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Abstract 

The European Landscape Convention (ELC) aims to promote European landscape protection, management and 

planning. The ELC has been ratified by a number of European member and no-member states, including Italy. A new 

generation of landscape plans is developing in order to achieve the aims of ELC. 

A renewed interest is growing for landscapes and rural landscapes both at the Italian national and regional level. 

Sixteen years after the ELC signature, roughly a half of the Italian regions have modified and approved landscape plans 

with an emphasis for the analysis and design of rural areas. The rural landscapes, in particular, can be studied and classed 

through several points of view including the forestry, agronomic, pedological, and built dimensions.  

The rural built landscape dimension has rarely been studied and integrated within the Italian landscape plans in a 

satisfactory way. So, after an analysis of the Italian regional landscape plans consistent with the ELC and a literature 

review about the rural built landscape dimension, we propose a method and some key elements useful to categorize the 

Sardinian rural landscapes. In this study we present the results achieved, explaining real case studies developed under a 

research project funded by the Autonomous Region of Sardinia, Italy. 
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1. Introduction 

The European Landscape Convention (hereafter, ELC) induced practitioners to focus on landscapes with a renovated 

interest for territorial systems including not only relevant landmarks but also second order elements. In this respect, ELC 

implementation in European Union member (and not member) states has paved the way to new tools concerning ordinary 

and distributed landscapes and referring often to rural and agricultural landscapes. This apparently superfluous 

specification –in fact, European landscapes are broadly rural– by contrast has attracted in recent times the interest of 

many scholars (Paracchini and Capitani, 2011). While many definitions of landscape exist, in this paper we refer to the 

landscape as conceived in the ELC: “an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and 

interaction of natural and/or human factors” (ELC, 2000). The ELC gives the same importance to all types of landscapes: 

thus natural, rural, peri-urban and urban landscapes are key for European cultural identity (Piorr and Müller, 2009). 

Italy has signed in 2000 and ratified in 2006 the ELC, and approved in 2004 the legislative decree n. 42 ‘Code of 

Cultural and Landscape Heritage’(hereafter, the Code). The Code introduces the ELC principles in the Italian regulatory 

system by stressing innovative concepts, such as landscape quality, local identity, and cultural values. According to the 

Code, state and regions ensure that the whole national territory is properly known, protected, planned and managed. 

Italian regional administrations approve landscape plans in order to achieve the aims of the Code. Some regions have 

approved such landscape plans and for the first time focus explicitly on the analysis and planning of agricultural and rural 

landscapes. 

Some papers approach rural landscape definition by describing architectonic and spatial characteristics of rural 

buildings and settlements (Jeong et al., 2012). The concepts characterizing rural landscapes are also at the basis of the 

design and management of last generation planning tools approved in Italy according to the ELC. According to De 

Montis (2016), roughly a half of Italian regions approved such plans with typical instruments, i.e. landscape units, atlases 

and catalogues, concerning sometimes the definition of rural landscapes.  

In this paper, we aim at discussing methods, criteria, and indicators adopted in rural landscape definition and planning 

with a special interest for the interaction between buildings and landscape. We start from the international literature on 

the definition of rural landscapes and focus on the design of a method able to assess rural built landscapes. In the 

perspective of an operative definition, we integrate the method with elements drawn from a study of the approaches to 

rural landscapes proposed by last generation landscape plans approved by Italian local administrations. We apply the 

method to the study of rural landscapes in three regions of Sardinia, Italy, and give a contribution to steer the process of 

extension to the interior part of the island of the Regional Landscape Plan (RLP) of Sardinia. 

 

2. Materials and Methods  

The literature on rural landscapes is quite extensive, as that theme has been addressed under a number of points of 
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view. In 2015, we selected a set of twenty-eight journal articles filtering the sciencedirect.com database through the 

following keywords: agricultural landscapes, rural landscapes, rural landscape analysis and planning. The articles have 

been clustered in the five macro-groups reported in Table 2. 

 Table 2. Macro-groups of the references selected. 

