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Abstract 
Thanks to the substitutive function of every other planning tool, recognised by law for any Italian park plan, the 

Gran Sasso Laga National Park Plan was conceived, within the Italian system of hierarchical cascade planning, as 

vice versa a non hierarchical coordination tool of a co-planning process based mainly on self-government patterns 

of the communities that live and act in the park territory. Such a co-planning process can be considered as an 

inherent part of the broader co-evolutionary dynamics of relationships between humans mediated by non-human 

elements of the environment, according to a specific interpretation of Socio-Ecological Systems (SES), which we 

in turn interpret as Socio-Cultural-Ecological Systems (SCES), recognising humans as eco-factors and referring 

to the eco-diversity of SES/SCES rather than simply their biodiversity. 

 

Keywords 
Natural parks; Self-government; Territorial co-planning; Coevolution. 

 

1. Introduction 

The approach followed in planning the Gran Sasso Laga National Park, in which the authors 

participated through a collaboration agreement between the University of Molise and the Park 

Authority, envisions the park plan as a coordination tool for the territorial co-planning process. 

The conceptual framework critically examines the technocratic and economistic approaches to 

environmental issues, which are becoming increasingly prominent. These approaches often lead 

to externally directed and centralised environmental protection policies aimed at reducing 

human activity in natural contexts. In addition to exacerbating inequalities among different 

communities in defining autonomous development paths, these approaches do not recognize 

the co-evolutionary role of the human eco-factor within ecosystems. As a result, they do not 

allow the protection of ecodiversity, which also derives from human action. 

Instead, the Gran Sasso Laga National Park is conceptualised as a Socio-Cultural-Ecological 

System (SCES), in which the complex of (human) social relations mediated through 

interactions with non-human entities is crucial. The interactions between human and non-

human factors in the cooperative SCES, which can also be considered a landscape (sensu 

European Landscape Convention), also include the processes of co-planning and territorial co-

design, thereby establishing coevolutionary paths within the SCES. 

This innovative approach has been fitted into Italy's existing institutional and regulatory 

framework for environmental planning, which, on the other hand, is really rigid and unwilling 

to rapid changes. Some agreement tools encompassed in the co-planning and territorial co-

design process have been linked to objectives of the National Strategy for Biodiversity, 

supporting the development of a continuous co-planning and co-design process of the park's 

territory. 

In this way it was intended to trigger a dynamic, flexible, and adaptive method for managing 

and envisioning territorial evolution, utilising tools that can contribute to the activation of forms 

of commoning of environmental resources. 

 

2. Environmental policies and technocratic approaches 

As a consequence of the increasing prominence of environmental issues in the public, scientific 

and governmental debate, particularly in the Western world over the last decades, numerous 
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policies and measures have been introduced to mitigate the negative effects of human activities 

on environmental balances. 

A common element in policies developed by institutions at various levels is the persistent 

underlying division between the categories of human society and natural environment. This 

division simplifies the complex relationships and socio-ecological balances between humans 

and their environment, often reducing them to paternalistic-conservationist approaches or 

technical-functionalistic tools. 

The first group includes policies based on the principle that humans must take care of nature 

and which tend to exclude, in whole or in part, the possibility of carrying out human activities 

in certain areas. 

This approach suggests a view of nature as incapable of self-preservation and in need of human 

action to be protected (by man himself), in which it is considered as ‘the nature of nostalgia, of 

conservation’ (Fabbri, 2019, p. 115). This perspective emphasises the need to bring nature back 

to an original, untainted state, ignoring that nature ‘has no origin and it is perfectly indifferent 

to our concepts of origin and purpose’ (Baudrillard, 2019, p. 103). 

The second group includes policies that support forms of valorisation of biotic and abiotic 

elements based on their usefulness for human survival and the financialisation of natural capital. 

This approach involves an ontological shift in nature, which goes from being ‘the material basis 

of the reproduction of living things to a provider of biological or eco-systemic services’ 

(Leonardi, 2017a, p. 183). While this concept has increased awareness of the value of natural 

elements for human life, it has also led to the creation of markets and institutional structures to 

support their functioning (PES - Payment for Ecosystem Services, carbon credits market, PPP 

- Polluters Pays Principle). 

