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2018; Bassignana and Volpato 2024). While this trend is 
in contrast with global processes of urbanization, it is also 
characterizing several post-industrial regions and countries, 
and it has been the focus of a flourishing academic interest 
across disciplines (Steinicke et al. 2012; Gretter et al. 2017; 
Molden et al. 2017). These repopulation trends encom-
pass a return to farming in several Alpine areas, involving 
a plethora of local, new, and returning farmers and a vari-
ety of associations and collectives supporting the endeavor 
(Loffler et al. 2016; Molden et al. 2017; Gretter et al. 2019). 
After decades of abandonment of fields, hamlets, crops, and 
associated knowledge and practices, there are people who 
envision a relocalization of food production and forms of 
community-building in these alpine valleys and embark in 

Introduction

After almost a century of depopulation, during the last three 
decades the valleys of the Western Italian Alps are witness-
ing a back-to-the-land migration whereby individuals and 
families abandon their urban, globalized lifestyle and move 
to inner rural areas seeking self-sufficiency, a sense of com-
munity, and a reconnection with nature (Bender and Kanits-
cheider 2012; Loffler et al. 2016; Perlik and Membretti 
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Abstract
After almost a century of abandonment, in the last three decades the Western Italian Alps are witnessing a process of 
repopulation, urban-rural migration, and reactivation of agriculture and food production. However, ‘new highlanders’ 
moving to these Alpine valleys with the willingness to start farming find that fields and meadows have been claimed by 
shrubs, brambles, and trees, that locally adapted seeds and varieties have been largely lost, and that the transmission of 
the knowledge on how to farm these lands has been discontinued. This knowledge is even more important in such inner 
areas, where geographical and environmental conditions don’t allow conventional agriculture to be applied as such, and 
where the relationship with the surrounding ecosystems calls for knowledge intensive approaches to agriculture. Based 
on fieldwork in six valleys of the Western Italian Alps, in this study we focus on the dynamics surrounding agroecologi-
cal knowledge, investigate the processes of its co-creation and sharing among new highlanders, and discuss the role of 
social collectives in this renewed knowledge transmission. We argue that, to inform their agricultural path, new highland-
ers rely on a plethora of sources of knowledge, which are local and global, in person and virtual. We also posit that the 
diverse social collectives linking locals with new and returning highlanders act as platforms for knowledge co-creation 
and sharing and for community building, where renewed agroecological knowledge and agrobiodiversity are mobilized. 
These platforms also support the revitalization of agrobiodiversity, the further adoption and adaptation of contextualized 
agroecological practices, acting as niches of innovation and fueling agroecological transitions and the back-to-the-land 
movement itself.

Keywords  Social collectives · Knowledge exchange · Niches of innovations · Agroecological transitions · New 
highlanders · Local varieties · Inner valleys
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such projects (De Matteis 2011; Gretter et al. 2019; Zola 
2024).

This back-to-the-land migration is, at some degree, 
reconstituting the complex and millennia-long webs of rela-
tions between human communities and the Alpine biomes, a 
web that has historically led to biocultural systems in which 
humans play a fundamental role in maintaining biodiverse 
semi-natural habitats (von Glasenapp and Thornton 2011; 
Barthel et al. 2013). Especially in mountainous areas, the 
peculiar soil, environmental, and climatic conditions call for 
an attentive and iterative repatterning of human knowledge 
and practices to be able to continue producing food while 
regenerating the wider social-ecological system (von Glase-
napp and Thornton 2011). The abandonment of hamlets and 
fields erodes the pool of knowledge and practices and the 
intangible heritage that has historically guided local com-
munities in the stewarding of species, habitats, and (agro)
ecosystems (Barthel et al. 2013; Marini et al. 2011). The loss 
of knowledge and practices associated with food produc-
tion in these mountain areas has disrupted the co-production 
processes between people and surrounding ecosystems, par-
ticularly in agriculture, leading to ecological and landscape-
level changes (Barthel et al. 2013; van der Ploeg 2018). 
Nowadays, those who move to these Alpine valleys with 
the intention of farming often find fields overrun by shrubs, 
brambles, and trees, with adapted seeds and varieties lost, 
and the associated knowledge only partially and fragmen-
tarily passed down (Zola 2024; Tasser et al. 2017; Viazzo 
and Zanini 2014; Marini et al. 2011). Knowledge in these 
inner areas is dynamic, shaped by collective understandings 
that have historically evolved through continuous adapta-
tion and hybridization. Over the last century, however, 
knowledge transmission has been disrupted by depopulation 
and abandonment (MacDonald et al. 2000; Mauerhofer et 
al. 2018). This knowledge is even more important in such 
inner areas, where geographical, soil, and climatic condi-
tions do not permit conventional, mechanized agriculture, 
and where the relationships with the surrounding ecosys-
tems call for knowledge intensive approaches to agriculture 
(Mann 2013). It is therefore of particular interest to inves-
tigate in these contexts how people acquire knowledge to 
farm, and how the co-creation and sharing of this knowl-
edge is functional to the renewal of locally-adapted agrobio-
diversity and to the relocalization of food production.

The re-localization of agriculture, revival of agrobiodi-
versity, and co-creation of knowledge are central to agro-
ecology (HLPE 2019), which combines food security, 
healthy diets, and ecosystem preservation as a scientific 
discipline, practice, and movement (Migliorini et al. 2018; 
Fernandez Gonzales et al. 2021). At the agroecosystem 
level, agroecology emphasizes nutrient recycling, reduc-
ing external inputs, and valuing agrobiodiversity, while at 

the food system level, it focuses on diversifying products, 
shortening supply chains, and supporting fair livelihoods 
(Rosset and Altieri 2017). Through agroecological transi-
tions agricultural systems shift from conventional, indus-
trialized practices to more sustainable, ecologically sound 
methods that are based on the principles of agroecology. 
This transition involves integrating ecological, social, and 
economic dimensions to create farming systems that are not 
only productive but also resilient, environmentally friendly, 
and socially just. (Oteros-Rozas et al. 2019; Pimbert 2018; 
Tittonel 2020). Scholars have identified co-creation and 
sharing of knowledge and practices as a core element of 
agroecological transitions and as a foundational agroeco-
logical principle (Hlpe 2019; Gliessman 2020). Within 
the body of agroecological literature, this refers both to 
the interaction between knowledge epistemologies, i.e., 
between scholars, political institutions, and farmers (Frank 
et al. 2022; Bello Cartagena 2019; Roux et al. 2006), and to 
the processes of knowledge sharing and production between 
farmers (Wilbur 2014; Norström et al. 2020; Seiferth et al. 
2024). Studying the co-creation, sharing, and transmission 
of this latter knowledge contributes to the understanding of 
processes of relocalization of food production as well as to 
the exploration of knowledge processes taking place outside 
the hegemonic knowledge spheres of mainstream academia, 
policy think tanks, and research institutes (Pimbert 2018; 
Peña-Torres and Reina-Rozo 2022).