Macro-groups Key concepts References 

Buildings analysis Architectural shapes and 

features, building 

materials and techniques 

Jeong et al. (2012); Tassinari et al. (2010); van der Vaart (2005) 

Dynamic analysis Landscape change in time, 

landscape natural and 

artificial matrices 

Gulickx et al. (2013);  Pôças et al. (2011); Pedroli et al. (2007); 

Skowronek et al. (2005); Poudevigne et al. (1997) 

Landscape ecology Landscape functions and 

ecosystem services 

Riguccio et al. (2014); Gullino and Larcher (2012); Laterra et al. 

(2012); Ma and Swinton (2011); Petit (2008); Claval (2005) 

Sociologic and 

policy analysis 

Landscape perception and 

cultural identity 

Hiner (2014); Sklenicka et al. (2014); Wheeler (2014); Øian 

(2013); Primdahl et al. (2013); Ruiz and Domon (2012); Paquette 

and Domon (2001) 

Visual analysis Human preferences, visual 

perception 

Garcìa-Llorente et al. (2012); Qingjuan et al. (2011); Ramírez et al. 

(2011); Sevenant and Antrop (2007); Natori et al. (2005); Appleton 

and Lovett (2003) 

 

Then we scrutinize nine Italian regional landscape plans approved in Italy according to the Code. The main features 

of this plans are reported in Table 3, while Figure 1 illustrates the coverage of the study: the sample represents roughly a 

half of the population and territorial extension of the country. 

Table 3. Landscape plans under scrutiny: main characteristics 

Region Denomination (and code) Year of approval 

Apulia Regional Landscape and Territorial Plan (RLTP) 2013 

Calabria Regional Landscape and Territorial Framework (RLTF) 2013 

Lazio Regional Landscape and Territorial Plan (RLTP) 2007 

Lombardy Regional Landscape Plan (RLP) 2013 

Piedmont Regional Landscape Plan (RLP) 2009 

Sardinia Regional Landscape Plan (RLP) 2006 

Tuscany Territorial Coordination Plan (TCP) 2014 

Umbria Regional Landscape Plan (RLP) 2012 

Veneto New Regional Territorial Coordination Plan (NRTCP) 2007 

 

We have scrutinized these tools according to the issues reported in Table 4. 

Table 4. Scrutiny of landscape plans: issues and description. 

N Issues Description 

1 Landscape units Clearly bounded territories with homogeneous landscapes 

2 Landscape atlases or catalogues Visual or textual documents illustrating landscape units 

3 Rural landscapes: focus Specific focus for rural landscape 

4 Rural landscapes:  fact sheets Detailed analytical documents defining rural landscapes 

5 Rural building types and materials Technologic solutions of rural buildings 

6 Methods Methods adopted for defining rural landscapes 

7 Data Type, resolution, and source of data processed 

8 Indicators Indicators used to define rural landscapes 

 

The first two issues concern the rationale of last generation landscape plans fundamental documents. Issues 3-5 attain 

the specific focus for rural landscape detailed definition and planning and the clarification of rural buildings’ architectural 

characteristics. The last issues 6-8 report on the eventual reference to analytical frameworks adopted for detecting and 

defining rural landscapes. 
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Figure 1. In dark gray, Italy in the European context (A). In light gray, the regions covered in this study (B). 

 

In two regions (Sardinia and Tuscany), planners define specific documents concerning rural landscapes, while in the 

remaining cases they prefer to refer to the usual and comprehensive concept of landscape. The majority of plans (with the 

exception of Sardinia) cover the entire region. All the plans selected divide the region in landscape units described with 

typical photographic atlas or catalogues, where a special interest for rural (or agrarian) landscape emerges. In some cases, 

planners identify rural or agricultural landscapes by emphasizing the role of specific shaping and modifying human 

cultivations. Often times the analysis is based on the description of rural buildings with respect to housing type, function, 

architectonic details and building techniques. Landscape plans approved by Lazio, Lombardy, Piedmont, Tuscany, and 

Veneto are relevant, as they provide explicitly some information about the rural built landscape. Lazio’s RLTP takes into 

account historic rural buildings and villages in reclamation areas. As regard Lombardy, the regional landscape plan 

shows rural buildings like farmhouses (‘cascine’), barns and stalls, through photographic as well as textual 

documentation. In the case of Piedmont, the plan defines three types of rural areas according also to morphological 

characteristics of the settlement. The TCP of Tuscany, in addition, stresses the historical aspects and the housing types in 

peculiar areas devoted to sharecropping. 

