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TERRACED MOUNTAIN AREAS: TOOLS FOR IMPROVING THEIR KNOWLEDGE
These pages are conceived as the starting point for a reflection on alpine areas 
as a whole and on a certain kind of alpine areas in particular, i.e. agricultural 
terraced sites, that represented for centuries the only possibility of sustenance 
for local dwellers. In developing these considerations we have been thinking 
about the first steps to strengthen the role and the appeal of these areas. The 
answer was enhancing knowledge, raising public consciousness and improving 
the available data about these territories. 
As one might argue from many known 
experiences, research is the starting point 
for supporting and promoting a territory. 
This is why we decided to gather in these 
pages and provide everyone with some 
tools and good practices aimed at improv-
ing territorial understanding.

STUDYING AND MAPPING TERRACED 
AREAS: A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH
The agricultural terraced areas often are 
not taken into account in the perspec-
tive of land management. This might be 
due to incomplete information about 
these zones. Such a lack implies a very 
poor overall acknowledgement of this  
resource and affects any subsequent 
step, such as intervention strategies, with 
particular regard to funding availability 
for recovery.                       (follows)  

News and events:
Workshops on terraced 
sites and prevention of 
natural hazards
Mallorca (E) 
14-16  September  2006
Organized by the TERRISC
project (Terraced land-
scapes and prevention 
of natural hazards). 
conselldemallorca.net

X International Congress 
on Drystone
Montalbán (E) 
21-24  September  2006
Organized by the Scien-
tific International Society 
for the Inter-disciplinary 
Study on Dry Stone Walls. 
parqueriomartin.com

ALPTER website
The project website has 
been updated with a 
complete bybliography 
on the topic of terraced 
areas and other interest-
ing documents.
www.alpter.net

PROJECT ALPTER NEWSLETTER 
NUMBER 1  -  SUMMER 2006



Levels of mapping (below)

Source: Topographical Map
Mapped: 22% of the total

Source: Aero-photographs
Mapped: 83% of the total

Source: Field survey
Mapped: presumably 95%

STUDYING AND MAPPING TERRACED AREAS: 
A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH (from page 1)
From the comparison of some studies realized during the last years in 
various mountain terraced areas, a well defined number of activities 
emerge as useful steps to increase the knowledge of these areas. The 
activities, corresponding to different levels of analysis, can be sum-
marized in the following steps:
1. Mapping - Localization of terraces on a map of the study area;
2. Study and monitoring - Collection of data on specific sites; 
3. GIS mapping - Creation of a GIS structure with data linked to maps; 
4. Classification - Identification of various classes of terraced sites.
These stages, which recur in different researches, although not neces-
sarily in this order, are here briefly examined.

1. Mapping
Existing topographic maps are not usually sufficient to document the 
extent and state of terraces in mountain agricultural areas. Aerial 
photographs (nowadays available for most zones, scale 1:5000) bring 
a significant improvement in spatial knowledge, providing an instru-
ment suitable to support agrarian policies (funding programs, etc.). 
For an exhaustive mapping, a direct survey on the ground (e.g. with 
GPS) often is required. An example of the increasing precision that 
can be achieved in mapping is reported on the right (different levels 
correspond to different colours).

2. Study and monitoring
Monitoring terraced sites should include a number of significant data 
on crucial issues such as agriculture and hydro-geology, history and 
architecture. The collection of these data can be carried out at 
random or systematically, following a precise check-list.

A ‘data sheet’, as the one proposed by ALPTER project (on the right), 
can be useful to implement data surveys. The form consists of two 
parts: an analysis at larger scale (1:25,000) for identification of the 
overall territorial setting, and one at a more detailed scale (1:5,000), 
for analysis of peculiar terraced sites. Studies realized in such a way 
can include the following topics:
a. Agricultural and soil analysis;
b. Historical studies;
c. Natural hazards assessment;
d. Identification of sub-areas for detailed studies;
e. Definition of aptitude to recovery.

3. GIS mapping
Beyond pure mapping and studying, the knowledge of 
terraced areas might be significantly improved by 
creating a GIS structure. A Geographical Information 
System enables to link spatial data to cartography,  
and thus to create maps reporting the punctual value 
of indicators.
The calculation of derived indexes, through math-
ematical formulas, is also possible, thus allowing to 
evaluate complex phenomena, e.g. natural hazards. 
In this way useful maps for local decision makers can 
be developed, to support strategies adoption process.

