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Education and training as a means to boost skills and to increase territorial
reputation: The example of the Valtellina Cultural District in Italy

D. Foppoli

Foppoli Moretta e Associati, Tirano, Italy

A. Konsta & S. Della Torre
ABC Department, Politecnico di Milano, Milan, Italy

ABSTRACT: The paper explores the experiences on professionalism and lifelong learning car-
ried out in the frame of the Cultural Districts project. This wide ranging programme was promoted by
the Cariplo Foundation with the aim of producing new attitudes toward culture as a factor for local
development. The project of the Valtellina Cultural District was established in 2010 in the Northern
part of Lombardy (Italy) whose aim was to improve the awareness of the local community in the val-
orisation of cultural landscape and heritage, and of creating tangible and intangible networks. One
of the focuses of the Valtellina Cultural District project was dedicated to improving cultural manage-
ment, mobilizing cultural growth potential and contributing to employment and welfare creation.
The case history is discussed through the analysis of the implemented educational and training activities and
of their impacts both on the participants as well as the project as a whole, in terms of improvement of its
reputation and setting out the basis for future developments. The involvement of human resources and local
professionals was both a primary objective and an essential requirement of the territorial project. The general
scope of these activities was to enhance capacity building in the field of cultural heritage and landscape and
to ensure, over time, the presence of appropriate professionals to carry on the diverse operational tasks for
protection and preservation. The learning environment created by the complexity of the project is deemed to
be one of the reasons for its success in terms of engaging professionals in the enhancement of their own skills.

1 INTRODUCTION The programme has been financed with a

€ 20 million grant since 2009, supporting a total
The Cultural Districts project was promoted by  amount of almost € 60 million investment and
the Cariplo Foundation as a wide area programme  has been implemented in six different areas of
with the aim of producing new attitudes toward  the Lombardy Region: Monza and Brianza, Cre-
culture as a factor for local development (Barbetta  mona Province, Mantua Po River Area, Mantua
et al. 2013, Cerquetti & Ferrara 2015). From this ~ Gonzaga Palaces, Camonica Valley and Valtellina.
perspective, the challenge was to overcome the  Each projectincluded several programmes, relating
common thought of associating valorisation with ~ both to tangible and intangible heritage, accord-
simply raising funds for conservation and to con-  ing to the particular characteristics of the local
sider instead both its importance for the empow-  heritage and its economic context. The diversity of
erment of local systems and its ability to enhance  these areas resulted in multiple projects, but their
human/intellectual and social capital. In fact, in a  common aims of local development through the
long term vision, the activities related to conser-  heritage sector and of sustainability in the long
vation produce externalities, which can be trans-  run unify them around the pivotal goal of building
formed into value, through the improvement of  community through heritage (Della Torre 2015).
professional skills and the strengthening of inter-  The focus on the involvement of professionals and
personal attitudes, with reference to the models  workers, although crucial for the Cultural Districts
of the knowledge, economy and creativity (Della  model, has not been described in detail and thor-
Torre 2015). This paper deals with this develop-  oughly discussed in the previous studies.

ment of both hard and soft skills, which have been Three of these projects, Monza and Brianza, the
promoted and evaluated over the long-term experi- ~ Mantua Gonzaga Palaces and the Valtellina cul-
ence of the project. tural districts, well exemplify the fulfilling of the
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initial expectations and needs and the working out
of effective strategies. The first, the Monza and
Brianza Cultural District, through investment in
built heritage conservation works, involved various
local stakeholders — from the public administra-
tion, the building sector, the innovative productive
sector — with the aim of establishing a network
of cultural and economic projects and the setting
up of a sustainable management system for the
local heritage (Canziani & Moioli 2010, Moioli
2018). To achieve this purpose, two principal strat-
egies were devised, the creation of a front office
for the preventive and planned conservation and
the development of training courses, in order to
improve professional skills and stimulate a learn-
ing process (Della Torre & Moioli 2012, Moioli
2013). Secondly, the enhancement and the integra-
tion of cultural and creative activities into heritage
sites, increasing their public use and boosting inno-
vation and local production (Moioli 2018).

