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Abstract 

This paper describes a proposal for the sustainable rehabilitation of a neglected and marginal fluvial landscape. It 
situates the experience into a broader debate about sustainability and spatial design, and then draws from it some 
general conclusion. The study subject is a fluvial valley characterised by thirty-six mills, which once served the agri-
culture of the surroundings. The decline of water as power source let to the decline of the valley. The mills became 
eventually farms, houses, or were left empty. The proposal envisions multiple forms of interaction with the different 
contextual issues related to the context, turning the design of the water course in a way to cope with erosion and 
floods, to produce clean energy, and finally as attractor for tourism. The result is a series of integrated actions that 
offers new opportunities to the community, designing a new sustainable landscape drawing from the specific natural 
and historical aspects of the site. Every action is linked with one of the anthropic and natural factors that characterise 
the valley, or that can be beneficially introduced, so that the proposal can be further adjusted in accordance with the 
relative importance of each factor over time.
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Introduction: sustainability and landscape
Concepts like landscape and sustainability keep a certain 
amount of ambiguity, like many other related to theo-
ries and practices dealing with the transformation of our 
environment. The ambiguity comes up from the various 
meanings attributed over time to capture the particular 
essence of these words, or from the different meanings 
given, even in the same historic moment, by divergent 
and sometimes antagonistic schools of thought (Le Dan-
tec 1996; Roger 1995; Latour 2015, Olsson et al. 2017).

For example, sustainability has become the key of all 
locks, including the well-guarded gates of research fund-
ing; a catchword that can suggest attractiveness and 
trendiness or can be used to induce a feeling of inade-
quacy, when someone feels unable to put it into practice.

The presence of different and sometimes divergent def-
initions clearly shows this ambiguity both at the concep-
tual and the disciplinary level.

While the basic meaning is clear, profound differences 
and contradictions, compelling yet unreliable claims, as 
well as significant gaps, emerge when looking closer at 
theoretical definition (Rios Osorio et al. 2005; Moe 2007).

This ambivalence sets out different practical 
approaches, which in many cases bleed into specula-
tions. This blatantly comes out, for example, when such 
approaches are based on nostalgic, aestheticizing, or his-
torical models which overlook the inherent dynamism of 
landscapes and encourage unsustainable forms of con-
servation (Sinclair 2009). In this case, the contemporary 
landscape is judged according to obsolete criteria, and 
thus negatively perceived as the symptom of the loss of 
a supposed, pre-modern pastoral innocence (Menard 
2014).

The reason for this is that landscape is a mental 
construct (Daniels and Cosgrove 1988), as various 

Open Access

*Correspondence:  pittaluga@uniss.it
1 Dipartimento Di Architettura, Design E Urbanistica, Università Degli 
Studi Di Sassari, Sassari, Italy
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6251-4125
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40410-020-00121-y&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 10Pittaluga and Spanedda  City Territ Archit            (2020) 7:14 

disciplinary positions now emphasise. Thus, it fluctu-
ates incessantly between the individual and the collec-
tive dimension, as a component of individual or collective 
identity.

Landscape is not a static object but a dynamic subject, 
an uninterrupted, potentially conflictual process, incon-
venient and untidy (Bender 2001). As a framework of our 
relationship with the surroundings, it interweaves nature, 
history, culture and society. Landscape is not simply a 
group of changing relations (Cauquelin 2000; Donadieu 
and de Boissieu 2002; Mayet 2002), a quality also defined 
as mouvance (Berque et  al. 1999; Berque et  al., 2002; 
Aubry et  al. 2006), but is also the product of continu-
ous shifting, according to Lassus’ conception, between 
observer and observed, between perceiver and perceived, 
which nurtures the modalities of artialisation of the 
landscape of an indirect or in visu type, between the real-
ity of climate change and pastoral heterotopias (Roger 
1997; Berque et al. 2002; Marinic 2013).

For these reasons landscape can only be inter-
preted and conceived at a local level. This implies that 
approaches, forms of preservation and techniques of 
intervention should be referred to specific contexts, and 
that changes in the context will result in changes in the 
approach.

With a very radical concept borrowed by evolution-
ary biology, Moe (2007) describes the complex inter-
action between design and its context as an “epigenetic 
landscape”, whose folds influence the evolution of a 
design process. A different kind of sensitivity and a dif-
ferent way of looking at the landscape should allow us to 
change the prevailing aesthetic categories, to establish 
visual patterns and models, and to consider opportunities 
of change in an evolutionary perspective. It would also 
help to cast off those nostalgic views that would like to 
turn the landscape into an antique object or an open-air 
museum.

Traditional approaches focused on socioeconomic, 
cultural and political isolation, land ownership settings, 
recreation, or conservation of the specific features typical 
of scarcely productive rural areas actually generate land-
scapes doomed to survive as archaic relics of previous 
centuries, to be used as museums or even ruins.

The project of rehabilitation of the San Lorenzo Val-
ley in Osilo, which will be described herein, has nothing 
to do with the protection of the landscape at all costs, or 
with an a priori restoration of the form and function of 
the mills system.

