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PLANNING SUSTAINABLE TOURISM IN UNESCO 
WINE REGIONS: THE CASE OF THE LANGHE-ROERO 

AND MONFERRATO AREA

Abstract. Tourism may be an important leverage for local development. At the same time, it may 
trigger unwanted effects, ranging from the congestion of services and infrastructures to the progres-
sive deterioration of the assets that they plan to valorise. The article sheds light on this tension, dis-
cussing the multiple implications that increasing tourism fluxes generate in the vineyard landscape 
of Langhe-Roero and Monferrato, included in the UNESCO World Heritage List since 2014. The 
case study highlights the need to coordinate and enhance coherence among the existing planning 
and management instruments, towards the consolidation of a multi-level integrated territorial gov-
ernance framework aimed at the sustainable spatial planning of tourism in the area.
Key words: UNESCO, wine regions, landscape planning, spatial planning, sustainable tourism.

1. INTRODUCTION

Tourism is often identified as the cornerstone of territorial development strategies 
by local and regional authorities, motivated by the added value that increasing flows 
of visitors may bring to local economies. At the same time, tourism activities may 

* Vanessa ASSUMMA, Marta BOTTERO, Claudia CASSATELLA, Giancarlo COTELLA, 
Politecnico di Torino, Interuniversity Department of Regional and Urban Studies and Planning, 
Viale Mattioli 39, 10125, Torino, Italy; e-mails: vanessa.assumma@polito.it,  marta.bottero@
polito.it, claudia.cassatella@polito.it,  giancarlo.cotella@polito.it, ORCIDs: https://orcid.org/0000-
0002-4500-0413, https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8983-2628, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0461-0274, 
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8445-412X

© by the author, licensee Łódź University – Łódź University Press, Łódź, Poland. This article is an  open  
access  article  distributed  under  the  terms  and  conditions  of  the  Creative  Commons  Attribution license 
CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/)  
Received: 17.07.2022. Revised: 21.09.2022. Accepted: 19.10.2022
This article belongs to the output O1 “European Handbook of Tourism Spatial Planning” of the project 
SPOT – Sustainable Spatial Planning of Tourism Destinations, granted by European Commission under 
the Erasmus+ Programme (2019-1-PL01-KA203-064946). | The publication reflects only the position of 
the authors, and the European Commission and the National Agency are not responsible for the substantive 
content contained therein or for the use of the information contained therein.

https://doi.org/10.18778/1231-1952.29.2.06
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4500-0413
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8983-2628
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0461-0274
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8445-412X
mailto:vanessa.assumma@polito.it
mailto:marta.bottero@polito.it
mailto:marta.bottero@polito.it
mailto:claudia.cassatella@polito.it
mailto:giancarlo.cotella@polito.it
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4500-0413
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4500-0413
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8983-2628
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0461-0274
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8445-412X
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


94 Vanessa Assumma, Marta Bottero, Claudia Cassatella, Giancarlo Cotella

trigger unwanted effects, ranging from the congestion of services and infrastructures 
to the progressive deterioration of the assets from which they extract value. These 
challenges have recently gained prominence in the international arena, also as a con-
sequence of the high level of uncertainty raised by climate change and the COVID-19 
pandemic (Dodds and Butler, 2019; Cotella and Vitale Brovarone, 2021a, 2021b). 
Among the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) launched by the 2030 Global 
Agenda (UN, 2015), SDG 11 aiming at “Building sustainable and resilient cities 
and communities” devotes particular attention to inclusive and sustainable urbani-
sation (Target 11.3), the strengthening of cultural and natural heritage (Target 11.4), 
the reduction of disaster-related human and economic losses (11.5), environmental 
quality (11.6 and 11.7), and regional development and climate change adaptation 
(11.a and 11.b) (Berisha et al., 2022). Similarly, the European Union’s (EU) “Green 
Deal” and the so-called “New European Bauhaus” support sustainability, aesthetic, 
and inclusion principles through integrated spatial planning and the implementation 
of cross-sectoral strategies that also include tourism (CEC, 2019).

While the main urban areas are better positioned to capitalise on the emerging 
development paradigms and the strategic and financial opportunities that they will 
bring (Evans et al., 2019), small and medium-sized cities and rural areas are only 
recently reaching out to these issues, due to their lesser engagement in knowledge 
exchange networks and a common perception as ‘idyllic locations’ that do not 
yet suffer from the negative impacts of overdevelopment (Rye 2006; Cotella and 
Vitale Brovarone, 2022).1 However, accelerating globalisation has progressive-
ly also increased their visibility as tourism destination (Assumma and Ventura, 
2014); while the more virtuous contexts have seized this opportunity to synergis-
tically  integrate tourism within multi-dimensional development trajectories, in 
various cases the implementation of quick-win enhancement strategies has led to 
the consolidation of “mono-functional seasonal showcases”, often disconnected 
from their spatial surroundings. 