As for Mantua and the “Regge dei Gonzaga”
cultural district, the presence of outstanding
monuments, in-scribed on the UNESCO World
Heritage List, has played a key role for the devel-
opment of a cultural economy model related both
to the conservation programme and to the tour-
ism industry. The strengths of this project can be
found in promoting cooperation between the aca-
demic environment, industry and the public sector
(Fanzini & Rotaru, 2012). On the one hand, a
centre for preventive and planned conservation
was set up in the Mantua pole of the Politecnico
di Milano university for supporting public admin-
istration in elaborating effective operational pro-
cedures and tools for built heritage management
(Moioli 2014). On the other hand, training initia-
tives were promoted, such as the Masters Degree in
preventive and planned conservation with numer-
ous workshops in order to foster professional skills
and transfer an innovative approach to the integra-
tion of the conservation and valorisation process
of cultural heritage (Fanzini & Moioli 2014).

The Valtellina Cultural District, on which this
paper focuses, has evolved from a series of previ-
ous experiences in this area related to preventive
and planned conservation of built heritage, start-
ing from 2002 (Foppoli et al. 2008, Della Torre
2010, Foppoli & Guiducci 2014). The knowledge
and the professional skills acquired during that
period were important for the development of
the project and the achievement of its objectives.
The projects carried out in this territory concen-
trated on the implementation of best practices
in conservation through the involvement of local
professionals with expertise in different disciplines.
Moreover, special attention was paid to the creation
of the necessary conditions for their continuity in
the future through the development of education
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programmes and training courses as well as the
encouragement of synergies and cross-border co-
operation projects such as the “Preventive Planned
Conservation in the Rhaetia Common Space” —
CPRE project (Foppoli et al. 2014).

From the brief description of the main strate-
gies adopted by the three Cultural Districts men-
tioned above, the importance attributed to the
development of a learning process at different lev-
els should be clear. This kind of process involved
various stakeholders, decision makers, experts and
local professionals dealing with heritage as well as
citizens and communities, indispensable factors for
the exchange of benefits and externalities produced
through the heritage sector. The constant collabo-
ration between these three projects and the univer-
sity, where the innovative approach to preventive
and planned conservation was elaborated, created
a learning community reinforced by exchanges of
different kinds (Della Torre 2015).

This paper describes in detail the specific steps
taken related to the education programmes and the
training courses that were implemented in the terri-
tory of Valtellina. The analysis concerns firstly, the
impacts and the results both on the participants
and on the whole project and secondly, the cur-
rent developments and the future steps referring to
similar educational and training courses.

2

THE VALTELLINA CULTURAL DISTRICT

2.1

Valtellina is an East-West trending alpine valley
characterised by the presence of terraced vineyards
that were built over recent centuries by terracing the
steep, rocky mountain slopes using drystone walls.
This terraced district is the largest wine-growing
mountain terraced area in Italy, extending over 850
ha, representing 37% of the total Italian surface
area of this kind (Fondazione ProVinea 2004).

The area, which in the past was densely populated,
also boasts a remarkable built heritage, comprising
characteristic villages, churches as well as civil and
religious buildings with great symbolic value for the
community. The unique character of this heritage
can be attributed, in addition to the famous monu-
ments, to a widespread fabric of small buildings
scattered throughout the cities and the territory and
to little hamlets of great landscaping value.

This heritage owes both its value and its fragil-
ity to its diffusion, for this reason it requires wide-
spread maintenance works that are very difficult to
coordinate and support. An additional weakness is
due to recurrent floods or landslides caused by the
lack of territorial maintenance, that, while being a
mandatory requirement for cultural landscape, is
extensively neglected in the Italian reality.

Description of the geographical context



2.2 Building the landscape

Valtellina territory is a perfect example of human
transformation of the alpine area. In order to live
there and carry out economic activity, the natural
environment was radically transformed, develop-
ing in a cultural landscape that needs constant care
and maintenance work to secure geological and
environmental stability.

For this reason, the ability to build with dry
stone was identified as one of the most significant
peculiarities of the area. It features locally in a
wide ranging variety of constructions: dry stone
walls (Fig. 1) are essential structures in the support
of slopes and to form areas suitable for cultivation;
muracche (Fig. 2) are piles of stones used for clean-
ing the ground, providing protection from wind,
improving the warming and creating ascending
paths and baitelli (Fig. 3) are small constructions
built entirely with dry stone with a “tholos” (aka
false dome) technique that punctuate the territory
especially in the confluence zone between Adda
and Poschiavino creek, in so doing, culturally link-
ing the territory of Valtellina with the nearby Val-
Poschiavo in Switzerland.

