not explain some of the motivations for 
embarking on these cruises. It therefore becomes useful to study the symbolic 
universe that substantiates cruising at the poles, reconstructing some public 
narratives of the advertising system. In the case study presented here and 
conducted using the perspective of cultural geography, the analysis of some of 
the texts of the Ponant Cruise Lines company’s web pages dedicated to cruises 
in the Arctic and Antarctica revealed some evidence. In fact, from all six texts 
taken into consideration there is a fundamental focus on the naturalistic value 
of the destinations, whose ecosystems are exalted from their morphological 
and faunal peculiarities. The Arctic and Antarctica are transfigured through 
a narrative process that likens them to a mythical elsewhere, remote both 
in space and time from the ordinary everyday life of potential passengers. 
The ‘extraordinariness’ of this experience is made possible by boarding 
special, unique ships capable of transforming the journey into an ‘adventure’. 
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Implicitly, in the texts analysed, the ship remains a mobile destination that 
(more explicitly) allows above all a visual enjoyment of polar environments. 
We can therefore speak of an agentive aestheticization process produced by 
the narratives: such peculiar and fragile destinations are given a very high 
value but at the same time they become accessible to the few who could/can 
get there.

This chapter has limited itself to proposing a reflection on the theme of the 
imagery of cruises in the Arctic and Antarctic, both by contextualising this 
tourism geographically and by presenting a case study. Certainly, for a wide-
ranging study, other texts of the cruise advertising system, both online and in 
information brochures, should be considered with a comparative approach. 
These are lines of research that the author reserves the opportunity to develop 
in other studies.
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Abstract 

Alarmist predictions of an exponential increase in Africa’s population to 
4 billion by 2100 are not borne out by the statistical data available to the 
international scientific community. In 1972, the Club of Rome, a non-
governmental scientific association, published its report The Limits to Growth. 
It was based on a Malthusian approach and warned of the serious risk that high 
levels of consumption caused by population growth, particularly in Africa, 
would lead to economic collapse. Now the Club of Rome has revised this 
prediction and announced that the demographic bomb may never explode, 
at least not in the catastrophic way predicted by various international bodies 
and experts. It is estimated that the population of sub-Saharan Africa could 
peak as early as 2060. This is 40 years earlier than predicted by the UN. 
Africa’s population growth is still high, but Africa’s fertility rate is falling 
faster than expected, following a dynamic seen in East Asian countries in 
the recent past as a result of economic development in recent years. The aim 
of this paper is to analyse the unexpected evolution of Africa’s demographic 
development from a geopolitical perspective.  And whether and in what way 
it is a sign of economic development, which, although uneven, may favour a 
more widespread level of prosperity, historically associated with a decline in 
fertility. It is a scenario that would be a game-changer for Africa’s geopolitical 
landscape.

Keywords: Africa, demography, development, geopolitics, Malthus. 

1 Department DEIM, University of Tuscia, giuseppe.terranova@unitus.it

http://giuseppe.terranova@unitus.it


283

1. Introduction

Population geography has its origins in Greek proto-geography. Aristotle, 
for instance, conducted studies on the relationships between demographic 
and environmental dynamics, as well as the structures of a population 
and the territory it occupies. It is a discipline that remains relevant today, 
just as it was in the past, for understanding the evolution and dynamics 
of the relationship between humans and nature within a specific space.

This aspect is also crucial from a geopolitical perspective. Population 
geography has domestic and international geopolitical consequences, 
influencing political, economic, and social balances, as well as the weight 
and role of each state. It also impacts migration flows, the sustainability of 
welfare and health systems, and relations between old and new generations, as 
well as between emerging and dominant powers (Terranova, 2023). For these 
reasons, this paper employs the aforementioned analytical methodology to 
explore the dynamics of the demographic landscape of the African continent.

There are at least three reasons why Africa has been chosen as the subject 
of this work. The first relates to its distant past, specifically the impact of the 
slave trade on African demography from the early 1500s to the late 1800s. 
(Sale, 2020). 

The second reason relates to its recent past, particularly the alarmist 
predictions since the 1970s suggesting that Africa’s high birth rates 
posed a risk of turning it into a demographic bomb (Meadows, 1972). 

The third reason pertains to its present, which, according to official 
statistics, appears to contradict the aforementioned predictions. The objective 
of this paper is to analyze, from a geopolitical perspective, whether and 
how the unexpected evolution of Africa’s demographics is influenced by 
positive factors, such as economic development, historically recognized 
as a potent contraceptive in many countries. (Bolaffi & Terranova, 2019).

2. The demographic landscape of Africa: from the slave trade to the 
limits to growth

The demographic landscape of Africa has been significantly shaped by 
the actions of various foreign geopolitical actors over the years. The slave 
trade, predominantly orchestrated by Western powers and Arab kingdoms for 
centuries, played a crucial role in the depopulation of the continent until the 
early 20th century (Sale, 2020).
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Between the second half of the 16th century and the end of the 19th 
century, approximately 12 million Africans were forcibly transported to 
the Americas and the Caribbean through the so-called Atlantic trade. The 
peak of African human trafficking occurred between 1760 and 1840. This 
surge was attributed to the limited impact of the British Empire’s trade 
prohibition (from 1807), as smuggling persisted and was encouraged by the 
Portuguese. Moreover, between the 10th and 20th centuries, approximately 
7.5 million Africans were forcibly deported from the sub-Saharan region to 
the shores of the Mediterranean. In addition to these figures, approximately 
6 million African slaves were deported after the opening of the Suez 
Canal in 1869 via the Indian Ocean trade, which utilized the Sultanate of 
Zanzibar as its primary hub. (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2012; Cooper, 2002).  

The African continent stood as the sole exception globally, 
experiencing no population growth from the early 16th century to the 
late 19th century. Throughout these extended periods, it was trade, 
rather than inherent backwardness, that led to stagnation in African 
populations. Trafficking also disrupted gender and generational relations, 
particularly impacting the stronger and more fertile young adults.

The African continent witnessed significant population growth only 
after the end of the slave trade and the onset of the decolonization process. 
Africa’s population expanded from 120 million to nearly 200 million between 
1900 and 1950 (Cameron & Neal, 1997). From 1950 to 1955, Africa ranked 
as the third region globally in terms of fertility, following Latin America, 
the Caribbean, and Oceania. Subsequently, it emerged as the leader, 
reaching its peak between 1980 and 1985 with a fertility rate of 2.85%.

The robust demographic growth in Africa and beyond during the 
second half of the 20th century spurred the widespread dissemination of 
demographic theories and projections rooted in a Malthusian theoretical 
approach. Robert Malthus, a pioneer in the 18th century, formulated a model 
for understanding demographic dynamics at the societal level, based on 
two key principles: population is inevitably constrained by the means of 
subsistence, and unless effectively restrained by moral factors, population 
tends to increase exponentially in relation to the means of subsistence. 