Overall, the development of a touristic offer that provides an outstanding ex-
perience to visitors without overexploiting the existing resources and assets or 
worsening the quality of life of residents remains a tangle that still needs to be 
unravelled (Adie et al., 2020; Bohac and Drapela, 2022). The conundrum is even 
more complex in relation to UNESCO Heritage sites (Di Giovine, 2008), where 
the cultural values, both tangibles and intangibles, that contribute to the unique-
ness of a given context have to be valorised and at the same time preserved for 
future generations (UNESCO, 2003). As a matter of fact, while several studies 
have shown a positive correlation between tourism specialisation and long-term 
economic growth (Arezki et al., 2009), the results in relation to preservation are 
often less encouraging, as it emerges from multiple UNESCO areas from around 

1 For a thorough overview of the main challenges that characterise rural areas in Europe see: Vitale 
Brovarone et al., 2022
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the world (Lo Piccolo et al., 2012; Caust and Vecco, 2017; Tesfu et al., 2018; Tien 
et al., 2019; Krajíčková and Novotná, 2020). Of course, selected virtuous exam-
ples also exist, where the attractiveness of tourism destinations has been enhanced 
and managed through systemic and balanced sustainable development models 
that satisfy tourists and local stakeholders’ expectation (Loulanski and Loulanski, 
2011; Liburd and Becken, 2017; Saarinen and Gill, 2018; Panzer-Krause, 2019; 
Del Baldo and Demartini, 2021; Trišić et al., 2022). As these experiences show, 
the reconciliation of environmental, economic, and social aspects is most often ef-
fectively pursued through the establishment of a coherent and integrated territorial 
governance framework (Lesniewska-Napierala et al., 2022).2

Acknowledging the above, with this paper we aim to contribute to the ongoing 
academic and policy debate on how to plan more sustainable tourism dynamics 
within UNESCO Heritage areas (see, e.g.: Di Giovine, 2008; Arezki et al., 2009; 
Lo Piccolo et al., 2012; Caust and Vecco, 2017). In particular, we argue that the 
multi-level integration and coordination of different instruments – spatial strate-
gies, landscape plans, territorial management plans, etc. – is essential to define, 
steer and manage territorial development dynamics in areas of outstanding land-
scape beauty, both considering the logics of tourism-driven economic develop-
ment, as well as ensuring their sustainability. Our argument is detailed with particu-
lar reference to a specific UNESCO World Heritage area – the vineyard landscape 
of Langhe-Roero and Monferrato (Italy) (WHL, 2014). Case studies are used ex-
tensively in tourism research and teaching as they can, among others, illuminate 
general issues through the examination of specific instances (Beeton, 2005) and 
support the evaluation of ongoing policy processes (Yin, 1992).3 In particular, the 
case at stake has been investigated through a mixed methodology composed by 
document and policy analysis, as well as by focus groups involving selected local 
stakeholders. The policy analysis had a twofold use: on the one hand, it enabled us 
to understand the main characteristics of the area and to reflect on the challenges 
and potentials surrounding tourism development therein; on the other, it has helped 
us to outline the governance and policy framework through which the development 
of the area is currently managed, as well as to identify the main contents of the 
instruments that have been put in place. Once a preliminary understanding of the 
case study has been consolidated, its main elements have been discussed in a focus 
groups, organised to test, validate and enrich them with additional governance nu-
ances that only actors that deal with tourism dynamics in the area could provide.4

2 It is important to stress that the shape and functioning of these frameworks is strictly dependent 
on the specific characteristics of the spatial governance and planning systems that characterise the 
different countries and regions (Berisha et al., 2021).
3 For an overview of the employment of case studies in tourism research see: Urioste-Stone, 2018.
4 The focus group saw the participation of six local stakeholders, respectively representing selected 
municipalities, private businesses (hotel and wine-making sectors), a consultancy company 
supporting tourism activities, and a regional body responsible for the sustainability of air quality.
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The results of this activity is presented in the text below, structured into four 
sections. After this introduction, section 2 presents the case study of the Lang-
he-Roero and Monferrato wine region. Section 3 focuses on the territorial govern-
ance framework that has consolidated through time to steer, regulate, and manage 
the development of the area at stake, with particular reference to the Regional 
Landscape Plan and the UNESCO site management plan, and to the challenges 
that still persist. Finally, section 4 completes the contribution, summarising its 
main arguments and paving the way for future research on the matter.

2. WINE REGIONS AND TOURISM: THE LANGHE-ROERO 
AND MONFERRATO AREA

A general premise on the main characteristics and challenges that characterise 
wine regions and tourism activities therein is provided here, to subsequently focus 
the attention on the Langhe-Roero and Monferrato wine region.