Figure 1. Drystone walls, fundamental elements of
Valtellina cultural landscape.

Figure 2. Piles of stones used for removing stones from
ground, locally named muracche.
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Figure 3.
stone, with circular base and false-dome covering, locally
named baitelli.

Small constructions built entirely with dry

The outstanding element of alpine identity is
the relationship between the human being and the
territory, that is the capacity of man to turn an
initially hostile environment into an environment
suitable for habitation, so producing the necessary
for his subsistence. This is the cultural heritage
shared among all the inhabitants of the Alps, and
in Valtellina this is made tangible by the presence
of the wide Rhaetic terraced vineyards that are
certainly one of the most evident features of the
local landscape, confirming man’s positive inter-
vention on the environment and, at the same time,
creating something of great aesthetic beauty.

The understanding of the importance of this
cultural landscape and the recognition of its weak-
nesses has formed the base on which the Valtellina
cultural district has established its objectives and
has planned its strategies.

2.3 Objectives and strategies of the Valtellina
Cultural District

The Valtellina Cultural District operates to consol-
idate the close relationship between landscape, tra-
ditional production and cultural identity, through
an integrated and shared program for cultural her-
itage valorisation. It focuses on the enhancement
of the historic settlements of the middle valley and
the agri-food tradition that has modelled the land-
scape. Through knowledge of this heritage comes
the development of long-term strategies.

The main initiatives in the program referred both
to valorisation and networking and protection of
the tangible and intangible cultural heritage. The
tangible Work Packages includes “The Route of
Terraces” (the wider one), restoration of S. Anto-
nio cloister at Morbegno and Masegra Castle at
Sondrio, setting up a circuit connecting palaces
and castles at Tirano and “The Route of Water
and Energy” in Alta Valtellina. The intangible WPs



concern promotion of typical products through
new technologies, research in archaeological and
cultural heritage of the territory and conservation
practice, as well as educational activities and train-
ing at various levels.

One of the most relevant projects of the Valtel-
lina Cultural District was therefore the creation of
a route for pedestrians and cyclists, 74 Km long,
in a zone placed on the Rhaetian terraced slopes,
connecting religious and historical buildings, vil-
lages and hamlets, vineyards and rural farms of
quality and interest (Di Capita & Foppoli in press).

As it is evident, the District particularly focused
on the valorisation of the terraced slopes, both on
the tangible aspect, creating a path to allow their
valorisation and, on the intangible one, making it
one of the focus points for the training activities
that have been developed.

3 A KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER
STRATEGY

3.1 Educational and training courses

The educational and training activities developed
in the framework of the Valtellina Cultural Dis-
trict, constitute one of the strategic lines adopted,
so as to reach the objectives defined at the initial
phase. Furthermore, evolution and improvement
would be catered for during the growth of the
project. The attention paid to these initiatives can
be noticed by the planning of multiple courses
addressing three main key stakeholder categories:
students, professionals and farmers/craftsmen.
Moreover, the projects focused on specific themes
strictly connected to the general objectives pursued
by the district, such as landscape, cultural heritage
and planned conservation.

The first typology of educational courses were
planned for students and aimed at a better under-
standing of the territory and the establishment
of relationships with cultural heritage through
the sharing of knowledge and the recognition of
its values. Specific programmes were organised:
for primary schools a “School curriculum for

Valtellina cultural heritage: landscape and its trans-
formations” (promoted by the province of Sondrio)
was developed; for secondary school teachers, a
course on “Landscape and Cultural Heritage” was
carried out, providing guidelines for knowledge
and interpretation of landscape (promoted by the
Fondazione Gruppo Credito Valtellinese); finally a
“Tourist guide to The Route of Terraces”, whose
aim was to involve students as volunteering tourist
guides, was arranged and scheduled.

The second typology of courses was dedicated
to the training of local professionals in order to
enhance their skills and to ensure the presence over
time of appropriate figures who shall be able to
carry on the operational tasks for protection and
preservation.