Given this premise, the aims of this study are: (1) to 
investigate how agrobiodiversity and related agroecological 
knowledge and practices are sourced, renewed, and shared 
among back-to-the-landers1 (i.e., locals, new, or returning 
highlanders) in selected areas of the western Italian Alps; 
and (2) to shed light on the role of the social collectives that 
the back-to-the-land movement is engendering as platforms 
of agroecological knowledge co-creation and exchange. We 
thus reckon about those knowledge processes and social 
dynamics that are triggering and supporting the relocaliza-
tion of food systems according to agroecological principles 
in these inner mountainous areas. To do this, we first explicit 
the theoretical framework and the concepts used, followed 
by an explanation of the fieldwork and analytical methods 
employed. In the results and discussion, we first present the 
interviewees and their activities and agroecological prac-
tices, and then we analyze the social ties that attracted the 
interviewees and facilitated their settling in these inner areas 
in the first place. We then discuss how new and returning 
highlanders acquired, developed, and shared agroecological 

1   This study focuses mainly on vegetables and crop farming, while 
livestock farming or husbandry in Alpine valleys has been impacted 
differently by abandonment and it has been addressed by a consistent 
body of literature across disciplines (Mazzocchi and Sali 2019; Fassio 
et al. 2014; Battaglini et al. 2014; Marini et al. 2011).
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knowledge and practices, with particular emphasis on the 
role of social collectives in these knowledge dynamics.

Theoretical framework

This paper discusses the co-creation and exchange of agro-
ecological knowledge and practices in the context of a back-
to-the-land movement in the western Italian Alps. It focuses 
on how agroecological practices are innovated and shared 
and on the role of social collectives in these processes. We 
understand agrobiodiversity and associated knowledge as 
key for back-to-the-landers to achieve an agroecological 
relocalization of the food system.

Back-to-the-land movement or migration refers, follow-
ing Wilbur (2013, 149), to ‘the intended adoption of a pri-
marily agrarian lifestyle by individuals from non-agrarian 
backgrounds.’ Those involved are known as back-to-the-
landers – also called neo-peasants, neo-rurals, or neo-farm-
ers (Mailfert 2007; Brunori et al. 2011) – and are commonly 
driven by the desire to pursue sustainable food production 
and self-sufficiency and to reconnect with nature, by the 
longing for meaningful and dignified lives, or by political 
activism and the wish to build grassroot alternatives. Back-
to-the-landers often have food production and alternative 
food economies at the forefront of their wishes (Halfacree 
and Rivera 2012), and as such intersect with forms of food 
systems’ relocalization in contexts of unbearable urban life-
styles and economic crisis (Benessaiah and Eakin 2021). 
Across the Alps, back-to-the-landers are often called ‘new 
highlanders’, a category that encompasses individuals and 
groups who migrate or back-migrate to inner mountain-
ous areas affected by heavy depopulation during the last 
century, and reactivate food production and community 
building there (Löffler et al. 2014; Viazzo and Zanini 2014; 
Bassignana and Volpato 2024).

Although back-to-the-landers often have high motiva-
tions, the repopulation of inner, mountainous areas is a dif-
ficult endeavor, fraught with uncertainties, and its outcomes 
depend on other variables besides these people’s motiva-
tions. Outcomes are particularly dependent on the capacity 
of highlanders for community-building, that is to network 
and cooperate with each other, and to acquire the knowl-
edge and skills needed to dwell the mountain. Indeed, a 
whole array of knowledge (e.g., about farming, processing, 
relating with wildlife, interpreting the weather and the land-
scape, foraging) is sourced by new highlanders from a vari-
ety of sources, including online manuals and local elders 
(Viazzo and Zanini 2022). Amid this knowledge, we focus 
on that realm concerning farming, and specifically ‘sustain-
able agriculture’, which we understand as concerning con-
textually-adapted agroecological practices and a relational, 

ecologically-embedded mode of dwelling the mountains. 
The study of knowledge and its dynamics has character-
ized academic writings across disciplines (Wilbur 2014; 
Ingold 2000). A vast terminology has been used to describe 
knowledge in its multiplicity of forms and from different 
disciplinary perspectives, i.e., local knowledge (Kloppen-
burg 1991), local and traditional ecological knowledge 
(Berkes et al. 1999; von Glasenapp and Thornton 2011), 
grounded knowledge and situated knowledge (Ashwood et 
al. 2014) as well as traditional and indigenous knowledge 
(Folke 2004; Kimmerer 2013). In this work, we refrain from 
readily categorizing this knowledge based on its origin or 
history because of the fluidity and multiplicity of sources, 
processes, and outcomes characterizing it. We instead focus 
on the processes of knowledge co-production (or co-cre-
ation) and exchange (or sharing), which are increasingly 
recognized as critical tools in sustainability science and for 
the complex challenge of building sustainable futures (Har-
vey et al. 2019; Wyborn et al. 2019; Seiferth et al. 2024; 
Arredondo Reivera 2021). Following Norström et al. (2020: 
183), we understand knowledge co-production as encom-
passing collaborative processes involving diverse types of 
expertise, knowledge and actors to produce context-specific 
knowledge and pathways towards a sustainable future.’ As 
noted by Seiferth et al. (2024), ‘processes of co-production 
enable moving from individually held perceptions of prob-
lems and solutions to shared and collective understandings.’ 
We analyze these processes by focusing on a specific subset 
of the whole knowledge needed to dwell the mountains, and 
that is agroecological knowledge. This knowledge is par-
ticularly relevant in back-to-the-land processes because it 
allows, once adapted to specific local conditions, to farm 
these inner areas, and to do so in ways that regenerate those 
same conditions. Agroecological knowledge is critical in re-
establishing productive links between mountaineers and the 
mountain, the more so in light of the disruptions in its trans-
mission that took place with the Alps’ depopulation during 
the last century.

In their exploratory nature, these attempts at productive 
repopulation of the inner Alps need the support provided 
by forms of social aggregation for community building that 
we understand as social collectives. We argue that these 
collectives function as platforms of agroecological knowl-
edge co-creation and exchange among highlanders of the 
Western Italian Alps. Social collectives are ‘assemblages of 
actors [who] mutually affect one another and conceive of 
themselves as parts of a collective’ (von Scheve 2019, p. 
268). Social collectives encompass a diverse array of social 
formations and are fluid and constantly evolving, though 
characterized by a certain degree of shared beliefs, val-
ues, and goals (Dilger et al. 2018). As such, they have the 
potential to promote collective action, mutual support, and 
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Italian Alps have shown initial signs of repopulation, a trend 
particularly evident in the Cuneo Valleys, including Maira 
Valley, Varaita Valley, and Po Valley—regions that were 
previously among the most affected by emigration (Pette-
nati 2013). The valleys under study today vary in length, 
size, and population, yet share a broadly similar organiza-
tion of economic activities. At the entrance to the valleys, 
in the so-called bassa valle or “low valley,” agricultural 
activities are more prevalent, and some fields are still man-
aged conventionally at an industrial scale, with occasional 
industrial facilities also present. In the upper valleys, pri-
mary activities are oriented toward hospitality, mountain 
sports, and livestock farming, including high pastures and 
transhumance. In the mid-valley regions, both tourism and 
agriculture coexist; agricultural activities here are typically 
organized in smaller plots on slopes and tend to employ 
more sustainable practices, as geographical constraints limit 
the viability of industrial-scale agriculture (Mann 2013).

