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Abstract

This study investigates the role of Land Consolidation Associations in enhancing the attrac-
tiveness of mountain areas, with a focus on the ASFO Erbezzo in Stregna (Friuli-Venezia
Giulia, Italy). Using a mixed-methods approach that combines a quantitative survey with
qualitative interviews, the research explores perceptions of the ASFO’s environmental,
economic, and social impacts. The findings indicate widespread appreciation for the
ASFO’s contributions to landscape restoration, improved land management, and renewed
engagement in agro-silvo-pastoral activities. Respondents noted increased safety, enhanced
property value, and the symbolic revitalization of the territory. The initiative also fostered
social cohesion and community participation, though challenges persist, including uneven
engagement, limited services, and reliance on a small core of active individuals. While
the ASFO’s contribution to the area’s attractiveness, especially for potential new residents,
was generally acknowledged, structural constraints like housing shortages and weak lo-
cal economies remain barriers. The results highlight the strategic relevance of collective
land management for ensuring the sustainable regeneration of mountain areas, thereby
contributing to the advancement of the Sustainable Development Goals outlined in the
2030 Agenda.

Keywords: Land Consolidation Associations; mountains attractiveness; ASFO Erbezzo;
Mixed Methods; 2030 Agenda

1. Introduction
Many mountain areas across Europe and beyond have long faced demographic decline,

a process driven by structural factors such as geographic isolation, limited access to services,
and the reduced profitability of traditional agro-silvo-pastoral activities. These dynamics
have contributed to sustained outmigration, particularly among younger populations. This
has resulted in aging communities, abandoned landscapes, and the progressive erosion of
local socio-economic systems [1,2]. However, recent studies suggest that this long-standing
trend may be experiencing localized reversals. Some mountain territories are now showing
signs of demographic stabilization or even modest population growth, which is attributed
to a combination of policy innovation, grassroots initiatives, and changing societal values.

The attractiveness of mountain areas for new residents, or their ability to counter de-
population, is a multidimensional concept. Three intersecting dimensions are particularly
salient. The first is environmental and landscape attractiveness, which reflects ecologi-
cal quality, scenic value, and the cultural identity of managed landscapes; interventions
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such as land restoration play a direct role in reinforcing this dimension. The second is
socio-cultural and community attractiveness, defined by social cohesion, opportunities for
interaction, and a sense of belonging, factors especially important for individuals seeking
lifestyles oriented toward community and slower living rhythms. The third is economic
and functional attractiveness, which encompasses the viability of local economic activities,
particularly in agriculture and forestry, alongside the provision of essential services and
infrastructure. Considered together, these dimensions move beyond a purely touristic
framing and highlight mountains as viable and desirable environments for settlement
and employment [3–6].

Recent studies indicate that some mountain territories are experiencing demographic
stabilization or even modest population growth. New residents are drawn by the quality
of life, environmental amenities, and opportunities for jobs and sustainable lifestyles that
the mountains offer [7–9]. Additionally, land management models like collective property
associations (e.g., Land Associations in Italy and France) have helped reactivate under-
utilized land, creating conditions more favorable for agro-silvo-pastoral entrepreneurship
and social innovation [10–13]. Despite these positive signs, these trends remain fragile and
unevenly distributed. Structural barriers persist, hindering the long-term settlement of new
residents and the intergenerational renewal of local populations. Consequently, reversing
the depopulation of mountain areas requires sustained, coordinated efforts at the policy,
community, and institutional levels [14–16].

Land fragmentation is a widespread issue in many European mountain regions, result-
ing from historical inheritance systems, emigration, and socio-economic marginalization.
This fragmentation, characterized by small, scattered plots with unclear ownership, sig-
nificantly hinders land use planning, agricultural viability, and sustainable territorial
governance [17,18]. In mountain areas, the implications are severe due to the challenging
physical geography, which includes steep slopes and limited accessibility. When com-
bined with fragmented land tenure, these factors become major obstacles to investment,
mechanization, and integrated landscape management [19]. Furthermore, parcel frag-
mentation increases land abandonment, as distant or uninterested owners allow plots to
fall into disuse, which contributes to ecological degradation, higher fire risk, and a loss
of biodiversity [20].

Ultimately, overcoming the challenges posed by land fragmentation in mountain areas
requires not only technical solutions but also socio-political innovation [14]. This theme is
closely linked to common property, which has held a central position in local development
research. A substantial body of literature has examined the multiple dimensions and roles
of common properties across time and space. Scholars have investigated how common
properties contribute to local development [21,22], their influence on landscape morphology
and identity [23], their resilience and adaptability to socio-cultural transformations [24,25],
and their historical evolution and legal foundations [26]. These studies have helped illumi-
nate the continuing relevance of commons in contemporary rural and mountain territories,
offering insights into their potential as tools for sustainable territorial governance.

