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Abstract

Farmland abandonment in Italy is closely linked to rural depopulation; however, the current
agricultural policies have proven insufficient to counter it. Research has identified its drivers and
effects, but their interconnections and societal impacts remain underexplored. It is essential to
evaluate ecosystem services and agricultural externalities to make informed decisions, although
applying such assessments in practice is still challenging. The main cause of abandonment is low
profitability; ensuring fair incomes is necessary but insufficient without considering local living
conditions and quality-of-life factors. Integrated approaches, supported by theoretical frameworks
such as Sen’s capabilities, can guide context-specific strategies to sustain rural livelihoods. Effective
responses require coordinated multi-level governance; territorial zoning; and strategies that combine
competitiveness, social well-being, and economic sustainability. Demographic trends, generational
turnover, and declining sector appeal heighten the urgency for action. European and national policies
increasingly recognise the link between depopulation and agricultural decline, making this a pivotal
moment for intervention. Applied and agricultural economists can play a central role, if they are
willing to embrace the challenge.
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Highlights:

e Farmland abandonment in Italy is tied to rural depopulation; the current policies have failed to
stop it.

e Low profitability is a serious problem; ensuring adequate levels is necessary but not sufficient.

e An analysis of the determinants of quality of life in marginal areas is essential to promote genuine
development paths.

e Coordinated governance and applied economics are essential to turn awareness into concrete,
sustainable rural solutions.
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1. Introduction

“Europe offers a unique quality of life. From comprehensive social security to first-class
regional food products. Rapeseed fields, vineyards and fruit orchards not only mean good food and
drink, they are also part of our homeland. And that is why the future of agriculture is such an important
and sensitive issue for us in Europe”. The European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen
opened her address to the European Parliament on 18 July 2024 with these words, which underline
the central role agriculture plays in the European model of development. However, the future of
agriculture in Europe is becoming increasingly uncertain, particularly in rural and marginal areas.
Over the past decades, the abandonment of agricultural land has become a widespread phenomenon,
raising significant economic, environmental, and social concerns (Terres et al., 2015; Lasanta et al.,
2017; Dax et al., 2021; Fayet et al., 2022). Entire portions of cultivated land have been progressively
abandoned, especially where traditional low-input farming systems are no longer sustainable
(Plieninger et al., 2006; Ustaoglu, Collier, 2018; Quintas-Soriano et al., 2022; Cusens et al., 2024).
In these areas, depopulation often occurs alongside land abandonment. Agriculture is not replaced by
other economic activities, and the territory “dies”. These two phenomena are closely interconnected,
although it is not always clear which is the cause and which the effect. This issue will be explored
further throughout the article.

According to a report by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC), agricultural
land abandonment can be defined as “the cessation of agricultural land management, which results in
unwanted effects on biodiversity and ecosystem services” (Terres et al., 2013: 22). However, other
authors have also highlighted the potential for positive environmental impacts (Van der Zanden et



al.,2017). In reality, it is a highly complex phenomenon in terms of its causes and effects, stemming
from a multifaceted interaction of economic, environmental, and demographic factors. Although it is
a pan-European issue, the causes and implications of agricultural abandonment vary significantly
across regions, reflecting local specificities and the political contexts in which they are embedded
(Renwick et al., 2013; Pawlewicz, Pawlewicz, 2023).

The growing relevance of the phenomenon has stimulated a rich body of scientific research,
ranging from the analysis of future trends (Vacquie et al., 2015; Mouchet et al., 2017), to the effects
on ecosystem services (Plieninger et al., 2014; Gabarrén-Galeote et al., 2015), to qualitative and
quantitative evaluations of the consequences and policy implications of abandonment (Lasanta et al.,
2015; Keesstra et al., 2018). Nevertheless, empirical research has demonstrated the need for a
common assessment framework to evaluate impacts and guide policies and land-use planning, while
also recognising the need to tailor interventions to specific local realities (Ustaoglu, Collier, 2018).

The strategic importance of the issue is confirmed by the recent vision paper from the European
Commission, which anticipates the priorities of the upcoming reform of the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP). The document states: “Agriculture and food are at the heart of the European way of
life. Rooted in rich traditions, the ways we produce and consume food have shaped the communities,
cultures, and landscapes that define European identity. (...) Rural areas are home to 25% of the EU
population and cover 75% of the territory, forming an integral part of Europe’s identity. Vibrant rural
and coastal communities are essential to counteract depopulation and safeguard the right to remain”
(European Commission, 2021).

The document identifies four fundamental priorities for the future of the European agri-food
system:

e An attractive and predictable sector, capable of ensuring adequate income for farmers and
attracting younger generations.

e A competitive and resilient system, able to withstand global competition and economic
shocks.

o Sustainable agriculture that is aligned with planetary boundaries.

e A sector that values food, promotes decent living and working conditions, and supports
vibrant and connected rural areas.

