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Landscape resilience and UNESCO Cultural Landscapes. The relation between 
resilience and the landscape identity in response to the anthropogenic variation 
of the systems.

Fabrizio Aimar, Polytechnic University of Turin, LINKS Foundation (2018-21)
Angioletta Voghera (promoter)

abstract: In living landscapes, permanence and identity necessitate introducing co-evolutive resilience concepts 
in planning. Lack of adaptability is identified in the Management Plans of UNESCO “Cultural Landscapes” about 
discounting identity compared to newcomers. The “Vineyard Landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato” 
and the “Cultural Landscape of Honghe Hani Rice Terraces” case-studies are identified to investigate social adaptive 
changes, in a long-term. As preserving “the know-how and approaches to protect cultural heritage … leads to the 
possibility of increasing the intrinsic resilience of a system”, “heritage can be used as a pivotal element to improve social 
resilience” (Brunetta et al., 2019). Consequently, what is the relationship between resilience and identity? What is the 
ratio of permanence to change, towards a community-led approach? Qualitative findings might encourage site managing 
bodies to “reinforce the community role and the adaptive capacity” (Moulaert et al., 2007; Brunetta et al., 2019) in critical 
systems (Coaffee, 2019).

keywords: landscape resilience; UNESCO Cultural landscapes; newcomers; landscape identity; UNESCO Management 
Plans

Introduction 
As cultural expressions, rural landscapes are living and 
ever shifting on a timeline (Antrop, 2005). In a landscape 
planning perspective, persistence, identity and preservation 
of cultural values constitute pivotal elements demanding 
for the assimilation of co-evolutive resilience. Assuming 
that Cultural Landscapes represent the “combined works of 
nature and of man” (United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization, 1994, art. 36), it follows that the 
social component therefore plays an important contribute 
in building a collective landscape image, through individual 
and public perceptions. To convert them into spatial plans 
and projects (Brunetta et al., 2019), the landscape resilience 
approach is the discursive concept gaining the centre stage.

Factually, is established a dearth of adaptivity in existing 
Management Plans of the UNESCO Properties on the 
World Heritage List included as Cultural Landscapes 
(1992), particularly on actualising the landscape identity 
compared to newcomers. The constant variability of the 
anthropogenic element embodies a key threshold in the 
stability of the landscape quality. In that sense, likely 
modifications might reduce the ability to interpret of its 
characters (Plieninger and Bieling, 2012) and jeopardize 
the reading of permanencies. As a result, the rural 
characterization of some out overall 114 UNESCO Cultural 
Landscapes risks to be threatened by several progressive 
adulterations (ICOMOS-IFLA, 2017) due to depopulation, 
“loss of traditional practices, techniques, local knowledge, 
and cultures” (Point C.1, p.3). However, assuming that 
“many rural systems have proven to be sustainable and 
resilient over time” (ICOMOS-IFLA, Point F, 2017: 4), it 
turns out that resilience is increasingly relevant to cultural 
heritage (Holtorf, 2018). Latter particularly refers to the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal no.11, 

Target 11.4: “Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard 
the world’s cultural and natural heritage” (2015) and, in 
addition, the “World Heritage Centre designation(s)” in 
Indicator 11.4.1 (2016).
Seeking to build an approach to face these processes, two 
UNESCO case-studies have been chosen: the “Vineyard 
Landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato”, 
Italy (ref: 1390rev) and the “Cultural Landscape of Honghe 
Hani Rice Terraces”, China (ref: 1111). The comparison 
between these two sites refers to the institutional 
Arrangements signed during Chinese President Xi Jinping’s 
visit to Italy (March 23, 2019). In particular, no.15 provides 
for a twinning of the managing bodies of the respective 
sites, based on specific purposes already defined in art. 2 
of the Statute of the Italy-China Cultural Forum (2016). 
Among them, point g proposes: “exchange of experiences 
and technologies in the protection and restoration of 
cultural heritage, in particular: dissemination and use of 
risk assessment technologies and conservation of cultural 
heritage”. Moreover, point j suggests “cooperation and 
exchanges between institutions and local communities of 
UNESCO World Heritage sites of the two countries”.