This is why he often reiterated that the growth of population is geometric, 
while that of subsistence is merely arithmetic. The notion that human 
population was expanding too rapidly permeated public opinion to such 
an extent that it became widely held (Roll, 1980). Malthus’s theories also 
gained significant traction in the academic sphere and were incorporated 
into numerous scientific texts. One notable example is Paul Ehrlich’s 
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The Population Bomb, where the author revisits, updates, and amplifies 
Malthus’s theories, going as far as predicting severe famine in the late 1970s 
due to the inability of world food production to cope with the exponential 
increase in population (Ehrlich, 1968). Notably, the influential report The 
Limits to Growth, published by the Club of Rome in 1972, was grounded 
in this theory (Meadows, 1972). The Club of Rome is a non-governmental 
organization comprising academics and scientists from diverse disciplines. 
Established in 1968 at the Accademia dei Lincei in Rome, it has been based 
in Winterthur, Switzerland since 2008. The report’s central thesis, widely 
accepted internationally, predicted the imminent depletion of the Earth’s 
natural resources due to the exponential growth of the world’s population.

We now know that the Club of Rome’s thesis has not been borne out by 
the facts. The world’s population has grown from 2.5 billion in 1950 to 8 
billion today, and there is no shortage of resources to feed it. Food crises and 
famines, when they occur today, are often the result of geopolitical tensions 
(consider the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, two of the world’s 
largest producers of wheat and fertilizers) and inequalities between the 
global North and South, rather than the inability of our production systems 
to guarantee essential goods for all the planet’s inhabitants. This is because 
over the past 200 years, human population growth has been accompanied 
by significant advances in living standards and health: longer lives, healthier 
children, better education, shorter working weeks, and numerous other 
improvements (Spears, 2023). As the American political scientist Jack 
Goldstone has argued, the acceleration of technological development, 
especially since the Second World War, has led not to a shortage of food, 
but rather to a lack of economic resources to buy it (Goldstone, 2010).

3. Global population trends and the Africa’s new demographic landscape.

The current geography and geopolitics of the world’s population reveal 
not only that there is no shortage of resources to support the eight billion 
people on the planet but also a general slowdown in global population 
growth. According to United Nations data for two sample five-year periods, 
1975-80 and 2005-10, the planet’s total fertility declined by approximately 
35%, and in countries where Islam is the majority religion, for example, it is 
around 40% lower. In the period 2005-2010, the fertility rate was 1.8 children 
per woman in Iran, 2.1 in Turkey and 2.8 in Egypt. These figures mark a 
significant departure from the levels of 6, 4.5 and 5.5 respectively in the five-
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year period 1975-1980. The majority of people now live in countries where 
two or fewer children are born for every two adults. If all people in the United 
States today lived through their reproductive years and had children at the 
average rate, the result would be about 1.66 births per woman. The figure is 
1.5 in Europe, 1.2 in East Asia and 1.9 in Latin America. Any global average 
of less than two children per two adults indicates a declining population, 
and in the long run each new generation will be smaller than the one before.

Western countries have been experiencing a demographic winter for decades. 
According to many scientists, declining mortality rates are the main cause of 
the unprecedented changes that, within a few decades, have disrupted the 
millennia-old relationship between age groups and generations - a genuine mass 
postponement of death. What used to happen for centuries, with the younger 
generation taking over and replacing the previous one every 25 years, is no longer 
happening. And it is likely to happen even less in the future. (Bolaffi, 2008).

More importantly, states in the so-called Global South, encompassing 
developing countries and emerging powers alternative to those in the West, 
are not yet facing a true demographic winter, but they are indeed undergoing 
a notable slowdown in population growth (Geruso & Spears, 2023). Consider 
China, which recently ceded its historic record as the world’s most populous 
country to India, although India’s population growth is also slowing. 
According to United Nations projections, India’s population is expected to 
reach 1428.6 million by 2023, surpassing China’s 1425.7 million. China’s 
population is expected to decline for the first time in more than six decades. 
In 1971, China and India had almost identical levels of total fertility, with 
just under six births per woman over a lifetime. Fertility in China fell sharply 
to less than three births per woman by the end of the 1970s. In contrast, 
India’s fertility decline was more gradual; it took three and a half decades 
for India to achieve the same fertility decline that China experienced in just 
seven years in the 1970s (UNFPA, 2023). By 2022, China’s fertility rate of 
1.2 births per woman was one of the lowest in the world; India’s fertility 
rate of 2.0 births per woman was just below the replacement level of 2.1. 
According to the latest United Nations projections, India’s population is 
expected to peak around 2064 and then gradually decline (Terranova, 2023).

The African continent is not an exception in the global demographic trend 
of slowing population growth. Africa seems to have been on a trajectory 
of curbing population growth for some time. Alarmist predictions of an 
exponential increase in Africa’s population from the current 1.4 billion to 
4 billion by 2100 are not supported by the statistical data available to the 
international scientific community (Terranova, 2024). Now even the Club of 
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Rome has revised its forecast, suggesting that the population bomb may never 
explode (The Economist, 2023). It is estimated that sub-Saharan Africa’s 
population could peak as early as 2060, 40 years earlier than projected by the 
UN. Although African population growth is still high, Africa’s fertility rate is 
falling faster than expected, mirroring a trend recently observed in East Asian 
countries due to social and economic development in recent years (Fig.1).

Figure 1. Total fertility rate by region, estimates and projections, 1950-2100.
Source: UNDESA, 2022.
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According to the United Nations, Nigeria’s fertility rate has fallen from 
5.8 five years ago to 4.6 in 2021. This trend is supported by another study 
commissioned by the US government’s development agency, USAID, 
which found a fertility rate of 4.8 in 2021, down from 6.1 in 2010. If this 
demographic trend continues, Nigeria’s population could peak at 342 million 
in 2060, 200 million less than the United Nations estimated a decade ago. 
A similar trend appears to be emerging in parts of the Sahel, which still 
has the highest fertility rates in Africa, and in coastal West Africa. In Mali, 
for example, the fertility rate has fallen from 6.3 to a still high 5.7 in six 
years. Senegal’s rate will be 3.9 in 2021, one less child per woman than just 
over a decade ago. The same is true of the Gambia, where the rate will fall 
from 5.6 in 2013 to 4.4 in 2020, and Ghana, where it will fall from 4.2 to 
3.8 in just three years. These declines will bring West Africa closer to the 
lowest fertility rates recorded in much of southern and eastern Africa. Not to 
mention the Maghreb countries, which have experienced the fastest fertility 
decline in Africa over the past 70 years, from an average of seven children 
per woman in 1950 to 2.5 children per woman today. (The Economist, 2023).