2.1. Wine regions: strong and fragile territorial systems

Wine regions are complex territorial systems usually covering large surfaces, which 
concern different administrative levels (e.g., various municipalities as well as wide 
area bodies as provinces and regions). They often feature polycentric systems com-
posed of small and medium-sized settlements that depend on selected larger munici-
palities for the access to primary services. Due to their nature, they are characterised 
by both strengths and fragilities (Assumma, 2021). On the one hand, their local econ-
omies are rather strong and focussed on production of wine and other certified gastro-
nomic excellences, which are sold nationally and exported internationally. Property 
values are generally high, due to the proximity to cultural and environmental assets 
and services. Moreover, the presence of a high share of forestry contribute to reduc-
ing the risk of natural hazards and mitigating their impact when they occur. All these 
aspects contribute to the economic attractiveness of wine regions (Tyrväinen and 
Miettinen, 2000; Van der Heide and Heijman, 2013; Gottero and Cassatella, 2017; 
Gullino and Larcher, 2014; Assumma et al., 2019), which are increasingly subject to 
recognition and strategies at the international level (Cassatella et al., 2021).5 

On the other hand, however, wine regions face a number of socio-economic, 
climatic, and environmental challenges (Jones and Webb, 2010; Mozell and Thach, 
2014). In some regions, for example, local communities have moved to main cities 

5 Apart from the several candidates to the UNESCO World Heritage List, see, for instance, the 
International Alliance of terraced landscapes, the FAO GIAHS Program, etc.
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in search of higher quality of life, in so doing favouring the acquisition of agricul-
tural lands by foreign investors and their transformation into vineyards. While the 
resulting increase in vineyards certainly generates a high economic return, it also 
contributes to a severe alteration of the landscape characteristics and value of these 
areas, which are very often rapidly turning to monoculture landscapes (Basso and 
Fregolent, 2021). At the same time, this substitution also occurs to the detriment of 
local cultural values as, although vineyards represent the structural factor of wine 
regions, this should not necessarily imply the exclusion of other permanent crops 
and their economies (e.g., olive groves, almond trees, etc.), which have in the past 
characterised the area. Additional challenges have been raised by climate change 
dynamics, which caused considerable losses in terms of vine plants and soil damag-
es due to temperature and weather variations (e.g., heavy storms, strong winds and 
hailstorms, and low run-off performance) (Moriondo et al., 2013).

Be that as it may, the environmental and landscape value of wine regions is 
acknowledged by many entities, including various international organisations 
aiming at their management and preservation. As evidence of this incremental 
recognition, the UNESCO World Heritage List (WHL) counts several cultural 
landscapes characterised by the presence of the wine-growing areas, of which 
many are located in Europe: the Alto Douro wine region in Portugal (2001), the 
Tokaj region in Hungary (2002), the Langhe-Roero and Monferrato area in Italy 
(2014), the Champagne, Caves et Coteaux de Champagne in France (2015), etc. 
According to UNESCO, wine regions are the result of the wine-making process as 
a relationship between man and environment (“continuing landscapes,” in UNE-
SCO’s words); as a consequence, they have developed a tourism offer that, draw-
ing on multiple forms of attractiveness (from food and wine to wellness, from 
sports activities to cultural events, among others) had progressively managed to 
attract non-seasonal tourism flows (Lourenco-Gomes et al., 2015; Bruwler and 
Rueger-Muck, 2019). However, wine regions are increasingly endangered by cli-
mate-change related issues and the required adaptation measures may prove to 
limit tourism’s potential economic benefits in order to prevent the deterioration 
of environmental and landscape values. The challenge for spatial governance and 
planning is here to combine planning and management instruments at various 
scales in order to balance these trade-offs, to the benefit of tourists, local commu-
nities, as well as the overall territorial quality of the area.

2.2. The UNESCO Vineyard landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato

The “vineyard landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato” is a fa-
mous wine region located in South Piedmont, between the provinces of Alessan-
dria, Asti and Cuneo (Fig. 1). Asti is the closest large city, located a 52-minute car 
ride from Turin. This context has recently been included in the UNESCO World 
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Heritage List (WHC, 2014) as a “living cultural landscape,” according to specif-
ic cultural criteria, and integrity and authenticity requirements. The importance 
of this context exceeds regional and national boundaries, due to its Outstanding 
Universal Value (OUV). It is famous for excellent wines such as Barolo and Bar-
baresco, as well as for a variety of truffles and hazelnuts of Alba. The UNESCO 
candidacy begun in the early 2000s, involving a variety of public and private 
partners, and has been concluded in 2014. 

a 

b 

Fig. 1. Case study localisation: (a) the vineyard landscape of Langhe-Roero and Monferrato
Source: authors’ own elaboration on Assumma 2021 and Geoportale Piemonte data (a); authors’ 

own elaboration on Assumma, 2021 on Google Images (b).



99Planning sustainable tourism in UNESCO wine regions: The case of...

More in detail, the vineyard landscape of Langhe-Roero and Monferrato en-
compasses six OUV core zones, included within 2 buffer zones that serve a pro-
tecting function: 

 – The Langa of Barolo is the land of the famous Barolo wine. Its landscape is 
characterised by fortification and medieval boroughs spread among the vineyards;

 – The Grinzane Cavour castle. The Count of Cavour ancient residence and 
houses that currently host a famous ethnographic museum and a wine research 
centre;

 – The Hills of Barbaresco. An area devoted to the Barbaresco wine produc-
tion, also hosting Neive that has been awarded the “Most Beautiful Boroughs” 
qualification;

 – Nizza Monferrato and the Barbera. A core zone hosting medieval boroughs 
with commercial vocation and wine-making cooperatives that are the result of the 
strong cooperation between local wine producers;

 – Canelli and the Asti Spumante. Canelli is the capital of Muscat wine and 
Spumante, hosting the so-called “Underground Cathedrals,” particular wine cel-
lars aimed at sparkling wine conservation;

 – Monferrato of the Infernot. The Infernot are wine cellars directly excavated 
in stone by local communities.