Material and methods
Every surveys on the Cultural Landscape need to comprehend 
that it “is fashioned out of the natural landscape” (Sauer, 
1925) by the multi-layered social, economic, political 
and cultural dimensions of the contemporary society, 
which are permeated by the complexity of Anthropocene 
(Crutzen and Stoermer, 2000). Pondering interconnection 
and interdependence of global systems in their analytical 
level, reflexions be inclined to examine more the human 
contribution in the evolving framework to avoid threats in 
these robust-but-fragile systems (Carlson and Doyle, 2000; 
Coaffee, 2019). It may indicates potential lines in possible 

fig. 1. Principal Macedonian communities settled down in Italian Municipalities, listed in descending order. 
Comparisons involve the total inhabitants and newcomers (no.), defining 2 ratios expressed in percentage 
values. (Sources: Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). Total residents (no.) refer to 31/12/2018; total 
newcomers (no.) and total Macedonians (no.) refer to 01/01/2019. Author’s elaboration)

methodologies overcoming divisive ideas behind resilience 
as a “boundary object” (Brand and Jax, 2007; Baggio et al., 
2015) in communities also due to the scarce possibilities 
of complex adaptive systems to “have control over system 
boundaries or trajectories” (Ramage and Shipp, 2009; 
McGreavy, 2016). Therefore, strategies are needed to 
manage “ontological uncertainties” in order to face “hidden 
interdependencies, the complex risks that are lurking in the 
background” (Shaw, 2012: 292), in which the non-linearity, 
discontinuity, self-organization, and unpredictability 
are “the epistemological basis of evolutionary resilience” 
(Davoudi, 2018: 4).
Moving within a theoretical framework, both the case 
studies were inscribed as a UNESCO Cultural Landscape. 
Precisely, the “Cultural Landscape of Honghe Hani Rice 
Terraces” (ref: 1111) in 2013 (Decision: 37 COM 8B.24) 
and the “Vineyard Landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-
Roero and Monferrato” (ref: 1390rev) in 2014 (Decision: 
38 COM 8B.41). According to the UNESCO Operational 
Guidelines 2008, Annex 3, point 10, both fall in the (ii) 
category “organically evolved landscape”; in detail, in 
the “continuing landscape” sub-category (p.86). Latter 
includes evolution in its definition, as it: “retains an active 
social role in contemporary society closely associated with 
the traditional way of life, and in which the evolutionary 
process is still in progress. At the same time, it exhibits 
significant material evidence of its evolution over time.” 

Prioritizing a specific interpretation of the landscape, the 
Dossier of the Italian UNESCO Property has deployed an 
analytic method listing natural, cultural-anthropic and 
perceptive components (p.39). A key emphasis within 
its “cultural-anthropic component” is due to the “social-

cultural structure”. It recalls to “the sense of belonging, 
rooting and recognition of the locations. From this point 
of view, the landscape is considered as ... a deposit for the 
collective memory... The ‘identity’ aspect of the landscape, 
made up not only of the resident community but of a much 
broader society of users, is of fundamental importance … 
to consolidate the local identity.” This approach coherently 
descent by the European Landscape Convention of the 
Council of Europe (ETS No.176, 2000), that entry in 
force in Italy on 01/09/2006. In fact, it asserts that “… 
the landscape has an important public interest role in the 
cultural, ecological, environmental and social fields”. But 
in China, according to Han (2015), the method seems 
different. In the traditional Chinese culture, the concept 
of landscape is expressed by the word Fengjing, composed 
of two characters: Feng and Jing. Feng means flowing air, 
atmosphere but also implies the cultural sense, order or 
rules of a society etc.; instead, Jing signifies light, but even 
indicates the notion of scenario. This concept has evolved 
to date and includes both the natural environmental sphere 
and the cultural-humanistic ones. In addition, a modern 
term has emerged recently: Jingguan. Jing (scenery) and 
Guan (view or sight) corresponds to the theoretical idea of 
landscape derived from the Anglo-Saxon context.

In that perspective, resilience could be intended as a 
learning-based process on transformative dynamics. 
Aiming to resilient scenarios, multi-, trans-disciplinary 
and systemic methodologies are embedded in a qualitative 
approach feeding both speculative debates in the Academy, 
as well as collective actions in the local communities. If the 
aim is to “promote politics and practices with incentives 
to reinforce the community role and the adaptive capacity 
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fig. 2. 

of systems” (Moulaert et al., 2007; Brunetta et al., 2019), 
managing bodies could decide to introduce proactive, 
landscape-resilient practices as part of renewals of the 
UNESCO Management Plans. In these upgradable 
documents, integrating resilience appears a need to 
comprehend the self-regulation of internal systems. As 
latter have to face different threats by their very nature, 
implementations have to be intended as ongoing processes 
of change due to “the evolving nature of the threat” 
(Coaffee, 2019).