At least two of these four priorities clearly reflect concern for an agricultural sector that is
showing strong signs of crisis across vast areas of Europe. The goal of creating connected and vibrant
rural areas can be pursued by proposing an agricultural, and more broadly territorial, policy that
centres on attractiveness for younger generations, achievable only by ensuring adequate profitability
along with decent living and working conditions. In this context, several key questions arise: what is
the current state of rural areas in Italy? What theoretical and empirical tools does research provide to
analyse and address agricultural land abandonment? What economic, institutional, and political levers
can be activated to counter this phenomenon? The aim of this paper is to offer some answers to these
questions by analysing the current dynamics affecting agriculture and rural areas in Italy. Particular
attention will be paid to two central issues for the resilience of agricultural and territorial systems: the
profitability of agricultural activity and the measurement of well-being in rural areas, as achieving
adequate levels of both is essential for genuine rural development. Ultimately, the goal is to identify
the most promising research paths and the most effective policies to counter agricultural abandonment
and foster the sustainable development of rural areas.
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The rest of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 describes the current situation in Italy.
Then, Sections 3, 4, and 5 provide an overview of the most relevant scientific contributions on rural
abandonment, with a focus on its effects, causes, and possible interventions, respectively. Finally,
Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. Current dynamics

The abandonment of agricultural land represents one of the main territorial and economic
challenges for Italy and many other European countries, particularly in the Mediterranean area. At
the European level, agricultural abandonment has received increasing attention in recent decades,
with numerous studies analysing its causes, spatial dynamics, and impacts. Since the 1990s, land use
in Europe has followed divergent trajectories: while the North and West have experienced agricultural
intensification and growing urbanisation (Plieninger et al., 2016; Levers et al., 2018), Eastern
European countries have seen a significant expansion of forested areas. In contrast, in Southern
Europe, particularly in Italy, Spain, Greece, and Portugal, agricultural land abandonment has become
the dominant land-use change (Kuemmerle ef al., 2016).

The quantitative dimensions of the phenomenon are significant: according to Hatna, Bakker
(2011), more than 118,000 hectares were abandoned in Southern Europe between 1990 and 2006;
Feranec et al. (2010) estimated that 88,000 km? was abandoned between 1990 and 2000. Moreover,
Kuemmerle et al. (2016) identified abandonment of approximately 20,500 km? between 2000 and
2012. This process is often accompanied by spontaneous reforestation (Burrascano et al., 2016),
which offers ecological benefits but may also result in the loss of traditional agricultural landscapes
and cultivated biodiversity.

Among European countries, Italy stands out for the severity of the phenomenon, which
primarily affects mountainous and hilly areas characterised by extensive, low-profitability agriculture
(Cocca et al., 2012; Malavasi et al., 2018; Zavalloni ef al., 2021). The result is a gradual decline in
agricultural activity and a loss of socio-economic vitality, often followed by depopulation. At the
national level, data from the most recent censuses revealed a highly concerning situation: out of 7,896
municipalities, more than 2,000 showed a reduction in utilised agricultural area (UAA) of over 50%
between 1990 and 2020, and another 1,550 recorded a reduction of 30%-50%. These municipalities
are mainly located in inner areas (Figure 1) characterised by complex hilly and mountainous
morphology, poor transport connectivity, and limited access to public services (Salvia ef al., 2019;
Cardillo ef al., 2022). Some cases of agricultural land expansion, mainly found in Sardinia, are linked
to the increase of extensive crops such as pasture meadows, but they do not reverse the trend of
depopulation, as shown in Figure 2. The only significant exceptions are found in North-east Italy,
where specific socio-economic conditions support the development and retention of younger
generations, even in mountain areas. These cases deserve specific studies aimed at examining all the
conditions involved and assessing their transferability to other contexts.



Figure 1. The percentage change in utilised agricultural area (UAA) at the municipal level.
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Source: Agricultural Census 1990-2020 (Italian National Institute of Statistics, 2021).




Figure 2. Percentage change in population at municipal level 1991-2024.
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Figure 2 clearly shows the strong interrelation between farmland abandonment and population
outmigration. Approximately 2,000 municipalities experienced both a reduction in UAA greater than
30% and a decline in population, with around 1,600 of these located in rural areas. In many inland
hilly and mountainous areas, population declines exceeding 10% were recorded between 1991 and
2024. These patterns are particularly evident in Southern Italy, the islands, and Liguria, confirming
that depopulation and land abandonment are two facets of the same reality. In many of these
territories, agricultural marginality and social marginality coexist, giving rise to a crisis that is
difficult to reverse, precisely due to the complexity of its causes and their mutual interactions. As
noted by Terres et al. (2015), “the reasons for farmland abandonment are multidimensional, and there
is no clear-cut division among drivers as it rather depends on the result of their co-occurrence and
interactions”.

