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Abstract: The article investigates the possibilities of re-activating the built heritage of the Marche
Apennine through shared, creative, and transcalar approaches. This is a particularly challenging task
for marginal inner areas, which during the pandemic have been even more isolated due to previous
structural issues such as lack of services, poor accessibility, economic stagnation, and depopulation.
Italian inner areas are also facing an increase in environmental risks linked to ongoing climate change.
This work focuses on the Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano in the Marche Region as part
of the national project “Branding4Resilience”. The research methodological approach entails an
exploration of the territory through quantitative and qualitative tools to investigate the possibility
of a new reading of the Marche inner area and suggest operation at a local level, without losing the
wider perspective on global challenges. This interpretation is synthesized in a territorial portrait
that supports visions for the sustainable transformation of the area, and shows the need for shared
collaborative approaches for more inclusive forms of living together. Finally, the work proposes
built heritage as a trigger for development processes in marginalized territories, thus highlighting
the crucial role of design and creativity, through transcalar approaches, to unveil relevant and often
hidden resources and to envisage resilient futures for inner areas.

Keywords: built heritage; inner areas; resilience; shared, creative and transcalar approach;
architectural design

1. Introduction

The global emergency of the COVID-19 pandemic sharpened the condition of marginal-
ity and peripheralization of inner areas and territories, which is already a topical debate
and a concrete policy for local action all over Europe [1,2]. In Italy, the state of the art on
inner areas is advanced, mainly thanks to the process of sensitization brought forward by
the National Strategy on Inner Areas (SNAI) [3]. Indeed, this place-based development
strategy, promoted by the Ministry of Cohesion since 2014, managed to increase public
attention and awareness, as well as start the territorial regeneration of some marginal
contexts. Yet, the strategy has sometimes failed to propose effective local actions of en-
hancement and transformation, which raises a reflection on the need to revise the tools to
read marginality and the criteria to assess the most effective policies to oppose it [4]. In the
Apennine area, the conditions of depopulation, abandonment, and lack of infrastructure
and services are worsened by the high level of seismic and hydro-geomorphological risks.
Especially after the 2016 earthquake in central Italy, and even more now with the recent
flood of the Misa river in the Marche region, which affects a large territory from central
Apennine (Cantiano) to the coastline (Senigallia), the overlapping of these phenomena
would require the implementation of coherent and synergistic policies, as well as a high
level of competence and readiness to local action, which are instead lacking or scarce [5].
Yet, at European and Italian levels, positive dynamics and reactions to the issues affecting
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inner territories are noticeable regarding both structural and emergency challenges [6–8].
They often rely on hidden qualities and potentials of the territory and involve culture [9],
creativity, and heritage [10,11] as potent drivers of development to overcome the conditions
of marginality and abandonment, thus interlacing and connecting local issues to larger
frameworks of sense with a transcalar approach [12].

In reflecting on these premises and focusing on the main question of reactivating built
heritage with shared, creative, and transcalar approaches, this article explores the northern
part of the Marche Region in central Italy as a paradigmatic case to articulate the research
question in three sub-questions:

1. Is a renewed reading of the Marche inner area possible, and with which tools?
2. Can this interpretation be synthesized in a territorial portrait that supports visions for

the sustainable transformation of the area?
3. Can the reactivation of built heritage be a trigger for development and re-settling

processes in marginalized territories, such as the Apennine inner area?

In this context, there is both the need for a new perspective and interpretative frame-
work on inner areas and for a different methodology based on the combination of quan-
titative and qualitative tools. Indeed, together with more standard tools of mapping and
analysis, shared, creative, and transcalar approaches [13] for the investigation of inner
contexts are used in the present research to enable a necessary, complex, multifaceted, and
systemic view of the territory. This facilitates explorative and transformative scenarios,
which are particularly useful to imagine the reactivation of built heritage and to address
more resilient futures [14] with the help of local actors and communities [15].

This research is developed within the framework of the national research project
“Branding4Resilience” (B4R). B4R examines four Italian inner areas and their ability to
adapt to main global challenges by building “operative branding actions”. The capacity
for the reactivation of built heritage is a particularly challenging task, especially for rural-
mountain areas, which during the pandemic have been even more isolated and left behind,
due to structural issues [16,17]. Beyond touristic enhancement, branding starts from identity
values, intrinsic qualities, and unexpressed potentials to propose a more structural and
resilient transformation of the territory, and connects the idea of heritage reactivation to the
one of place-making in a multidisciplinary, transcalar, and multilevel process. In the B4R
project, communities are essential to recognize, transform, and take care of local values and
built heritage, and thus become a key player in the process [18].

The analyses described in this contribution have been conducted in the focus area of
the Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano in the north of the Marche Region, Italy, as
the specific contribution of the Marche Polytechnic University research unit to the B4R
project. Together with the spatial analysis of the focus area and its critical aspects and
values, the exploration also detected positive social innovation trends and dynamics of
change. Starting from this dataset, the article attempts to sketch a territorial portrait of the
area according to a necessary new perspective on inner territories, as mentioned above.

