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European Landscapes in Transition

European rural landscapes as we experience them today are the result of ongoing 
processes and interactions between nature and society. These are changing fast: 
the future landscapes will be different from those we know currently. Written for 
academics, policy makers and practitioners, this book is the first to explore the 
complex histories of rural landscapes in Europe as a basis for their sound governance 
in future. Tensions between the needs of agricultural spaces driven by economic 
incentives and a variety of non-agricultural functions are explored to demonstrate 
current challenges and the shortfalls in the policies that address them. Using inspiring 
case studies that highlight the roles of regional agents and communities, the authors 
go further than the usual analyses to illustrate the importance of local context. Written 
by experts currently working to revitalise the rural landscapes of Europe, the text 
concludes with suggestions for improving landscape policy and planning practice.

t e r e s a p i n t o-c o r r e i a  is Associate Professor and Head of the Institute of Mediterranean 
Agrarian and Environmental Sciences at the University of Évora, Portugal. Her research 
interests and record of publications span rural landscape dynamics and management 
of European rural landscapes at multiple scales. She develops her research mainly with 
a focus on the dynamics of agricultural landscapes in the Mediterranean, and how 
they are affected by different sets of drivers, between production, consumption and 
protection, creating tensions but also synergies. She coordinates an interdisciplinary 
research group and she is Director of a research unit with more than 100 researchers, 
centered on Mediterranean agriculture and environment, aiming to contribute to the 
sustainability of the production systems and their related ecosystems and landscapes. 

j ø r g e n  p r i m d a h l  is Professor in Countryside Planning and Management at the 
University of Copenhagen. With a background in landscape architecture, his main 
research interest is agricultural landscape (patterns, functions, and change), public 
policy and spatial planning. He has published extensively on rural landscapes. In 
2010, he co-edited Globalisation and Agricultural Landscapes: Change Patterns and Policy 
Trends in Developed Countries (Cambridge University Press), and in 2017, he co-authored 
Landscape Analysis – Mapping the Character and Potential of Space.

b a s p e d r o l i  is Associate Professor in Land Use Planning at Wageningen University, 
Senior Researcher at Wageningen Environmental Research and Chair of UNISCAPE, 
the university association dedicated to the implementation of the European 
Landscape Convention. He is strongly involved in research and education related to 
sustainable land use and cultural identity. Holding a PhD in landscape ecology, he is 
an active member of various European scientific and NGO networks. He has published 
many research papers and edited several scientific books, all related to the challenge of 
finding new futures for Europe’s precious landscapes. He is engaged enthusiastically 
in supporting strategies for equitable land use and landscape management and nature 
conservation planning, fostering community based perspectives.
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Cambridge Studies in Landscape Ecology presents synthetic and 
comprehensive examinations of topics that reflect the breadth of the 
discipline of landscape ecology. Landscape ecology deals with the development 
and changes in the spatial structure of landscapes and their ecological 
consequences. Because humans are so tightly tied to landscapes, the science 
explicitly includes human actions as both causes and consequences of 
landscape patterns. The focus is on spatial relationships at a variety of 
scales, in both natural and highly modified landscapes, on the factors that 
create landscape patterns, and on the influences of landscape structure on 
the functioning of ecological systems and their management. Some books 
in the series develop theoretical or methodological approaches to studying 
landscapes, while others deal more directly with the effects of landscape 
spatial patterns on population dynamics, community structure, or ecosystem 
processes. Still others examine the interplay between landscapes and human 
societies and cultures.

The series is aimed at advanced undergraduates, graduate students, 
researchers and teachers, resource and land-use managers, and practitioners in 
other sciences that deal with landscapes.

The series is published in collaboration with the International Association 
for Landscape Ecology (IALE), which has chapters in more than 50 countries. 
IALE aims to develop landscape ecology as the scientific basis for the 
analysis, planning and management of landscapes throughout the world. 
The organization advances international cooperation and interdisciplinary 
synthesis through scientific, scholarly, educational and communication 
activities.
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Foreword

Landscapes are changing. Everyone can experience this, and all landscapes 
seem to be affected. Landscapes are always changing, naturally. So why bother? 
Because there is much evidence that the current changes are not for the better 
and the accelerating pace and magnitude indicate that changes might be out 
of our control.