3. The causes

Numerous international studies have examined the causes of farmland abandonment and the
progressive depopulation of inner areas, with particular attention on the European context. However,
Italian economists have made a relatively limited contribution to these topics.

Terres et al. (2015) provided a key contribution at the European level. The authors emphasised
that the causes of land abandonment are multidimensional and arise from the interaction of multiple

6



factors, rather than isolated single variables. The authors also stressed the spatial and temporal
specificity of the phenomenon: “The causes of farmland abandonment in Europe are manifold,
depending on the area and the period under consideration. It is a complex process which can have a
wide range of drivers, varying between Member States and sometimes within a single country”.

Scholars have identified numerous potential drivers of abandonment, including natural
constraints, environmental degradation, socio-economic conditions, demographic changes, and
institutional frameworks (Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations [FAO], 2006;
Lasanta et al., 2017). In areas with poor soil quality or harsh climatic conditions, agriculture becomes
increasingly unsustainable from an economic standpoint, leading to higher rates of abandonment
(Varela Pérez et al., 2022). Soil degradation, exacerbated by intensive farming practices and climate
change, further undermines the sustainability of agriculture in many regions (Zambon et al., 2018;
Lucas-Borja et al., 2019).

Socio-economic factors are equally important: rising production costs, declining agricultural
prices, and the pressure of global competition have reduced farm profitability (Osawa, 2016;
Ustaoglu, Collier, 2018; Kumm, Hessle, 2020; Zglobicki et al., 2020), pushing many farmers to seek
alternative livelihoods or migrate to urban areas (Munroe et al., 2013; Qianru, Hualin, 2021; Chen et
al., 2024). This trend is particularly pronounced in regions with ageing populations and where
generational renewal in farming is limited (Sroka et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2022; Robinson, 2024).

Italy faces particularly complex challenges in line with broader Mediterranean trends. Land
abandonment is most severe in mountainous and hilly zones (Cocca et al., 2012; Malavasi et al.,
2018; Zavalloni et al., 2021), historically dominated by small-scale subsistence farming. In these
areas, competition with farms operating in more productive zones is unfavourable, and the quality of
life is often perceived as inadequate, especially by younger generations (Riccioli ef al., 2016).

Distinctive Italian features include land fragmentation, which hinders farm modernisation and
productivity gains (Romano et al., 2016; Smiraglia et al., 2019; Pratico et al., 2022), as well as
infrastructural shortcomings and poor accessibility in many territories (Coppola et al., 2018
Remondino, Zanin, 2022). Additionally, the declining birth rate exacerbates the challenges outlined
above and warrants targeted analysis to understand its causes and implications.

Rizzo (2016) recalled Drudy’s (1978) seminal study on the United Kingdon context, which
explored the interaction between “push” factors (agricultural unemployment, lack of alternatives) and
“pull” factors (job opportunities and better living conditions in industrial cities). Drudy drew on
Myrdal’s theory of cumulative causation, whereby agricultural decline triggers a vicious cycle of
migration, withdrawal of public services, and rural population ageing, further reducing the
attractiveness of inner areas. In his work on Sicily, Rizzo (2016) proposed a classification of rural
areas into three categories: slow, transition, and declining territories. The former show slow but
resilient growth thanks to development strategies focused on quality food markets and agritourism
(Marsden, 1998). In contrast, declining territories have failed to integrate agriculture with
complementary activities and suffer from severe depopulation. Transition territories exhibit mixed
characteristics, with advanced rural economies hindered by demographic decline. The key
differentiating factors include accessibility and proximity to urban centres, industrial zones, or tourist
destinations. The model suggests that diversification, multifunctionality, and adequate connectivity
are essential to retain population.



The Organisation for Economic Co-ordination and Development (OECD, 2006) has also
emphasised the ongoing relevance of Drudy’s theory in explaining contemporary rural depopulation.
According to the OECD, the loss of human capital (particularly educated youth) and disinvestment,
both public and private in rural areas trigger a regressive spiral that undermines agricultural
development prospects.

From an environmental perspective, Antrop (2000, 2004) criticised the CAP for neglecting the
specificities of Europe’s diverse rural regions. More recently, scholars have called for the
development of a rural landscape taxonomy and the use of appropriate analytical scales to better guide
European policies (Van Eetvelde, Antrop, 2004).

Finally, several studies have highlighted the role of agricultural policies in producing “induced”
abandonment. Between 1988 and 2008, the CAP promoted temporary (set-aside) or permanent (land
retirement) withdrawal of farmland from production in an effort to limit surplus output (Garcia-Ruiz,
Lana-Renault, 2011; Lasanta et al., 2015). These schemes excluded up to 15% of agricultural land
from use (Tscharntke ef al., 2011). Additional policy-related drivers include difficulties in renewing
agri-environmental contracts, the introduction of stricter sanitary standards, and the decoupling of
direct payments from agricultural production, with significant consequences in Eastern Europe
(Pointereau et al., 2008). According to Keenleyside, Tucker (2010), even with the uncertainty about
the future evolution of some factors, many are expected to intensify due to their deep integration into
global agricultural markets (Ustaoglu, Collier, 2018).

