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sustainability has evolved into a contemporary keyword 
[3], extending beyond its initial definition of “meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” [4]. Pres-
ently, sustainability embodies a process of regeneration 
severely compromised environments.

Within this framework, a profound critique has 
emerged against the methods of food production devel-
oped during the 20th century, which were introduced 
during the Green Revolution [5]. In today’s context, insti-
tutions, companies, and consumers are increasingly redi-
recting their attention toward rediscovering the value of 
species, varieties, and practices that have been margin-
alized due to the cultural dominance of an agricultural 
model focused on maximizing and standardizing yields 
and production through the introduction of new spe-
cies and varieties, the intensification of mechanization 
and the use of fertilizers and pesticides [6]. Overall, the 

Is gastronomy the future?
The United Nations’ Agenda 2030 emphasizes the signifi-
cance of food in shaping a sustainable future for Earth. 
The goals underscore food as a fundamental resource 
that should ensure reliable access to communities (SDG 
2: Zero Hunger) [1]. Simultaneously, food is recognized 
as a commodity with production, sales, and consumption 
cycles that require reevaluation to diminish their eco-
nomic, environmental, and social impact on the planet 
(SDG 12: responsible consumption and production) [2]. 
Food serves as both a means and an end in achieving 
sustainability. Surpassing the semantic boundaries set 
by the United Nations Brundtland Commission in 1987, 
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ecological transition in the food sector now centers on 
recovering, revitalizing, and promoting elements of com-
munities’ gastronomic heritage. This approach includes 
production aspects that are more mindful, compatible, 
and resilient in relation to local environmental specifici-
ties [7]. It also recognizes products capable of expressing 
distinct narratives and cultural and environmental con-
nections between a community and its surroundings as 
crucial resources for local development within a global 
market context [8]. Food has transformed into an object 
of contemporary desire, stirring emotions and mobiliz-
ing people in an era of consumerism and excess [9–11], 
where desire is no longer driven by the fear of hunger or 
experiences of insecurity [12] but rather by the pursuit of 
authenticity and uniqueness [13].

In this cultural climate, there is a resurgence of inter-
est in local and indigenous gastronomy. Progressive 
measures are being implemented to enhance and pro-
mote these culinary traditions, establishing new eco-
nomic models that increasingly intertwine the agri-food 
sector with tourism [e.g. 14, 15, 16]. However, there is a 
risk of oversimplifying the dynamic reality underpinning 
the production of these products while simultaneously 
underestimating the resilience of their (often) Short Agri-
food Chains [hereafter SACs. They are the production 
system that brings together economic and social stake-
holders who participate in coordinated activities that add 
value to a particular food product, from its production 
until it reaches the consumer: [17] associated with small-
scale enterprises that form the foundation of these newly 
valued products.

Considering this context, this contribution aims to 
draw attention to the vulnerabilities of these production 
systems by analyzing ongoing processes in Italy. Specifi-
cally, the article introduces the characteristics of the Ital-
ian foodscape and its SACs. Based on the data recently 
produced concerning a thorough analysis of forty cases of 
SACs [ie. 18, 19], the article proposes a comparative anal-
ysis of the Italian foodscape to highlight its main weak-
ness and strength. These are then discussed in the final 
paragraph to indicate a viable way forward both for Italy 
and more generally for any territory that aims at or is 
using its traditional gastronomy as pillar for its economic 
and rural development.

The Italian foodscape
Why Italy? Italy enjoys a well-established international 
reputation for its gastronomy [which is the combina-
tion of food products and gastronomies that character-
ize a specific community or territory: [20]. Parasecoli 
points out that “the world seems to be so in love with 
Italian food that many tend to think of it as exquisitely 
traditional, almost timeless, untouched by the events that 
have shaped what many consider a broken food system” 

