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back to the small villages. critical issues and 
prospects for a post-covid re-appropriation of 
built heritage in the marginal internal areas in 
lombardy

In the COVID-19 emergency, small villages have become the focus of debate regarding a renovated liv-
ing model, distant from metropolitan areas’ density across Europe. These reflections brought to light 
the discussion around a possible return to the small villages and marginal areas, pointing out the bene-
ficial aspects: the possibility of living in places with a great sense of community, usable open green spac-
es, and lower density. But is a return really possible if the structural conditions of these places do not 
change? The prolonged and still unresolved pandemic has perhaps changed its perception and attract-
ed interest. Even the conditions that led to its depopulation have not changed: the digital divide, dis-
tance from primary services (education, health, mobility), and economic stillness are critical points still 
waiting for a coordinated and systematic answer in terms of policies. The paper wants to analyze the crit-
ical issues, and the opportunities arising from a possible return to marginal villages within the general 
framework outlined above and reflect on practical tools to evaluate these places’ potentialities, using as 
a case study the Lombardy region context, specifically the Lecco province.1

Key words: Historic abandoned villages; marginal areas; built heritage conservation; repopulation strat-
egies; “reactivation” potential

Back to the small villages? A new emergency, old problems

The depopulation of places marginalized by the twentieth century’s development processes 
is certainly not a recent phenomenon; more recent is the awareness of its extent and adverse 
effects on the territory, made more fragile by abandonment. The decrease in the resident 
population, sometimes wholly absent, has interrupted the daily care process that protected 
the environment from collapse and the built heritage from destruction.
Against, during the present health emergency, the urban model highlighted its critical issues 
concerning the housing density, the lack of green spaces, the overcrowding of public trans-
port, and the difficulty in using private vehicles for sustainable transportation.
Those who had to face the long lockdown period in big cities experienced a challenging 
moment from a psychological point of view: homes of small size, minimal outdoor spaces, 

1 Although the paper is the result of a joint work of all authors. Mariacristina Giambruno is responsible in particular of 
the first paragraph and Sonia Pistidda of the second paragraph.
The conclusions have been drafted jointly. 
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without a neighborhood network in case of need, difficulties in supplying primary goods, 
and in contacting the health facilities. Furthermore, smart working and distance learn-
ing forced us to test new forms of everyday life, not always easy to manage. These are 
some of the reasons why the pandemic has rekindled the attention and the debate on 
small villages and the opportunity to return to more sustainable life models, assuming a 
possible exodus from the big cities. 
So the critical issues suffered by the marginal territories in our country, but also the po-
tential they could offer in terms of quality of life have gone beyond the narrow circle of 
experts and ‘technicians’ to reach the general public, thanks to the large space dedicat-
ed by the press to the invitation to repopulate these contexts made by famous architects.
It is a fact that during this period, many have returned to native places (which led to coin-
ing the term “south working”) or to second homes, relocating many activities usually car-
ried out in large cities. However, these initiatives’ practical effects on the conservation 
and revitalization of the villages and the landscape remain unclear. 
It is still too early to assess whether this pandemic will lead to a lasting return to marginal 
villages, especially in the absence of structural measures to recover the gap that led them 
to depopulation2, even if some signs seem to be there3. This new attention has, in any 
case, highlighted the real problems that still prevent an immediate and significant return 
to the historic villages.
The gaps are the same that have led to the progressive abandonment and, at the same 
time, they are the causes that make difficult a return: physical connections, essential ser-
vices, infrastructure (water, gas, and electricity), schools, healthcare, transport, welfare 
and the digital divide that still penalizes large areas of the country. In fact, there are still 
too many “white areas” in Italy, i.e., municipalities only partially covered by the connec-
tion infrastructures, focused mainly on the Alps and along the Apennine.
These areas have suffered a lot from this gap in the past months: smart working, dis-
tance-learning, or even merely the desire to overcome social distancing have been a 