3.1.  Profitability

To analyse the risk of farmland abandonment, the focus of a recent study currently under
publication (Fantechi et al., forthcoming) is on one of the main determinants of the phenomenon:
labour productivity/profitability, measured as the value added per full-time worker. The analysis is
based on Farm Accountancy Data Network (FADN) data for three of the main types of farming of
Italian agriculture — arable crops, vineyards, and olive groves — considering both gross and net values
(with and without subsidies), in nominal and real terms. The study examined farms with an economic
size above €25,000 (the European size unit), in order to exclude hobby or part-time farms for which
profitability is not necessarily a structural constraint. The findings revealed a worrying situation. A
significant number of farms, spread across all macro-regions and all three analysed types of farming,
showed a level of value added per worker below the risk threshold for abandonment, defined as 60%
of Italian per capita gross domestic product (GDP; €33,000 in 2022), in line with the methodology
proposed by Terres et al. (2015). For the three types of farming considered, more than one-third of
farms are at risk of abandonment, with olive-growing farms reaching a critical threshold of nearly
60%. Even large olive farms are not fully immune, although small and medium-sized farms are
significantly more vulnerable. The severity of the issue increases from north to south, with risk levels
exceeding 50% in Southern Italy, as already highlighted in the literature (Streifeneder, 2016; Bonelli
et al., 2018; Salis et al., 2022). In terms of UAA, although the percentage is lower than the share of
farms at risk, the data remain alarming: in some macro-areas, particularly in Central and Southern
Italy for type of farming 37, the risk affects nearly half of the agricultural surface.

From a farm-size perspective, the analysis confirms a clear gap between large and medium
farms. In many cases, medium-sized farms show productivity levels close to or below the



abandonment risk threshold, while larger farms, especially in Northern Italy, demonstrate greater
adaptability and resilience. Long-term trends are particularly critical: between 2010 and 2022, labour
productivity in real terms declined almost across the board, both gross and net of subsidies. The real-
term data paint an even more severe picture than nominal values, with negative trends even among
larger farms.

These results reinforce and specify, at subnational level and for particular production
orientations, what has emerged in other European studies (Lasanta et al., 2017; Ferreira et al., 2023),
underlining the need to place farm profitability at the heart of rural development policies, particularly
in marginal areas. They also highlight the urgency of targeted public intervention to rebalance
development conditions and promote convergence toward sustainable productivity levels, with
specific attention to the economic viability of professional farms.

As stated in the Strategic Dialogue on the Future of EU Agriculture: “Balanced demographic,
social, and economic structures are part of the attractiveness of rural areas’ appeal. The lack of
opportunities in rural areas leads to ageing and rural exodus, which jeopardises the generational
renewal of agriculture. These must be countered with rural proofing policy, understood as a coherent
set of political measures to preserve and empower rural communities in their diversity and avoid
territorial desertification” (European Commission, 2021). This excerpt clearly shows how
professional farm profitability is a central issue in avoiding the vicious cycle of low incomes, youth
outmigration, declining entrepreneurial capacity, and so on.

3.2 Quality of life

Alongside the well-known economic and productive causes, such as low agricultural
profitability, weak competitiveness, and lack of infrastructure, there is a more subtle yet decisive
factor: the insufficient quality of life perceived by those living in these areas. Several studies have
shown that levels of well-being and rural depopulation are strongly correlated (Peel ef al., 2016;
Casini et al., 2019, 2021). A “good” quality of life is, in fact, a precondition for the economic and
social vitality of a territory. Where living conditions are not perceived as decent or satisfactory, people
tend to leave in search of better opportunities elsewhere. Despite the centrality of this issue, policy
interventions aimed at improving quality of life in rural contexts have so far been limited, with rather
modest results in many regions. One of the main reasons is the difficulty policymakers face in
precisely identifying which dimensions of well-being are truly decisive in different territorial
contexts. The concept of “well-being” is broad, multidimensional, and relative, meaning that it
strongly depends on the specific socio-cultural, environmental, and economic conditions of each area.

The recent National Strategic Plan for Inner Areas (SNAI; Presidenza del Consiglio dei
Ministri, 2025) offers some insights into the main components of well-being. The plan aims to
“...provide a strategic framework for the support and development of peripheral and ultra-peripheral
areas in decline or at demographic risk, where the active presence of communities is crucial to
preserving the hydrogeological, landscape, and identity integrity of the territory”. The definition of
“inner areas” is primarily based on the classification of Italian municipalities according to access to
three categories of public services. Specifically, the key criterion is the travel time required to reach
“service centres”, meaning municipalities that can simultaneously provide a comprehensive offer of



upper secondary education; a hospital with at least a level I emergency department; and a railway
station classified as Platinum, Gold, or Silver.