The fieldwork for this study was carried out between 
May 2020 and June 2022 in the aforementioned six valleys 
of the Western Italian Alps (Fig. 1).

An exploratory fieldwork was conducted in summer 
2019 to identify the valleys and case studies to include in 
the research. Anthropological fieldwork methods such as 
semi-structured interviews and participant observation were 
used (Bernard 2017). Fifty interviews were conducted with 
the valleys’ inhabitants and farmers (most in Chiusella and 
Varaita valleys), and participant observation was used in 
the fields and in collective gatherings with locals and new 
highlanders (Table  1). Thirty-one interviewees identified 
themselves as males and nineteen as females. The inter-
viewees included mainly farmers as well as other key actors 
in the local food systems who could have provided insights 
on farming practices in the valleys. Although our study 
included interviewees from six different valleys, the distri-
bution was uneven, with Chiusella and Varaita valleys being 
more represented in our sample. This difference in number 
of Interviewees per valley arose from the methodological 
approach: we started fieldwork in the six valleys and used 
snowball sampling, which naturally directed more atten-
tion to areas where the back-to-the-land movement is more 
established. This led to a focus on certain valleys over oth-
ers, particularly those with a predominance of crop farmers 
as opposed to livestock farmers.

The interviews included a first part inquiring about the 
interviewees’ life history, their motivations to moving to or 
staying in the valleys and to farm, and their relationships 
with the land and with other actors. We focused our atten-
tion on those initiatives, associations, collective of peers, 
and other groups mentioned by the interviewees as a source 
of inspiration to move to the valley and/or start farming. 
The second part dealt with the dynamics of knowledge and 

social cohesion, and to be places of co-creation and sharing 
of knowledge and understandings underpinning that action. 
They are arguably also key for back-to-the-land movements 
and in all those situations in which knowledge-intensive 
practices are recovered, created, and adapted. Some authors 
have discussed the role of social collectives in alternative 
food systems (Pascucci et al. 2021) and sustainable agricul-
ture (Slimi et al. 2021). Slimi et al. (2021) have reviewed 
the role of farmers’ collectives in contexts of transition 
toward sustainable agriculture, finding that these collectives 
have critical importance during the transition process, being 
loci for knowing and learning. Social collectives of different 
kinds are also important in all those contexts where farm-
ers and peasants need to mobilize against the incursions of 
private investment, the state, and policies of economic lib-
eralization and land grabbing (Harvey 2018).

Materials and methods

The study area encompasses the Western Italian Alps, spe-
cifically six valleys located in the Region of Piedmont, Italy. 
Five of these valleys, from Susa valley to the Stura valley, 
are part of the Cottian Alps, a section of the Southwestern 
Alps that spans between Italy and France, while Chiusella 
valley is the only exception located in the Graian Alps, 
belonging to the larger sector of the Northwestern Alps. The 
Susa Valley, the largest and most populated valley in Pied-
mont, stretches approximately 80 km and is home to over 
90,000 residents. The Chisone Valley covers 380 square 
kilometers and encompasses 12 municipalities. It borders 
the Susa Valley to the west and north, the Sangone Val-
ley to the north, the Pellice Valley to the south, and opens 
onto the Po Valley to the east. The Pellice Valley, located 
south of Chisone, spans 292 square kilometers and has a 
population of 22,880. The Varaita Valley is situated in the 
Western Alps in Cuneo Province, Northwestern Italy. The 
valley is traversed by an alpine stream of the same name, 
which stretches 75 km. This stream originates on the slopes 
of Monviso in the Cottian Alps, near the French border, and 
flows into the Po River near Casalgrasso. Lastly, the Stura 
di Demonte Valley runs along the Stura di Demonte River 
and spans for 601 square kilometers and it is 50 km long, it 
is entirely located within the Province of Cuneo.

Since the early 19th century, the Western Alps have expe-
rienced an unprecedented demographic transformation. For 
centuries, these valleys have been defined by pastoral activi-
ties, transhumance, local agriculture, and commonly man-
aged resources such as forests and water sources (Mazzocchi 
and Sali 2019). In recent decades, many mountain munici-
palities in Italy and France have experienced notable popu-
lation declines. However, since the mid-1980s, the Western 
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were generated (Guest et al. 2011). We derived descriptive 
statistics from the interviewees’ replies to specific questions 
of the semi-structured interviews. Four social collectives 
active in one or more valleys emerged from the interviews 
as crucial spaces and opportunities of sharing and co-cre-
ating agroecological knowledge and practices, and were 
thus investigated in depth through participant observation 
and semi-structured interviews between June 2020 and June 
2022 (Table 3): Cresco, a Community Supported Agricul-
ture working across the Varaita valley2; Antagonisti3, a 
company made up of a brewery, a hostel, a restaurant and 
a café in the village of Melle; La Milpa, a collective garden 

2  https://noisiamocresco.it/.
3  https://antagonistimelle.com/.

adoption of ways of farming around a set of agroecological 
practices in accordance with the established agroecological 
principles (from the choice of seeds and varieties to food 
networks for sales; HLPE 2019) (Table 2). For each prac-
tice, the interviewees were asked about its origin and the 
source of associated knowledge, and about the role played 
by different kinds of social collectives (e.g., associations, 
local businesses, community-supported agriculture) in its 
adoption and in terms of mutual help for farming tasks, 
exchange of knowledge, and sharing of tools, machines, 
or land. Throughout the field study, the ethical guidelines 
adopted by the American Anthropological Association 
(2012) were followed. Interviews were recorded and tran-
scribed, transcripts were qualitatively analyzed through the-
matic content analysis, and codes, concepts, and categories 

Table 1  Interviewees by valley, profiled according to gender, origin, and role in these valleys’ food systems
Valleys N of Interviewees Gender the interviewees identify with Role within the food system

Female Male Other Farmer Other stakeholders
Chiusella 14 5 9 0 13 1
Varaita 19 6 13 0 17 2
Stura 5 3 2 0 5 0
Pellice 4 1 3 0 4 0
Chisone 4 2 2 0 3 1
Susa 4 2 2 0 4 0
N of interviewees 50 19 31 0 46 4
% of Interviewees 100% 38% 62% 0 92% 8%

Fig. 1  Map of the valleys under study in the provinces of Turin and Cuneo in Piedmont region, in the Western Italian Alps
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Results and discussion

To illustrate and discuss the sourcing of agroecological 
knowledge and the role of social collectives as platforms for 
the co-creation and sharing of this knowledge among high-
landers of the Western Italian Alps, we organized this sec-
tion as follows. We first briefly present the interviewees and 

in Piasco, just at the entrance of the Varaita valley; and the 
hamlet of Chiavula in Pellice valley, which consists of indi-
viduals and families living together and sharing some fields 
and assets (e.g., ovens and community buildings).