In parallel to this well-established field of study, an equally significant, yet relatively
underexplored, topic is emerging: the collective management of private properties. Unlike
common properties, which, especially in alpine regions, have often preserved their histori-
cal perimeters and communal governance systems over centuries, private properties have
undergone a process of fragmentation. In response to these dynamics, a variety of tools
and policy instruments have been developed in recent years to address land fragmentation
and abandoned landscapes. These range from innovative mechanisms such as land share-
holding [27], forest contracts, and land banks, to a renewed interest in traditional forms
of collective resource management. Among these, the Land Consolidation Association (in
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Italian, Associazione Fondiaria or ASFO), a legal and administrative model inspired by
French experiences, has recently garnered attention in the Italian context. This model allows
private landowners to entrust the management of their properties to a single collective
entity while retaining full ownership rights. This model was first institutionalized in Italy
through the regional law 21/2016 of the Piedmont Region, and was later adopted by other
regions, including Friuli-Venezia Giulia in 2017 and Lombardy in 2019.

Although ASFOs are a relatively recent innovation, scholarly interest in their imple-
mentation and effects has begun to grow. Existing studies primarily focus on their role
in reshaping land governance structures [28,29]. To a lesser extent, research has explored
their contribution to enhancing territorial attractiveness through tourism and landscape
management [30]. In the Eastern Alps, particularly in Friuli-Venezia Giulia, a few recent
works have begun to document the early stages of ASFO implementation, pointing to their
potential in counteracting land abandonment [15].

Despite this emerging literature, several research gaps remain, particularly concerning
the broader territorial impacts of ASFOs. This study addresses these gaps by investigating
the influence of ASFOs on the socio-economic vitality of mountain areas. The central objec-
tive is to analyze the mechanisms through which ASFO activities can enhance mountain
attractiveness, thereby contributing to reversing depopulation trends, fostering the settle-
ment of new residents, and retaining current inhabitants, especially younger generations.
By analyzing the impacts that ASFOs may exert on the territories where they operate,
this research aims to highlight the potential of these associations not only as a technical
solution for land management but also as a strategic tool for mountain revitalization and
spatial rebalancing.

2. Materials and Methods
The theme of mountain attractiveness in relation to the initiatives undertaken by Land

Consolidation Associations was explored through a case study: the Land Consolidation
Association Valli dell’Erbezzo (ASFO Erbezzo), which is located in the Municipality of
Stregna. This association is not only the first of its kind established in the Friuli-Venezia
Giulia region but also represents the most advanced and consolidated example currently
operating in the area. A general overview of ASFO Erbezzo is presented in Section 3.

The research adopted a Mixed Methods approach, an integrated design that combines
both quantitative (numerical) and qualitative (textual and narrative) data to gain a more
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. This
approach is based on the assumption that combining diverse data types provides richer
insights than any single method, particularly for complex, socially embedded phenom-
ena [31–33]. The explanatory sequential design was chosen for this study [34]. This design
involves two distinct phases: an initial quantitative phase, followed by a qualitative phase.
The purpose of the qualitative phase is to further explain or enrich the interpretation of the
numerical findings from the first phase.

The quantitative phase involved designing and disseminating a dedicated question-
naire with three sections. The first section aimed to highlight the respondent’s relationship
with ASFO Erbezzo and the Municipality of Stregna. The second section investigated
specific aspects of the ASFO initiative, including expectations, perceived impacts on the
landscape, attractiveness for potential new residents, effects on social cohesion, economic
benefits for landowners, and the involvement of agro-silvo-pastoral enterprises. The third
section collected socio-demographic data such as age, gender, educational attainment, and
occupation to contextualize the respondents’ perspectives.

The questionnaire was administered via an online form. Distribution occurred pri-
marily through social media platforms and local messaging app groups (e.g., WhatsApp
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and Telegram) during the early months of 2023. A total of 56 anonymous responses were
collected. The study’s quantitative sample is limited in size, non-random, and not statisti-
cally representative of the broader target population. This was a deliberate choice for an
exploratory, mixed-methods approach, where the quantitative data were used to inform
and guide the more in-depth qualitative phase. Furthermore, as illustrated in Section 4, the
questionnaire design automatically excluded participants who were not knowledgeable
about the ASFO or its activities from responding to the second section. This section was
completed by 37 participants. Given the small and non-representative sample, disaggre-
gating findings across groups could have led to unsubstantiated conclusions. The analysis
was, therefore, limited to descriptive statistics, which were appropriate for capturing key
variables relevant to the research and for informing and shaping the subsequent stages of
the research process.

