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"The exodus from rural areas creates a particular psychosis;
many think: 'there's no point in staying, our community is
over'. But there is still a part of the community that is not
convinced, that does not want to give up; it is clinging to its
land. Some of them temporarily emigrate to the village,
waiting to join their families who have already emigrated,
but they end up staying. The village's spirit of survival, the
ancient viru,s tries in every way to curb the exodus".
Vasco Neri (1975)
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Abstract
While numerous rural areas in Europe experience depopulation and abandonment, significant
migrant flows are entering the continent. This massive migration flow has led, on the one hand
to a convoluted emergency-based reception system, and on the other hand to an attitude of
mistrust towards newcomers. Civic initiatives can work as facilitators between locals and
newcomers in such a way that both can benefit, through the construction of welcoming spaces.
The purpose of this article is to explore how the encounter and interactions between locals and
migrants are affecting the revitalisation of the community of Monticchiello. In order to do so, I
looked at: (1) practices that enable the creation of a welcoming space, (2) reasons for those
practices to be put in place and the welcoming space (3) experiences of Monticchiello
inhabitants. In addition, this research contextualised the revitalisation process, identified by the
respondents, in the specific case of Monticchiello. Drawing on the concepts of restanza,
welcoming spaces and revitalisation, the main findings of this research are the following: the
creation of a welcoming space is the combination of practices that go beyond the reception of
newcomers and includes space for them to connect and engage with the local community.
Furthermore, community connection plays a role in people’s decision to stay. People that act as
active citizens (newcomers included) contributes to the maintenance of Monticchiello identity,
therefore participating to its community revitalisation.
Key words: welcoming space, restanza, revitalisation, community engagement
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1. Introduction
The industrial revolution, which made people move from rural areas to urban settings in search
of a better life, started a process of abandonment and depopulation. This process created a
spiral of decline that still persist today. This is an issue of mayor concern for those living in rural
areas and increasingly for academics and policymakers. Consequently, several strategies are
developed and implemented both from the localities and by the government, among which the
impact of migration to rural areas is getting importance.
Simultaneously to the aforementioned process, during the last decades' migration to Western
Europe has rapidly increased. Firstly, in urban settings and secondary in rural areas as well.
Around migration, there are diverse and opposing opinions that are highly politicised. Leading
to anti-migration positions and antimigration policies.
Anyhow, going against the anti-migration current, different initiatives created ‘welcoming
spaces’ for migrants through multi-stakeholder collaboration, and civic and collective actions.
These initiatives have an impact on social practices and often arise in the form of social
innovations, in reaction to the institutional failure to provide adequate social outcomes to cope
with crisis situations (Bock, 2016; Pezzi & Urso, 2018). Within the EU context, social innovation
is increasingly seen as a tool to address the challenges of rural areas and rebuild the resilience
of communities and territories as it develops new solutions to improve local living conditions at
the grassroots level (Secco et al., 2019).
Thus, if on one hand mobility from rural to urban areas caused rural depopulation and shrinkage,
with rural areas urgently in need of inhabitants, on the other hand, migration flows towards
Europe are made of people in need of a place to live. This raises the question of whether, and in
which ways, these two migration processes can benefit from one other in a mutual exchange.
Starting from existing examples of ‘welcoming spaces’, this study aims at examining the reasons
behind the creation of a ‘welcoming space’, how migrants experience it and what are the
outcomes for rural communities.

1.1. Problem statement
At present Europe is facing two conflicting dynamics which coexist: while many European rural
areas suffer from depopulation and abandonment, strong migrant flows are arriving in Europe
in search of a better life (Nori, 2018).

3

1.1.1 Rural abandonment
Although 83% of European land is composed of rural areas, only 30.6% of the European
population lives there. After the industrial revolution, Europe underwent a significant rural
exodus which is still protracting, although with varying intensities (De Rubertis, 2019). The
industrial revolution brought a profound and irreversible transformation that started from the
productive system and involved the entire economic and social systems. According to Pinilla et
al. (2008), the current depopulation phenomenon in rural areas is the ‘by-product of the modern
economic growth’ resulting from the industrial revolution. Large flows of people moved from
rural areas to urban centres, because of the expulsion of labour from agriculture and the
attraction of higher labour demand and higher wages in the nascent industrial and tertiary
activities (Pinilla et al., 2008; Gentileschi, 1991 p.208). People wanted to escape from the
‘backward and losing life' of rural areas (Battaglini & Corrado, 2014), which had little or difficult
access to basic services (Labianca & Navarro, 2019). The inadequacy of locally available basic
services triggered a ‘spiral of decline’: depopulation reduced the availability of supply, services,
and employment (De Rubertis, 2019). Rural depopulation thus appears to be a systemic
phenomenon in which problems such as the dramatic reduction of welfare and public services,
poor accessibility, lack of economic competitiveness and innovation, and precarious,
fragmented, and unrepresentative forms of governance are both the consequence of
demographic decline and the cause of its ‘progressive and unstoppable exacerbation’ (Faonio,
2014).
Currently, two-thirds of rural areas in Europe are facing depopulation (Lucìa Lopez Marco, 2020).
This is caused by two main factors. On the one hand negative population growth, with more
deaths than birth, is a result of a manifest increase in the average age of the population and a
drop in the fertility rate. On the other hand, a negative migration is occurring, with more people
leaving rather than coming to rural areas (De Rubertis, 2019; Vicente Pinilla & Sáez, 2017).

1.1.2. Migration
According to Eurostat (2021) in early January 2019, 21.8 million people, native of a country or
territory outside the European Union, resided in the EU and represented 4.9% of the 27 Member
States' population. The increase in migration flow in and within Europe has been a controversial
and important issue, particularly since the 2015 migration crisis.
Different statuses of migrants are defined by the reasons that motivate their mobility. These
reasons can be linked to war, violation of human rights, and political and religious persecution
giving the status of an asylum seeker. Other reasons are linked to objective factors of economic
4

difficulty and unemployment in their area of origin (Anthias and Lazaridis, 2020), factors which
include the need or the will to raise their standard of living, giving the status of an economic
migrant.
Although urban areas are the primary destination for non-EU migrants, the influx to Europe's
shrinking areas and cities is becoming increasingly common (Bock, Osti & Ventura 2016).
Southern Europe regions, for example, with a large agricultural sector, have been a popular
destination for migrants for decades (Hugo & Morén-Alegret, 2008). However, the migrant is
often perceived as someone who is ready to accept low wages and poor working conditions
(Danson & Jentsch, 2009).
Although migrants' work is increasingly important (boost tax income, public services or
educational institutions remain open, potential cultural enrichment), most Member States lack
policies to encourage and benefit from it in the case of non-EU migration. Instead of addressing
employment control in and integration into the European working sector, member states
increasingly design unsuccessful policies and repatriation programs. These policies must affirm
respect for social justice principles, and should address issues of regularisation, equal pay, and
social rights, in line with European values and UN sustainable development goals ‘leaving no one
behind’. Conversely, current anti-migration policies, including migration agreements with third
countries, are frequently politicized with a negative and reductive understanding and intended
to regulate or stop migration or resettling migrants ( Zoomers, 2018).
Migrants' importance in rural areas' demographic and economic revitalisation has been
emphasised: they support the economic framework and social fabric by engaging in activities
ranging from agricultural and pastoral practices to restructuring local heritage and landscape
management, to caring for the elderly local population (Nori, 2018). Therefore, participating in
the everyday life of the rural realities. In fact, this is the focus of the ‘Welcoming Spaces’ project,
when looking at the encounter between locals and newcomers.
Considering the diverse and contested opinions about migrants in rural areas this study aims at
bringing light into the interactions between locals and newcomers and the outcomes of these
encounters.

1.2 Research questions
The above-mentioned analysis brings to development the following research questions:
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GRQ: How does the encounter and interaction between locals and migrants in a welcoming
space affect the revitalisation of the community of Monticchiello1?
SRQ1: Which practices make Monticchiello a ‘welcoming space’?
SRQ2: What were/are the reasons to welcome migrants in Monticchiello?
SRQ3: How is the ‘welcoming space’ experienced by the community of Monticchiello?
SRQ4: What does ‘revitalisation’ mean in the context of Monticchiello?

2. Theoretical framework
2.1 Welcoming Spaces
The first time I got to know this concept was in relation to the Horizon 2020 European project
‘Welcoming Spaces’2. This project aims at understanding ‘how to contribute to the revitalisation
of shrinking areas while also offering space for the successful integration of non-EU migrants’
(Welcoming Spaces). Although it is the name of the project, they do not propose any specific
definition for this concept. del Castillo Peralta (2020) identified 5 main elements to define a
place as a welcoming space: job vacancies available in the village or region, services and
infrastructure availability, housing opportunities, the existence of immigrant pull effect, and
acceptance from the locals.
Keeping these elements in mind I prefer to take a more explorative approach to this concept. In
fact, my first research question aims at defining what makes Monticchiello a welcoming space.
Due to the lack of a theoretical framework to address welcoming spaces provided by literature,
I will look at the practices that construct a welcoming space, the reasons behind those practices,
and the way people experience these interactions.
Furthermore, I will build upon the concept of restanza (Teti, 2011) as an overarching term to
dress welcoming as a process led but the inhabitants of the place. Due to the complexity of this
term, I will develop it in the next section and the relations between welcoming space and
restanza will become more clear.

2.2 Restanza
Several studies were performed on the reasons why people are moving and why they choose to
leave, but little attention has been given to those who decide to stay and why. In the context of
1
2

In the ‘community of Monticchiello’ both migrants and locals are included
Welcoming Spaces - https://www.welcomingspaces.eu/
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shrinking areas that are creating ‘welcoming spaces’, the concept of ‘Restanza’ (Teti, 2011) plays
a fundamental role in understanding the dynamics/relationships between locals and
newcomers.
‘Staying does not have to do with conservation, but requires the ability to
relate past and present, to redeem lost and inhabitable paths, discarded by
modernity, making them alive and relevant again. What was backwardness
yesterday may no longer be backwardness today. The unproductive and
abandoned mountains today offer new resources and new possibilities for
life. For a thousand reasons, staying - and staying for those who have
travelled or those who are coming back - shares the fatigue, the tension, the
nostalgia of wandering [...] Staying means maintaining the feeling of places
and walking to build a new world here and now, even starting from the ruins
of the old. Those who remain are the ones who must provide meaning to the
transformations, who must pose the problem of looking after places,
protecting them, inhabiting them, making them liveable'(Teti, 2019, pp. 2324).
Restanza is a concept the Calabrian anthropologist Vito Teti reported in his book ‘Pietre di pane
- Un'antropologia del restare’, published in February 2011.

The term 'Restanza' is not

understood as inertia and passive resignation, but rather as a ‘conscious choice of life, active
control of territory, care of places as commons’ (Teti, 2011). This word derives from the union
of two Italian terms: ‘restare’ - 'to stay'- and ‘resilienza’ - 'resilience’- and encompasses a dual
dimension. On the one hand, the will of people to stay and to have the courage to both witnesses
the abandonment and decline of their own places and to try to create new opportunities for the
territory and the community in which they live. Moreover, I understand it not only for the people
born in the territory but also for the newcomers that are willing to stay and actively engage with
the territory and the community. On the other hand, the ability to welcome. In fact, those who
stay often see other people arrive, emigrants, as the generations before them were, and others
still are today. In an interview given to the Quodlibet publisher, Teti underlines the importance
of welcoming in the active commitment to keep a place alive, saying that 'the ethics of Restanza
is measured by the arrival of others, by taking care of our own place of belonging, by the need
to have regard, to have a new attention, a particular sensitivity, for our places' (Galati, 2012).
Teti's intention is to overcome the dichotomy between those who leave and those who remain,
highlighting how they need each other. Restanza is understood as an element of travelling in
7

the sense of a landing place for those who arrive or those who come back: travelling and staying,
travelling and coming back are inseparable practices that find meaning in each other in a
continuous dialectic that speaks of integration, encounter, separate lives and reconciliation
(Festival Itaca, n.d.). Restanza is also understood as a form of an encounter between past and
present, between old and new generations, but also among different cultural universes that
would contribute to the place's vitality.