Table 2  Agroecological practices about which the interviewees were interrogated
Ecological dimension at farm level Economic and social dimension at food 

system level
Domains Specific practices Domains Specific practices
1. Soil till Minimum till 11. Knowledge and 

practices exchange
Seed exchange

2. Soil fertility Use of Manure Collaboration with 
other local farmers

Use of Compost Intergenerational 
learning

3. Crop & Variety 
diversification

Large number of Crop species 12. Economy and 
food chain

Short food chain
Use of local varieties Local food chain
Adoption of resilient varieties and/or underutilised crops Multifunctionality
Self-production of seeds Diversification of 

products
4. Crop rotation Practicing crop rotation on different time and space scales Diversification of 

supply chain
Presence of Cover crops Social and solidar-

ity economy
5. Intercropping Strip intercropping, row intercropping, relay intercropping 13. Participation 

and advocacy
Participation in 
networks, collec-
tives, organizations

6. Management of 
landscape

Ecological infrastructure Advocacy and 
education on 
agroecology

7. Crop pest, disease and 
weed management

Prevention, indirect and direct agroecological methods
Mulching

8. Water management Rainwater collection
Drip irrigation

9. Agroforestry Agroforestry systems
Silvopastoral systems
Agrosilvopastoral systems

10. Livestock Free range
Local breeds
Self-production of feed

Table 3  Social collectives selected for in-depth analysis
Valley Case 

studies
Type Activity Actors involved Fields of activity Since

Varaita Cresco Economic activity Community Supported 
Agriculture

Citizens, volunteers, 
farmers

Gardening, educational 
and cultural activities.

2019

Varaita Antagonisti Business Business - Brewery, res-
taurant, hostel and bar

Employees, Founders, 
Consumers, neighbor-
ing businesses

2012

Varaita La milpa Volunteering/Self-sufficiency Collective garden Citizens, volunteers, 
farmers, researchers

Gardening, Education 
about agroecology and 
sustainable agriculture, 
spiritual ceremonies 
and cultural activities

2014

Pellice Chiavula Volunteering/Self-sufficiency Community - living and 
working the land together

Inhabitants and their 
friends and families

2010
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As such, knowledge and practices are not a re-proposal of 
past peasant practices, but rather many interviewees take an 
experimental approach, testing the boundaries of what can 
be grown and how, at times challenging locally-established 
understandings. Nonetheless, the valorization of local vari-
eties was underlined by several interviewees as a fundamen-
tal aspect of their farming approach. New highlanders have 
reintroduced certain underutilised crops whose cultivation 
had been abandoned or greatly reduced, and have revitalized 
the use of certain tools and practices. Crops and varieties are 
put back into dialogue with the local Alpine environment, 
as illustrated by the fact that a majority of the interviewees 
produce the seeds or other reproductive materials of at least 
one crop, e.g., potatoes, zucchini, pumpkins. The interview-
ees take such a retro-innovative approach also concerning 
soil practices – spanning from those historically established 
like the use of local manure and rotation schemes, to inno-
vations like no dig agriculture and new composting tech-
niques. Although just 8% of the farmers interviewed were 
certified organic, some 70% defined their activities as “more 
than organic” and widely employed agroecological methods 
of pest and weed control such as mulching, intercropping 
with beneficial plants, home-made macerates, and organic 
treatments. These activities can also be ascribed to a philo-
sophical approach of system thinking in structuring the farm 
to be productive, highly diversified, resilient, and agroeco-
logical, as reported by several interviewees. These farms are 
managed using multifunctionality as a prevalent approach 
characterized by the diversification of activities—ranging 
from agriculture to cultural initiatives and hospitality ser-
vices—and the diversification of products to prevent sur-
plus waste and secure subsistence and income, even if part 
of the production falters in a given year. Common features 
observed across different valleys include efforts to shorten 
value chains by developing alternative food networks, 
which also support crop and product diversity. Additionally, 
various collaborative networks have formed among actors, 
involving the sharing of physical labor, machines, and tools, 
as well as participation in political and advocacy efforts, 
such as lobbying for regulations related to farming in mar-
ginal mountainous areas.

We also enquired about the interviewees’ motivations 
and links to move to these Alpine areas. A large majority 
concurred that previous connections with other actors and 
groups in different ways involved in the back-to-the-land 
movement have been critical for the establishment of their 
new dwelling. Provided that all the interviewees reported 
more than one link, and multiple forces concurred in creat-
ing the favorable conditions and the necessary support to 
help the interviewees to settle and start their activity, fam-
ily (relatives can be local or returning highlanders, or could 
own land in the valley and be able to support financially and 

provide an overview of the agroecological practices they 
adopted, and then we focus on the social connections and 
supporting groups that facilitated their settling in the moun-
tains and attempts at food production. We then analyze the 
means and sources through which the interviewees acquired, 
built, and shared knowledge and practices. Finally, we dis-
cuss the role of specific social collectives as platforms cata-
lyzing relationships, renewing agrobiodiversity and shaping 
contextually-adapted agroecological knowledge.

The interviewees and their agroecological practices

We begin with a description of the interviewees, their moti-
vations, means, and connections that drove their back-to-
the-land migration, and of the agroecological practices 
they adopted in their farming activities. More than half of 
the interviewees (52%) are new highlanders, some 38% 
are locals, and the remaining 8% are returning highland-
ers back-migrating to the mountains after time living away. 
Some 10% of the interviewees are foreigners – non-Italians 
– and they are part of the pool of new highlanders moving 
to these valleys. The interviewees have a relatively young 
average age (39 years), with some 72% having started their 
farming activities in the last decade. They mainly farm 
vegetables, but also cereals, berries and small fruits, and 
aromatic plants. Some 25% also raise livestock, mainly 
chickens and cows. All of them are engaged in agroecologi-
cal practices in the management of their activities.

The link between back-to-the-land movements and the 
pursuit of sustainable agriculture and alternative food net-
works is well established in the literature (Wilbur 2013; 
Benessaiah and Eakin 2021) and evident in the words and 
actions of the highlanders we interviewed. In their dis-
courses, they highlight this link, referring to farming in 
the valley as philosophically and empirically distant and 
radically different from the monocultures of the flatlands: 
none of the interviewees grows only one crop; rather, the 
number ranges between six and fifty, while Cresco, a Com-
munity Supported Agriculture in Val Varaita, grows more 
than 120 vegetables and their varieties. These crops include 
local varieties (e.g., of potatoes, beans), part of the valleys’ 
gastronomic heritage, as well as new, imported varieties 
and underutilised crops (e.g., of eggplants from mountain-
ous areas of Asia, of corn from indigenous communities in 
Mexico) with potentially-useful traits (e.g., in coping with 
climate change, in adapting to soil conditions). Crops and 
farming practices are chosen based on factors like soil con-
ditions, climate, seasonality, and interactions with wildlife 
and forests, and are further based on knowledge that is accu-
mulated across the years of engagement with the local envi-
ronment, and which is shared and further adapted across 
social collectives forming in the repopulating mountains. 
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my thesis and I moved permanently to the valley, where now 
I grow vegetables in partnership with that guy.”