[21]. Producers and chefs have played a significant role 
in establishing this fame throughout the 20th century 
[22], while the unique history of Italian migration has 
allowed products and culinary preparations to become 
a global phenomenon [23, 24]. The economic success 
of Italian gastronomy is evident both in the continuous 
growth of the sector’s exports, which reached €60 billion 
in revenue in 2022 [25], and in the increasing influx of 
tourists who annually visit the country, not only to expe-
rience its cultural peculiarities but specifically to explore 
and appreciate elements of local gastronomy [26]. These 
results are achieved thanks to the specificity of the Ital-
ian foodscape [which is the combination of production 
system, actors and places that represents a food system 
spatially: [27]. It is characterized by environmental and 
cultural diversity that provides a distinctive rich variety 
of products, preparations, and culinary styles [22, 28, 29]. 
In 2023, this richness will be underscored by the Italian 
government, which sponsored the candidacy of Italian 
gastronomy(ies) as the world’s intangible heritage [30], 
reiterating the image of a unique foodscape based on a 
plurality of unique, local products based on short, and 
heavily territorialized agrifood chains. This is exempli-
fied by the extensive presence of traditional products, 
protected by indications of origin (such as 5450 Tradi-
tional Agri-food Products in 2022), or subject to local 
initiatives for protection and promotion (including 369 
Slow Food Presidia in 2022). While some of these local 
products have experienced strengthening within their 
production chains in recent decades, often promoted in 
an industrial context [31], most of these realities are con-
nected to short production chains, frequently confined 
to a single municipality, comprising a limited number 
of small-scale economic actors with low financial capi-
talization. Nonetheless, they base their activities on the 
capacity to interpret and enhance the specificities of 
the territory in which they operate [32], providing eco-
nomic resources in the most marginalized rural areas 
[33]. Thus, the products are, indeed, examples of those 
food resources at the center of the international debate, 
those that are indicated as the key to a new, rural renais-
sance [34], and the consistency, density and plurality of 
these products and their agrifood chains indicate Italy as 
a privileged case to investigate in order to assess the lim-
its of this understanding.

Moreover, most of the Italian SACs are in marginal 
rural areas, specifically in the mountain areas of the Alps 
and the Apennines and the Mediterranean islands [35]. 
They are often one of if not the pillar of the economy of 
these territories [36]. However, despite their value, the 
phenomena of marginalization and abandonment that 
have afflicted the rural reality of the country since the 
postwar period raise concerns about their future [37]. 
Slow Food drew attention to the risk of these realities 
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disappearing as early as the late 1990s due to the influ-
ence of both the McDonaldization of taste and the stan-
dardization of agricultural practices, along with the 
intrinsic fragility of these local production systems [38].

Over the past three decades, numerous public and 
private initiatives have sought to promote and preserve 
these SACs by supporting companies in various pro-
cesses, such as production, transformation, marketing, 
and product commercialization [39]. Despite the suc-
cesses achieved through these initiatives, enabling these 
enterprises to reinforce their structure and modernize 
their processes, the process is still ongoing. Evident chal-
lenges persist and intertwine structural socioeconomic 
trends linked to population aging and rural depopulation 
[40]. These challenges raise significant questions about 
the present and future of these local production systems 
and enterprises, although the public debate tends to rely 
on a certitude of the durability and resilience of the Ital-
ian food system [28].

Italian SACs: the discussion thus far
In the past decade, growing attention has been given to 
the analysis of short Italian SACs in light of the structural 
socioeconomic phenomena affecting the country [41]. 
This debate has highlighted a few criticalities concerning 
the entrepreneurial and geographical characteristics of 
these systems. The first is the characteristic small scale of 
these enterprises. Since at least the 1980s, this aspect has 
been interpreted in an ambivalent manner. While it can 
represent a competitive advantage by ensuring greater 
versatility and production flexibility for companies [42], 
it has also been seen as a sign of delayed sector develop-
ment in the European context, characterized by low capi-
talization and corporate structure [43], and is often tied 
to family dynamics [44]and artisanal practices [e.g. 45, 46, 
47]. Within this framework, the debate has highlighted 
the economic fragility of these enterprises, particularly in 
terms of human capital, as many of them struggle with 
knowledge and activity transfer across generations. A 
second attains infrastructure limitations and distance 
from major market centers [33, 48, 49]. This manifests 
in difficulties accessing and establishing a presence in 
markets, where logistical aspects complicate a landscape 
already characterized by the limited overall production 
capacity of individual supply chains, often composed of a 
small number of companies and producers.