The present local economic system that characterises the Langhe-Roero and 
Monferrato area has developed and consolidated in the last thirty-forty years 
and was further boosted by its inclusion in the UNESCO WHL list. Even if the 
area had been severely affected by depopulation after World War II, the role of 
local entrepreneurs would have been pivotal for the valorisation of local resources 
and know-how as a powerful engine of growth.6 Wine culture has incrementally 
consolidated as the main socio-economic asset of the region: on the one hand, this  
has contributed to consolidate the sense of belonging and the territorial identity of 
the local communities; on the other, it triggered in the main actors and stakehold-
ers innovative perspectives in terms of production, communication, and branding.7 
Through the years, emerging opportunities and investments for the valorisation of 
local culture and products have increased the national and international visibility 
and competitiveness of the area, thus creating new professional figures actively 
involved in the production process.8

6 Fondazione CRC, 2014. I quadri della Fondazione della Cassa di Risparmio di Cuneo. Langhe 
e Roero. Tradizione e Innovazione, n.22. https://fondazionecrc.it/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Q22.pdf 
[accessed on: 22.02.2023].
7 Rete Rurale Nazionale, 2011. La Governance dello sviluppo locale nelle Langhe. https://
www.reterurale.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeAttachment.php/L/IT/D/8%252F2%252Fd%252FD.
f63599ce0e6b91dacdf5/P/BLOB%3AID%3D6090/E/pdf [accessed on: 17.07.2022].
8 For example, EU resources distributed throughout the EU that funded Rural Development Plan and 
the Leader programme were crucial in finding and disseminating an integrated local development 
represented by agriculture and tourism sectors (Santeramo et al., 2017).

https://www.reterurale.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeAttachment.php/L/IT/D/8%252F2%252Fd%252FD.f63599ce0e6b91dacdf5/P/BLOB%3AID%3D6090/E/pdf
https://www.reterurale.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeAttachment.php/L/IT/D/8%252F2%252Fd%252FD.f63599ce0e6b91dacdf5/P/BLOB%3AID%3D6090/E/pdf
https://www.reterurale.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeAttachment.php/L/IT/D/8%252F2%252Fd%252FD.f63599ce0e6b91dacdf5/P/BLOB%3AID%3D6090/E/pdf
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2.3. Tourism: opportunities and challenges

Importantly in the framework of this contribution, the inclusion of Langhe-Roero 
and Monferrato in the UNESCO WHL list resulted in a conspicuous rise in tour-
ists flows as well as in an increase in the number of cultural and enogastronomic 
events. This phenomenon mainly concerned the “fly by” flows of those people 
who live nearby the area and in the neighbouring regions. At the same time, it has 
been accompanied by growing episodes of religious tourism, made possible by 
the presence of architectures and religious assets enhanced by the restoration of 
historical itineraries and paths, as well as by more sustainable forms of tourism 
like cycle-tourism and family outdoor experiences aiming at a “slower” fruition 
of the area landscape value. 

Whereas these increasing tourism fluxes undoubtedly constitute an impor-
tant economic asset for the area, they also open up a set of challenges that 
need to be tackled carefully, in order to preserve the cultural, environmental 
and landscape quality of the area. The UNESCO site attracts every year an 
increasing number of tourists from all over the world, and this has raised the 
need for managing tourism flows starting from a more integrated and sustain-
able mobility. More in detail, these tourists are in most cases from abroad and 
with little capacity for independent mobility in the area. Hence the need to un-
derstand how to address innovation in tourist mobility, going beyond the pri-
vate-car model. The limited availability of tourist-friendly transport in an area 
where inhabitants and tourists travel by their own means due to the scarcity 
of an adequate public transport system constitutes a serious challenge. The 
impact of private motorised means of transport on an area that is unique in the 
world and needs to be preserved and developed sustainably is indeed a chal-
lenge, that needs to be weighted vis-à-vis tourists’ mobility needs and the 
quality of their experience. At the same time, the attractiveness of the various 
places of the UNESCO area is differential, leading to an uneven concentration 
of tourists that favour selected locations – e.g. the municipalities of Barolo 
and Barbaresco, and the city of Alba. This generates infrastructure congestion 
problems, as well as a non-homogeneous distribution of the economic benefits 
of tourism, while also unevenly concentrating the negative impact of tourism 
pressure on the territory.