In addition to these somewhat surprising data on the slowdown in 
African population growth, it should be noted that a large proportion of 
African countries are underpopulated (Sale, 2020). Compared to other 
continents, Africa has a low population density spread over an area of 30 
million square kilometers. Sub-Saharan Africa has an average of 48 people 
per square kilometer, lower than the United Kingdom (277), Japan (346), 
or South Korea (531). Of the five most populous countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa, all have a population density below that of the UK. There is little 
evidence that entire African countries are caught in a Malthusian trap, named 
after Thomas Malthus, who argued that population growth would outstrip 
food supply, leading to catastrophe. The global increase in food trade and 
production, coupled with a decrease in the amount of land required for 
production, means that neither subregions nor countries need to be self-
sufficient as long as their economies generate the wealth needed to buy it. 
Compared to European population densities, Africa is virgin territory for 
many sectors of the international economy, especially agro-industry, with 
considerable availability of arable land (Giro, 2019). The low density of 
the African population has its roots, as anticipated in the first paragraph of 
this work, in the African slave trade, practised in various ways by European, 
but also Arab, powers in past centuries. The African continent was the only 
one, we repeat, where the population never increased during the long period 
between the beginning of the sixteenth century and the end of the nineteenth 
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century.

4. Conclusion 

By the end of this century, for the first time since the Black Death in 
1300, the world’s population could be shrinking rather than growing. The 
cause will not be the number of deaths but the decline in births: from a 
baby boom to a baby bust (Dassù & Menotti, 2023; Terranova, 2023). 
World population growth has slowed down. At the same time, we still face 
global challenges from more localised demographic cluster bombs. Today’s 
demographic problems are not about overpopulation in absolute terms, as 
Robert Malthus and his disciples argued, but about the distribution and 
composition of the population in global space. The big news from recent 
UN surveys is that the African continent is part of this international trend.

This unprecedented and for many unexpected slowdown in Africa’s 
population growth could be a positive sign for the continent as a whole. 
The geography of population has domestic and international geopolitical 
consequences: on political, economic and social balances, on the weight 
and role of each state, on migration flows, on the sustainability of welfare 
and health systems, on relations between old and new generations, between 
emerging and dominant powers, between rural and urban areas, etc. 
(Terranova, 2023). Historically, in the absence of exceptional events such as 
wars, famines and pandemics, the demographic transition, and in particular 
the shift from high to low fertility, reflects a long process of adapting habits 
to the effects of economic and social growth, as the European case shows, 
where the decline in the birth rate was the result of social and economic 
changes. In fact, history shows that welfare and widespread prosperity 
are the most effective contraceptives for any developing population. 

This implies that Africa is undergoing a process of social, political, and 
economic modernization, albeit a complex, slow, fragmented, and uneven 
one. Falling fertility rates are expected to increase both the share of the 
working-age population and the number of women in the labour force, 
supported by rising female school enrolment (Frigeri & Zuppi, 2018). For 
example, it is estimated that reducing Nigeria’s fertility rate by one child 
per woman could almost double its per capita income by 2060 (Karra et al., 
2017). The slowdown in Africa’s population growth has also been attributed 
to massive urbanisation, with millions of people moving from rural areas 
to urban centres, where the desire to start a family has traditionally been 
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constrained by growing individual and professional aspirations. Humanity 
is actively contributing to the construction of a better, freer world, providing 
enhanced opportunities for everyone, especially women. This noteworthy 
progress warrants widespread celebration and continuous commitment 
from all. However, this  advancement also implies that individuals, 
particularly women, may find their desire to start a family in conflict with 
other significant aspirations, such as careers, projects, and relationships. As 
of now, no society has completely resolved this challenge (Spears, 2023).

For African countries to fully benefit from this evolving demographic 
scenario, those entering the labour market must have access to productive and 
well-paid employment. But this is a monumental challenge for a continent 
that needs trillions of dollars in infrastructure investment, including roads, 
power lines, airports and ports, to create such opportunities. Africa’s core 
challenge is therefore not demographic, but economic, political and social. 
This encompasses both internal geopolitics (Lacoste, 2014) and international 
geopolitics.

Internally, Africa’s economic development is hampered by a corrupt and 
fractious political class, often incapable of managing the region’s natural 
resources and depriving young people of a sustainable future. In addition, 
the democratic deficit in many countries and the persistence of military-
led governments or long-standing dictatorships do not bode well for the 
continent’s immediate future. (Sale, 2020).

From an international geopolitical perspective, Africa’s economic 
development is being influenced, if not hindered, by various global actors 
eager to exploit the continent’s vast natural resources. Emerging powers such 
as Brazil, India, Russia and Turkey, but especially China, are gaining influence 
as former European colonial powers lose their grip on African territories.

In the space of a few years, China’s presence in Africa has gone from 
being a marginal concern for geopolitical specialists to a central issue in the 
continent’s international relations. This phenomenon, unprecedented in its 
current scale, has roots that go back centuries. The leaders in Beijing have 
managed to fulfil the dream of Yongle, the ruler of the Ming dynasty. Yongle 
sent Admiral Zheng He to Somalia in the early 1400s to expand the Celestial 
Empire’s global sphere of influence. Admiral Zheng organised several 
expeditions to the Arabian Peninsula and the rest of Africa. However, his 
efforts were thwarted by the successors of Emperor Yongle, who considered 
these ventures too expensive and unhelpful to the Chinese cause (Beuret & 
Michel, 2008).

Returning to more recent times, another key moment in China’s 
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economic and political penetration of Africa was the Bandung Conference 
in 1955, which marked the beginning of the so-called Third World 
movement. China played a major role in this movement. Chinese leader 
Zhou Enlai’s trip to Africa in 1963-64 had one primary objective: to garner 
support for the revolutionary national liberation movements and nascent 
socialist governments emerging from decolonisation. The mission aimed 
to find allies in the Third World and break China’s diplomatic isolation.

These alliances led many African governments to officially recognise the 
People’s Republic of China in the 1960s and 1970s. As a result, countries such as 
Togo, Benin, Sierra Leone and Mauritania can now proudly claim over 50 years 
of loyalty to Beijing and its one country policy, particularly in its rivalry with 
Taiwan. These partnerships have always included various forms of economic 
aid, including the construction of stadiums, presidential palaces, railways, 
highways, hospitals and scholarships for deserving students. (Bellucci, 2010).

After a slowdown in the 1980s and 1990s, coinciding with profound 
changes in Chinese domestic politics, official relations with Africa were 
revitalised in 2000. The first China-Africa Forum, held in Beijing and attended 
by representatives from 45 African states, symbolically marked the beginning 
of a new era. In a short space of time, Beijing successfully realised a project 
that, as we have argued, was rooted in the past. The declaration issued at the 
end of the forum introduced new ideological paradigms, whose only link with 
the Bandung years was opposition to Western values. The declaration claims 
that Africa’s current lack of development is due to the heavy burden of foreign 
debt owed to former European colonial powers, which undermines the efforts 
of African countries and impoverishes their economies. A common history of 
victorious struggles for national liberation and a common present, with China 
as the largest and most powerful developing country and many developing 
countries in Africa, underpin the 10 points of the Declaration on China-Africa 
Relations in the Third Millennium. Among them, one stands out as the most 
important factor for China’s success in Africa. In particular, reference is 
made to paragraph 4 of the aforementioned Declaration, in which Beijing 
recognises that the universality of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
must be respected, but, as it specifies, “by promoting and supporting diversity 
in the world...”. And again: “every country has the right to choose, in the 
course of its development, its social system, development model and way of 
life according to its own national conditions. Countries with different social 
systems, levels of development, values and historical and cultural contexts 
have the right to choose their own approach and model for the promotion 
and protection of human rights. The politicisation of human rights and the 
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imposition of human rights conditions on economic aid must be vigorously 
opposed, as they are themselves a violation of human rights” (Forum China-
Africa Cooperation, 2024). Unlike former European colonial powers, China 
offers African governments financial and economic cooperation without 
demanding any form of democratisation in return.