2.3 Revitalisation
More and more people consciously and actively choosing to stay and to engage with the
community and the territory, may contribute to the revitalisation of that place. However, while
searching in the literature, it was hard to find a definition of revitalisation. Looking at the
etymology of the word, revitalisation is intended as the process that gives life back, which makes
shrinking regions grow again and offer people a life they value and aspire to, where they have
access to capital and human rights (Welcoming Spaces). According to Williams et al. (2021),
revitalisation is the process that promotes economic dynamism with the broader aim of building
social capital and fostering social innovation to improve rural resilience. Indeed, in rural areas,
the phenomenon of abandonment and shrinkage strongly challenged rural communities’
resilience (Williams et al., 2021). Accepting that change is something inevitable (Folke et al,
2003) on the one side, and communities cannot control everything that might affect the
community itself on the other, resilience is intended as the community's ability to respond to
change(Ahmed et al., 2004; Gibbon et al., 2002). The response to change is not about
reorganizing the community in order to re-establish how it was in the past, what the term would
mean in biology, but rather about developing and recombining its structures and processes. So
in a similar way as Teti argues that ‘restare’ or staying are not fixed, community resilience is
anything but static, rather a continuous ‘maintenance, adaptation and transformation’ (Magis,
2010). In order to respond to change, communities have access to different resources. Despite
their importance, economic resources are simply one of many resources and cannot, by
themselves, make a community resilient. (Stedman et al., 2004). Social, cultural, human,
political, and natural resources also play a fundamental role in community resilience (Donoghue
& Sturtevant, 2007; Emery & Flora, 2006). As Harrison et al. (2016) underlined, researchers and
policymakers increasingly recognised the importance of measuring and understanding social
wellbeing. In order to entangle the complexity of such a concept, different scholars studied
social well-being from different perspectives such as economics, sociology, neuroscience, and
human needs theory (Harrison et al., 2016). Thus, for the scope and aims of this research, the
concept of revitalisation will draw parallels with the concept of resilience as defined above.
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research design
In this research, I answer the question of how and why the encounter between locals and
migrants affects communities in the specific context of Monticchiello. Following Dotsey &
Lumley-Sapanski (2021) example when dealing with migration, I selected a case study to conduct
a qualitative approach, which allowed me to achieve an in-depth analysis of individual as well as
communitarian experiences in the frame of Monticchiello as a welcoming space. Although a case
study has little external validity and it is not possible to generalize its outcomes, it allows to
deeply understand the specific case of Monticchiello and its peculiarity, uniqueness, and
complexity. Different methods were used to collect data in order to answer the research
questions. Table 1 explains which research question each method answered. The combination
of different data collection methods is aimed at triangulating findings and thus increasing results
validity.

3.2 Data collection and analysis
Table 1Methods by RQs

Research questions

Literature review
and secondary
data analysis

Observations

Semi-structured
in-depth
interviews

GRQ: How is the encounter and
interaction between locals and
migrants affecting the revitalisation
of the community of Monticchiello?
SRQ1: Which practices make
Monticchiello a ‘welcoming space’?
SRQ2: What were/are the reasons
to welcome migrants in
Monticchiello?
SRQ3: How is the ‘welcoming space’
experienced by the community of
Monticchiello?
SRQ4: What does ‘revitalisation’
mean in the context of
Monticchiello?
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3.2.1 Literature review and secondary data analysis
A literature review was performed on the history of the village with particular attention on
when, why, and how the village started to lose its population (including demographic data) and
when, why, and how it started to welcome migrants. Secondary data were collected on similar
initiatives and on their outcomes. Besides historical data, regional and national policies in
relation to migration and its management were reviewed

3.2.2. Observation
Real-life participant observation took place in Monticchiello in order to grasp non-verbal
behaviour. Participant observation allowed me to understand how things were organized and
prioritized, how people related to one another, and what were the cultural parameters in
Monticchiello (Schensul, Schensul & LeCompte 1999). In addition, I aimed at adapting my
interview questions toward culturally relevant topics previously individualized through these
observations (Bernard 2017). I also strolled around Monticchiello to observe people's
interactions and practices
-

Cooperative spaces (mostly touristic office) → direct, unobtrusive/obtrusive

-

Mundane everyday activity → participant observation

-

Services (post office, restaurants, shops) → direct, unobtrusive/obtrusive

The Cooperative of Teatro Povero, which is a civic initiative present in Monticchiello, (see 3.3.2)
is active in different initiatives and runs several activities. By attending and participating in these
activities, I observed the involvement level of Monticchiello inhabitants in community activities,
by paying particular attention to migrants - locals’ interactions, in order to assess social cohesion
and inclusion of Monticchiello inhabitants and to assess both their opinions and behaviours.
Besides cooperative spaces, observations were carried out also while taking part in everyday life
in Monticchiello. Because of the village's small size, everyone already knew that I was a student
working on my master thesis on their community, which meant I did not hide my position in
relation to the community. By participating in everyday life, such as going to work in the square
outside the tourist office, walking around, or going out for a beer in the evening, I could observe
the community without influencing whom I was observing. Due to the difficulty in recognising
migrants and locals, observation was integrated with informal conversations whenever
required.
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3.2.3. Interviews
A total of 18 formal and informal in-depth semi-structured interviews were performed face to
face with different actors of the Monticchiello community such as locals (5), migrants (5), asylum
seekers (1), organizers and administrators of the welcoming space (7) (see Table 2).
Table 2 Info interviewees

WS organizers/administrators
Informant number
WS. 99

Place of origin
San Quirico d’Orcia

Age
30-50

Gender
Male

WS 100

Montepulciano

30-50

Male

WS 101

Rome

>70

Female

WS 102

Monticchiello

>70

Female

WS 104

Monticchiello

>70

Female

WS 112

Milano

30-50

Female

WS 115

Monticchiello

>70

Male

Informant number

Place of origin

Age

Gender

Loc. 103

Monticchiello

>70

Male

Loc. 105

Monticchiello

>70

Male

Loc. 106

Monticchiello

>70

Male

Loc. 107

Milano

30-50

Female

Loc. 114

Monticchiello

30-50

Male

Informant number

Place of origin

Age

Gender

A.s. 111

Senegal

18-30

Male

Migrants
Informant number
Migr. 108

Place of origin
Romania

Age
30-50

Gender
Female

Locals

Asylum seekers
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Migr. 109
Migr. 113
Migr. 116

Romania
Cuba
Cuba

30-50
30-50
30-50

Female
Male
Female

Migr. 117

Argentina

50-70

Female

I started my interviews with a very open question about how participants experienced living in
Monticchiello; I then drove them through some specific questions in order to assess reasons for
the creation of a welcoming space and the participation in the welcoming space and connected
practices which were carried out within the project; to learn about migrants and local people
experiences of the welcoming space, and their ideas on what they consider as Monticchiello
biggest challenge (see Annex 1). Therefore, there was space for people to discuss what they
most found important. The use of open-ended questions was an attempt to build a collaborative
relationship between researcher and researched (Routledge & Derickson 2015).
Interviewees were identified through a combination of snowball sampling and purposive
sampling. The snowball sampling method helped me to start getting in contact with
Monticchiello inhabitants, especially during the COVID pandemic. I asked people from the
cooperative to put me in touch with the inhabitants. In addition, during the time I was in
Monticchiello, I was doing workaway in a local organic farm and I asked Claudio3, the owner of
the farm, to put me in contact with Monticchiello inhabitants. The advantage of being in contact
with Claudio is that as far as I understood, he is often critical toward Monticchiello community,
although part of it. This allowed me to reach a wider range of respondents, not necessarily in
line with the mainstream thoughts of the community, boosting diversity among the participants.
Furthermore, I used purposive sampling to complete my sampling when I noticed that I was
missing some representative samples, for instance with migrants I was careful to include people
of different nationalities, and different gender perspectives.

3.2.4. Photovoice
Reaching through online networks, through cooperative channels and participation, and
through the diffusion of flies, I wanted to ask the community of Monticchiello to shoot pictures
of what represented the reason for them to stay in that place and what kept them there. The
photovoice aimed at providing a visual understanding of the reasons that make people stay in
the community, and it represented a powerful tool to enlighten what the community considered

3

Fantasy name
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as important, issues that might be neglected by the researcher (Wang & Burris 1997). In
addition, this method was suitable for research in which a vulnerable population was involved
as it did not require particular skills such as reading or writing for the local participant (Meenar
& Mandarano 2021; Wang & Burris 1997). The idea of collecting pictures of the place came also
from a desire to leave something tangible to the community subject of the research, with the
idea of a photo exhibition organized at the end of my stay. Unfortunately, this part of the project
could not be fulfilled, for a general reticence/reluctance of interviewees with little participation
to provide their own photographic witnesses. In fact, only two out of 18 actually sent me
pictures.

3.2.5. Data analysis
Deconstruction and reconstruction of field observations, interviews, and document analysis
were used to analyse my data. Interviews were recorded and transcribed in the original language
(Italian), and so were observation notes and secondary data. Through the software Atlas.ti, data
were organised, reduced, described, and labelled in English, to create clusters, in order to
understand:
1. different reasons for the creation of a welcoming space,
2. practices that enable the existence of a welcoming space,
3. the experience of the welcoming space by newcomers and local people,
4. how reasons, practices, and experiences participate to Monticchiello greatest challenge.
5. How is ‘restanza’ enable in Monticchiello community
An overview of data analysis is in Table 3
Table 3 Analysis codes

Code

Subcodes

Practices

Legal support
Emotional support
House support
Government support
Community involvement
Courses
Finding a job
Everyday life
Schooling
13

Teaching traditions
Practices*
Reasons

External request
Government fundings
Welcoming traditions
Humanity/altruism
Free time
Diversity curiosity
Why Monticchiello?

Experiences

Cooperative level
Community level
Locals personal level
Newcomer’s level
Newcomers under local perspective
Social impact/emotions
Demographic impact
Economic impact

Challenge

Depopulation/ageing
Teatro Povero (Identity)
Tourism
Housing
Welcoming project
Newcomers’ contribution to challenge

Restanza

Community engagement
I leave, I welcome
Reasons to stay
Roots
Restanza*

3.2.6. Data management and ethical issues
Interviewed participants had the right to privacy and to their data, and the researcher
guaranteed that the data was comprehensive, transparent, and compliant with privacy and
confidentiality requirements. Hence, this thesis stuck to a tight data management plan. All data
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were collected and analysed by me. Data were stored on my laptop and on a personal external
hard drive. Every single file was named with my initials, the years, and the world ‘thesis’. The
only people that had access to these documents were me, my supervisor Bettina Bock, the
Italian partners of the European project ‘Welcoming spaces’, and a few peers from the master’s
in development and Rural Innovation, involved in the feedback process. Annex 3 contains a full
overview of the data management plan.
As a researcher, my values influence the topic of my research and how I address it. The reason
why I chose this topic was driven by the mediatic case of Riace and its mayor Domenico Lucano,
which has been much discussed in the political debate. The reception model proposed in Riace
is based on an interaction between communities and asylum seekers to create a sustainable and
mutually beneficial situation (Secanechia, 2017). The case of Riace inspired me to address the
potential of welcoming spaces in the revitalisation or shrinking areas. Acknowledging my
position toward the topic of migration, I guarantee the validity of the research through the use
of semi-structured interviews and triangulation of data sources.

3.3 Case study
This paper explores the welcoming space of Monticchiello. I choose this case study from a list of
townss previously selected by the Italian partners of the European project ‘Welcomig Spaces’.
Monticchiello is a village part of the municipality of Pienza, located in the province of Siena, in
Tuscany, central Italy. According to the municipality of Pienza, 460 people are registered in the
town and more than half of the population is over 50 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 Percentage and absolute number of Monticchiello population by age (comune di Pienza, 2021).