The importance of public services for quality of life in these areas has been widely demonstrated
(Casini et al., 2021), but in this case the analysis has been rather narrow. Although there has been
consideration of three critical service categories, it likely fails to capture all the dimensions that
constitute everyday quality of life, and thus the real drivers behind the decision to stay in, or leave, a
given territory. The risk here is a misdiagnosis of the problems affecting the selected areas, leading
to an inefficient allocation of resources. While this classification serves as a starting point for the
selection of intervention areas — through a complex process involving cooperation between regions
and municipalities — it may already represent a limitation due to its oversimplified portrayal of well-
being components.

To address the complexity of a concept such as quality of life, the most promising and still
highly relevant theoretical contribution is the capability approach developed by Amartya Sen (1983,
1992, 1993). Unlike traditional economic approaches, such as utilitarian or resource-based models,
where well-being is measured in terms of individual utility or material possessions, Sen has proposed
a radically different reading: well-being is defined by the real freedoms individuals have to do and to
be what they have reason to value.

According to this view, quality of life is not determined solely by access to material resources,
but rather by people’s actual ability to access a range of essential opportunities, the so-called
capabilities, that allow them to live meaningful lives. Meghnad Desai (1995) has proposed an applied
approach to Sen’s theory by defining a list of capabilities that allows for practical evaluation. The
main ones include:

e Health and healthcare services;

e Access to education;

e Freedom to work and economic autonomy;

e Freedom of movement;

e Freedom of expression;

e Access to resources such as housing, land, credit, and technologies;

e Absence of discrimination and social recognition;

e A fair balance between work and leisure time.
Clearly, the relevance and assessment of each of these capabilities depends on the specific contexts
in which Desai’s approach is applied. Nevertheless, according to the author they will always retain
importance in determining well-being. Precisely because of the specificity and relativity of the
concept of well-being, participatory approaches involving local inhabitants appear to be the most
appropriate way to address the issue of abandonment, as they allow for a real understanding of which
capabilities are currently unmet in a given area.

Applied to the context of rural areas, the capability approach allows us to interpret abandonment
not only as the result of unfavourable economic dynamics, but as the consequence of a systematic
deprivation of opportunities and freedoms. In many rural regions, there has been a progressive
deterioration in access to basic services (healthcare, education, and mobility), an erosion of the social
and cultural fabric, and an increasing perception of isolation and marginalisation. This “capability
deprivation” fosters a sense of social exclusion that further fuels abandonment processes. Casini et

10



al. (2021) empirically explored these dynamics in Tuscany by adopting Sen’s framework to develop
a model of community well-being, based on subjective measurements referring not to individuals, but
to collective perceptions. With this approach, the authors broke down well-being into several
dimensions, including health, income, access to goods and services, cultural and recreational
opportunities, and the quality of social relationships. They administered a survey to 228 residents of
rural areas to evaluate these dimensions and analysed the results with structural equation modelling.
Based on the results, the residents perceived that many aspects of collective well-being are
unsatisfactory, particularly those related to civic participation, access to services, and perceived
opportunities for younger generations. If left unaddressed, these factors risk entrenching the
marginality of rural areas and reinforcing the vicious cycle of depopulation and decline. The
capability-based approach has two strengths. First, it allows for an integrated and context-sensitive
understanding of well-being, overcoming the divide between subjective and objective indicators.
Second, it offers a solid theoretical basis for constructing participatory assessment tools, in which
communities are not merely recipients of policy but active agents in defining development goals.

In conclusion, addressing rural abandonment requires a paradigm shift: from policies centred
exclusively on productivity or economic incentives to strategies focused on well-being, understood
as the capacity of individuals to live in environments that offer meaningful opportunities. Being a
farmer today is very different from being a farmer in the past. This leads to several questions: how
do younger generations perceive this profession today? What are the positive and negative well-being
components associated with being a farmer? Profitability is essential, but what are the other
components of well-being that are perceived as positive or negative aspects of being a farmer? These
questions should be answered to create the conditions for the future development of our rural areas.
The capability approach offers a valuable framework for designing interventions aimed at building
“an agri-food sector that values food, fosters fair working and living conditions and vibrant and well-
connected rural and coastal areas” (European Commission, 2025).

4. The effects

Farmland abandonment is a structural phenomenon that affects numerous rural areas across
Europe, and it is particularly intense in the Mediterranean and mountainous contexts. Its effects are,
in large part, highly negative. In many regions, traditional agricultural practices have historically
contributed to the creation of landscapes with high ecological and cultural value, maintaining semi-
natural habitats and supporting biodiversity tied to open environments such as pastures and extensive
crops. The abandonment of these practices, along with the withdrawal from land management, results
in the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services as well as increased risks of soil erosion, forest
fires, and hydrogeological instability, leading to serious consequences for territorial safety and the
quality of life of local populations (Agnoletti ef al., 2019; Marino et al., 2022, Salis et al., 2022).