This explains China’s growing influence in Africa, a phenomenon that 
has been interpreted in two opposed ways. The first perspective sees the 
Sino-African partnership as a new form of colonialism with potentially 
serious socio-economic consequences for the African continent. The second 
perspective, on the other hand, sees this new relationship as a unique and 
unprecedented opportunity for Africa to break out of its prolonged state of 
underdevelopment. Some have summed up the situation humorously: Africans 
have yet to understand whether the Chinese are making them lunch or eating 
them. (Beuret & Michel, 2008).

Because of this complex of geopolitical domestic and international factors, 
the near future of Africa’s economic, political and social development 
process remains uncertain. However, as we have argued in this paper, 
the slowdown in Africa’s population growth indicates, as the history of 
population geography shows, that Africa has embarked on its modernisation 
path. This is all the more important given the new geopolitical centrality 
of Africa and the Mediterranean as a result of the conflict between Russia 
and Ukraine. A conflict that has forced Europe to reconfigure the geography 
of its gas and oil supplies, replacing its historic partnership with Russia 
in favour of other African and Middle Eastern states. In conclusion, the 
process of modernisation and development in 21st century Africa has 
begun, the more difficult it is to determine its timeframe and manner.



293

References

- Bellucci, S., 2019, Africa contemporanea, Carocci, Roma. 

- Beuret, M., Michel, S., 2008, La Chineafrique: quand la Chine fait main 
basse sur le continent noir, Grasset, Paris. 

- Bolaffi, G., 2008, Il 2008 dell’immigrazione, Istituto Affari Sociali, Roma.

- Bolaffi, G., Terranova, G., 2019, Immigrazione. Cause, problemi, 
soluzioni, Editoriale Scientifica, Napoli. 

- Cameron, R, Larry, N., 1997, A Concise Economic History of the World 
from Paleolithic Times to the Present, Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

- Cooper, F., 2002, Africa since 1940: the past of the present, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. 

- Coquery-Vidrovitch, C., 2012, Breve storia dell’Africa, Il Mulino, 
Bologna. 

- Dassù, M., Menotti, R., 2023, “Troppi o troppo pochi: Stati Uniti e 
Cina”, Aspenia, 2, 5-11.

- Ehlrich, P., 1968, The population bomb, River city press, Kansas.  

- Forum China-Africa Cooperation, 2024, Beijing Declaration of the 
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation.  Accessed 21st February 2024 http://
www.fmprc.gov.cn/.

- Frigeri, D, Zuppi, M., 2018, Dall’ Africa all’Europa. La sfida politica 
delle migrazioni, Donzelli, Roma.

- Geruso, M., Spears, D., 2023, With a whimper: depopulation and 
longtermism. Accessed 21st 2024 https://sites.utexas.edu/pwi/files/2023/01/
Geruso_Spears_Longtermism_and_Population_OUP.pdf.



294

- Giro, M., 2019, Global Africa, la nuova realtà delle migrazioni: il volto 
di un continente in movimento, Guerini & Associati, Milano.    

- Goldstone, J., 2010, “The new population bomb. The four mega trends 
that will change the world”, Foreign Affairs, I, 21-34. 

- Karra, M., Canning, D., Wilde, J., 2017, “The effect of fertility decline 
on economic growth in Africa: a macrosimulation model, Population and 
Development Review, 43, 237-263.  

- Lacoste, Y., 2014, La géographie, ça sert, d’abord, à faire la guerre, La 
Découverte, Paris. 

- Meadows, D. H., 1972, The limits to growth, Signet, New York.

- Pagnini, M.P., Sanguin, A.L., 2015, Storia e teoria della geografia 
politica. Una prospettiva internazionale, Edicusano, Roma. 

- Roll, E., 1980, Storia del pensiero economico, Bollati Boringheri, Torino. 

- Sale, G., 2020, “L’Africa: un continente in movimento”, La Civiltà 
Cattolica, I, 561-571.

- Spears, D., 2023, The world population may peak in your life’s time. 
What happens next?.  Accessed 21st February 2024 https://www.nytimes.
com/2023/11/09/learning/whats-going-on-in-this-graph-nov-15-2023.html. 

- Terranova, G., 2024, " Dal Marocco al Global South: come cambia la 
geografia della popolazione mondiale", ADiM Blog, Editoriale, maggio, 1-7.

- Terranova, G., 2023, “Demography, geopolitics and great power: a lesson 
from the past”, AIMS Geosciences 9, 4, 798-809.

- The Economist, 2023, The world’s peak population, maybe smaller than 
expected. Accessed 21st February 2024 https://www.economist.com/middle-
east-and-africa/2023/04/05/the-worlds-peak-population-may-be-smaller-
than-expected.

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/09/learning/whats-going-on-in-this-graph-nov-15-2023.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/09/learning/whats-going-on-in-this-graph-nov-15-2023.html
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/04/05/the-worlds-peak-population-may-be-smaller-than-expected
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/04/05/the-worlds-peak-population-may-be-smaller-than-expected
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/04/05/the-worlds-peak-population-may-be-smaller-than-expected


295

- UNDESA, 2022, World population prospects 2022. Accessed 21st 
February 2024 https://desapublications.un.org/file/989/download 

- UNFPA, 2023, State of world population 2023. 8 billions lives, infinite 
possibilities, the case for rights and choices. Accessed 21st February 2024 
https://www.unfpa.org/swp2023.

https://desapublications.un.org/file/989/download
https://www.unfpa.org/swp2023


296

15. Geographical analysis of  WEEE (Waste 
Electrical and Electronic Equipment) dynamics

Alberto Corbino; Stefano De Falco



297

15. Geographical analysis of  WEEE (Waste Electrical and 
Electronic Equipment) dynamics

Alberto Corbino; Stefano De Falco1

Abstract

WEEE (Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment) is one of the global 
rising problems due to its increasing volume in association with health and 
environmental hazards occurring where the disposal happens. Most WEEE 
is currently generated by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) countries; nevertheless, all the studies suggest that 
developing countries will be producing a double amount of WEEE than the 
developed ones within the next 6–8 years.
In this framework this paper explores and accounts the status-quo of WEEE 
generation and handling situation in different countries, analyzing their impact 
on public health and environment.
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1. Introduction

The ‘twin’ green and digital transitions are at the top of the political agenda 
of the EU and other organizations of states, as, among the others, recalled by 
the African Union 2063 Agenda2, in the ASEAN3 Digital Masterplan 2025 
and in the EU_LAC Digital Alliance4.