The article is structured in six sections. Section 1 introduces the research question,
articulated in three sub-questions. Section 2 focuses on the paper background and clarifies
the main objectives of the research. Section 3 presents the methodology, with quantitative
and qualitative tools revolving around a ‘research by design’ approach. Section 4 presents
the area of Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano as a paradigmatic case study for this
research. The results in Section 5 synthesize the exploration phase with territorial mapping,
photos, diagrams, explorative designs, and a tentative territorial portrait. Results are
discussed and critically interpreted in the Section 6 that highlights the need to reposition
design at the center of programmatic frameworks for inner areas in combination with
a strategic and transcalar approach, which points at built heritage, creativity, and new
networks as viable solutions to reduce marginality and generate economic impulses and
circular metabolisms.
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2. Background
2.1. Peripheries: Habitats of Resilience

In common sense, the word “periphery” is generally associated with marginal, under-
developed contexts. According to Eurostat, about 58% of the European population live
and work in ‘rural areas’ and in ‘towns and suburbs’, which are respectively considered as
‘thinly populated areas’ and ‘intermediate density areas’ [19]. In Italy, as highlighted by the
SNAI [3], these marginal areas host more than 13 million people and occupy more than
60% of the national territory. During the recent pandemic, inner areas have shown to be
unexpectedly prompt to respond to the basic needs of local communities (social relations,
quality of space and living, access to basic services), but at the same time, they have mani-
fested their structural weaknesses (digital divide, inaccessibility). This highlights that the
dimension of proximity embedded in these contexts can be seen from a double perspective:
it means closeness, intimacy, and sense of community, but this quality is paradoxically the
result of isolation, a lack of accessibility, and attractiveness. Abandonment and structural
decline are still inevitable critical issues in these areas [20–22], but these rural-urban sys-
tems have shown also positive dynamics of transformation and innovation in different
fields [23] and have started to witness processes of re-settlement with new young incomers
in search of job opportunities and diverse lifestyles [2,24,25]. The expansion and relevance
of the phenomenon of marginality, in different definitions and connotations, implies that
these contexts represent a significant case study in relation to their potentials (e.g., social
innovation practices) and with the goal of a possible renaissance and re-settlement [4,26].

Following these considerations, this article aims to look at the peripheral Marche
central Apennine as a test-field for new dynamics of development, with potential re-
sources specifically connected to space, settlements, landscapes, and communities. To
frame this interpretation, this research draws upon the two background concepts of habitat
and resilience. Our understanding of habitat integrates natural space with communities,
settlements, and landscapes [27,28]. To define it, we introduce the idea of Slow-Living
Habitats [29] characterized by low population density, widespread rural patterns [30], mul-
tiple small and medium-sized productive activities, and a variety of settlement typologies
alternating in the landscape. These contexts seem to move at a slower pace, but they are not
static [31]. They propose instead different productive models and a different way of living,
based on the principles of quality of life and relationship with the landscape, zero-kilometer
production chains, sustainable tourism, and the enhancement of creativity [32]. Indeed,
slowness as a creative rhythm becomes a connecting dimension between human beings
and inhabited space and between local and global dimensions, to meet the challenges of
our time.

In the field of spatial and local development [33], we relate the term ‘resilience’ to
habitats with a higher quality of life for the inhabitants, where circular economies are
fostered, slowness is a lifestyle and a productive dimension that generates sustainable and
long-lasting processes, and mobility is a synonym for accessibility. Also, resilience stands
for the seeking of a renewed balance between human settlements and natural systems and
between the preservation of land and the necessary transformations of the living habitat.
The expression ‘designing resilience’ means to preserve some of the qualities of the habitat
and allow other aspects to fade away while maintaining the same sense of identity [34]. The
process towards a shared idea and a vision of the territory [35] that aims at the reconnection
of its different layers and complexities is collaborative, and the role of the designer is
relevant [36]. It addresses the co-creation of shared scenarios for future development to
foster authentic engagement, participatory governance, and self-recognition in the design
outcomes, as well as a renewed cohesion of the community in the long term, which in turn
triggers an increased capacity to withstand economic, social, and climate challenges [37].

2.2. Goals: Reactivating and Resettling

Although the term “reactivation” might not be common in the terminology for heritage-
led processes and interventions on built heritage, this research introduces an approach
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where built heritage is interpreted in an open and flexible way, including not only listed
architectural monuments, but also the architecture linked to the identity of a specific place
or community; built heritage is concerned with “more than rationality” and has to deal
with “the sense of beauty” [38].