In order to face these and other challenges that the increasing tourism fluxes 
are bringing along with them, a number of planning and management instruments 
have been developed through time. As it will be further detailed in the section 
that follows, despite their apparent fragmentation, it has been possible to develop 
a number of synergies between them, and to consolidate them within a more or 
less coherent, multilevel governance framework aimed at the sustainable spatial 
planning of the area.
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3. TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE 
FRAMEWORK

As mentioned above, the increasing tourism pressures that have characterised the 
Langhe-Roero and Monferrato area since the turn of the new millennium and, 
in particular, since its inclusion in the UNESCO World Heritage List, require to 
be tackled through an integrated, multi-level governance framework devoted to 
this task. However, despite the long tradition boasted by the country in relation 
to tourism and the fact that, with 94 million tourists per year (2018), Italy is the 
third most visited country in international tourism arrivals,9 the country’s spatial 
governance and planning system does not include instruments or regulations spe-
cifically dedicated to the development, management, and regulation of tourism or 
of the impact of this activity over its cultural, environmental, and landscape her-
itage.10 As a consequence, traditional spatial planning activities appear generally 
ill-equipped to deal with tourism challenges. The land-use regulation approach 
that has characterised the country through time has mostly focused – especially 
outside the main urban areas – on the provision of increasing land-use and devel-
opment rights (Cotella and Berisha, 2021), and does not seem to be able to either 
promote tourism in those inner area that would benefit from increasing tourism 
dynamics as an engine for development or to strategically re-orient tourism activ-
ities in those areas that are endangered by overtourism.

Despite the lack of explicit attention to tourism, however, a number of instru-
ments exists that, when coordinated and fine-tuned, may represent an asset in this 
concern. Firstly, each Italian region is required to produce a Regional Territorial 
Plan (RTP), an instrument that should present the main orientation for socio-eco-
nomic and spatial development, as well as address environmental protection, in-
frastructural development, and other sectoral issues. The RTP is legally binding 
for sub-regional levels, which have to develop their plans coherently. At the same 
time, municipalities (alone or joined in unions) are obliged to prepare Municipal 
General Regulatory Plans (PRGC), i.e., instruments that define land-use prescrip-
tions for the whole territory that they concern. The PRGCs are legally binding for 
public and private actors, they indicate the main communication routes, public ar-
eas, areas for public buildings, protection for the environment and landscape, etc., 

9 According to estimates by the Bank of Italy in 2018, the tourism sector directly generates more 
than 5% of the national GDP (13% considering also the indirectly generated GDP) and represents 
over 6% of the employed (Bank of Italy, 2019). Italy also contains more World Heritage Sites than 
any other country in the world.
10 As the Italian spatial governance and planning system is highly regionalised, some regions 
constitute an exception in this concern, e.g., Valle d’Aosta and its Tourism Development Programmes, 
the Provincial programme for Tourism Development of Alto Adige, or the Tourism Strategic Plans 
produced by some large cities affected by overtourism (e.g. Rome).
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and prescribe, through implementation regulations, the physical and functional 
status of the individual zones of the territory.

Through the relation between regional and municipal planning, there exists 
a possibility to approach tourism challenges from a multi-level perspective, with 
the Regional Territorial Plan that may approach them from a territorial, wider 
scale standpoint, to then either suggest guidelines on how to tackle them or en-
force specific prescriptions on the matter. Importantly, the country is also provided 
with a consolidated system of Landscape planning that, at the regional level, runs 
in parallel and establishes synergies with the spatial planning activity. These oc-
curs through the Regional Landscape Plans (RLP) that, since their introduction in 
2004, have constituted the essential step for the conservation, planning and man-
agement of the regional landscape. RLPs extend to the whole regional territory, 
with the provision of different degrees of protection in relation to the recognition 
of landscape values and the consequent assignment of landscape quality objec-
tives, as well as recovery interventions in degraded areas. These objectives im-
ply that the protection of landscape should not be restricted to mere conservation 
and preservation, but should extend to the regulation of all human interventions 
intended to affect landscape. More specifically, RLPs have two main purposes: 
(i) a cognitive purpose, focusing on the analysis of regional landscape features 
(natural, cultural, property) and transformation dynamics in order to identify 
the risk factors and vulnerabilities of the landscape, and to address other acts of 
programming, planning and land protection; (ii) a directive purpose with legally 
binding measures, requirements for adaptation measures and simple recommen-
dations for sub-regional and sectoral plans.

In the following subsections the Piedmont Regional Landscape Plan is present-
ed, with particular reference to the attention it dedicates to the Langhe-Roero and 
Monferrato area. Then, the UNESCO site Management Plan is introduced, fol-
lowed by a discussion of the future opportunities for coordination and integration 
of the multi-level governance system aiming at the sustainable spatial planning of 
the area.

3.1. Regional landscape planning: enhancing landscape scenery though a mix of 
top-down regulation and bottom-up initiatives

The candidacy of the UNESCO site started in the early 2000s, in parallel to the 
development of the Piedmont RLP. The UNESCO perimeter was defined fol-
lowing the identification of Landscape Ambits and Units by this Plan. The area 
was not designated as a protected landscape (which would have implied strong 
prescriptive regulation), but subject to a special set of rules, agreed with the 
local authorities, in order to assure the protection of the landscape values and 
to demonstrate this will to the UNESCO Committee. Interestingly, the munici-
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palities accepted to conduct the revision of their PRGCs on a voluntary basis, in 
so doing playing a role in the phase of the WHS candidacy. After the nomina-
tion, the “Guidelines for the municipal planning and building codes” (Regione 
Piemonte, 2015) were developed as a focus area of the RLP, anticipating its 
effective enforcement (2017). 