2 Some signs in this sense are contained, for example, in the Decree of 10 August 2020, Definizione dei para-
metri per la determinazione delle tipologie dei piccoli comuni che possono beneficiare dei finanziamenti previsti 
dalla legge 6 ottobre 2017, n. 158 [Definition of the parameters for determining the types of small municipalities 
that can benefit from the funding provided by law n. 158] (GU General Serie n. 213, 27 August 2020). In the De-
cree, which comes three years after the law’s approval, the criteria that “small municipalities” must have to ac-
cess the contributions are precisely determined. A further signal in this sense appears in the Linee guida per la 
definizione del Piano nazionale di ripresa e resilienza [Guidelines for the definition of the national recovery and 
resilience Plan]: “attuazione della Strategia Nazionale delle Aree Interne e rigenerazione e riqualificazione dei 
contesti urbani e borghi rurali” [implementation of the National Strategy for Inner Areas and regeneration of the 
urban contexts and rural villages].
3 «In the villages that are part of the Borghi più belli d’Italia network, Bandiere Arancioni and Borghi Autentici, 
houses are worth 15% more than ten years ago. The recovery projects of buildings today in ruins are increasing by 
22% in the monitored Valley […]», Marco Bussone (president UNCEM), [UNCEM, 2020].
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severe test. Yet, in Italy, 8,2 million people could continue to work from home (Gabanel-
li, Querzé, 2020): an interesting fact that could bring people back to repopulate these plac-
es stably.
A series of policies, strategies, and initiatives of different breadth and cogency seek an answer to 
abandonment, following the Covid emergency that has brought these places into the spotlight.
The ongoing pandemic has indeed put in crisis one of the most stressed repopulation strate-
gies in the past: tourism. In fact, it has represented one of the strengths of the repopulation of 
small villages, as underlined e.g. by the Law 6 October, n. 158 (2017), known as “Legge salva-
borghi”, that includes among the objectives the “contrasting depopulation phenomena and 
encouraging tourism” (art. 1). 
The issue was also highlighted by the annual report of SNAI in 2018 (Lezzi), underlining the 
role of tourism and cultural heritage among the most crucial development factors. 
Indeed, the tourism economy is an essential resource for revitalizing these areas, especially 
for its effects on the micro-economies of the different key sectors. However, tourism concen-
trated only in specific periods of the year does not favor these places’ significant repopula-
tion. Second homes remain closed for most of the year, schools and essential services do not 
reach the minimum numbers to be activated, and problems come back to the starting point. 
Furthermore, the tourism development, particularly from the seventies to the nineties, has 
undoubtedly brought some economic improvements for the population directly involved in 
the activities. Still, it has not had a widespread impact on making these territories less frag-
ile. The development of the so-called “second homes” has further consumed the land, from 
one side leaving the widespread built heritage abandoned and, on the other, transforming it 
so profoundly to adapt it to the new temporary inhabitants with the results of losing its histor-
ical character. 
If the pandemic emergency has once again focused the attention on these places, highlight-
ing their resilient capacity compared to a new fragility demonstrated by cities, it has also un-
derlined still existing ancient criticalities. One of the most relevant problems that the recent 
period has brought to light is the digital divide that characterizes most of these places4. 
A document by Uncem, Fondazione Montagne Italia, and Caire of July (2020) highlighted 
the issues. Being part of the “network” for these places represents a crucial node.
Bridging the digital divide that separates urban areas from inland and mountain areas could 
be a decisive step to make these areas more attractive and competitive. They are not only 
places of a tourist attraction but places to live.

4 The digital divide regards three aspects: mobile phone, tv signal and internet connection.
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A step towards “digital inclusion” has been made in line with the Banda Ultralarga Plan 
(Ministero dello Sviluppo Economico), still very limited in Italy. On 24 July 2020, dur-
ing the Stati Generali della Montagna (Uncem), the Minister for technological inno-
vation and digitalization Paola Pisano signed a memorandum of understanding with 
Uncem “to implement coordinated actions program for the innovation and digitaliza-
tion of Italian mountain municipalities”. Connectivity means shortening the physical 
distances between the “polarities” and the marginal areas, certainly not in a physical 
sense but an “instant” and perhaps more effective way. 
It means allowing the possibility to work in places different from the cities and have qual-
ity services for health and training. These are fundamental conditions for triggering a 
stable return in these areas, overcoming the pandemic’s contingency, and making per-
manent what currently is only an escape from cities in an emergency condition. To make 
this possible, it will be necessary to have “mixed” functions in the marginal villages, com-
bining the permanent residence with the seasonal one and intertwining the recovery of 
traditional agricultural activities with sustainable tourism. 