The qualitative phase of the study consisted of fieldwork conducted through semi-
structured interviews with open-ended questions. This approach provided rich insights
that informed the emerging analytical and thematic framework. Semi-structured inter-
views offer several advantages in qualitative research. They combine a consistent guided
framework with the flexibility to explore emerging themes, which allows researchers to
probe deeply into participants’ experiences and perspectives. The open-ended nature of
the questions fosters rich, nuanced responses and helps develop rapport between the inter-
viewer and interviewee, which can enhance data authenticity. Additionally, semi-structured
interviews allow for clarification and reformulation of questions, contributing to greater
accuracy in data collection. While adaptable to various social and cultural contexts, they
also maintain enough structure for comparison across different interviews, thus supporting
thematic analysis [35–37].

When investigating individual perspectives, establishing trust between participants
and researchers is essential, an objective more effectively achieved through direct and
sustained engagement over time. Because the collective management of land assets is a
relatively underexplored topic, the use of interviews was particularly valuable for eliciting
emerging themes from the lived experiences and viewpoints of participants. Furthermore,
as the research team was simultaneously supporting the participatory process for defining
ASFO’s strategic direction, interviews were also considered a suitable method for fostering
community engagement within a participatory research framework [38].

The interviews explored several key thematic areas, including participants’ personal
involvement in ASFO activities; rural abandonment; the sustainability of local agro-silvo-
pastoral enterprises; the social dynamics generated by the ASFO; the association’s perceived
strengths and weaknesses, as well as those of the broader municipal and regional context;
and the ASFO’s capacity to attract new residents and foster economic or entrepreneurial
revitalization. The fieldwork was conducted between May 2023 and February 2024 through
a series of short-term stays in the area. These visits were strategically timed to coincide
with ASFO meetings, the summer season, and local festivals and fairs.

The interviews involved a diverse sample of individuals, including ASFO members,
local residents who are not members, tourists, non-resident homeowners, and economic
operators who collaborate with ASFO and those who do not. This sampling strategy aimed
to gather a wide range of perspectives and integrate different viewpoints regarding the
ASFO’s activities and future prospects. A total of 26 interviews were conducted. The sample
was partly predetermined and partly constructed using a snowball sampling technique,
whereby initial participants referred additional respondents [39].
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3. Case Study: An Overview of ASFO Erbezzo
ASFO Erbezzo was founded in the municipality of Stregna, in the Friuli-Venezia

Giulia region of northeastern Italy, along the border with Slovenia. This territory has
a complex orography, situated between the Judrio river and the Erbezzo stream, and is
characterized by hills and mountains with significant slopes. The municipality of Stregna,
which is part of the Natisone Valley, is a widespread settlement consisting of 15 hamlets
and several villages scattered across the various slopes and the valley floor (Cernetig,
Clinaz, Dughe, Gnidovizza, Oblizza, Podgora, Polizza, Postregna, Presserie, Raune, Saligoi,
Tribil Inferiore, Tribil Superiore, Varch and Zamir). The Natisone Valley also includes
the municipalities of Drenchia, Grimacco, Pulfero, San Pietro al Natisone, San Leonardo,
Savogna and Prepotto; Cividale del Friuli and Torreano are occasionally included due to
their geographical proximity (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. Location of the Natisone Valley (highlighted in green) within the Friuli-Venezia
Giulia region.

Until the early 1960s, the Municipality of Stregna had a population exceeding
1500 residents and a socio-economic structure that was markedly different from the present
day. The local economy was predominantly based on subsistence agriculture and artisanal
activities, with production mainly for self-consumption and local exchange. Starting in the
1970s, historical and political developments led to significant depopulation, which placed
the area within the broader trend of rural-to-urban migration that characterized Italian
mountainous regions during the same period.

The contrast with present-day Stregna is stark: the village is now largely depopulated,
with only 284 residents recorded as of 31 December 2023 (www.istat.it), and a significantly
reduced number of productive activities. The effects of this decline are clearly visible in the
landscape: forests have reclaimed meadows and fields, numerous houses stand abandoned,
and basic services are increasingly lacking. The remaining inhabitants are predominantly
commuters who travel daily to nearby urban centers for work. In addition to depopulation,
land fragmentation poses a further challenge; in the Municipality of Stregna, the average

www.istat.it
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size of land parcels is just 0.24 hectares, with many plots held in shared ownership. This
situation complicates efforts by potential new residents or entrepreneurs to acquire land or
establish economic activities in the area.

The municipalities of the Natisone Valleys, including Stregna, rank among those with
the lowest average taxable incomes in Friuli-Venezia Giulia, frequently falling below €18,000.
This situation is largely attributable to the high prevalence of pension income, reflecting
the advanced average age of the population. Illustrating the socio-economic challenges
faced by the area, the Natisone Valleys have recently been included in the Italian Strategy
for Inner Areas 2021–2027. This territorial cohesion policy seeks primarily to enhance
the quality of public services and expand economic opportunities in peripheral areas,
thereby counteracting demographic decline and marginalization through improvements
in essential services—such as education, healthcare, and transport—and the promotion of
local development (https://torrenatisonegal.com, www.politichecoesione.governo.it).