We now draw from the literature review and the scrutiny of landscape practice key elements for the design of a 

method useful to characterize rural built landscapes. These key elements are the following: i) the use of a set of broadly 

qualitative indicators, and ii) the organization of the information in Landscape Fact Sheets (LFSs), whose layout includes 

indicators’ descriptors and values, cartography, and photographic documentation. The LFS is divided in two sections 

describing geographical general features and detailed building features (Table 5). 

Table 5. LFS section 1 and 2. 

Section 1: geographical and general features  Section 2: detailed building features 

N Themes Indicator  N Themes Indicator 

1 Landscape units Clearly bounded territories with 

homogeneous landscapes 

 1 General 

landscape 

Photographic view of the 

settlement 

2 Landscape 

atlases or 

catalogues 

Visual or textual documents 

illustrating landscape units 

 2 Local 

landscape 

Photographic view of the 

rural building 

3 Rural 

landscapes: 

focus 

Specific focus for rural 

landscape 

 3 Toponym Name of the site 

4 Rural 

landscapes:  fact 

Detailed analytical documents 

defining rural landscapes 

 4 Rural 

building: 
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Section 1: geographical and general features  Section 2: detailed building features 

N Themes Indicator  N Themes Indicator 

sheets 

5 Rural building 

types and 

materials 

Technologic solutions of rural 

buildings 

 4.1 Age Age from construction 

6 Methods Methods adopted for defining 

rural landscapes 

 4.2 Size Volume and surface area 

7 Data Type, resolution, and source of 

data processed 

 4.3 Use Current utilization pattern 

8 Indicators Indicators used to define rural 

landscapes 

 4.4 Conservatio

n status 

Current conservation status 

    4.5 Inconsistent 

elements 

Building techniques and 

materials not consistent 

with the original 

architectural morphology 

    4.6 Landscape 

relations 

Buildings’ coherence with 

the surrounding landscape 

    4.7 Building 

type 

Characteristics of the 

building type 

    4.8 Building 

techniques 

and 

materials 

Building techniques and 

materials adopted 

    4.9 Layout and 

elevation 

Layout and elevation 

    5 Guidelines Suggestions about 

renovation and use/reuse 
 

3. Application of the method 

In this section, we apply the method described in section 2 to the definition of three rural build landscapes in Sardinia, 

Italy. Sardinia is the second largest island in the Mediterranean Sea, is a very old land, and presents landscapes that have 

evolved in time.  

 

Figure 2. Cartographic and photographic representation of the landscape units: the Gulf of Asinara (A), Meilogu (B), and 

Mandrolisai-Gennargentu (C). 
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Landscape planning in Sardinia was rarely applied until the early 1990’s, when the regional administration approved 

fourteen regional landscape plans with the aim at valorising the environmental and landscape elements according to an 

ecological and environmental integrated approach to nature protection (De Montis and Caschili, 2012). In 2006, the 

regional administration approved a Code-based RLP that is still effective on a limited part of the island, namely the first 

homogeneous area, and includes twenty-seven landscape units located  along the coastline. After ten years, the regional 

administration is willing to complete the design of the RLP by extending it to the interior part of the island. At the same 

time, the regional administration decided to focus on the identification of landscapes with distinguishing rural 

characteristics. These advancements have led in 2013 to the approval of an Atlas of rural landscapes specifically 

dedicated to the agricultural and forestry matrices of Sardinian landscapes. This Atlas was included in the 2013 update of 

the RLP, which was shortly later withdrawn for mainly political reasons. 

