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INTRODUCTION
The following research will talk about how agricultural modernisation may have changed the styles of farming
and the hedgerow presence (as major landscape feature under focus) in a specific area, the town of Asolo and
its surroundings. Moreover, it will focus on how the relation with the landscape differed among farmers of the
area.
Asolo is a small historical town in the heart of Veneto region, characterised by a diversified landscape, partly
hilly and partly plain, where in the last years Prosecco vineyards have gained more and more fertile soil, due
also to the new DOGC denomination. In addition to this, the town is an important pole for the production of
animal products, especially cow meat and milk for direct consumption or cheeses. Last but not least, as every
little town in Veneto region, also Asolo sub came drastic changes from the economic boom of the ‘50s
onwards: it was called by the experts ‘urban sprawl’, meaning a completely unplanned city expansion which
pervaded the countryside, characterised by artisanal and industrial areas without connections and plenty of
small practical houses that did not fall in line with the traditional rural context.
With a reality as such, I decided to study if and how agricultural modernisation played a role in the
disappearance of the traditional landscape, focussing in particular on hedgerows. Farmers were chosen as main
spokesmen for this issue, being them the most important stewards of the land, its maintenance and its changes.
The project is a case study research: this type of research takes under study a particular fact or situation, to
seek for an explanation of how or why some particular thing happened1. In this respect, I looked at the town
of Asolo and its farmers, questioning why hedgerow presence diminished over the last years, and if this could
be somehow linked with agricultural modernization.
The core of this investigation was the rural historical landscape of Asolo: what was still remaining and how
farmers in this district coped and related to it. Rural landscapes underwent deep changes, especially from the
end of the WWII onwards, where new farming techniques and technologies became common throughout the
farms. Fields acquired new production directions: from mixed cultivations towards a single-crop cultivation,
like maize or soybean. As Dario Paolucci in his study on the values of Asolo’s historical landscape said, now
it is confined only to very few areas2.

1

Yin, R. K. (2013). Case study research: Design and methods. Sage publications.

2

Matteo Dario Paolucci (2004). Discovering Historical Landscape and its Values in the Asolo Region, Italy. The Japanese institute of
Lanscape Architecture, 67(5), 809-812.
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Regarding the theoretical framework, this research is based lays on different theories. The styles of farming by
van der Ploeg3 were the starting point of this study, and they were strongly interlinked with notions concerning
modernisation, transition studies, novelties production and establishment of new networks. Moreover, the
starting and ending point of the research are hedgerows: their importance and partial disappearance were
investigated in the literature and through fieldwork.
The case study research was approached with these concepts as incipience, focussing on farmers’ perceptions
and witnesses about this issue; moreover, questions about historical change in their farms were asked, to see
if the various innovations through time had an impact on their way of farming.
Furthermore, a landscape study has been carried on, by both observing and shooting pictures of the actual
situation and consulting ancient maps of the area to see how and where did the landscape mostly change.
The methodology chosen involved semi-structured interviews to farmers, followed, where possible, by transect
walks on their farms to better grasp the reality in which they were living in.
The questions explored how farms were managed (key points as production-reproduction, decision-making,
market dependencies were touched), the witnesses about the past and the relation with the hedgerows. The
respondents differed from each other by age, farm management, farm size and scope, and of course by the
presence or not of hedgerows along their farms.
The testimonies collected created a mosaic of different opinions, somehow connected by a similar pattern:
daily routines, built throughout the years, were difficult to leave behind in favour of other directions.
As always, though, exceptions were encountered: also in a limited reality such as the one taken under study,
alternative ways of perceiving the art of farming and the connection with Nature and landscape on one hand,
and consumers on the other, still exist. An example will be explained more in detail.
The thesis is structured into five chapters: the first two are setting the scene, where the agrarian reality of Asolo
is explained starting from an historical perspective and reaching the modern situation; the third chapter will
present the testimonies shared with me by the respondents. The fourth chapter will then give a personal
impression of what it will take to restore the historical landscape of Asolo, proposing advices of how a process
should develop. Lastly, the fifth chapter will illustrate the personal achievements accomplished through this
research, and some recommendations for future researches on the topic.

3

Van der Ploeg, J. D. (1990). Labor, markets and agricultural production. Westview Press.
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FIGURE 1 ASOLO PANORAMA SHOOTED FROM THE PLAIN. ASOLO, 2015
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THE RURAL HISTORICAL LANDSCAPE OF ASOLO
THE AREA UNDER STUDY
Asolo is a town situated in the north-eastern part of Italy, in Treviso province, located in the Venetian mainland,
between the Po river plain and the Venetian Prealps. With 9.116 inhabitants4, it covers an area of 25,4 squared
km. Inside its borders, it is possible to distinguish four main districts: Asolo, Casella, Villa, Pagnano.
Furthermore, the territory can be subdivided into two parts, the northern and the southern one. If the latter,
consisting of Casella and Villa, is completely plain, the former reaches modest heights around 200-300 meters
above the sea level with the presence of hills. In one of them it is also situated the administrative centre. The
main waterway crossing the area
is the trench Musone, followed by
smaller ones, such as trench
Brentòn.
The

area

characterized

has

always
by

been

peasant

agriculture: vineyards and other
perennials

were

the

main

cultures, but also pastures where
animals used to graze were also
common.
FIGURE 2 ASOLO IS LOCATED IN THE NORTH-EASTERN PART OF ITALY, IN
VENETO REGION AND MORE SPECIFICALLY IN THE PROVINCE OF TREVISO.

In recent times, though, the asset
of the countryside changed. In

2009 Asolo became a DOCG district for growing Prosecco5 (Glera vine variety): for this reason vineyards
gained supremacy on the hills. On the contrary, the plain saw industrial and urban areas spreading out through
time, juxtaposed to meticulously shaped fields where cereals were grown.
Not long ago, in 2013, a protest took place against the municipal administration, who wanted to promote
covertly an uncontrolled urban development which could put into risk the town with a further casting of
concrete. People from all over Italy (and also abroad6) mobilized to stop the approval of the questioned plan.

4

Data relative to 31-12-2014 (ISTAT)

5
MINISTERO DELLE POLITICHE AGRICOLE ALIMENTARI E FORESTALI, (2009). Disciplinare Asolo Prosecco DOCG (GU
n. 173 del 28-7-2009).
6

Davies, L. (2013). Italy roused to halt plunder of Asolo village. [online] the Guardian.
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Fortunately, that motion was stopped, but the interesting fact that this happening showed up was an attitude
more and more shared by people: the one that wants to preserve the beauty and the soundness of an
environment, that can last also for future generations, and not just for present fruition.

FIGURE 3 PICTURE OF ASOLO, HERBERT YOUNG HAMMERTON (1854-1941). CREDITS:
HERBERT YOUNG HAMMERTON PHOTOGRAPHIC FUND, ASOLO.
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THE HISTORICAL LANDSCAPE
The rural landscape of Asolo has always been an attraction to people looking for peace and amenity. It was a
beloved town for national and international artists, such as the writers Robert Browning and Freya Stark, or
the Italian actress Eleonora Duse and composer Francesco Malipiero. Asolo was the perfect setting for
meditation and for delightful idleness, to a point that also the verb ‘asolare’ was coined in its honour7.
The wild elements mingled with the agricultural setting, conveying a special nature to the rural environment.
Paladini, an Italian writer of the XIX century, described the rural landscape that appeared to him as a ‘vague
disorder’, where vines were tied to supporting trees, and between the rows plenty of different fruit trees were
grown8. Vegetation luxuriance was a characteristic of both the manmade elements as well as wilderness.
As common in the whole Veneto region, fields were managed by families of peasants, often sharecroppers or
tenant farmers of fields owned by counts or countesses. Agriculture used to take place in small and
meticulously subdivided plots, where quality goods (such as vegetables, fruits, wine, olive oil, silk) and grains
were produced.
A very important feature of the countryside was the presence of biodiversity, not only in the spontaneous flora
and fauna present in the forest, but also in the cultivated one: perennials, hay, wheat, cereals, mulberry-trees,
vineyards, grasslands and pasture where sheep and cows were let out grazing, but also, ancient varieties of
fruit trees conveyed a heterogeneous character to the land.
Agricultural managements developed through centuries following the landscape intrinsic patterns: the plain
was characterised by more fertile soils, so it was assigned to cereals cropping. By contrast, the hills were rich
in vineyards and olive orchards, pastures, and sometimes mixed systems.

7

Asolare—" to disport in the open air, amuse oneself at random." Defined for the first time by cardinal Pietro Bembo in his book “Gli
Asolani”, written in 1505.
8

Paladini, V. L. (1892). Asolo e il suo territorio: escursioni e note: Guida. Tip. F. Vivian., pp.7-8
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FIGURE 4 PICTURE OF ASOLO, HERBERT YOUNG HAMMERTON (18541941). CREDITS: HERBERT YOUNG HAMMERTON PHOTOGRAPHIC FUND,
ASOLO.

FIGURE 5 ARABLE FIELD IN WINTER, ASOLO, HERBERT YOUNG HAMMERTON (1854-1941).
CREDITS: HERBERT YOUNG HAMMERTON PHOTOGRAPHIC FUND, ASOLO.
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FIGURE 6 FROM ABOVE: SHEEP GRAZING; WOMAN WITH GOOSES
GRAZING; PEASANTS PLOUGHING THE LAND. ASOLO, HERBERT
YOUNG HAMMERTON (1854-1941). CREDITS: HERBERT YOUNG
HAMMERTON PHOTOGRAPHIC FUND, ASOLO.
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FIGURE 7 LANDSCAPE OF ASOLO IN THE EARLY 1900. FIELD PLOTS WERE SMALL AND INTENSIVELY MANAGED.
EACH OF THEM WAS SEPARATED FROM THE OTHER BY ROWS OF PRODUCING TREES.

“Il versante meridionale delle montagnole discende increspandosi capricciosamente al piano, che
tagliato a campi rettangolari, e rigato a filari simmetrici d'alberi, ha somiglianza di una scacchiera.”
Paladini, V. L. (1892). Asolo e il suo territorio: escursioni e note9

In this piece, Paladini evoked how fields in the plain were separated by symmetrical rows of trees, almost
forming a checkerboard visible from the hills.
Heterogeneity of farming units was outstanding: the typical family farm was characterised by mixed cropping
assets, with a diversification of products at its inside that mostly was demanded by the peasant family’s living,
but that also withstood . Inside the farm many products were produced beside the main crops that peasant used
to grow for the landowners.

9

Paladini, V. L. (1892). Asolo e il suo territorio: escursioni e note. P 127
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FARMERS’ BEST ALLIES: TREES
In the peasant farm, trees had a special role, since their functions were countless. They popped up along ditches,
in-between vine rows, by the farmyard… they served as recovery for the peasants who could enjoy some shade
in the hot summer days, but also as firewood and timber reservoirs for household heating and beams and other
tools construction, respectively. Before 1950’s, firewood was the only fuel available; having trees in the fields
was therefore a necessity. In the common condition of sharecropping, peasants could only harvest from the
trees fruits and branches, whereas firewood was entitled to the land owners10.
Furthermore, trees provided leaves, needed for animal feed or bedding in the stable; poles and tutors for
vegetables in the garden or for vines, and branches to tie them up: everything was used from trees. They acted
as windbreakers and barriers against cold winds and strong summer storms, but probably, one of the most
important functions was vine supporting.
Popular were the active production rows, where vines were tied to fruit trees on which they could grow,
following the example of the ancient cropping method of arbustum gallicum11. Many different trees could
perform this activity: they could be strong presences such as elms, ashes, walnut or maple trees; soft as willows
or poplars; or fruit trees such as cherry, plum or mulberry trees. There was then a certain amount of space left
in between for grains or grass cultivation.
Rows were one of the most common and ancient landscape feature of the whole Veneto region.
Nowadays, some relics can be seen in the countryside, but only the trees have remained. This is because
nowadays the vine growing system has changed. To save space, vines are hold by concrete stands instead of
the trees12.

10

Gallo, D. and Zanetti, P. (2014). Paesaggi agrari della pianura veneta. Regione del Veneto - Dipartimento Agricoltura e Sviluppo
Rurale, pp.109-136.
11

Ferrari V., Filari e siepi nella campagna cremonese: dall’uso tradizionale alle tracce toponomastiche, Pianura – Scienze e storia
dell’ambiente padano, N. 16-2003, p 23-34.
12

Matteo Dario Paolucci (2004). Discovering Historical Landscape and its Values in the Asolo Region, Italy. The Japanese institute
of Lanscape Architecture, 67(5), 809-812.
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FIGURE 8 RELICTS OF ANCIENT FILARI, WHERE VINES WERE TIED TO
MULBERRY TREES. NOW ONLY FEW MULBERRY TREES REMAINED.
ASOLO, 2015
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THE VALUE OF MULBERRY TREES . In the past, two species of mulberry tree, or as called in the local
dialect moràri, were present in the landscape characterising Treviso province: the black mulberry (Morus
nigra), considered the indigenous species, and the white one (Morus alba). Nevertheless, only the white
mulberry was the one linked to silkworm breeding and for this reason it slowly replaced the autochthonous
one since Medieval ages13. Since millennia silkworms were bred on white mulberry leaves, due to the fact
that they used to come out earlier in the season, the quantity was higher, they were smoother and softer in
respect to the other species. This was a perfect example of co-evolution14.
Silk production began in China. Since the XV century, though, it became diffused also in Europe after
the explorations of the Venetian Republic. The importance of silkworms breeding on mulberry trees was
enhanced during the period of Venetian ducat, from 1450 until 1800, due the increasing demand for silk
products from the Venetian nobility of the Renaissance: numerous laws forbid trees extirpations and leaves
exportations, promoting at the same time their plantation, not only along ditches (as it was use to) but also
inside the fields: this is how the culture of mulberry trees joined to vines started15.
Still, it is in the XIX century that this culture had its major success. In Venetian countryside, the culture
of mulberry trees tied with vines, or placed along the hedgerows, or inside the fields, found its importance
especially in a context where mixed cropping systems were the commonness16.One of the reasons why this
silkworm-mulberry association became so popular was that it was an easy activity for the peasant family,
requesting no big investments or tools, nor plenty of manpower17. The gelsibachicoltura (literally, silkworm
breeding on mulberry trees) appeared to be one of the main activities on farm and a very important source of
profit for landowners and peasants, who could lower their profit dependency on cereals only18.
In the beginning of the XX century, silk was one of the Italian quality goods aimed at exportation. The
main countries which used to import silk from Italy were France, Germany, Switzerland and United States19.
Treviso province was considered the homeland of gelsibachicoltura, producing 1/7 of the total Italian silk

13

Gallo, D. and Zanetti, P. (2014). Paesaggi agrari della pianura veneta. Regione del Veneto - Dipartimento Agricoltura e Sviluppo
Rurale, pp.109-136.
14

Pigorini L, Foa A., Baco da seta, Enciclopedia Italiana Treccani (1930)

15

Gallo, D. and Zanetti, P. (2014). Paesaggi agrari della pianura veneta. Regione del Veneto - Dipartimento Agricoltura e Sviluppo
Rurale, pp.109-136.
16

Berengo, M. (1963). L'agricoltura veneta dalla caduta della Repubblica all'Unità (Vol. 2). Banca commerciale italiana.