•
Fig. 2
A map of the 
Lombardy region 
shows the distri-
bution of small 
municipalities. 
The data have 
been intersected 
with the SNAI 
classification 
for inland are-
as. Elaboration 
by the authors on 
Istat data (http://
www.e-migrate.
polimi.it/).
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If the trend of the return to marginal villages were to be confirmed in the long term, the wide-
spread built heritage would play a significant role because it represents the driving force of 
the quality of these places. What should be the recovery process to allow coexistence be-
tween the housing needs and the maintenance of its historical substance?
The return of old inhabitants or the arrival of new ones is, at the same time, an opportuni-
ty and a threat to the “minor” architectural heritage, as well as the main incentives like the 
“façade bonus”, the “energy-saving bonus,” or the “super bonus”, recently introduced also 
about the pandemic. 
In the next paragraph, these general reflections become the opportunity to systematize some 
actions through a specific case study, the Province of Lecco. 

“Reactivation” starts from the built heritage. The case study of the 

Lombardy region

The Lombardy region, the most densely populated in Italy, contrary to what one might im-
agine, is sprinkled with a large number of small municipalities5. This issue does not necessar-
ily mean that the abandonment has an extensive character in the region, but it’s undoubtedly 
a peculiarity that unites it to many other Italian areas (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2).
Recent research developed by the authors6 focused on the Lombardy region has demonstrat-
ed the depopulation phenomena from 1951 to today. 
The data processing showed the distribution of the phenomenon (see picture below): the 
shades of yellow and orange highlight the municipalities that have demonstrated an increase 
in the resident population. In contrast, the shades of gray underline those that have under-
gone a decrease. The territorial polarization appears very strong: the population increase in 
the central area, in the Varese province, and some alpine areas. On the contrary, the inhab-
itants decrease in large part of the mountains (Oltrepò Pavese and alpine valley), but also in 
lowland areas such as Lomellina, Sorinese, Cremonese, Casalasco, and Oltrepò mantovano 
(Fig. 3 and Fig. 4).

5 The Lombardy region, with 12 provinces, has a total of 1507 municipalities (Data at 1 January 2019, source: ISTAT). 
Among these, 1035 are classified by the Law 6 October 2017, n. 158 as Small Municipalities (population of fewer 
than 5000 inhabitants), with an incidence of 68.68% in relation to the entire national territory’s data.
These are mostly concentrated in mountain areas, but also many areas of the plain.
6 Project E/MIGRATE: community-supported historical centers. Regenerating cultural heritage for sustainable 
hospitality received funding from FARB program 2016. The multidisciplinary team is formed by Politecnico di Mi-
lano, S. Pistidda (scientific manager), E. Bersani, M. Giambruno, Y. Mastromattei, L. Ottolini; Istituto Europeo di 
Psicotraumatologia e Stress Management (IEO), R. E. Fioravanzo. The research wants to explore the possibilities to 
interlink two parallel issues. From one side, the depopulation phenomena affected many inland areas, and the other 
the discussed topic of migrant hospitality. For further information, see http://www.e-migrate.polimi.it/.
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A further investigation explores the Provinces and Municipal scale, highlighting the re-
lationship between a number of small Municipalities and significant depopulation phe-
nomena (Tab.1). 
This first screening represents a useful instrument to identify the more critical areas. On 
these, more investigations can be developed to discover the depopulation process’ caus-
es, the characters of built heritage, and its potentialities to counter the phenomena. The 
province of Lecco was been used as a test to experiment the different steps of the process 
as main actions. The data collection on the main topics, applied to a specific case study, 
permits to define the elements on which focus the attention.
In the selected areas, the first action consists of the verification of all databases (region-
al and local) to collect information about the history, the territorial risks, the policies (the 
plan of government of the territory). From this action, it’s possible to extract thematic 
maps that give an overview of the territory according to different insights.
A second and useful action directly involves local administrations, well aware of their ter-
ritory’s potential and criticalities, producing a sort of “self-assessment”. Simple factsheets 

•
Tab. 1
Table of the 
relationships 
between the 
number of 
Municipalities 
in each Province 
and number 
of ones with 
significant 
depopulation 
phenomena 
(elaboration by 
authors on Istat 
data).