More specifically, the RLP devotes particular attention to the scenic features 
of the landscape, identifying and regulating viewpoints, panoramic routes, land-
marks, skylines, etc. (Cassatella 2015). Guidelines for the management of landscape 
scenery are also provided, in order to guide local authorities in the process at the 
local scale.11 In the UNESCO Site these guidelines were replicated, tested and 
further developed, thanks to a high local awareness and interest to enhance land-
scape attractiveness. One of the main tasks of the process is the viewshed analysis 
through GIS, which provides maps of areas visible from the many vantage points 
and panoramic routes, in so doing enabling a more accurate design and a thorough 
control in the phase of authorisation of spatial transformations.

The control of the landscape’s visual impact of interventions in the area is 
particularly challenging due to two factors: a high degree of intervisibility among 
centres and landmarks (a special feature of this hilly landscape, which contributes 
to its charm) and the administrative fragmentation of the territory characterised 
by very small municipalities, most often counting less than 500 inhabitants, with 
the consequence that each intervention authorised by a municipality is very likely 
to impact on others in terms of viewing opportunities. To overcome this issue, the 
local authorities agreed on creating one map of the cumulative intervisibility for 
the entire site, which was elaborated by the region, considering all the viewpoints 
identified and nominated locally by the municipalities, in a collaborative process 
(Fig. 2). The resulting map is to be used by each municipality in its reviews of 
visual impact assessment of interventions, enabling them to ensure intervisibility 
at a wider scale.

The attempt to enhance landscape scenery also resulted in direct interventions 
aimed at removing detrimental factors: a mitigation of the visibility of industri-
al buildings and the demolition of obsolete technical structures were conducted 
thanks to regional funding, and to the funding from private foundations. Land-
scape scenery here is intended both as an asset for the touristic attractiveness, 
and as a perceivable expression of local identity. The process experienced in the 
Langhe-Roero and Monferrato UNESCO Site shows that the enhancement of 
landscape scenery can be an opportunity for integrating top-down planning reg-
ulations and bottom-up initiatives, with landscape planning acting as a catalyst. 

11 These Guidelines are listed by UNESCO among the implementation tools for implementing the 
HUL Recommendation. See The UNESCO Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape 
Report of the Second Consultation on its Implementation by Member States, 2019 UNESCO World 
Heritage Centre.
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Fig 2. Map of cumulative visibility in the Langhe area. The squares indicate the viewpoints identified 
by the RLP, the dots those added by municipalities

Source: C. Cassatella and P. Guerreschi on data Piedmont Region, 2015.

3.2. Unesco Management Plan

The UNESCO candidacy process of a site requires a Dossier and a Management 
Plan with the function of protecting and managing the State of Conservation (SOC) 
of the value over time. The complexity of wine regions management is a widely 
debated topic, since it must deal with cultural heritage protection, environmental 
compatibility, as well as spatial planning (Pettenati, 2019). As a consequence, the 
candidacy of the Langhe-Rero and Monferrato area required a strong cooperation 
between actors and stakeholders and the mobilisation of cognitive, legal, political, 
and financial resources all aimed at envisioning a winning strategy of valorisation 
and management (Fig. 3). The site candidacy led to the foundation of a manage-
ment body, namely the Association for the heritage of the vineyard landscape 
of Langhe-Roero and Monferrato (2011), with the purpose of coordinating and 
implementing the Management Plan, as well as of strengthening governance, cul-
tural promotion, awareness-raising, and the integrated planning action of the mu-
nicipalities included in the UNESCO site. More specifically, the main objectives 
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of the Association are: a) to reduce territorial fragmentation through designing 
large-scale cohesion projects; b) to favour the cooperation between public and 
private actors according to principles of transparency, accountability, and sharing; 
and c) to develop marketing strategies that balance tradition and innovation.

The Management Plan also provides a monitoring plan for which Regione 
Piemonte acts as the main responsible actor, since it must organise and priori-
tise the projects’ executive process, integrate both ICOMOS and UNESCO rec-
ommendations within sets of Key Performance Indicators (KPI) (environment, 
history and culture, and perception), and provide periodic reports to check the 
monitoring process. As the monitoring activity required the development and 
consolidation of comprehensive, geo-referenced knowledge, Regione Piemonte 
collaborates with several agencies and foundations (Sitad, Arpa Piemonte, Links 
Foundation, etc.) to populate information about the relevant components of the 
site according to a multidisciplinary approach. Thanks to these efforts, the KPI in-
dicators were integrated in an online GIS tool called the Interactive Visualization 
Tool (InVito. Valle and Soldano, 2017), then also employed in an Impact Assess-
ment activity by UNESCO.

Fig. 3. Structure of the UNESCO Management Plan of the case study
Source: authors’ own elaboration on Valle and Soldano, 2017.
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The Management Plan of the Langhe-Roero and Monferrato area is considered 
innovative since it deals with both the management of tangible and intangible 
assets and with the development of all human activities in the area (see Table 1). 
More specifically, it identifies four strategic objectives to conserve and manage 
the OUV value: i) harmonious landscape (where to design), meaning that actors 
and stakeholders have to implement sets of actions for a more conscious spatial 
planning; ii) social landscape (where to live) refers to the need to preserve the local 
identity and the sense of belonging to the site, and also attracting new social cap-
ital; iii) economic landscape (where to work), which refers to the identification of 
sustainable solutions that can favour entrepreneurships to contrast economic pres-
sures and with benefits to local development; and iv) efficient landscape (where 
to manage), for managing effectively resource availability and improving cooper-
ation between institutions and local communities. As each strategy concerns the 
implementation of specific projects, there is a need for a coordinated governance 
model to accompany the management process and to integrate its action with that 
of the other planning instruments active in the area at various territorial levels. 