The term reactivation includes different ideas and intervention approaches on
built heritage:

- restoration and conservation of the historical heritage, concerning the preservation of
building features that have a recognized value and identity [39];

- the more common expression of ‘adaptive reuse’, that combines the preservation of
preexisting buildings with new features tailored to the user’s needs [40];

- spatial and functional repurposing and transformation of heritage buildings and
structures [41,42];

- recycling abandoned, underused, or polluted artefacts, which refers to the inventive
capacity of design to create a new sense for existing objects and spaces [13];

- regeneration [43], which is more commonly used for the urban and landscape scale,
and reclamation in their broader sense, referring to the habitat where the built heritage
is embedded, which also means the need to connect with the surrounding ecosystem;

- the idea of circularity of design [44], and thus the resilience of the place.

Reactivation can be intended as a multi-layered approach able to reverberate in the
territory, while being impacted by the economy and job sector, and having durable effects
on the metabolism of the place. The term reactivation and the underlying concept addressed
in this article ultimately point at the possibility of resettling as the final goal of the whole
process as a final result of the B4R project [18]. The approach envisaged the reactivation
and resettling goals to include community engagement and sharing to align ideas towards
common development scenarios.

Indeed, B4R innovation lies in the collaborative practices of “co-design” and “co-
visioning,” which actively involve the population in the design process, thus facilitating
dialogue, exchange, and the promotion of new governance models that aim at transforming
stakeholders to “shareholders” and “net holders” [45]. Through creative and transcalar
approaches that connect the inventive capacity of design—with minimal interventions—to
the large-scale and complex territorial systems where built heritage is located, it is possible
to achieve the reactivation and the repopulation of an area.

3. Methodology

The methodology of selection and exploration of the focus area is connected to the
general methodological approach jointly developed and used by all research units for
the first phase of the B4R project. The methodology uses a combination of quantitative
and qualitative tools revolving around a “research by design” approach [46–48], and is
structured upon four explorative dimensions. The territories are analyzed by looking at:

1. Infrastructures, landscape, and ecosystems (dimension 1);
2. Built and cultural heritage and settlement dynamics (dimension 2);
3. Economies and values (dimension 3);
4. Networks, services, community, and governance models (dimension 4).

These lenses integrate all the tools of analysis and, with particular reference to territo-
rial mapping. They are organized in sub-dimensions as extensively clarified in the general
methodological overview proposed in the article “Branding4Resilience” [18]. The qualita-
tive tools are field research, perceptive, narrative exploration, and explorative design [49],
which are used as scientific tools of knowledge and visioning to obtain a comprehensive
analytical framework.

Quantitative and qualitative tools of analysis are carried out in parallel to get a deep
and extensive understanding of the area and its dynamics of change [50,51]. With the ex-
ploration phase, tangible and intangible meanings are unveiled to build upon regenerative
ideas in the following phases of the B4R project, i.e., the co-design phase (2021–2022) and
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the co-visioning phase (2022–2023). The selection of the Apennine focus area for the Marche
Polytechnic University (see Section 4), with its distinctive features and the specific topic of
investigation for the research unit, centered around built heritage, and it was required to
adapt and specifically address the general B4R methodological approach while remaining
within its general framework.

The Quantitative and Qualitative Tools

In B4R explorative approach, the quantitative tools aim to deepen and portrait the cur-
rent situation of the area. The definition of a set of interpretative maps, generated through
specific data/indicators, has been the common starting point to guide and coordinate all
research units of the project in a clear methodological framework for the exploration of the
four focus areas of the project (Marche, Piemonte, Trentino, and Sicily). The creation of
maps based on geographic information systems has been essential to represent geophysi-
cal and quantifiable data in a dynamic, interactive, and variable way, and to make them
transferable and usable for the municipalities. Data were collected via national, regional,
provincial, and municipal portals, but also developed from bibliographic research, tabular
data, field trips, and interviews with local actors, and thus represent a completely new
source of knowledge of the area.

Stakeholder analysis [52] (Figure 1) aims at identifying the key players in the focus
area. The analysis detects potential interlocutors who can influence decisions or outcomes
on project-related issues. The analysis, a reiterative process, was based on the four dimen-
sions of the explorative phase to suggest stakeholders according to their role and mission.
The analysis highlights the relational dynamics between stakeholders and the territory,
and points out those main actors with whom dialogue is necessary for the realization of
the project [53]. Also, this analysis is useful for the co-design phase to identify groups
of subjects that might be involved to discuss and get feedback on the envisaged design
actions. Dialogues with local actors support or complement the analysis of stakeholders
detecting other potentially interesting subjects through snowball techniques. The focus of
the stakeholder analysis and of the dialogues was on “social innovators” or “changemak-
ers”, namely actors that contribute to the dynamic transformation of the area with their
everyday activities. The pool of information gathered, both through data collection and
dialogues, would lead to the definition of a map of the social innovators [54–58], which is
useful for involving these actors in the co-design and co-visioning of the focus area.
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Qualitative tools of analysis are a relevant part of the “research by design” approach
used for the area’s exploration. Field research and site visits are used to directly experience
the places supporting the researchers in constructing a perceptive analysis of the space and
the embedded relational dynamics [30]. Data were collected in situ, including dialogues
and informal exchanges with inhabitants and local actors. The point of view is that of the
observer [59,60] to construct a vision free of preconceptions. Primarily, preparation must be
case-specific, and a certain level of rigor is required to read and interpret the data collected
during the site visit.