Leading on from the stated observation that
the peculiarities of the Valtellina territory are the
cultural heritage and the landscape (or rather how
cultural heritage is integrated into the landscape
and how the landscape has been built around cul-
tural heritage), the courses focused on two comple-
mentary topics: “Transformation of the territory,
culture and local identity” and “Planned conserva-
tion of heritage building”.

The first course was held in 2013-2014 and was
divided into three modules, drawing attention to the
following themes: “Terraced landscape”, “Other
Valtellina landscapes (woods, stone, water)” and
“Management of cultural heritage and landscape”.
The course combined theoretical lessons with
onsite visits within the territory, so providing fur-
ther opportunity of collaboration with other pro-
fessionals. The projects mainly contributed to the
analysis and to the acquisition of knowledge about
sustainable development models of the territory.

The second course was organised in collabora-
tion with the Politecnico di Milano university and
addressed the issues of the conservation/valorisa-
tion of cultural heritage, the relationship between
intervention and management, the compatibility
between traditional and innovative techniques, the
digitalization of administrative and design proce-
dures as well as the application of diagnostic and
inspection techniques.

Table 1. Outline of training and educational activities developed within the frame of Valtellina Cultural District.
Activity Promoter Participants
Master thesis Politecnico di Milano 4 thesis
Fellowships Politecnico di Milano 8

80h Course “Inspection Technician™ ENAIP Lombardia 10

54h Course “Cultural landscape™ Local Development Foundation 226

36h Course “Preventive conservation” Local Development Foundation 164

40h x 3 Course “Drystone walls” Polo Poschiavo 24 +12

5 days Workshops and conferences

Local Development Foundation 646




The strategic value of these educational activities
has gone well beyond what was initially foreseen,
as the courses proved to be excellent opportuni-
ties for aggregation and discussion for the local
professional community, to increase in reputa-
tion the Cultural District itself and to improve
the information exchange locally (vs. province &
region) and beyond (vs. different Italian regions
& foreign territories). So high was the success of
the initiatives that a positive bond of collaboration
with the neighbouring Swiss territory was created
within the frame of a further cross-border Italy-
Switzerland inter-regional cooperation programme
2014-2015 (CPRE project) that was agreed to
strengthen the cooperation in the technical field
between Valtellina and the Valposchiavo Region
(Foppoli et al. 2014).

Many Swiss professionals have actively par-
ticipated in both construction and management
and teaching of the courses: so it was possible to
complement and to develop to a further degree the
scope of the Valtellina Cultural District, particu-
larly in the field of analysis of the good practices
of restoration intervention and implementation of
preventive and planned conservation methodology.

Within the CPRE project, courses specific to
the third typology of stakeholders were organized:
farmers and workers operating in the construction
sector. They were aimed at transmitting the knowl-
edge related to the construction of dry-stone walls
necessary for preservation of the cultural landscape
and specifically to recover the craft skills, both in
the construction and the maintenance of these
walls. Moreover, the courses provided certificates
of professional recognition, with validity both in
ITtalian and Swiss territories: this is outstandingly
advantageous because it recognizes the acquired
skills on both sides of the border.

3.2 Course impact evaluation

A quantitative analysis of the degree of satisfaction
and of effectiveness of the courses was carried out
by Local Development Foundation with regard to
the two courses for professionals: “Cultural land-
scapes” and “Planned Conservation”. At the end
of these courses, questionnaires were administered
to the participants whose results are reported and
commented in the following paragraph.

The overall judgment about both courses and
their training content is more than fair for over
98% of the participants. Regarding the course
“Programmed conservation”, more than 94% of
the sample considers the teaching methodology
good/excellent. In respect of the training/informa-
tive effectiveness of the visits, the judgment is more
than fair for almost 92% of the participants; the
judgment about the teaching material is more than
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fair for almost 90% of the sample. The complete-
ness of the courses, with respect to the key topics,
was assessed too: the judgements vary from good
to excellent for over 92% dealing with “the meaning
of cultural landscape” and with a bit lower score
for the other topics covered. For the “Programmed
conservation” course, the judgements vary from
fair to excellent, again featuring similar scores.