Table 1. Structure of the UNESCO Management Plan of the Langhe-Roero and Monferrato 
(WHC, 2014)

Objectives Priority axes
1) Harmonious landscape (where 
to design)

Processing and systematisation of guidelines for recovery 
and planning; 
Rehabilitation and recovery of city centres and their building 
heritage; 
Creating lookouts and observation points; 
Sharing opportunity, training and research institution. 

2) Social landscape (where to 
live):

Landscape protection increases the sense of belonging and 
identity in local communities, encouraging human capital 
into the site;

3) Economic landscape (where 
to work):

Local productive heritage; 
Creation of museums and tourism centres; 
Improving and consolidating the local tourist offer; 
Promotion of cultural and tourist resources; 
Rationalisation of signage; 
Viewpoints valorisation; 

4) Efficient landscape (where to 
manage)

Coordination of territorial databases and artefacts and 
structures census; 
Strengthening of research and training centres; 
Research studies on winemaking heritage; 
Proposing “slow” tourism routes; 
Dissemination of information between partners at 
international scale;

Source: authors’ own elaboration.
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3.3. Future opportunities of coordination and integration

The introduced instruments, i.e., the RLP and the UNESCO Site Management 
Plan, together with the statutory spatial planning instruments, i.e., the RTP and 
the PRGCs of the involved municipalities, and with other sectoral and/or episodic 
interventions, i.e., the recent National Recovery and Resilience Plan, the EU Co-
hesion Policy Programming Period 2021–27, etc. constitute important elements of 
what could consolidate as an integrated multi-level territorial governance frame-
work aimed at the sustainable spatial planning of the Langhe Roero and Monfer-
rato area. In order for this to happens, however, a number of challenges still need 
to be faced:

 – The revision of the RTP of Piedmont. The Piedmont Region is currently 
undertaking the revision of its Regional Territorial Plan (RTP).12 The present-
ly valid RTP was approved in 2011, and did not include any reference to the 
UNESCO landscape of Piedmont Langhe-Roero and Monferrato, as the latter 
was officially created only in 2014. The challenge concerns the valorisation of 
the opportunities offered by the inclusion of the area in the WHL as a “living 
cultural landscape.” This activity should build on the area’s cultural resources, 
both tangible and intangible, as well as on its natural and economic specificities. 
More specifically, it should explicitly aim at the valorisation of food and wine 
tourism, cultural heritage, and sport and recreational activities. At the same 
time, it should tackle the challenges concerning tourism pressure in specific 
places where media exposure is higher rather than the remaining municipalities 
of this territorial context.

 – Update of the PRGCs of the municipalities of the area to the RLP Guide-
lines. This second issue is tightly connected to the previous one, as both the RTP 
and the RLP are produced by the Region. In particular, as already highlighted in 
the presentation of the Italian Spatial Planning system, the Regional Landscape 
Plan is one of the main instruments through which spatial planning can tackle 
tourism issues, through the voluntary undertaking of its guidelines by the mu-
nicipalities. In this sense, the Municipalities belonging to the UNESCO site are 
required to update their General Regulatory Plans according to regional guide-
lines specifically designed for the Langhe-Roero and Monferrato.13 While various 
municipalities have already undertaken the task, due to the mentioned intervisi-
bility that characterise the area, only the revision of the totality of the PRGCs will 
ensure a thorough preservation of its landscape value.

12 Regional Territorial Plan of Piedmont available at  https://www.regione.piemonte.it/web/temi/
ambiente-territorio/territorio/piano-territoriale-regionale-ptr [accessed on: 17.07.2022].
13 “Linee guida per l’adeguamento dei piani regolatori e dei regolamenti edilizi alle indicazioni 
di tutela per il Sito Unesco”, approved with D.G.R. n. 26-2131 September 21, 2015. https://www.
regione.piemonte.it/web/sites/default/files/media/documenti/2019-01/linee_guida_unesco.pdf 
[accessed on: 17.07.2022].

https://www.regione.piemonte.it/web/temi/ambiente-territorio/territorio/piano-territoriale-regionale-ptr
https://www.regione.piemonte.it/web/temi/ambiente-territorio/territorio/piano-territoriale-regionale-ptr
https://www.regione.piemonte.it/web/sites/default/files/media/documenti/2019-01/linee_guida_unesco.pdf
https://www.regione.piemonte.it/web/sites/default/files/media/documenti/2019-01/linee_guida_unesco.pdf
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 – Establish synergies with the National Recovery and Resilience Plan and the 
EU Programming period 2021–2027.14 The third issue at stake concerns the delivery 
on the ground of the EU Recovery and Resilience Facility and, more specifically, 
of the interventions that have been included in the National Recovery and Resil-
ience Plan. The latter includes a large number of interventions and actions that were 
proposed by municipalities to the Central Government, through the National Asso-
ciation of Italian Municipalities. The challenge here concerns, on the one hand, the 
delivery of ground actions that can contribute to valorising the tourism potential of 
the area in a synergic way, while tackling the main challenges that the increase of 
tourism pressures brings along. On the other, it also concerns the rather low insti-
tutional capacity of small and medium municipalities of the country to efficiently 
and effectively deal with the unprecedented amount of resources that the NRRP will 
deliver to the territories. In relation to this last issue, a set of capacity building and 
accompanying measures should be put in place to ensure that the resources are used 
to support the implementation of the strategy of the Management Plan. 

4. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

This paper discussed the planning and management instruments that, within the 
Italian spatial governance and planning system, could contribute to virtuously 
steering and regulating the development of tourism in a way that both encourages 
local economic development while preserving environmental and cultural assets 
in a sustainable way. In particular, this was done in relation to a wine region that 
has recently entered the UNESCO World Heritage List and has, since then, expe-
rienced growing tourism fluxes and related challenges.

As highlighted in the text, despite the absence of any specific instruments in 
the Piedmont region devoted to tourism planning and management, both spatial 
and landscape planning have been used to support the design of a more sustainable 
development of tourism in the analysed area. The fact that in Italy spatial planning 
competences are jointly managed at the central and the regional levels, has indeed 
influenced the process, with the Piedmont region acting as the main player. More 
specifically, the Region has been responsible for drafting both the Regional Territo-
rial Plan and the Regional Landscape Plan, and is currently in the process of produc-
ing a renewed version of the former that will consider the provisions of the latter to 
a full extent. At the same time, these spatial and landscape planning processes have 
also influenced the candidacy and management of the UNESCO site, with Regione 
Piemonte that has played a very important role in the coordination and management 

14 Piemonte Cuore d’Europa  https://piemonte2021-2027.eu/ [accessed on: 17.07.2022].

https://piemonte2021-2027.eu/
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of all activities ongoing in the vineyard landscape. The strong leadership of the 
regional government has also manifested through constant attempts to engage with 
the local municipalities as well as other actors in the territory, belonging to both the 
private sector and the civil society. This is clear in the UNESCO site Management 
Plan (and in the structure of the Association), which highlights the importance of 
cooperation between decision makers, private stakeholders, local associations, and 
citizens, in order to enhance the visibility of the area at the international level, while 
at the same time preserving its intrinsic value. On their part, the municipalities be-
longing to the vineyard landscape had answered to the regions’ call with a proactive, 
flexible attitude, and were keen to territorialise the guidelines received from the 
region in the review of their municipal plans through specific rules of protection 
(such as camouflage actions for barns), despite the Italian bureaucratic apparatus is 
considered very rigid and centralised. At the same time, some limits still persist, as 
for instance the fact that the employment of these protection rules – as well as the 
measures of the UNESCO Management Plans – concern only the specific perim-
eter of the UNESCO site, partially overlaying the municipalities, and in so doing 
producing differences of regulations and investments between municipalities and 
within the same municipality (WHC, 2014).

Overall, the presented experience clearly shows how landscape values present 
a high potential to catalyse the actions of different actors and sectors to collaborate 
towards its exploitation and valorisation towards tourism-based economic devel-
opment. In order for this process not to generate a negative impact on the assets 
that it aims to extract value from, however, there is a need to put in place an inte-
grated, multi-level territorial governance framework that would steer and regulate 
such development towards a sustainable direction. Despite the absence of dedi-
cated instruments, the integration and synergies established between the Regional 
Territorial Plan, the Regional Landscape Plan and the planning activities of the 
involved municipalities has produced promising results.15 Despite the challenges 
that still need to be addressed, and which have been discussed in this paper, the 
case of Langhe-Roero and Monferrato is nowadays considered as a good practice 
for the entire Piedmontese territory, with “wine roads” that are being promoted in 
several areas of the region, paying attention to enhancing the linkages between the 
product and the local landscape and its experience.16  

15 As stated by Pettenati (2019), a positive impact towards this direction may as well have been 
generated by those actors and stakeholders that build strategies of enhancement and management 
or even created narratives of cultural landscapes in the context of UNESCO candidacy process and, 
later on, in the development and implementation of its management plan.
16 In particular, an international collaborative project (Interreg Vi.A) created the “Road of mountain 
vineyards”. Maps and Guidelines were produced after a process of consultation, addressing both 
private actors (farmers, entrepreneurs) and public (local authorities), and then included in the 
Territorial Plan of the Metropolitan City of Turin (Cassatella and Bonavero, 2020), conveying the 
interests of the rural development and of the spatial planning departments.
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However, the success of these emulation experiences is by no mean granted, as 
the success of the UNESCO area can hardly be replicated in other areas, such as 
alpine valleys, which are characterised by valuable landscapes but lack convenient 
conditions for agricultural production or touristic accessibility. In this concern, 
a promising avenue for further research could be represented by the exploration 
of the actual potential for transferability of the identified success case and while 
the whole process is not possible to transfer as a whole, some elements of it may 
constitute useful ‘triggers’ of good territorial governance in similar contexts and 
situations (Cotella et al., 2015).
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