This process presupposes the creation of fictitious goods, corresponding to the services offered 

to man by natural elements, which can be sold or exchanged on the markets. Going beyond the 

strictly regulatory approach to resource consumption and pollutants release, these new 

valorisation mechanisms position natural capital as an active market factor (Iannuzzi, 2018). 

In addition to the intrinsic criticality of the ontological change, the technical-economic 

approach to the environmental issue also poses problems of inequality. There are in fact large 

grey areas regarding knowledge and sovereignty over the goods included into the markets, 

which produce improprieties and accounting biases (Iannuzzi, 2018), as well as on the political 

fairness of economic-social compensations for the negative effects induced by polluters 

(Leonardi, 2017b). 

While recognizing that these policies can lead, in general, to an improvement in the effects of 

human actions on environmental balances compared to those from the industrial era, it is 

necessary also to note that the persistent split between the human and non-human realms 

continues to reflect an anthropological need to establish dominion over natural things. 

 

3. Environmental protection and neo-colonial approaches 

The considerations on the critical issues emerging from technocratic approaches to 

environmental issues, as illustrated in section 2, are significant in the field of planning studies 

because they produce relevant effects on the organisation of land uses. This is particularly 

evident in the case of protected natural areas, which we can broadly define as those parts of 

territory (regional, national, or global) deemed necessary to preserve in their ecological form 

or functionality by limiting or inhibiting substantial human activities. 

Studies on international contexts indicate a greater presence of protected areas where there are 

low-income communities, with reduced access to services and minimal political representation 

in government institutions (Hammer et al., 2012). These socio-economic vulnerabilities make 

such communities particularly exposed to authoritative environmental protection regimes 

imposed from above, which hinder the possibility that the communities themselves can 
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establish autonomous development paths due to restricted access to territorial resources 

(Hammer et al., 2012). 

Through this large-scale compensation approach, according to which compensation can be 

made towards nature in some places (Magnaghi, 2010) for the environmental damage caused 

in more economically developed places, forms of spatial injustice are perpetrated, as it enables 

some populations to maintain high quality of life and consumption levels thanks to the 

imposition of development limitations on territories inhabited by weaker populations. 

Environmental policies conceived according to dualistic, globalised and economistic 

approaches are configured as forms of cultural neocolonialism, in which solutions are imposed 

by the centres of power that rely on the ideology of centralised knowledge, which suppresses 

local knowledge, believing that ‘it is possible to save nature regardless of the indigenous people 

or local populations who in reality are the only ones who can safeguard it’ (La Cecla, 2019, p. 

73). 

The presence of such neo-colonial approaches is noted by many, even within ecological 

movements. For example, the KBA Partnership highlights the need for the 30x30 initiative (the 

international community’s commitment to protect 30% of the earth’s surface by 2030), signed 

by The High Ambition Coalition (HAC) for Nature and People, to ensure that the protected 

30% is ‘the right 30%’. This means that areas designated for protection should primarily be 

‘key biodiversity areas’, since instead ‘areas are often designated as protected or conserved 

where it is convenient rather than because they are important for conserving biodiversity. 

Protected areas tend to be created in remote places (...)’ (Plumptre et al., 2021). 

The challenges that environmentalism poses today, however, require the introduction of 

radically new relational paradigms between human societies and the natural environment 

(Guattari, 2019), which also recognize the central role of the recovery of local sovereignty in 

defining solutions (La Cecla, 2019). 

 

4. A political ecology approach to planning 

A substantial potential for supporting transformative change in the definition of spatial policies 

and planning practices lies in recognising human societies as eco-factors, that is, viewing 

humans as elements interacting equally with other non-human natural elements, rather than as 

separate entities affecting nature from an external standpoint. It means acknowledging that 

human societies exhibit behaviours with varying degrees of adaptability or maladaptivity 

(Mainardi, 2008), through which the human species is fully immersed within ecosystem 

dynamics (Soave, 2010) interacting via a ‘ecological intelligence’, that is, its ability to adapt 

biologically, technologically (Goleman, 2009), and culturally (Mainardi, 2001) to their 

environment. Through ecological intelligence, infinite local behaviours adapted to the 

specificities of the environment and adaptation of the environment to human needs have 

therefore developed, demonstrating the deep immersion of humans in ecosystem dynamics. 