However, it is not clear how many of them are really resident at present in Monticchiello. When
I asked around, the most confirmed figure was about 200 inhabitants, with a high percentage of
15

elderlies. This village became famous for the annual theatre play performed by the village
inhabitants called ‘Teatro Povero di Monticchiello’, a social and cultural project born in the
1960s.
In order to understand how and why Monticchiello opened a reception centre, and to be able
to follow the more recent dynamics in becoming a welcoming space, it is essential to look back
at some crucial historical moments in the area. In the spring of 1944, a battle took place in
Monticchiello between the last fascist forces and the growing partisan forces. During the battle,
a group of partisans retreated to the walls of Monticchiello where they were welcomed and
hidden by the villagers. The 'Battle of Monticchiello', as it was called, was an important episode
in the partisan struggle and in the history of the Resistance in Siena province. However, it was
not a solitary event, as looking at Monticchiello past, there are many examples of Resistance in
which the community played a leading role. Probably the most interesting event for this study
was the creation of one of the first community cooperatives, il Teatro Povero, in response to the
depopulation phenomenon that the village was running against. "Following the Second World
War, in the new climate of reconstruction, in the ferment of the new democracy, everything
made us believe in a revival even for small agricultural centres. But this was not the case:
agriculture was sacrificed to industrialisation and the exodus from the countryside took on
alarming proportions in these areas" writes Neri, parish priest of Monticchiello and author of
the book 'Monticchiello - storia di una comunità' (1986) – ‘Monticchiello – history of a
community’. In particular, in the decade 1958-1968, the population of Monticchiello decreased
by 40%, and many agriculture farms in Monticchiello land were abandoned, especially after the
abolishment of sharecropping - mezzadria - in 1964.
Table 4 Monticchiello's inhabitants per year 1595-1975. Neri (1986)

1595

inh.

1151

1650

»

818

1745

»

669

1835

»

614

1935

»

968

1955

»

874

1961

»

633

1968

»

498

1971

»

411

1975

»

385
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The crisis in agriculture lay at the root of depopulation. In the 1960s, in the midst of the
sharecropping crisis and the abandonment of rural areas, the village of Monticchiello found itself
involved in what was defined by many sociologists as 'the Great Transformation', the transition
to the new consumer civilisation by a society that was largely peasant, sharecropping and mostly
tied to working the land (Giglioni, n.d.). The end of the economic and social system that had
characterised Monticchiello existence for centuries meant that work, culture and traditions
were gradually getting lost. As a Resistance project, those who remained began to reflect on
these transformations that threatened to wipe out their community and their identity and put
them together in a theatre performance: Teatro Povero was born with the first performance
held in 1967; it was a form of popular Tuscan theatre, but within a wider project that went well
beyond the staging of a performance, where the actors were first and foremost citizens,
constituent elements of Monticchiello community. For this reason in 1980, Teatro Povero was
established as a community cooperative.

3.3.2 Teatro Povero - Community cooperative
The creation of the Teatro Povero was for Neri (1986) " the most remarkable event in the history
of Monticchiello in recent years.” Teatro Povero began as an attempt by a few willing people to
find a common point of interest for the community, above political and social divisions, and was
later organised as a community cooperative. A community cooperative is a model of social
innovation where citizens are producers and users of goods and services, that have a stable and
lasting impact on the quality of the community’s social and economic life (Ferrari, n.d.). Against
this backdrop, Teatro Povero, in addition to its theatrical activity, began to work in the area
providing many services for the village community, as described hereafter. As a multi-functional
space, the cooperative manages the ‘Granaio’, a former granary where farmers gathered their
cereals, part of which is now used for the TEPOTRATOS Museum4, for the cooperative
headquarters, and a section was transformed into the restaurant Il Bronzino, run by the
cooperative. The building host several services: the cooperative secretary office, a newsagent's
and a copy shop, an emporium with local traditional handicrafts and food and wine products, a
service for the distribution of medicines to citizens, the tourist office, several multimedia
stations for internet access, including assisted access, social and health services at the shop

4

Museum of the Teatro Povero, TEatro POpolare TRAdizionale TOScano - traditional Tuscan folk
theatre.
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Bottega della Salute5. The cellars, now named Sala Aldo Nisi, are used for cooperative meetings,
and band rehearsals and hold the Teatro Povero historical archive.
A community cooperative organised as such, as experienced in other cases (Burini & Sforzi,
2020), is a model that creates synergy and cohesion in a community, valuing the centrality of
human capital, favouring participation and involvement (Scaramuccia, n.d.). On these values,
Monticchiello decided to open a reception centre and welcome asylum seekers. In 2017 it
participated to and won for the first time the call to accommodate 5 asylum seekers. Until
summer 2021, the 'Teatro Povero' cooperative has been involved in reception activities for
asylum seekers, involving them in the theatre and in other activities. Activities that ended due
to a change in the requirements for reception centres.

4 Monticchiello: a welcoming space
In the next chapters I will present an analysis of the welcoming practices that make
Monticchiello a welcoming space, the reasons that lead locals and migrants to engage in
welcoming practices for newcomers, and finally how Monticchiello, as a welcoming space, is
experienced by its inhabitants.

4.1 Practices
Settlement of asylum seekers and migrants takes place within the framework of governmental
practice and policy as well as a receiving community (Dandy, 2009). This chapter explores the
activities carried out in Monticchiello that enable to define Monticchiello as a ‘welcoming
spaces’. In order to put this chapter in order, I begin by making a distinction between the legal
obligations that Monticchiello as a reception centre had towards migrants (in this case therefore
only asylum seekers) and I will then continue with the additional practices that the community
of Monticchiello voluntarily put in place.
Between 2014 and 2017, Italy's migrant reception system could not meet the reception needs
of hundreds of thousands of migrants who were arriving in Italy (Colombo, 2021). Because of
this in those years the CAS (Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria - Extraordinary Reception
Centres) were introduced. CASs were meant to be temporary structures that served whenever
there were "consistent and close arrivals of asylum seekers" (Legislative Decree 142/2015, art.

5

Service that provides support to the population in the most peripheral areas and far from urban centres,
guaranteeing access to public services, promoting citizenship rights with attention to situations of social
and territorial marginality.
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11) and it was not possible to host them in the ordinary system (SAI6, former SIPROIMI7, former
SPRAR8). Notwithstanding the exceptional nature for which these centres were created, CASs
became the ordinary mode of insertion of migrants from 2015 to 2020. In 2019, more or less
three-quarters of migrants were allocated in CASs (Dotsey & Lumley-Sapanski, 2021). CASs could
be managed by both profit and non-profit entities on direct entrustment of the prefectures,
unlike SAI which could be exclusively managed by non-profit entities. Each territorial prefecture
publishes periodic tenders for the allocation of places to be managed in CAS mode (Colombo,
2021). CAS can be managed in collective or widespread reception mode. The first includes
facilities for hundreds of people and the second takes place in smaller facilities spread
throughout the territory. According to one of the interviewees, the former is more of a segregate
type, whereby migrants are placed in these large centres that are generally far from inhabited
centres and therefore have little contact with local people. On the contrary, the widespread
reception aims at integrating people within the community, the model applied in Monticchiello.
This reception model of integration of asylum seekers was declared capable of 'overcoming the
problems of the national system' (Secanechia, 2017).
CASs are financed through the National Fund for Asylum Policies and Services, and until 2018
the reception facilities received a daily fee of 35 euros per person welcomed. This amount was
considerably lowered by the Salvini Decrees in 2018 and 2019 and then raised again by the
Lamorgese reform in 2020. The Teatro Povero of Monticchiello, as CAS managing body, was
required to provide a series of goods and services including accommodation, environmental
cleanliness and hygiene, food (breakfast and two main meals), kitchen equipment, clothing,
linen, and basic personal hygiene products, a telephone card, all financed by state support.
At the opening of the reception center the migrants were welcomed in the 'Foresteria' (see Fig.
2), an apartment managed by the cooperative. Later the cooperative rented an apartment near
the reference figure for migrants’ house. Today they are located inside the old schools, now
transformed into apartments of social housing managed by Pienza municipality, which rented
them to the Teatro Povero to accommodate the migrants. Despite the fact that the reception
centre has been closed and as a result, state funding to cover basic services has ended, the
apartments are still inhabited by the migrants who were asked if they wanted to stay there or

6

Sistema Accoglienza Integrazione

– Welcome and integration system

7

Sistema di protezione per titolari di protezione internazionale e per minori stranieri non accompagnati- Protection
system for people with international protection and unaccompanied forreign minors
8

Sistema di protezione per richiedenti asilo e rifugiati - Protection system for asylum seekers and refugees
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to move to the Chianciano Terme reception centre. Of them, only one has chosen to be
transferred to the centre of Chianciano Terme, while the others decided to stay. After the
closure of the reception centre in 20xx and therefore the end of state funding, the cooperative
still manages one of the two apartments, paying the rent for the 3 migrants who still live there,
while the other apartment is rented independently by three of the migrants who share rent
costs. The issue of how to continue now that the welcome centre has been closed has not been
discussed yet among the cooperative members.

Figure 2 Inside the Foresteria

Alongside the provision of essential goods and services, the cooperative carried out a range of
services for the social integration of migrants. These include the organisation of Italian language
and other training courses, orientation and accompaniment to job placement, support for legal
procedures, emotional support, and involvement in community life through socio-cultural and
sports activities.
Based on a volunteer system, some women in the village organised schooling courses for the
refugees of the reception centre, mainly focused on understanding, reading and writing Italian.
Schooling initially started in San Quirico D'Orcia, a nearby village, where the migrants were
driven by car by volunteers to a school that already existed. A school was then opened in
Monticchiello, with the arrival of more volunteers.
"We moved to Monticchiello and we thought that it was more convenient for the guys to
stay there without having to move to San Quirico, although there they had a bigger group
to relate to.” (WS 101)
Nevertheless, opening a school in Monticchiello required specialised staff or staff who were
somehow able to teach and relate to migrants. Some of the volunteers had previously taught
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both children and teenagers and therefore already had teaching experience. However, in order
to improve the service, training courses were organised for volunteer teachers.
"We did a training course in Chianciano, with a group of French people, […] who taught us
how to approach traumatised people." (WS 102)
Starting from the need to learn the basic Italian language, so as to favour the integration of
arriving migrants, the volunteer teachers then decided to have migrants study to obtain a first
or second-level Italian qualification. Unfortunately, this project could not be completed due to
the Covid-19 pandemic.
Combined with the Italian lessons, there were lessons in mathematics, history and also lessons
on practical everyday-life issues such as “how to read the clock”. To deal with these topics, the
teachers decided to refer to real life in order to facilitate learning. For instance, history was told
not in chronological order but by topics, such as the “history of money”, and coins were often
used to make calculations in maths courses.
"I always looked for topics. For example, in mathematics, I remember, I had money in my
purse and so we counted, one cent, two cents, and three cents. Let's see how you do the
sum, the multiplication on the material, in the real material, and the money was important
to use in reference also to reality. " (WS 104)
In addition, the cooperative organised driving license courses. Mobility is very limited in the area
of Monticchiello, and previously migrants could move around by bus with very few bus services
available during the day or if someone was driving them.
“She helped us with many things. I don't have a car, now she helped us to go around:
outside Monticchiello, to Chiusi.” (A.s. 111)
Indeed, the goal of the driving courses was to help migrants be more independent.
“... we made everyone get their driver's licenses. That’s how you make an independent
life.” (Migr. 113)
Teaching how to get a driver's license was a complicated path since the level of schooling was
still an ongoing process, however, it was quite successful as almost all asylum seekers now have
a driving license.
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Figure 3 Intramural map of Monticchiello

Most of these activities took place in the ‘Granaio’, the cooperative meeting place. When the
migrants lived in the ‘Foresteria’, they were relatively close to it, and this proximity meant that
they did not go around the village as much. A volunteer teacher then decided to take them on a
tour of the village:
" Because I realised that they did not know the town […]. We went through the various
streets, those who were there, those who weren't, to show them the people and also the
houses. The square with the monument, that is, the important place. And the church, the
steps of the church. We showed them the village in a realistic way because otherwise, they
would have shut themselves in." (WS 104)
The migrants got to know the village from the buildings, getting to know the people who lived
there and learning about their traditions. Culinary tradition played an important role in bringing
locals and migrants together. Most of the foreigners in Monticchiello mentioned as the first
thing they learned, was how to make pici, handmade pasta typical of the Val d'Orcia.
"I found these two wonderful women (….)with an authoritative voice and I found myself
very well because they first taught me to prepare pici and later on how to cook also many
local dishes." (Migr. 108)
"I used to make pici, I was taught by a lady, who was over 70 years old. And that was my
first impact." (Migr. 109).