17

Gallo, D. and Zanetti, P. (2014).

18

Pezzolo, L. (2011). La storia agraria veneta: risultati, ipotesi e prospettive. Archivio veneto ser. 6, 142.

19

Bandini, M. (1957). Cento anni di storia agraria italiana. Ed. Cinque Lune. (p 126)
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production at the end of WWI20. Since the ‘30s, moreover, every peasant family used to breed silkworms, so
this activity gained importance in regards to the entire agrarian economy.
In 1938, though, exportation rates diminished dramatically, from 82 thousand tonnes (in 1901) to 26
thousand tonnes21. That was the beginning of the decline of silk production in Italy, and the relative silkworm
breeding. Veneto was resisting the crisis of the sector, and this was mainly due to the presence of plenty of
small-holder producers and their manpower that permitted still fair performances.
Nevertheless, what was meant to be a stable and secure business started to decline when the first
synthetic fabrics, such as the oil-derived nylon, appeared on the market. However, the biggest enemies were
infestations, that attacked both trees and worms; many trials were made to replace them, but they turned out
to be unsuccessful. The last act of the decay was the effect that pesticides had on this sensitive culture.

THE

LIVING HEDGEROWS . Another popular characteristic of the agrarian landscape was the presence of

living hedgerows along the borders of the farms.
Many species used to form these strips; testimonies confirmed the presence of: poplars, acacias, chestnut- and
hazelnut trees, maples, elms, hornbeams, field maples, common dogwoods, wild vines, mulberry trees,
willows, black locusts and woodbines22.
These landscape elements did not carry out just a separating function between fields of different owners, they
were providers of food, timber, firewood, foliage as well as amusement and defence23. Moreover, they not
only represented an important element in the landscape architecture, they were crucial for biodiversity and for
sheltering wild, rare species, acting as perfect ecological corridors24.
Hedgerows and the typical Italian filari shared, in fact, a millennial tradition linked with the art of farming,
which cannot be divided also in their chronological evolution25.The living hedgerow, Ferrari indeed claimed,
has always gained a great importance, exception made for our times.

20

Gallo, D. and Zanetti, P. (2014). Paesaggi agrari della pianura veneta. Regione del Veneto - Dipartimento Agricoltura e Sviluppo
Rurale, pp.109-136.
21

(cfr. idem)

22

Paladini, V. L. (1892). Asolo e il suo territorio: escursioni e note: Guida. Tip. F. Vivian.

23

Gallo, D. and Zanetti, P. (2014). Paesaggi agrari della pianura veneta. Regione del Veneto - Dipartimento Agricoltura e Sviluppo
Rurale, pp.109-136.
24

Marshall, E. J. P., & Moonen, A. C. (2002). Field margins in northern Europe: their functions and interactions with agriculture.
Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment, 89(1), 5-21.
25

Ferrari V., Filari e siepi nella campagna cremonese: dall’uso tradizionale alle tracce toponomastiche, Pianura – Scienze e storia
dell’ambiente padano, N. 16-2003, p 23-34.
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The separating function between different properties is immediate, since Virgil times, but the economic aspect
was not secondary: they were, in fact, fundamental for the bee-keeping activity26. In the Georgics was already
mentioned their importance as a shield for vines and crops by blocking the wind, and also as a barrier for the
animals27. Also Columella evoked the importance of spiny hedges among the vegetable garden to keep out
unwanted animals and thieves28.
Furthermore, they valued as wood resource for rural economy29, meanwhile being a source of food for humans
and animals, providing grasses, berries, acorns, but also edible leaves. Hedges and trees along ditches and
trenches performed the functions of water bodies protection, whose shadows protected them from evaporation
and insolation, at the same time containing the excessive increase of water vegetation. Moreover, they
constituted a shadowed path, which, along the ditches, made possible the passing of animals and humans, with
the possibility of watering, being a perfect alternative to the “big ways”.
Paramount function was then the one regarding landscape geography: their slow growth and long lasting life
constituted in the plains a continuity element through human generations. Last but not least, the aesthetic aspect
of hedges and rows in landscape perception was not underestimated: the plain territory looked like a garden –
many writers evoked this impression.
Some of these functions can still be important today, whilst others may be not essential anymore. More
specifically, hedgerows nowadays can be seen as element which intrinsically can perform three functions at
the same time: the function of positively affecting the environment (as habitat for animals and as barriers to
stop run-off of minerals, for example), the farmer (as boundaries, reserve of wood and foliage, wind-breakers,
etc.) and the society all (as a typical feature of a landscape that creates sense of place30 and, for the new
generations, an outstanding reminiscence of the past). That is why the importance of hedgerows may be seen
not only at the agro-ecological level, but also at the social and cultural one. With agricultural progress, though,
these elements seemed to be the first to be left aside in favour of conditions that better bolstered new ways of
farming.

26

Ferrari V., Filari e siepi nella campagna cremonese: dall’uso tradizionale alle tracce toponomastiche, Pianura – Scienze e storia
dell’ambiente padano, N. 16-2003, p 23-34.
27

Georg. I, 270; Georg. II, 371

28

Columella, De Re Rustica, X, 27-28

29

Roncai L., Siepi e filari, elementi complessi nella storia del paesaggio padano, Pianura – Scienze e storia dell’ambiente padano, N.
16-2003, p 35-41
30

Horlings, L. G., & Marsden, T. K. (2011). Towards the real green revolution? Exploring the conceptual dimensions of a new
ecological modernisation of agriculture that could ‘feed the world’. Global environmental change, 21(2), 441-452.
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THE CHANGES AFTER THE 1960S
The landscape and the agricultural set-up of the municipality of Asolo and its districts slowly changed with
the increasing supremacy of progress over tradition. In the decades following the 1960s plenty of
transformations interested the natural environment and the internal development of the farms, concerning the
outputs produced, the way of farming and the marketing channels adopted by the farmers of the area.
Landscapes once characterized by a heterogeneity of field shapes and coverage, after modernisation, changed
towards more homogeneous patterns: the cropped varieties decreased in number, in favour of the few ones
which could give higher yields; new technologies and techniques provoked a change in the management of the
fields (bigger machineries, synthetic fertilizers and pesticides), which caused a change also in the field shape
and appearance. Especially, hedgerows, which have always been a key element in the agrarian landscape, not
only in the North-Eastern part of Italy, but in all Europe31, suffered the effects of modernisation: many of them
were cut down, leaving space for roads, or only for creating bigger fields where heavy machinery could be
used.
As happened also elsewhere, in Italy the 1960s marked a drastic change in the society and, as a consequence,
in the landscape itself. The end of the WW II and the following Italian economic boom help forwarding new
lifestyles that went along with the demand for new and more products; living conditions changed as well,
people became able to afford themselves more comforts. This came together with the urban sprawl that
provoked an increase in concrete’s cubical meters, which devastated the landscape in an unconscious way32.
Moreover, the fields once devoted to agricultural production, saw a fertile soil for the spreading of artisanal
and industrial areas; the little paths gave way to concrete streets that must connect different areas within the
same, or between, different villages.
Also the municipality of Asolo undertook this path. All this together caused the loss of its traditional landscape
image, characterized by fields separated by hedgerows and ditches, some roads connecting the main square
with the big patriarchal houses, where peasant families lived and worked.

THE EFFECTS OF MODERNISATION
After World War II many aspects of the way in which agriculture was executed changed drastically. The efforts
of technology, chemistry and engineering began to be focussed on this sector, laying the basis for the so-called

31

Meeus, J. H. A., Wijermans, M. P., & Vroom, M. J. (1990). Agricultural landscapes in Europe and their transformation. Landscape
and urban planning, 18(3), 289-352.
32

Vallerani, F., & Varotto, M. (2005). Il grigio oltre le siepi. Geografie smarrite e racconti del disagio in Veneto.
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‘Green Revolution’. New high-yielding varieties, chemical fertilizers and pesticides, new machineries and
large-scale irrigation, were some of the innovations this process brought33.
Not only changes in the way agriculture was done in the field were introduced, but also transformations in the
way a farm was managed, the way fields were arranged – their enlargement, which caused the removal of
hedgerows surrounding them34– and in the way the overall agrarian landscape looked35. Bigger machineries
needed more space, the arrival of globalization followed by international food industries demanded high
quantities of cash crops.
This ‘Green Revolution’ was, though, only a “’narrow’ ecological modernisation process”, as Horlings and
Marsden stated 36 . As an exogenous process, this development, characterised by the introduction of new
technologies and techniques, interrupted the millennial equilibria between peasants and Nature37.
The drawbacks of this revolution were underestimated or not well calculated, but after some decades they
begun to appear to the eyes of the alerts (the famous work of Carson, ‘Silent Spring’ is the one of the many
examples stating concern of the drawbacks of these techniques).
The effects industrialisation had on the environment and on the landscape are as well outstanding. Only
considering Europe, examples of works in Britain38, France39, Czech Republic40, but also Italy41 showed that
the cultural landscapes42 underwent harsh transformations after modernisation.

33

Basu, P., & Scholten, B. A. (2012). Technological and social dimensions of the Green Revolution: connecting pasts and futures.
International Journal of Agricultural Sustainability, 10(2), 109-116.
34

Burel, F., & Baudry, J. (1995). Social, aesthetic and ecological aspects of hedgerows in rural landscapes as a framework for
greenways. Landscape and Urban Planning, 33(1), 327-340.
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Hedgerows are amongst the most threatened agricultural landscapes of Western Europe43. Farmers, who are
the managers of the land, are also to be seen as custodian of the landscape and its resources44. That is why they
are of fundamental importance in the maintenance of the landscape elements, such as hedgerows, which not
only have an ecological importance, but a social and cultural one.
The following figure shows the differences in Asolo panorama in the work of Anton von Zach, an Austrian
topographer who between 1790s and the first years of 1800s performed a census of the whole Veneto region,
at that time, under the Austrian dominion. He finely drew a map of the area, indicating towns and also natural
elements such as hedgerows. In the figure you can see all the little dots symbolizing the strip of trees, while
the thin black lines represented the separations between the fields, at that time performed by trees.
Interesting is the comparison with an actual map: not only it is possible to denote the urbanisation effects, but
also, the disappearance of landscape features is unambiguous. Here the different managements of the fields
are visible by the different colours of the fields in the same season, but it is difficult to find the dividing parts,
once common; only somewhere remnants of tree strips are discernible.
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FIGURA 9 ABOVE: ANTON VON ZACH'S TOPOGRAPHY OF ASOLO, 17981805 (CREDITS FONDAZIONE BENETTON STUDI RICERCHE-GRAFICHE
V. BERNARDI). BELOW: AERIAL MAP OF ASOLO MUNICIPALITY
(CREDITS GOOGLE EARTH). IN RED ARE VISIBLE THE HEDGEROWS.
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CHANGES

IN THE STYLE OF FARMING . What modernisation brought was also heterogeneity of farming

patterns, constituting different ways in which the realms of farm reality and development were handled: these
are the styles of farming as defined in agrarian sciences45.
Being agricultural production a socially constructed process, socio-material interrelations are involved in it:
between the family, the farm, and the context in which they are embedded, or more specifically, issues
regarding resource-use efficiency, productivity, sustainability, biodiversity and landscape. The way in which
these balances are moved defines the styles of farming, that, even showing a continuity through time, provoke
a heterogeneity in the agrarian context.
Fundamental for the definition of a style of farming is the behaviour of the farmer: his or her strategy defines
the path to undertake for a good farm management. All of these management possibilities can be grouped,
though, into three main modes of farming as claimed by van der Ploeg: capitalist (large-scale, corporate
farming), entrepreneurial (mode of farming built upon financial and industrial capital and oriented completely
towards markets) and peasant farming (where the labour is mainly provided by the family and there is a
sustained use of the ecological capital which serves for the production and re-production of resources)46. First
and foremost, they distinguish to one another for the circuits that link production to consumption:
entrepreneurial (but mostly, capitalist) farming more towards big food processing and trading industries (van
der Ploeg addresses them as Empire), whereas peasant farming is embedded in shorter and more decentralised
ones.
As already mentioned, the process of modernisation linked with the industrialisation of agriculture47 provoked
a definitive disconnection between man and Nature and between food production and consumption. Artificial
growth factors replaced natural rhythms and cycles, increasingly erasing the ancestral knowledge of the ones
who used to work the land.