It is within this context that the ASFO Erbezzo was established, with the explicit aim
of counteracting land abandonment and enhancing the identity-based landscape of the
Natisone Valley. Founded in 2015 as a participatory initiative, the Association began its
activities thanks to the commitment of its founding members, who actively promoted
its vision and mission among local landowners. By the end of 2015, the Association had
already incorporated 84 parcels of land, contributed by 27 owners.

The Association’s activities began with the gradual restoration of grasslands, made
possible by financial contributions provided under Regional Law 10/2010 of the Friuli-
Venezia Giulia Region, which supports the recovery of grassland areas.

In 2021, ASFO launched its first community-led process to define the 2021–2026
strategy for the management of restored meadows and chestnut groves. A revision of the
strategy was carried out—again through a participatory process—during the final months
of 2023, with the aim of updating the action plan for the 2024–2026 period. In addition
to restoring meadows for mowing and grazing, the strategy includes actions focused
on revitalizing traditional chestnut cultivation in the area and promoting sustainable
forest management.

According to the most recent official data from 31 December 2024, the ASFO com-
prises 555 land parcels, contributed by 86 owners, and covers a total area of 145 hectares
(Minutes of the Ordinary Assembly of ASFO Erbezzo, 12 March 2025). These parcels
are distributed across four municipalities, as the Municipalities of Drenchia, Torreano,
and San Leonardo have recently joined the initiative. The meadows restored, covering
approximately 20 hectares, are managed partly by individual members and partly through
lease agreements with operators engaged in mowing, grazing, and forest management
activities (Table 1).

Table 1. Structural features of ASFO Erbezzo.

Year Members
Conferred Land Parcels

Number Hectares

2015 27 84 not available
2016 46 173 22
2017 75 320 45
2023 83 505 136
2024 86 555 145

Source: www.asfoerbezzo.eu.

https://torrenatisonegal.com
www.politichecoesione.governo.it
www.asfoerbezzo.eu
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4. Results
The quantitative survey was administered via an online form. A total of 56 respondents

participated in the survey. The socio-demographic composition of the sample showed that
12.5% of respondents were under 30 years old; 37.5% were between 30 and 50; 41.1% were
between 50 and 70; and 8.9% were over 70. The majority of respondents were male (58.9%)
and highly educated, with 46.4% holding a high school diploma and 41.1% a university
degree. The sample included a wide range of occupations, such as public sector employees,
manual laborers, agricultural entrepreneurs, retirees, and students.

When asked about their relationship with the Municipality of Stregna and the ASFO
Erbezzo, 41.1% of all respondents said they live in the Municipality of Stregna. A further
32.1% live in other municipalities within the Natisone Valley, and 26.8% live elsewhere,
almost exclusively within the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region. For 46.4% of the respondents,
Stregna is either their place of origin or their new home. Of the remaining participants,
41.1% visit the area regularly or occasionally for recreation, sports, or professional reasons,
and 12.5% have other connections, such as an interest in the ASFO initiative. A small
number of respondents (12.5%) were not familiar with the ASFO, while 21.4% were aware
of it but not informed about its activities. Because of this, the questionnaire automati-
cally excluded these individuals from the subsequent section, which was completed by
37 participants. The majority of these 37 participants were landowners, local administrators,
collaborators, or individuals who were knowledgeable about the ASFO’s work.

The second section of the questionnaire began with an open-ended question to gather
respondents’ observations on the effects of the ASFO’s establishment. The responses were
then grouped into thematic categories. The data reveal a clear pattern of strong appreciation
for the ASFO’s core mission, as well as an important outlier concerning negative feedback
(Figure 2). The most striking pattern is the overwhelming focus on “Landscape care”,
which was cited by over half of the respondents (52.6%). This is a significant finding
because it indicates that the most visible and widely appreciated impact of the ASFO is
the physical restoration and maintenance of the territory. The frequent use of the term
“neatness” by respondents to describe the restoration of meadows suggests that the reversal
of visual and ecological degradation is a tangible and symbolically potent outcome of the
ASFO’s activities.

 

Figure 2. Thematic reclassification of open-ended responses on the perceived effects of ASFO in the
Municipality of Stregna.
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Beyond the landscape, the data reveal a pattern of perceived socio-cultural and eco-
nomic revitalization. “Cultural change” and the “Relaunch of the primary sector” were
cited with equal frequency (14%). This indicates that the ASFO’s influence is not limited to
physical changes but also extends to broader community-level impacts, such as renewed
public awareness of the value of land stewardship and the creation of new opportunities
for agro-silvo-pastoral activities. The community perceives the ASFO as a multi-faceted
agent of change, addressing both the social and economic dimensions of mountain decline.