In this institutional and planning context, we apply our method to the analysis and characterization of three landscape 

units localized in northern and central Sardinia (Figure 2): ‘Gulf of Asinara’, ‘Meilogu’, and ‘Mandrolisai-Gennargentu’. 

The first unit belongs and is affected by landscape planning connected to the first homogeneous area of the RLP. The 

remaining two units fall in the interior areas of the island and are not subject to any landscape planning yet. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

In the reminder of this section, we present a synthesis of the characterization of the rural built landscapes assessed in 

the three landscape units. As regard the unit ‘Gulf of Asinara’, rural built landscapes are often characterized by scattered 

settlements and isolated buildings. The most frequent building type is dialectically called ‘cuile’, and presents very 

simple layout and elevations: the rooms, located in a single ground floor, were realized in adjacency and one after the 

other. Thus, cuiles are nowadays buildings mainly developed in line. The structure consists of a weight bearing wall 

usually made of local stone (shale) and finished with a layer of plaster. The roof is sustained by wooden A-frames and 

realized with cane tapes, mortar, and terracotta tiles. In Meilogu and Mandrolisai-Gennargentu, the building type differs 

from that we found in the Gulf of Asinara and the buildings are generally aggregates, on the contrary of the cuiles. In 

Meilogu, linear multicellular buildings developed both on a floor and on two-three floors have been identified. The 

Mandrolisai-Gennargentu is characterized by rural buildings embedded in the urban center. The rural buildings usually 

develop on two or three floors. The main reason for these changes is due to the orography of the area: the linear buildings 

like cuiles have developed in almost flat areas, while in the Sardinian outback and mountainous areas the buildings have 

been built on slopes, according to the contour lines, and this circumstance explains why the rural buildings of 

Mandrolisai-Gennargentu have mainly developed according to a vertical growth. In such buildings, the walls are 

generally made of regular stone blocks, without a layer of plaster. The typical color of the interior walls is blue or light 

blue. 

Our LFS-based approach to landscape assessment enabled to associate a specific rural built landscape to given rural 

building type and housing system (Figure 3 and 4). The Sardinian rural built landscapes show different features 

depending on specific geographic context we consider. These distinguishing features include, among other things, the 

orography, geology, history and culture of the places. Our study shows that the materials used for building up the rural 

buildings are often derived from the typical rocks of the area, and that buildings grow in elevation depending on the slope 

of hillsides or plain areas. Also colors are often a useful indicator, as for example the red (externally) or the blue 

(internally) color used for painting respectively the cuiles in the “Gulf of Asinara” and the high buildings in 

“Mandrolisai-Gennargentu”. We are therefore able to provide some suggestions for the recovery of rural buildings, which 

are often in ruin condition. 

 

 

Figure 3. Example of LFS: Geographical and general features. 
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Figure 4. Example of LFS: Detailed building features. 

 

5. Conclusions 

In this section, we present the concluding remarks of this paper. The discussion above stresses that some indicators 

are useful for defining what rural landscapes are and mean, with respect to the building and settlement dimensions. The 

level of integrity and typical shape of buildings and settlements, their history, and the building materials adopted are of 

paramount importance. In a geographical perspective, an often adopted indicator is the housing density, which is usually 

reported with low values in rural landscapes. In addition, the degree of openness and remoteness are powerful measures 

for arguing about how rural a settlement is. Photographic documents are very important because original and elaborated 

pictures are still unabridged media for recording in a synthetic format both the characteristics and relations of single 

buildings in rural landscapes and the features of rural landscapes surrounding the entire settlements.  

We designed a fact sheet concerning the identification of rural landscapes with respect to the building and settlement 

dimensions and tested the viability of the fact sheet by applying it to the description of three case studies. Through such 

tool we are able to provide an overview on rural built landscape at global and local scale, in order to give advice about a 

recovery of rural buildings which is consistent both with the history of the building itself and the surrounding landscape. 
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