Despite these limits, the debate suggested an over-
all positive trajectory for SACs. Faced with these struc-
tural difficulties, enterprises were able to transform and 
enhance their commercial strategy and form alternative 
networks and commercial channels that meet the devel-
opment needs of these enterprises [50], fully leveraging 
the communication possibilities offered by new channels 
and interpreting production in the context of tourism as 

well [51–53]. Therefore, in contrast to the broader Ital-
ian context, where small businesses often struggle to 
undertake collective actions [e.g. 54, 55, 56], these sup-
ply chains express their specificity and achieve their busi-
ness success primarily through collective processes of 
commercial promotion and product protection [57–59], 
establishing collaboration in a framework of overall hori-
zontal coopetition at the local level, as well as vertical 
coopetition along the product value chain [60]. Instead, 
there are only a few cases in which collaboration led to 
joint investments in production, where the sector as a 
whole still appears to lag behind in processes related to 
automation and Industry 4.0 [61].

Approaching a comparative analysis
The contribution in the debate has commonly taken to 
divergent approaches. On the one hand, the research has 
produced comprehensive analyses of the Italian sector, 
based on aggregated regional and national data, primar-
ily aimed at identifying the main socioeconomic factors, 
without delving into the specificities of individual SACs 
[62, 63]. On the other hand, the studies have delved into 
specific case studies, exploring the dynamics of local 
sociocultural contexts; the diversity of methodologies 
and approaches employed in these studies, however, 
restricts their comparison [57–59]. Addressing the gap 
between these two clusters of studies, two intercon-
nected studies published in 2021 offered new insight. The 
first “La condizione delle filiere corte: studio pilota sul 
territorio italiano” [“The condition of the short agrifood 
chains: a pilot study conducted in Italy”] [18] explored 
the characteristics and dynamics characterizing 20 case 
studies chosen across the country. For this study, a quali-
tative methodology of enquiry was developed and used in 
a second study, “Atlante delle filiere. Analisi e prospettive 
per il rilancio delle filiere marginali sul territorio nazio-
nale” [“The Atlas of the agrifood chains: Analysis and 
perspective for the relaunch of marginal agrifood chains 
in Italy”] [19], further the research investigating other 
20 SACs across Northern Italy. Overall, the two books 
provide a coherent dataset analyzing forty short sup-
ply chains across the country (Table  1) predominantly 
located in “internal areas”, which are fragile territories, 
distant from the main centers offering essential services 
and too often left to their own devices, which, however, 
cover 60% of the entire national territory, 52% of munici-
palities, and 22% of the population [64].

The research employed a qualitative approach to create 
a base of knowledge usable for a comparative case analy-
sis (Eisenhardt, 1989). Each of the SACs was preliminarily 
investigated by completing a literary review of the mate-
rials available in the EBSCO, Scopus, and Google Scholar 
databases in both Italian and English, as well as regional 
and national databases and archives related to specific 
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projects promoted by the Ministry of Agricultural, Food, 
and Forestry Policies, the project of the Municipal Des-
ignations of Origin [39], and the archives developed by 
Slow Food Italia within the Arca del Gusto and Presìdi 
projects [38]. This information provided a preliminary 
description of the SAC. This was further implemented 
through fieldwork research. Semi structured interviews 
were conducted with the actors from each supply chain. 
The interviews employed a questionnaire consisting of 
53 open-ended questions, aiming to explore the main 
potentials and vulnerabilities of the supply chains, with 
a particular focus on company structure, market access 
capabilities, presence and visibility of the actors involved, 
their capacity for collaboration, and the use of techno-
logical and digital resources in company management, 
promotion, and sales activities. The collected data were 
qualitatively processed and analyzed to assess the align-
ment of each reality with the following five descriptors of 
fragility:

  • Structure: This descriptor examines difficulties 
related to the organization of the supply chain, 
company scale, number of employees, average age, 
turnover, and capitalization.

  • Market Access: This descriptor considers challenges 
associated with logistics and the commercial network 
in terms of reach, intensity, and diversification.

  • Communication: This descriptor assesses media 
coverage and the consistency of multichannel 
communication and promotion strategies, as well as 
tourism promotion initiatives organized within the 
territory.

  • Innovation: This descriptor evaluates the 
implementation of business strategies aimed at 
product and process innovation, including the 
development of Industry 4.0 (such as production 
automation, e-commerce, etc.

  • Collaboration: This descriptor examines the presence 
of social and relational capital within companies, as 
expressed through their inclination to collaborate 
with other actors in the local and nonlocal supply 
chain.