Therefore, especially in the definition of spatial planning policies and practices aimed at 

leveraging transformative change, it is more useful to refer not just to biodiversity, but rather 

to the concept of ecodiversity. Ecodiversity operates at the landscape scale, accounting for the 

environmental complexity of organisms and processes, including biodiversity, environmental 

heterogeneity, and geodiversity, thereby incorporating the human eco-factor (Conti and Soave, 

2006; Farina, 2001; Halvorsen et al., 2020; Jedicke, 2001; Naveh, 1994). 

Incorporating ecodiversity into planning processes means considering land use organisation 

paths that foster human interaction with environment components and the development of local 

solutions that enable mutual adaptations, leading to the progressive enrichment of ecodiversity 

within the territorial system. To overcome technocratic and economic approaches to 

environmental issues, which, despite their effectiveness, carry intrinsic ethical-political issues, 

a shift in planning paradigm is needed to allow the proliferation of local experiences and 
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‘particular cultures’ through ‘new contracts between citizens’ (Guattari, 2019). Such a change 

can ‘derive from a political and cultural choice’ (Gorz, 2015), enabling social formations and 

individuals to interact co-evolutionarily with the environment, regaining sovereignty over land 

use practices through self-regulated forms of territorial planning. 

 

5. (Protected) territories as Social-Cultural-Ecological Systems (SCES) 

With regard to the above self-organising and coevolutionary processes, it is very useful to refer 

here to that specific interpretation of SES, Socio-Ecological Systems, which identifies them as 

a ‘subset of social systems in which some of the interdependent relationships among humans 

are mediated through interactions with biophysical and non-human biological units’ (Anderies 

et al., 2004), and in which the cooperative aspect of these relationships may be sometimes 

fundamental (Anderies et al., 2004). In particular, referring to the example of a fisherman who 

can change the outcomes of another fisherman's activities ‘through the interacting biophysical 

and non-human biological units that constitute the dynamic, living fish stock’ (Anderies et. al, 

2004), it seems quite clear that the interdependence relationships between humans (fishermen) 

mediated by the common pool resource (CPR) (the fish stock) exist regardless if they take on a 

cooperative nature or not. But it is equally clear that the less the relationships take on a 

competitive or even conflictual nature, the more easily the sustainability of the living fish stock 

will be ensured. Regarding this last aspect, we believe it is useful to further develop the fruitful 

concept of SES mentioned above in the direction of those that we have proposed to define anew, 

not having found specific traces of it in the literature, such as SCES, namely Socio-Cultural-

Ecological Systems. (De Bonis and Ottaviano, 2023). In the SES concept proposed by Anderies 

et al. (2004), the co-evolving unit coinciding with it, more or less cooperative, by definition 

cannot be homogeneous (cospecific), but must always be formed by different species. In other 

words, it cannot be delimited without including the non-human factors through which the 

human factors interact, moreover in a variable way depending on the human behaviour 

considered (Bateson, 1976). This means that it can be likened to both the landscape as defined 

in the ELC, European Landscape Convention - ‘an area, as perceived by people, whose 

character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors’ (Council of 

Europe, 2000) - and to ‘cultural landscapes’ identified by UNESCO (1994) as those ‘sites’ 

created by the ‘combined works of nature and man’ (UNESCO, 1972), ‘illustrative of the 

evolution of human society and settlement over time, under the influence of the physical 

constraints and/or opportunities presented by their natural environment ad of successive social, 

economic and cultural forces, both external and internal’ (UNESCO, 1994, p. 13). Such 

assimilation to some form of landscape makes the ‘cultural’ aspect of the SES evident, which 

is self-evident considering the intimate interrelation between human and non-human entities 

that characterises them, and therefore authorises us to define them as SCES. But what really 

matters in identifying the landscape with the SES as defined by Anderies et al. (2004), and/or 

with a SCES, is the advantage of these concepts compared to the objectifying perspective found 

in other definitions of SES, which are still focused on an ecological system (external to us) with 

which the (our) social system interacts, as well as compared to the definition of landscape in 

the ELC, where the interaction between humans and nature shapes an objective entity 