4.2. Reasons
In order to understand the basis of these welcoming practices, I have explored the reasons for
creating a welcoming space in Monticchiello. In reconstructing the story of the creation of the
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reception centre, I asked the Monticchiello inhabitants what were, are, and will be the reasons
that lead them to be welcoming. The necessity to welcome migrants was born the prefecture
started to look a place where to open a reception centre. The prefecture first informed the
municipality of Pienza, to which Monticchiello belongs, but when Pienza refused the community
of Monticchiello began to discuss whether or not to open the reception centre. As an external
request coming from the government, the opening of the reception centre implied state funds
for the project. Therefore, starting from an external request and thanks to the welcoming
tradition part of Monticchiello identity, the reception centre was opened in Monticchiello.
When asked why Monticchiello was the location selected to host the reception centre, the
participants were unanimous in the view that “it is a physiological fact of the town” (Loc. 114),
most of them referred to their naturally innate welcoming traditions rooted in the community
history.
"In my opinion, it's just the innate spirit in people, it's just the way people really are,
probably their life, what they've lived, shared, in my opinion, this infinite capacity is just
in the soul of the people who live in Monticchiello." (Loc. 107)
Monticchiello was mentioned as a special and unique place where this initiative could
develop, it was not random but rather a combination of suitable characteristics.
What they define as ‘innate’ and ‘physiological’ welcoming tradition seems to have roots in the
values of Christian hospitality, in the peasant tradition of mutual assistance, and in left-wing
thinking, which focused on universal values for a humanitarian type of welcome.
“... to say that there is a tradition of welcoming that comes from the Catholic world, and
there is a tradition of welcoming that is more secular, based on an idea, perhaps a bit
naïve, of universal values of humanity […], which has crossed over with a more
humanitarian type of welcome, based on the idea of universal values, which is typical of
leftist thinking.” (WS 99)
“In my opinion so much comes from the peasant tradition, that is, the peasant family,
however, mutual aid and, support, in my opinion, this aspect has characterized so much
of the people of Monticchiello, the way of life, precisely, the help however and always.”
(Loc. 107)
Moreover, Monticchiello community had historically developed a capacity to integrate people
with a migration experience behind it. This was facilitated by the presence of the Teatro Povero
which worked as an “aggregating institution” (Loc. 103). As a clear example of the welcoming
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past, I was told the story of the arrival of psychiatric patients in Monticchiello in the late 70s.
Indeed, in 1978, law n.180, commonly known as “legge Basaglia”, abolished asylums; the need
arose to find a place for psychiatric patients to live (Cresti, 2020). Monticchiello offered the
possibility to host these people in a foster home created in the ex-primary school, which was
then empty as children were fewer and fewer in the village who went to school in the
neighbouring town.
"We, unfortunately, have the school that had been closed because there were fewer and
fewer children here, and so we thought we'd do a theatre play about these people, we
brought them to the square and then they lived here several years, basically in this facility
of ours, which was the former elementary school." (WS 115)
“In Monticchiello there was a foster home for former patients discharged from the
psychiatric hospital. [...] At a certain point, they created foster homes and in Monticchiello
we opened a foster home. We had several people, even older ones who had been in
asylums, then with the Basaglia law, they came out of the asylum and so these facilities
are called family houses. We had this wonderful experience.” (Loc. 103)
The foster home experience was often narrated to introduce the welcoming of refugees in
Monticchiello as a continuous expression of the community identity, drawing parallels between
the willingness to welcome ‘mad people’ at that time and refugees nowadays.
“This experience showed that this was fertile ground for a welcoming, and then it was easy
to welcome migrants.”
However, the proposal to welcome migrants was not welcomed by everyone: the fear of
diversity in culture, way of living, language, nationality, and integrity made some people
sceptical, to the point that one of the interviewees argues: “If we had had a referendum, in my
opinion, they would not have been welcomed." (WS 102). To overcome these fears, a key point
was the presence of the Teatro Povero. Similarly, in the experience with psychiatric patients, the
Teatro Povero composed an autodramma9, in which the inhabitants of Monticchiello staged the
encounter, the difficulties, and the beauty experienced in welcoming psychiatric patients. The
cooperative acted as the institution responsible for the project, as a meeting point for the
community, and as a vector to reconnect to its values. It was the main mediator between the

9

‘Il cavaliere della non rotella’ (The knight of the non wheel).
In Italian rotella- wheel- is a familiar term to describe the brains.

24

newcomers and the locals, acting as a point of reference but also as a safe space to talk and
confront each other.
“It is not only about people being welcomed here, and welcomed well. The important
thing was, the existence of a clearing house for fears, which was the theatre itself.” (WS
99)
“The purpose of Teatro Povero has always been social, towards both the community and
the territory. (…) This discourse about migrants, in the end, brought,… the maximum point
is the discourse of social with the reception of migrants.” (WS 102)
“Monticchiello is necessarily welcoming. For a community that has been doing theatre for
50 years to deal with the world, it becomes easier ... then of course, with someone, it is
easier with someone else it is less easy, but the community more or less always reacts in
the same way.” (Loc. 103)
Aligned with the community values, the reason that prompted/drove Monticchiello inhabitants
to welcome are the values of humanity and altruism. On a personal level, the human value of
helping and welcoming those in need led to the participation of individuals in specific activities
aimed at welcoming and integrating migrants. On one hand as an aspect of the character, on
the other hand, the concern about “what would happen if ‘we’ do not help them?
" First of all because they exist, I don't ask myself why and what's behind it, they are here
and so we have to welcome them which is the best thing for them and for us. There are no
other reasons, in the sense that if we welcome them, they integrate, they are better off,
they learn our ways of living, in short everything is smoother. […] When we met them, they
were really needy of everything." (WS 101)
“It's always been one of my big aspirations. Let's say I have a character aspect to it,
altruistic, sociable. And so. I wouldn't have had problems, I mean I've always done it, I
would have done it with anyone, that's it.” (WS 112)
“When we discovered that the first one who arrived was, [...], this boy did not know how
to read or write, and I really felt bad. This 20-year-old boy. I wondered: what future can
he have, what's going to happen to him?” (WS 102)
The participants demonstrated strong humanitarian commitment to the point that one of them
was willing to take in needy migrants even if it meant going against the law, and brought me the
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example of Mimmo Lucano10, with whom he shares the pride of being more on the side of
human rights rather than the law.
“What should I do? If I leave him on the street, this boy will not have any prospects. He can
go and deal drugs, but a person who is not legal, who does not have identity papers,
therefore who cannot work officially, who is hungry,, what prospects does he have in life?
Therefore yes, I would host people inside my house, even if illegally. I would do something
illegal, but I would be proud of it, I would be proud of it because there is a human value
behind my welcoming.” (WS 100)
Other reasons to actively take part in welcoming activities, mentioned by a few respondents,
were the availability of free time, often combined with the curiosity of understanding different
realities and visualising the contribution they could have to community transformation.
"When they asked me if I was willing to teach Italian, I said OK because it's a life
experience, it's knowledge." (WS 104)
"Getting to know new cultures, integrating them, and having the chance to make
comparisons is fundamental. In other words, it opens up aspects that, unfortunately, if
you're alone in our society, you don't see or grasp, and these are fundamental. Certainly,
that of values. Apart from the whole religious aspect, which is not to be underestimated,
in the sense that obviously everyone is free to think and believe in what he/she/they want.
But in any case, they have in their culture a philosophy of life that probably, by having it
and integrating it with ours would give you many possibilities to overcome and understand
things that happen.” (WS 112)
This commitment to integrating migrants into the community brought to the creation of
emotional bonds and the establishment of friendships which led to the transformation of ‘them’
into ‘us’, prolonging their desires to welcome and possibly make space for their ‘restanza’
through their involvement in the community.
“Because you want them to stay (...) He becomes somehow a friend, part of the group, you
don't want him to risk it so you try to help him.” (WS 99)
Concerning the availability of space for migrants to ‘restare’, some of the participants recalled
the welcoming of psychiatric patients as an experience from which to learn. At the time, when
10

Domenico "Mimmo" Lucano (born 1958) is an Italian politician, who served as the mayor of Riace (South Italy) between 2004 and
2018. He gained international recognition for settling refugees in his village, which was experiencing population decline. In 2021 he
was convicted for aiding illegal immigration, though a strong debate about his innocence shooked public opinion and is still going
on.
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foster homes closed, the psychiatric patients had to leave Monticchiello and find another place
to go. In the memories of some, this was experienced with sadness for not fulfilling their promise
that Monticchiello would be their home. Nonetheless, it represents a point of reflection on how
to continue to welcome, and learning from the past.
“I think there are times in life when you have to mess up. When there are noble reasons...
and that seemed to me a noble reason because when you promise people that this is their
home and then you allow them to leave, that it is not how it should be...” (Loc. 103)
Together with the locals, newcomers also found themselves welcoming those arriving after
them. Amongst the reasons they listed, it often came up that they shared and understood the
choice of leaving everything and going because they had experienced it themselves. This adds
empathy to the reasons to welcome migrants. Furthermore, the fact that migrants are
welcoming other migrants prevents them from being locked in a fixed scheme and they actually
embody the dynamisms and the open pattern of ‘restanza’ that define those who stay and those
who leave (code: ‘I leave-I welcome’).
"It was probably hard for them. To go to another country you have to make decisions. I
also came from far away and if you have decided to leave, it is for a reason." (Migr. 108)
"I can, more than other people, put myself in their shoes, to really feel the suffering of
leaving your homeland, your roots, everything to start from scratch. That's it, I can
understand them more." (Migr. 116)
The idea behind was: “let's welcome these guys, let's create an internal group to take care of
integration: we will grow, we will assist and help them”. (WS 99)

4.3. Experiences
Migrants’ perspective
Moving from another country, changing life, and changing habits is never that easy. In
Monticchiello there are those who arrived as asylum seekers, those in search of work, those for
love, and those for passion. Although they are now happy with their lives, for most of them the
arrival was not easy. For most migrants, leaving not only meant leaving their country but also
their loved ones. Some of them have, 'abandoned' their families, out of necessity, which has
caused them great pain, sometimes resulting in depression.
“It was a continuous pain, also because every time we went outside, I would see a child, a
little girl, I would start to cry. My little girl was a baby, I left her when she was still very
young, but I had to come to be able to obtain these papers to bring her here.” (Migr. 116)
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On the other hand, coming to a place as a 'foreigner' puts them in the position of having to
be accepted. While the two male respondents did not focus on or did not mention so
explicitly their first experiences in Monticchiello, most of the female migrants I interviewed
said that they suffered for different reasons the first impact with the community of
Monticchiello, and they had to “make sacrifices to make themselves known to the community
and gain their trust and respect” (Migr. 109).
Of the migrants I interviewed, the Cuban cook was one of the first migrants to arrive in
Monticchiello in 1999 following her engagement to a Monticchiello man in Cuba (Migr. 116),
and her brother arrived a few years after her, in 2003, to support her. He is now married and
has a son with a local woman (Migr. 113). In 2006, Migr. 108 arrived from Romania in search of
work and she is now married to a man from Monticchiello and has two girls (Migr. 108). In 2010
Migr. 109 and her husband arrived, both from Romania, seeking employment in order to save
money to build a house in Romania; they recently had a child. In 2015 Migr. 117 arrived, from
Argentina/USA, having bought a house in Monticchiello because she thought it was a nice place
where to live. The most recent arrival is A.s. 111, who arrived at the reception centre as an
asylum seeker in 2019 (Fig. 4) and is the only asylum seeker I managed to interview.