The attention shifts to the uninvestigated potential that 
a “local” glance might reveal, abandoning prescriptive, 
state-controlled forms of management and protection of 
the landscape which recall a principle of responsibility, 
thus affecting the entire local society.

The design approach is focused on the resources and 
the potentiality that is already there, for example the con-
dition of marginality. In fact, marginality can turn into a 
chance and not a handicap, if the neglect gives way to a 
careful approach towards “life” in the territory instead of 
transforming it in an object of mere contemplation.

Thus, new features of tourism-related personal care 
are an opportunity to rebuild relations between the site, 
local society, and external users. In this perspective, the 
concept of sustainable development needs to be better 
specified.

According to a widespread stream of thought, environ-
mental friendly design is to a large extent a straightfor-
ward application of best practices, often abstracted from 
heterogeneous physical, social, and technological con-
texts. The idea, in the terms of Harvey (2001), of “fixing” 
depleted landscapes by implementing ideal paradigms 
of design, seems perfectly compliant with neo-liberal 
imperatives (Spencer 2012) in order to make them palat-
able for the market.

Conversely, we are more concerned in developing 
sustainable interventions more deeply rooted in local 
societies and taking in account other demands coming 
from contemporary life as well. This seems to be rele-
vant in less densely populated areas, where outstanding 
landscapes and strong local identities often hinder the 
application of best practices mostly born in urban envi-
ronments. Effective solutions should blend the rigour of 
the best practices with creative and appropriate interpre-
tations that fit physical and social context.

Complexity instead has usually been approached from 
the reassuring point of view of the specialist (Hensel 
2012). An intense research-activity has contributed to the 
gradual deepening of the knowledge in specific aspects, 
enclosed within the boundaries of different disciplines 
(such as development of building technologies, increase 
of efficiency in lighting and air conditioning, etc.). On 
one hand this effort resulted in a better knowledge of 
specific issues, on the other hand it produced a shift in 
the design disciplines, from a generalist role in coordi-
nating various specialists, to a range of specialised vari-
ants (bio-architecture, green urban planning, etc.) with 
an exclusive theoretical luggage, sometimes inspired by 
regressive nostalgia.

One important and highly relevant question, how-
ever, is whether it is actually possible to approach such 
a complex theme by introducing new divisions and spe-
cialisations, and whether it is wise to solve local issues by 
adopting world-wide standards (Kaltenbrunner 2003). 
We may have to tune down the attention on the devel-
opments of the single disciplines and instead focus on 
the need of a more coherent, pragmatically constructed 
vision based on empirical observations.
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The synthetic point of view of the designer is one of the 
core elements in the construction of an organic vision: to 
achieve this aim, the field of planning must abandon its 
leaning towards formalism and accept to face reality.

The rehabilitation project for the San Lorenzo Valley 
in Osilo (Sardinia) was implemented consequently by a 
team composted of experts in different disciplines that 
have worked close together: environmental and regional 
planning, landscape planning, architectural design, ener-
getics, hydraulics, botanics, naturalistic engineering, etc.

The San Lorenzo Valley of Osilo
The territory of Osilo, in the north-west of Sardinia hosts 
an interesting and almost unique example of industrial 
archeology in the island, and an interesting example of 
complex landscape, which developed over time by inex-
tricably weaving natural and artificial processes.

Thirty-six decommissioned water mills dot the course 
of the Rio San Lorenzo, from the small homonymous 
centre to its confluence in the Silis River. Some among 
them are still functional and complete with all original 
parts and gears, although they all lost their function and 
became week-end country houses.

The watercourse shaped the natural landscape, the his-
tory, and the economy of the valley.

The end of the milling activity, and the consequent loss 
of importance as an industrial area, led to a slow decay 
of the delicate balance between production system, terri-
tory, local community, and water.

Therefore, there is no possibility of restoring the strong 
link between the stream and the local population pro-
vided by the milling activity in the past.

What can be done instead is to bring the watercourse 
back to the physical and conceptual centre of the life in 
the valley, re-structuring its settlement, its society, and 
its economy around it. The municipality asked thus for a 
proposal to imagine a different future for the valley.

From the beginning the design team decided to work 
out a plan aimed at turning the unalterable physical 
qualities of the valley, particularly its sense of enclosure, 
remoteness and isolation, into attractive features.

In order to achieve this, the team was further expanded 
to embrace other disciplines than just architectural 
design and urban planning. Hydraulic engineers, botan-
ics, energy and tourism specialists joined to allow a 
deeper investigation of the qualities, restraints and 
opportunities offered by the valley, in order to recombine 
its existing natural assets, its local society, and it histori-
cal remnants in a meaningful whole based on specific 
local qualities.

Geographically, the Rio San Lorenzo valley runs from 
the south to the north, with a variable cross-section 
that opens up as it approaches to the larger Silis valley. 

It features a Mediterranean macroclimate, and three 
phytoclimatic levels: thermomediterranean, lower 
mesomediterranean and upper meso-mediterranean.

The two sides of the river show different lithology: on 
the left are calcarenites and calcirudites; on the right 
is a lava flow made of andesitic breccias sometimes 
grossly stratified.

Reforestation took place on the hydrographic left side 
of the valley, while sparse Mediterranean scrub and 
grassland characterise the right side.