From a socio-economic perspective, agricultural abandonment is closely intertwined with rural
depopulation processes. The crisis of agricultural profitability, infrastructural isolation, and the
gradual reduction of public services have driven younger generations towards urban centres,
triggering a vicious cycle that deepens the marginalisation of entire regions. Population loss, in turn,
weakens social networks, disrupts the intergenerational transmission of farming knowledge, and
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causes cultural and relational impoverishment, undermining both the sense of belonging and
community cohesion (Reynaud, Miccoli, 2016, 2021, 2023; Benassi et al., 2023).

In this light, abandonment is not merely a land-use transformation; it also entails the loss of
human, cultural, and social capital. Furthermore, the decline in cultivated land reduces the national
agricultural system’s ability to produce essential goods, with consequences for food security and
sovereignty. These vulnerabilities were made particularly evident by recent international crises that
disrupted global supply chains (FAO, 2017).

Despite these impacts, farmland abandonment is not inherently negative. In some cases, the
natural recolonisation of abandoned agricultural areas may produce environmental benefits, such as
carbon sequestration, increased forest cover, and the enhancement of ecological processes. However,
these benefits are neither automatic nor guaranteed. They depend heavily on the territorial context,
the subsequent management of abandoned land, and the capacity of public policies to guide these
transitions.

In the absence of active stewardship, abandoned areas risk evolving into ecologically unstable
states, characterised by degraded vegetation, high flammability, and low resilience (Chauchard et al.,
2007; Marquez Torres et al., 2023). In addition, rewilding often entails the irreversible loss of
complex cultural landscapes shaped by centuries of human-nature interaction, landscapes that
communities often perceive as integral to their identity.

Given this complexity, it is clear that agricultural abandonment cannot be addressed through
sectoral instruments or monodisciplinary approaches. Instead, a systemic and integrated framework
is required, one that can assess trade-offs between agriculture, reforestation, and abandonment by
considering the multiple ecosystem services involved and their impacts on human well-being (Van
der Zanden et al., 2017). In this regard, Zavalloni et al. (2021) have offered a valuable modelling
attempt, comparing alternative land-use scenarios based on both private agricultural profitability and
collective well-being.

A significant contribution to understanding the implications of abandonment is provided by the
theoretical framework of Nature’s Contributions to People (NCP), developed by the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES; Pascual
et al., 2017). This approach broadens the conventional view of ecosystem services by including non-
material dimensions such as landscape aesthetics, collective memory, identity, and perceived well-
being. Recent studies have shown that in many rural communities, abandonment is associated with
negative emotions, a sense of institutional neglect, and declining quality of life, factors often
overlooked in conventional assessments (Van der Zanden et al., 2017; Quintas-Soriano et al., 2022).

In summary, farmland abandonment presents complex challenges but also strategic
opportunities. Addressing it requires a fundamental rethinking of the relationship between
agriculture, the environment, and society. This means adopting a territorial approach that values the
multifunctionality of rural landscapes, promotes community well-being, and integrates economic,
environmental, and cultural instruments within a long-term sustainability framework. Only by doing
so can abandonment be transformed from a symptom of decline into an opportunity for a new rural
agenda, one that combines ecological resilience, social justice, and territorial regeneration.
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5. Policy instruments

Public policy instruments aimed at tackling farmland abandonment fall within the broader
domain of measures to counter rural depopulation, given the strong interconnections between the two
phenomena, as previously discussed.

Karcagi-Kovats, Katona-Kovacs (2012) summarised how National Sustainable Development
Strategies (NSDS) and National Rural Development Programmes (NRDP) of European Union (EU)
Member States address rural depopulation processes. They provided a systematic overview of the
main drivers of demographic decline identified in these strategies and programmes, along with the
objectives set and the measures proposed. They found that “although most documents recognize the
depopulation process and all view it as a negative trend, there is no commonly accepted set of goals
or principles regarding the desired extent of demographic change in rural areas. Objectives vary
between ‘reducing,” ‘halting,” ‘stabilizing,” and ‘reversing’ rural depopulation”. According to
Karcagi-Kovats, Katona-Kovacs (2012), rural policies require a stronger theoretical foundation to
adequately address the wide-ranging, economic, environmental, and social impacts of depopulation.
They also call for greater attention to this issue in future national sustainable development strategies.

At the national level, the SNAI represents the most comprehensive framework addressing the
challenges of depopulation and poor access to services in Europe. All four European Structural and
Investment Funds are combined with national funds to support both local development strategies and
innovation in service provision across 72 pilot areas. Approximately €1 billion is being invested
through a place-based approach that integrates multiple sectors and levels of governance.
Associations of mayors usually lead the process, while LEADER Local Action Groups may support
project design or directly implement European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD)
measures in the area.