Sources of knowledge guiding agricultural practices

Driven by personal, relational, and political motivations, 
our interviewees have moved to inner mountainous areas 
with the support of relatives, friends, and different social 
collectives to farm the land through specific and contextual-
ized agroecological practices. At the core of this process, 
there is knowledge. Dwelling the mountains, producing and 
gathering food, firewood, and other necessities, and doing 
so in sustainable ways through agroecological practices, all 
this demands a lot of knowledge to apply to these mending 
human-mountain relationships. For these reasons, follow-
ing other scholars who have remarked on the knowledge 
intensive nature of back-to-the-land movements (Wilbur 
2014; Mauerhofer et al. 2018), we have focused on how the 
interviewees acquired, adapted, and shared agroecological 
knowledge and on its sources. Wilbur (2014), for exam-
ple, argues that “The diversity in sources of agricultural 
knowledge gives considerable insight into the methods by 
which back-to-the-landers learn to become self-sustaining 
farmers.”

Analyzing the interviewees’ replies to our enquiries on 
the sources of their agroecological knowledge, we grouped 

them in ten categories. In Fig. 2, we illustrate these sources 
from the most to the least mentioned. The most cited were 
blogs, websites, and digital audio-visual materials on the 

emotionally, 50%) and friends (individuals not organized 
in groups, 36%) were the most frequent replies. The other 
replies included different kinds of social collectives, from 
informal groups jointly carrying out activities regularly, to 
formal associations formed or joined by new highlanders, 
and whole communities (e.g., inhabiting a hamlet). One 
example ascribable to this latter category is the community 
of Chiavula, an abandoned hamlet that was repopulated fol-
lowing the renovating activities of two new highlanders, and 
which drew other people over the years. Established busi-
nesses in the valleys have been reported by ten interviewees 
as facilitating their moving and settling there. Filippo from 
Varaita valley, for instance, returned there after working for 
long abroad, and did so thanks to his family connections 
and relations with a local business owner, which permitted 
him to start his own agricultural project. Three interview-
ees mentioned WOOFing4 as the experience and opportu-
nity that brought them to farming in these Alpine valleys. 
Sometimes, random encounters in one’s life path lead to the 
mountains. Pino from Varaita valley, for example, recalled: 
“I came to the valley to write my thesis. I rented a small stu-
dio and spent my days writing. I started frequenting the pub 
where I met a guy who just started growing vegetables for 
local restaurants. I was inspired by his job and I asked if I 
could help him every now and then. After a while, I finished 

4   WOOF (https://wwoof.net/) is an acronym for Worldwide Opportu-
nities on Organic Farms (WWOOF) and it is a worldwide movement 
that links visitors (WWOOFers) with organic farmers in order to pro-
mote cultural and educational exchange about ecological farming and 
sustainability practices (Wilbur 2014).

Fig. 2  Sources of agroecological knowledge and practices mentioned by the interviewees
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knowledge mentioned by 72% of the interviewees. The spe-
cific topics reported as discussed with local farmers include 
the choice and characteristics of local varieties, the relation-
ship with wildlife, the management of woodlands and soils, 
the use and management of water resources, and seasonal-
ity, among others. Relations between new highlanders and 
local farmers emerge from our interviews as reciprocal, in 
that locals are sometimes the first to reach out to the new 
arrivals out of curiosity or suspicion, and provide – some-
times unsolicited – advice. Concurrent to reaching out 
to other farmers and locals as sources of contextualized 
knowledge, our interviewees also rely heavily on existing 
literature and books, particularly when experimenting with 
farming practices new to the area (e.g., permaculture, bio-
dynamic agriculture). Luca, a new highlander in Chiusella 
valley, welcomes visitors to his farm with a big table in the 
middle of the garden under a pergola, covered with books 
that inspired, guided, and instructed him in the development 
of his farm (Fig. 3).

Both academic and practical experts in agriculture 
and agroecology were cited by thirty interviewees as key 
sources of information, whether through personal con-
sultations or during structured courses. Group initiatives 
often involve experts and consultants, both academic and 

internet. For example, Alice, a vegetable farmer connected 
to a home-restaurant in Chiusella valley, was inspired by a 
youtuber educating about no-dig agriculture. Alice displays 
pride in showing “cucumber, eggplants, and all kinds of 
vegetables in a field that local elders considered good just 
for pastures and maybe potatoes.” Her results inspired other 
local farmers to try no-dig farming on their land.

Especially those interviewees who moved to valleys 
without previous acquaintances there, sought connections 
with virtual communities to be able to support their choices 
both technically and emotionally. This is confirmed by the 
work of other scholars who have studied the process through 
which new farmers settle in the inner Alpine areas of North-
ern Italy. According to Wilbur (2014), for example, “digital 
communication […] enables the spread of commercial and 
technical knowledge in the sphere of alternative agriculture, 
but that knowledge is likely to be filtered and redistributed 
within the limits of its applicability to local circumstances, 
through ‘neighborly networks’ of interpersonal exchange.” 
Among our interviewees, these neighborly networks 
encompass local farmers – either established in the valleys 
for generations or recent arrivals – as well as farmers and 
other acquaintances from other areas known personally or 
virtually. Local farmers were indeed the second source of 

Fig. 3  The table of Luca, a new highlander in Chiusella valley, with books displayed for the visitors to his farm
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in Chiusella valley, for example, remarked that if he would 
have relied solely on the advice of local elders and farmers, 
he would have never successfully grown dozens of varieties 
of vegetables other than potatoes in his field.

Social collectives as platforms of agroecological 
knowledge co-creation and exchange

From what presented above, the role of different kinds of 
social collectives in the process of repopulation and dwell-
ing of these inner areas stands out. These collectives vary 
in kind (e.g., informal communities, cooperatives, busi-
nesses; physical, virtual), size (e.g., from a dozen to hun-
dreds of individuals), scale (e.g., local, regional, national, 
international), and main social purpose (e.g., conviviality, 
educational, work-related). Amid their diversity, transiency, 
and fluidity, these collectives act as platforms that ease and 
stimulate the exchange and co-creation of agroecological 
knowledge among highlanders.

Four collectives have been selected as case studies 
based on their relevance as emerged during the interviews. 
They include: a local business including a brewery, a pub/
restaurant, a hostel, and a shop, Antagonisti; the formerly 
abandoned hamlet of Chiavula in Pellice valley, whose ren-
ovation has been triggered by two returning highlanders and 
is now hosting some fifteen families sharing buildings like 
community ovens and fields where they grow cereals, pota-
toes, and vegetables; the collective garden La Milpa, which 
is volunteering-based and involves more than forty families 
growing more than a hundred varieties of vegetables; and 
the Community Supported Agriculture5 Cresco, encompass-
ing more than 70 families and shareholders and organizing 
also educational activities for local schools, trainings about 
agroecology for farmers, cultural activities such as concerts, 
open air cinema, and theater plays, as well as yoga and 
meditation gatherings. More informal social collectives like 
those forming around relighted community ovens are also 
considered in the analysis (Bassignana and Volpato 2024).