Holm, oak, poplar, pine, willow, shrub, dwarf palm, 
olive tree, are commonly found and represent the 
potential natural vegetation of the entire system.

Naturalised allochthonous species populate the val-
ley: tropical plants, vegetable gardens, vineyards, and 
orchards.

The valley settlement consists of two different sys-
tems: the small compact centre of San Lorenzo a Monte, 
where most of the inhabitants of the valley live, and the 
mills scattered along the stream, apparently at random. 
However, while progressing through the design process, 
the interlocution with hydraulic engineers revealed that 
their spatial distribution is consistent with the hydrau-
lic laws ruling the network of millraces that divert the 
river’s water towards the wheels of the mills, and bring 
it back to the river. During its run the water serves two 
or three mills with a vertical separation of four meters 
between each other, to restore its kinetic energy after 
flowing through each wheel. Consequently, the clus-
ters of mills are more recognisable in the vertical plane, 
than in the horizontal.

With the end of the milling activity, millraces were 
abandoned and partially dismantled over time. In spite 
of this, the remaining parts still permit to reconstruct 
their paths. The mills then slowly underwent a trans-
formation in country houses, sometimes used to sup-
port agricultural activities that take place in the fertile 
surrounding land. Currently, even the cellular network 
does not provide sufficient coverage of the valley.

However, this quiet, marginal, and neglected condi-
tion has the potential to become a “deceleration area”, a 
space of relax with limited, controlled connectivity, far 
from noise and environmental pollution, but close to 
the main touristic flows.

This area could then be considered as an in-between 
zone, an “edge ecology” mixing natural and artificial, 
past and present, urban and environment, that clearly 
shows how entangled are the current social and envi-
ronmental crisis. A kind of “third space” (Bhabha 1990, 
1996, 2001; Merrifield 2000; Routledge 1996; Soja 1996, 
1989, 2000) or “third landscape” (Clément 2004), whose 
opportunities can be drawn from its environmental 
qualities.
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In-between areas offer an ideal context to experiment 
forms of integration and coevolution between systems, 
situations and different entities, new management pro-
cesses, new scenarios for environmental and urban inte-
gration, new models of urbanity. They are peripheral, 
run-down, degraded and abandoned spaces, which offer 
themselves for “colonisation”. They are spaces of “becom-
ing”, spaces of flows, of ecological dynamics and biologi-
cal and cultural contamination.

Such spaces, deprived of their original function, 
become reserves “of indeterminacy” (Corner 2006), 
places of potential action where non-resolutive, proces-
sual, strategic interventions may be proposed that will 
integrate the environment, human systems and the arti-
ficial world.

Sustainable rehabilitation in the San Lorenzo 
Valley1: an epigenetic process
The proposal aims at defining a design process, more 
than a fixed concept. Without pursuing an optimal steady 
final state, it delineates all the necessary moves to build a 
new system of relationships. Therefore, landscape inter-
ventions and changes in the natural system are limited 
to what is needed to open further possibilities and add 
other functions.

At the same time, the proposal is not just a collection of 
possible scenarios.

Instead, it envisions a kind “epigenetic landscape”, in 
Moe’s terms, aimed at conforming the actual landscape. 
The factors that conform the epigenetic landscape are 
both urban and environmental. The role of design is bal-
ancing those relative forces in order to regenerate this 
small “urban machine”, its settlement and its ecological 
structures. Due to the long-time of development of such 
projects, each factor could change its relative importance 
over time, producing slightly different outcomes, without 
radically changing the result. This proposal is therefore a 
general picture, a map whose aim is helping in steering 
the process.

It helps in visualising an iterative process in which 
architects, planners and the local society define physical 
interventions and policies that work as hinges (Kwinter 
2001) reconnecting the local society to the specific geog-
raphy of the valley.

The municipality asked to take advantage from the 
coming back of the water into the riverbed through a 

proposal to imagine a different future for the valley. But 
the valley suffered other troubles as well: hydrogeological 
instability, loss of attractiveness, floods at the confluence 
of the San Lorenzo with the Silis river, lack of physical 
and virtual connectivity.

Design becomes therefore a tool to reorganise the dif-
ferent aspects of the site. These could be evident, like the 
requests of the municipality or the floods in the lower 
part of the valley, or concealed, as the progressive mar-
ginalisation of the valley or the passing of time eroding 
the empty mills due to neglect.

But all these forces are at the moment rather feeble. 
As noted beforehand, the loss of importance of the river 
resulted in a depletion of all the other anthropogenic and 
natural features of the valley.

The first move in the design process is therefore to 
determine the natural and artificial factors to boost in 
order to lay the basis for a new system of relationship 
within the existing elements.

A thorough consultation with experts confirmed the 
first impression.

Water is still the key element in the valley, and the 
one to leverage to envision a new fruitful combination 
between environment and human activity.

First factor: water
Over time, the watercourse shaped the natural landscape, 
the settlement, and the economy of the valley.

The increasing economical marginalisation came as 
a consequence of the progressive loss of importance of 
the stream, first when other forms of energy replaced the 
water-power, later when it was channelled and lined with 
concrete. Therefore, there is no possibility of restoring 
the strong link between the stream and the local popula-
tion provided by the milling activity in the past.