The EU roadmap is increasingly cited as a virtuous example of dynamics 
to be pursued; yet at any geographical scale (Corbino et al., 2023) it can 
contribute to increasing, instead of bridging, geographical gaps, due to the 
positive impacts they often produce only in some areas and the negative 
impacts in others. This paradox concerns all the phases of the production 
process: the extraction of raw materials with significant negative socio-
environmental impacts and external diseconomies in developing countries; 
higher energy consumption, largely due to energy-intensive processes 
related to ICTs5; lack or inefficiency of waste disposal procedures, 
that are still very distant from that virtuous model of circular economy 
often referred to in the above-mentioned inter-governmental programs.

Among the risks included in the development of the green and digital 
transition trajectories, the enormous volumes of electronic waste (WEEE or 
E-waste) that are being generated must be taken in serious consideration. This 
includes the waste of secondary raw materials contained within them, such as 
precious metals (PM) and rare earth metals (REM) (Olanrewaju et al., 2021). 
Up to 60 elements can be found in some EEE; materials such as plastics, 
precious metals (PMs) and rare earth metals (REEs) are commonly used to 
produce these products (ibidem). It is calculated that, in an efficient circular 
economy scenario, only in West Asia from 2020 to 2050, an estimated total 
of 130 t of gold, 5 t of rare earth metals, 17 Mt of iron and steel, 1.5 Mt of 
copper, and 2.6 Mt of aluminum could be recycled.

This is why the informal sector is more active in disposing E-waste 
2 It is recalled by the Goals n. 2 & 7 of AGENDA 2063, that is “Africa’s blueprint and 
master, the continent’s strategic framework that aims to deliver on its goal for inclusive and 
sustainable development and is a concrete manifestation of the pan-African drive for unity, 
self-determination, freedom, progress and collective prosperity”. For further info: https://
au.int/agenda2063/goals.
3  ASEAN – The Association of South Asia Nations, include ten countries today. 
4 The European Union-Latin America and Caribbean Digital Alliance was launched in 
March 2023; it aims to foster the development of secure, resilient and human-centric digital 
infrastructures based on a values-based framework, ensuring a democratic and transparent 
enabling environment and putting a strong emphasis on privacy and digital rights.
5 ICTS are currently responsible for 5-9% of the world’s global electricity consumption 
(source: EU – JRC, 14/07/22 news announcement). 
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throughout the world: the workers involved (even children) perform crude 
activities without appropriate recycling facilities and are highly exposed to 
dangerous and unhealthy conditions (Dutta and Goel, 2021). The infamous 
e-waste ‘recycling’ sites in Agbogbloshie, Ghana and Guiyu, China are extreme 
examples of improper e-waste recycling that result in severe air, water, and soil 
pollution (Parajuly, 2019). The main health problems arising from WEEE are 
due to the presence of toxic substances and due to the non-biodegradability of 
these devices. If dispersed into the environment, certain components of WEEE 
can generate significant impacts on the environment and human health. In fact, 
these substances, if not carefully treated and disposed of, can generate acute 
and chronic effects on living organisms, often including irreversible damage. 
Health topic is currently more and more analyzed in the scientific debate. In 
fact, an analysis of the literature review through VosViewer software, using 
the keywords “WEEE” and “Health”, generates a series of interconnected 
clusters, that shows a close relationship between the two themes (Figure 1).

Fig. 1 Vos Viewer analysis. Source: authors’ elaboration on Web of Science.

WEEE are defined by the Technical Guidelines of the “Basel Convention 
on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and 
their Disposal6” as “electrical and electronic equipment that is waste, 

6 Adopted on 22 March 1989 and entered into force on 5 May 1992. It was adopted by decision 
III/1 of the Third meeting of the Conference of the Parties. The so called “Ban Amendment” 
provides for the prohibition by each Party included in the proposed new Annex VII to the 
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including all components, sub-assemblies and consumables that are part 
of the equipment at the time the equipment becomes waste”. E-waste 
encompasses a wide variety of discarded products and in the European Union, 
according to the (WEEE) Directive 2012/19/EU7, it’s classified into six 
main categories: Temperature Exchange Equipment, Screens and Monitors, 
Lamps, Small Equipment, Large Equipment (incl. PV panels), Small IT and 
Telecommunication Equipment. For statistical purposes, however, WEEE 
is classified by similar function, comparable material composition, average 
weight, and similar end-of-life attributes; the UNUKEYs, the E-waste 
Statistics Guidelines on Classification Reporting and Indicators therefore 
divide EEE into 54 different product-centric categories (Forti et al., 2018). 

At a global scale, it is estimated that the amount of WEEE is approximately 
18% of the world’s total urban waste in 2020 with 3–5% increasing each year 
(Liu et al., 2020).

A significant indicator of the growth of this worrying, yet little considered 
issue, is the extent of ICT’s penetration into people’s everyday lives. If we 
look, for instance, at the relationship between digital and finance in Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA), a region - in people’s imagination – surely not among 
the most innovative, we find out that here the number of mobile money agent 
outlets has increased significantly, from almost zero in 2008 to more than 
38.000 in 2018, on average in each country. Moreover, here the number 
of mobile money accounts now exceeds the number of traditional deposit 
accounts, with 21 percent of adults in the region having a mobile money 
account, and mobile-money transactions more than tripled from an average of 
8 percent of GDP in 2014 to 25 percent in 2018, making SSA a leading region 
in the world (IMF, 2020).

In response to this ICT devices proliferation, some recycling targets 
have been set. For instance, article 7 of the abovementioned EU - WEEE 
Directive states that the minimum collection rate to be achieved annually by a 
member State shall be 65% of the average weight of electrical and electronic 

Convention (Parties and other States which are members of the OECD, EC, Liechtenstein) of: 
all transboundary movements to States not included in Annex VII of hazardous wastes covered 
by the Convention that are intended for final disposal, and; all transboundary movements to 
States not included in Annex VII of hazardous wastes covered by paragraph 1 (a) of Article 1 
of the Convention that are destined for reuse, recycling or recovery operations. The text has 
been subject to various amendments since its adoption. A full text is available here: https://
www.basel.int/TheConvention/Overview/TextoftheConvention/tabid/1275/Default.aspx 

7 Directive 2012/19/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 4 July 2012 on 
waste electrical and electronic equipment (WEEE).

https://www.basel.int/TheConvention/Overview/TextoftheConvention/tabid/1275/Default.aspx
https://www.basel.int/TheConvention/Overview/TextoftheConvention/tabid/1275/Default.aspx
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equipment (EEE) placed on the market (POM) in the three preceding years 
or, alternatively, 85% of WEEE generated on the territory of a member state. 
As we will show in this chapter, most EU countries are very far from this 
objective, although some of them constitute the benchmark at a world level.