The results of the analysis were then visualized through a 
traffic light system to indicate the presence and urgency 
of specific issues. Specifically, green signifies the absence 
of notable problems, yellow indicates the emergence of 
specific issues identified through the literature or qualita-
tive analysis, and red denotes significant challenges that 
demand priority support. The outcomes of this analysis 
are summarized in Table 1.

The publications present a unique database without 
providing a thorough comparative case-study analysis 
[65]. In these pages, however, the data are analyzed to 
explore the broader patterns concerning the strengths 

and weaknesses of the SACs and, overall, their role in 
building a sustainable future.

Weakness and strength of the Italian SACs
If the cornerstone of the Italian foodscape is the diver-
sity of products guaranteed by the SACs [66], the data 
highlight a complex and nuanced situation that confirms 
existing trajectories identified in the literature while also 
uncovering new elements (Fig.  1). While public debates 
and scientific discussions often interpret the difficulties 
faced by territories as a result of exogenous pressures and 
globalization, which can homogenize tastes and impover-
ish the gastronomic landscape [28, 67, 68], sociocultural 
analyses of traditional product promotion in the past 
have demonstrated a more intricate picture closely tied to 
local dynamics [59]. The research underscores this point 
by emphasizing that the fragilities of the supply chains 
are not solely influenced by external factors but rather 
arise from a combination of spatial, affective, and rela-
tional elements unique to each context.

The first and main critical issue is related to the struc-
ture of SAC companies. This fragility arises from the 
small scale of the companies, resulting in limited capi-
talization and challenges in making investments and 
accessing credit. Additionally, there is a high age of entre-
preneurs and sector employees (often over fifty years old) 
in a context of limited generational turnover, especially 
in marginalized territories. These factors also impact 
the willingness, ability, and feasibility of increasing pro-
duction since sociocultural factors influence investment 
inclination and medium- to long-term planning and 
hinder innovation processes [69]. In this context, firms 
face difficulties in accessing the market, primarily linked 
to the lack of infrastructure that characterizes the rural 
areas where the firms operate. Additionally, they encoun-
ter intense price competition from wholesalers and large-
scale distribution networks, particularly in the fruit and 
vegetable sector.

While these aspects align with the literature, data on 
access, communication, and digitalization offer an inno-
vative contribution. In fact, another noteworthy chal-
lenge is the need for diversifying sales channels and 
commercial networks. Encouragingly, data show a pro-
gressive disintermediation driven by local actors through 
the development of e-commerce tools and participation 
in alternative agri-food networks, such as solidarity pur-
chasing groups and agricultural markets in urban cen-
ters. This strengthening process goes hand in hand with 
the implementation of communication strategies primar-
ily developed at the association level to generate interest 
and awareness of local products among urban consum-
ers. The challenge that firms face thus lies in making their 
products known and differentiating them in the eyes of 
consumers. In this regard, local entities have initiated 
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Agrifood Chain Product Sector Production Area Form of 
protection

Str. Acc. Com. In. Coll.

Agnello d’Alpago
[Alpago Lamb]

Animal/Breeding Veneto (Belluno) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y Y G R

Agnello di razza brianzola
[Brianza Lamb]

Animal/Breeding Lombardy (Como/Lecco/Monza 
Brianza)

Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y Y Y G

Asparago di Cilavegna
[Cilavegna Asparagus]

Vegetable Lombardy (Pavia) Other R Y Y Y R

Bagòss di Bagolino
[Bagolino Bagòss Cheese]

Cheese Lombardy (Brescia) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y G G Y Y

Burro a latte crudo dell’Alto Elvo
[Alto Elvo Raw Milk Butter]

Cheese Piedmont (Biella) Slow Food 
Presidium

R R G R Y

Castagna Biellese
[Biella Chestnut]

Vegetable Piedmont (Biella) Other R Y Y R Y

Castagna delle Prealpi varesine
[Varese Prealps Chestnuts]

Vegetable Lombardy (Varese) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y G G G Y

Castagna essiccata nei tecci di Calizzano 
e Murialdo
[Calizzano and Murialdo Tecci dried 
Chestnuts]

Vegetable Liguria (Savona) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y Y Y G

Castagna garessina
[Garessio Chestnuts]