Figure 4 Migrants' arrival dates

Because migrants and asylum seekers, do not have access to the same treatments and facilities,
as they are not the subject of specific policies at the national level, nor are they facilitated at the
local level (Membretti, 2018), it is extremely important to distinguish between migrants and
asylum when reporting their experiences in Monticchiello.
The label with which migrants are divided is based on the reason for their migration. Most of
the migrants I interviewed were 'economic migrants'. As Wyszynski et al. (2020) emphasise, this
group of migrants is often labelled as foreigners rather than people in need, therefore affecting
the host society's willingness to help as well as its stereotypes and judgements. Similarly, one
migrant woman reported that she repeatedly heard comments about her as a social climber,
looking at her relationship with a local man as a strategy to enrich herself.
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In addition, it was emphasised that since the Italian language was mostly unknown to the
migrants (just a few similarities with Spanish speakers) it represented a barrier to meeting the
local community. This limitation resulted in the fact that many migrants misunderstood/ felt
misunderstood as several respondents underlined (Migr. 116, Migr. 108, Migr. 109). For
example, one migrant, reported that the fact of not being able to understand people often led
her to think that when people looked at her and laughed, it was to make fun of her. As confirmed
by WS 101 the Italian classes that were organised for the asylum seekers in Monticchiello were
not accessible for the migrants instead, making it further difficult for them to learn the language.
In fact, if Italian classes were organised for asylum seekers, no specific practices were put in
place to facilitate migrant learning. As an alternative, they made use of different tools for their
learning; many of them mentioned the use of the television and radio as tools to learn Italian.
Nowadays most of them can perfectly speak and understand Italian, besides the last arrival who
is still learning.
Although Migr. 117 defines Monticchiello as an open community for those who participate in it,
not everyone participates in the same way. When I speak of participation/involvement in the
community, I am referring to both participation in the cooperative's activities (mostly related to
the summer theatre play: acting, Bronzone's tavern, stage building, organisation...), and
everyday participation in village life. Having made this distinction, the level of migrants'
involvement in community activities differs mainly according to the availability of work and the
individuals' character.
However, the collected data show that gender influences how a migrant participates in the
community. The interviews show that male migrants (in my case a migrant and an asylum
seeker) tend to be part of groups formed almost solely by one gender (in this case male), such
as evenings at the ARCI club or playing on the Monticchiello football team. While female
migrants participate in mixed-gender activities in the community, such as meeting in the square,
the band, the Bronzone tavern, and chatting at the grocery store. While none of my respondents
participated in the summer theatre performance, two-woman migrants stated that, although
they do not have time to participate in the summer theatre play because they are too busy with
work, they are/would be happy to have their children participate in the theatre play.
In addition, each migrant, in his/her own way, established more or less strong bonds with
individuals or groups of people in the town. Migr. 109 is very grateful to her neighbour for the
support she gave her during Covid-19, during her pregnancy, and after the birth of her son.
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"I had no mother when I gave birth, I had no one. But I had Chiara11 who is my neighbour,
who is like my mother, who really helped me." (Migr. 109)

Figure 5 The first Christmas in the square with migrants from Gambia (WS 102)

A.s. 111 likes the community because of the presence of good people like Giulia, the manager
of the reception centre who has become his friend, as well as the people in the work
environment and WS 99 who organised a drums Christmas holidays evening in the square (Fig.5).
Apart from his participation in the ARCI club, Migr. 113 found a way to put his passion for hunting
into practice by joining a group of local hunters. Migr. 116 slowly began to see/recognise the
beauty of Monticchiello and through the theatre and the cooperative she found a way to engage
with the community. Given her employment at the village grocery store, Migr. 108 is often in
contact with various local people. She is curious and often uses short interactions in the grocery
store to ask what recipes they will cook with the ingredients bought. This has been a great help
for her in learning the culture and language in her new home and in making her feel part of their
everyday life.
Here, almost all participants can call Monticchiello home. Migr. 108 says that when she goes
back to Romania, her country of origin, she feels like a foreigner, she is no longer local there,
and this according to her is because she found another home, Monticchiello. At the same time,
many of the migrants still feel a deep connection with their country of origin. For example Migr.
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116 says “I love Monticchiello but I love Cuba [...], my world is always where my roots are” and
she feels she has two homes, one is Monticchiello, the other one is Cuba, where she needs to
go back every now and then to “recharge her batteries”. There are those who planned from the
start to return to their home country (Migr. 109), but they were charmed and happily surprised
by the community life they experienced in Monticchiello. Yet after the birth of their son (Migr.
109 and her husband), if there was a real possibility of buying a house, they would think about
it, because:
"Here, we practically are all one large family, whether it's a celebration or a misfortune,
or whatever it is [...], but while my husband is very often away at work, someone is always
there!" (Migr. 109)
For asylum seekers, the situation is different and more complicated. The guy I interviewed was
still waiting to be called by the judge to get his papers and recognition of his asylum-seeker
status. This represents a great uncertainty for him about his future in Monticchiello. Yet,
following the closure of the reception centre, faced with the choice to go to a new reception
centre in the neighbouring town of Chianciano or to leave the reception programme and to stay
in Monticchiello, he chose the latter. He would like to go back to labour the land as he did in
Senegal and he is determined to stay in Italy. His determination is so strong that now that Italian
courses are no longer available in Monticchiello, he decided to use his day off and his money to
attend an Italian language course in the nearby village.
Overall, the migrants experienced Monticchiello as a place to stay. Not only as a physical place
to stay but also as a community to engage with. Whether it be with the effort of learning the
local language or becoming the 'Cuban' cook cooking traditional dishes at the village restaurant
or sending their children to take part in the summer theatre play or playing in the village band.
Their experiences transformed them into Monticchiello citizens, not just inhabitants, with all the
responsibilities this entails. How are the other citizens experiencing the arrival of newcomers?
Host society perspective
Similar to what was described above, the first impact with the asylum seekers was experienced
by the locals as a shock. One of the first stories I was told was about the arrival of the asylum
seekers in Monticchiello, on a day when a funeral was being celebrated in the village. The hearse
was next to the church, and as soon as the refugees saw this Mercedes 'nice big car' they started
taking selfies with the hearse. “How rude and disrespectful at such a sensitive time”, locals
thought, as reported by WS 100. There were already doubts about the ability of a small town to
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include foreigners into the community (WS 102) in addition to the distrust towards those who
are ‘different' (WS 104), and yet:
"Experience helps you to overcome preconceptions and barriers" (Loc. 103)
There are many testimonies I collected about the disappointment of negative expectations
towards the migrants, "because when you get to know them things take another turn" (WS 102).
The difficulties encountered were not lacking, especially at the beginning. These difficulties
came from the same barriers the migrants themselves experienced, as reported above. They
spoke a different language, came from a different world, and therefore had a different way of
looking at life, different cultural parameters, different education, and different habits (WS 100,
WS 102, WS 101). Cultural differences constituted a strong barrier in the man-woman encounter
and relationship (all asylum seekers are men). As assumed by my participants, in asylum seekers’
culture, women are docile, passive, and obedient, the opposite of Monticchiello women,
according to (WS 100)), who defines them as very emancipated. This discrepancy in the
perception of roles led to clashes on an individual, person-to-person level and was addressed
with mediation on both sides. On the one hand, volunteers explained, face to face, to the asylum
seekers why the local girls often reacted aggressively to their behaviour, by discussing the role
of women in Italian society. On the other hand particular sensitivity towards asylum seekers was
asked of the local girls, which did not mean putting up with inappropriate behaviour, but
discreetly discussing it without publicly humiliating the asylum seekers. Mediation and
understanding were the meeting point between these two different worlds. In the end, they did
not want to be rude by taking selfies with the hearse, they didn't know the meaning of it. For
them, it was just a luxurious big car, and in addition to where they come from, dead bodies, if
all goes well, are put inside the white overalls and buried in the ground (WS 100).
By zooming out on specific events and trying to grasp events from a different perspective, the
impact of asylum seekers' arrival in Monticchiello resulted in an integration of the foreigner (WS
112). On the one hand understanding and learning from the other, and on the other hand,
disappointing negative expectations.
Those who worked in close contact with asylum seekers, the Italian teachers, the managers of
the reception centre, and those who worked with migrants are those who told me about a more
personal impact. Even there, the first impact was complicated. On the one hand, the
understanding of facing people who were in need, "who had a tragic experience of
abandonment behind them and therefore were also quite reluctant” (WS 101), prompted them
to help. On the other hand, “in the beginning, it was really difficult” (WS 101), because of the
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lack of commonly spoken language, but also because of completely different cultures and
realities. As the first people who arrived at the reception centre only spoke French and some of
them only their original language, communication was not facilitated. But this was not the only
obstacle:
“The difficulties were many. First, because of the language […] and then also these worlds
that are so different, and on both sides, everyone wanted to stay in his own world" (WS
102)
The difficulties faced by the volunteers were not only in relating to asylum seekers but also in
managing the volunteer work. Such as the need to organize training courses for the Italian
teachers, because they were teaching but no one had told them how or in what direction to go,
"we were going by trial and error, we didn't know whether to simply go on theory and that's it
or to give more comprehensive information and education classes." Indeed, the schooling
activities were carried out by volunteers who organized themselves to do the Italian classes.
That meant often clashing with people who did not arrive on time because they had no
perception of time or schedules. One of the teachers acknowledged the lack and therefore the
need for an official structure, that made the attendance of the courses for asylum seekers
compulsory, arguing: "I am in school, but I am not able to pick up students, someone was needed
to do it for me" (WS 101), referring to the fact that asylum seekers did not always show up on
time or just showed up sporadically for classes.
Being with these guys also meant being close to them during the most difficult moments. In
particular, the bureaucratic procedures, which for the way the Italian bureaucratic system is
organised, are complex and do not always run linearly. often difficult to understand and handle.
The complexity of the application process for the residence permit was not understood by the
asylum seekers, who could not understand why someone who arrived after them obtained the
papers sooner. This resulted in a lack of trust in the reference figure for the centre, who
emphasised a sense of sadness in front of the migrants who felt she was not doing enough to
support them.
"It is one of the most difficult aspects to be close to them because all the time it is not easy
to explain and for them to understand, also because they really come from a place where
bureaucracy does not exist, they don't even know what it is. It is therefore difficult, and
often they don't understand it … Then I stopped taking it personally because I was hurt by
it. But they also really experience it as a lack of trust” (WS 112)

33

Trust was very important to her because their relationship was based on it. Over time, strong
bonds were formed between the asylum seekers and the volunteers, "we started having a close
relationship with these guys by teaching Italian, but really becoming friends. We got to know
each other with our characters, with our expectations. Slowly it became a very close relationship"
(WS 102). All things considered, the experience was positive, and volunteers would repeat it
again. They actually feel unhappy that the centre was closed because they were benefitting from
it. All the volunteers expressed a sense of "constant gratification for every achievement" (WS
104). They said they were emotional when faced with a boy, illiterate, opening a book and
starting to read although “everyone was convinced, he could neither read nor write. And then
one day he opens a book and reads." (WS 104). They felt the same emotion of gratification when
seeing them acting on stage next to each other or seeing them able to write a postcard to send
home. These feelings were coming with the consciousness that they were participating in the
“growth of a world, a different world, a positive world” (WS 104).
As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, there were doubts regarding Monticchiello's
ability to welcome asylum seekers, there were doubts as to whether the “community would
have been able to integrate them [...], though it was very possible” (WS 102). The community
experienced it as "a practice of integrating the foreigner" (WS 112). The people from the
reception centre “all want to work” (WS 115) and help out as much as they can. Some of them
by working in private companies and others in collaboration with the cooperative, such as in the
cycle workshops and the Bronzino restaurant. All this made it possible to build “a certain
projected economy” (WS 101) around this reality, partially with the creation of new jobs and also
thanks to state funding that provided economic support to the Teatro Povero. As a final
outcome, Monticchiello community felt:
“Repaid for the sacrifices we have made, even if they are not sacrifices because for people
they are not sacrifices. They have repaid with the behaviour of moral and honest people."
(Loc. 105-Loc. 106)
Regarding migrants who do not have the status of asylum seekers or are not asking for it, the
discourse was very different. I found it difficult to report data on this group of people as few of
my respondents actually identified migrants as the newcomers. Many of them answered me like
this:
“I took it for granted that Migr. 109 was from Monticchiello. That's why I didn't even
think about it.” (Loc. 114)
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This ease of forgetting who the newcomers are going hand in hand with Monticchiello habit of
integrating people from outside. Easier with migrants than with asylum seekers because there
is less difference and more cultural exchange and meeting points.
Therefore, the encounter between the local population and migrants and asylum seekers takes
place in different ways, but with the ultimate outcome or goal of feeling part of the same
community.