What can be done instead, is bringing the watercourse 
back to the physical and conceptual centre of the valley 
and of its life, re-structuring its settlement, its society, 
and its economy around it.

In order to achieve this, the team was further expanded 
to embrace other disciplines than just architectural 
design and urban planning. Hydraulic engineers, botan-
ics, energy and tourism specialists joined to allow a 
deeper investigation of the qualities, restraints and 
opportunities offered by the watercourse, in order to 
recombine in a meaningful whole the existing natural 
assets, local society, and historical remnants.

The greater opportunity was the decision taken by the 
Regional Water Board to change the water supplies man-
agement in the north of Sardinia, conveying the water of 
the springs of Cala Casu, Ottula, Nughes, and Brenaghe, 
originally diverted to the main urban centres around, 
back to Rio San Lorenzo.

1 This study was based on the needs of Osilo Municipality. The design group 
was: Paola Pittaluga (Territorial planning, project leader) Francesco Spanedda 
(Architectural Design, project leader) with Martino Marini (hydraulic energy), 
Paolo Vargiu (hydraulic engineering), Vlatka Colic (landscape), Gianluca 
Melis (cartography and GIS), Giuseppe Onni (“spread hotel”), Antonio Serra 
(energy efficiency, renewable energies), Elisabetta Solinas, Alessia Lampreu, 
Rita Sanna (graphics).
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Although this would considerably reinforce the quan-
tity of water, this would be still subject to noticeable 
seasonal fluctuations. Two abandoned quarries located 
downstream from the springs will work as detention res-
ervoirs to average out the variations in the water-flow.

To further increase the flow into the riverbed, the 
water sewage of the mills should be diverted to the river 
after convenient treatment in several artificial wetlands 
systems.

In spite of the current water scarcity, the lower part of 
the valley suffers from recurrent floods in the winter sea-
son. The reason lies in a concrete channel that lines the 
lower half of the riverbed. The channel cuts off the river 
from its banks, so that the neighbouring orchards can-
not absorb its water anymore. In addition, a low bridge 
currently reduces the section of the channel at the outlet 
towards the Silis River, obstructing the flow of water that 
runs on the concrete surface.

The proposal thus envisions the demolition of the con-
crete channel and the enlargement of that section of the 
riverbed, introducing gabion staggered walls that con-
figure a transition space to the riverbed, providing both 
public access opportunities and areas that can be flooded 
when the water overflows.

Water comes also into play for its mineral properties. 
It will help in introducing medical and health care activi-
ties in the area, enhancing the opportunities to develop 
tourism.

A refurbished and managed network of millraces can 
facilitate the integration of water into the everyday life of 
the residents and help to implement a constructed wet-
lands system by keeping the beds wet even in case of lack 
of sewage water.

Thus, water becomes the main environmental, func-
tional, landscaping, and social element to work out a plan 
aimed at turning the unalterable physical qualities of the 
valley, particularly its sense of enclosure, remoteness and 
isolation, into attractive features.

Second factor: environmental restoration
Water is just an element in a small-scale, yet complex 
landscape shaped by the forces of erosion, sedimentation 
and natural growth.

To progressively adjust the landscape under the pres-
sure of natural forces, the proposal conceives several 
actions of environmental restoration to secure the slopes 
of the hillsides and allows the accessibility of the river-
banks. Along with the previously mentioned demolition 
of the concrete channel, naturalistic engineering meth-
ods and techniques solve problems ranging from ero-
sion of the slopes to landslides, from hydraulic systems 
to environmental rehabilitation of quarries and landfills.

The hydrographic left side is already covered by a euca-
lyptus wood, implanted after an accident occurred in the 
late 50 s, when a massive boulder rolled down the slope 
and destroyed a mill, eventually killing a child.

The slopes on the hydrographic right has been classi-
fied as landslide-prone by the regional hydrogeologi-
cal risk plan. The proposal therefore envisions a process 
of reforestation that aims to reconstruct the local plant 
communities, composed by oak, cork, olive, carob tree, 
arbutus, mastic, rosemary, dwarf palm, bay, broom, rock 
rose, gorse, myrtle, lavender.

Riparian vegetation along the river will also be main-
tained and restored.

Third factor: social involvement
The involvement of local society is manifold and perme-
ates the whole proposal. In fact, actions of evolvement of 
the local population can be directly or indirectly found in 
the description of the other drives.

At a smaller and more private scale, the proposal 
defines the aforementioned system of policies to improve 
the quality of households, introducing a kind of neigh-
bourhood by re-organising the mills around their 
millraces.

Moreover, the proposal defines an alternative and 
hybrid strategy acting in an intermediate sphere between 
public and private. In fact, by introducing public func-
tions along the watercourse, people can reach the other-
wise privatised riversides and cross the flow in few points, 
using new bridges connecting the public buildings.

At a public scale, the proposal envisions new uses for 
the abandoned mills, which are expected to build from 
scratch a new economy on the site. The main activities 
that can trigger this process can be related to mental and 
physical health obtained through water: a care centre for 
mentally impaired children, located in the steeper and 
more intimate section of the valley and a spa that benefits 
from the water mineral properties.

