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Towards a Linkage Between Urban Agriculture 
and Cultural Heritage

 Current Scienti!c Debate and the Aims of This Book

Urban agriculture (UA), assumed in the wide sense of urban farming and urban food 
gardening (COST Action: Urban Agriculture Europe) (Lohrberg et  al. 2016), is 
nowadays considered essential to improve the quality of life in cities. This practice 
can contribute to food quality and security, and to economic and recreational activi-
ties (by the multifunctional use of agrarian spaces), the environmental quality of 
landscapes, and community resilience. On the other hand, a large scienti"c and 
technical debate at international level (Scazzosi 2018) concerns the awareness of 
our rural landscape as a cultural heritage and its importance as a resource to be 
dynamically conserved, enhanced (ICOMOS-IFLA Principles 2017), and used in 
the perspective of a sustainable future. We recognise the recent concept of sustain-
ability as founded on the four pillars of environment, economy, society, and culture 
(CEMAT 2003; UNESCO 2010) because of the strategic role assigned to culture 
and heritage.

The current scienti"c debate about urban agriculture mainly concerns the role of 
agriculture as food and as an ecological, and social, resource. The literature on land-
scape architecture considers new landscape design and open space design more than 
the preservation and enhancement of the characteristics of existing agrarian land-
scapes (Gorgolewski and Nasr 2011; Philips 2013). Current work about landscapes 
as a cultural heritage is especially dedicated to identifying general (Palang and Fry 
2003) and exceptional (Mitchell et al. 2009) values and to conserve and valorise the 
urban landscape (Longstreth 2008). The current literature about urban agriculture is 
devoted to agro-urbanism and to planning and building a new vision that connects 
city and countryside (Viljoen 2005), as well as improving food access and social 
justice (Winkler Prins 2017; Pearson et al. 2016; Thornton 2019).

This book cuts across the existing literature and aims to "lls the gaps. Urban 
agriculture is presented as a tool for the conservation and valorisation of rural heri-
tage in the urban context through careful management of both buildings and land-
scapes. Provided are experiences that conjugate the opportunity of knowing and 
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enhancing cultural heritage through different forms of urban agriculture. The con-
cept of dynamic conservation is explained as a process looking after the landscape 
to retain, enhance, and transmit its cultural signi"cance and, at the same time, 
allowing and guiding its inevitable transformations. Thus, according to circum-
stances, strategies and actions may include “conservation, repair, innovation, appro-
priate adaptation and re-use.” Frequently a combination of many of these actions is 
necessary; always, maintenance and management as long-term perspectives are 
essential (Action Criteria, B.3) (ICOMOS-IFLA Principles 2017). Underlined are 
the role of the rural landscape for the urban population and metropolitan areas and 
the importance of multifunctional activity (Action Criteria, C.4).

A speci"c remark to provide concerns the use of two terms – rural and agrarian – 
in this book1: the references taken into account are etymological studies, scienti"c 
disciplines, as well as some of"cial documents of international organisations (FAO, 
ICOMOS, IFLA, etc.). In particular, ICOMOS-IFLA Principles 2017 use the term 
rural as a sort of umbrella for all possible types of landscapes concerned with the 
production of food and other renewable natural resources (Principles 2017, 
De"nition).

This book assumes that the “agrarian” (or “agricultural”) term is related to sed-
entary productive activities which usually were, have been, and are connected with 
stable settlements of populations inside or close to villages and cities. In the present 
book, the authors sometimes also use the term “rural,” emphasising different aspects 
of food production activities and landscapes and the way of life of the people. The 

1 The meaning of world “rural,” from the Late Latin ruralis, an adjective derived from rus ruris 
“countryside” (Encyclopedia Treccani), is relative to the country and to the society living in it 
(Merriam Webster dictionary). Rural society has a low ratio of inhabitants to open land, and the 
most important economic activities are the production of foodstuffs, "bres, and raw materials 
(Encyclopedia Britannica). It concerns people and place and the way they live (development, eco-
nomics, planning, settlements) (Agrovoc dictionary for FAO Organization). The European 
Commission improves rural development (via CAP program 2014–2020), which concerns 
knowledge transfer, competitiveness, food chain organization, ecosystem preservation and 
enhancement, resource ef"ciency, social inclusion, and economic development in rural areas.