5 Community challenge
The people part of Monticchiello community are people who have decided to live there.
attachment to places, the participative-associative dimension The reasons for staying
mentioned by my respondents range from the physical characteristics of the village, which lead
them to fall in love "with the stones, you fall in love with the roofs, with standing next to the
church, with the bell" (Loc. 103), to the attachment to places through participative-associative
dimension in Monticchiello, which for instance lead Loc. 107 to go back and forth between the
city where she studied and Monticchiello because of the commitment she had made to the
community. The band, the theatre, the piazza, the cooperative, and the welcoming, together
are all practices and values that make the inhabitants of Monticchiello feel they belong to a
place, its community, and its identity. This sense of belonging and willingness to carry on this
very special community has in the past played a key role in Monticchiello's survival.
However, if in the 1960s Monticchiello had resisted what seemed a destiny impossible to avoid,
nowadays it is difficult to place it within the debate on shrinking rural areas. On the one hand,
high-quality food and wine production, a strong environmental and landscape value as part of
the UNESCO world heritage12, and the presence of the theatre, made Monticchiello an attractive
area. On the other hand, its distance from the centres of essential services, because
Monticchiello has lost and continues to lose its services (WS 99), in addition to an aging
population and a weak labour market, makes it rightfully belong to shrinking rural areas (Berti,
2017). The first time I visited Monticchiello was in August 2021 on the occasion of the summer
theatre performance, I arrived in a beautiful village full of life, with 'Piazza Commenda' (see
Figure 3) packed with people eating at the Taverna del Bronzone. In October the scene was very
different. Still, some people around were easy to recognise because they were always the same,
but way less. This is strong evidence that Monticchiello does suffer from depopulation and
ageing of the villagers but not from poverty and abandonment. Hence the importance to
12

Val dìOrcia- UNESCO world heritage centre
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understanding when talking about Monticchiello revitalisation, what is needed? To answer this
question, I asked my respondents what they perceive as the biggest challenge that Monticchiello
is/will face in the coming years, and what can be migrants’ role in this challenge.

5.1 Which one?
Several challenges were mentioned by the respondents in relation to depopulation, the survival
of the Teatro Povero, and tourism. All of these challenges were related to a loss of identity (see
Figure 6)

Figure 6 Monticchiello's challenges

Most of those interviewed spoke of a depopulating village, especially in the area inside the city
walls. The trends that the population identified, that constitute challenges for the village's
future, are a strong ageing of the population and few young people remaining. “The population
of Monticchiello", says one interviewee, "is 80% elderly" (Migr. 108). This part of the population
experienced the creation of the Teatro Povero, its community, and its identity. Elderly people
represent the root of the community. However, they are a segment of the population that “by
force of circumstances will no longer be there” (WS 112). Alongside the sorrow of the death of
the elderly comes the fear of losing one's roots and culture, especially among young people.
"When I talk to people like Arturo, who is 85 years old, and they have lived this reality for
85 years. For us, they are fundamental because they are our roots, so if you lose those you
lose the authenticity of the thing.” (WS 112)
Besides the ageing of the population, the process of depopulation underlined by the interviewee
include also a lack of young people.
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"We have a problem because we are few. And because young people are no longer there.
Now there are very few young people, some young people who were there are leaving.”
(WS 115)
The great challenge of keeping young people in a "community that otherwise becomes sclerotic"
(Loc. 103) goes hand in hand with the challenge of involving them in the activities of the Teatro
Povero. If in the past, the performance used to be a moment of celebration in the village, "now
it has become a bit more complicated and tiring, because young people do not participate" (WS
115). Therefore, it appears that not only there are fewer young people, but also fewer young
people involved in the activities of the Teatro Povero theatre play. According to one of the
interviewees, this is due to a generation gap:
"Those after me have no idea even what theatre is, how it came about. There is no
attachment, there really isn't. I mean we are here because it is a beautiful town and we
are fine, we were born and raised here, but there is no sense of belonging." (WS 112)

Figure 7 Symbol of welcoming for Loc. 103

If young people fear losing their roots, the elderly fear for the future of what they have built:
the Teatro Povero, and its identity of solidarity and resistance. The depopulation of the village
has greatly affected, as previously mentioned, participation in the theatre play. "The theatre in
the 1980s had 80 people. Now there are about 40 of us in the square” (Loc. 103). Their concerns
are directed towards a project, their project, which sees fewer and fewer people participating
in it, identifying how to "carry on all that has been built up over 50 years of work. That is, this
discourse of Teatro Povero as this whole structure that we have managed to put up" (WS 102)
as the greatest challenge. However, this concern is also shared by the young community:
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"In my opinion certainly the discourse of the theatre, how carrying on the life of the village,
how to carry on the life of the theatre and everything connected to that, in short, the life
of the community" (Loc. 107).

As mentioned before in the section, Monticchiello stands out for its touristic assets. By being at
the centre of the Val D'Orcia, a UNESCO world heritage site, Monticchiello managed to
overcome its isolation through tourism. This development strategy resulted in the village filling
up with people. However, many come but few stay (WS 115). While for many, tourism
represented a turning point from a mainly economic point of view, the dimensions it has now
taken are beginning to raise concerns. Some rumour that the town “in 30 years it will become a
holiday home” (Loc. 105-Loc. 106) if measures are not taken. That “little by little everything will
become a B&B because every house that empties becomes a hotel” (Migr. 117). Houses that are
not inhabited by young people who decide to leave the community or left by elderly people who
die are undergoing a process of gentrification that makes them inaccessible to the local
community (WS 99). This led to a "real housing problem" (WS 99) with expensive renting and
buying costs. This challenge was particularly highlighted by migrants, who experience first-hand
this barrier to their 'staying' in Monticchiello. Newcomers (including migrants) can arrive, but
even if they wanted to stay, in most cases they cannot afford the high rent prices (Migr. 108).
In this situation, there are those who keep seeing Monticchiello's future in tourism, but with a
bitter taste in their mouth of an unwanted transformation.
"At some point, the community will be dedicated to tourism. But the risk is that as there
are fewer and fewer people living inside the walls, so the spaces will be more and more
touristy [...] the future will still be bright, but it will be something else, something else
compared to what it was” (Loc. 103).
It follows that "finding new levers who can take the community forward" (WS 112) in its entirety
is thus the challenge of Monticchiello and of the cooperative of Teatro Povero. Because as a
community cooperative, “If the community disappears, you disappear too, and you have not
even fulfilled what is perhaps one of your institutional identity mandates, as in, you were born
for this, to help make this community live, survive, improve” (WS 99)
In summary, according to the respondents, the biggest challenge for Monticchiello is to have
people who are actively involved in the community, which can dynamically ensure the
maintenance of its identity by being able to innovate and reinvent itself according to its values.
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5.2 Migrants’ participation in the challenge
In the frame of this research, it is important to understand how migrants are part of the
community challenge, so as to understand what is their contribution to Monticchiello
revitalisation. It is interesting to see how, once migrants arrived and integrated in Monticchiello,
because they are part of the Monticchiello community they become "themselves part of the
challenge [...] they are Monticchiello, so they are fully part of this challenge.” (Loc. 107)
In a village that is depopulating, new arrivals contribute to increasing the number of inhabitants.
In the specific case of Monticchiello, yes migrants have contributed to the demographic level, in
fact, there are four families with children among them, but their impact goes further, or rather
it does not stop there. Parallel to newcomers’ demographic contribution, the encounter
between them and locals has above all a social and cultural outcome as mentioned in
experiences collected in my interviews. The concept of 'Restanza' is very much present in their
choice to live in Monticchiello. The component of necessity appears to be closely linked to that
of choice. Migrants have chosen Monticchiello as a place to live (some for more, some for less
time), and the asylum seekers allocated by chance to Monticchiello, faced with the choice of
whether to stay or not, have actively decided to stay. Like anyone who spends sufficient time in
Monticchiello to make themselves part of its community, the newcomers have contributed and
participated in all those practices and activities that keep the village's soul alive. Not only that,
just as they took part in Monticchiello activities, they did the same with its values. And this is
how those who have been welcomed begin to welcome, in a continuous spiral that offers the
possibility of expressing Monticchiello identity as a welcoming space and opening a glimmer of
light on its future.

6 Discussion
6.1 Welcoming space
Welcoming spaces is a term often used in the European project Horizon 2020 ‘Welcoming
spaces’ project. Some studies first attempted at defining this concept. For instance, del Castillo
Peralta (2020) tries to identify the main requirements for a welcoming space. Therefore, the
definition of the concept of welcoming space is open and context-dependent.
This research approaches the term welcoming space from two pillars the institutional and legal
framework and the cultural and social practices of welcoming. Within them, three main
elements affecting being a welcoming space stand out from my results. First, different types of
migrants are welcomed and experience the welcoming space differently. Second, institutional
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and legal frameworks have room for interpretation. Although there are specific rules for the
functioning of the reception centres, they still have the capacity to manage the migration flow
to make it more or less welcoming. Finally, my results stress the importance of social and cultural
values in performing a welcoming space.
Different types of migrants came to the area of Monticchiello, and locals’ reactions changed
over time and in relation to the various migration groups. This research shows how integrating
people from similar cultural backgrounds was relatively easy in Monticchiello community.
Conversely, the challenges of meeting people from very different worlds, as in the case of asylum
seekers, are much greater and the integration process more complex. This confirms the findings
of Gretter et al. (2017) that together with this research highlight the specific relations
established among different types of migrants.
The Extraordinary Reception System (CAS) has been strongly criticised as it is often run for profit
at the expense of its purpose of receiving and integrating asylum seekers. As Membretti (2018)
and Lumley-Sapanski (2022) acknowledge, CASs are often of big dimension (>WS 100 asylum
seekers), lacking adequate skills, deficient in reception, assistance, and education services, and
sometimes guilty of mistreatment and exploitative practices. Furthermore, asylum seekers'
ghettoization in marginalised facilities creates the basis for the development of social feelings
of mistrust towards the marginalised population by the locals (Secanechia, 2017). Conversely,
this research shows a different scenario. Although being a private entity, the cooperative of
Monticchiello applied a widespread reception model with the aim of migrant inclusion and
integration within the community.
The findings of this research, in line with Löffler et al. (2014), underline that the social and
bureaucratic difficulties to social inclusion and integration need recognition. Even though official
policies prioritize helping refugees and migrants adjust to new communities while ignoring the
needs of the local population as they acclimate (Dandy, 2009), the Monticchiello community's
willingness to welcome made it easier. In fact, the historical and social structure and identity of
the cooperatives of Teatro Povero facilitated the reception centre opening and the welcoming
practices. This proves that depending on the values underpinning a reception centre, it may or
may not result in the integration of the migrant.
Anyhow, it is crucial to foster a supportive social atmosphere that promotes mutual trust
between residents and newcomers to overcome the diversity fear that often accompanies
newcomers. Researchers have uncovered instances of coping mechanisms to get over these
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challenges by providing a system of noneconomic incentives, to welcome asylum seekers as
happened in the case of Monticchiello’s CAS (Löffler et al., 2014). Therefore, the case of
Monticchiello demonstrates how the opening of a reception centre in a welcoming context
enhances fostering inclusiveness instead of profit.
In fact, as this research proves, welcoming practices mirror the values behind it, which also
influence the experience of both locals and asylum seekers based on mutual exchange. The
promotion of autonomous pathways to integration at work, the opportunities for connection,
and the construction of shared projects with the local community carried out in Monticchiello,
have made the CAS of Monticchiello a positive exception to this criticised type of reception, if
not a model of integration capable to overcome the limitations of ‘traditional’ CAS (Altin, 2019;
Secanechia, 2017). Values, practices, and experiences are linked and intertwined for the success
of a reception centre.
This finding has important implications for developing further discourses and research on
migration and its contribution to shrinking areas' revitalisation. Very often migrants'
contribution to revitalisation via economic growth is used as a promotion for the process of
welcoming. This is indeed very important in the rural development debate. However, this case
study brings to attention a different perspective, namely that of the human value of welcoming
that goes beyond economic profit and focuses on social revitalisation. The importance of this
result lies in giving the principle of welcoming a more solid and resilient basis. Citizens' initiatives
like that of Teatro Povero will not stop if the economic benefits of welcoming fail to materialise
but will continue to exist and resist as long as human beings are at the centre when it comes to
welcome, as demonstrated in this research.