The most recent SNAI (Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, 2025, p. 44-46) for the 2021-
2027 period identifies four main strategic goals: (1) reversing population decline; (2) reversing the
drop in birth rates; (3) reducing the rate of decline (from sharp to moderate); and (4) managing
irreversible depopulation trajectories. Based on these categories, “each municipality must be able to
assess which of the four categories it falls into, based on demographic, social, and economic data,
and be equipped with appropriate skills and tools to pursue the corresponding specific objectives.
Local specificities must be seen as key drivers of endogenous development, capable of producing
lasting effects and making these territories attractive for younger generations”.

This model frames the municipality as the smallest unit of intervention, a practical approach in
the Italian context, though not without limitations. The structural diversity of municipalities may lead
to inefficiencies: either because the territories covered are too large, or because they are too small and
lack the necessary administrative capacity. The plan’s aspiration for “the ability of municipalities to
build effective participatory strategies involving all stakeholders living and shaping the territory”
(Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, 2025) may not always be easy to achieve. Therefore, the
development of adequate multi-level governance mechanisms appears to be essential.

Another critical issue is the absence of a clear theoretical framework guiding operational
choices. Resource allocation and priority setting can only be effective if grounded in well-defined
guidelines and an integrated vision of the abandonment phenomenon. If funds are distributed based
solely on arithmetic criteria, as some aspects of the SNAI suggest, or on simplistic definitions of
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territorial well-being, the expected outcomes are unlikely to materialise. Similarly, if outcome
indicators are not embedded within a comprehensive quality-of-life framework, then this approach
may not be sufficient to demonstrate the real effectiveness of implemented actions, opening the door
to inefficient solutions. The adoption of a theoretical framework such as the one proposed by Sen and
operationalised by Desai could provide significant support both for setting objectives and for
evaluating results.

Regarding specific instruments to counter farmland abandonment, Renwick et al. (2013)
analysed the effects of agricultural and trade reforms on abandonment risk using a modified version
of the Common Agricultural Policy Regionalised Impact (CAPRI) model, integrated with the spatial
framework Dyna-CLUE. This approach enables a more detailed geographical assessment of policy
impacts. One of the study’s key findings is the “spatial heterogeneity” of reform effects, highlighting
the inadequacy of the CAP, particularly Pillar I, in addressing diverse environmental objectives across
varied agricultural and natural contexts. The authors recommended “developing more targeted and
territorially differentiated policies” that can selectively prevent undesirable abandonment while
allowing beneficial rewilding in other areas. Consistent with FAO (2006) recommendations, the
authors concluded that simply maintaining land in agricultural production is neither an effective nor
an efficient strategy for managing abandonment. What is needed is a territorial approach based on
in-depth local analysis and societal preferences regarding public goods. Only in this way can the
multiple challenges of farmland abandonment be addressed in a way that enhances agricultural
sustainability in Europe.

Today, CAP instruments aimed at supporting rural development are implemented mainly
through regional development programmes, which attempt to counter farmland abandonment largely
through income support and investment aid. Resource allocation and tool selection are typically based
on administrative zoning that rarely exceeds four or five territorial categories at the regional level:
(1) areas of intensive agriculture; (2) intermediate rural areas in transition; (3) intermediate rural areas
in decline; and (4) rural areas facing development challenges.

Historically, Pillar 2 of the CAP has primarily provided farm support, either in the form of
investment grants or income support for low-impact practices, without any specific territorial vision.
A territorial logic is found primarily in LEADER-related measures, which represent the most relevant
component in terms of place-based development. In several regions, bottom-up planning has triggered
significant development pathways. Still, LEADER areas are often large, include multiple
municipalities, and suffer from substantial internal heterogeneity. Rarely are tools or strategies
developed for more granular territories. This approach appears to conflict with the evidence from
both research and the SNAI which emphasise the need for highly localised, targeted interventions.

Recent documents from the European Commission seem to show greater awareness of the
themes of abandonment and the attractiveness of inner areas, particularly for younger generations.
The challenge now is to ensure that operational instruments are designed in line with these goals. It
is important to recall that various studies have also identified certain CAP instruments themselves as
among the causes of abandonment.

In any case, to effectively address the multidimensional effects of rural decline, it is necessary
to activate multi-level governance frameworks involving coordinated action among European,
national, regional, and local institutions, as well as civil society actors. Territorial policies, such as
the SNAIL, LEADER programmes, or ecosystem services payment schemes, represent examples of
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integrated approaches that, if properly implemented, can help counter farmland abandonment by
enhancing local resources, promoting sustainable agriculture, and strengthening the social fabric of
rural communities (Labianca, Navarro, 2019). However, to be effective, such strategies must be built
through participatory processes rooted in community needs, tailored to local specificities, and
supported by robust theoretical frameworks capable of guiding coherent and sustainable action.