THE AGRICULTURE IN ASOLO
We took the 1960s as starting point for the system revolution. We have, though, to remember that, as every
process of change, it does not happen in a precise year or decade, but slowly develops through time creating a
succession of events that in the present we may call ‘history’. The situation after the 1960s in Asolo was still
linked with the past, for what concerns cultures cropped and farms set-ups. Even until 1970s in the countryside

45

van der Ploeg, J. D. (2013). Peasants and the art of farming. A Chayanovian manifesto. Winnipeg: Fernwood; van der Ploeg, J. D.,
& Ventura, F. (2014). Heterogeneity reconsidered. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 8, 23-28.
46

van der Ploeg, J. D. (2009). The new peasantries: struggles for autonomy and sustainability in an era of empire and globalization.
Routledge.
47

van der Ploeg, J. D. (2009). The new peasantries: struggles for autonomy and sustainability in an era of empire and globalization.
Routledge.

25

sharecroppers, counts and countesses were still present, maintaining alive the hierarchical system of tenancy
common since medieval ages.
The process of industrialization concerned also Asolo’s reality, and saw the shift from lands to factories of the
majority of young peasants in the area.
With time, though, the people who remained in the countryside managed to buy the piece of land they were
working on beforehand as sharecroppers. So the first factory farms appeared. The major crops cultivated where
still the same, such as fodder, vines, maize and wheat, but a peculiar thing took place in those years, thanks to
the presence of a selling cooperative in Asolo.
The situation was favourable for smallholders’ farms to diversify the production and increase the income.
Testimonies talked about the presence in almost every peasant’s house of plastic tunnels were vegetables and
fruits were grown, such as tomatoes, strawberries, and radicchio48. The cooperative, present in the territory to
help farmers selling their products, assured fair and secure prices to farmers, while their products were sold
also abroad (very famous were the trucks full of strawberries that every Monday left Asolo for Munich’s
market49).
The cooperative was rich also in processing and conserving structures; these though were under-used and, as
a result, over-indebted. Experts of that time denoted its refusal of joining with another cooperative of the area,
to share the costs and increase production volume50. This negation evidently caused it losing power and slowly
Asolo’s agricultural cooperative declined until it failed. Farmers were left on their own – they could not place
their small production if not in a cooperative, so these types of cultures were abandoned and some farms also
closed down.
Not only, Asolo, as well as other municipalities in Treviso province, was characterized by a massive production
of silk, through silkworm breeding on mulberry trees. This culture, though, started to undergo a deep crisis
due to two main factors: competitive prices of silk coming from China and, at the same time, the harming
effect of some chemicals sprayed in the nearby region that with the wind reached the mulberry trees damaging
their leaves.
From a diversified asset with time farms more and more became specialized, some breeding animals, some
just cultivating cash crops, some focussed on wine production.

48

Guillon Mangilli V., L'agricoltura dell'Asolano, Prospettive Urbanistiche per Asolo, 24 giugno 1973, p47.

49

This especially was said to me by a farmer I interviewed, Renzo, who took part in the Cooperative and recalled the benefits of being
part of one, while also explaining to me the situation as it was back in the ‘70s.
50

Guillon Mangilli V., L'agricoltura dell'Asolano, Prospettive Urbanistiche per Asolo, 24 giugno 1973, p47.

26

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Many datasets are available on the national institute of statistics (ISTAT) about the agrarian situation in Italy,
and detailed data are available per region and municipality.
As you can see from the graph extrapolated from the tables concerning the SAU (Utilized Agricultural Surface)
for the municipality of Asolo, in 2011 the major destination of land usage was to arable crops, followed
numerically by permanent grasslands and pastures. This is also the situation that can be found today, five years
later, with the only possible change regarding the culture of vines, since Asolo became part of the DOCG for
Prosecco production just at the end of 200951, and more and more this culture has become established in the
area.

Asolo Utilized Agricultural Surface (SAU)
in 2011
Arable crops

6%

Vine
26%

Woody plants cultivation, except
for vine
Family vegetable gardens
61%

1%

Permanent grassland and
pasture

4%

Woods annexed to farms

2%

FIGURE 10 ASOLO UTILIZED AGRICULTURAL SURFACE IN 2011 (DATA OBTAINED FROM ISTAT DATABASE).

All what concerned diversified assets of farms – for example, the presence of mulberry trees and other fruit
trees cultivation in the farms, annexed to the presence of vegetable growing – is now a minimal part of the
total land utilization. The collapse of past systems provoked a conformation to few types of products: cash
crops and forages.
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MINISTERO DELLE POLITICHE AGRICOLE ALIMENTARI E FORESTALI, (2009). Disciplinare Asolo Prosecco DOCG (GU
n. 173 del 28-7-2009).
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THE

FARMERS . Asolo, although small, has always been characterized by peculiarities inside its b orders.

Little centres like Pagnano, Casella, Villa– now become districts – have showed an almost inherited different
approach towards the landscape and the way of farming: we could find woodlands and orchards on the hilly
parts, whereas bigger cropping fields in the plain.

Pagnano

Asolo

Casella

Villa

FIGURE 11 AERIAL VIEW OF ASOLO BORDERS (CREDITS: GOOGLE EARTH). THE FOUR MAIN DISTRICTS ARE
CIRCLED.

In figure 11, the main districts of Asolo municipality are shown. Pagnano and Asolo locate on the hilly part of
the municipality; whereas the districts of Villa and Casella characterize the plain, where we could see the most
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agricultural imprint. In the latters, in fact, small intensive plots monopolize the countryside, interrupted by
many residential and industrial areas that emerged through the years without a fixed and pre-established plan.
On the contrary, the northern districts favour other agricultural destinations, such as wine- and olive growing.
Witnesses of the last century tell us that these differences are not new, neither reasonless. Since ancient times,
in fact, when people started to colonize the hills, parts of woods were cut down in favour of cropping, but it
was the plain to be characterized by more fertile soils.
The actual number of farms in Asolo municipality is 215. They are distributed unevenly throughout the
territory, as you can see from the graph. The majority of them are situated in the plain, respectively in the
district of Casella and Villa. Asolo is the less dense
part of the municipality in farms, but Pagnano, still

Percentage of farms in each district

hilly, accounts for a percentage comparable to a

7%

district in the plain.

23%

Asolo

41%
29%

Casella

An interesting fact is also the age of the farmers. For

Villa

this study four main age groups were identified: under

Pagnano

35, 35-49 years, 50-69 years and over 70. This was
done to comprehend the farmers’ population in the
municipality, to study also the differences in
perceptions that could be linked to the age.

FIGURE 12 FARMS DISTRIBUTION THROUGHOUT THE
FOUR MAJOR DISTRICTS OF ASOLO MUNICIPALITY

As it is possible to see on the graph, the age
distribution was unbalanced: the majority of farmers

Farmers' age

were in fact over 70 years-old, and just the 2% were

2%

under 35. Most of the farmers aged over 70 were
retired, so the works of the fields were often done by

10%

37%

51%

Over 70

contractors and the income gained from farming was

50-69

not the only, and neither the major one.

35-49

Opposed to the trend which characterized the

under 35

evolution of the farms in this area, almost a decade
ago (it was 2007) in Asolo the first GAS (Solidarity
Purchase Group) born. These groups especially
FIGURE 13 AGE DISTRIBUTION AMONG FARMERS. FOUR
MAIN AGE GROUPS WERE IDENTIFIED.

generated because of consumers’ need for a fairer
and more sustainable way of living, from alternative

ways of purchasing local food, to courses for self-production of goods, to waste reduction campaigns. This
consumers’ demand had to meet, though, the counterpart of the producers, and in a context such as Asolo’s
one, finding farmers willing to produce sustainably by following ecological principles was a very hard
challenge.
29

Nevertheless, farmers with these principles in mind were present in Asolo too. I had the chance to visit them,
Giovanni and Mauro, running a permaculture farm, where the cultivation of vegetables and cereals was
combined to beekeeping. They are the only witness of an alternative way of perceiving agriculture and the role
of a farmer, not as entrepreneur but as steward of the land, with the duty of preserving its resources and possibly
enhancing them.
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THE CASE STUDY: ASOLO’S FARMERS AND FARMING ATTITUDES
As many other little towns in the countryside, Asolo sub came an era of drastic changes, where its rural
landscape irreversibly changed and its traditions left space for new actions and routines. What did bother me
was how those changes impacted the lives of the farmers as first managers of the land, and how those farmers
impacted the landscape around them: were they committed to maintain the landscape or did they look after
their farms?
The interviews I managed to achieve showed both sides of the medal, and showed that there was actually a
medal, that there was not just one answer to my question. The respondents differed from each other for age,
farm management, farm scope, position in the territory, and, as I discovered, attitude towards the landscape.
Some patterns I expected to find – such as, old people (over 70) should be nostalgic about the past, or, young
people (under 30) should have eyes wide open about the ‘call for environment’ – were actually not present, or
findable in respondents I could not expect to. The conversations I had with them mainly verged on three main
topics: the farm management, the past situation, and the relation with the landscape, especially with hedgerows.
I asked them about their life as a farmer, about agriculture in the past and about how they valued the importance
of hedgerows to be present in their farm and in the landscape of Asolo in general.

THE INTERVIEWEES
The respondents were all farmers chosen from the municipality of Asolo, except for two, Giovanni and Mauro,
who owned a farm in the nearby village, but was still taken into consideration since they are the suppliers of
Asolo GAS. They were:
•   Farmers who applied for EU subsidies for hedgerows’ maintenance;
•   Farmers who supply Asolo GAS;
•   Random farmers who accepted to take part in the project.
In addition to them, testimonies were taken into account from Asolo’s district Coldiretti staff, Antonio and
Paola, and from the memories of an old peasant, my grandmother Lea.
Antonio, the head of Asolo’s Coldiretti, helped me getting into contact with Paola, working at the agroenvironmental section of the association. She provided me with all the information I needed for contacting the
farmers of the area. Lea, my grandmother, described to me the actual peasant life she and her family used to
live and how progress impacted their reality back then.
As already mentioned in the previous chapter, Asolo farmers were subdivided in 4 age groups: under 35, from
35 to 49 years, from 50 to 69 years and over 70; and amongst the 4 main districts of Asolo municipality: Asolo,
Casella, Pagnano, Villa.
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In the following table you will find a brief description of all the respondents, to get a first overview of who
they are, so to get a better understanding of the opinions they shared with me.
TABLE 1 RESPONDENTS OVERVIEW.

Respondent

Age group*

Farm typology

District

Ha

Hedgerows

EU subsidies

Filippo

1

Dairy farm for cheese making.

Pagnano

8

Yes

Yes

Fonte**

4,5

Yes

No

Casella

22,5

Yes

No

Pagnano

21,5

Yes

Yes

Asolo

2,5

Yes

Yes

Casella

120

No

No

Conventional crops. Pasture
Giovanni & Mauro

2&1

Synergic vegetable garden. Cereal
fields. Beekeeping

Roberto

2

Dairy farm for cheese making.
Conventional crops. Pasture

Giorgio

3

Dairy farm for milk and cheese
production. Conventional crops

Olga & Miro

3

Pasture. Vineyard (rented out to another
farm). Fruit trees

Renzo

3

Dairy farm for meat production. Maize.
Vegetables. Cherry orchard. Pastures.
Sheep in the mountains

Luigi

4

Orchard (kiwi and cherry trees)

Casella

4

Yes

No

Antonio

4

Maize fields

Villa

2,5

No

No

Danilo

4

Pastures. Conventional crops

Villa

8,5

Yes

Yes

Mario

4

Orchard (kiwi and cherry trees).

Casella

2,5

Yes

No

Conventional crops

* the age groups are subdivided as follows: 1 (under 35), 2 (35-49), 3 (50-69), 4 (over 70).
**Fonte is not a district inside Asolo municipality, but a near-by village. Here is where GAS suppliers’ farm locates.
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FARM MANAGEMENT
Most of the farmers I had the chance to talk with were ‘conventional’ farmers, whose contacts were given to
me by Asolo’s district Coldiretti, the most important Italian farmers’ association. I though tried to seek for
other producers, asking the local GAS – Gruppo di Acquisto Solidale - if they could put me in contact with
their producer/s. Actually this worked out, and I had the opportunity to interview also a farmer – a new peasant
– who embraced a more natural and maybe ancient way of farming, synergic and based on Nature’s rhythms
and cycles.
The respondents could be subdivided into dairy farmers, growers (of vegetables and fruit trees) and farmers
who owned mainly pastures.
The main factors taken under consideration were: cost of production factors, reproduction, diversification,
integration, co-production, wage labour, income from external activities, certifications and novelties.

COST

OF PRODUCTION FACTORS . The costs for factors’ production differed among the three categories

mentioned above. For dairy farmers, they ranged from agrochemicals to new seeds, to, in some case, processed
feed for the cows. In fact, the major expenses, as once Giorgio, a dairy farmer, told me, were the acquisition
of herbicides to contrast weed infestations on his maize fields, but mostly, it was the buying of selected and
‘certified seeds’ which weighted on the final expenditure52. The use of herbicides, anyway, is limited to crops
grown in spring and summer – which share the same living cycle of weeds - whereas for the ones grown in
wintertime (the so-called ‘autunno-vernini’), pretty common towards dairy farmers, their use is reduced or
even eliminated. The cost of chemicals, then, seems not weighing too much on the final expenditure, since the
use is limited to low amounts of herbicides only in definite periods around the year. Nevertheless, Roberto,
another dairy farmer, conveying with what I heard from Giorgio, also added that he needs sometimes to spray
glyphosate also before sowing oat in fall, just to ‘prepare and clean the fields’53. The cost for the seeds, though,
is definitely the biggest expenditure for dairy farmers.
For what concern the feed, in fact, they try to be more self-sufficient as possible, buying just processed feed,
such as nuclei or mixtures of soybean proteins and omega3, when needed, to include it in the feed produced at
farm. Indeed, each one of them tries to be self-sufficient for the feed provision as much as he can. This was
not a symptom of a certain ‘aversion’ towards the products present on market or a will of being self-sufficient
per se: dairy farmers need to auto produce part of the feed, otherwise they would sink due to production costs
higher than the low revenues they get for selling their milk.