(territory), which is then subjectively perceived by humans (thus shaping a landscape). In the 

concept of SES/SCES, instead, the distinction (and latent dualism) between 

objective/subjective disappears completely, making room for a notion of mediation entirely 

internal to social (human) relations. It is closer to this kind of mediation the UNESCO definition 

of cultural landscape when it refers to ‘human society and settlement’ and to their environment, 

despite the evocation, again latently dualistic, of both external and internal dynamics. However, 

our analogy is based on the complete abandonment of UNESCO’s view of (few) cultural 

landscapes as illustrative, or as having ‘outstanding universal value’, to instead consider the 
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complex of SCES potentially extended to the entire territory (like the landscape in the ELC), as 

well as of its purely conservationist purpose. 

In this regard, it should be noted that even in the field of nature conservation the mainstream 

seems to be a long way from a conception of SES/SCES like the ones mentioned above, as well 

from a vision that seeks to encourage the preservation of the natural environment through 

inherently protective human activities (Dematteis and Magnaghi, 2018). 

About this,  what we find particularly problematic is the fact that according to IUCN the primary 

management objective of a national park is that of ecosystem conservation and recreation. This 

unique alliance mirrors the prevailing attitude in the international arena towards cultural 

heritage. The tourist-recreational use of the latter is in fact generally considered as the only 

form of compatible utilisation of cultural resources, even though contrary evidence is becoming 

increasingly apparent in certain instances of overtourism. Our main concern, in this regard, is 

precisely  the limited effectiveness of the exclusive association between conservation and 

recreation. Indeed, this association can be sterilising in terms of regenerating the natural and 

cultural heritage, as it fails to re-establish the relationships between people and nature by which 

they have been generated and/or sustained over time (De Bonis, 2020). 

 

6. The Gran Sasso Laga Park Plan as a coordination tool for a continuous co-planning 

process 

In order to counteract the above sterilising drifts, the Gran Sasso and Monti della Laga National 

Park Plan (hereinafter GSLPP) has been conceived since its inception to promote forms of 

autonomous initiative by social actors, provided that such initiatives align with the requirements 

for the protection and enhancement of the park area. Nevertheless, to achieve this objective, the 

relationship between the Park Plan and the Italian planning system needed to be carefully 

considered. 

In Italy, urban planning (at municipal level), territorial (at provincial level), landscape, (at 

regional and state level): i) constitutes a system, composed of different interacting tools, ii) is 

formal, in the sense that it is defined by law as a permanent procedure of government activities 

(Mazza, 1996), iii) is public, i.e. it falls within the competence and responsibility of a public 

administration, iv) is cogent, i.e. it produces effects to which the actors operating in the planned 

territory must compulsorily conform, v) is rigid, i.e. every modification of a plan instrument 

entails the need to go through the entire approval procedure. Furthermore, and above all, the 

fundamental principle of interaction between the different elements of the planning system is 

based on the so-called cascade hierarchy, according to which the plan formed at a certain 

administrative level prevails (is superordinate) compared to the one formed at an immediately 

lower level (and the latter is naturally subordinate to the former).  

But, within this general framework, the park planning presents a non-negligible peculiarity: in 

accordance with the law governing the establishment, management, and planning of protected 

areas (No. 394 of 1991) the park plan, a unique case in the national planning system, substitutes 

for all other plans concerning the territory of the protected area, instead to be hierarchically 

superordinate to them. The sole exception to the substitution regards the provisions for the 

protection of the landscape contained in the landscape plan (not the latter as a whole). 

It is precisely on the basis of such a substitutive nature of the park plan, in combination with 

other legislative devices, that we have been able to set up the GSLPP as a non-hierarchical 

coordination tool, inside a hierarchical planning system, for a continuous co-planning process, 

based mainly on patterns of self-government of the communities that live and/or act in the park 

territory. 