However, due to the sparse population of the valley, any 
form of economic and social activities requires increasing 
the number of inhabitants, even just temporarily.

Fourth factor: refurbishment of the built environment
Another fundamental process taking place into the val-
ley is the slow decay of the built environment, and the 
progressive depletion or change of use of the existing 
buildings.

The fragile built heritage of the valley mostly consists of 
the mills and their waterworks, in different conservation 
state. Although totally obsolete as means of production, 
they are still valuable under several points of view. First, 
many of the mills found a new life as houses, and the 
people living there, maintaining the orchards, and taking 
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care of the surroundings, are the one that actually saved 
the valley from a complete depletion. Second, they docu-
ment a small piece of historical past that is still relevant 
for the local society. Last, but not least from the point 
of view of architectural design and urban planning, they 
offer their materiality for further editing, to become part 
of new spatial arrangements in a process of reuse and re-
signification (Bourriaud 2002).

The latter facet of heritage is the one that on which this 
study focuses, giving an environmental meaning (Monsù 
Scolaro and Spanedda 2016) to the built heritage, to the 
waterworks, and to the regeneration of the historic rural 
landscape.

Subtracting the valley from its marginal and neglected 
condition should avoid breaking the vibe of the place, and 
instead reinforce its character of an “area of deceleration” 
and relax. This target can be accomplished by introduc-
ing differential changes in the existing artefacts to estab-
lish new ways of use, in order to establish again a link 
between the local society and the watercourse.

The proposal envisions two kinds of actions on the 
built heritage.

The first one is driven by the public hand, whose main 
concern should be organising accessibility by means of 
a new parking system, securing hydrogeological issues 
through the new design of the riverbanks and the refor-
estation of the hillsides. The main parking areas are 
located between the road and the river bed, avoiding 
excavations or obstructions of the views on the valley. 
Footpaths and bicycle trails connect the car parks and the 
buildings.

Furthermore, the municipality can acquire the few 
abandoned mills to host activities capable of bringing 
attention to the area and activate a regeneration process 
or facilitate their acquisition by private investors.

The second action is the refurbishment of private 
households.

In order to avoid coercion, the proposal sets a few poli-
cies to involve the local community.

The first one is to provide them with a manual to 
refurbish their homes and reducing their energy needs. 
Actually, the manual is already in the hands of the munic-
ipality, being the outcome of a previous research activity 
on the energetic improvement of existing buildings.

The second is a publicly funded intervention to 
improve the cycle of water and the use of clean energy. 
This action draws on the spatial organisation of groups 
of mills served by millraces described above. Millraces 
are not just historical traces. In fact, they configure an 
already available, proven hydraulic system connecting the 
mills. Millraces could be seen therefore as a small infra-
structural network to design some environmental facili-
ties at the scale of a group of mills, specifically a wetland 

bed and a biomass-boiler for each group. The small chan-
nels can be easily refurbished to distribute fresh water 
and keep alive wetlands when the sewage is scarce. Their 
modified cross-section can house the insulated pipes that 
distribute domestic hot water coming from small co-
generation boilers fuelled by biomasses from the nearby 
pinewood, as well as the outlet pipes from the wetland. 
Furthermore, their controlled profiles make tracing 
of pedestrian paths easy, connecting the mills and the 
riverbed.

Fifth factor: tourism
Tourism is a common solution to achieve a temporary 
boost in population.

Although rather different from the usual touristic offer 
in Sardinia, based on “sun, sand, and sea” and on the aes-
thetic of pristine seascapes, the complex mix of natural 
and anthropic elements characterising the valley can be 
attractive to new forms of tourisms.

Currently, responsible travel practices destinations are 
shifting from untouched natural sites to places featur-
ing innovative ways of managing socio-natural relations 
(Moore 2015).

This kind of ecotourism is fundamental in conveying 
tourists the notions of global change. This turn in eco-
tourism could be an opportunity to raise the knowledge 
about environmental issues, as well just a further “capi-
talist fix” (Fletcher 2019) to revive the tourism industry 
menaced by the climate change.

It is evident though that this proposal could build a 
framework for a touristic development of the valley as 
an example of design striving to establish a new system 
of relationship based on a rich tangling of artificial and 
natural elements.

In order to accommodate this kind of tourism and con-
nect as much as possible residents and tourists, both 
socially and economically, the plan draws from the con-
cept of “spread-out hotel”, a rather common form of hos-
pitality in the historic centres of Sardinia. “Spread-out 
hotels” are hotels whose rooms are located in old build-
ings within a dense historic town centre, and are served 
by a common central building, housing offices, a recep-
tion and a restaurant. Transposing this concept within 
the valley, the central functions can be allocated in the 
abandoned mill at the centre of the valley. A water lift 
links the central parking area and the areas of the central 
building of the “spread hotel” and of the Spa.