As a confirmation of the complex scenario described above, the 
document produced by the European Commission regarding the warning 
on the risks connected to the EU objectives entitled “Strategic Forecast 
Report 2022: twinning the green and digital transitions in the new 
geopolitical context” can be really enlightening. In fact, it is stated that 
the greater progressive use of digital technologies could increase the 
volume of electronic E-waste produced up to 75MT by 2030, causing a 
larger environmental impact. In the EU, now, only 17,4% of WEEE is 
adequately treated and recycled, while the production of electronic waste 
is increasing every year by 2,5MT in the twenty-seven Member States.

The notion of a just transition, i.e. not unfair in the impacts it generates, 
despite being aimed at a sustainable technological/digital evolution, is 
becoming increasingly common among professionals. Nevertheless, 
however, WEEE disposal is still characterized by low efficiency especially 
in the transformation from waste to resource, thus leading to problems of 
accumulation and disposal of electronic waste. The solution to this drift is 
becoming, in the short term, that of exporting this waste to other destinations 
which, for a series of geopolitical reasons, are willing to accept WEEE flows 
within their borders. According to Ibitz (2012), several Asian countries have 
allowed e-waste imports, to obtain raw materials for their domestic production 
of electronic goods. The flows of materials from one country to another, in 
fact, are not only regulated by specific inter or intra-country agreements, but 
rather triggered by “market reasons” such as, for example, the generation 
of employment, the differences between income communities, etc. (Estrada-
Ayub and Kahhat, 2014). Kusch and Hills (2017) examined the relationship 
between e-waste and GDP in countries in the pan-European region and found 
evidence of a strong linear relationship between economic development and 
e-waste generation. Lepawsky and McNabb (2010) who first investigated 
the dynamics related to e-waste trade flows, using exports and imports data 
at different time intervals, supported the hypothesis that rich countries are 
more likely to export rather than import E-waste, also reproducing vicious 
circles in North-South differentials for electronic waste. The main generators 
of electronic waste per inhabitant are North America and Europe, which 
export the largest percentage to developing countries. China, in absolute 
terms, is the second largest generator of e-waste after the United States. The 
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enclave constituted by Taiwan, where the concentration of the electronics 
industry (especially microchips) is very high, generates very intense volumes 
of electronic waste, which for the most part is exported also and above all 
to China, where materials, classified as dangerous waste in Taiwan, are 
considered recyclable. 

The practice of exporting electronic waste conflicts with the aforementioned 
Basel Convention which requires participating countries to dispose waste 
as quickly as possible and as close as possible to the source of production 
(Wirth, 1996). This ban is also proposed in the Bamako convention8. But, 
as Robinson (2009) argues, exporting countries often violate international 
treaties regarding the transportation of hazardous electronic waste. From 
the perspective of WEEE exporters, Tong (2004) examined the cross-border 
movement of e-waste and argued that it is driven by two forces: (i) disassembly 
of discarded electronic products is labor-intensive, and low-added-value and 
(ii) exporting countries’ compliance with environmental regulations may 
increase the cost of disposal.

In figure 2 the distribution of the quantities of WEEE generated and 
recycled in OECD countries, and in figure 3 the histogram relating to the 
percentage distribution of the ratio between the two previous quantities are 
shown.

8 The Bamako Convention is a treaty of African nations prohibiting the import into Africa 
of any hazardous (including radioactive) waste. It was negotiated in 1991 and it came into 
force in 1998.
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Fig. 2 E-waste generated, and E-waste recycled or reused in European OECD countries 
Source: authors’ elaboration on Global E-waste Monitor 2022.

Switzerland stands as the champion (over 90%) of the so-called 
urban mining, that is the ability to “find” precious metals in urban waste. 
One of the reasons for this success is that an advance recycling fee 
paid by consumers finances the recycling procedure9 (Kamasa, 2023). 

Fig. 3 % recycled on total WEEE for some OECD countries - 2019. Source: Authors’ 
elaboration on Global E-waste Monitor 2022.

9 In 1998, of the ORDEE - “Ordinance on the Return, Taking Back and Disposal of Electrical 
and Electronic Equipment”, was introduced, imposing on consumers the so-called “advance 
recycling fee” on domestically bought electronics. In return, the consumers can bring back 
used electronics free of charge and manufacturers, importers, and retailers must take care of 
the disposal and recycling by regulation.
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2. Geographic analysis of WEEE flows

The SCYCLE program of the United Nations Institute for Training and 
Research (UNITAR) has established a global WEEE monitoring system. 
The researchers collected all possible data from the Basel Convention, trade 
statistics and literature, compiling the first Global Transboundary E-waste 
Flows Monitor. The report is the first attempt to track cross-border flows of 
e-waste, to understand where it goes and what impact it has on communities 
and ecosystems.

WTO has calculated that nearly 13 million women and 18 million children 
work in e-waste processing informally, exposed to toxic chemicals. These 
include lead, mercury, nickel, brominated flame retardants and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons. Naturally, these impacts are concentrated in the 
global South, a veritable WEEE “landfill” of rich countries. Many countries 
lack both management infrastructure and workers rights implementation, 
making them attractive for cross-border trade. The new “atlas” of flows 
created by UNITAR estimates that around 5,1 million electronic waste 
(almost 10% of the total) is the subject of international trade. Only 
1,8 million tons are shipped in a controlled manner. So, some 3,3 are 
uncontrolled, and they can become part of a legal trade, but also of an illegal 
trafficking of electronic waste to countries with lower treatment costs.

However, the report confirms that the movement of WEEE is mainly 
from north to south, from high-income countries to middle- and low-
income countries. Only a very small part, between 2 and 17 thousand tons, 
are seized because they were illegally marketed by the European Union.

Already in 2014 Lepawsky (2014, p.10) stated that for over a 
decade the e-waste problem had been framed in terms of dumping of 
electronic discards by rich ‘developed’ nations in poor ‘developing’ 
ones; and although such trade was still occurring, a much more 
nuanced interpretation of the international trade in WEEE was needed.

Awasthi and Li (2017) argue that China and India are the two countries 
that mostly suffer from illegal imports of WEEE. One of the most frequent 
counterfeiting methodologies consists, as Huisman (2008) claims, in 
the transfer of volumes of used EEE in the form of electronic goods or 
as donations to institutions in the receiving countries (Puckett et al., 
2002). Breivik et al. (2014) carried out a review of the literature to also 
understand different positions that positively affect the international trade 
of (W)EEE from developed to developing countries by justifying such 
flows as capable of reducing disparity in the adoption of technologies ICT. 
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According to this view, the export of used (W)EEE to less prosperous 
regions represents a reallocation of resources such as raw materials, spare 
parts, precious metals, etc., which can generate significant economic activity.