52

Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)

53

Interview with Roberto (20-11-2015)
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“… I can be self-sufficient for 70% of the provision. It is not that bad, but years ago, even if you used
to be self-sufficient at 50% it was still good, because you had a higher profit margin, so the
expenditure for provision didn’t weight that much as today. Moreover, today there is not a profit
margin anymore. It is survival. We have to try as much as possible to produce the products we need
on our own.”
Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)
That is also why they cannot risk to lose a harvest by trying new experiments on their farm, such as
reproduction of seed or managing weed problems in more natural ways, because on that is based all their
production cycle. Moreover, also regarding breeding some of them seemed strict about it: as once Filippo told
me – Filippo was the youngest dairy farmer I interviewed - “It is not worth it anymore to do trials at home,
make do with ourselves.”54
For what concerns the growers, the majority was characterised by cherry and kiwi production, very common
fruit trees in the orchards of the area since the ‘80s. The utilization of chemicals was not massive; instead, it
was limited to some treatments against pests, especially for cherries55 , so not weighing too much on the
expenditure. And if we would take into consideration pasture owners, the expenditure on production factors
drops to zero:
“For what concerns the grassland, we do not use anything since 20 years, we have a good mixture of
different grass types that attract bees, and to keep them in our land we mow it, on hectare at the
time, leaving always an unmown part so that bees can always find a shelter.”
Interview with Olga and Miro (06-10-2015)

54

Interview with Filippo (06-10-2015)

55

Interview with Olga and Miro (06-10-2015)
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FIGURE 14 ABOVE: THE DAIRY FARMER GIORGIO. BELOW: OLGA AND MIRO IN FRONT OF
THEIR FIELDS.
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REPRODUCTION. An opposite situation appeared to me when I visited Giovanni and Mauro, two producers
of the ethical purchasing group ‘GAS’ of Asolo. I discovered the activity of reproduction only in their farm.
They run a synergic vegetable garden, connected to some fields cropped with cereals, an orchard of wild and
ancient fruit varieties and to beekeeping. When I was visiting their farm, Giovanni, one of the owners,
explained to me their philosophy and their way of managing the farm.
For what concerns this topic, I asked them if they reproduced the seeds on farm. Vegetables, he said, are
subjected to easy cross-pollination, which makes it difficult to reproduce pure seeds, even if some of the plants
were left go to seed. For cereals, the story is different: since seeds hybridizations are difficult to happen, part
of maize and wheat cultivated in the farm are grown just for reproduction.
“Seed reproduction is a job; it is not an integration of my job, it is a proper job.”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)

DIVERSIFICATION. Diversification was common throughout all the farmers I interviewed: dairy farmers,
vegetable growers, orchard farmers, and also pasture owners showed a similar pattern, that is, the
diversification of products to sell, or at least, for own consumption. Olga and Miro, for example, took over
Olga’s parents’ farm, where fruits were one of the sources of income: not anymore, they told me, but still they
wanted to keep the trees alive and productive, because, they said, “we love to” and because “it is comforting
having fresh fruit available all year round, persimmons, cherries, quince apples…”56.
Another example is Renzo’s reality, where, in addition to the main activity of breeding cows for meat
production, he grows vegetables, such as radicchio precoce, and since almost 10 years he owns a cherry
orchard, situated in the fields next to the stables. Moreover, Renzo has fields in the mountains, where sheep
graze in plenty of grassland hectares, almost 200ha, some rented and some of property57.

SELF-PROVISIONING. “Of course, we also have fields…” said Filippo to me 58 . Well, maybe even more
common than diversification, for what concern farmers who owned animals, self-provisioning was essential.
For what I could observe, farmers integrated upstream the main production phase: meaning for dairy farmers
the production of feed. The main reason was probably the one mentioned above, so, the need to be as much
self-sufficient as possible; but surely, it was not the only reason:

56

Interview with Olga and Miro (06-10-2015)

57

Interview with Renzo (29-09-2015)

58

Interview with Filippo (06-10-2015)
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“M: Are you self-sufficient for the feed?
G: Well, I don’t know how this year will be. Anyway, no, because we still have to buy flours and feed.
With all the production guidelines required by Casatella and Asiago cheeses, we have though to feed
animals with 90% (example of Casatella cheese) of on-farm-grown feed or at least grown in Treviso
province.”
Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)
As Giorgio told me, in fact, dairy farmers who produce milk for cheese making, also have to withstand strict
production guidelines, which inevitably play a role in the decision of integration.
Danilo, an old farmer (over 70), told me that once, when his father was still present, they used to have around
20 cows – every peasant used to have cows, he said59. Now he finds himself with 8ha of grassland and only
three cows for meat production. Integration, then, was an old condition: it was normality in the past, everything
used to be produced at home, made exception of salt and sugar, Danilo told me.

CO-PRODUCTION. More than integration of production, co-production seemed much more interesting to
Giovanni and Mauro. Their project is to create a farm based on permaculture principles, trying to connect
every activity on the farm in a synergic way:
“My idea, he continued, would be to create a system that could connect production and selling of
vegetables, beekeeping and the selling of their products, that are honey, propolis, and nuclei (colonies)
to limit swarming fevers and in the future to have a possible profit source.”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
As growers and beekeepers they wanted to be as much as possible in harmony with natural cycles, in such a
way to also benefit from them: flowers and intercropping were fundamental for bees attraction and for avoiding
nutrient competitions respectively60, for example.

59

Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)

60

Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
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FIGURE 15 THE SYNERGIC FARM OF GIOVANNI AND MAURO
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WAGE

LABOUR . On hiring people to work at farm every respondent had the same opinion, that can be

explained with what Mario, an old retired farmer, told me:
“I then asked him if he was alone managing the farm, or if he had wage labourers working for him.
He answered that no, moreover, if he had had wage labourers it would have been worse.”
Interview with Mario (30-09-2015)
Smallholders like him, and like most of the farmers in the Asolo district, rely mostly on family work: Giorgio
has his wife, and together look after their 150 cows61; as well as Roberto and his partner, also dedicated to a
dairy farmers’ life, they are the only workers at the farm, sometimes helped by their little 10-years-old son62.
This condition lays its basis in the agrarian history of the area: people just could not afford to hire external
workers and all the work was done by the numerous family. On the other hand, there were, at the same time,
day labourers who sold their manpower to the peasant farmers. Those figures, nowadays, are the contractors,
who work the land for other farmers, often providing the machineries needed themselves; and, in Asolo, where
dairy and meat production prevail over other farming activities, contractor workers are very common. They
usually are called for the harvest and preparation of the feed by dairy farmers, who find this solution sometimes
more convenient that doing the work by themselves:
“All the machineries we have in the stable are of property, the ones used in the fields are, on the
contrary, often of contractors. It is more convenient to let contractors do the work on the fields than
invest money in machines that you must maintain afterwards.”
Interview with Roberto (20-11-2015)

INCOME FROM EXTERNAL ACTIVITIES. Sometimes an external source of income is needed, because farming
doesn’t provide enough retribution for maintaining a family. This was the case of Olga and Miro, who had
other jobs in addition to their farm “which was not a real farm anymore”63 due to its actual setting, aimed at
house needs provision only. For the remaining conventional farms, as only soured of income, the context
showed remnants of patriarchal family arrangements, where the man managed the farm, while the woman at
home looking after the kids.

61

Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)

62

Interview with Roberto (20-11-2015)

63

Interview with Olga and Miro (06-10-2015)
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CERTIFICATIONS AND NOVELTIES. None of the farmers interviewed had a certification such as the organic,
biodynamic, or other ones. As already mentioned, conventional dairy farmers had sometimes to follow strict
production guidelines, but that was it. Even Giovanni and Mauro did not have a certification: well, they did
not want it. At least not the organic one promoted by the EU:
“Briefly he told me […] that they are against organic certification, while more towards a type of
participated certification from below. He told me about Genuino Clandestino, an association that
promotes this type of certification, where are farmers that certify other farmers.”
Interview with Mauro (28-11-2015)
Their attitude towards following different paths from the main almost imposed one appeared to me while they
were showing some experiments they tried on farm: new ways of mulching, new varieties planted, new
mixtures of cereals, new ways for beekeeping…the examples are many and all indicating the fact that they
want to work with the land and not just above it64.
“To avoid them to swarm, then, Giovanni moves the real cells in a smaller beehive, so that in the old
one the queen has still space to lay eggs, while in the new one new bees can born and procreate. The
number of nuclei gets bigger with the years, and for the beekeeper is an economic advantage and a
possibility to earn a significant income from it.”
“[…] Along that hedgerow, furthermore, on the ground, he showed me his experiment, a new type of
mulching, with wool (he told me that there was a friend of him, shepherd, who had plenty of it and did
not know what to do with it). Giovanni though, told me that he was not satisfied of the result, there
were some negative aspects to it – for example, a wet wool, if exposed to the sun, dries very quickly..”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
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FIGURE 16 TWO EXAMPLES OF NOVELTIES: PRODUCTION OF NUCLEI AND MULCHING
WITH WOOL. IN THE FIRST PICTURE, GIOVANNI IS HOLDING A BROOD COMB. IN THE
SECOND PICTURE, TRIALS OF WOOL MULCHING ARE DONE UNDER THE NEWLYPLANTED HEDGEROW.

41

THE PAST WITNESSED BY THE FARMERS
My wonder about knowing the past of Asolo’s agriculture couldn’t start better than by listening to the witness
of my grandmother, Lea. She is 83 and she comes from a family of peasants: both her father and her uncles
worked the land, as owners and also as sharecroppers.
She told me how the fields were managed at her times, regarding plants cultivated and how tillage was done.
The fields, she told me, served as food producing reservoirs, and only who had plenty of fields - like her uncles,
who had 15 - could have the possibility to sell the products, even if also in that cases, part of the yields were
being used as payment for the rental65.
“Once, the yield of wheat was of 9 to 10 tonne per field; nowadays, the yields have at least doubled”,
she argued, with a tone of disapproval in regards to the nowadays way of ‘doing agriculture’.
Chat with Grandma (20-06-2015)
Wheat, she continued, was used to be sown in October-November and harvested in June; in the meantime,
from March-April to July-August maize was also cultivated. Furthermore, when the wheat was being
harvested, a special variety of maize (il Cinquantino) that grows in 50 days was sown.
The fields used to be more than one, so rotation could be done: in the fields where the combination described
above was not present, there was grass (a mixture of varieties), needed as feeding for the animals. The varieties
present in these fields were:
•   Alfalfa (‘Erba spagna’), a grass characterized by a strong stem, used to be given to big animals, such
as cows or calves;
•   Lichwort (‘Veriól);
•   Clover (‘Trifoglio’).
I then asked her about the animals. Even though you don’t see animals grazing outside, the area of Asolo is
rich in animal farms. Grandma, though, said that once this was not common, and the only animals in the stable
(5-8) were only there for helping working the land.
There were no tractors at that time, but a special system for tilling the soil was adopted, it was called the
‘Boaría’: the plough was pulled by two oxen, which were pulled by other two and another two cows. The
animals were held/helped by two-three men, while one was holding the plough. In this way, the land was
deeply tilled. The pattern in which the field was ploughed caused me some troubles in the understanding…
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but at the end the synthesis of all the discourse was that the peasants started tilling the field from one boarder:
after having produced a hole in the field (il solco, ‘la vanéda’), moving the ground to the right, the hole was
filled with manure, and once the second round of ploughing was made (and the ground moved to the right) the
ground covered the manure, and above everything plants were sown (cfr. idem).
We then talked about rows and hedges, but her precious testimony will be better illustrated later.
Also the respondents I interviewed recalled past times, mostly admitting a complete change for the current
situation: the family configuration, the cultivated crops, eating behaviours, changes in field management, the
presence of other marketing channels (famous was the selling cooperative in the ‘70s). Below some passages
from the interviews I had with the farmers will be cited.
“In the past everyone in the family was a peasant...” said Miro. “Maybe even the passing of time was
not that important, in respect to now, where every minute and second matters”, replied Olga.
“Nowadays, on the other hand, the job on three, four times bigger fields can be done by a single person
with the right machinery, while being also more productive. The system has changed, and at some
point that way of production wasn’t right anymore: 2-3 people could not work 5ha of land anymore,
while nowadays only one person can work also 50ha, otherwise the revenues are not enough.” […]
“Her father, Miro continued, until 1980 still harvested every fruit [from different types of plants]; they
lived from this, and then managed to sell them all. Nowadays, if you don’t have a vineyard or a
specialised orchard it is difficult for you to sell your products, how do you do…” said Miro. Olga went
on: “Once there were plenty of farms, that among the years disappeared, because it was impossible
to continue having sufficient revenues, so most of them shut down. […] In the past, a family of 4 people
could live just by farming, and nowadays this is not possible anymore.”
Interview with Olga and Miro (06-10-2015)
When I had the encounter with Giorgio I recall that also his wife and contractor working for him were present,
we all sat at the big dining table, and we entertained a conversation, more than a simple interview: in the piece
cited below, I asked the contractor, now sowing soybean for Giorgio, what did he sow before it; he replied
conveying a nice insight of how the locus appeared some decades ago:
“Me: What did you grow before these crops?
Contractor: Before we use to grow maize, maize was the major crop in this area, and it still is. Here
in Italy monocultures started to spread out in the 70s. With the arrival of new industries, people left
the countryside for going to work there. So then, the landlords started to hire contractors, as am I, to
work their lands, with monocultures, so harvest and selling could be done. That is why maize
monoculture became popular, also because it was the one with the highest revenues. Lots of landlords,
moreover, that used to rent out their land to sharecroppers, got rid of them and started to cultivate the
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fields on their own. These two things, in the end, happened; some left the fields for going to work in
the factories and some of the landlords just got rid of the sharecroppers. There were still plenty of
counts in the 1970s, you know, and the people working the land were all sharecroppers; sharecroppers
or tenant farmers. Whoever managed to remain in the agricultural sector turn out to be able to buy
his or her piece of land.
Me: And was it at that time that agricultural methods and ways of farming changed?
Giorgio: Yes, it was a that time; there was a drastic change…
Wife: There were innovations in the machineries, mechanization, and subsequently lands began to be
exploited.”
Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)
Also Roberto confirmed me in his interview the changes:
“Me: Have you ever grown these crops?
Roberto: No, only since some years ago,10 years to be precise, we started to grow maize. Beforehand
the crops were much more traditional, more hay, more fodders; nowadays you must reduce costs
because revenues are not that high.
Me: Could you be more precise?
Roberto: The yield of one field of grass cannot be compared to one of a maize field: with 1 ha of maize
you can feed a certain number of cattle, which you can’t feed with 1 ha of fodder, it has more dry
matter. In addition to this, fodder requires a lot of manpower, which is difficult to find nowadays.
[…]
Me: Have you seen among the years some changes in respect to your farm and the way of farming?
Roberto: A lot has changed. In the past, there was more smallholder’s production, it was common to
grow radicchio, vegetables, strawberries, there was few cows, and all of this required a lot of
manpower. Seen that nowadays there isn’t, all of these crops have been abandoned in favour of a more
specialized way of farming: more cows, less manpower in such a way that costs could be reduced.”
Interview with Roberto (20-11-2015)
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Because of new faster rhythms the outlook of the family farm completely changed, while still being, at least
in Asolo, a family farm: big expansions were rare, whereas what changed was the internal conformation, in
favour of specialization, machineries replacing manpower and new methods of production that promised
bigger yields with less effort.
“The craft of the peasant needed a lot of strength, not that much brain, it needed muscles. All the
knowledge was passed on from the father, grandfather, and great grandfather. Everyone, when I was
young, used to work the land; we used to go only buying salt and sugar, and very few oil because we
used to use more pork fat.” Danilo told me.
Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)
From traditional knowledge to commercial one: not anymore passed on from generation, but read on a leaflet
bought with the specific product against weeds or pests, or with the specific machinery:
“I asked Danilo if once it was used to plough deep like this, explaining to him that by what I studied
in my courses, the main feature of a healthy and fertile soil is the maintenance of the soil fauna alive,
trying to minimize then the effects of ploughing. He agreed with me, adding that time ago the maximum
depth was of 20-25 cm, because the plough was pulled by cows. On the contrary, nowadays the
machineries are so big and heavy that go deep until 40cm, hurting in this way the ground.”
Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)
This evokes to my mind a nice dichotomy, suggested by the British Francesca Bray in 198666: skill-oriented
technology as opposed to mechanical technology. The former is characterised by the combination of simple
artefact/detailed and complex knowledge on how to use it, while in the latter the artefact is extremely
sophisticated, while the knowledge to use it is very simple and straightforward.
Skill-oriented technologies, or skill-oriented techniques, see their natural expression in the peasant way of
farming. In this context, the farmer (or peasant) applies endogenous solutions to the problems hampering onfarm production: the endogenous production and reproduction of resources implies high levels of knowledge,
skill, agency, that translate into craftsmanship, and in the fine-tuning of the labour process. All these
characteristics induce the peasant towards “skill-oriented technologies/techniques”, whit which he/she produce
and reproduce, and by reproducing also possibly enhancing, the resources on the farm.
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This was common in the past: the testimonies I collected about the history of Asolo’s agriculture point out that
peasants had to rely on their own knowledge, manpower and resources at farm: they were not rich, but they
were able to produce their own food:

“Nowadays agriculture is killing smallholders […]. In the past, one field was enough to maintain one
cow, and one cow to maintain an entire family. Now, to maintain a family you need at least 60 fields!”
Interview with Mario (30-o9-2015)
As Mario stated, the difference between now and then lays also on the fact that farmers are now poor: in the
sense that the resources that once were enough to maintain a family now they are insufficient in doing so. Their
reliability on internal resources could not be anymore possible due to the changes demanded by progress.
Not only, modernization provoked changes in the set up of the fields and in the varieties grown, as Danilo,
once, told me:
“It was multinationals who gave the coup the grace, they imposed us what to grow and what to eat;
there aren’t any more wild varieties of peaches or other fruit trees, but fortunately there are still people
who searches for those ancient varieties.”
Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)
I could find only one example, of new peasantry, as van der Ploeg once named it67, and that was in the farm
of Giovanni and Mauro: they were really seeking for autonomy and sustainability in their own plot, looking
after what the land had to give them, searching not to exploit it, but co-produce with it. That is what Giovanni
told me when I asked him what brought him to undertake this path:
“[…] everything began because I was tired of seeing the fields of my dead worked ‘that way’, he said,
pointing the fields surrounding three of the 4 sides of his field [ in a conventional way, monocultures
then, with aggressive ground treatments]. “I believe in what I do, even if most of the times I’m seen as
the outsider.”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
An outsider in a reality of entrepreneurial farmers. There was a moment in history, though, were the majority
of farmers hadn’t already intensive and specialized systems on their farms, but the production was more
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diversified: there was the opportunity back then, around 1970s, to being part of a cooperative, the Asolo’s
agrarian cooperative, which put together smallholders’ products and channelled them into national and
international markets. Farmers who took part in it, strongly regret its presence, now that it’s not present
anymore. This was a selling cooperative, where mostly fruits and vegetables were collected from the area.
Testimonies were rich and recalling an era of wellbeing that characterized all Asolo’s family farms. Renzo,
for example, told me that he could build himself and his family a future with the selling he could make through
the cooperative68.
“In the period of the Cooperative almost every house had at least 200mt of plastic tunnel where
strawberries, tomatoes, zucchini were grown. From Asolo every Monday a truck full of the products
of the area left direction Munich, Germany. The business was doing fine, and farmers were paid
regularly.”
Interview with Renzo (29-09-2015)
Renzo was very fond of the cooperative: cooperation, he said, seems the best thing to him, because it guarantees
sales for farmers with fair prices, while guaranteeing also extra controls for the safety of the product; not to
mention that being part of a cooperative may provide more possibilities for exports and international trade,
impossible if a farmer finds him- or herself on his/her own (cfr. idem).
That success of the cooperative was also granted by the fact that plastic for the tunnels was also cheap, as once
Mario told me:
“Once I owned a plastic tunnel where I grew tomatoes and strawberries, which I used to sell at Asolo’s
cooperative. […] I used to have the major revenues, said Mario, with the tunnel; revenues comparable
to a factory labourer; the plastic for the tunnels, moreover, was cheap, and this was an added incentive
for this type of farming. Mario, like other farmers in the area, used to sell his products to the
cooperative, but after its decline, also the production of these crops went down and was slowly
abandoned. This was also due to the rising of the price for the specific plastic needed for the tunnels,
he added.”
Interview with Mario (30-o9-2015)
The presence and then the absence of the cooperative had a big impact on the allocation of farming products
and farms’ configuration: sometimes the cultivation of specific crops were abandoned, other times it was the
selling of some products that was left behind: Miro and Olga, for example, told me that once the Asolo’s
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agricultural cooperative shut down – the cooperative in which they used to sell their cherries – they stopped
selling to public, and the overall farming activity has diminished when Olga’s parents passed away69.
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FIGURE 17 ABOVE: ROBERTO AND HIS SON IN FRONT OF THE STABLES. BELOW: DANILO
IN HIS BARN, SHOWING OFF PROUDLY HIS TRACTORS.
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THE RELATION WITH THE LANDSCAPE – HEDGES & ROWS
Another topic of interest held in the interviews was which kind of relation farmers had with the landscape, and
especially, with hedgerows and rows, once very common in the area, witness of agricultural, environmental
and social history. I asked them if and why they were still present in their farm, what was their function, and
also, I was looking for some testimonies of the past.
When I had a chat with my grandmother, she told me something about hedgerows too. ‘E siese’, the hedgerows,
were used to separate the fields of two different owners, and every tree forming the hedgerow (such as acacia,
hazelnut and oak trees, elders, common hawthorn, brambles…) had its own function and meaning70.

THE FUNCTIONS. She then continued explaining that every year, in autumn, the peasants used to clean the
hedgerows and collected the fallen leaves, which were used to create the bed for the animals in the stable. Also
Danilo, one of the oldest farmers I’ve interviewed, told me the same thing, commenting that that usually
happened after the first huge frost71. The little timbers collected from the cleaning of the hedgerow were instead
used for fire, especially for the ovens for baking bread, and for household heating72: hedges were needed for
the annual works in the fields and in the household then, so they had a very important function for the lives of
the peasants.
In addition to the basic functions a hedgerow used to perform in the past (the one of dividing fields of different
properties), farmers recalled what were its main functions. Here some testimonies:
“The most important function was the barrier they provided against storms and winds, but also, I
remember their solace and refreshment function in the hot summer days: hedgerows, in fact, use to
become true and proper spots in which you could enjoy shade and cool.”
Interview with Renzo (29-09-2015)
“Hedgerows, Danilo continued, had plenty of functions: refreshment, barrier against winds, oxygen
production, practical functions such as firewood and the bigger timbers also had a sustaining
function.”
Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)
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“Mario told me that there are hedgerows, among the trench Brenton, and that he uses their firewood,
collected after having pruned them. He continued saying that in the past there were hedgerows along
every field. […] Since the ‘70s/’80s, he said, people began to cut them down and now Asolo is full only
of vineyards.”
Interview with Mario (30-o9-2015)
Nevertheless, hedgerows are still present somewhere…their main function now is though to be timber
reservoirs, and farmers still keep them mostly for this reason, since, as also Filippo told me, they also provide
an earning, because instead of buying firewood, you produce it73; or also as Olga and Miro do, who sell it
every 3-4 years74.
There are, though, examples of farmers who planted hedgerows: the case of Giovanni and Mauro, who not
only committed to increase their presence in the environment, but also found other new functions and services
a hedgerow may address:
“I believe in hedgerows, he said (what a rare statement, I thought), for biodiversity, for barrier against
winds, for fertilization – I use the fallen leaves for my compost, in fact – last but not least, for
firewood.” He showed me a very young hedgerow, on the eastern side of his plot, telling me that he
planted it by himself, mostly to get physically isolated from his neighbour’s way of farming. “There
are various ways of using a hedgerow”, he continued, showing me that near the trees forming the
hedge he planted pumpkins, that grew on the trunks and timbers of the trees, conveying also a nice
image to the people passing by. Along that hedgerow, furthermore, on the ground, he showed me his
experiment, a new type of mulching, with wool (he told me that there was a friend of him, shepherd,
who had plenty of it and did not know what to do with it).”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
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FIGURE 18 PICTURES OF RESPONDENTS' HEDGEROWS. FROM ABOVE:
REMNANT OF FILARE AND HEDGEROW OF DANILO'S FARM. THE LAST
IS THE VIEW OF OLGA AND MIRO'S FIELDS RICH IN VEGETATION.
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HEDGEROW ’S

IMPORTANCE . When I asked the farmers about their opinions on the importance of these

elements on farm and in the landscape, almost all agreed that they may actually do more harm than good when
near crops, but if well maintained they can convey a nice panorama. Both Roberto and Antonio complained
about the fact that crop yields could be harmed by the presence of the hedgerows; not only, a drawback is due
to the time-consuming activity of keep them maintained and cleaned75. Moreover, a negative aspect can be
found, as Renzo told me, when shooting aerial pictures during satellite analyses: for who has monocultures,
such as maize and soybean, hedges may cause shade and as a result dark spots on the fields that appear not
cultivate, when, in reality, they are so76.
For who’s doing monocultures then, these elements could have also been the reason why farmers cut them
down, and at the same time, a stop towards planting them. As Luigi, an old farmer, also told me, their presence,
especially if present on more than one side, may provoke the loss of almost half of the harvest, due also to the
obligation of letting a free-from-sowing area of 5 meters from the trees, added to all the other disadvantages
that higher trees may provoke to smaller plants77
Not always, though, farmers had a negative opinion towards hedgerows: Giovanni, as mentioned before,
planted one from scratch; Miro and Olga wanted to keep them because of their function of firewood supply78;
Giorgio also appreciated their importance in the landscape:
“Me: In your opinion, how much are hedgerows important for the landscape and for your farm?
Giorgio: They are important indeed, because firstly they protect the crops from strong winds, secondly
as a supply of firewood for the family. Here in this area they serve also as a border delimitation. Their
presence, moreover, maintain the presence of the original landscape of Asolo. If hedgerows are
present it is just that they remain and be maintained, otherwise there will be nothing else around…”
Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)
When I asked Danilo about his opinion regarding the disappearance of hedgerows, he replied as follows, sadly
regretting the past:
“Most of the hedgerows were cut off during the years, both because they hamper new passing ways,
and because of the shadow they provoked on the crops, causing a damage on the final yield; but plenty
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of them, sadly, found the negligence of people, who left them unmaintained. In his opinion it was a
disaster, instead of being disappeared, hedgerows were being abandoned, full of weeds and brambles,
and that was a disaster. In the past, he continued, you couldn’t see neither one weed underneath the
trees, peasants used to work hard!”
Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)