Title III of the Zoning Bylaw, ‘Planning Process’, is the plan document that most reflects that 

pattern, while fully adhering to legal requirements for format and content. In fact, it defines the 

GSLPP as a ‘planning coordination tool’ aimed at incorporating and enhancing any other plans 
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and project initiatives developed within the park territory, that pursue the management 

objectives and policies for areas referred to in Title II of the Zoning Bylaw, or at least do not 

conflict with them. These plan and project initiatives can be: 1. general and implementation 

urban plans; 2. detail plans or territorial projects; 3. specific interventions for the protection, 

enhancement and compatible use of the park’s environmental resources, requiring clearance by 

Park Authority. 

The planning process is thus aimed at creating a circular connection between the environmental 

planning of park sites and the environmental planning of the entire park region, through the 

interpretation of local authorities’ plans, detail plans/territorial projects and specific 

interventions projects not as merely executive tools, but as feedback devices capable of 

initiating the process anew continuously (Rolli and De Bonis, 2001). 

In other words, this strategy recognizes the substitutive nature of the park plan as an opportunity 

to fully implement the principle of subsidiarity in physical planning, transferring 

responsibilities and possibilities from the Park Authority to other entities. Within this 

framework, the aspects of vertical subsidiarity (predominant in co-planning agreements) and 

horizontal (dominant in specific interventions clearances) tend to blend into a form of 

subsidiarity that could be described as ‘holistic’ (De Bonis, 2019) or ‘circular’ (Zamagni, 2018).  

In this regard, however, it is necessary to clarify that we did not intend to assimilate these forms 

of subsidiarity characterising the GSLPP to any kind of participatory planning (or 

collaborative, communicative, etc.); i.e. to any kind of planning, in which the multitude of 

interactions are once again reduced, arbitrarily and also unrealistically, to a dyadic interaction 

(Mandelbaum, 1986) between planners and the planned, promoters of participation and 

participants, etc.; and in which professionals, technicians, consultants, are the sole operators of 

knowledge production and use (Crosta, 1998). On the contrary, in the GSLPP we did intend 

multiplicity as the coexistence of multiple forms of knowledge (professional and non-

professional) and multiple forms of action by individual actors or groups of actors (Crosta, 

1996). 

 

7. The co-planning of the park as a framework for territorial self-government 

The innovation introduced in the GSLPP acknowledges the double evidence that the classic 

planning system, envisaged by Law 394/1991, is mostly unimplemented, and that the 

effectiveness of the co-management experiences of protected areas between environmental 

authorities and local communities is well-documented (García López, Concepción and Torres 

Abreu 2018; Iannuzzi, Mourato and Santos, 2020; Oldekop et al. 2015; Pallares-Blanch, 2012). 

Building on these observations, the GSLPP proposes a significant advancement that could 

extend beyond park planning, interpreting planning as a co-evolutionary process in which the 

planning action is implemented through continuous formation of territorial self-government 

tools. These tools enable the autonomous definition of the multiple practices that express the 

relationality between human societies and the environment. Coevolutionary approaches 

redefine the planning system in a trans-scale and nonhierarchical manner, implemented through 

detail and thematic plans in which territorial entities interact with the Park Authority to define 

territorial visions, realising ‘forms of multi-actor, multi-sector and multi-functional contracts 

and agreements to address the governance of the territory as a common good’ (Magnaghi, 2015, 

p. 151). A potential application of these paradigms was prefigured in the context of the approval 

process of the GSLPP, and in particular in the definition of the monitoring plan envisaged in 

the environmental report of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA). In this 

circumstance, it has been decided to consider, as indicators of the effectiveness of the PP, the 

arrangement of agreements on detail plans and territorial projects related to the GSLPP and the 

NSB objectives. Some land management tools usable for this purpose were identified, referring 

to Section 24 of the Zoning Bylaw, which describes potential plans and projects that could be 
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implemented in the park. Connecting the SEA monitoring plan and the PP objectives has been 

conceived as a way to support the realisation of the planning process scenario envisioned in 

Title III of the PP. 

These detail plans and territorial projects serve as frameworks for practices that are 

continuously redefined, in which planning tools rely on dynamism and flexibility to respond 

effectively and quickly to socio-environmental needs, mirroring the adaptive processes of 

ecosystems (De Bonis, 2019). 