A key outlier in the data is the minimal amount of negative feedback. Only a small
number of respondents reported negative effects, such as “Environmental damages”, “Poor
maintenance”, and “Speculations”. This is a significant finding, as it suggests that despite
the challenges inherent in a new and complex initiative, the overwhelming sentiment
remains positive. The low frequency of negative comments supports the high level of
overall satisfaction with the ASFO’s management reported in the quantitative survey.

Following this initial screening, the survey presented a series of items on the effects
of collective land management. Using a four-point Likert scale (strongly agree, somewhat
agree, somewhat disagree, and strongly disagree), respondents were asked to express their
level of agreement (Figure 3). The data indicate that a large majority of participants agreed
that the ASFO has contributed to landscape improvement (94.6%) and positively impacted
community social cohesion (81.1%). These findings reinforce those from the open-ended
questions about the importance of landscape care and cultural change.

 

Figure 3. Items concerning the effects of collective land management by ASFO (values in %).

There is a notable contrast in perceived economic benefits. A high percentage of
respondents agreed that the ASFO generates benefits for agro-silvo-pastoral enterprises
(86.5%). However, a significantly lower number (64.9%) reported positive economic out-
comes for individual landowners. This pattern suggests that while the ASFO is viewed
as an effective tool for revitalizing the primary sector and enabling business activity, its
perceived economic value for individual landowners is more varied. This aligns with
qualitative findings indicating that participation is driven by factors beyond direct financial
returns, such as risk mitigation and territorial care.

For each item, respondents were invited to justify their answers through an open-
ended question. The qualitative data collected this way were analyzed and categorized
by distinguishing between positive and negative elements. To deepen the understanding
of the quantitative survey findings, a qualitative phase was conducted involving a non-
representative sample of 26 individuals, as detailed in Section 2. Consistent with the items
under investigation, the results presented below have been grouped into six thematic areas:

- Perceptions of ASFO’s work: ASFO’s management has met the expectations of
its members.
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- ASFO and the landscape: ASFO has a role in improving the landscape.
- ASFO and landowners: collective land management results in economic benefits

for landowners.
- ASFO and the primary sector: collective land management results in economic benefits

for agro-silvo-pastoral businesses.
- ASFO and local social dynamics: collective land management has affected the social

life of the local community.
- ASFO and general attractiveness: collective land management has an impact on the

area’s attractiveness, particularly for potential new residents.

4.1. Perceptions of ASFO’s Work

The initial analysis focused on respondents’ overall satisfaction with ASFO’s activities,
revealing a strong consensus. A significant majority of participants (91.9%) reported being
either fairly or very satisfied with the current management. This positive sentiment was
driven by the perceived effectiveness in reclaiming abandoned land and the promising out-
look for future development. However, some critical issues were also identified, including
challenges with ongoing land maintenance and the limited involvement of local businesses.

The qualitative interviews further contextualized these findings, confirming a broad
sense of satisfaction that extended even to non-members and individuals who were initially
skeptical. Many interviewees expressed appreciation for the ASFO’s role in uniting local
efforts, restoring neglected land, and facilitating sustainable management practices. While
some concerns about long-term viability were noted, the project was generally seen as a
crucial step forward for the community.

Interviewee comments were not just a list of opinions but concrete evidence of this
shared sentiment. One participant remarked “It’s a good initiative, there’s no doubt”.
Another highlighted the social impact, stating, “People were hesitant at first, but they’re
satisfied now. Bringing people together to act collectively was a great idea”. The initiative’s
role in creating a sense of hope was also a recurring theme, as reflected in the comment
“ASFO gave me a glimmer of hope, despite my usual pessimism”. These responses demon-
strate how the ASFO has been successful in building trust and fostering a sense of collective
purpose, turning initial skepticism into positive engagement and tangible outcomes.

4.2. ASFO and the Landscape

Given that the primary mission of ASFO Erbezzo is the restoration of the identity-
based landscape of the Natisone Valley, it is essential to assess its contribution to achieving
landscape and environmental objectives. According to the questionnaire results, the vast
majority of respondents (94.6%) agreed that ASFO has played a significant role in improving
the landscape, with only two expressing mild disagreement. Reasons cited included active
safeguarding of biodiversity, creation of new opportunities for the primary sector, and
enhanced safety and accessibility. Conversely, critical observations pointed to a lack of
resources and concerns about excessive tree cutting by forestry companies.