I FILARI, THE ROWS. Another common use for the fields in the Asolo area was planting vines. Rows of vines
looked particularly different from the ones of today, they were more heterogeneous and various: they were
separated every three or four meters by a tree, often mulberry, and every now and then by a willow or a peachor cherry tree, whose branches were used to held together the vines in a way that they could grow and being
at the same time easily pruned. This formation held in itself other benefits and functions: willow branches
were used also to making baskets for collecting leaves, etc.79 – a completely distant scenario from the one
characterizing fields of Glera for Prosecco making in the near-by hills, which look like intensive monocultures.
It is very difficult nowadays to see these elements, once present in every farm. Due to specialization and
intensification they left space for the main crops in the farm, and are noticeable just along the little roads and
ditches. I recall, though, that when I visited Danilo and together we drove along his fields, he brought me to
to a special place in between his fields: there was a remnant of a row, where vines were held together by
mulberry trees:
“Surprised to see it, I asked him why he kept it. He replied that it was his father’s will to maintain
them. He took a grape from the vine and passed it to me. I asked him which variety it was; Clinton
grape, he said, once it was very common, we used to make wine with it, and I still do. I asked him if
he used products to keep it alive and productive, but he said that he didn’t use anything. Every 3-4
vines popped up a big and robust mulberry tree, with its thin and feeble branches, and its large green
leaves. Once they were very useful, said Danilo, both for making ‘strope’ with which peasants used to
tight the vines up, and for silkworms, which grew on the leaves.”
In fact, as already mentioned, silkworm breeding was very common in this area and very fruitful, at least until
some decades ago; that is also why the majority of these rows where cut down. He continued:
“Every house had his own row, then people started to cut them off; silkworm breeding became
unprofitable. Instead of them, I kept it, because I like plants”
Interview with Danilo (01-10-2015)
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EU SUBSIDIES. Peculiar fact, once I went to Coldiretti asking for farmers’ data, Paola, director of the agroenvironmental section, told me that some of the farmers, 4 precisely in the municipality of Asolo, applied for
subsidies regarding hedgerows maintenance. Paola’s job at Coldiretti was, in fact, between other things, to
deal with farmers who apply for subsidies in maintaining the hedgerows present in their fields. She told me
that there are subsidies of more or less 2,50 € (2,42€ to be precise) per meter of maintained hedgerows,
following the PSR (‘Program for Rural development’), under the CAP reform 2014-202080. The farmers who
ask for a subsidy are requested, she told me, to leave a 5 meters strip of un-sown land from the hedgerow to
the sown land (‘respect strip’): this is needed to help blocking the run-off of chemicals present in the
fertilizers.81
I did not know the existence of subsidies for the maintenance of hedgerows: also Antonio said that here in
Italy EU subsidies are more directed to our PDOs and PGIs, and to a small part to agro-environmental
restoration; while in England, or Germany for example, he said, the situation is the opposite, where more
money is allocated to the maintenance of landscape features82.
I then took note of the contacts of the farmers who applied for that subsidy, willing to aske them why they did
that and how they got along with it. I later discovered that they differed for age, farm management and position
in the territory.
Danilo, one of the appliers, told me that he was applying to these subsidies since 20 years, and he continued:
“I have them, I cure them, why don’t get money for that?”83.
Olga and Miro told me that they had to maintain their big hedgerow, of almost 20 meters of width, so they
decided to apply for the subsidies84
Giorgio, another farmer who asked for them, explained to me that the area in which he had his farm (the district
of Pagnano) was full of resurgences, full of ditches and sides, full of hedges, so they decided to maintain them,
since it cost nothing to them. Though, the fields’ area was not that much, the contractor who worked for him
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struggled while turning with the machineries, and the sowing within 5 meters from the hedge, made Giorgio
regretting his choice - now he has the commitment for 5 years85.
My investigation on this field interested also farmers who didn’t apply for the European subsidises in favour
of hedgerows maintenance and restoration – Renzo, for example, told me his opinion about them and pointed
out two pitfalls of these laws:
“I asked him if there would be the case then to re-build these barriers, plant back the hedgerows,
returning to a more traditional landscape, but most of all, returning to benefit from all the advantages
connected to hedges. Partly he agreed with me, but promptly said that the procedural guidelines to
plant them is tremendously rigorous, and this may be one of the limit to it. […] Only if EU, Renzo
continued, says “plant the hedges back because they are essential” may be an incentive for the reappearance of hedgerows in-between the different farming properties.”
Interview with Renzo (29-09-2015)
Another interesting testimony was the one of Giovanni, who decided not to apply for EU subsidies:
“[…] He then said something that surprised me, mostly because of the peculiarity of the situation, and
it was that when Giovanni opened his VAT number [partita IVA, in Italian] he was 39, so still on time
to apply for EU subsidies and get around 30.000€ of contributions, but he refused them. To that money,
Giovanni told me, was linked a fixed development plan, to which he didn’t want to be bounded, mostly
because at that time he still didn’t know exactly how he would develop his projects”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
It seemed to me that there was a rupture between rules and amendments from above, and peculiarities from
below, which will never meet maintaining a fair condition for the farmers in primis. EU regulation for
hedgerows’ maintenance seems an example: whoever applies have the obligation to maintain a 5 meter ‘respect
strip’ where he/she does not sow, and for who has a small piece of land and maybe crops a monoculture, this
appears as a restrictive limit in terms of yield harvested. If a rural development project or campaign would
start from this vision, that is, the smallholders’ reality, a meeting point could be found, and it could also
improve farmers’ conditions in line with the regulations (by promoting and applying changes for a fairer more
sustainable agriculture, for example, where environment restoration is not only promoted by the maintenance
of landscape elements, but also by a more conscious way of doing agriculture).
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WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO RESTORE A HISTORICAL LANDSCAPE?
So now the question is, will hedgerows still be present in the future? Is it utopian to think about a new golden
age where they regain importance and strong position in the landscape? Or will it just be a ‘green and grey
desert’, made of concrete and plain monocultures?
It is hard to tell, the world of agriculture seems too full of dichotomies: big international projects for Rural
Development that provoke constraints from smallholder farmers; food industry demanding for cash crops, and
small local realities demanding for fairer and more sustainable food chains. The trend, though, seems heading
towards a re-localization of agricultural production, and a re-grounding of the latter in the territory where it is
based. In the last years an attachment and an interest towards sustainability issues, concerning also food
provisioning, gained space throughout the common system established, or otherwise called the dominant
regime. Many social agricultural movements born all over the world fighting for a fairer and more sustainable
agriculture, for food sovereignty and peasants’ rights. Organisations like La via Campesina and agroecological
and permacultural movements strive for family farmers’ conditions, especially the ones present in marginal
areas, that do not comply with the socio-technical regimes imposed by the modernisation projects. On the other
hand, alternative food networks, such as CSAs and food hubs started to spread out, in a way that producers
could be once again be connected with the consumers; also, the remote rural areas could be linked to the urban
dwellers. This all is about new ways of perceiving agriculture and agricultural production, as more than just
commodity provider but also as the main stage in which positive environmental externalities can be generated.
But, what about hedgerows? They are just an element, a particular indicator of a specific landscape, but also,
of a farm management: they have been chosen for this study for their multi-scale function, and they will be the
starting and ending point of this investigation, regarding how they would still be part of the landscape in an
upcoming future.

THE PREMISES
From the testimonies accessible in scientific papers and the witnesses obtained through this case study research
seems that the future of hedgerows is not so rosy and bright. The fact that they are not essential anymore
caused their partial disappearance; another cause is the “being-in-the-way” issue: in a reality such Asolo’s one,
where plots are small, the presence of these big tree strips caused a hindrance for the newly adopted
machineries, such as bigger tractors, threshing machines, and so on. The progressive loss of firewood use is
an additional cause86.
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Moreover, as mentioned also before, most of the hedges present in Asolo where made of ‘filari’, so mulberry
trees combined with vines, and the evolution of both those cultures, the former declining and the latter
expanding, saw different dispositions and ways of growing – vineyards became the new monocultures and
from the ancient filari just some remnants survived.
The actual situation seems running against their survival, but, it is not anywhere stated that this can be the only
way of development; on the contrary, the actual situation is calling for alternatives, that can bring back the
innate connection Human-Nature.
Farming should be the first line of attack in this sense, it should be the first sector in which a change should
take place. Agroecology, permaculture, organic or biodynamic farming are just some examples in which a care
for the environment is deeper than the search for higher yields. As showed in the previous chapter, the farmers
Giovanni and Mauro, suppliers of GAS, decided to return to ancient ways of farming and they actually built a
hedgerow, to separate themselves to their neighbours’ fields.
There is a need to come back to the local. In the past, localised systems using localised resources and
opportunities were the rule and the only possible, viable option for food production. All these systems then
manage to create a ‘locally specific landscape’, where territorial features were shaped by agricultural
production, which in contrast produced positive externalities perceived by people. Nevertheless, with
globalisation local agriculture began to be destroyed inside-out by the introduction of new ways of standardised
production.
As the experiences shared by the respondents may highlight, nowadays there is the need for a new transition,
a re-localisation, that means a shift to bring back the farming practice in its territory, where endogenous
resources become again important. To do so also new forms of local markets should arise acting as protected
spaces where the localised productions can be fairly valued and sold as such. It would be about building
connections between producers and consumers and creating a network where also farmers can get into contact
with other farmers. A question then would be, can then forms of local markets be re-established in a context
such as Asolo?
Being these the premises, let’s see what will it take to restore a new historical rural landscape, and imagine
what a possible scenario would it be.

SETTING THE SCENE
THE ROLE OF AGRICULTURE . Saying that agriculture produces commodities is a concept of our time, brought

forward after the establishment of modernisation projects in the Western countries. Limiting agriculture to this
role is, though, unfair and incorrect: agricultural products are more than just commodities, since factors such
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as employment, income, food security, contribution to the rural economy are regarded87. The role of agriculture
goes beyond the production of food; it is about developing resources.
Moreover, agriculture has to be understood not only as the union of economic and technological processes,
but as a socially constructed process, where farmers, cultural repertoires, local knowledge are involved.
Agriculture is a continuous interaction between the social and the natural sphere: it is then to be seen as also
an interaction between man and nature88.
This sector has in fact the most impact on the environment. Its environmental function is not new and must
not be underestimated: by definition, agriculture has an impact on the environment and the farmer, who, with
his/her choices, modifies nature with the purpose of producing food 89 . Through the production process
externalities are generated, and based on the way or style of farming, they can be positive - as the enhancement
of natural resources but also by providing amenity and ameliorating the landscape - or negative, such as
polluting soil, air and water bodies with chemical residues. As in fact Meeus stated90, the relation between
nature and agriculture can produce three different scenarios: exploitation and degradation of resources;
reproduction, and enhancement of resources.

THE STYLES OF FARMING. The process of production, in fact, entails different styles of farming, which are
related to specific relations of production by the calculus, or farmer’s strategy91. The concept of farming styles
has been formulated by van der Ploeg to describe the rich heterogeneity of approaches to farming, to be found
in any given region92, operating within an apparently uniform and inflexible techno-institutional regime. As
mentioned earlier in the text, three different modes of farming are currently recognized: the capitalistic, the
entrepreneurial and the peasant mode of farming93. While the first two are characterized by highly-specialized
production, market dependency and disconnections within and between the farming environment, factors of
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production, and produces consumption; the latter is built upon the enhancement of the ecological capital94 and
the endogenous resources present at farm. A further characteristic of peasantry is its embeddedness in the local,
whereas the other two contrasting modes operate at global scale, following the principles of the dominant
regime.

MODERNISATION

EFFECTS . Through the promotion of modernisation and agricultural industrialisation, a

range of disconnections between the fundamental relations of agricultural production became unavoidable.
The major ones were the disconnections between farmers and locality, meant as the combination of local
knowledge, local ecosystems, local skills and craftsmanship, local specialities, local social relations and
cultural repertoires, regional town-countryside relation and economic relations95. Moreover, the process of
modernisation diminished the importance of the assets over which individual farmers used to exert property
rights (land, labour, knowledge), increasing at the same time the importance of those assets over which other
parties controlled property rights (seeds, machineries, products…): this had led to the organisational
dominance of the techno-institutional environment over the farm96. In some cases, also the administrativetechnical context played a role in the incentivisation of this type of production. Economies of scale and higher
productivity indirectly selected farms that could keep up with these demands, while externalising the power
on the internal resources from small-scale farmers97.
The goal of increasing production for global consumption brought farms to follow pre-established
technological paths, where exogenous factors of production substituted the endogenous ones, promising to
enhance final yields. This was known as the process of externalisation, where problems regarding land and
livelihood were supposed to be solved outside the farm98. Not only reproduction came from outside, also the
ideas to solve problems, the development of the farm itself came from elsewhere: through this model, farmers
began to rely on experts, loosing the autonomy and the control on fine-tuning the production tasks. In this way
farmers began to loose their independency over resources on which they once owned a right, such as land and
labour. What was done once inside the farm, with the arrival of modernisation it was prescribed by external
agencies, taking part in the socio-technological dominant regime. Benvenuti for the first time stated that this
can be regarded as the TATE, Technological Administrative Task Environment, that is the external context in
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which the farm lies and with which it relates99. This environment conferred a determined role to the farmer,
who had to follow rules and perform functions and behaviours expected from him in that determined sociotechnical context. One characteristic of this paradigm was the perception of food as a commodity, comparable
to others present in the market, build and designed to satisfy consumers’ induced needs100.
While entrepreneurial and corporate modes of farming are embedded and have to deal with the common TATE,
the peasant mode fundamentally lays at its opposite direction. That is why peasant agriculture is having a hard
time recently; it is embedded in an environment which does not suit its intrinsic features.
This is also what I found in Asolo. Conventional farms differed among each other for the strategies applied by
the farmers, but still were associated by the embeddedness on a system detached from the territory and the use
of local resources. Farming activities matched with what the external TATE demanded from them: patented
seeds and chemicals were bought from the inputs’ market, while the natural rhythms were substituted in favour
of the ones imposed by the outputs’ market.
“We are living now in a world that is always rushing, so you try to make as many deliveries as possible
always following the cow’s cycle, so after that one cow gave birth, you wait 40 days and then you
inseminate it again. If you offset its inner cycle you would need chemistry, veterinaries, punctures.”
Interview with Filippo (6-10-2015)

NEED

FOR A TRANSITION . Only through ways of farming that are reconnected to the local context, where

the production process does not follow a pre-established exogenous path, but make do with the endogenous
resources present in the farm, a clash in the system can be carried out. The rupture with the dominant regime,
which has for ages promoted a scientific paradigm where the possible reality was one and standardised, needs
to be done by realizing differences linked with the locality and the history of food production. In this way,
plenty of different realities appear, that cannot be simplified in only one sustainable vision, but are plenty as
plenty are the specific territories101. A transition, thanks to which we can talk about rural development, is a
multi-level, multi-actor and multi-dimensional process: it represents both continuity and change and in the
same time implies the creation of new products and services and the associated development of new markets102.
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A transition, regarded as a large transformation process in which large parts of society change in fundamental
ways, is then crucial for a shift from a scale-intensive, specialised, high production-oriented agriculture system
to a new, more sustainable one. The main features of the new system would include minimal environmental
degradation, minimal use of external inputs, multifunctional soil use and embeddedness in local ecological
conditions and cultural practices103.