We regard these social collectives as platforms of knowl-
edge co-creation and exchange, spaces where new and 
renewed visions of farming and living are shaped, and con-
sider them as entailing three (overlapping) domains that 
drive their creation and participation: productive, relational, 
and political (Fig. 4).

5   A Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs) is an alternative form 
of agricultural economic entity, different from traditional companies. 
The most characteristic feature is the mutual commitment between 
producers and consumers. A group of consumers unites and pays for 
the entire costs of a farm for the coming year. In return, the farm com-
mits to providing the consumer community with healthy food to the 
best of their ability (Landwehr et al. 2021). The farm is thus secured 
and the community are the harvest shareholders.

practitioners. These are opportunities for highlanders to 
expand their knowledge as well as to share perspectives, 
challenges, and solutions. Some 22 interviewees mentioned 
a relative among their sources of agroecological knowledge. 
This is a lower figure in comparison with the replies about 
the connections that brought these new highlanders to the 
Alps in the first place, and could hint at a lower relevance of 
one’s family in acquiring agroecological knowledge, which 
is mainly outsourced to non-kin individuals and collectives.

In any case, most interviewees mentioned more than 
one source of knowledge and this is fundamental in unveil-
ing how the approaches to agriculture in these inner areas 
are the result of processes of hybridization of local and 
historically-rooted knowledge with exogenous knowledge, 
practices, and whole farming paradigms. For instance, 
Carlo settled in Varaita valley following his wife, a local, 
and started farming and livestock husbandry there. With-
out prior knowledge, Carlo was supported by other farm-
ers and by his wife’s family in setting up his activity. Once 
settled, he started connecting with other new and returning 
highlanders who carried out innovative farming methods 
and food distribution approaches like Community Sup-
ported Agriculture, agroecological farming, and veggie box 
schemes. These encounters drove Carlo’s activities toward 
multifunctionality including vegetable production sold 
through a veggie box system, semi-wild livestock farming 
for meat production for local restaurants, and courses and 
educational activities. These and other courses have been 
mentioned by some 15 interviewees as sources of agroeco-
logical knowledge, whereas only three interviewees had a 
formal education in the agricultural sector before starting 
farming in the mountains.

All this shows that the interviewees rely on a plethora of 
sources of knowledge, spanning from local to global, and 
that these sources are embedded into physical and digital 
communities that empower and inform these highlanders’ 
agricultural paths. These sources’ three-dimensionality 
allows the interviewees to build a body of place-based 
agroecological knowledge that enables them to co-produce 
food in these complex social-ecological systems. In these 
systems, both farming and economic practices can be rein-
vented while being adapted to local conditions. Abandon-
ment creates gaps to be filled with imagination and creativity, 
fueled also by global sources of innovative practices. At the 
same time, it is crucial to be able to navigate and recognize 
the constraints to the applicability of different practices, and 
often local sources of support can lessen this difficulty and 
shorten the time of the experimenting-observing-respond-
ing cycles. Nevertheless, locals’ advice and stances may 
sometimes be conservative and driven by rooted beliefs, and 
may thus constrain or delay the application of innovative 
approaches in these territories. Lorenzo, a new highlander 
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with broader political implications related to food produc-
tion. For instance, many interviewees reported joining the 
social collective La Milpa, initially aiming to grow vegeta-
bles for self-consumption but eventually becoming part of 
a supportive community, deeply involved in political reflec-
tions on the social and environmental sustainability of food 
systems.

Local agrobiodiversity and the recovery and creation of 
agroecological knowledge are thus embedded into social 
dynamics while playing a crucial role in mending human-
nature relationships in the inner Western Italian Alps. This 
reconnection is essential for fostering collective ties to the 
land and its fruits, underlining that the conservation of 
agrobiodiversity is not a static endeavor but a dynamic and 
co-creative process. In these Alpine valleys, farming has 
historically been based on a shared stewardship memory 
tying locals to food production and to the wider environment 
(von Glasenapp and Thornton 2011). Despite depopulation 
and abandonment during the last century, some knowledge 
and practices are still rooted in certain contexts or there 
are written or oral sources about them (Tattoni et al. 2017; 
Pieroni and Giusti 2009). The possibility and willingness 
of accessing these pools of knowledge impact the degree 
of possible retro innovation as well as of revival of local 
crops and farming practices. In this context, collectives 
function as platforms of knowledge exchange and concur 

We identify the productive drivers behind the creation 
of or involvement in social collectives as the motivations, 
desires, and needs related to seeking support for agricultural 
ventures or other food-producing activities, whether for sub-
sistence or commercial purposes. These collectives are also 
relational endeavors almost by definition, as they catalyze 
relationships and promote a sense of belonging; through 
social collectives, isolated efforts transform into a networked 
agency. Whenever people relate and produce, they also act 
politically: they reflect and act upon local social-ecological 
dynamics (e.g., upon relationships with local wildlife like 
wolves, boars, and deer) and how to govern them, as well as 
upon regulations and institutions at multiple levels. Politi-
cal drivers in these social collectives also include the will-
ingness to advocate for agroecology, farmers’ rights, and 
sustainability from the vantage perspective of the Alpine 
valleys. At the intersection of these three domains shap-
ing and influencing social collectives, back-to-the-landers 
are creating, building upon, and sharing knowledge on how 
to dwell and steward these valleys. Productive, relational, 
and political motives drive the highlanders’ involvement in 
these social collectives and also represent three key areas 
of outcomes reported by interviewees after joining, often 
beyond their initial expectations. One interviewee might 
have joined a group or an association primarily to cope with 
loneliness or learn about farming but ends up also engaging 

Fig. 4  The three spheres that 
represent both drivers for joining 
or creating social collectives, and 
domains of possible outcomes 
and contributions that the inter-
viewees reported finding/receiv-
ing/working on once they joined 
these platforms (authors’ original 
work)
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woman native from a Maya indigenous community in Mex-
ico, and Sandro, her partner from Piasco, at the entrance of 
Varaita valley. The project is based on volunteering and as 
Luce explains: “Everyone contributes as much as they can. 
Sometimes someone tells me that they don’t feel comfort-
able taking vegetables because they haven’t worked in the 
garden enough that month, and I get angry at them. And I 
tell them that without their small contribution we wouldn’t 
be where we are now, so please take as much as your family 
needs.” This approach based on mutual support and coop-
eration stems also from the background of Luce and Sandro 
who frequented the Escuelita Zapatista6 in Mexico right 
before launching La Milpa at Piasco. La Milpa also orga-
nizes cultural and convivial events, such as concerts, parties, 
harvest celebrations as well as courses on agroecology and 
other farming approaches, and workshops on soil health. 
Platforms such as La Milpa offer a place to cultivate not 
only vegetables, but friendships, communities, reciprocal 
support, motherhood care, spirituality, political awareness, 
innovative practices and more. Amid the recontextualiza-
tion of her Maya culture in the alpine environment of the 
Varaita valley, Luce also reactivated the ‘Fiesta del Maís’ 
every September during the corn harvesting time. During 
the celebratory gatherings, the whole community stands in a 
circle surrounding artistic composition of colorful varieties 
of maize and other vegetables grown in the gardens. The 
return to the inner Alps gets so infused on Maya spirituality.