Perceptive and narrative exploration is performed by means of a professional photo-
graphic campaign to build a portrait gallery of the focus area and through storytelling and
pattern analysis [30]. Photography is frequently employed in the design process as a per-
ceptive tool for the construction of qualitative analysis; following the Ghirri approach [61],
the research proposes the photographic image as a tool for knowledge and interpretation
of a specific territory.

Storytelling is used as a tool of cognitive investigation and communication [62], to
refocus issues and shift perceptions of places, and ultimately to envisage new transforma-
tions inside the design process. In particular, the explorative storytelling activities concern
a general look at the territory of the Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano, and some
specific studies in the villages of Cagli (PU), Cantiano (PU), and Sassoferrato (AN).

As mentioned, a “research by design” [46–48] approach is used in all B4R phases.
In the Apennine, with architecture and built heritage as the disciplinary focuses of this
research unit, we also approach the focus area using explorative design, a tool used to
both analyze the territory and envisage its development paths in collaboration with the
community to create further connections [52]. Particularly Ph.D. research studies [29,63]
substantiate this approach in coordination with the methods, tools, and focus of B4R [18]
and are partially supported by the work of design master theses that helped test specific
solutions. The use of this tool builds upon the methodology used by some of the authors in
previous transdisciplinary research projects [64]. The creative and transcalar approach at
the basis of these explorations suggests going beyond single building to embrace a wider
strategic perspective on the context. This creates the framework to enrich the architectural
intervention with a stronger sense and purpose by embedding it within specific and
contextualized visions of the studied habitat. The explorative design focuses on the whole
focus area and on specific looks at six of the nine municipalities of the Appennino Basso
Pesarese Anconetano.

4. The Northern Central Apennine: A Paradigmatic Case Study

The selection of the focus area for the Marche Polytechnic University was related to
the general framework of criteria set within B4R: inner territories characterized by low-
density population that are affected by phenomena of abandonment, economic setback,
lack of services, and reduced accessibility. The Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano
(Figure 2) consists of nine municipalities with a 846.15 km2; extension and 32,375 residents
(Istat 2019). It has an average population density of 39.67 inhabitants/km2 and it is the
Marche Region’s pilot area for the SNAI. Located in the northern central Apennine, the
area is strongly linked to the two centers of Urbino and Fabriano, and it is tangentially
touched by the Roman Via Flaminia and the consular road Strada Clementina. It is also
placed within the identifying river comb structure, with productive, ecological, and linear
infrastructural valleys connecting it to the coast and supporting its capillary economy of
small-medium enterprises typical of this region.

The small centers and rural villages (Figure 3) face a slow and extended process of
marginalization. The lack of offered education and the medium distance of 24.65 km from
the DEA hospitals (Department of Emergency and Acceptance) are significant indicators,
combined with the critical seismic and hydrogeological conditions of the central Appennine.
The fragility is revealed by the progressive aging population, with an increase in the average
age from 45.52 to 48.37 years old, the significant increase in the over-65 population (Istat
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2002–2019), and the average depopulation of 9%, with has peaked up to 18% (Figure 4).
These demographic processes impact the local economic development and the governance
system, which lead to a general impoverishment of both heritage and natural assets.
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5. Results

Besides providing an overview of the results collected in the exploration phase, the
article proposes in this section a focus on the analysis of the built heritage dimension
(dimension 2) of the Marche Region, both to outline the most significant asset for the
focus area and to stress the semantic connection with the critical interpretation of data
synthesized in the territorial portrait (Section 5.4).

5.1. The Territorial Mapping and Analysis: Built Heritage as an Asset

The territorial mapping of the Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano is a collection
of maps, textual descriptions, graphs, and data describing the habitat in order to catch
its positive and critical aspects and to consider its interdependencies through a transcalar
multidisciplinary perspective. By looking at the distribution of the mapped data, it is
possible to detect patterns, trends, and dynamics of the area for a necessary renewed
reading of these marginal habitats.

The settlement structure (Figure 5) is characterized by small centers and rural villages,
but also by small productive localities and a constellation of scattered houses. All the
municipalities are facing a slow process of marginalization and an abandonment phe-
nomenon (−9.33% inhabitants, from 2010 to 2019). This process goes paradoxically along
with extensive land consumption. Although there has been an evident development
of all the major urban centers following the Second World War, even in recent decades,
land consumption has risen to 160,523.52 m2. This data is even more critical when con-
sidering the significant percentage of abandoned, underused, or disused buildings and
urban voids.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the issue of technological infrastructure and commu-
nication networks has become a central topic, which highlighted how inner areas lacking
these systems found themselves in a condition of further marginalization. At the same
time, other regions recognized the experimentation of new living and working models,
such as smart or south working [65]. Within the focus area, DSL coverage (Figure 6) was
extremely high in the main centers, while in the more peripheral areas it was almost non-
existent and reached less than 50% of the inhabitants. Regarding this, the municipalities
are implementing new possibilities for innovative development.
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The area is close to the UNESCO site of Urbino and other centers that are part of
the national networks “Borghi più Belli d’Italia” (Sassoferrato), and “Comuni Virtuosi”
(Cantiano), as shown in Figure 7. Food and wine excellence enable these territories to be
included in international production networks. Also, the organization of international
events enhances tourist attractiveness, especially in the centers with the highest cultural
interaction, which is measured by the number of active associations. The population
increase in the summer was more than 30%, and mainly due to the number of tourists