Provinces Number of small Municipalities Number of Municipalities with significant 
depopulation phenomena from 1951 to date

VARESE 89 4

SONDRIO 71 38

PAVIA 164 125

MONZA 
BRIANZA

9 0

MILANO 35 1

MANTOVA 40 30

LODI 53 26

LECCO 72 16

CREMONA 103 73

COMO 117 39

BRESCIA 134 61

BERGAMO 167 62
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to send to the Municipalities allow collecting detailed information on the condition of the 
built heritage and the availability of free buildings. These data can be compared with differ-
ent municipal and supra-municipal scale realities to offer general guidelines. The goal is to 
collect homogeneous data, organized in the form of a factsheet, to sensitize the municipali-
ties to interpret their places in terms of a possible, stable repopulation, making the different 
aspects comparable. The document has to be organized in a simple way to allow for quick 
compilation, considering that small villages often have limited staff and, therefore, little time 
to devote to extra work.
The first part of the form provides the collection of general data such as the number of ham-
lets present in the municipal area, the average age of the inhabitants, the number of foreign 
inhabitants.
A second part, filled for the main centers and the hamlets, has the purpose of collecting in-
formation about the services present and, if absent, information about the distance needed 
to reach them.
Specifically, for the hamlets, which suffer most from depopulation, the following informa-
tion is required:
•	 the resident population; 
•	 the distance from the main center and the ways of connection with it;
•	 the presence of infrastructural networks;
•	 the possibility of internet connection;
•	 the urban system and the quality of public spaces; 
•	 the existence of public buildings and their level of occupancy; 
•	 the state of abandonment of existing buildings (as a percentage); 
•	 the presence of buildings in severe conditions and second homes.
The data collected permitted to define a general information sheet about the places’ condi-
tions, the potential, and the critical issues concerning the return of new, or old, inhabitants.
This action was experimented in the territory of Valsassina: only a limited number of munici-
palities7 responded to the data collection by filling in the form. Therefore, it is a little sample, 
but it has provided some first indication of the consistency of these marginal areas. As report-
ed by Municipalities, there are second homes (40% in the village of Primaluna) and build-
ings in a severe state of conservation. Vehicular and pedestrian paths connect all the hamlets 
to the main center. Essential services and infrastructural networks are present or reachable 
in a short time.

7 Cassago Brianza, Malgrate, Primaluna, Sirone and Tremenico.
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The investigations in Valsassina and Valvarrone (province of Lecco) underline that the 
total abandonment of the marginal villages mainly concerns those municipal districts 
once intended for mountain pastures or, in any case, not reached by driveways and locat-
ed in arduous positions.
For the area identified as more critical in terms of depopulation, some site surveys are 
necessary to understand more the territorial and buildings characters, particularly the 
state of preservation and use of the built heritage, information not available from other 
documentary sources. This action permits constructing a more precise map focused on 
the built heritage as a starting point and resource (many of these centers already have ex-
cellent urban quality) for the reactivation policies (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6).