Theory/calculation
As landscape identity is a dynamic identity (Loupa Ramos, 
Bernardo, Ribeiro, and Van Eetvelde, 2016; Butler et al., 
2019), a few intertwined questions emerge. What is the 
relationship between resilience and identity? What is the 
ratio between permanence and change, to achieve both 
the systemic robustness required by UNESCO and to cope 
with dynamic shifts? If the aim is to reach a community-led 
collaborative safeguard, comprehending the ratio between 
persistence-memory and ongoing adjustments emerges as 
vital on a vast zone, in a mid-period. That connection may 
address to “increasing the intrinsic resilience of a system” 
but as long as the territorial governance is able to “preserve 
the know-how, ordinary maintenance and approaches to 
protect cultural heritage” (Brunetta et al., 2019: 8). 

Consequently, if one relates the abovesaid to newcomers 
permanently settled in the territories of both UNESCO 
sites, it becomes important “the need of local communities 
to reconstruct their sense of belonging, history or cultural 
identity” (Brunetta et al., 2019). In that perspective, the 
Italian town of Canelli (partially included in the 1390rev-

005 Component “Canelli and Asti Spumante”) records 1,872 
foreigners out of a total of 10,411 residents (ISTAT, 2019), 
more represented by Macedonian (807), Romanian (327) 
and Bulgarian (200) people. The Macedonian community 
constitutes 43.1% of the entire number of immigrants in 
the town, and numerically it ranks fifth in Italy in terms 
of members, 807 citizens out of 63,561 (ISTAT, 2019). 
Similarly, Nizza Monferrato (partly comprised in the 
1390rev-004 Component “Nizza Monferrato and Barbera”) 
shows the second numerous Macedonian community 
within this UNESCO serial site: 532 people out 1,470 total 
newcomers and 10,290 inhabitants (ISTAT, 2019). As in 
Canelli, it embodies the most relevant foreign group, equal 
to 36.2% of the overall number of immigrants, which 
classifies it in eighth place nationwide (Table I).

By contrast, resilience as a word and its implications 
aren’t plainly mentioned neither in the Dossier, nor in the 
Management Plan, notwithstanding social vulnerabilities. 
However, the SWOT analysis matrix in the Management 
Plan (p.58) embodies threats demanding close 
consideration, as the “poor social inclusion policies” set 
in a waning agrarian sector. Coherently, in support to the 
next nomination as a World Heritage site (2014, March 6), 
the International Council on Monuments and Sites ends 
its Advisory evaluation additionally suggesting Italy as a 
State Party to pay “greater attention to the social values that 
make an important contribution to the management and 
conservation of the property”, including “the transmission 
of expertise and know-how, popular traditions, etc” (p.319).
Similarly, neither in the “Cultural Landscape of Honghe 
Hani Rice Terraces” Dossier and nor in its Management 
Plan, the term ‘resilience’ is cited. However, the related 
ICOMOS report embed it and its connotations both in 
the Brief Synthesis (“The Honghe Hani rice terraces are 
an exceptional reflection of a resilient land management 
system that optimises social and environmental resources”) 
and even in its Integrity criterion. However, some social 
contradictions seem to emerge. In fact, in the Nomination 
File (UNESCO, 2013) is reported that only the 69,8% 
of the entire population in the Nominated property is 
composed by the Hani minority, equal to 37,800 people out 
54,100 (p.35). Moreover, ICOMOS, in its Advisory Body 
evaluation, specifies that: “In reality some 50% of Hani 
people farm terraces” (p.78) and it warns that although “the 
traditional system is currently robust and well protected”, 
“… the way that the traditional system adapts itself to 
modern demands, which are already drawing people away 
from the villages, … could lead to difficult tensions” (p.79). 
These latent dynamics (Diamond, 2005) might increase 
“the degradation of memory and the community identity” 
leading to the “loss of the sense of belonging” (Brunetta 
et al., 2019). In perspective, these threats may expose 
the systems to a vulnerable condition, affecting the 
upcoming aspect of the landscape as well as the sense of 
communities, at various levels. Precisely, they could distort 
the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) met under the 
Criterion (v) and Authenticity condition in the “Vineyard 

Landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato”, 
as well as in the “Cultural Landscape of Honghe Hani Rice 
Terraces”.