Sustainability 2022, 14, 16196 11 of 26

attracted by the large offer of cultural sites, historical built heritage, events, historical and
cultural itineraries, local food and wine excellence, and traditions (Figure 8).
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The exploration has brought attention to the focus area’s complex cultural system,
determined by its built heritage, natural assets, cultural values, and creative vibrancy.
This vast capital represents a fundamental opportunity for the inner area, if funding and
investments are correctly addressed. The specificity of the built heritage is a main asset,
and its reactivation may generate positive multiplier effects to become a driving force for
an overall rethinking and adaptation of the Apennine settlements to new performances of
efficiency, accessibility, innovation, and inclusion.

5.2. The Research in the Field: Social Innovators and Change-Makers for Collaborative Networks

As described in Section 3, the research group conducted field research in the Ap-
pennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano (Figure 9) region on September 2020. The on-site
surveys evidenced a landscape strongly shaped by the presence of human settlements,
with ongoing depopulation signs. The decline in land preservation was visible among the
uncultivated spaces and abandoned buildings. The difficulty of accessibility increases the
risk of marginalization. Yet, many diffused qualities and potential spaces built a constel-
lation of beautiful places, rich in aesthetic values, full of identity and significance for the
communities and that opened unexpected pockets of possibilities.

The stakeholder analysis in the Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano highlighted
a network of several actors potentially interested in the eight challenges identified. We
evaluated the interests and the expertise of each stakeholder on a specific topic, and located
the subjects on maps that stated the relevance of some key actors (Figure 10). Concerning
the creation of collaborative territorial networks and the improvement of accessibility and
quality of services, the more involved actors were local public administrators and Local
Action Groups. Regarding the topic of social innovation, the range of stakeholders included
enterprises and cooperatives working in the third sector.
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Figure 11 synthesizes the relevant issues, possibilities, and weaknesses of the territory
in a word cloud that emerged during a series of dialogues with selected social innovators in
the area. The main themes in these conversations regarded material and immaterial heritage,
local traditions and productions, research, and innovative ideas. Critical issues related to
accessibility, isolation, abandonment, and lack of opportunities emerged. The predominant
element was undoubtedly linked to the difficulty in creating new networks and synergies
between the many positive experiences throughout the territory, thus leading to a lack
of real impact of the social innovation initiatives of enhancement and empowerment.
Considering this situation, it is necessary to focus on building a network of these actors to
bring further innovation to the territory.
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5.3. The Perceptive, Narrative and Design Exploration: Creativity as a Resource and a Tool

Through the qualitative process described in Section 3, the Apennine exploration
identified a series of recurring aspects. The investigation of the interaction between human
settlements and nature showed a strict connection between natural elements and built
heritage, as well as heavy transformations on landscapes and historical stratifications
made by the evolution of uses and economies in the territory. Particularly, the perceptive
exploration, using photography and pattern analysis, identified:

• A varied and complex landscape (Figure 12);
• Productive activities related to agriculture, forestry, and used or unused quarries;
• A branched network of minor roads, footpaths, and cycle paths, that were realized or

under implementation;
• High hydrogeological and seismic risks, also related to urban settlements;
• Several buildings of considerable architectural value—some of which were recovered

with a creative approach both for public and touristic purposes;
• ‘Ordinary’ heritage, consisting of often abandoned or underused buildings and places

that represent an unresolved issue for the historical centers (Figures 13 and 14).
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Photo by A. Tessadori, 2021. ©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023.
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Figure 13. Former pasta factory Giacani next to the historical center of Sassoferrato (AN). Photo by A.
Tessadori, 2021. ©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023.

The narrative exploration used storytelling as a tool to describe the many ‘characters’
encountered during field investigations. We detected:

• A strong sense of togetherness characterizing this network of small communities
rooted in the territory and connected to their villages and the traditions of their land;

• Proximity economic activities, typical of small towns, that acted as meeting places for
citizens and often provided essential services for inhabitants and visitors;

• People moving from place to place in a territorial dimension mostly by car to work
and reach services, which opened questions about the sustainability of inner territories
in terms of accessibility for the aging population.
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An important aspect characterizing the focus area was creativity, which was detected
as reaching local creatives, artists, and artisans. We also analyzed a quite successful and pi-
oneering action policy promoted within the SNAI. The “Asili d’Appennino—The dwellings
of creativity in Upper Marche” is a pilot project involving all municipalities of the area for
the creation of a new concept of hospitality through reclaiming and repurposing cultural
buildings as new artistic residencies. Based on an integrated management approach, the
project combines receptivity, culture and education, enjoyment of the environment and
landscape, food products, welfare, slow mobility, and digital services, with the ultimate
goal to experiment with new possibilities and ways of living and creating in this territory.