The qualitative interviews consistently explored the theme of landscape, both in
defining its key elements and in assessing the effects of ASFO’s activities. Respondents
often recalled how the territory appeared in the past, emphasizing the changes caused by
abandonment and the more recent interventions. One interviewee noted, “everything here
used to be well-kept, with open meadows and few isolated trees”. Another recalled a large,
flat area that “used to be cultivated”. The value of grasslands was frequently highlighted in
connection to local culture and development potential, with one participant stating “Where
there are prairies, there is a landscape, and that attracts people”.
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Participants also commented on the consequences of forest encroachment and land-
scape closure. The visibility of landmarks, such as a church, was lost due to overgrowth.
An interviewee reflected on finding a hayloft “deep in the woods” and realizing the area
was once “all meadows, completely open”.

Interviewees attributed visible improvements directly to ASFO’s interventions. One
participant observed a “clear, positive change”, noting that since ASFO’s activity, the
uncultivated land around the village “looks noticeably neater”. These responses collectively
illustrate how the ASFO has not only restored the physical landscape but also, for many, a
sense of shared identity and belonging (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Examples of forest cleaning and clearing of views in the Municipality of Stregna (www.
asfoerbezzo.eu).

4.3. ASFO and Landowners

The study investigated the perceived economic benefits of ASFO membership for
landowners. Responses were more varied than for other topics, with only 64.9% of partici-
pants reporting positive economic outcomes. The remaining 35.1% were skeptical, believing
that the ASFO’s primary purpose is broader territorial development rather than individual
profit. For those who did identify positive impacts, the most cited benefits included lower
land management costs, increased property value, and new opportunities for productive
land use.

The qualitative interviews also highlighted that the primary benefits for landowners
were not economic. Instead, key benefits included improved safety, particularly regarding
wildlife and the risk of wildfires. Interviewees emphasized that unmanaged or overgrown
areas contribute to a sense of vulnerability, with one commenting on how forests “shouldn’t
be so close to the roads. They’re becoming dangerous”. The sentiment that well-maintained
land reduces the threat from animals and helps with fire prevention was also a key theme.

The restoration of meadows near villages is widely seen as a safety measure that
enhances the overall value of nearby properties. From an economic perspective, landowners
found concrete advantages in delegating land management responsibilities, which can
reduce personal costs and even provide a modest income. One interviewee noted that
the ASFO model is “ideal for people who can’t, or don’t want to, manage their land
anymore, especially those who have moved away”. The findings suggest that participation
is motivated by a combination of practical benefits like risk mitigation and territorial care,
in addition to emotional attachment to the land.

4.4. ASFO and the Primary Sector

The study also investigated the perceived benefits of ASFO’s activities for agro-silvo-
pastoral enterprises. A favorable outlook was observed, with 86.5% of participants agreeing
that collective land management through ASFO generates tangible economic benefits for
businesses in the primary sector. Key advantages identified were increased land availability,

www.asfoerbezzo.eu
www.asfoerbezzo.eu
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revitalization of the local primary sector, better access to public funding, and cost reductions
through cooperative management. Respondents also noted improved productivity and
greater administrative efficiency, as ASFO provides a single point of contact instead of
requiring negotiations with numerous individual landowners.

Despite these benefits, several challenges were reported. Interviews with local ac-
tors highlighted the crucial role of public funding, as income margins from farming are
often insufficient for a full-time living. One interviewee expressed that “Farms cannot be
economically self-sufficient without public support”.

Interviewees stressed the need for diversification and quality-focused supply chains
as a viable strategy to overcome the challenges of scaling production. As one participant
noted, “The economy today is based on quantity, and you simply can’t achieve quantity
here”. Therefore, the focus should be on niche markets, such as selling specialty products
at a higher price. This approach was favored over large-scale industrial farming, with one
interviewee suggesting that a “family-based model can work better for this territory”.

Regarding its organizational role, ASFO was praised for its ability to consolidate
fragmented plots and make agricultural activity feasible. The association has also enabled
the investment in shared equipment to support local workers. The forestry sector, in
particular, has benefited from ASFO’s coordination, which allows companies to plan
and sign contracts more efficiently without having to deal with dozens of owners. One
interviewee even credited the ASFO’s activities with preventing them from leaving the area.

4.5. ASFO and Local Social Dynamics

The questionnaire revealed that a majority of respondents (81.1%) perceived a positive
effect on community cohesion in Stregna. The development of a participatory process
for defining the ASFO’s strategic direction was seen as a key benefit, fostering a sense of
involvement and shared responsibility. Respondents also highlighted improved coopera-
tion among landowners, reduced interpersonal conflicts, and new opportunities for social
interaction created by improved landscapes and communal outdoor spaces. Conversely,
some respondents reported no perceived social impact, while others pointed to persistent
resistance and concerns that management responsibilities remain concentrated among a
small number of individuals.