Vegetable Piedmont (Cuneo) Other R Y Y R Y

Fagioli di Badalucco, Conio e Pigna
[Badalucco, Conio e Pigna Bean]

Vegetable Liguria (Imperia) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y G Y Y

Fagiolo rosso di Lucca
[Lucca Red Bean]

Vegetable Tuscany (Lucca) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y Y Y Y

Farina di grano saraceno di Teglio
[Teglio buckwheat flour]

Vegetable Lombardy (Sondrio) Other R Y Y Y R

Fatulì della Val Saviore
[Saviore Valley Fatulì Cheese]

Cheese Lombardy (Brescia) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y G Y G

Formaggio Asìno
[Asìno Cheese]

Cheese Friuli-Venezia Giulia (Pordenone) Other R Y Y Y R

Formaggio Graukäse
[Graukäse Cheese]

Cheese Trentino-Alto Adige (Bolzano) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y Y Y R

Grano Saraceno di Terragnolo
[Terragnolo Buckwheat]

Vegetable Trentino-Alto Adige (Trento) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y G Y G

Luppolo
[Hop]

Vegetable Lombardy (Pavia/Milan) Other G Y G Y G

Macagn
[Macagn Cheese]

Cheese Piedmont (Biella/Vercelli) Slow Food 
Presidium

R R G Y R

Manna delle Madonie
[Madonie Manna]

Sweetener Sicily (Palermo) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y G Y G

Mela rossa Cuneo PGI
[Cuneo PGI Red Apple]

Vegetable Piedmont (Cuneo/Turin) PGI Y Y G G R

Mirtillo gigante americano
[American Giant Blueberry]

Vegetable Piedmont (Cuneo/Turin) Other Y G Y G G

Missoltino del Lago di Como essiccato 
al sole
[Como Lake Sun-dried
Shad Fish]

Fish Lombardy (Como) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y Y Y R

Morlacco del Grappa di malga
[Shepherd’s Morlacco del Grappa 
Cheese]

Cheese Veneto (Treviso/Belluno/Vicenza) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y Y R Y

Olio Extravergine di Oliva - PGI Olio 
Toscano - sottozona “Monti Pisani”
[“Monti Pisani” Tuscan Exavirgin Olive 
Oil PGI]

Oil Tuscany (Pisa) PGI Y Y G Y G

Table 1 The selected SACs and their health. Str. (Structure), Acc. (Market Access), Com. (Communication), In. (Innovation), Col. 
(Collaboration), G (Green), Y (Yello), R (Red)
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initiatives, typically at the local or regional level, aimed at 
increasing their presence and media visibility, often tar-
geting niche markets. These projects are associated with 
the implementation of initial concrete actions in the field 
of digitalization, particularly in terms of communication 
and sales. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the 
process of digitizing commerce, forcing companies to 
reevaluate their sales models and engagement with urban 
consumers. This has led to the rapid adoption of more 
effective online communication through social channels 
and proprietary websites, as well as the development of 
online sales tools, such as listing products on e-com-
merce platforms or creating proprietary services.

While technological innovation represents one aspect 
of supply chain innovation, local entities have demon-
strated a strong capacity for product innovation aimed at 
expanding and diversifying the range of products derived 

from local sources and utilizing local raw materials. 
Although this process is not always fully established and 
consolidated, there are few cases where no experimenta-
tion is taking place.

Finally, the dataset highlights limited difficulties in 
terms of collaboration, noting persistent networking 
practices among companies and territorial stakehold-
ers, despite isolated cases of conflict or challenging 
collaboration even within consortia and associations. 
Difficulties also arise regarding expanding collaboration 
to involve new entities and strengthening existing part-
nerships. Overall, the territories are concerned about 
finding secure ways to reinforce territorial collabora-
tions and socioeconomically inclusive processes related 
to production. However, a stable response over time 
has not always been developed. Furthermore, while the 
overall data collected are not alarming, they should be 

Agrifood Chain Product Sector Production Area Form of 
protection

Str. Acc. Com. In. Coll.