Concerning rural landscape and cultural heritage, the Rural Landscape Principles (Principles 
concerning rural landscapes as heritage; Delhi 2017), a recent doctrinal text adopted by the 
International Council of Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) and the International Federation of 
Landscape Architects (IFLA), provides a wide de"nition of “rural landscape” encompassing “ter-
restrial and aquatic areas co-produced by human–nature interaction used for the production of food 
and other renewable natural resources, via agriculture, animal husbandry and pastoralism, "shing 
and aquaculture, forestry, wild food gathering, hunting, and extraction of other resources, such as 
salt.” “All rural areas” continues to “have cultural meanings attributed to them by people and com-
munities: all rural areas are landscapes.”

Agrarian as well as agricultural (mostly diffused), from the Latin word agrarius, adjective, 
derived from ager agri “"eld” (Encyclopedia Treccani), is speci"c to the "elds or lands or their 
tenure, to the characteristic of farmers or their way of life (Merriam Webster). Agricultural sci-
ences are the sciences concerned with food and "bre production and processing (Encyclopedia 
Britannica). Landscape, structure, policies, and reform are words related to agrarian (Agrovoc 
dictionary for FAO); the adjective ‘agricultural’ in some expressions can be substituted by farm or 
farming.
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book has an explicit focus on agrarian landscapes related to the urban context, con-
sidering all the current possible characteristics of urban dimension in the contempo-
rary world (urban, periurban, and agricultural areas, especially in metropolitan 
areas). Speci"cities about urban dimension and heritage related to agricultural prac-
tices, landscape, and lifestyle in those areas are underlined.

This book intends to focus on the link between urban agriculture and the quality 
of the agrarian landscapes, on the synergies needed to ensure that urban agriculture 
can promote the conservation of agrarian heritage, guide the recovery of degraded 
landscapes, and support the development of landscape quality for all areas, both 
outstanding, ordinary, or degraded, as well as large, small, or fragmented.

The book analyses the conservation and enhancement of agrarian landscapes in 
territorial policies, in local agricultural policies, and in the governance models of 
metropolitan areas, underlining potentialities of cultural heritage tangible and intan-
gible permanencies. Several experiences of great signi"cance in European cities 
and some parts of the world, in both community and entrepreneurial cases, show the 
cultural potential of urban agriculture.

Some globally renowned voices, attentive towards agrarian landscapes as heri-
tage, state the importance of the historical dimension and the legacy of material and 
immaterial permanencies in reading landscape: the agrarian landscape is considered 
as a system of tangible and intangible heritage connected by functional, physical, 
social, and cultural relationships (Scazzosi 2003, 2015; Scazzosi and Branduini 2014).

The conservation of the historical features of agricultural landscapes is accompa-
nied by their enhancement: this dynamic process can become an economic resource 
for the maintenance of sustainable landscapes. The knowledge and techniques com-
ing from “traditional” agriculture as intangible heritage, merged into landscape 
management and construction, can be an opportunity to implement new sustainable 
agricultural practices that have a lower environmental impact and high biodiversity, 
and can contribute to an unconventional scienti"c, technical, and mechanical prog-
ress that re-uses and updates the ancient technical knowledge.

Good quality in the maintenance of agricultural landscape and its cultural heri-
tage can become a driving force for tourist opportunities, which improve the aware-
ness and knowledge of visitors about good land management practices. Collaboration 
between local players, such as farmers, citizens, local associations, public institu-
tions, and stakeholders, can reinforce collective action and the positive effects of 
good large-scale management. Conservation and enhancement of agrarian land-
scapes help to reinforce the identity of places and urban communities through their 
common heritage, reminding us of the role of the countryside and its connection 
with urban areas, in the history of the city, particularly in metropolitan areas where 
rapid and deep transformations can cause many social and cultural problems.

This book aims to suggest to scholars, local administrations, professionals, and 
farmers how to reveal and valorise agrarian heritage through productive, social, 
cultural, and touristic uses (food and services). The acknowledgement of the cul-
tural potential of agriculture is hidden in some initiatives whereas it is more evident 
and supported by public policies in others. We assume that conservation and 
enhancement of the urban–agricultural landscape should occur through a process of 
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co-construction among farmers, citizens, and policy makers. Accordingly, the book 
is divided in three parts, following the application stages of the co-construction 
process.

 The Structure of the Book

 The First Part

The "rst part has a methodological character to enlighten the integrated approach 
between cultural heritage and urban agriculture.