About three centuries ago, important social and technological revolutions 
began that accelerated and upscaled landscape dynamics, resulting in an irre-
versible transition from the past. Global driving forces transformed existing 
landscapes into urbanised and globalised ones in a networked society. Local 
forces were not able to sustain the traditional land management that had cre-
ated the characteristic landscapes, in particular the rural and (silvo-)pastoral 
landscapes with a long history and carrying past traditions and memories. 
They are considered a common good and a valuable heritage that is becoming 
lost. Particularly in Europe, the diversity of the rural and pastoral landscapes 
is astonishing and characteristic of Europe’s identity. The first assessment of 
Europe’s environment in 1995 by the EEA, the ‘Dobř  íš  Assessment’, formu-
lated the situation concisely as follows:

The richness and diversity of rural landscapes in Europe is a distinctive feature of the 
continent. There is probably nowhere else where the signs of human interaction with 
nature in landscape are so varied, contrasting and localised ...

Despite the immense scale of socio-economic changes that have accompanied this 
century’s wave of industrialisation and urbanisation in many parts of Europe, much 
of this diversity remains, giving distinctive character to countries, regions and local 
areas. (European Environmental Agency 1995)

The main driving forces of this transition are human (demography, econ-
omy, politics and technology) and natural (tectonics, climate and  calamities), 
 interacting through complex feedback loops. The main driving forces induce 
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x Foreword

a variety of processes such as supplying natural resources, production (in agri-
culture, forestry and industry), urbanisation and communication networking. 
These forces act from global to local scales and are essentially not sustainable 
and are indifferent to the persistence of landscapes. When displacement is the 
mantra of global mobility to increase profit, this is not an option at the local 
scale, where sustainability can be attempted only by adaptation.

Although the driving forces have been identified and the general trend 
of the transition is known, much remains unknown about the specific pro-
cesses at the local scale and the mechanisms that are involved in making the 
real changes on the terrain. On one hand, geographical space becomes polar-
ised, where people, activities and infrastructures concentrate in hotspots of 
increasing urbanisation, and on the other hand, vast areas in the periphery 
of economic activities are being abandoned. Consequently, landscapes every-
where are affected. These changes also affect the attitudes people have towards 
the landscape. In 2014, 54 per cent of the world’s population lived in urban 
areas, and the United Nations expects an increase to 66 per cent by 2050. Non-
urban areas (i.e. rural and natural areas) depopulate and lose services that once 
were useful for urban places, such as providing food and natural resources. 
Nowadays, ‘nice’, ‘traditional’ and ‘natural’ landscapes attract urbanites for 
tourism and recreation, creating new challenges and problems for the rural 
countryside.

European Rural Landscapes in Transition deals with the cascade of processes that 
affect the complex dynamics of the rural landscapes in Europe, in particular 
focusing on the agricultural ones. A cascade is an appropriate metaphor here 
as the authors explore it from the bottom to the top. Learning from local case 
studies, they achieve understanding of the mechanisms involved in the tran-
sition and zoom out to the European scale as a whole. The perspective starts 
from the characteristics of the rural and in successive chapters the changes 
and the responses to them are analysed. Special attention goes to the changing 
interactions between rural and urban. This certainly helps to formulate realis-
tic, optimistic visions of valuable future landscapes, visions that may inspire a 
landscape-planning policy that sees careful conflict management as an inher-
ent component of equitable and balanced, integrated landscape planning.

Marc Antrop
Landscape Research – Department of Geography, Ghent University
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Preface

European rural landscapes have been our common research area for years. 
Based on each of our research projects and involvement with local landscapes 
and landscape agents, we have experienced how change patterns and the poli-
cies that guide them have been transformed, although not always in ways that 
properly address the new dynamics. These insights formed our main moti-
vation for writing this book together. It is the result of a three-year journey 
into the literature and concrete examples of landscape transitions and policy 
initiatives, and, not least, our joint reflections and numerous discussions on 
change patterns, concepts, frameworks and policy approaches. We hope that 
academics, policy makers, planners and students who are seeking to better 
understand and manage the transitions processes of European rural land-
scapes will find this book useful.

The European continent is highly diverse with rich natural and cultural 
histories, and the rural landscapes reflect this diversity. In fact, the variety and 
heterogeneity of the landscapes, at both the regional and local scales, to a large 
extent characterises the European continent. This complexity makes it diffi-
cult to generalise and identify common ground for research and the practical 
management of European landscapes. We have tried to balance our analyses 
and suggestions between generalised approaches and concrete examples and 
we hope that we have captured the main topics concerning Europe’s current 
transitions and policy challenges.

We, the three authors, maintain responsibility for any errors or 
shortcomings.
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