The nearby reforestation provides the construction 
material for the lift tower, which will offer a comprehen-
sive view of the valley. The tower will also hold the stacks 
of the Spa and restaurant co-generation system, and the 
antennas that enable the mobile communications net-
work, video, satellite and Internet.
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In an effort to include the residents in the tourism busi-
ness, the hotel rooms are located in the private owned 
mills. While the improvements in energy consumption 
reduction and the building of wetlands are not manda-
tory, only the resident that improved their land fulfill-
ing all the requirements are eligible to take part to the 
“spread hotel”. That means that they can either host tour-
ist in their mills, or in small prefabricated wooden cells 
in their plots. If the owner stops complying with the 
environmental policies, the wooden cells can be easily 
removed. Tourism becomes thus an incentive to improve 
the private owned lots and buildings. At its maximum 
expansion, the “spread hotel” consists of 16 guesthouses 
lodging 50 tourists, while the central building restaurant 
will hold up to 60 seats.

Sixth factor: renewable energy
Energy consumption reduction is just a part of the 
actions that can improve the sustainability of the new 
activities. The peculiar geography of the valley allows for 
the production of energy, which needs a proper physical 
infrastructure, becoming then another driving force in 
the project.

A share of the waterflow is be channelled out of the 
riverbed in an open conduit upstream of the Cala Casu 
bridge. The canal follows the road at an altitude of 350 m. 
for about 400 m, bringing the water to two detention res-
ervoirs (about 7,000  m3). The water then enters a steep 
pipe (Φ 200) connected to a small Pelton turbine. The 
60 m elevation allows a hydroelectric production of 30% 
of the valley total needs.

Another 50% of the valley energetic request can be 
meet by the already mentioned biomass-fuelled small sta-
tions for the production of hot water capable of serving 
groups of mills. The biomass comes from the reforesta-
tion area extending uphill on the west side of the valley, 
along the main access road.

Water and biomasses alone cannot produce the 
amount of energy needed to power the spread-out hotel 
within the valley. To reach an economic self-sufficiency 
(that is, the sum of the PV production and of the related 
economic incentives balance the costs of electricity con-
sumption) 520  m2 of photovoltaic panels are needed, 
mainly located on the public buildings and on the guest-
houses in the lower part of the valley, where the gen-
tler slope of the surrounding reliefs allows more solar 
radiation.

Combining waterpower, biomasses and solar energy 
the valley could become almost self-sufficient. This goal 
further contributes to make it attractive to new forms of 
environmentally conscious tourism. The overall need of 
electric energy could be met for about a half by the use of 

biomasses to heat household water, and for the rest by a 
combination of waterpower and photovoltaics.

Conclusions: local society involvement 
and collective management of landscape 
and design
We have previously marked that the San Lorenzo valley 
is a neglected and marginal landscape, an edge landscape 
between different situations in temporal, spatial, func-
tional, and productive terms. This edge condition allowed 
and suggested experiment the integration between urban 
and environmental processes, new forms of sociality, as 
well as illustrated in literature regarding the in-between 
areas.

Moreover, if landscape is the product of continuous 
shifting between perceiver and perceived and a mental 
construct that fluctuates incessantly between individ-
ual and collective dimension, cannot be crystallised by 
means of a restoration of built heritage finalised to mere 
contemplation or to bare tourist consumption.

The landscape exists only if there are inhabitants that 
live in it and transform it, with different degrees of inten-
sity and permanence, being resident, travellers, tourists. 
For this reason, the involvement of local society is essen-
tial: not only for enhancing landscape but also for the 
enhancing environment and built heritage. Without an 
active role of local society and its institutions in a restora-
tion process, landscape, environment and built heritage 
risk to be distorted by the processes of privatisation of 
space to the detriment of the public one, more and more 
unsustainable institutionally, of commercial standardisa-
tion of places for selling and consuming.

Again, the environmental sustainability challenge can-
not be approached merely by means of technological 
innovation or by simply reducing consumption, without 
re-considering the spatial organisation of our life and the 
transformation of individual and collective behaviours.

Thus, this project provides immaterial actions on the 
local population in addition to material actions on the 
physical space.

The involvement of local society in the implementa-
tion and management of actions and functions expected 
by the project is a way to nourish a sense of attachment 
to the place and the desire to take care now and in the 
future.

In particular, the owners are encouraged to refurbish 
the existing mills according to the guidelines provided by 
the research “Regeneration project of Osilo public spaces 
within principles of energy efficiency” (Spanedda 2007)—
funded by EU’s “Campaign for Take Off” of renewable 
energies—and will regenerate their land lot by remov-
ing waste material, building adequate fences, etc. Who 
accomplishes to these measures will become eligible as 
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member of the “spread hotel”, and can build guesthouse, 
a two-room extension of his house, with prefabricated 
wood elements. The reversible wooden building will be 
dismantled if the owner ceases its collaboration with the 
community, abandoning the use of biomasses and wet-
lands, and leaving the lot again.

More generally, we can say that virtuous behaviours 
in terms of sustainability (energy saving, waste disposal, 
etc.) are favoured by means of incentives which may be 
established from time to time. These incentives are deter-
mined according to the local and regional authorities.

The role of public authority and, more in general, the 
meaning that public sphere assumes in this project is 
very relevant.