Olio extravergine di oliva “Canino” PDO
[Canino PDO Extravirgin Olive Oil]

Oil Lazio (Viterbo) PDO R Y Y G G

Olio extravergine di oliva “Tuscia” PDO
[Tuscia PDO Extravirgin Olive Oil]

Oil Lazio (Viterbo) PDO Y Y G Y G

Olio extravergine di oliva della Riviera 
Ligure PDO
[Ligurian Riviera PDO Extravirgin Olive 
Oil]

Oil Liguria PDO R Y Y Y G

Patata Verrayes
[Verrayes Potato]

Vegetable Valle d’Aosta Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y G Y G

Pitina
[Pitina Salami]

Meat product Friuli-Venezia Giulia (Pordenone) Slow Food 
Presidium/PGI

R Y G Y Y

Porro di Cervere
[Cervere Leak]

Vegetable Piedmont (Cuneo) Other Y Y Y R G

Radicchio Rosa dell’Isonzo
[Isonzo Rose Chicory]

Vegetable Friuli-Venezia Giulia (Gorizia) Other Y G G Y G

Rapa di Caprauna
[Caprauna Turnip]

Vegetable Piedmont (Cuneo) Slow Food 
Presidium

Y Y G Y Y

Riso del delta del Po PGI
[Po Delta Rice PGI]

Vegetable Veneto (Rovigo) PGI R Y R Y R

Riso di baraggia biellese e vercellese 
PDO
[Biella and Vercelli Baraggia Region Rice 
PDO]

Vegetable Piedmont (Vercelli/Biella) PDO Y Y G G G

Salame di Fabriano
[Fabriani Salami]

Meat product Marche (Ancona) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y G Y G

Salumi e insaccati d’oca di Mortara
[Mortara Goose Salami]

Meat product Lombardy (Pavia) PGI Y Y G G R

Violino di capra della Valchiavenna
[Valchiavenna Goat Violin Salami]

Meat product Lombardy (Sondrio) Slow Food 
Presidium

R Y G Y Y

Vitelloni Piedmontsi della Coscia PGI Animal/Breeding Piedmont PGI/Slow Food 
Presidium

R R Y G Y

Zafferano delle colline moreniche del 
Garda
[Garda Morainic Hills Saffron]

Vegetable Lombardy (Brescia) Other Y R Y Y R

Zucca mantovana
[Mantua Pumpkin]

Vegetable Lombardy (Mantua) Other G G G Y Y

Table 1 (continued) 
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interpreted considering the specific characteristics of the 
analyzed sample, composed of supply chains character-
ized by years of collaboration aimed at valorizing local 
products. In this sense, a more complex situation can be 
hypothesized when traditional productions are devel-
oped through fragmented and individual entrepreneurial 
activities.

Within this general framework, a more detailed analy-
sis of the type of supply chain production (plant-based or 
animal-based) provides an additional aspect to consider 
(Fig.  2). Overall, except for the communication aspect, 
the health status of animal supply chains is more critical. 
These data are primarily linked to the economic charac-
teristics of these supply chains, including higher hidden 
costs for establishing and maintaining such productions, 
as well as limited scalability. Managing animals and their 
derivatives requires specific spaces and facilities that are 
not required for the majority of analyzed plant-based 
products, such as livestock housing, storage, and pro-
cessing facilities. Moreover, animal-based supply chains 
require longer-term capital investment to generate profit 
due to a more limited natural multiplication factor, as 
well as greater difficulties in maintaining specific species/
breeds and their genetic diversity due to limited existing 
populations and biological reproductive limits. Conse-
quently, accessing the market becomes more challenging, 

particularly in a market context marked by a reduction 
in red meat consumption and struggles to diversify into 
other meats, such as sheep and waterfowl. Additionally, 
collaboration between actors in these SACs tends to be 
more complex, which aligns with findings in the litera-
ture related to livestock farming and cheese production.

While the analysis of marketing reveals some structural 
elements that are not always addressed, there is also an 
investigable connection between forms of fragility and 
strategies of local valorization (Fig.  3). Specifically, the 
research has examined products protected by European 
“Protected Designation of Origin” brands [hereafter 
PDO], “Protected Geographic Indication” brands [here-
after PGI], or other forms of more local valorization, 
such as Slow Food Presidia or producer consortia. From 
this comparison, two dimensions of fragility emerge as 
particularly relevant: structure and collaboration. SACs 
associated with PGI appear to face fewer issues related 
to the structure of their companies compared to other 
examined realities. These companies are more organized 
and capitalized, enabling them to handle the administra-
tive and logistical requirements associated with main-
taining a PGI designation. Companies with less structure 
and administrative burden tend to prefer other forms of 
promotion, such as PDO or commercial brands. Addi-
tionally, the scale of these companies and their collective 