6.2 Restanza – staying forever or staying engaged?
Rural areas face particular challenges that make it tough to involve new inhabitants and keep
them there. An important finding of this study was that understanding why people stay in
particular places strongly depends on local social structural elements. In fact, if poor social
cohesion and a reduction of the social network, entail a loss of population and a reduction in
trust among the community (Bell, 2009; Morrison, 2003), civic associations foster community
involvement and civic engagement (Irwin, Tolbert & Lyson, 1999). The cooperative of Teatro
Povero, as confirmed by Ubels et al. (2019), is an example of how civic initiatives that bring social
innovation facilitate the process of embedding people in places.
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In addition to connection to place, Kanakis et al. (2019) identify connection to people as another
reason for people to stay. The uniqueness of these relations is what made Monticchiello
inhabitants feel part of a special reality, similarly to what Kanakis et al. (2019) report
“participants' connection to people and place were perceived as factors that may not have been
possible in other communities”. To further elaborate on these findings the contribution of this
research is the addition of another dimension connection to community. In fact, connection to
community results to be the outcome of both connection to place and connection to people,
creating a strong sense of belonging, commitment, and uniqueness, leading to a decrease in the
desire to leave and an increase in the decision to stay (Kanakis et al., 2019; Trentelman, 2009).
The idea of community in Monticchiello stands out beyond people and place. Being the
connecting factors of both and an overarching element that keeps together the identity of its
inhabitants. This research puts community at the core of the two main aspects of my application
of ‘restanza’: the willingness to stay and the capacity to welcome.
According to Pezzi & Urso (2018) in order to ensure demographic stability in local areas, a stable
core of the population must be maintained. My findings stress the idea that feeling part of the
community is what makes people stay (Kanakis et al., 2019). Conversely, bringing in the concept
of restanza, I argue that in the context of Monticchiello, the distinctive factor for demographic
stability is that people who currently live in the place are active citizens. And is this factor the
one turning Monticchiello into a welcoming space rather than a mere dwelling.
Further, this research moves forward in the aspect of capacity to welcome that ‘restanza’ brings
in origin. The findings point to how people who are not planning to stay forever, can be active
citizens in revitalizing the place, by actually playing a key role in the community. Therefore,
active citizens that might leave can support the willingness to stay of others by revitalising and
by welcoming.

6.3 Strengths and limitations
Theory reflection
The core theoretical approach to this research is the concept of restanza. Restanza as explained
by Teti is built on the willingness of people to welcome newcomers and on the decision of people
to stay. Based on the results of this research and sustained by the main aspect of restanza, I
consider restanza an appropriate concept to address issues related to welcoming and
revitalization.
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However, after the fieldwork and the analysis phase, I realized how this concept was too narrow
in the case of Monticchiello. The main constraint was the fact that I found newcomers
performing restanza by being involved in welcoming practices and active citizens of the
community as much as people born there. Simultaneously, there are people performing
restanza who did not take the decision to stay forever, and although they know they will leave
the place they are still part of the revitalisation of Monticchiello.
In order to overcome these constraints, this research included newcomers as actors of restanza
as well as engaged citizens regardless of their willingness to stay in the long term. I consider
these additions relevant for a successful analysis of my research. Therefore, I suggest future
research to integrate this approach in the application and exploration of the concept of restanza.
Besides the term restanza, there are two main concepts that accompany this research:
welcoming space and revitalisation. Welcoming space is a term that still need to be explored
and better defined. However, this research brings new insights into its definition, stressing the
key role of the social and cultural dimension in the definition of a welcoming space. Hence,
cultural and social aspects should be further addressed in future research regarding welcoming
spaces.
As said in the theoretical framework also the boundaries of revitalisation definition are not clear
in the literature. Thus, I proceeded by synonymous terms. This really helped me to find
interesting literature and in connecting different concepts to the one of revitalisation. Due to
the complexity of the term and the multiple perspectives you could look at in this process, I
struggled when it came to applying it to my data. In order to overcome this confusion, I
contextualized revitalization in Monticchiello by directly asking my participants what
Monticchiello challenge was and therefore its possible solution. This really helped me to locate
the process of revitalization within my case study. This research underlines the importance of
qualitative research to describe context-specific realities that are present in rural areas.
Nevertheless, further context-specific analysis of revitalisation process might help in the
development of a clear definition of this concept.
Reflection on the research process
In this section, I will reflect on my fieldwork experience, my methodology, the analysis part, and
my positionality. As stated in the methodology chapter, I took a qualitative approach based on
a case study. This approach allowed me to deeply discover the reality of Monticchiello, its
community, and the welcoming process on an everyday basis. In order to do so, I moved to the
town for two months which helped me to get in contact with my respondents and to ‘participate’
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in their community life. However, during the research process I encounter some limitations that
I will explain in the following paragraphs.
Firstly, I would like to reflect on my personal experience in Monticchiello. During my fieldwork,
I started to question my perception of rural areas and how they were romanticised in my
imagination. I encountered and experienced a lot of difficulties living in such a small town,
similarly to what I explored in the literature as reasons for people to leave, as well as the feeling
of being a newcomer in an already established community. Although, with struggles, I took these
negative feelings as a push to investigate why people choose to stay and how people welcome.
These triggers thoughts related to how could I use my personal experience for my research.
Because of my initial approach to this research, I found limitations to taking a more
autoethnographic approach. After this research, I consider that a researcher exploring the issue
of welcoming space as a foreigner could use personal experience as data for the research.
As I was a foreigner for the community, I was as well a foreigner for the asylum seekers. Among
my participants, I managed to interview only one asylum seeker. This is because they were
reluctant to be interviewed due to negative past experiences they had. Being part of such a s
special reality as the one of Teatro Povero already exposed to many journalists that wanted to
report on them, which often meant retracing memories of the past that were painful. Because
of that, they refused to talk with me. Although I explained that I would have not asked anything
of their life besides their experience in Monticchiello, I did not manage to collect more
participants. This could have been overcome by spending more time in Monticchiello letting me
know more and gaining their trust. Unfortunately, was not possible due to the limitation of time.
Regardless of the limitation and constraints, I managed to conduct 18 in-depth interviews that
allowed me a successful development of the research. This was only possible due to the fact of
being on the field living there for two months.
Semi-structured interviews have been proved as a successful tool for qualitative data research
as they allow the collection of open responses in a structural order (Oana-Ramona, ILOVAN &
Iulia, DOROFTEI, 2017). Nonetheless, the analysis of such interviews is affected by my personal
biases as a researcher. In this regard, I am aware that my positionality might affect the internal
validity of this research because my knowledge experience, and values affect the way I look at
the data. However, I guaranteed the validity of the research with the use of different data
sources such as literature review, participant observation, and 18 interviews with diverse
participants ensuring triangulation.
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This research has addressed the issue of welcoming space in rural shrinking areas from a
qualitative approach of a case study. The findings of this research underline the complexity of
this process identifying several aspects influencing welcoming space and the revitalisation of
rural areas. Furthermore, I consider that such complex processes need to be further researched
starting by better defining the concepts and analysing the process in new case studies. European
projects like ‘Welcoming space’ and ‘Matilde’ are important steps taken in this field and
represent the relevance of this topic at the European level.

7 Conclusion
The aim of this research was to identify how the creation of a welcoming space is affecting the
revitalisation of the community of Monticchiello. This aim was achieved by exploring the
welcoming practices put in place in Monticchiello, the reasons behind these practices, and the
experiences of both locals and newcomers resulting from their encounters.
Results showed a distinction between the opening of a widespread reception centre and the
creation of a welcoming space as Monticchiello is. Specifically, the last one, on top of providing
basic services, is characterised by the implementation of a series of initiatives, aimed at the
integration of the newcomer. Welcoming practices take place through schooling courses,
emotional, legal, and financial support, and it is realised in a full involvement of the newcomer
within the community.
The main reasons to welcome migrants in Monticchiello are based on solidarity and on the
historical welcoming traditions of the town. The existence of a civic initiative such as Teatro
Povero is a key element in making Monticchiello a welcoming space by mediating between locals
and newcomers and providing space for community building. The values sustaining the
community of Monticchiello and the existence of Teatro Povero, make the welcoming process
rather a human act than an opportunity for making a profit in the studied case.
The encounter between locals and newcomers presented difficulties and challenges because of
cultural differences. This research highlights how cultural conflicts can be overcome through
positive experiences that lead to inclusion in the community. Moreover, participation in
initiatives such as Teatro Povero enhances positive interactions that trigger the welcoming
process.
The main challenge to the revitalisation of Monticchiello is the loss of identity due to ageing and
depopulation of the town, reduce participation in Teatro Povero among young people, and
increase tourist activity that hinders access to housing. The main finding of this research is that
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migrants are actually perceived as part of the challenge itself as much as the other inhabitants.
Furthermore, by welcoming newcomers the identity of Monticchiello based on its historical
welcoming traditions is reinforced.
Restanza has proved to be a correct theoretical framework to assess the welcoming process and
revitalisation as it directly addresses both processes together. This research highlights how
enacting restanza and thus connecting both locals and newcomers to the community
contributes to the revitalisation of Monticchiello.
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Annex
Annex 1- Interview guide
Introduction
Hello, my name is Francesca Furlan, I am a master student at Wageningen University and I
would like to interview you for my master thesis on the impact of welcoming spaces in rural
shrinking areas. I want to understand if you are part of the initiative, why, in which way and
how do you experience it. Next do that I am also interested in understanding if migrant/local
encounter influences your decision to stay.
Do you have any question before we start?
I wanted to ask your permission to record this interview. The recording can be stopped at any
time if you request it and all answers will be anonymized.
First, I would like to know something about you. Would you like to tell me a bit your story and
your relationship with Monticchiello?

Presentation
-

Gender
Age
Country of birth

Questions
The order of the questions and the questions themselves, changed according to how the
respondent was answering the questions and who was the respondent.
Do you want to tell me a bit about your story in Monticchiello?
Since when do you live here?
How was the arrival to Monticchiello?
What did it make you feel welcomed?
Five years from now, where would you like to be?
How are you involved in the welcoming practices of newcomers? How did it start?
How did you experience it?
If you would have to think about the biggest challenge Monticchiello will have to deal with,
what does it come into your mind?
How could

Annex 2- Data analysis
Research question

Objectives

Research

Data analysis

methods
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SRQ2: Which practices are

To find out which

- Semi-structured

Deductive

makes Montichiello a

practices make

in-depth

and inductive

‘welcoming space’?

Montichiello a

interviews

coding

‘welcoming space’

- Literature
review
- Observation

SRQ1: What were/are the

To understand the

- Semi-structured

Deductive

reasons to welcome migrants

motives behind the

in-depth

and inductive

in Monticchiello?

welcoming of migrants

interviews

coding

- Literature
review
SRQ3: How is the ‘welcoming

To look at the

- Semi-structured

Deductive

space’ experienced by the

outcomes of the

in-depth

and inductive

residents of Monticchiello?

welcoming space on

interviews

coding

both locals and

- Observation

migrants
SRQ4: What does
‘revitalisation’ mean in the
context of Monticchiello?

To contextualize the

- Semi-structured

Deductive

process of

in-depth

and inductive

revitalisation in

interviews

coding

Monticchiello

- Literature
review

Annex 3- Data management plan
a. Organizational context
Name researcher

Francesca Furlan

Name supervisor(s)

Bettina Bock

Chair Group

Rural Sociology

Start date of the project

01.07.2021

(Expected) end date of the project

31.01.2022
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b. Research project
Title
Migrants meet locals: social synergies for revitalisation in shrinking areas
Project
summary

Understanding whether, and in which ways, the two migration processes: mobility
from rural to urban areas and migration flows towards Europe can benefit from
one other in a mutual exchange. Starting from existing examples of ‘welcoming
spaces’, this study aims at examining the reasons behind the creation of a
‘welcoming space’, how migrants experience it and what are the outcomes for the
rural communities.

c. Define data management roles
Roles
Who is collecting the data?

