
 

 

 

  

 

ERASMUS+ PECUS 

CASE STUDY SHEET 

CS code UK-01 CS Title Alpine Landscapes: Pastoralism and Environment in Val di Sole (ALPES) 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

Type of case study 

  National or regional level policy/plan/strategy 

  Local level policy/plan/strategy 

  Study/research  
X  Project 

  Other 

Responsible body/Promoter University of Trento (Italy), Newcastle University (UK) 

Location (region, locality) Val di Sole, Trentino, Italy 

Geographical area covered   The main study area corresponds to an upland sector of approximately 2500 hectares 

Year  2010 - ongoing 

Summary description 

The ALPES project uses the methods of landscape and environmental archaeology to study 
human-environment interaction in an upland sector of the Italian Alps. The study area 
corresponds to a high-mountain environment (1900-2700 m asl) in the Municipality of Mezzana 
(Val di Sole, Autonomous Province of Trento). The project, started in 2010, has focused on two 
upland valleys: Val Molinac and Val Poré. Here the research group, coordinated by Dr Francesco 
Carrer (Newcastle University) and Prof Diego E. Angelucci (University of Trento), has carried out 
archaeological surveys, to identify archaeological evidence of human presence. More than 100 
dry-stone structures have been identified, and divided into 3 categories: rock-shelters, fairly 
ephemeral and used by shepherds or hunters as temporary refuge; isolated huts, small dwelling 
structures, primarily associated with hay-making; enclosures, large animal corrals, often 
associated with a small dwelling structure. The enclosures turned out to be the most interesting 
features. Following archaeological excavation, a large and compound enclosure has been dated 
to the late-medieval period, although evidence of early-medieval and even late-prehistoric 
occupation of the area has also been recorded. A smaller and less preserved enclosure has 
recently provided evidence of a very early occupation (1800-1600 BC), although the functional 
and chronological correlation between this prehistoric context and the enclosure needs to be 
further assessed. 

Link with laws/regulations 
and with other policies/ 
plans/strategies (if any) 

There is no regulatory and policy framework for this case study. The objectives are primarily 
related to archaeological and palaeoecological research, and the promotion of local small-scale 
tourism through dissemination events and open days. 

PROBLEMS AND NEEDS TARGETED 

Problems 

The general perception of high altitudes is of pristine natural landscapes, weakly affected by 
the impact of human agency. But this perception is inaccurate. Indeed, the impact of farming 
and other land-management strategies is more evident in other “less marginal” contexts. But 
this does not mean that anthropogenic influence was less significant in these high mountain 
landscapes. Pastoral activities have exploited mountain resources for thousands of years, and 
by doing that they have transformed these resources. The treeline has been artificially 
lowered, and constantly managed for millennia. Plant composition and soil development 
have been influenced by livestock manure. And animal grazing and mobility have often 
triggered soil erosion. Therefore, to understand and protect high mountain landscapes today, 
we need to understand the complex history of human interaction with alpine/subalpine 
ecosystems. 

Needs 

A more accurate knowledge of human occupation of the uplands is necessary. This requires 
archaeological surveys, to record any the possible evidence of past human presence at high 
altitude. Another important proxy comes from the study of soil. By studying soil dynamics, 
and correlating them with archaeological evidence, we can understand whether the waxing 



 

 

 

  

 

and waning of human occupation had a consequence on the development or erosion of soil. 
In order to have a detailed perception of these phenomena, archaeological investigation and 
soil analysis must move from the landscape to the site scale. Representative sites need to be 
stratigraphically investigated, in order to understand how their development correlated with 
the local environmental change and the aforementioned soil dynamics. Informatics (in 
particular the use of GIS) provides a significant support, as all the relevant information can be 
stored and analysed within a single digital platform. 

Quantitative data 
Quantitative data are not available yet, but one of the purposes of the project is to provide a 
quantification of landscape change over time. 

FOCUS, OBJECTIVES AND OUTPUTS 

Themes 
Does the case study 
address this theme? 

(YES/NO) 

If yes, how? 
(max 750 characters for each theme) 

Spatial planning NO  

Protection of environment 
(e.g. biodiversity, water, 
geomorphology, soil, 
climate…) 

YES 

By studying past human-environment interaction we will be able to 
assess how pastoral strategies have transformed the upland 
landscapes during the Holocene. This will provide the ideal baseline to 
discuss with decision makers how the knowledge of the past can 
inform future policies. In particular, whether current land-use and 
land-management strategies seem ecologically sustainable compared 
to archaeologically inferred strategies. 

Protection/enhancement of 
tangible cultural heritage 
(e.g. historical paths, 
archaeological sites, 
architecture, terraces and 
field systems…) 

YES 

Most of the investigated structures in the area (rock-shelters, huts, 
enclosures) are still visible, and represent key features in the local 
landscape. One of the purposes of this project is to promote the 
upland landscape of Val di Sole for their cultural and historical value, 
beyond their obvious ecological importance. We aim to promote the 
archaeological heritage of the study area by suggesting a series of 
touristic itineraries, for hikers and local amateurs. 