Fig. 1 Overall state of fragility of the analyzed supply chains developed based on the five descriptors: Str. (Structure), Acc. (Market Access), Com. (Com-
munication), In. (Innovation), Col. (Collaboration)
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ability to have an impact on the political-administrative 
scene are implicit prerequisites for obtaining geographi-
cal indications. The regulations governing these brands 
precisely regulate production aspects and require punc-
tual collaboration among companies in the form of 
consortia, leading to more stable and structured forms 
of collaboration. This finding is also observed when 

analyzing SACs associated with protection consortia and 
Slow Food Presidia. The presence of intermediary bodies 
is a source of strength for SACs, although it is not with-
out historical and occasional limitations. The realities 
of PDO, where these forms of coordination are absent, 
highlight a more complex situation, often characterized 

Fig. 2 Comparative fragility between plant supply chains and animal supply chains. Str. (Structure), Acc. (Market Access), Com. (Communication), In. (In-
novation), Col. (Collaboration)
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Fig. 3 Comparative fragility between supply chains valorized through PGI, PDO, and other forms of protection. Str. (Structure), Acc. (Market Access), Com. 
(Communication), In. (Innovation), Col. (Collaboration)
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by local conflicts, especially for SACs whose commercial 
network operates at a local-regional scale.

The way forward
What are the conditions of the SACs in Italy? What is 
the condition of its foodscape? These pages offer a con-
tribution to addressing these questions, moving beyond 
the common discourse. The data analysis highlights the 
intrinsic vulnerabilities of this reality, dictated not by con-
tingency or external agencies but by the actions of local 
actors and the weight of historical and socioeconomic 
processes that have eroded communities and territories. 
In fact, the present and future of SACs are burdened by 
the impact of growing rural marginalization, expressed 
through the progressive impoverishment, depopulation, 
and aging of communities, which narrows the anthropic 
frontier of cultivation and crops. In this context, compa-
nies face daily challenges that touch various dimensions 
of their enterprise, starting with their structure.

The research clearly highlights the limitations of small-
scale and aging entrepreneurship. In this regard, demo-
graphic data cast substantial shadows on the future of 
these realities. The Italian National Institute of Statistics 
[40] projects a declining population growth curve, with 
an estimated loss of at least 10% of the national popula-
tion (59.2  million in 2021 -> 54.2  million in 2050) and 
an increase of approximately 5 years in the average age 
of the population (45.9 -> 50.6). Considering the ongo-
ing depopulation of rural areas, considering the entre-
preneurs in the sector being over the age of fifty, as well 
as the already challenging generational turnover, a struc-
tural crisis can be envisioned within a few years for this 
economic sector: a mass closure of these artisanal and 
family businesses. Whereas these businesses currently 
represent a significant resource for the development and 
maintenance of rural areas, this resource has become 
fragile and dwindling. However, the impact of their dis-
appearance cannot simply be seen as another process 
of rural abandonment; it signifies the concrete risk of 
the disintegration of a product offering that defines the 
profile of the Italian gastronomic landscape. In the face 
of this problematic outlook, these realities in the pres-
ent demonstrate their capacity for product innovation 
and commercial techniques, a vitality that is building and 
consolidating market spaces alongside the mass distribu-
tion sector, expressing an alternative paradigm of agricul-
ture to that which emerged during the twentieth century, 
based on the promotion of small-scale productions, 
direct customer relationships, and hospitality. Consider-
ing production volumes, this model cannot be deemed 
a substitute for agro-industrial farming but rather an 
alternative that can better adapt to the needs of territo-
ries incapable of being competitive from a mass produc-
tion perspective. In this sense, the contribution made by 

these realities toward achieving a sustainable food system 
primarily lies in the preservation of biodiversity and the 
governance of the territory.