The co-planning process can support an incremental identification of the territorial resources as 

common goods, expanding upon existing collective domains recognised in the park area and 

assuming the paradigm that community usage practices define the commonality of the goods, 

beyond its legal status (Capone, 2016). The tools for implementing this scenario may take on a 

contractual nature, involving agreements between various social, economic, and institutional 

entities that share interests in defining some kind of land use and transformation of the territory,  

Thus, they shape new frameworks of local (self) governance through agreements for specific 

purposes and themes, also drawing upon existing tools such as river contracts, landscape 

contracts, etc. (Dematteis and Magnaghi, 2018). The planning framework of the GSLP is 

intended as an application of new paradigms that could be extended to general planning,  

supporting the reactivation of   practices that express fecund relationships between human 

societies and the non-human natural environment. 

 

8. Conclusion 

A vision far from both the technocratic setting of dominant environmental policies (see section 

2) and the neo colonial leanings of mainstream environmental protection (see section 3), and 

vice versa grounded on a political ecology approach (see section 4), as well as on a 

consideration of the territories, starting from protected areas, as SCES, Social-Cultural-

Ecological Systems (see section 5), led the authors to interpret the planning activity conducted 

for the Gran Sasso Laga National Park as a continuous process, mainly based on schemes of 

territorial self-government (see sections 6 and 7). 

In essence, the latter are attributable to emerging or consolidated forms of commoning, in turn 

based on the identification of the park with a set of Common Pool Resources (CPRs, see again 

section 5), i.e. as a set of (collective) natural or man-made resource systems, potentially 

providing a flow of (individually) usable resource units (Ostrom, 1990). 

With particular reference to the consolidated forms of commoning mentioned above, it is worth 

specifying that the identification of the park with a set of CPRs is not merely hypothetical, as 

the majority of its territory is made up of collective domains (Catonica et al., 2017). This 

circumstance, however, transcends itself, revealing an issue that is perhaps of the greatest 

importance among those discussed so far. 

In short, the GSLPP, conceived as a stage in a continuing planning process aimed at promoting 

forms of sustainable self-government of the CPRs (already existing or emerging), deliberately 

offered itself, at least in the planners’ intentions, as a sort of meta-institutional framework, or 

more precisely as a state institutional framework of the self-governed institutions of the CPRs 

(Ostrom, 1990). 

But what types of self-government institutions are we referring to here precisely? 

The subtitle of the well-known Ostom book ‘Governing the Commons’ reads: ‘The Evolution 

of Institutions for Collective Action’. 

In this regard, already in the prefaces of the same book the belief is clearly expressed that ‘stable 

institutions of self-government can be created if certain problems of supply, credibility, and 

monitoring are solved’ (Ostrom, 1990, p. xi), as demonstrated through the rich collection of 

cases study gathered by the author and several colleagues of her. Furthermore, the author 

herself, basing on the observation ‘that neither the state nor the market is uniformly successful 
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in enabling individuals to sustain long-term, productive use of natural resource systems’ 

(Ostrom, 1990, p. 1), declares that her book is an ‘effort to develop better intellectual tools to 

understand the capabilities and limitations of self-governing institutions for regulating many 

types of resources’ (ivi, p. 2). 

Well, taking up the subtitle of Ostrom’s book, we conclusively advance here the hypothesis that 

a possible evolution of the institutions for collective action, in the very complex current socio-

technical-cultural context, can be constituted precisely from those kind of territorial agreements 

(see again section 7) to which the GSLPP entrusts the continuous development of the planning 

process. 

In other words, we posit that a planning no longer understood as a hierarchical form of 

government of the territory, but rather as a set of territorial self-government and self-organising 

governance tools, can not only escape from the declining parabola to which it now seems 

destined (at least in Italy), but evolving the fruitful Ostromian legacy, it can even aspire to 

identify in its own devices the contemporary forms of institutions of collective action, which 

according to Ostrom are the only ones  capable of ensuring adequate management of natural 

resources. 

  

Author Contributions 

Although this work as a whole arises from the close collaboration between the authors, the 

writing of § 1, 2, 3, 4, 7 is by Giovanni Ottaviano, the writing of § 5, 6, 8 is by Luciano De 
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