Francesca Furlan

Who is analysing the data?

Francesca Furlan

d. Data storage while doing your research
Data stage

Specification of type of research data

Storage
location
during
research

Back-up
location

Raw data

•
•
•

Researcher’s
computer and
external hard
drive

RSO W Drive

Researcher’s
computer and

RSO W Drive

Recorded/transcribed interviews
Observations
Photovoice

The semi-structured interviews will be conducted
by the researcher Francesca Furlan in November
2021. The field notes and observations will be
collected during the fieldwork in October and
November 2021 on paper which will be copied in
an online document.
Processed data

Data processed in Atlas.ti.
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external hard
drive
File structure

Thesis
➔ Folder: Data_Furlan_Thesis_2021
o Folder: Interviews
▪ #Interview_Name of
Participant_Date
o Folder: Observations
▪ #ObservationDiary_Date
o Folder: Photovoice
▪ Title_Date
o Folder: Other

Protection

The access to the researcher’s computer is
protected by a password. The external hard
drive will be stored in a locked closet in the
researcher’s office.

Researcher’s
computer and
external hard
drive

RSO W Drive

-

RSO W Drive

Annex 4- Participation information sheet

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET
You are being invited to take part in research on the impact of migrants and locals encounter in
shrinking areas. Francesca Furlan is a Master student at Wageningen University. She is
conducting this research. Before you decide to take part, it is important you understand why the
research is being conducted and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following
information carefully.
What is the purpose of the study?
The purpose of the study is to understand which are the reasons behind the creation of a
‘welcoming space’, how migrants experience it, and what are the outcomes for the rural
communities.
Why have I been chosen to take part?
You are invited to participate in this study because you are part of Monticchiello’s community
(migrant, local inhabitant, organizer of the welcoming space)
What are the benefits of taking part?
By sharing your experiences with me, you will be helping to understand the potential of migrants
and local people encounter for revitalisation of shrinking areas.
Are there any risks associated with taking part?
There are no significant risks associated with participation.
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Do I have to take part?
No – it is entirely up to you. If you do decide to take part, please keep this Information Sheet
and complete the Informed Consent Form to show that you understand your rights in relation
to the research, and that you are happy to participate. Please note down your participant
number (which is on the Consent Form) and provide this to the lead researcher if you seek to
withdraw from the study at a later date.
You are free to withdraw your information from the project data set at any until the data are
fully anonymised in our records on April 30, 2022. You should note that your data may be used
in the production of formal research outputs (e.g. journal articles, conference papers, policy
briefs, and reports) prior to this date and so you are advised to contact the university at the
earliest opportunity should you wish to withdraw from the research. To withdraw, please
contact Francesca Furlan (contact details are provided below). You do not need to give a reason.
A decision to withdraw, or not to take part, will not affect you in any way.
What will happen if I decide to take part?
You will be asked a number of questions regarding your participation in Monticchiello’s
community. The interview will take place face to face at a time and place that is suitable for you.
Ideally, I would like to audio record your responses (and will require your consent for this), so
the location should be in a fairly quiet area. The interview should take around 45-60 minutes to
complete. Your interview will be transcribed.
Data Protection and Confidentiality
Your data will be stored according to the Data Management Plan of the Rural Sociology Group
of Wageningen University. All information collected about you will be kept strictly confidential.
Unless they are anonymised in our records, your data will be referred to by a unique participant
number rather than by name. Your data will only be viewed by the researcher. All electronic
data will be stored on a password-protected computer file on the secure servers of Wageningen
University. Only the research team has access to this date. Your consent information will be kept
separately from your responses in order to minimise risk in the event of a data breach.
What will happen with the results of this study?
The results of this study may be summarised in published articles, reports, and presentations.
Quotes or key findings will always be made anonymous in any formal outputs unless we have
your prior and explicit written permission to attribute them to you by name.
Making a Complaint
If you are unhappy with any aspect of this research, please first contact the researcher,
Francesca Furlan (contact information below).
In your letter, please provide information about the research project, specify the name of the
researcher and detail the nature of your complaint.
Contact information of Francesca Furlan.
Francesca.furlan@wur.nl

+393488322459

Droevendaalsesteeg 49, 6708 PB Wageningen, the Netherlands
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FOGLIO INFORMATIVO PER I PARTECIPANTI
Sei invitato/a/u a partecipare a una ricerca sull'impatto dell'incontro tra migranti e locali in aree
in via di spopolamento. Francesca Furlan è una studentessa magistrale all'Università di
Wageningen. Sta conducendo questa ricerca. Prima che tu decida di partecipare, è importante
che tu capisca perché la ricerca viene condotta e cosa comporta. Per favore, prenditi del tempo
per leggere attentamente le seguenti informazioni.
Qual è lo scopo dello studio?
Lo scopo dello studio è quello di capire quali sono le ragioni dietro la creazione di uno "spazio
accogliente", come i migranti lo vivono e quali sono i risultati per le comunità rurali.
Perché sono stato scelto per partecipare?
Sei invitato a partecipare a questo studio perché fai parte della comunità di Monticchiello
(migrante/ abitante locale/ organizzatore dello spazio di accoglienza)
Quali sono i vantaggi di partecipare?
Condividendo le tue esperienze con me, aiuterai a capire il potenziale dell'incontro tra migranti
e abitanti locali per la rivitalizzazione di aree in declino.
Ci sono dei rischi associati alla partecipazione?
Non ci sono rischi significativi associati alla partecipazione.
Sono obbligato a partecipare?
No - dipende interamente da te. Se decidi di partecipare, conserva questo foglio informativo e
compila il modulo di consenso informato per dimostrare che hai compreso i tuoi diritti in
relazione alla ricerca e che sei felice di partecipare. Per favore, annota il tuo numero di
partecipante (che si trova sul modulo di consenso) e forniscilo al ricercatore principale se vuoi
ritirarti dallo studio in una data successiva.
Sei libero di ritirare le tue informazioni dal set di dati del progetto in qualsiasi momento fino a
quando i dati non saranno completamente resi anonimi nei nostri archivi il 30 aprile 2022.
Dovresti notare che i tuoi dati potrebbero essere utilizzati nella produzione di risultati di ricerca
(ad esempio articoli di giornale, documenti di conferenze, documenti di politica e relazioni)
prima di questa data, e quindi ti consigliamo di contattare l'università al più presto se desideri
ritirarti dalla ricerca. Per ritirarsi, si prega di contattare Francesca Furlan (i dettagli di contatto
sono forniti sotto). Non è necessario fornire una motivazione. La decisione di ritirarsi, o di non
partecipare, non avrà alcun effetto su di te.
Cosa succederà se decido di partecipare?
Ti verranno poste alcune domande sulla tua partecipazione alla comunità di Monticchiello.
L'intervista avrà luogo faccia a faccia in un momento e in un luogo adatto a te. Idealmente, mi
piacerebbe registrare le tue risposte (e richiederò il tuo consenso per questo), quindi il luogo
dovrebbe essere in una zona abbastanza tranquilla. L'intervista dovrebbe durare circa 45-60
minuti. La tua intervista sarà trascritta.
Protezione dei dati e riservatezza
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I tuoi dati saranno conservati secondo il piano di gestione dei dati del gruppo di sociologia rurale
dell'Università di Wageningen. Tutte le informazioni raccolte su di te saranno mantenute
strettamente confidenziali. A meno che non siano resi anonimi nei nostri registri, i tuoi dati
saranno indicati con un numero unico di partecipante piuttosto che con il nome. I tuoi dati
saranno visualizzati solo dal ricercatore. Tutti i dati elettronici saranno conservati in un file
protetto da password sui server sicuri dell'Università di Wageningen. Solo il team di ricerca ha
accesso a questi dati. Le informazioni sul tuo consenso saranno conservate separatamente dalle
tue risposte al fine di ridurre al minimo il rischio in caso di violazione dei dati.
Cosa succederà con i risultati di questo studio?
I risultati di questo studio possono essere riassunti in articoli pubblicati, rapporti e presentazioni.
Le citazioni o i risultati principali saranno sempre resi anonimi in qualsiasi pubblicazione formale,
a meno che non abbiamo il tuo precedente ed esplicito permesso scritto di attribuirli a te per
nome.
Fare un reclamo
Se non sei soddisfatto di un qualsiasi aspetto di questa ricerca, per prima cosa contatta la
ricercatrice, Francesca Furlan (informazioni di contatto sotto).
Nella tua lettera, per favore fornisci informazioni sul progetto di ricerca, specifica il nome del
ricercatore e specifica la natura del tuo reclamo.
Informazioni di contatto di Francesca Furlan.
Francesca.furlan@wur.nl
Droevendaalsesteeg 49, 6708 PB Wageningen, Paesi Bassi

Annex 5 - Consent form

INFORMED CONSENT FORM
You are invited to take part in this research study. The aim of this study is to understand which
are the reasons behind the creation of a ‘welcoming space’, how migrants experience it, and
what are the outcomes for the rural communities.
Before you decide to take part, you must read the accompanying Participant Information
Sheet.
Please do not hesitate to ask questions if anything is unclear or if you would like more
information about any aspect of this research. It is important that you feel able to take the
necessary time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.
If you are happy to participate, please confirm your consent by circling YES against each of the
below statements and then signing and dating the form as participant.
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1

I confirm that I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet for
the above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions

YES

NO

2

I understand my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my
data, without giving a reason, by contacting Francesca Furlan until the date
specified in the Participant Information Sheet (April 30, 2022)

YES

NO

3

I have noted down my participant number (top left of this Consent Form) which
may be required by the lead researcher if I wish to withdraw from the study

YES

NO

4

I understand that all the information I provide will be held securely and treated
confidentially

YES

NO

5

I am happy for the information I provide to be used (anonymously) in academic
papers and other formal research outputs

YES

NO

6

I am happy for the interview to be audio recorded

YES

NO

7

I agree to take part in the above study

YES

NO

Thank you for your participation in this study. Your help is very much appreciated.
Participant’s Name

Date

Signature

Researcher

Date

Signature

Francesca Furlan

MODULO DI CONSENSO INFORMATO
Sei invitato a partecipare a questo progetto di ricerca. L'obiettivo di questo studio è quello di
capire quali sono le ragioni dietro la creazione di uno "spazio accogliente", come i migranti lo
vivono e quali sono i risultati per le comunità rurali.
Prima di decidere di partecipare, è necessario leggere il foglio informativo per i partecipanti.
Non esitare a fare domande se qualcosa non è chiaro o se desideri maggiori informazioni su
qualsiasi aspetto di questa ricerca. È importante che lei si senta in grado di prendersi il tempo
necessario per decidere se vuole partecipare o meno.
Se è felice di partecipare, la preghiamo di confermare il suo consenso cerchiando SÌ in ciascuna
delle affermazioni seguenti e poi firmando e datando il modulo come partecipante.
1

Confermo di aver letto e compreso il foglio informativo per i partecipanti allo
studio di cui sopra e di aver avuto la possibilità di fare domande

SI

NO

2

Sono consapevole che la mia partecipazione è volontaria e che sono libero/a/u
di ritirare i miei dati, senza indicarne il motivo, contattando Francesca Furlan
fino alla data indicata nel foglio informativo per i partecipanti (30 aprile 2022)

SI

NO

3

Ho annotato il mio numero di partecipante (in alto a sinistra di questo modulo
di consenso) che potrebbe essere richiesto dal ricercatore principale se volessi
ritirarmi dallo studio

SI

NO
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4

Sono consapevole che tutte le informazioni che fornisco saranno conservate in
modo sicuro e trattate in modo confidenziale

SI

NO

5

Sono felice che le informazioni da me fornite siano utilizzate (in forma anonima)
in articoli accademici e altri risultati formali della ricerca

SI

NO

6

Sono d'accordo che l'intervista sia registrata

SI

NO

7

Accetto di partecipare allo studio di cui sopra

SI

NO

Grazie per la vostra partecipazione a questo studio. Il vostro aiuto è molto apprezzato.
Nome del partecipante

Data

Firma

Ricercatrice

Data

Firma

Francesca Furlan
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