What to do so? Individual SACs have developed bot-
tom-up solutions to cope with the market, to increase 
their competitiveness and preserve the specificities of 
their products and environments. These include the 
establishment of specific agrifood chain agreements 
aimed at ensuring the participation of producers in the 
project and involving stakeholders downstream in the 
agrifood chains; collaboration with research entities 
within the SACs, aimed at studying and characteriz-
ing the product as well as developing new references in 
dialog with scientific experimentation; the organiza-
tion of public and open training-information courses to 
enhance the professionalism of operators and promote 
the culture of the product within the sector and with the 
general public; the organization of marketing platforms 
capable of reaching urban realities and audiences without 
the intermediation of mediators or large-scale distribu-
tion; the implementation of circular economy principles 
both in the field and within the SACs; the expansion of 
the range of processed products and sales areas beyond 
the traditional perimeter of sales and consumption; the 
strengthening of relationships with institutions and 
research bodies to support innovation processes; and 
the intersection of production with aspects related to 
the third sector, such as the involvement and promotion 
of the contribution of vulnerable subjects. While these 
experiences offer a first response, institutional and struc-
tural responses should be put in place. These should aim 
to overcome the material and economic obstacles that 
hinder the potential return of habitation and production 
to marginal territories, as well as the reinforced involve-
ment of new generations in these reactivation processes. 
This requires not only new paths, new connections, new 
minds, and new hands but also new incentives for entre-
preneurial strengthening, not only through the repetition 
of the mantra of implementing Industry 4.0 protocols 
and technologies but especially through new informa-
tional interconnection between urban worlds and their 
needs and rural worlds and their possibilities. In this 
sense, the way forward for policy-making appears to be 
both the revision and expansion of national and regional 
policy concerning rural development (among which is 
the National Strategy for Inner Areas, going beyond its 
specific applicative nature, and the implementation of the 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan) with a focus on 
infrastructure development and, above all, the strength-
ening of public‒private and business-research synergies. 
In this process, recommendations point at:

  • Implementing financial incentives aimed at 
promoting the recovery and/or reactivation of local 
production, processing, and sales entities, thereby 
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facilitating the involvement of new generations, 
whether local or from other parts of the Italian 
territory, in entrepreneurial activities.

  • Developing credit systems designed to incentivize 
innovation and/or enhancement of individual 
production entities, thereby enabling the 
continuation of innovation processes already in 
place.

  • Promoting meetings and/or activities among 
companies operating in the different SACs of the 
same territory to create “multi-supply chain” projects 
which can reinforce the networking among the local 
actors, thus, strengthening their social and cultural 
capital, as well as generating a shared vision of the 
local reality, its needs, potential and future.

  • Organizing interregional working groups among 
actors within SACs that share similarities in terms 
of dynamics and challenges so as to exchange 
and disseminate good practices and develop local 
bottom-up solutions based on this new shared 
knowledge.

  • Delivering training courses aimed at improving 
the general digital skills of all the actors within the 
SACs, with a particular focus on communication and 
marketing.

  • Implementing enhancement of e-commerce 
platforms and/or digital applications targeted at 
integrating the offer of all the actors within the same 
SAC, and among multiple SACs of the same territory 
to avoid fragmentation, improve general visibility and 
foster a coherent communication of the productions 
and the territory itself.

These interventions, which look at the most important 
criticalities affecting the SACs as emerged in the research 
[18, 19], respond to the critical issues of the structure 
and collaboration discussed above, and foster processes 
of digitalization that are compatible and integrated with 
the business models of the SAC’s without imposing tech-
nologies and practices alien to the know-how and entre-
preneurial culture of the SACs’ firms.

From a perspective that goes beyond national speci-
ficity, the Italian case study serves as a more general 
warning. Today, traditional gastronomy and traditional 
products have become essential assets for policies and 
diplomacy. However, the analyzed data warn about 
the possible fragility of this heritage. The erosion of 
this heritage is caused not only by local socioeconomic 
changes within the country but also by climate change. 
In this sense, the sustainability of this heritage cannot be 
taken for granted but must be strengthened by identify-
ing weaknesses and factors of deterioration to act upon. 
The Italian case also indicates that solutions can arise 
from grassroots movements and communities. However, 
these solutions lack a regional and national framework 

to integrate into, risk dissipating quickly and not being 
replicated.

Therefore, in a broader reasoning aimed at rethinking 
food as a tool for sustainability, there is a need to place 
policies at the center of the discussion, serving wide-
spread entrepreneurship and territories. These policies 
should be capable of preserving the necessary biological 
and cultural diversity to ensure a more resilient future for 
the planet.
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