Social collectives, as they emerge from this study, offer 
spaces to explore and experiment new forms of collective 
action and to engage with farming and agrobiodiversity, but 
they are not devoid of tensions, disputes, and separations. 
During the fieldwork, we could witness instances in which 
these frictions emerged, primarily in relation to divergences 
in approaches and priorities regarding the relational, pro-
ductive and political aspects of the collective. For instance, 
frictions arose between groups of participants that valued 
more the political feature versus the relation and convivial 
one of the collective. Other times conflicts emerged regard-
ing the management of the hamlet, the fields, or social life, 
and their underlying ideologies. Although not the focus of 
this study, tensions sometimes arise also between new set-
tlers and locals, for example in relation to the conservative 
views of some locals about how the land ought to be man-
aged, what crop should be grown, or what kinds of relations 

6   In the summer of 2013, thousands of autonomous Zapatista com-
munities throughout the five zones of the state of Chiapas opened their 
communities and homes to 2,000 people from all over the world to 
learn first-hand about the Zapatistas’ lives and their ongoing struggles. 
La Escuelita or Little School offered a course entitled Freedom Accord-
ing to the Zapatistas, including also agricultural and food-related prac-
tices. This first edition of La Escuelita was so popular that two more 
sessions of the school were organized at the end of 2013 and beginning 
of 2014. (​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​s​c​h​o​o​​l​s​f​​o​r​c​h​​i​a​p​​a​​s​​.​o​r​​​g​/​a​​d​v​a​n​​c​​e​​s​/​s​​c​h​o​​o​​l​s​​​/​l​​a​-​e​s​c​u​e​l​i​t​a​/)

to the degree of hybridization between local and innova-
tive approaches, in the possibility of imagining alternative 
ways of living, non-exploitative food networks, and differ-
ent forms of relationship with the local biocultural diversity. 
The collective garden La Milpa, for instance, is a unique 
setting where local crop varieties – and practices to maintain 
and regenerate them – merge with new varieties of toma-
toes, beans, and maize from Mexico, and with innovative 
approaches such as advanced composting techniques. Simi-
larly, Cresco fosters and facilitates occasions of co-creation 
and sharing of knowledge about agrobiodiversity, involving 
a wide array of actors, from local farmers to members of 
the general public. Cresco’s co-creative dimension emerges 
from the tight collaboration with other farmers and it is the 
result of a process of continuous hybridization of local and 
new knowledge, varieties, and practices. Antagonisti, in col-
laboration with Cresco and other partners, are also leading 
experimental projects such as trial rye fields to relocalize the 
production of rye, once the staple of the valley.

The productive dimension of social collectives encom-
passes also their capacity to act as community markets for 
the produce of the valley. Antagonisti collaborates with 
several local producers, making ice cream from local milk 
and hay, blackberries, or elderberries, preparing hamburg-
ers sourced from a local semi-wild pig livestock farm, and 
packing Christmas boxes with their beers and other products 
from local producers. Similarly, Cresco founded a collab-
orative brand of processed foods such as jams and preserves 
made with the produce of so-called Brigate Contadine, 
including two more local farmers and a chef who owns the 
processing facility. The relationship between social initia-
tives, knowledge and crop diversity is in constant evolution, 
and the emergence of alternative food networks provides 
innovative platforms to support this biodiversity, offering 
new ways to sustain and enhance the link between agri-
cultural practices and ecological diversity. These platforms 
serve as vital conduits for sharing resources, knowledge, 
and support, thereby bolstering the foundations for a more 
sustainable and interconnected food system that values and 
preserves agrobiodiversity.

Social collectives can be understood as spaces where 
relations are catalyzed and a renewed local knowledge is 
mobilized and reassembled. They play a crucial role in 
engaging people, citizens as well as farmers, in a dimen-
sion that is convivial and yet dense of debates, knowledge 
sharing, and advocacy claims. As posited by Brunori et 
al. (2011), this can become virtuous feedback: “The more 
farmers are connected to other actors, the more learning 
becomes ‘social learning’, improved ways of knowing or 
doing that are common goods within the network.” La Milpa 
is a strong example of an inclusive platform of socialization 
and knowledge sharing, since it was founded by Luce, a 
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Collectives as niches of innovation for sustainable 
food systems

Social collectives, in their productive, relational, and politi-
cal dimensions and in their role as platforms for knowledge 
co-creation and sharing, are embedded into higher-order 
dynamics of change. As such, knowledge co-production 
and exchange are central iterative processes for the emer-
gence of innovations (Popadiuk and Choo 2006; Wilke 
and Pyka 2024). Tittonell (2020), after Gliessman (2020), 
have discussed the variables influencing transitions towards 
agroecology and sustainable food systems, and among the 
proposed indicators they highlighted the key components of 
connectivity, participation, and co-creation of knowledge. 
Platforms where people can gather together in physical 
proximity, being exposed to or involved in systems of food 
production that are experimental and inclusive, are quite 
extraordinary in conventional food systems. The margin-
ality of Alpine valleys presents gaps of communities and 
knowledge that impact on local inhabitants and food actors. 
These gaps need to be addressed and filled somehow to be 
able to restore local food chains and pursue sustainability 
in food production. Put more simply, the emptiness of these 
gaps reverberates more deeply in the individuals that decide 
to invest in these territories. At the same time, the absence 
and difficult applicability of conventional and industrial 
agriculture leaves space and opportunity for sustainable and 
agroecological approaches to thrive. As these approaches 
are knowledge intensive, they need to be supported by 
widespread knowledge transmission.

As Pimbert (2018) points out, networks for co-creation 
of knowledge and practices play a crucial role in reframing 
food, agriculture, and landscapes through radical pluralism, 
conviviality, autonomy, and reciprocity. Acting as platforms 
of knowledge co-creation and exchange, the social collec-
tives discussed here can be understood as niches of inno-
vations according to the multi-level perspective adopted by 
scholars to discuss transitions toward sustainable food sys-
tems and agroecology (Isgren and Ness 2017; El Bilali 2019; 
Geels 2002; 2018). The multi-level perspective asserts that 
transitions occur through interactions within and between 
three analytical levels (Geels 2002; Schot and Geels 2008): 
(1) niches, situated at the micro level and serving as the 
breeding ground for radical innovations; (2) socio-techni-
cal regimes, positioned at the meso level and representing 
established practices along with associated formal, norma-
tive, and cognitive rules; and (3) an external socio-tech-
nical landscape at the macro level. The social collectives 
discussed above can be regarded as niches of innovation at 
the micro level in the process of dwelling these inner val-
leys, and to be able to generate internal momentum in the 
food transition process. Changes at the agroecosystem and 

ought to be established and promoted with the world beyond 
the valley (e.g., in relation to tourism). Divergences may 
arise also in relation to the farming approach and systems of 
knowledge and practices adopted, especially when produc-
tive priorities come in contrast with ecological or political 
ones (Cortes-Vazquez 2014).