Efthymiou et al. (2016) studied the factors that influence the choice 
of countries where e-waste is transported illegally. They selected two 
types of factors: (i) macroeconomic, i.e. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
per capita and Open Market Index (OMI) and (ii) social, i.e. Human 
Development Index. With reference to GDP, Lepawsky and McNabb 
(2010) also argue that commercial transactions on e-waste tend to 
occur when the importer has a lower GDP per capita than the exporter.

An interesting point of view is that of Yu et al. (2010) according to 
which the dynamics of the flows appears to be a short-term issue since 
the digital development trajectory of developing countries will determine 
a strong increase in the production of their own waste, compared to 
which the import volumes they will be negligible or at least minor.

Rochman et al. (2017) sought to understand the roles of formal and     
informal actors in e-waste flows and identified three categories of factors 
responsible for illegal e-waste transports: (i) centrifugal push factors, forces 
capable of driving away illegal waste transports from their source, (ii) 
centripetal pull factors, i.e. forces capable of attracting illegal transports to 
their destination and (iii) facilitating factors, i.e. anything that makes illegal 
transports possible. They concluded that transport actors walk a fine line 
between legal and illegal practice, thus allowing illegal transport of e-waste 
to take place.

The figure 4 regards global import and export of regional WEEE flows 
and shows how these flows follow the same schizophrenic dynamics of 
international trade, in which the majority of countries are both, at the same 
time, importers and exporters of the same commodity.
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Fig. 4 Global Import and Export of Regional Flows. Source: Baldé et al., 2022

2.1 Regional scenarios

In this section we will briefly analyze the production, disposal, management 
and traffic dynamics of WEEE on a sub-continental basis. Given the geographic 
scale, very large differences between the different macro-region exist, due 
to a combination of several factors, including legal provisions, economic 
development, institutional efficiency and the complexity of the industrial 
chains. Furthermore, even within the same nation, therefore within the same 
legislative and institutional framework, notable differences can be identified, 
as, for example, it happens in Italy NUTS3 regions, as stated by the annual 
reports on this topic, published by the RAEE (WEEE) Coordination Center. 

Table 1 reports some summary data about macro-regional differences in 
terms of E-waste production, sound management and import/export.
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Region

Data

e-waste generated (kg/inh)
e-waste documented to be 
environmentally soundly 

managed (%)

e-waste % import/export

Americas
13.1 Mt (13,3 kg/inh).

1.2 Mt (9%) 
0.55 Mt (3%) imports.
0.39 Mt (2%) exports.

Europe
12 Mt (16,2 kg/inh) 

5.1 Mt (42%) 
1.2 Mt (10%) imports.
1.9 Mt (15%) exports.

Africa
2.9 Mt (2,5 kg/inh) 

0.03 Mt (1%) 
0.55 Mt (19%) imports.
0.13 Mt (5%) exports.

Asia
24.9 Mt (5,2 kg/inh.)

2.9 Mt (12%) 
2.9 Mt (12%) imports.
2.8 Mt (10%) exports.

Oceania
0.7 Mt (16,1 kg/inh).

0.06 Mt (9%) 
0 Mt (0%) imports.

0.021 Mt (3%) exports.

Tab. 1 Macro-regional Import and Export Hotspots. Source: authors’ elaboration on Baldé 
et al., 2022

Americas

In the American continent, the production of WEEE is characterized by a 
non-homogeneous geographical distribution, especially along the North-South 
route. This lack of homogeneity can also be seen in relation to the different 
adoption from state to state of specific legislation on the topic. Furthermore, 
it is obvious that generation rates are very different depending on the number 
of people and the level of ICT penetration, since for example a city like New 
York generates more WEEE than many entire scarcely populated states in the 
nation.

In North America, Canada and the United States, WEEE production 
per capita is approximately 19-20 kg/person/year. Canada collects a 
wider range of products, but the recycling rate is only about 20% (Kumar 
and Holuszko, 2016). In South America, legislation related to WEEE 
is not widespread, although countries such as Argentina (2013) and 
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Brazil (2010) have drafted related legislation for the management of 
WEEE, whose production is increasing everywhere in the sub-continent. 

Regarding the type of import/export of WEEE, North America 
imports printed circuit board waste, as several specialized recyclers are 
based in the region, while Central America and South America export 
this category of waste. As in many other cases, the lack of available 
information may hinder a better understanding and improvement of the 
e-waste problem in the Latin American region (Wagner et al., 2022).

Europe

In European Union countries, sustainable development and the progressive 
adoption of circular economy models could prove to be distinctive factors in 
the ability to manage WEEE, however, according to the UNITAR SCYCLE 
programme, only 3 of the 27 EU member states (Croatia, Bulgaria and 
Poland) have reached the collection target of the WEEE directive. The 
rapid replacement rate of electronic devices also affects this dynamic10.

As an example of the criticality of the E-waste issue with respect to 
negative data even in the presence of efficient dynamics, we can cite the 
Netherlands, where in 2018 366 kt of WEEE were generated, half of which 
was recorded as recycled in compliance with the NWR. It is estimated that 
around a quarter were recycled non-compliantly (27%) and around another 
quarter were disposed of in waste containers or exported for reuse, or could 
not be documented (UNITAR, 2020).

Africa

The use of EEE is still low in Africa compared to other areas in the world, 
but it is growing at a fast rate. In the last decade for instance, the penetration 
rate of personal computers has increased by a factor of 10, while the number 
of mobile phone subscribers has increased by a factor of 100, which a 
consequent price reduction and more affordable technology (Secretariat of the 
Basel Convention, 2021). In 2019 Africa was producing 2,9 MT of E-waste, 
in 2021 3 MT and an (under)estimated value for 2030 is 4 Mt, which accounts 
for a + 33% in less than 10 years-time (Massa and Archodoulaki, 2023). 

It’s calculated that today Africa locally generates between 50 and 85% 

10 In Europe, on average, smartphones are replaced every 2-3 years., as reported by “Science 
for Environment Policy”: European Commission DG Environment News Alert Service, 
edited by the Science Communication Unit, The University of the West of England, Bristol.
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of its total e-waste, the remaining originating from illegal transboundary 
imports from developed countries from the Americas, Europe, and China. 
About 2.9 Mt of e-waste was generated in Africa in 2019, with the highest 
e-waste generating countries (Egypt, South Africa and Nigeria) also being 
major population centers.

Even though monitoring the transboundary movement of e-waste into 
Africa is notoriously difficult, three African countries, two on the West 
coast, Ghana, and Nigeria, and one on the East coast, Tanzania, have been 
identified as recipients of e-waste from the EU/UK (Maes et al., 2022).

As highlighted by Okwu et al. (2022), in Nigeria unprofessional WEEE 
burning and dismantling methods contribute significantly to the pollution of 
air, as some of the pollutants are able to travel over a long distance from the 
recycling sites. The soil, as well as the crops grown in the WEEE dumpsites, 
are exposed to a high concentration of metals.