Interviews confirmed these findings and provided additional context. Interviewees
identified the dense network of associations in Stregna as crucial for the ASFO’s creation
and continuation. As one respondent noted, “Without a strong social fabric, the ASFO
would not have been able to continue”. However, this social capital is concentrated among
a few individuals, a point highlighted by another participant who remarked, “The problem
is that they’re always the same people”. These individuals are active in various local events,
from festivals like Dinner on the Lawn and Burnjak to the Slow Food local initiatives
(www.slowfood.it).The ASFO has played a positive role in renewing opportunities for
social interaction in a context where informal social life has eroded due to depopulation
and the closure of communal spaces like taverns. Events such as guided walks, screenings,
and public meetings have helped strengthen community ties. One interviewee saw meeting
people as a “positive outcome” of the ASFO’s work, while another suggested the association
is a means to “unite people around a shared destiny”.

4.6. ASFO and General Attractiveness

The majority of respondents (78.4%) agreed that ASFO activities have the poten-
tial to enhance the area’s appeal for prospective new residents. Impacts identified as
contributing to this attractiveness include better-maintained living spaces, improved op-
erating conditions for primary sector businesses, support for land management, and

www.slowfood.it
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increased territorial safety. The participatory nature of the ASFO process and the potential
for creating employment were also seen as positive factors. Conversely, key barriers to
attractiveness were identified as the inability to attract new businesses, a lack of tangi-
ble benefits for some landowners, limited local services and housing, and a shortage of
entrepreneurial initiatives.

The qualitative interviews strongly highlighted the landscape as a primary attractor.
Interviewees commented that the clearing of vegetation around hamlets gives “the feeling
of life” that was previously absent, and that a “neat” Stregna could be an incentive for
people to move there.

Beyond the physical landscape, a different lifestyle was also identified as a significant
pull factor. Participants noted that while one might not become a “millionaire” in the area,
they can “lead a certain type of life” that is appealing to young people. One interviewee
mentioned being initially drawn by nature but finding the community to be a surprising
and supportive element.

Opinions varied on the adequacy of local services. Some participants expressed
concern, while others found the existing services, such as a doctor, pharmacy, and free
school bus, to be acceptable or even preferable. For some, the availability of land was
more important than extensive services, challenging the dominant market view that a place
without services is worthless. In summary, while some limitations exist, Stregna is seen
by many as a meaningful alternative where landscape, lifestyle, and community are key
intersecting elements.

5. Discussion
Given the characteristics of the sample, described in Section 2, the findings do not

provide definitive statistical proofs, but rather indicators of perceptions and trends within
the specific sample regarding the territorial, socio-economic, and cultural impacts of collec-
tive land management as implemented through ASFO Erbezzo. The research highlights
both the perceived achievements of the initiative and the challenges that continue to shape
its evolution within the context of mountain rurality. The results also suggest the ASFO’s
ability to contribute to improving the attractiveness of mountain areas.

The initial analysis of ASFO’s activities revealed a strong consensus of general sat-
isfaction, which extended even to those who were initially skeptical. First and foremost,
the data underscore a broad consensus among stakeholders regarding the positive impact
of ASFO on environmental and landscape attractiveness. The restoration of meadows
and the improved neatness of land surrounding settlements emerged as highly visible
and symbolically potent outcomes. This mechanistic link is crucial: ASFO’s work in re-
claiming abandoned land directly reverses the visual and ecological degradation caused by
depopulation, thereby reactivating a sense of place and territorial belonging. This process
not only improves aesthetics but also enhances territorial safety by reducing the risk of
wildfires, which are a major concern for residents. The transformation from overgrown,
abandoned land to “well-kept” and “neat” spaces creates a visible signal of vitality, which is
a powerful psychological pull factor for potential residents who value a healthy, managed
environment. This aligns with existing literature on landscape stewardship as a form of
socio-environmental care [40–42], where managed landscapes are not only ecological assets
but also markers of cultural identity and community vitality.

The initiative also appears to contribute to socio-cultural and community attractive-
ness, particularly through the renewal of social engagement. The participatory nature of
ASFO’s decision-making processes was acknowledged as a key enabler of shared responsi-
bility and conflict reduction. The ASFO acts as a platform for civic engagement, creating
new spaces for social interaction through public events like guided walks and meetings,
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helping to counter the erosion of informal social networks caused by depopulation. These
elements correspond with broader trends in “neo-rural” migration, where lifestyle and a
sense of community are increasingly salient factors [43]. While concerns were raised about
the concentration of management efforts within a small core of individuals, these dynamics
reflect the tension between the promise of collective governance and the realities of limited
human capital in sparsely populated areas.