Results and discussion
Moving from a pervasive idea of sustainability to the 
established frame of resilience, systemic robustness 
proves a connection with preparedness, in which being 
robust is “the capacity to enhance … changes of resisting 
disturbances” (Brunetta and Caldarice, 2019) and stressors 
(Redman, 2014). However, as Folke denotes (2006), 
“Anderies et al. (2004) used the concept robustness to mean 
the maintenance of some desired system characteristics” 
(persistence), “despite fluctuations in the behavior of its 
component parts or its environment.” Similarly, Davoudi 
et al. (2013) summarize that in the binomial “Persistence 
– being robust” (Fig. 2, p.311). Moreover, Folke (2016) 
definitely postulated that: “Adaptability is central to 
persistence. It helps turn changes and surprises into 
opportunities; hence, it is an important part of social-
ecological resilience (Berkes et al., 2003; Nelson et al., 2007)”. 
Therefore, persistence can perform through resilience as a 
“sources of memory …” (Gunderson and Holling, 2002; 
Nykvist and von Heland, 2014; Folke, 2016), preserving 
this stock (Voghera and Giudice, 2019) also in landscapes. 
According to Butler et al. (2019), “Landscapes can act as 
autobiographical memory aids in self-formation, through 
which we uphold and consolidate our identifications (Knez, 
2005)”. In this perspective, as “the landscape includes a 
cultural-heritage experience of the territory” (Brunetta et 
al., 2019), it is assumed that its active conservation needs 
to be centred on local capacity building (Pratt, 2015). So, 
in Cultural Landscapes, “heritage can be used as a pivotal 
element to improve social resilience” (Brunetta et al., 2019).

Subsequently, mobilising new approaches inherent to the 
prospective role of resilience appears desirable, “using 
feedback in a more responsive ways to track progress” 
(Coaffee, 2019) in advancements over a timespan. In the 
Management Plan of the UNESCO Property “Vineyard 
Landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato”, 
they could be incorporated both in the second objective, 
entitled “A ‘Social Landscape’: (Where to live)”, and in the 
fourth one, denominated “An ‘Efficient Landscape’: (Where 
to manage)”. If the first one accepts that: “A landscape is 
the mirror of local identity” (p.60), the subsequent instead 
urges: “… to efficiently manage the available resources” 
to develop “… activities of protection, conservation and 
requalification” (p.62). In the Chinese Management Plan 
of the “Cultural Landscape of Honghe Hani Rice Terraces”, 
instead, the aforesaid approaches could fall into general 
objective no.1, “to adjust and guide the value continuity 
mode” (art.51 – Objectives of Planning, p.37), in which a 
“multi-disciplinary coordinated comprehensive research 
system of value maintenance for Honghe Hani Rice 
Terraces” is needed (sub-objective no.4, p.38). 

In conclusion, range and scope of appropriate actions 

need to be harmonised by the Properties management 
bodies, which could drive the resilience agenda forward: 
the ‘Association for the heritage of Vineyard Landscapes of 
Langhe-Roero and Monferrato’ in Italy, and the ‘Hani Rice 
Terraces Cultural Heritage Protection and Development 
Management Committee’, in China. They oversee the 
governance of own territories and, moreover, for arranging 
“the implementation of the Monitoring Plan associated 
with the Management Plan” over time.

Conclusions
Pondering to the changing circumstances of the social 
reality, the present study intends to progressively increase 
community resilience, embracing resilience as a crucial 
driver of territorial innovation (Rolando, 2015). This 
forward-(re)thinking approach in the decision-making 
should refine new forms of decisions and focused actions 
to strengthen the resilience of the whole system through 
the ability to accept, respond and adapt, supporting the 
landscape to cope with the investigated vulnerabilities 
and, to a greater extent, social-dependent ones. On-going 
dynamics are pushing to a continuous evolution toward 
novel integrated forms of territorial governance in linked 
systems that could be imagined, assessed, managed 
(Coaffee, 2019) and oriented, for instance in the field 
of social organisation (Coaffee, 2019). Consequently, 
interacting relations with contexts-depend approaches 
permit to build new abilities to reframe responses in 
a positive and proactive manner. Flexible policies and 
practices could sustain the intangible cultural heritage 
and even forage for the landscape identity (Butler et al., 
2019) in newcomers. Options and short-term objectives 
could support mid-period goals within manifold adaptive 
pathways established by a roadmap. These soft paths may 
play a part to rebound or renovate daily relationships 
dealing with “new normal” spatial-resilience scenarios, 
based on ever-adjusting conditions. Despite China isn’t a 
State Party and Italy not ratified it, the Faro Convention 
(CETS No.199, 2005) offers a viewpoint of cultural heritage 
“as a resource … in a constantly evolving society”, proposing 
set of actions potentially containable in the voluntary 
Management Plan renewals of both the above examined 
UNESCO sites. The Italian World Heritage site plans it 
with a ten-year voluntary deadline; instead in the Chinese 
case, potential practices could be already embedded in the 
long-term term step of the current Plan, in force from 2021 
to 2030 (UNESCO, 2013).
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