The interviewees for this study are walking the arduous 
path to community building, with its successes and set-
backs. Most actors engaging in social initiatives of one or 
another kind highlighted how participation has been funda-
mental to the development of their activities or simply to the 
unfolding of their life in the valley. Luce used these words 
speaking about community building through food produc-
tion: “Since I moved to Italy, I missed the relationship with 
the land, with farming. I come from a family of indigenous 
farmers. So I started growing tomatoes on my balcony. And 
after a while we spoke with some friends and decided we 
could come together to produce vegetables for our families. 
So we rented a piece of land and we started this project.” 
Community building has been mentioned as crucial espe-
cially because of the uniqueness of social gatherings in a 
general context still characterized by depopulation and 
abandonment. “Everybody goes away” is still a phrase 
dropped by some elders as well as young people, even in 
those villages or valleys where the continuous urbaniza-
tion is also accompanied by a phenomenon of repopulation. 
Dwelling the mountains, in the words and actions of many 
interviewees, is also a political act, e.g., against industrial-
ized food production, exploitative food systems, to recover 
direct relationships with food and nature, or even as a form 
of ‘desertion’ from lives embedded and maneuvered by cap-
ital, one with post-capitalistic yearnings (Staid 2022). As 
such, the back-to-the-land movement to the inner Alps and 
the adoption of agroecological practices and alternatives to 
or post capitalistic ideologies ought to be understood also in 
its counter-hegemonic dimensions, which are also fueled by 
social collectives.

What stands evident is that processes of relocalization in 
inner areas like the Western Italian Alps require time, com-
munication, and imagination. Time to tune in with the local 
soil, ecological, and cultural conditions; communication, to 
have support and advice and share efforts and dilemmas; 
and imagination, to envision how to steward the land and 
build viable livelihoods. These collectives offer time in 
proximity, often through conviviality, and therefore spaces 
in which imagination can unfold through conversations and 
encounters. In these contexts, de-contextualized knowledge 
and practices can be transformed into re-localized ones 
within the limits of the applicability in the socio-ecological 
and environmental conditions (Wilbur 2012).
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and sources of knowledge that shape the back-to-the-land 
movement in these inner Alpine areas. The role of personal 
connections, including family, friends, and broader social 
groups, has been pivotal in these highlanders’ decision to 
settle and start farming. Agroecological knowledge acquisi-
tion among these highlanders is characterized by a blend 
of local and global sources, ranging from digital platforms 
and literature to direct interactions with local farmers and 
participation in formal and informal educational initiatives. 
This multiplicity of knowledge sources highlights the ongo-
ing dynamic process of hybridization, where traditional 
and innovative practices are combined and adapted to the 
unique environmental and socio-cultural contexts of the 
Alpine valleys.

Repopulating and dwelling these valleys, however, is 
hardly an individual endeavor; rather, it is a process imbued 
with relationality, aiming at community-building, and sup-
ported by a variety of social collectives. These collectives, 
varying in form, scale, and purpose, serve as productive, 
relational, and political spaces where highlanders can col-
laborate, share resources, and engage in communitarian 
initiatives towards sustainable food systems. We have fur-
ther reckoned on the role of social collectives to catalyze 
relations, in imagining and enacting shared understandings 
of human-nature relationships, and in building and sharing 
agroecological knowledge and agrobiodiversity. We have 
argued that, amid their diversity, fluidity, and transiency, 
these collectives function as social platforms for sharing, 
adapting, hybridizing, and contextualizing knowledge stem-
ming from a plethora of sources – from locals to online 
guides, from elders to virtual workshops. A main contribu-
tion of this study to the body of literature addressing knowl-
edge innovation and sharing among back-to-the-landers 
rests indeed on arguing for the key role of social collectives 

landscape level beget destabilizing pressures on the existing 
regime, creating windows of opportunity for innovations 
and reconfigurations (Fig. 5).

Within a socio-technical landscape like the one of the 
Western Italian Alps, characterized by out-migration first, 
and by a back-to-the-land movement and new farming 
trajectories recently, social collectives represent niches to 
explore innovations from agroecological practices to alter-
native food networks. The arising of these niches of inno-
vation could be hypothesized (and this hypothesis tested 
by future research) to feed reciprocating cycles, where the 
more people get involved, the more agroecological knowl-
edge is shared, experimented upon, and co-created, and the 
more agroecological the system will evolve. The existence 
and thriving of such collectives simultaneously promote co-
creation and sharing of agroecological knowledge and prac-
tices as well as the permanence/arrival of new highlanders 
in these inner areas (Rahman et al. 2021). Also in light of 
ongoing changes to climatic and environmental conditions 
(Gobiet et al. 2014), platforms for highlanders to collec-
tively discuss and address these changes provide avenues 
to renew and adapt the local pool of agroecological knowl-
edge and thus adapt to changes in the wider socio-technical 
landscape.

Conclusions

In this study, we have explored the relationships that exist 
between agrobiodiversity, agroecological knowledge co-
creation and exchange, and social collectives in the con-
text of a back-to-the-land movement and relocalization 
process in the Western Italian Alps. We have highlighted 
the complexity and diversity of motivations, connections, 

Fig. 5  Within the multi-level perspective, the platforms analyzed can be described as niches of innovations
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as platforms for knowledge transmission among new high-
landers and other neo-rurals.

These platforms can be further conceived as niches of 
innovation, where bodies of knowledge are mobilized and 
reassembled around agrobiodiversity, alternative food net-
works and local biocultural diversity. The existence and 
thriving of such platforms of co-creation and sharing of 
knowledge and practices simultaneously feeds renewed 
agrobiodiverse agroecosystems, agroecological trajectories, 
and the permanence and arrival of new highlander farmers 
in these inner areas previously characterized by abandon-
ment and depopulation. This is particularly important given 
the knowledge-intensive character of living, producing, 
and reproducing in the inner Alpine valleys selected in this 
study. By exploring processes of knowledge co-creation 
and sharing concerning agroecological farming practices, 
the study thus contributes to the literature on agroecologi-
cal transitions and relocalization of food systems. Further 
studies among other back-to-the-landers, both in the Alps 
and elsewhere, could shed further light on the role of social 
collectives in facilitating knowledge exchange and dwelling 
in rural inner areas, on food relocalization processes, and 
within empirical and conceptual explorations of alternative 
food networks and sustainable food systems.
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