Very little reporting of transboundary movement of e-waste exists within 
the African continent. This may be due to either low levels of reporting or 
to the import of used-EEE that become waste while already in the region.

Asia

Figures for the Asian continent rose to 24,9 Mt in 2019 (Forti et al., 2020), 
and now make up almost 50% of WEEE generated globally, making Asia the 
largest generator of WEEE worldwide. 

China ranked first in the world for the generation of e-waste in 2014, 
generating 8.53 million tons. This quantity is forecasted to be 15,6 and 28,4 
million tons by 2020 and 2030, respectively, increasing dramatically by 
25,7% each year (Wang et al., 2016);

In Western Asia11, the total absence of practices relating to the management 
of electronic waste suggests very negative estimates (UNITAR, 2023) 
for the future, with very significant increases in the quantities of POM 
EEE (7.5 Mt in 2050). Similarly, again according to estimates (UNITAR, 
2023), correct management of activities related to e-waste could generate 
enormous demand for work, with 225,000 full-time equivalent jobs in 2050.

In Central Asia, particularly in Kazakhstan, very high growth 
trends in EEE consumption per capita can be recognized, and, 
therefore, here too the 250 forecasts estimate large increases in 
electronic waste (432 million kg in total, according to UNITAR, 2023)

11 It includes Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, State of Palestine, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Syrian Arab Republic, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.
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In India approximately 95% of E-waste is treated in the backyard without 
any expert personnel, equipment, technologies, and infrastructure (Arya et 
al., 2021). 

In Malaysia, as elsewhere, informal recyclers have flooded the WEEE 
recycling market, adopting “backward dismantling methods” to carry out 
operations, in pursuit of high profits, thus causing heavy environmental 
deterioration. In addition, due to the low-cost competition of informal 
recyclers, formal recyclers cannot obtain sufficient revenues to cover the 
operating costs and obtain reasonable profits. Therefore, WEEE recycling 
policies have been introduced and implemented (Krishnaswamy, 2019), and 
in China, already in 2011 government began to implement WEEE recycling 
management regulations to subsidize formal recyclers, as part of the solution 
policies (Liu et al, 2018).

Oceania

Australia and New Zealand are the largest producers of WEEE in this 
continent. While Australia has a product management program that has 
generated schemes for waste and recycling of WEEE, New Zealand has yet 
to develop a legal framework to support the management of WEEE, and it 
currently manages its e-waste via voluntary product stewardship schemes 
(Van Yken et al., 2021)

Oceania exports printed circuit board waste mainly to Asia but has a low 
level of reporting on other kind of e-waste transboundary flows. As for other 
regions, the lack of information hinders a better understanding of the e-waste 
problem in the region.

3. Some possible positive foresight scenarios

The demand for, and production of EEE is expected to continue to rise 
in future. With technological advances and increased accessibility and 
penetration of electronics, WEEE generation is expected to rise substantially, 
with total volume generated expected to rise to 75 MT by 2030 (Forti et al., 
2020).

The increase in WEEE can be explained not only by a greater consumption 
of technology on a global level, but also by the reduced life cycle of the devices 
themselves - read planned obsolescence - and by consumers’ low propensity 
to repair them. This explains why, although the weight of electronic devices 
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decreases with technological evolution, the production of WEEE increases. 
In other terms, the subtractive dynamics of the electronic weight due to new 
technologies and more efficient production, is losing compared to the additive 
dynamics of the production of new devices due to the increase in demand.

The analysis of the current global state of disposal of e-waste has 
highlighted, as expected, a very different regulatory framework and very 
different management efficiency, ranging from over 90% in Switzerland 
to 0.1% in the West Asia. At the same time, everywhere, there is emerging 
awareness of a very needed change of scenario, necessary both to recover 
precious resources (urban mining) and to reduce damage to public health and 
the environment, deriving from mostly informal and therefore out of control 
disposal.

In fact, adequate regulation and application of the matter, supported by 
substantial public incentives to implement efficient recovery and recycling 
policies, will not only be able to block or decrease the flows of volumes of 
illegal electronic waste, but trigger virtuous circles within countries, in line 
with the much-vaunted principles of the circular economy. Furthermore, this 
would lead to both a reduction in the release of polluting substances into 
the environment - from mega landfills and from improvised small-scale 
dismantling laboratories - and obviously also in terms of employment it will 
lead to various advantages induced by a more regulated production chain 
of pre-treatment and waste recycling. It is, in fact, estimated that roughly 
225.000 full-time equivalent jobs would be created for repair of used EEE 
and collection and pre-treatment of e-waste. In South Africa, for instance, 
there are currently an estimated 25 full-time equivalent recycling jobs per 
1.000 t handled, and the sector has the potential to increase this number as 
more recycled e-waste is reintroduced back into the value chain (Lydall et al. 
2017).

According to the current and forecasted data (Bagwan, 2024) of E-waste 
processing capacity and recycles it’s possible to state that, the processing 
capacity of E-waste has been steadily increasing from 2014 to 2021. 
Looking ahead, the forecasted data from 2023 to 2030 suggests a continued 
upward trend in the number of recyclers, albeit with a more moderate rate 
of change. The projected rates of change range from 5,65% to 26,26% 
(ibid), indicating steady growth in the recycling capacity of E-waste over the 
forecasted period, from about 127 Mt to 199 Mt. These findings highlight 
the importance of promoting and supporting E-waste recycling initiatives. 

Currently, fewer and fewer precious metals are employed in electronic 
devices, so the few metals that can be salvaged are sold for a very cheap price 
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in international markets, making the process of recycling less convenient than 
exporting e-waste to countries with little-to-no regard for worker safety or 
environmental protections. 

Instead, the African continent, where, among other things, a massive 
use of solar energy and therefore the installation of millions of solar panels 
is expected (WB, 2022), could become an international hub for legal and   
qualified disposal of E-waste, subverting its economic destiny from a 
destination for illegal waste trafficking to a hub of a virtuous global value 
chain.
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Territories continue to transform due to endogenous and exogenous development 
drives. The thickening of logistics and transport networks, large commercial hubs, 
energy supply options, agricultural and industrial policies, tourism and migrations 
constitute then, individually and in a systemic sense, some of the lenses available 
to read the transformative dynamics of territories in the crucial current geopolitical 
context. In addition, the increasing reach of digital technologies in the spaces and 
practices of our daily lives, has changed the way we perceive and use the landscape. 
These transformations find a reified outcome in landscape transitions, becoming a 
foothold for a trans-scale geographical reflection. We therefore want to insert this 
volume on this horizon. In fact, we have wanted to stimulate the geographical 
community to try their hand at landscape analysis to identify, through methodological 
and/or applied research contributions, problems, practices and trajectories inherent 
in the transformative dynamics of territories, compressed between the urgency 
of development and the need to change the energy and consumption paradigm.
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