Protection/enhancement of 
intangible cultural heritage 
(e.g. historical route 
networks, scenic views, 
folklore, food, music…) 

YES 

The basecamp of the project is the small hamlet of Ortisé, at 1500 m 
asl, close to the upland pastures of the study area. Most of the 
villagers used to be farmers, and some of them are still practicing 
farming activities. By interacting with the local communities, 
discussing the results of our research and trying to understand their 
seasonal farming practices, we would like to protect and promote 
their traditional ecological knowledge, and to strengthen their 
connection with their history and landscape, which feed their strong 
local identity. 

Slow mobility (cycling 
routes, trekking paths, etc.) 

YES 

By promoting touristic itineraries, this project might foster the 
development of new trekking paths and hiking routes. Mountain 
hiking is increasingly popular on this side of Val di Sole (less suitable 
for ski resorts), and it is likely that this initiative will contribute to 
accelerate the interest of specific groups of hikers for this area. 

Economic development of 
mountain & rural areas (e.g. 
tourism, agro-food 
production, agriculture, 
livestock breeding…) 

YES 

By promoting touristic itineraries, cultural landscapes and the 
preservation of traditional knowledge, this project will be beneficial 
for the economy of the small hamlet of Ortisé. New initiatives, 
organised by the village to promote the upland archaeological 
landscapes among new visitors, seem to confirm that this is 
considered by the local entrepreneurs as an initiative worth investing 
on. 

INVOLVEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS 

Actors involved  
 

During the whole project there was a strong collaboration with local communities in the 
hamlets of Ortisé and Menas, and with the Council of Mezzana, who provide in-kind support 



 

 

 

  

 

to the project. Villagers, instead, not only provided useful information and support for the 
project, but contributed to informing the early stages of the survey and complementing the 
analysis of the historic landscape. 

Involvement procedures 

Stakeholders were engaged during informal meeting in public spaces (the local pub) or during 
their work in the field or in the forest. Ethnographic information about traditional ecological 
knowledge was collected during individual meetings in the houses of some relevant 
stakeholders or during fieldwork. No formal focus groups or feedback meetings have been 
organised, although this is a plan for future research campaigns more focused on the 
community involvement.  

Problems and challenges 
No specific problems or difficulties were experienced during the collection of ethnographic 
information and other types of engagement of members of local communities. 

EXPECTED OR ACHIEVED EFFECTS  

Type of effect 
Description  

(max 750 characters for each type) 

Effects on the environment 
(e.g. restoration of habitats, 
increased biodiversity, 
climate change mitigation 
or adaptation…)  

Promotion of farming and non-farming activities that guarantee a sustainable management 
of the area, based on the identification of past sustainable and unsustainable strategies. 
Identification of the areas more affected by intensive pastoral exploitation, and the 
consequences of long-term grazing on vegetation cover and soil 

Effects on immaterial, 
cultural assets (e.g. cultural 
landscape, scenic views, 
folklore…) 

Preservation of traditional ecological knowledge, particularly that connected with the 
exploitation of high-altitude environments. 
Promotion of upland landscape, as critical asset for local communities, from their identity as 
much as their economy 

Effects on material, cultural 
assets (e.g. restoration of 
historic artefacts or 
buildings, restoration of 
traditional terraces or 
cultivation systems…) 

Promotion of the archaeological sites (dry stone structures) identified at high altitude in the 
study area 
Monitoring the degradation of abandoned pre-modern structures. Producing a visual record 
of these structure (3D photogrammetry) before they collapse. 

Effects on social and 
economic aspects (e.g. new 
jobs, new enterprises…) 

Promotion of cultural tourism in this area of Val di Sole 

IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES 

Financial resources 

The ALPES project is carried out with internal funding of the University of Trento and 
Newcastle University, complemented by a small contribution of the Italian Alpine Club (CAI). 
In 2015, the team got awarded a substantial LEADER project grant by the Local Action Group 
(GAL) of Val di Sole. This grant was used to fund the fieldwork project, archive research, and 
to publish two volumes: a scientific edited volume, with the results of the first 5 years of the 
project, and a booklet for public dissemination. 

Implementation procedures Not applicable 

SUPPORTING INFORMATION 

Images (pictures, graphics, 
maps, charts, etc.) 

All the following pictures and maps are reproduced from the volume Angelucci & Carrer 2015 
(see publications below) 
 



 

 

 

  

 

 
Fig. 1: Map of the study area 
 

 
Fig. 2: Val Molinac, from south (Photo D.E. Angelucci) 
 



 

 

 

  

 

 
Fig. 3: An example of historic hut, abandoned towards the end of the 20th century (Photo M. 
Rapanà) 
 

 
Fig. 4: A rock-shelter in Val Molinac (Photo M. Rapanà) 
 



 

 

 

  

 

 
Fig. 5: Archaeological excavation within the medieval livestock enclosure. 
 

 
Fig. 6: Archaeological excavation of a possibly early-medieval hut (Photo F. Cavulli) 
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