As for the overall impact of courses on the
project, they have been seen to fully respect the
objectives previously set out in terms of aware-
ness and knowledge increase of local professionals
concerning the discussed topics. They were, nev-
ertheless, also an opportunity to bring the numer-
ous participating lecturers into contact with local
professional associations, with the aim of stimulat-
ing effective collaboration. The lecturers involved,
mostly coming from outside the province, brought
new and innovative experiences. An effective added
value of the course was the opportunity to present
the territory and the current operations to the lec-
turers, who were favourably impressed. In some
cases, this allowed the development of subsequent
joint activities, e.g. the adhesion to the ITLA
(International Alliance for Terraced Landscape),
which was activated within the frame of meetings
developed during the lessons of the course and
which will be discussed in the following chapter.

Furthermore, the collaboration with the profes-
sional associations was very positive. It guaranteed
excellent feedback to the organization in terms of
increased skills and a large number of participants.
This collaboration has helped to increase the repu-
tation of the Local Development Foundation as a
cultural leader and of the Cultural District/ CPRE
activities in general.

Moreover, the collaboration with the Swiss part-
ners was fundamental and productive. On the one
hand Swiss technicians participated in the courses
and on the other the involvement of numerous Swiss
lecturers allowed a positive exchange of opinions.

3.3 Conferences and publications

In addition to the training courses, various semi-
nars, conferences and publications were organised
as a means of knowledge dissemination. We will
mention here only the organisation of the interna-
tional conference “Valtellina and Valposchiavo look
beyond—Dialogue on the planned conservation
of cultural and landscape heritage” that was held
on 27-29 November 2014. It was organized in col-
laboration with important research institutions and
protection agencies both in the Lombardy region
(Politecnico di Milano, Superintendence for Archi-
tectural Heritage of Milan, Superintendence for
Archaeological Heritage of Lombardy) and in the
Graubunden Canton (Monuments Service of Chur).



The conference was attended by more than 200
people. Thirty experts were invited both from Italy
(Rome, Genoa, Trento) and from abroad (Switzer-
land, France, Slovenia, United Kingdom, Belgium)
with the aim of ensuring an appropriate interna-
tional atmosphere and to stimulate the comparison
between actions carried out within local projects
and national/international best practices, as well as
highlighting the present and future contribution
of Valtellina and Valposchiavo to the international
research community.

4 OUTCOMES

4.1 Current developments

The most evident results of the training activities
carried out consisted in clear and effective growth
of territorial planning capacity. After the comple-
tion of the Cultural District activities, a number of
further projects were presented in order to develop
the themes proposed; they often reached high
scores in the evaluation and allowed access to sig-
nificant grants. This has enabled the development
of further steps related to the issues undertaken.
It is also significant that these actions have been
developed by subjects who have benefited from the
training activities of the Cultural District, even
if sometimes they are not direct partners: this is
proof of the effectiveness of the training and com-
munication campaigns carried out.

A first example of the synergies created refers
to the activity of “caring for the landscape”; it
is the development of 2014’ “# More Positive
Signs” programme, developed from the Cariplo
Foundation call, “Welfare in action”. This project
was set up by both public entities and social coop-
eratives; in 2015, it was funded and it is currently
underway.

It originated from the observation that during
the period 1961-2007 in the Valtellina territory,
a marked reduction of terraced vineyards (minus
40%) and pastures (minus 46%) and the increase
of neglected rural areas (plus 27%) can be noticed.
Moreover, during the last twenty years, data
regarding the economic conditions in the specific
area shows a rapid rise of poverty (plus 25%).
Therefore, the project, mainly aimed at the welfare
sector, develops the idea that it is possible to face
both social and territorial weaknesses by creat-
ing working opportunities in the maintenance of
abandoned land.

In detail the project was developed in three
Work Packages. The first WP (2015) concerned the
maintenance and valorisation of abandoned paths
at high altitude: as a result, 66 paths were recov-
ered (116 km in global length) and 600 m of dry

stone walls reconstructed, by creating 5 new stable
jobs and allocating € 256.000 total gross wages for
the benefit of local families.

The second WP (2016) addressed the recov-
ery of abandoned marginal areas owned by the
municipalities for social purposes. Ten sites were
selected for three-year projects, and four of them
have already been completed (Sondrio, Ponte). In
this case, 180 people were involved, 5 new stable
jobs were created and € 140.000 total gross wages
were allocated.