MULTIFUNCTIONALITY. What is then developing against the dominant regime is a multifunctional way of
producing that combines productivity with environmental sustainability, safeguarding reproduction and
enhancement of endogenous natural and cultural resources104.
In a farming context of multifunctionality the major features are reproduction of resources and co-production,
meant as the interaction between natural and human spheres. Fundamental in this setting are the economies of
scope, in contrast with the economies of scales pursued by industrial farming. The basic principle here is to
use the resources present at farm for multiple purposes, to create new connections and new synergies that can
enhance the quality and specificity of the final product(s), achieving economic, social and environmental
sustainability. Through the introduction of economies of scope, in fact, the farmer does not rely on external
inputs bought on the market, so also risks and costs of relying on the market disappear105. Such characteristics
are easily found in the peasant mode of farming: here traditional knowledge and craftsmanship (defined as the
utilization of labour as the strategic element of the farm and of product differentiation106) reach high levels of
importance, and the recourse to external inputs of production is replaced by the relation on internal locallybounded resources.
Through multifunctional agriculture a new paradigm can be established, based on co-production principles, so
to have a common ground for specific sustainability practices that may differ from farm to farm 107. This new
paradigm must be based on local, dynamic combinations of artefacts and practices with local knowledge.
In such a way, farming acquires a multidimensional character, where more products can be obtained utilizing
the same resources at farm. The respondents Giovanni and Mauro, who pursued a peasant mode of farming,
showed how this could be implemented in reality. Some examples could be found in their natural way of
beekeeping, in the improvements they did in that regard, in order to produce new nuclei to sell in addition to
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the bees’ primary products (such as propolis and honey); the special mixture of grains grown in one single
plot, needed for the production of a special flour to make il pane d’annata.
“While we were talking, we moved through his garden and Giovanni wanted to show me another thing:
between the piles there was one full of little plantlets few centimetres high: he told me that there were
planted different varieties of wheat, so he could be sure to have a harvest at the end of the season (not
risking then to lose it, as if just one variety would be planted, situation much more sensitive to pest
attacks or diseases). He did it for a precise scope, making the ‘pane d’annata’, a special type of bread
made with ancient wheat varieties. Another idea he has for the future, he said, is to have a moving
henhouse (such as the famous chicken tractor of Joel Salatin), and, most of all, to be self-sufficient
economically.”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
All the above-mentioned features can provide the perfect setting for novelties establishment, regarding
techniques, territorial and internal farm organisation and farm-market relations. Fundamental is the local
dimension in which these changes take place.

NOVELTIES. Only in a farming context of multifunctionality novelties can blossom. Novelties are intended as
the creation of new solutions, that deviate from the existing routines. It is about a new way of doing and
thinking, that generates a rupture with dominant tendencies and conventions, while recomposing the
production process and the internal/external relations affecting the farm108. As van der Ploeg states, novelties
are the combination of material and immaterial entities (artefacts and knowledge) that replies more efficiently
to new demands than the current artefacts and practices do109.
Though, when we talk about novelties, we do not refer to a specific process or stage, but to a complex set of
actions that dynamically shape the farm and the context in which it is110. In order to produce novelties, the old
technological paradigm has to be left behind, in favour of a new one, in which the attention is put on the
production of positive of social, environmental and cultural externalities being the farm still economically
viable. The dichotomy of agricultural production vs. positive externalities production is then easily overcome.
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When, in fact, a farm abandons the TATE constructed by the dominant technological regime, it is said that it
enters the field of novelty production111.
Uncertainty is, though, one of the crucial characteristics of the novelty: the process of novelty production is
gradual, not always easy, but instead, failures may happen112. Nevertheless, these act as starting points for
further developments and adjustments of the initial project.
Interesting metaphor was once conveyed by van der Ploeg et al.113 where novelties were referred to as “seeds
of transitions”: they in fact need time, require a particular organisation of the context, and are characterised by
a inherited insecurity (they may fail, as well as a seed may not germinate); but if they make it through, they
can be the origins of a transition into a sound new rural development model.
Territory plays an important role for the development of a novelty. Novelty production in fact is a highly
localized process: it depends on local ecosystems and on local cultural repertoires, in which the organisation
of the labour process is embedded114. It is linked to local and artisanal knowledge that enriches the novelty
itself through feedback loops. Furthermore, through reconnection and re-grounding in a territory, farmers
achieve agency and autonomy, specific for the context they are in115. The agency of a farmer, intended as the
capacity to relate things and re-pattern socio-material realities, becomes the focal element for the affirmation
and the success of the novelty, which gives an alternative answer to the failure of the solutions proposed by
the dominant regime116.
What characterises, in fact, a peasant farm is the autonomy and the agency that the farmer acquires. Farmers
Giovanni and Mauro, in their farm, were able to experiment ways that could promote deeper and higher levels
of sustainability, both environmental and economic. Trials on new ways of mulching and beekeeping could be
seen as first steps of a longer path, where productivity can be enhanced and diversified, increasing the value
of the overall farming activity.
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Important for the evolution of the novelty is, nevertheless, the relation that the farmer has with the external
socio-economical, political and institutional environment. The novelty, to be maintained inside the farm, needs
in fact the creation of a new and well-suited context, different from the institutional one already existing.
Moreover, it needs the support of a network made of relations with people having same cultural backgrounds
and common interests, in which it can be recognized and economically valued in a much fairer way in respect
to how it would be valued in the dominant regime117.

NICHES AND NESTED MARKETS. As already mentioned, novelty production can appear to be a hard process,
made of discontinuities and uncertainties. Paramount then are the relations that farmers can entertain with the
local community, creating networks where producers and consumers come together and jointly shape the
perfect environment for the novelty development. Novelties need to be find market niches where they can be
valued and promoted, since, by definition, they stand opposed to the main regime and market dynamics. To
ensure the viability of a market for farms producing novelties, then, the presence of a network is necessary:
the elimination of transaction costs, made possible by social and spatial proximity of actors, is a key feature of
these new markets, that still promote each farms’ specificities. What in global market is done by certifications,
in these networks are the social relations which ensure the trustfulness of the products making the trade
transparent and guaranteed. The context in which the farm producing novelties operates is not anymore the old
and fixed TATE, but a new de-specialised and informal one118. There is in fact a growing consumer interest in
a wider range of a-side alternatives regarding food production: new movements for alternative food networks
promote the creation of a system in which the dynamics are re-balanced throughout the actors of shorter chains,
filled with relations and knowledge exchanges.
There are though segments in the wider market that are delineated by specific characteristics. These are the
nested markets. Here structural holes, that are places of absence of social relations, can be bridged by the
presence of these markets119. Through them, the special quality of the products is valued with a premium price,
and resist to scale-enlargement and standardisation. Also in this case, production is characterised by the use of
low external inputs levels and by artisanal techniques and highly skilled labour force. Here, a shared definition
of quality is continuously changed and adapted by all stakeholders involved; moreover, technologies put in
use are open-source, allowing for collective learning processes. That is why also nested markets set the scene
for new novelties creation.
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Four main characteristics differentiate nested markets from the general agro-food markets120:
•   In shorter circuits, often owned or co-owned by farmers, production and consumption of food are
interlinked – while for the general markets most linkages are owned and controlled by food empires.
•   Farmers’ role broadens to embrace on-farm processing, direct selling and the redesign of the
production process that better meet consumers’ expectations – as opposite to the limited role of farmers
in delivering raw materials for the food industry.
•   Farmers get a far higher share of the total added value – in comparison to the highly skewed
distribution of value in the big markets.
•   Extra income is used to improve livelihoods, increase the resilience of food production and
strengthening the multifunctional character of farming – whereas the accumulated wealth is used to
finance the ongoing imperial conquest.
We are talking about new ways for farmers to receive a fair price for their efforts, and consumers to get
involved in the process of food (and positive externalities) production. Farm shops, peasant markets, food
hubs, civic food networks are examples of alternative locally-embedded solutions to the above-mentioned
problem of disconnections. The importance of alternative networks is that consumers and producers are
engaged in new forms of food citizenship. Franklin and Marsden argued, “Community food hubs... enable the
creation of alternative markets which can deliver a range of social, economic and environmental benefits to
the local community”121. Local food networks also have the potential to impact both producers and consumers,
and can generate positive feedback loops which re-connect those actors to each other and to place, therefore
contributing to place-based development.
In Italy, solidarity purchase groups (GAS) are the most famous and important alternative networks where
natural, local and fair ways of food production are promoted. These groups, though, are not only focussed on
just food consumption, but entail different aspects of a fair way of living. GAS are located all over Italy and
one is also present in Asolo. The interviewed I had with the food suppliers of this group showed the connection
between the ideas pursued by the network of people (consumers) with the farming principles of Giovanni and
Mauro. They told me that they were taking part also to some projects promoted by GAS, such as the supply of
their produces to schools and courses related to nutrition and food education.
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“My following question regarded his consumers: to whom he sold his products? I knew he was a
producer for GAS of Asolo, but I was looking for a more detailed answer. Giovanni said that he,
together with Mauro, his collaborator in this ‘mission’, supply food to two kindergartens of the area,
the one in Cavaso del Tomba, the other in Asolo. They also take part in a project called
‘NutriAmiamoci’, always from GAS, which beyond supplying local and conscious food to children,
organizes cooking courses for the school cooks, and nutritional courses for the public and the parents
of the children. “We have to educate the children, so that they can educate their parents”, said
Giovanni. […] His closeness to GAS started before his decision to become a farmer. He was a member
since 2009, and immediately became a referent, building strong relationships of esteem and trust with
the other members, who gave him the boost to begin his project.”
Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
INSPIRATIONS AND TAKE -HOME MESSAGES FROM THE ALTERNATIVE SCENE
How then these notions can apply to a reality such as Asolo? Will it be possible?
Asolo is a small town, made of small farms characterised by small plots. Nevertheless, farmers in the area are
isolated from each other, they act as individuals in a context, that physically may have the possibility to bring
them finding joint solutions and ways of development. Asolo farmers did follow the path promoted by
modernisation: as observed in the interviews, fields are now busy with monocultures, that serve as feed for the
animals (when owned by dairy farmers) or leave the farm as raw products for the food industry (they become
commodities).
A particular feature of the history of Asolo was, though, the presence of a selling cooperative, very flourishing
in the twenty-years period from 1970 to the end of 1980. Memories of the farmers interviewed conveyed that
almost every house of the town had tunnels and used to provide fruits and vegetables to sell at the cooperative.
Nevertheless, in the early ‘90s many transformations affected the agricultural panorama of Asolo and Italy in
general. The main effect was the failure of the cooperative: it closed down, and with it, all the small farms
producing food for it closed down as well. This was another step towards the increased specialisation of the
big already-existing (dairy) farms on one side, and the killing of small production on the other.
Nowadays, the agricultural scenery of Asolo is made for the majority of dairy farms, for milk or meat
production. They are providers for big food production chains and because of this they have to rely on strict
rules and regulations; furthermore, they rely on external inputs of production for growing the feed, and are
finally paid with externally-fixed (low) prices. The situation in which farmers find themselves is fixed, leaving
them little space for manoeuvre, experimentation and change.
What struck me was the willing of Roberto, a dairy farmer, who wanted to change to a more natural way of
producing milk by switching to organic, and I perceived this longing growing both from his passion for
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breeding cows but also from the fact that he wanted his passion to be valued more. At the same time, he was
let down and disillusioned, because he could not imagine having an organic farm in a territory full of
conventional farms. Meanwhile, other farmers are already pursuing a natural, locally-bounded way of farming,
so it is possible.
The solidarity purchase group in Asolo, though, still comprises a small portion of the community and a lot of
farmers do not even know that it exists and what exactly it is about. What seems to lack in Asolo is then
communication, between farmers and between farmers and consumers. Once the cooperative was the focal
point for producers; it assured fair prices and secure sales. Nowadays there is not anymore a safe place for
farmers to sell their products and experiment, at the same time, new and better ways of production. Farmers in
Asolo need to regain power and connection with their territory and their landscape; they need to know that
returning to a peasant mode of farming, where endogenous resources achieve importance, will be appreciated
by the community, but it is only through the building of social relations that this may happen.
That is why, I would say, Asolo should welcome initiatives starting from consumers’ side. One promising
possibility could be the establishment of a food hub: the intrinsic importance of this ‘new’ network is that it is
embedded in the territory, and helps connect local producers with local consumers with place in a sociallybased manner. It is about creating social relations and joint learning experiences: consumers begin to know
where their food come from, while farmers may start to entertain relations with each other, that could end up,
for example, in cooperation mechanisms, helping enriching local knowledge. This is though just one of the
possibilities that would help developing a new path for farmers’ future in Asolo, where they can feel reconnected with their territory.
An interesting insight could be given by the concept of sustainable place-shaping122, where the re-connection
of consumers and producers to each other and to place is fostered by processes of re-appreciation, repositioning and re-grounding. These concepts help us understanding that for a sound place-based rural
development also consumers’ view is important. The process may start with the re-appreciation, which, in fact,
is driven by a consumers’ desire to know where their food comes from (due also to an increased distrust in the
mainstream food system), which leads to a desire for transparency, trustworthiness and awareness about
production practices. Through trust in producers, consumers can then generate validation of the rural life and
of the role of rural producers. Re-appreciation then leads consumers into the re-positioning process. Due to
lack of trust in mainstream food networks, consumers may be willing to seek out and participate actively in
alternative economies and food provisioning avenues. Finally, this may lead consumers to the process of regrounding: this characterizes their desire to engage with the rural. This desire is connected to a perception of
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and desire for quality food, which generates appreciation for the history, ecology and stewardship of the rural
landscape, leading to a willingness to participate in the protection and celebration of that landscape123.