From an economic and functional perspective, the ASFO has tangibly supported
agro-silvo-pastoral entrepreneurship by providing increased land availability and im-
proved administrative efficiency. By consolidating fragmented parcels, the ASFO makes
agricultural activity feasible on a scale that was previously impossible for individual
landowners. This collective management model also reduces personal maintenance costs
and can increase property values, offering concrete economic advantages that attract
both entrepreneurs and new residents. However, the interviews also revealed persistent
structural weaknesses: limited entrepreneurial capacity, reliance on public subsidies, and
difficulties in scaling up production. These challenges echo broader patterns in marginal
rural areas, where multifunctionality and diversification are often essential for the survival
of primary activities [44,45].

The case of ASFO Erbezzo ultimately illustrates the ambivalent role of grassroots
initiatives in contexts of demographic and economic fragility. On one hand, the association
has demonstrated that collective land management can be a viable instrument for activating
local resources, restoring landscapes, and fostering forms of social innovation. On the other
hand, its sustainability remains contingent upon continued volunteer engagement, stable
institutional support, and the emergence of new actors willing to invest time, energy, and
resources into rural futures.

6. Conclusions
This study offers an in-depth exploration of the ASFO Erbezzo experience, generating

valuable insights into the dynamics of collective land management in mountain areas;
however, its findings should be interpreted with caution given the context-specific scope,
the small and non-representative sample, and the limited temporal frame of analysis.

The survey demonstrates the relevance of collective land management for the sus-
tainable regeneration of mountain areas, aligning with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) outlined in the 2030 Agenda. The case of ASFO Erbezzo shows
how such initiatives can promote sustainable land use and support biodiversity through
the restoration of abandoned meadows and forests, thereby contributing to SDG 15 (Life on
Land). The initiative has enhanced the livability and attractiveness of the area, as a majority
of respondents (78.4%) agreed that ASFO activities could attract new residents through the
creation of better-maintained living spaces and increased safety. This supports SDG 11 (Sus-
tainable Cities and Communities) by fostering inclusive and resilient rural communities.
Furthermore, the ASFO has tangibly supported agro-silvo-pastoral entrepreneurship by
providing increased land availability and improved administrative efficiency, with 86.5% of
participants agreeing that ASFO generates economic benefits for primary sector businesses.
This aligns with principles of responsible consumption and production, supporting SDG
12. The participatory and community-led governance model of ASFO Erbezzo, which has
fostered a positive social impact and improved cooperation among landowners, illustrates
the potential of multi-stakeholder collaboration, contributing to SDG 17 (Partnerships for
the Goals).

First, the study revealed that while only a portion of landowners reported direct eco-
nomic gains from ASFO membership, many cited indirect benefits like enhanced safety and
reduced land management burdens. To capitalize on these findings, regional authorities
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should provide dedicated support systems, such as direct financial aid for land transfer
and management, that formalize these non-monetary benefits and offer a clear incentive
for all landowners, particularly those who are absentee owners, to join ASFOs. Second,
our results show that ASFOs have tangibly supported agro-silvo-pastoral businesses by
providing access to consolidated land and improving administrative efficiency. However,
the study also revealed persistent structural weaknesses in the primary sector, such as
limited entrepreneurial capacity and a reliance on public subsidies. To address these issues,
policies should be designed to foster the creation and growth of small-scale, diversified
businesses through grants for young farmers and entrepreneurs, and by investing in local
value chains for niche products. Third, the survey results revealed that while ASFO activ-
ities contribute positively to the area’s appeal, structural deficits like housing shortages
and inadequate services remain significant barriers. To address this, policymakers must
integrate land management with housing and service strategies. This means facilitating the
renovation of abandoned houses and supporting essential local services like healthcare and
transportation to create a more functional and livable territory. Fourth, the research found
that the ASFO has fostered community cohesion and reduced interpersonal conflicts, but
also that management responsibilities are concentrated among a small core of individuals.
To address this, authorities should support place-based initiatives that help expand commu-
nity engagement beyond the core. This could involve funding community-led projects and
educational programs that strengthen social solidarity and promote a shared sense of land
stewardship. Finally, the ASFO Erbezzo’s expansion to include neighboring municipalities
demonstrates the potential for scaling this model. Policies should encourage and provide
resources for inter-municipal collaboration to consolidate larger land areas and create a
more strategic instrument for regional spatial rebalancing.

Future research should conduct longitudinal studies to assess the sustainability and
evolution of ASFO-type initiatives over time. Comparative analyses across different re-
gional contexts could provide deeper insights into the conditions for success. Interdis-
ciplinary approaches that integrate socio-economic, ecological, and governance dimen-
sions would be valuable for fully capturing the complex dynamics of collective land
management. Finally, further investigation into the motivations and barriers for non-
participating stakeholders could inform strategies to broaden community engagement and
improve inclusivity.
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