Explorative designs (see Section 3) conducted in the Appennino Basso Pesarese An-
conetano highlighted important topics and issues both on specific sites (Figures 15–17) and
for the whole focus area. The creative and instinctive capacity of design was used here as
a tool to identify potential values and hidden qualities. The transcalar approach tried to
outline a strategic vision for the territories (scenarios) while defining small-scale operative
actions (architectural designs).

In Cantiano and Sassoferrato, we developed specific responses to critical issues, such
as the abandonment of the industrial heritage and the scarce infrastructural connection.
Figure 15 displays the strategic scenarios addressing the area’s key topics, namely the
main infrastructures along the river valleys, the historical layer of unused or abandoned
productive buildings, and the parks and natural reserves. From the scenario-building [49],
specific designs for the built heritage of Sassoferrato and Cantiano were envisaged to
reactivate two former mills along the rivers Sentino and Burano. In Sassoferrato, the former
pasta factory with the embedded mill was proposed as a food and pasta lab linked to the
regeneration of the river park and to the implementation of a local food market in the
nearby public square. In Cantiano (Figure 16) the former wheat mill is connected to an
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existing hostel, and both were refurbished and turned into a bakery and a community
center, including a space to exhibit and promote the local products sold in the vegetables
and fruit market taking place once a week in front of the building.
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Figure 17. Abandoned productive heritage is reactivated with new activities. The former agri-
cultural consortium of Apecchio was turned into a fab lab with accommodating spaces and new
economic and social activities. Credits: E. Carlino with M. Ferretti and M.G. Di Baldassarre for
©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023.

Thanks to the comprehensive exploration, three relevant topics emerged for the Apennine:

1. The rich presence of built heritage, some of which is currently abandoned and in need
of reactivation;

2. The lack of networks and connections, both among people, actors, and practices, and
in terms of physical infrastructures;

3. Creativity as a relevant layer and resource of the area.

These analyses have been useful to depict a territorial portrait of the focus area
intended as a first interpretation and a starting point towards branding and the necessary
structural transformations to increase resilience against future challenges.

5.4. Built Heritage, Networks and Creativity: A Territorial Portrait for the Apennine Inner Area

The territorial portrait, depicted in the maps of risks (Figure 18) and values (Figure 19),
sketches the Apennine as an “archipelago of villages” of floating-like islands in an ex-
ceptional, natural, patrimonial, and social context. However, they fluctuate against the
seismic waves and are confronted with the typical problems of the islands: inaccessibility,
abandonment, anthropic pressure, risk of tourist colonization, and consequent loss of
identity (Figure 18). The medieval villages called “borghi” developed around a castle or a
fortress and were usually built on a hill, along ridges, or surrounded by rivers, to defend
against enemies. The territorial portrait aims to represent the risks of these typical central-
Italy villages by symbolically portraying the percentage of listed buildings (2%) compared
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to ordinary heritage (98%), which shows significant abandonment trends. Yet, seem-
ingly contradicting this figure, land consumption increased (+160,523.52 m2 in the period
2010–2016), which also contributed to the general impoverishment of the landscape values.
Also, the portrait displays the isolation of villages in terms of cultural and social networks,
as reported during the field research by inhabitants and operators. High hydrogeological
risk is represented in Figure 18 by the rivers cutting through the villages. The risk map
brings to light a general condition of strong fragility in the “archipelago of villages”.

Figure 19 maps the values of the northern Apennine. Identity elements such as castles,
bell towers, or fortifications represent the most iconic monuments of each village, sketched
in the central drawing. This heritage is recognized worldwide, including the nearby
UNESCO World Heritage Site of Urbino and two important historical streets, the Flaminia
and the Clementina. Creativity and social innovation are important features, as shown by
the regional initiative “Evolved Cultural District”, which have been promoted in the area
since 2012. Also, the connection between the municipalities is crucial, and it is represented
in the value map by the bike ring-pathway “Ciclovia Alte Marche”, a cooperation project
of the nine villages developed within the framework of the SNAI.

Precisely because of this double condition of high value and high risk, the “archipelago
of villages” and its ordinary heritage must be protected and enhanced through conservation,
but also through the creative capacity of design to transform it sensitively and to reveal its
intrinsic and sometimes hidden qualities. Some of these qualities include the creative and
entrepreneurial capacity of the inhabitants, the beauty of the places, the architectures and
built heritage, the potential of the material and immaterial networks, and the value of the
history and culture.

Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 20 of 27 
 

 

2. The lack of networks and connections, both among people, actors, and practices, and 
in terms of physical infrastructures; 

3. Creativity as a relevant layer and resource of the area. 
These analyses have been useful to depict a territorial portrait of the focus area in-

tended as a first interpretation and a starting point towards branding and the necessary 
structural transformations to increase resilience against future challenges. 