The collective management for the San Lorenzo Valley 
is an hybrid, intermediate form that can be made prac-
tical in the management of the landscape and resources 
that characterise them. This form can be likened to the 
endogenous institution (Ostrom 1990) of management 
of common-pool resources or common goods through 
the promotion of participatory processes and effective 
governance.

Endogenous institutions are similar to forms of par-
ticipated management that already exist for certain types 
of public services. The difference is that no “outsider” is 
engaged in the management who might not be interested 
in first person and would often represent ideological 
positions that can hardly be translated into operational 
terms. Instead the inhabitants, those directly interested, 
are involved: in this way, the sense of responsibility and 
commitment in management is acute (Cacciari 2010).

They are also an opportunity to test management 
forms in which local society has an active role, in order 
to avoid the landscape and environmental and cultural 
heritage of these fragile contexts being externally gov-
erned and treated as mere consumer goods.

In this case it is possible demonstrate how the pro-
tection and management of the landscape and envi-
ronmental resources should not be hetero-directed but 
contextualised, while responding to a philosophy and a 
common vision of the world.

The construction of an intermediate dimension 
between the public and private sectors becomes essen-
tial to build or rebuild the relationship with this place, 
to favour a sense of attachment and stimulate the desire 
to take care of one’s living spaces.

In fact, this proposal is grounded on the belief that 
landscape—and more in general the environmental and 
built heritage—is a common good, a collective good, 
perhaps the last public space that is given these days 
to a society, conveyed by our perceptions and cultural 
constructs, the reflection of our collectivity (Fig. 1).

In this sense the landscape cannot be “sold off” to pri-
vates, at the cost of losing the overall objective of caring 
for it and taking responsibility for it, and of shattering 
its system of representation (Fig. 2).

If landscape becomes no longer freely available or 
available on payment and organised according to pri-
vate models, it will it will turn into another globalised 
consumer good. Consequently, it will belong to the 
sphere of appearances, a pure scenario of our existence 

Fig. 1 General plan a San Lorenzo river; b detention reservoirs (former quarries); c Pelton turbine; d San Lorenzo a Monte; e abandoned mill 
refurbished as mentally impaired children rehabilitation center (proposal); f abandoned mill refurbished as spa (proposal); g groups of privately 
owned refurbished mills; h abandoned mill refurbished as central building of the "spread-out hotel" (proposal); i main parking area, water lift, access 
tower; j pedestrian paths; k reforestation to avoid slope erosion (proposal); l substitution of the narrow concrete channel with staggered gabion 
walls; m existing reforestation; n main road; o Silis river
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(Osment 1998) and losing its own substance. Land-
scape is a concept we can inhabit, but not sell (Fig. 3).  
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Fig. 2 Axonometric view of the center section of the valley a San Lorenzo river; b millraces; c existing roads; d existing reforestation; e existing 
mills, refurbished; f abandoned mill refurbished as central building of the "spread-out hotel"; g prefabricated wooden cells with FV roof (rooms for 
the "spead-out hotel"); h constructed wetland and biomass-boiler; i pedestrian paths; j reforestation to avoid slope erosion; k substitution of the 
concrete channel with staggered gabion walls; l insulated pipes for hot water distribution; m sewer pipes

Fig. 3 Rendering of the speed-out hotel prefabricated cells



Page 10 of 10Pittaluga and Spanedda  City Territ Archit            (2020) 7:14 

References
Aubry P, Donadieu P, Laffage A, Luginbühl Y (2006) La mouvance—volume II—

Du jardin au territoire. Soixante-dixmots pour le paysage. La Villette, Paris
Bender B (2001) Introduction. In: Bender B, Winer M (eds) Contested land-

scapes. Movement, exile and place. Berg, New York
Berque A, Conan M, Donadieu P, Roger A (2002) Mouvance. Un lessico per il 

paesaggio: il contributo francese. Lotus Navigator 5:78–99
Berque A, Conan M, Donadieu P, Lassus B, Roger A (1999) La Mouvance—Cin-

quantemots pour le paysage. La Villette, Paris
Bhabha H (1990) The third space: interview with HomiBhabha. In: Rutherford K 

(ed) Identity: community, culture, difference. Lawrence & Wishart, London
Bhabha H (1996) Aura and agora: on negotiating rapture and speaking 

between. In: Francis R (ed) Negotiating rapture. Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, Chicago

Bhabha H (2001) I luoghi della cultura. Meltemi, Roma
Bourriaud N (2002) Postproduction: culture as screenplay: how art reprograms 

the world. Lukas & Sternberg, New York
Cacciari P (ed) (2010) La società dei beni comuni. Ediesse, Roma
Cauquelin A (2000) L’invention du paysage. Presse Universitaire de France, Paris
Clément G (2004) Manifeste du tiers paysage. Sujet/Objet, Paris
Corner J (2006) Terra fluxus. In: Waldheim C (ed) The landscape urbanism 

reader. Princeton Architectural Press, New York
Daniels S, Cosgrove D (1988) Introduction: iconography and landscape. In: 

Daniels S, Cosgrove D (eds) The iconography of landscape: essays on the 
symbolic representation, design and use of past environments. Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge

Donadieu P, de Boissieu E (2002) Des mots de paysage et de jardin. ENSP, 
Versailles