“The co-construction of agrarian landscapes,” said André Fleury in his contribu-
tion, “consists in responding to agriculture with new urban issues, considering the 
potential and limits of peri-urban agriculture, with the aim of establishing a sustain-
able city, improving its resilience and its viability (to reduce poverty, enhance food 
security), and to reduce the ecological footprint, manage water resources and waste 
and preventing the risk of major accidents. The agrarian landscape is the result of 
the co-evolution of territorial forms including more and more rural areas, urban 
society and local agricultural societies; it results in conceiving a re-farmed city as a 
new autonomous entity.” Then, he concludes that “environmental and landscape 
policies cannot be achieved either without farmers input or against them, but neces-
sarily with them; it is the precise meaning of any co-construction.” This text, even if 
written in 2015, still reveals a remarkable liveliness in the proposal and it has been 
included because Fleury’s work had an important in#uence on the emergence of the 
issues discussed in this book. His theoretical research, based on historical and agro-
nomic studies, is supported by a constant and intense practical activity with direct 
involvement in the co-construction of the urban-rural policies in Île-de-France, 
close to Paris: this work has been fundamental in the scienti"c acknowledgement of 
the cultural and social role of urban agriculture in the contemporary city. Since the 
de"nition of the evolution from periurban to urban agriculture (Donadieu and Fleury 
1997), agriculture has been freed from a physical place around the city to be based 
on cultural, economic, and social relationships, regardless of its geographic posi-
tion. In that sense, agriculture reestablished the historical commercial and cultural 
relationships with the city that have shaped it since medieval times, as illustrated 
step by step by Lionella Scazzosi in the "rst part of her contribution. This text pro-
vides some initial and basic historical tools and references to study and understand 
urban agriculture over the centuries, especially in Western cities, considering the 
deep lack of knowledge on this topic despite the large numbers of studies concern-
ing urban history. The aim is to discover the historical variety of spaces, functions, 
and characteristics of urban agriculture in the cities of the past, because it could 
highlight some potentialities and give suggestions for the current ‘new era’ of urban 
agriculture. Scazzosi’s contribution also provides, in its second section, the main 
methodological topics regarding how and where to recognize today the cultural 
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potential of urban agriculture, in its tangible permanencies and in its intangible 
meanings. It illustrates also how these become a resource to improve the urban qual-
ity of life and an opportunity to strengthen the local identity.

Paola Branduini develops some concepts and suggestions of Fleury on the impor-
tance of the mutual involvement of citizens and farmers and analyses the role of the 
population in UA initiatives and the methods of engagement and participation, 
using some clear examples. The proposed form of a participatory governance of the 
urban agricultural heritage could be a continuous and planned commitment of those 
involved in an urban agriculture initiative (population, farmers, stakeholders, insti-
tutions, politicians), could safeguard and maintain agricultural heritage, and could 
guarantee a tangible heritage over time as well as the transmission of intangible 
long-term meanings.

 The Second Part

The second part exempli"es cases wherein recognition of the importance of the 
urban-agricultural heritage has occurred but has not yet been translated into con-
crete action with the involvement of the population and the intervention of politics.

Such are agricultural landscapes of great cultural signi"cance such as the chinam-
pas of Mexico City described by Saul Alcantara: this huge historic area has seen the 
constant reduction of available water from 1910 onward, and is limited by the 
increasing expansion of the city and the economic dif"culties of the farmers. This 
landscape has been protected as a UNESCO site since 1987; further, it is still in use 
for agricultural production, maintaining traditional agricultural techniques, and is 
known and partially used for recreational activities by the local population. Thus, 
the chinampas is a true historic urban agriculture, an example of a site that could 
have been lost had a sustainable conservation and management policy not been 
implemented.

There are also rural complexes that have shaped and organized the countryside 
around the city, such as the large cortijos around Seville, as drawn by Maria José 
Prados and Jesus Santiago, and the grandes fermes d’Île-de-France, such as in 
Pierrelaye and depicted by Roland Vidal. These complexes have been innovators in 
agriculture in a pre-mechanization period and have been able to respond to the 
needs of the city. In the "rst case, they have been able to resist urban growth pro-
cesses, and to handle major internal transformations, “surviving with an agricultural 
activity in a continuous process that has bolstered their ability to provide a wide 
variety of services and functions” (Prados and Santiago). In the second case, a 
breakthrough toward non-food production, that is, materials or energy, is needed 
that can be channelled into agriculture (Vidal).

Domestic gardens too have an important part in the preservation and transmis-
sion of intangible heritage, concerning the use of plants, cultivation techniques, and 
herbal knowledge as well as cultural tradition and habits related to single or groups 
of families or of people. These gardens are a reserve of food supply as well as a 
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concrete and local knowledge resource for the city, as well illustrated by the contri-
butions on Australia by Jane Lennon and on Belgium by Hubert Gulinck, Valerie 
Dewaelheyns, and Frederik Lerouge. The latter authors state: “As media of expres-
sion, experimentation and creativity at individual or household scale, domestic gar-
dens […] deserve to be reconsidered as additional substrates and buffers for food 
production in urban, peri-urban and residential contexts.” For these, quantitative and 
qualitative studies should be implemented to include local gardens in counting of 
the social bene"ts for a resilient city.