BUT,

WHAT ABOUT HEDGEROWS ? Hedgerows were chosen as main focus for this research, due to their

characteristic of being visual links with the past and the territory: in addition to conveying a peculiar character
to a landscape, they actually link people and farmers with the landscape itself. Moreover, they are a
withstanding witness of a natural, locally-grounded mode of farming.
Their importance is still recognised by scientists and experts, not only for the positive effects they confer on
the landscape level, such the improvement of perceived naturalness and amenity, but also on the environmental
and agronomic advantages they provide: the functions of CO2 accumulation, pollutant abatement, control of
soil erosion are combined to the enhancement of biodiversity, by providing a habitat for wildlife and crop
pollinator populations, acting as ecological corridors for species movements. They moreover are important for
timber and honey production, while still fostering the socio-cultural function of being visual connectors of
traditions and local history.
Lastly, they can have a role in the new locally-embedded farms, due to the multiple positive externalities that
can provide to agriculture. Agroecology, for example, with all its different expressions, promotes a way of
farming in which guilds among crops are fundamental to enhance the productivity of each one of them, while
at the same time increasing the production. Multifunctional farms could then be a possible solution for the
maintenance of hedgerows, together with a diversification of products that enhances the value of the farm, its
resources and the landscape whole.
But can hedgerows themselves ever be a means to the reconnection of people with the landscape? Examples
from the Dutch Northern Frisian Woodlands opened up new ways of experiencing these landscape features.
Since the farmers’ cooperatives VEN and VANLA were created, the attention for the maintenance of the
traditional landscape, made of meadows surrounded by numerous hedgerows, was a key feature 124 . The
cooperatives did not stop though on the maintenance, they tried to increase hedgerows’ value and their
appreciation amongst people by actually creating activities and events that could engage the community in
farming and in the protection of hedgerows. Promotion of festivals and of campaigns where every new born
could ‘adopt’ a part of hedgerow, in addition to the creation of new paths inside the farms available for

123

Ditzler L., Prause K., Regosa M. (2015). Civic Food Networks: Re-connecting Rural Producers, Urban Consumers and Places
Through Sustainable Place-Shaping. RSO-31806 The Sociology of Food Provisioning & Place-based Development [project proposal].
Wageningen, The Netherlands: Wageningen University.
124

Wiskerke, J. S. C., Bock, B. B., Stuiver, M., & Renting, H. (2003). Environmental co-operatives as a new mode of rural governance.
NJAS-Wageningen Journal of Life Sciences, 51(1), 9-25.

69

everybody125, are examples of how agrarian reality could meet the community so to strengthen the bonds of
the latter with the former, and vice versa.
These testimonies can act as inspiration for Asolo. The few hedgerows remained could be an opportunity for
farmers to engage with consumers, interacting with them by the promotion of embedded activities. For
example, the famous filari, now present just in some parts of the territory, can be the setting for handicraft
courses: one old use of the mulberry’s branches was, in fact, to make baskets or brooms out of them. Courses
on how to make them could be an interesting way to combine historical knowledge, rural landscape, farmers
and consumers.
This is just one of the many examples that could establish a process of re-grounding and re-appreciation of the
work of farming, creating new links and interconnections between the producers and the local consumers.
Hedgerows may then provide the right starting point for a new inspiration, where their presence is welcomed
and useful in processes of co-production and re-connection with civil society. Looking backwards to the past
is, to my point of view, then necessary to get inspired for a sound future rural development.
One final note to keep in mind is well conveyed by this message, hopefully people would gain confidence that
the main path is not always the right path.
“People produce alternatives, and alternatives produce change.”126
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CONCLUSIONS AND SOME CRITICAL THOUGHTS
Asolo has always been characterised by an agrarian landscape: agriculture was flourish and the area was high
standing in regards to the diversity of products provided.
The context in which agriculture is performing today has completely changed from the past: modes of farming,
species cropped, techniques employed and intrinsic relations followed the pre-established path imposed by
modernisation.
Agriculture though still plays an important role in the impact on Asolo’s environment. Nevertheless, farmers
seem increasingly more detached from the actual situation, acting as individuals focused only on each one’s
own reality. Farms became enterprises; they were pushed to become so. In this way, the attention and care for
endogenous resources’ reproduction and for the production of positive externalities moved to the background
leaving space to improvements in the economic efficiency of the overall farming process.
From what I could experience through this case study research, farmers seemed attached to a wheel that made
them move forward just because of inertia. They seemed bounded to a system that was slowly eating their
resources up: the need to buy certified seeds, that required a specific herbicide, the restrictions imposed by
strict laws and regulations, made their job a “survival”127.
This condition was more or less shared by all full-time conventional farmers interviewed. On the other hand,
the position in which the GAS suppliers, Giovanni and Mauro, found themselves was strong and diametrically
opposed: Giovanni refused European subsidies when he decided to start the farm because he did not want to
stick with a development path imposed from above 128 . At the same time, Mauro and him were against
mainstream certifications, preferring the participated and more transparent ones, where were the farmers who
certified and guaranteed for other farmers. They chose to be independent, accepting also the consequences
linked with that decision. They opted for a peasant mode of farming, embedded in the territory, using and
enhancing endogenous resources. By being self-sufficient and at the same time environmentally sustainable,
they gained a condition of autonomy and agency among the farming process.
Their choice of starting a farm and pursue this way of farming was supported by the presence of the GAS and
by the members that helped morally and practically the starting of the project, some providing land, some
providing physical help in the farm.
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Interview with Giorgio (19-11-2015)
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Interview with Giovanni (28-11-2015)
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Having this example already present in the territory is a sign of hope for a possible development in another
direction than the one imposed by the dominant system.
Important is to remember, though, the context in which such an example took place: the farmers were not
alone, they were part of a bigger framework made of connection and consumer-producer interrelations. This
is paramount if a similar path is to be pursued: without a solid network in the background, new ways of
intending agriculture are not possible to happen and developed; farmers may not even think or hope that they
can make a transition if they are not sure that the response from the public may be positive.
Novelties production is then possible, change is feasible also in a fixed and static reality as Asolo’s: what is
demanded for achieving this, is the creation of alternative networks, and this can only be done through
communication and building of new interrelations between the community and the farmers.

THE RESEARCH PROCESS
Being in Wageningen helped me through a lot realizing my thesis. The open-mindedness that is fostered at the
University is unpayable and really helped me developing my critical sense and my curiosity. Thanks also to
this inspiring environment I had the opportunity to follow some conferences about agroecology, food
sovereignty and small-holder farming that contributed in building up a background that inspired me for my
thesis project.
The research started six months ago, when I was in Asolo and where I began doing fieldwork. There I firstly
came in contact with Coldiretti association, which helped me contacting the farmers I would afterwards
interviewed.
For my fieldwork I decided to contact the farmers firstly by phone, asking them if they wanted to share their
experience with me and participate in my thesis project – just not to show up at their door risking to intimidate
them obtaining mistrust. One of the most difficulties I encountered though was reaching farmers’ acceptance
by phone: for the majority it was the wife, or the mother, who answered the phone; after having explained who
I was and why I wanted to interview the farmer, most of them did not even leave me the time to finish that
they closed the conversation with “Yeah, I understand, but no thanks we are not interested”.
Actually having an interview with the respondents was quite an achievement: I am grateful for their openness
and helpfulness, because I understood that asking a minute to a farmer can be even worse than asking him
money (joking).
The respondents were then 12, of different ages and from different districts in the town. Fortunately, I managed
to have a talk with all four farmers who applied for EU subsidies regarding hedgerows maintenance – I really
wanted to know their opinions about hedgerows and why they applied for subsidies. They were all
conventional farmers whose contacts were given to me by Coldiretti. Since in Asolo there is also a GAS
(solidarity purchase group) I also try to contact them to ask whether I could interview their food producers:
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they gave me the number of Giovanni and Mauro, and thankfully, they replied to me and accepted to be
interviewed.
The questions I have asked concerned the way they were managing their farm, the relation with the landscape
(especially with hedgerows) and some memories about the past of Asolo agriculture. Through these I could be
able to comprehend the drivers that pushed farmers to act as they did, the hindrances of their works and the
motives of pride and fulfilment.

MORE THAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
Through the questions about the past I could also achieve information and testimonies of what Asolo looked
like and what agriculture was about in the years before I was even born.
In this respect, more things should be done: local historical knowledge is very important, and also rare (the
last generation of people who lived in the era before modernisation is now in their 70s/80s); to my point of
view, it is paramount to study it and collect all the testimonies about agriculture and old traditions, that were
slowly abandoned with the takeover of progress.
It is a common heritage, and needs to be protected and preserved. Historical knowledge builds and links a
community and a place together, and without a known, common history, specificity of place and sense of
community would not be strongly bounded. In the progress of standardisation also routines and behaviours
were affected, leaving behind past knowledge and ways of living. With this I do not say that progress was a
bad thing, but bad was forgetting the past as almost escaping from it.
When it comes then to food and food production, things get more serious, because as already mentioned,
agriculture produce externalities, that once were positive but lastly became actually negative, affecting
environment and people. That is why history and ‘sustainability’ (meant as a set of practices that produce
positive externalities without exploiting already existing endogenous resources) should meet to produce a
better future.
As said before, we are living in an area of transition, of changes from an old evil system, which did not care
for local resources and specificities, but just on boosting production rates. People is becoming aware that what
is linked to conventional farming is in fact harming them, both directly and indirectly. They start then to seek
for alternatives. And this is where a connection with the farmers should happen. Through social relations, new
jointures and alternative projects may generate, which are locally-bounded and in line with territory’s available
resources.
An interesting development for this research would be to investigate whether this feeling is shared amongst
consumers and producers, discovering what they think about the actual situation and how they feel about the
possibility for a change. To put it more specifically, questionnaires could be distributed and in them also
proposals of possible examples for alternative food networks could be asked, so respondents could even choose
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a preference. The results could be studied to find the right solution that can meet consumers’ and producers’
wills.
Nevertheless, more in-depth interviews with farmers need to be done. I felt that they have so much to tell, so
much to share and show to people.
Another point that need improvements regards questions asked in the interviews: one thing I would investigate
more would be what did happen in the years where the cooperative was flourish, why was so, how it became
a focal point for the near-by farmers and what exactly were its characteristics that made it so successful.
Moreover, a deeper investigation should be done by asking the point of view of the contractors: at the end,
they are the ones who work the fields, so a better insight of the agricultural condition could be so obtained.
Last but not least, also the local administration should be interrogated and engaged in the process: lots of green
programs beside the on-farm ones can impact a community, I’m talking about community and school gardens,
workshops on sustainability topics, provision of organic and local food to schools and hospitals. In this regard
local administration can help fostering an idea of locally-embedded activities that help also the community to
feel as a part of a whole.

WHAT I LEARNED FROM THIS PROJECT
This process opened my mind on what being a farmer in my town means. When I was living there I used to
see the fields, but after my fieldwork I started to notice things that I never was able to pay attention to: remnants
of filari, hedgerows and old-growth trees, stables, fields’ management particulars became clear to me.
Farmers shared with me their world, their daily lives, concerns and believes. They were all very kind to me,
but I feel that more could have been done. The questions asked, the time spent with them was short and not
really enough to get a true and complete grasp of what was really going on. I am satisfied of the notions I
achieved through the interviews, since they were all peculiar but at the same time major topics came out.
Thanks to the interviews I could build up the background in which every farm was working, moving in its own
direction.
These six months have been an amazing experience for me. It was the first time in doing fieldwork,
interviewing and confronting with all the sides of this experience: the negative - such as continuous refusal,
that actually made me wonder if I was doing the right thing – but also the positive – the generosity of people,
being in contact with a beautiful landscape, getting to know people and stories, building connections, making
time precious. It was wonderful.
It was something that I felt the need to do since I started my master in The Netherlands one year ago: knowing
better what was going on in my town, talking with the farmers, asking them what it meant to be a farmer in a
context as this one. It was hard for me to get there, but I am glad of what I did.
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This experience taught me how social research can impact not only the lives of the researched, but it really
impacts the life of the researcher: it is about growing and learning at the same time; it is about helping making
a change, trying to understand the hidden dynamics of processes that are only superficially known by the
majority. Moreover, to study the agrarian reality is a challenge that, in my opinion, is worth being committed
to.
I hope to take part in the process of change that will positively affect also the agriculture in my town.
I whish, then, Asolo farmers a brighter future, made of confidence, trustworthiness, reconnection with the
territory and relationships with the community. I whish a re-grounding of farming practices full with care for
the environment, attention to the past, appreciation of particularities and relations with the society.
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