•
Fig. 3-4
Maps of the 
Lombardy 
region show the 
division of the 
Provinces and 
the distribution 
in percentage of 
depopulation 
phenomena. 
Elaboration by 
authors on Istat 
data (http://
www.e-migrate.
polimi.it/).
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These initial reflections and data collection offers the opportunity to reflect on some ques-
tions that can open successive research paths. Is it possible to build a tool that “measures” 
an abandoned village’s opportunities to reverse this trend and become vital again? The defi-
nition of a sort of “reactivation potential” could help to concentrate the resources, always 
scarce, on a specific place that can act as a driving force for triggering virtuous reactivation 
processes on a broader territory. A concrete action plan is needed to make this return truly 
possible. Firstly, we need to accelerate the resolution of structural issues, but it is also neces-
sary to reflect on the places. Due to endogenous resources and structural conditions (built 
heritage conservation, service network, ongoing policies), not all sites have the same possibil-
ity of being regenerated. Identifying a sort of “reactivation” potential could be a useful tool 
for the administrations for targeting the interventions and direct resources and funding cor-
rectly (Fig. 7 and Fig. 8).
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•
Fig. 5
The Municipality 
of Pagnona in 
Alta Valvarrone. 
Photo S. Pistidda, 
2019.

Fig. 6
The Municipality 
of Tremenico 
(Province of 
Lecco). Photo S. 
Pistidda, 2019.

•
Fig. 7
The Municipality 
of Tremenico 
with the ancient 
hamlet of 
Fenile (Province 
of Lecco). An 
ancient building 
recovered as 
second home. 
Photo S. Pistidda, 
2019.

Fig. 8
Municipality of 
Margno (Province 
of Lecco), an 
old building 
refurbished. 
Photo S. Pistidda, 
2019.
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Future steps. Towards a possible “reactivation potential” of the 

abandoned villages

The experience conducted in the Lecco province allows us to read some dynamics com-
mon to many parts of our country. First of all, the depopulation phenomena, even in the 
most densely populated region of Italy, is concentrated in the so-called small municipal-
ities and in particular in those that are marginal to the main roads. Secondly, the aban-
donment by the inhabitants is frequently contrasted by a recent residential development 
concerning the construction of second homes with, in some cases, an equal percentage 
between permanent and temporary residences.
Another essential issue still emerges from the territories examined: there is no real and in-
depth knowledge of the widespread architectural heritage of these villages, not necessari-
ly in public ownership, nor about its state of use and preservation.
In-depth knowledge of these territory’ characteristics (geographical position, services, 
and distance from them, consistency of the built heritage) can help identify a sort of “vo-
cation for use” implicit in every place. This awareness could better guide the strategic ac-
tions to implement for their “revitalization”. Reflecting with the resident population and 
local administrations on the role that their municipality could have in the territory start-
ing from an in-depth and shared knowledge of its characters could be a first step building 
a sort of checklist. This tool can make evident and shared the place’s potential and leads 
to awareness of its criticalities.
Building a checklist, a pre-filled tool from which each reality can understand its “posi-
tion” within a broader context, is not simple.
This way should take into account the specificities of the place but at the same time, 
allow comparison with different contexts on a territorial scale. This would enable ho-
mogeneously collecting data to have a unique and comparable reference framework. 
Furthermore, the checklist should stimulate with its filling new visions of the territorial 
potential that often those who live there don’t have due to the habit.
The ongoing research aims to continue constructing a checklist with these purposes, to 
proceed towards the self-definition by local realities of that ‘reactivation potential’ men-
tioned above.
In fact, from one side, it is not possible to describe the complexity of a territory and the 
historical signs with a numerical value. Undoubtedly, the awareness of those who already 
live in these places is a fundamental step to develop bottom-up strategies, no longer based 
only on the “emergencies” of the historical heritage and the consequent tourist flows but 
focused on the built heritage as a whole, as a resource for a quality and sustainable life.
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Villages et quartiers à risque d’abandon sont aujourd’hui une problématique 
commune à des nombreuses régions de la Méditerranée, considérée comme 
un point stratégique dans les nouvelles politiques européennes. L’abandon 
progressif des zones internes est une constante dans les pays caractérisés par 
le sous-développement économique, avec les phénomènes d’émigration 
et de fragmentation du patrimoine culturel. Cela entraîne des problèmes 
d’architecture et de gestion du territoire. L’objectif principal de ce travail 
de recherche est de créer un espace de discussion qui comprend l’étude du 
patrimoine architectural et du paysage ainsi que les témoignages démo-ethno-
anthropologiques. 
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