 The Third Part

The third part discloses cities in which a process of co-construction of the urban- 
agricultural landscape has been initiated or has been going on for years: here poli-
cies have recognized the cultural, environmental, and social meanings of urban 
agriculture.

Emblematic of the liveliest and most recent situations is the case of the Vega of 
Granada and the strenuous defence of agricultural heritage by experts and citizens 
(Mataran and Castillo). In Milan (Branduini et al.) and Barcelona (Zazo Moratalla 
et al.), multiple and varied experiences have led in the past two decades to a broad 
awareness of the role of agriculture in the city, starting from the recognition of its 
cultural value. Based on the achievement in designating protection of agricultural 
spaces since the 1990s, groups such as farmers, environmentalists, and civil society 
hold the key to the future conservation of agricultural landscapes, involving public 
administration also.

The story of Geneva helps us to understand, in the long term, the effects of a dual 
attitude towards urbanization of agricultural areas and the enhancement of urban–
agriculture initiatives (Nelly Niwa and Joelle Solomon Cavin).

Two “protected” agricultural areas, at different stages of protection, are Île 
Bizard in Montreal and Belvedere Agricultural Park in Cologne. The Canadian 
example is a proposal of management of a “humanized landscape” based on a his-
torical balance between agricultural techniques and high biodiversity: Gerard 
Domon and Sabine Courcier af"rm that its uncertain future could be founded only 
on stakeholders’ dialogue and interest convergence. The German example of 
Belvedere Agricultural Park, presented by Axel Timpe, has been made possible 
through regional landscape policies and the cooperation of several stakeholders: a 
workshop for designing multifunctional processes was set up to optimise different 
land use interests. It has become a laboratory for combining the heritage of agricul-
tural land use with the emerging demands and practices of urban landscapes.

Finally, Raffaella Laviscio explains the positive results of the long-term English 
dedication to the conservation of rural landscape and to the transmission of knowl-
edge, speci"cally from the charitable organisation Historic England. She concludes 
that “heritage awareness and care can generate income: work on a historical site of 
high value is not a disadvantage but an opportunity to increase revenue.” Moreover, 
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“regeneration has several bene"ts improving the perceptions of local areas, increas-
ing civic pride and sense of identity, improving social interaction, increasing com-
munity safety, enhancing the landscape.”

The positive results encourage the defence of agricultural heritage: what emerges 
is that only through the sense of belonging, attached to these landscapes, can people 
protect them from urban encroachment.

 Some Transversal Lines

Many transversal lines can be found in the contributions provided by the book, such 
as these.

Following the suggestions given by Scazzosi, several papers highlight the conti-
nuity of the relationship between city and agricultural activity between past and 
present. In the contributions about Granada, Seville, Paris, Belgium, and Mexico 
City and in major Australian cities, continuity consisted mainly in fresh horticul-
tural production for self-consumption and for selling in the city markets. The his-
torical analysis of those cities implies that the role of urban agriculture was 
multifunctional in the past as well, and that it included recreational activities, food 
security, and water puri"cation as well as urban agriculture as it is required to 
be today.

The importance of equally recognizing and enhancing the tangible and intangi-
ble heritage aspects of agricultural activities and landscapes as integral parts of the 
cultural heritage is underlined by the authors in European examples (Mataran, 
Castillo, Vidal, Laviscio) as well as in worldwide examples (Lennon and Alcantara 
Onofre). Heritage is perceived as a resource for a more sustainable life, not as a pas-
sive remnant of the past.

As a "nal and relevant remark, many authors are directly involved in safeguard-
ing and defending urban agricultural heritage (Mataran, Castillo, Zazo Moratalla, 
Callau Berenguer) as well as in conservation and enhancement projects (Branduini, 
Scazzosi, Timpe) and in political initiatives supporting public institutions (Scazzosi). 
They carry forward several battles for recognizing the value of this heritage with 
passion and dedication; their scienti"c activity is based on action-research, through 
which they test out the problems of the territory and are committed to "nding solu-
tions, immersing themselves in continuous dialogue and exchange with the popula-
tion and stakeholders, becoming spokespersons of culture and expertise, but also 
immersing themselves in a commitment shared with other people. It is a character-
istic of academics who work on the so-called third mission and of professionals who 
connect scienti"c with professional activity. A cross-disciplinary attitude is their 
driving force, and research-action in the research method they apply.

Towards a Linkage Between Urban Agriculture and Cultural Heritage
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