Fletcher R (2019) Ecotourism after nature: Anthropocene tourism as a new 
capitalist “fix.” J Sust Tourism 27(4):522–535. https ://doi.org/10.1080/09669 
582.2018.14710 84

Harvey D (2001) Globalization and the “spatial fix.” Geographische Revue 
2:23–30

Hensel MU (2012) Sustainability from a performance-oriented architecture 
perspective—alternative approaches to questions regarding the sustain-
ability of the built environment. Sust Dev 20(3):146–154. https ://doi.
org/10.1002/sd.1531

Kaltenbrunner R (2003) Auf dem weg zum nachhaltigen bauen? Über die 
“unscharfe relation” von ökologie architektur und gesellschaftlichem 
wandel. IzR 1–2:1–10

Kwinter S (2001) Architectures of time: toward a theory of the event in mod-
ernist culture. MIT Press, Cambridge

Latour B (2015) Fifty shades of green. Environ Humanit 7(1):219–225
Le Dantec JP (1996) Jardins et paysages. Textes critiques de l’Antiquité à nos 

jours, Larousse, Paris
Mayet J (2002) Le paysage par l’immaginaire. TER, Poitiers
Marinic G (2013) Landscape utopianism: information, ecology and generative 

pastoralism. Architectural Design 83(3):94–99. https ://doi.org/10.1002/
ad.1596

Menard A (2014) Robert Smithson’s toxic tour of passaic. J Am Stud 
48(4):1019–1040

Merrifield A (2000) Henri Lefebvre: a socialist in space. In: Crang M, Thrift N 
(eds) Thinking space. Routledge, London

Moe K (2007) Compelling yet unreliable theories of sustainability. J ArchitEdu 
60(4):24–30. https ://doi.org/10.1111/j.1531-314X.2007.00105 .x

Monsù Scolaro A, Spanedda F (2016) From cultural to environmental heritage. 
Design experimentations in ancient settlement. TECHNE 12:214–222. 
https ://doi.org/10.13128 /Techn e-19355 

Moore A (2015) Islands of difference: design, urbanism, and sustainable tour-
ism in the Anthropocene Caribbean. J Latin Am Caribbean Anthropol 
20(3):513–532. https ://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12170 

Olsson P, Moore ML, Westley FR, McCarthy DDP (2017) The concept of the 
Anthropocene as a game-changer: a new context for social innova-
tion and transformations to sustainability. Ecol Soc 22(2):31. https ://doi.
org/10.5751/ES-09310 -22023 1

Osment F (1998) The development-countryside conflict. Landsc Design 
10:26–29

Ostrom E (1990) Governing the commons: the evolution of institutions for 
collective action. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

Rios Osorio LA, Ortiz Lobato M, Álvarez Del Castillo X (2005) Debates on 
sustainable development: towards a holistic view of reality, environment. 
Dev Sustain 7(4):501–518

Roger A (ed) (1995) La théorie du paysage en France (1974–1994). Champ 
Vallon, Seyssel

Roger A (1997) Court traité du paysage. NRF, Paris
Routledge P (1996) The third space as critical engagement. Antipode 

28(4):399–419
Sinclair J (2009) That faint semblance of Eden: problems with landscape design 

history. Design Phil Papers 7(3):161–173. https ://doi.org/10.2752/14487 
1309X 13968 68269 5235

Soja EW (1989) Postmodern geographies: the reassertion of space in critical 
social theory. Verso, New York

Soja EW (1996) Thirdspace: journeys to Los Angeles and other real-imagined 
places. Blackwell, Oxford

Soja EW (2000) Thirdspace: expanding the scope of the geographical imagina-
tion. In: Read A (ed) Architecturally speaking. Routledge, London

Spanedda F (ed) (2007) Energia e insediamento.Una ricerca interdisciplinare 
per l’applicazione di principi di efficienza energetica nei centri storici. 
FrancoAngeli, Milano

Spencer D (2012) Investing in the ground: reflections on scarcity, remediation 
and obdurate form. Archit Design 82(4):82–87. https ://doi.org/10.1002/
ad.1434

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2018.1471084
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2018.1471084
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1531
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1531
https://doi.org/10.1002/ad.1596
https://doi.org/10.1002/ad.1596
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1531-314X.2007.00105.x
https://doi.org/10.13128/Techne-19355
https://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12170
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-09310-220231
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-09310-220231
https://doi.org/10.2752/144871309X13968682695235
https://doi.org/10.2752/144871309X13968682695235
https://doi.org/10.1002/ad.1434
https://doi.org/10.1002/ad.1434

	Sustainable rehabilitation of neglected and marginal landscapes: the San Lorenzo valley in Sardinia
	Abstract 
	Introduction: sustainability and landscape
	The San Lorenzo Valley of Osilo
	Sustainable rehabilitation in the San Lorenzo Valley1: an epigenetic process
	First factor: water
	Second factor: environmental restoration
	Third factor: social involvement
	Fourth factor: refurbishment of the built environment
	Fifth factor: tourism
	Sixth factor: renewable energy

	Conclusions: local society involvement and collective management of landscape and design
	Acknowledgements
	References