6. Conclusions

The evidence presented in this paper leads to several final reflections. Farmland abandonment
is a highly significant phenomenon in Italy and is strongly correlated with the depopulation of inner
areas. It represents a multifaceted phenomenon that poses significant challenges but also opens up
strategic opportunities for rethinking the future of rural areas. Addressing it effectively is not just
about reclaiming cultivated hectares; it is about rethinking territorial policies in light of a broader
concept of rural well-being, one that values the role of communities, local cultures, and intangible
ecosystem services as central elements of sustainable rural regeneration. The agricultural policy
instruments implemented thus far have not been able to contain this phenomenon across large parts
of the country. Research has provided a comprehensive understanding of the drivers behind
abandonment and a fairly detailed mapping of its effects. However, these aspects are not always
considered in an integrated manner, and the interrelationships between them, and their overall impact
on society, remain underexplored.

In this context, the evaluation of ecosystem services and, more broadly, the externalities
generated by agricultural activity emerges as a central issue. Whether carried out through direct
assessment or negotiated approaches among stakeholders, such evaluation is essential for informed
decision-making aimed at enhancing social well-being. Italian agricultural economists have
contributed meaningfully to this debate, but the application of these methodologies to real-world
cases remains a challenge. It is crucial to bridge this gap to define the appropriate intervention goals.

The European Commission’s new vision for CAP reform underlines the need to invest in
making rural areas more attractive and in improving working conditions in agriculture. In some areas,
it may already be too late, but it is still worth trying. The multiple causes of abandonment are well
understood, but they must be contextualised within local realities, including the availability of life
conditions that are today offered almost exclusively by urban environments. We must avoid creating
binary or exclusive models: agriculture versus cities. That said, we cannot overlook the principal
cause of abandonment: insufficient profitability. As previously discussed, many farming activities fail
to generate incomes that are viable in either relative or absolute terms. The current distribution of
support payments does not appear adequate to guarantee fair incomes in many situations.

Socially responsible solutions must be based on a comprehensive assessment of the role
agriculture plays in different territories and on intervention models that preserve competitiveness
while ensuring that agricultural work is satisfying both economically and socially. There are
successful examples, especially in Northern Italy, but it is necessary to assess their applicability
elsewhere. The path forward must involve ensuring decent income levels wherever agriculture is
expected to persist.
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As several studies have shown, profitability is a necessary, although not sufficient, condition to
address agricultural abandonment and, even more so, depopulation. It is essential to adopt operational
tools grounded in theoretical frameworks capable of explaining the specific elements that, in a given
time and place, shape quality of life. Only through an integrated understanding of all factors affecting
life satisfaction can we develop effective measures to limit, if not reverse, abandonment.

Sen’s capabilities approach can serve as a useful point of reference, although not necessarily
the only one. The fundamental capabilities proposed by Desai (1995), among which work and income
are key components, may provide an applicable framework to guide development policies in critical
areas. These capabilities should be adapted to specific contexts and while they may vary in their basic
elements depending on time and place, they must achieve satisfactory levels of well-being as
“perceived” by the inhabitants to enable a future for the territories in question. The development of
practical tools to assess these perceptions accurately across the various capabilities, as well as the
trade-offs between them, remains an underexplored area that deserves greater attention.

The SNAI represents an important tool that provides a set of guidelines for addressing the crises
affecting inner areas. However, it has several limitations, such as its reliance on administrative
boundaries, issues related to resource allocation criteria (as evidenced by the distribution for the new
inner areas), and, finally, shortcomings in the methods used to identify critical factors. It is essential
to develop robust theoretical and methodological tools to guide the process of improving living
conditions in these areas, but the scientific literature has offered very limited contributions in this
area.

The studies cited in this paper also highlight additional themes that applied economists,
especially those working on agriculture, food, and territory, can and perhaps must address. Territorial
zoning, which has long been a topic of agrarian economic research, now appears to be indispensable
for understanding the dynamics of abandonment and depopulation. The development of tools capable
of assessing the varying role of farms in relation to the non-market components of well-being — such
as monetary valuations of major externalities and benchmark indicators — represents another key issue
for the design of effective support policies for the sector. This is particularly relevant for evaluating
the contribution of farms to well-being in both environmental and social terms.

We are approaching a pivotal moment for the agricultural areas of Italy’s marginal regions: the
majority of the current generation of farmers is nearing retirement; the sector holds little appeal for
younger generations; and demographic trends are exacerbating both processes. The risk of widespread
depopulation and land abandonment is real.

At both the European and national levels, there is growing awareness of the critical interplay
between depopulation and agricultural decline, and vice versa. If we want to ensure a future for the
rural world in many of our regions, the time to act is now. To do so successfully, we must ensure that
the resources likely to become available are used as effectively as possible, through multi-level
governance, a shared and theoretically sound development vision, and in-depth analysis of each
territorial context. There is substantial room for applied economists, and agricultural economists in
particular, to contribute. The question is whether there is sufficient interest and willingness to take up
the challenge.
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