4. Classification of terraced areas
One of the final achievements of such an analytical process might be 
the identification of a number of classes in which terraced sites can 
be divided, with regard to a specific feature (e.g. surface extension or  
construction typology). Such a criterion for classifying terraces can be 
useful to describe syntetically sites in different contexts, and offers an 
important base to select the actions to be taken for their safeguard.



TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE: A UNESCO’S INITIATIVE TO PRESERVE IT  
UNESCO has recently launched a global programme for an inventory of 
techniques linked to traditional knowledge. The project, called ‘Tradi-
tional Knowledge World Bank’, aims at gathering and protecting historical 
knowledge, promoting innovative practices based on the modern re-
proposal of tradition as well. The main targets are historical areas and cen-
tres which will be assigned acknowledgements of excellence in use of 
good practices and innovative solutions.
Using traditional knowledge does not mean to reapply directly the tech-
niques of the past, but rather to understand the logic of this model of 
knowledge. It is this model which allowed many societies, in the past, to 
manage ecosystems in a sustainable way, to carry out outstanding tech-
nical and artistic works which are still admired, always being able to renew 
and adapt itself. Traditional knowledge is a dynamic system able to incor-
porate innovations, thus achieving local and environmental sustainability. 
The project aims to prefigure a new model of development and a techno-
logical dimension connected with historical memory.

The project is developed by IPOGEA Research Centre on Traditional and 
Local Knowledge, that presented it at a recent congress held in Florence, 
Italy (June 7th-8th) . For more info: www.tkwb.org.

CULTURAL HERITAGE OF A TERRACED AREA: ÖDENKIRCHEN  (A)
The terraced area of Ödenkirchen, located in Upper Austria near Ulrichs-
berg, dates back to 1200, to the Medieval Age. Terraced areas resulted 
from both the need for grain and crop production on mountain slopes 
and the need to provide field stripes for each farmer of the village, as 
emerged from the archives of the neighbouring Monastry of Aigen-
Schlagl. The different plots of land were subdivided into stripes and each 
farmer was given a stripe from each plot, thus ensuring a homogeneous 
distribution of soil types. 
A detailed historical analysis has been undertaken by BOKU University of 
Vienna since1828 to the present days: the pictures reported below are 
representative of the overall change in land use. The main transforma-
tion is from cultivated fields to grasslands, while the area shifted from 
cultivation to wood is not as important as in other alpine regions. The 
Upper Austrian agricultural policy, supported by nature protection, 
allows farmers maintaining open meadows and the typical landscape 
of the terraced area. 
This is just one example of the studies that can be realized on terraced 
areas, but representative of the typical mixture of history and territory 
that these places present.

Year
1828 2005

meadows

fields

forests



THE ALPTER NETWORK FOR TERRACED AREAS

Throughout the European Union many organiza-
tions are involved in reclaiming terraced sites at 
local level.  But in order to properly exploit such a 
significant potential wealth, the current isolation of 
the single initiatives is somehow to be overcome.
The ALPTER project is gathering as many contacts 
as possible, in order to join the local efforts by estab-
lishing a network of stakeholders sharing a common 
interest in terraced landscapes. The participants to 
the network belong to several categories: research 
institutes (15 members), agriculture organizations 
(11), regional governments(11), tourism organiza-
tions (3), international organizations (3) and local 
administrations (15).

The network is continuously widening and its current 
members are spread throughout the Alpine arc 
(right).

For joining the network, please fill in the application 
form downloadable from the web page 
www.alpter.net/network.html.
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PROJECT PARTNERS 

- Regione Veneto
   Urban Planning Department (IT) 
- Regione Liguria
   Spatial, Landscape and Environment Planning Dept. (IT)
- I.R.E.A.L.P.
   Institute for Research on Ecology and Economy of the Alpine area (IT)
- BOKU University
    Inst. of Landscape Development, Recreation and Conservation Planning (A)
- University of Ljubljana
   Faculty of Architecture (SLO) 
- A.D.I.
   Association for Informatic Geographical Development (FR) 
- Regione Valle d’Aosta
   Agriculture and Land Prot. Department (IT)
- Regione Bregaglia (CH)

Observer partner: 
- U.N.E.S.C.O. - Regional Bureau for Science in Europe (ROSTE)

Other partners:
- Slow Food - Foundation for Biodiversity
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INFO & CONTACTS 
web site: www.alpter.net
e-mail: info@alpter.net