5.4. Built Heritage, Networks and Creativity: A Territorial Portrait for the Apennine Inner Area 
The territorial portrait, depicted in the maps of risks (Figure 18) and values (Figure 

19), sketches the Apennine as an “archipelago of villages” of floating-like islands in an 
exceptional, natural, patrimonial, and social context. However, they fluctuate against the 
seismic waves and are confronted with the typical problems of the islands: inaccessibility, 
abandonment, anthropic pressure, risk of tourist colonization, and consequent loss of 
identity (Figure 18). The medieval villages called “borghi” developed around a castle or a 
fortress and were usually built on a hill, along ridges, or surrounded by rivers, to defend 
against enemies. The territorial portrait aims to represent the risks of these typical central-
Italy villages by symbolically portraying the percentage of listed buildings (2%) compared 
to ordinary heritage (98%), which shows significant abandonment trends. Yet, seemingly 
contradicting this figure, land consumption increased (+160,523.52 m2 in the period 2010–
2016), which also contributed to the general impoverishment of the landscape values. 
Also, the portrait displays the isolation of villages in terms of cultural and social networks, 
as reported during the field research by inhabitants and operators. High hydrogeological 
risk is represented in Figure 18 by the rivers cutting through the villages. The risk map 
brings to light a general condition of strong fragility in the “archipelago of villages”. 

 

Figure 18. Territorial portrait: “an archipelago of villages”. Risk map. Credits: coordination M.
Ferretti, elaboration M.G. Di Baldassarre, 2021. ©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 16196 20 of 26

Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 21 of 27 
 

 

Figure 18. Territorial portrait: “an archipelago of villages”. Risk map. Credits: coordination M. Fer-
retti, elaboration M.G. Di Baldassarre, 2021. ©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023. 

Figure 19 maps the values of the northern Apennine. Identity elements such as cas-
tles, bell towers, or fortifications represent the most iconic monuments of each village, 
sketched in the central drawing. This heritage is recognized worldwide, including the 
nearby UNESCO World Heritage Site of Urbino and two important historical streets, the 
Flaminia and the Clementina. Creativity and social innovation are important features, as 
shown by the regional initiative “Evolved Cultural District”, which have been promoted 
in the area since 2012. Also, the connection between the municipalities is crucial, and it is 
represented in the value map by the bike ring-pathway “Ciclovia Alte Marche”, a cooper-
ation project of the nine villages developed within the framework of the SNAI. 

Precisely because of this double condition of high value and high risk, the “archipel-
ago of villages” and its ordinary heritage must be protected and enhanced through con-
servation, but also through the creative capacity of design to transform it sensitively and 
to reveal its intrinsic and sometimes hidden qualities. Some of these qualities include the 
creative and entrepreneurial capacity of the inhabitants, the beauty of the places, the ar-
chitectures and built heritage, the potential of the material and immaterial networks, and 
the value of the history and culture. 

 
Figure 19. Territorial portrait: “an archipelago of villages”. Value map. Credits: coordination M. 
Ferretti, elaboration M.G. Di Baldassarre, 2021. ©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023. 

6. Discussion and Conclusions 
6.1. Lessons Learned 

Some significant insights have been drawn from the analysis of this inner area. The 
lessons learned are summarized in the following articulation, and synthesized in Figure 

Figure 19. Territorial portrait: “an archipelago of villages”. Value map. Credits: coordination M.
Ferretti, elaboration M.G. Di Baldassarre, 2021. ©Branding4Resilience—UNIVPM, 2020–2023.

6. Discussion and Conclusions
6.1. Lessons Learned

Some significant insights have been drawn from the analysis of this inner area. The
lessons learned are summarized in the following articulation, and synthesized in Figure 20,
to find an answer to the research sub-questions articulated at the beginning of this article.

• First, the research aimed at determining whether a renewed reading of the Marche
inner area was possible and how that could be so. This contribution identified quantita-
tive and qualitative tools as necessary tools to reach this goal; through the implementa-
tion of territorial mapping, the study of the literature, on-site visits, the exchange with
experts, and the dialogues with the communities, it seems that a viable solution and
a right approach should combine a focus on local issues and problems to be tackled
with a wide-ranging perspective. Working at different scales, it is possible to consider
global challenges and to contextualize them by verifying how they interface with local
circumstances. From the research, it emerged that the built heritage is a significant
asset for these territories. However, some critical issues and potentialities are currently
unexploited due to the difficulty of accessibility and the lack of skills necessary for the
valorization of the existing heritage.

• Secondly, this contribution investigated the possibility of synthesizing this new read-
ing into a territorial portrait that would be able to support visions for a sustainable
transformation of places. The methodology applied shared and collaborative ap-
proaches through stakeholder analysis, dialogues, and, as future steps of the B4R
project, co-design and co-visioning. The presented results, through stakeholder maps,
social innovators diagrams, and word-clouds, evidenced the presence of existing
networks on the territory which, nevertheless, appear to be weak. Their strengthening
is an ongoing process that deserves to be further supported. The results highlight
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the need to find alternative forms of cohabitation of places and dialogue among the
various actors.