The third WP, which is still in progress, aimed to
recover a large abandoned terraced area through
productive re-planting of grapevine. It has been
carried out in partnership with the municipality of
Castione and a private company: as a result 3.5 ha
terrace areas were recovered, by allocating (data
updated at February 2018) € 92.000 gross wages
and creating 7 new stable jobs.

A second interesting example is the “Migl-
iorArTi—Seismic Improvement of the Arcari
Library at Tirano” project, dealing with planned
conservation programs. It was submitted by the
municipality of Tirano to the 2017 Cariplo Foun-
dation call “Hazard for Cultural heritage”. This
municipality was indeed a partner in the Valtellina
Cultural District and also in the CPRE project
and moreover the technicians of the Municipal
Technical Office took part in the training activi-
ties described above. Therefore, the municipality
was able to share with the Cultural District the
approach to the Preventive and Programmed
Conservation. Accordingly it recognized the great
articulation of its own real estate classified as cul-
tural heritage (churches, palaces, but also some
school buildings that date back to the beginning
of the nineteenth century) and therefore elabo-
rates a project for the evaluation of seismic vul-
nerability and the reduction of seismic hazard for
one of its own most visited properties: the civic
library.

This project implements knowledge, conserva-
tion and valorization; it experiments innovative
design methods through B.I.M. (Building Infor-
mation Modeling) thus proposing a reproducible
prototype model that can also be applied to the
entire real estate assets of the municipality, but
even more to other municipalities. That’s why the
project was considered worthy of being funded
and is currently underway, primarily in terms of
historical, stratigraphic, surveying and structural
diagnostics analysis. A B.I.LM. model has been
implemented and it is currently in processing for
developing the structural model aiming to assess
the seismic vulnerability and to retrofit the build-
ing in the static and seismic field. It will subse-
quently be used to manage the conservation plan
for the overall building.

100



4.2 Future actions

The educational activities of the Valtellina Cul-
tural District allowed for the contacting of inter-
national associations engaged in the promotion of
terraced territories and dry stone constructions.
In fact, the importance of dry stone constructions
for the protection of the natural environment, the
management of land and the preservation of local
traditions has been recognised over the last years
at an international level.

It is important to highlight here the already men-
tioned adhesion of some territorial foundations
(Local Development Foundation and ProVinea
Foundation) to the International Terraced Land-
scape Association (ITLA), which took place dur-
ing the training programmes in the frame of the
projects. This association brings together institu-
tions, universities and farmers, so as to reinforce
knowledge exchanges and common projects about
terraced landscape. During the last years it organ-
ised three international congresses in different coun-
tries (2010, China; 2014, Peru; 2016, Italy) and has
already planned a fourth meeting in Spain for 2019.

The ITLA association gathered the interna-
tional proposal (carried out by a joint partnership
of Cyprus, Croatia, Spain, France, Greece, Italy,
Slovenia, Switzerland) to apply “Art of dry stone:
knowledge and techniques” in the Representative
List of the UNESCO Intangible World Heritage.
This is a relevant mean of underlining this heritage
and foster awareness about its importance, both in
planning landscapes and forming identities.

The fact that the above described courses allowed
the Valtellina territory to have the opportunity to
be aware of the international level of relevance of
the issue of the protection of drystone walls and
consequently to join the partnership of the above
mentioned proposal, is highly significant. This is
a good basis both for developing further projects
and for researching of further grants within an
internationally based partnership.

5 CONCLUSIONS

The Valtellina Cultural District proved able to both
sustain local development through cultural herit-
age valorisation, based on a deeper understanding
of the places, and to strengthen the links between
the territory and the people.

The cultural identity of a territory can only be
improved through a process of knowledge and cor-
rect educational programmes. Within the Valtellina
Cultural District, these activities were aimed at stu-
dents, professionals, craftsmen and farmers so as
to obtain a widespread and shared knowledge of
the value of the landscape and cultural heritage.
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This project also focused on the problem of
maintenance of dry-stone structures, one of the
most characteristic of this specific alpine landscape.
Around this issue it was possible to join firstly
the neighbouring Swiss territory, then the Italian
ITLA association and finally a global European
interest resulting in the application of “Art of dry
stone: knowledge and techniques” as UNESCO
Intangible World Heritage. This is a good case his-
tory of the virtuous path from the identity of the
territory to the increase of skills, to the increase of
reputation.
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