• The third research sub-question wondered about the role of built heritage as a trigger
for development and re-settling processes in marginalized territories. The “research
by design” methodology implied creative and transcalar approaches. The results
(perceptive analysis, portrait gallery, storytelling, pattern analysis, explorative designs,
and scenarios) highlighted the relevance of a creative approach to places and the
disruptive capacity of design to unveil hidden aspects and topics which are very
significant for a more resilient future for these contexts. The promotion of local
creativity can be supported by enhancing existing potentials in the area, and with the
direct application of design know-how through innovative and transcalar processes.
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6.2. Innovation: “Borgo +cheSostenibile”

Our contribution adds a further element of reflection to the ongoing debate on small
villages in Italy [66]. With regard to the background literature, we proposed an innovative
concept of habitat according to which the village appears to be strictly linked with its
territory, and brought forward the idea of slow-living habitats. Also, the idea of resilience
has been outlined in this contribution with specific reference to design. Moreover, the
research addressed the notions of reactivation and resettlement, while proposing to connect
these goals with a systemic and transcalar approach to territories.

By focusing on heritage reactivation through shared, creative, and transcalar ap-
proaches, the research aims at the sustainable development of the villages (“borghi”) in a
broader sense. We propose the idea of “Borgo +cheSostenibile” (lit. “More-than-Sustainable
Village”), a village that overcomes the isolation of the individual settlement and becomes
part of a dynamic, participative, and collaborative system. In this vision, the “archipelago of
villages” sketched in the territorial portrait should reconnect with its surroundings. Going
beyond sustainability (more-than-sustainable) means increasing the villages’ performances
in terms of environmental gains—promoting a higher quality of life—and using design
in a collaborative and inclusive way to implement social sustainability to introduce new
positive economic impacts on the territory. The “Borgo +cheSostenibile” points out the
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necessity of preserving the heritage without freezing it into an ideal image that is detached
from people’s needs. The architectural interventions might bring relevant impacts on
the inner territories, producing quality, beauty, innovation, inclusion, accessibility, and
in general creating more opportunities to become the promoters of a “new aesthetics of
sharing” [67].

6.3. Limits: The Need to Act

In the last days of writing this article, the focus area of the Appennino Basso Pesarese
Anconetano was hit by a disastrous flood event that severely impacted many municipalities
and involved human losses and damages to the places [68]. Earthquakes and floods can
cause enormous historical and cultural losses, which devastate local communities, as
tragically shown in the recent event. Our exploration highlighted several important themes
connected to the risk of abandonment and the possibilities of reactivation of built heritage in
the future. Yet, the hydrogeological and seismic risks—which are important amplification
factors for other risks in central Appennine—were slightly overlooked. Still, two of the
research’s design explorations focused on two industrial heritage sites that were affected
the most by September floods—the wheat mill with the market square in Cantiano and
the ex-pasta factory in Sassoferrato. Both designs envisaged an overall rethinking of the
riversides to mitigate risks, while working at the territorial and landscape scale to prevent
from such events.

Research limits can be recognized in the scarce timeliness and reduced capacity to
directly influence policies. Even if issues are raised, the research should be more effectively
and rapidly translated into actions and should be more prompt to intercept funding and
resources for intervention. Also, municipalities and local institutions, which lack means
and competences to address such complex instances, should be more solidly supported
by national governments in actuating long-term strategies to protect their territories. In
this sense, the role of ‘research by design’ is crucial to sensitize and to propose feasible
solutions. Researchers are too often perceived as distant actors and not, as they should be,
as indispensable allies in the goal to reach a higher resilience for these contexts.

6.4. Outlook: Towards Territorial Enhancement

Especially in times of crisis, there is the need to rethink the structures, the tools, and
the governance models to allow a quicker intervention on territories and spaces to generate
new metabolisms. This article tried to investigate the drivers of change in the Appennino
Basso Pesarese Anconetano to disclose its adaptation strength and to hypothesize potential
actions for the reactivation of its built heritage. A renewed reading of this marginal context
was portrayed that evidenced risks, values, and potentials, while focusing on relevant
aspects. This methodological approach can be transferred to similar contexts. The observed
dynamics of change and reactivation of built heritage and the territorial and social capital
that the area can offer should be the basis for future strategic steps, together with the
necessary protection measures against environmental risks.

The research outlook entails the further elaboration of the results of the “Co-design”
workshop that already took place in the area, as well as the implementation of the final “Co-
visioning” phase to establish stronger networking with local institutions and communities
and to together envisage future branding and transformation strategies for the region. The
“spaces of possibilities” [67], a resource detected in the pool of abandoned built heritage,
will be further investigated and reactivated as an incubator of innovative strategies towards
territorial enhancement.
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