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Abstract: In 1951, in order to lay the foundations for modern and competitive agriculture, the new Italian 
Republic launched an Agrarian Reform scheme in some areas of the peninsula. In order to proceed to 
expropriation and redistribution of land, and to land drainage and infrastructure building, the 
Government established some local authorities, as the Ente Maremma. Although this topic has been 
widely debated from a political history perspectives, scholars have not adequately addressed the Agrarian 
Reform environmental transformations. This paper addresses the issue of the Italian Agrarian Reform as 
environmental conflict. I argue that it represented a fundamental moment of economic and spatial 
transformation, since it lead to the abandonment of rural practices linked to the large estates and the 
planning of a new agroecosystem based on small farms and intensive, global management of water and 
lands. Main attention is paid to the environmental resources requalification; this issue involves changes 
in resources access and uses and social actors involved in this changes. The study focuses on the southern 
Tuscany, on an area called Maremme, as case-study. Specifically I look at the sources of Ente Maremma 
Historical Archive; the availability of accurate topographic documents and the use of a big-scale approach 
allows to better identify transformation trends and actors relationships. In conclusion, this project, by 
closely examining a large range of historic sources, sheds new light on the Italian Agrarian Reform as a 
moment of space planning and environmental, as well social and economic, changes.  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Introduction 

After the Second World War, changes in prevailing system of land tenure and redistribution of 
large estates became essential for agricultural improvement in the new Italian government 
agenda. In 1951, in order to lay the foundations for a modern and competitive agriculture, the 
new Italian Republic launched an Agrarian Reform scheme (Legge Stralcio) in some part of the 
peninsula. Lands were expropriated and redistributed in order to create a new class of small 
farmers and to impulse an intensive, mechanized agriculture. According to one of its main 
promoter, the senator Giuseppe Medici, this process should have been a “water hammer” for 
marginal rural countrysides areas (Bottalico, 1979, 14). 

Although this topic has been widely debated from a political and social history perspectives, 
scholars have not adequately addressed the Agrarian Reform environmental transformations. 
Scholars such as Pezzino (1977), Massullo (1991), Bevilacqua (1993) dealt with the political 
conditions, the economic and social effects of, focusing on different aspects. Bernardi  (2006; 
2007) approaches the role of Italian Communist Party in the farmers mobilisation and on the 
Agrarian Reform as a consensus tool for the Christian Democracy. Clearly the Reform had a 
strong political motivation, since it was pursued by the Christian Democracy Party to create a 
rural class of small farmers in order to oppose the spread of the Communist Party in the 
countryside. However, according to the Harvey's assumption that “all socio-political projects are 
ecological projects and vice versa” (Harvey, 1996, 174), this paper aims to link the changes in 
property system, labour and agricultural practices to the environment and geographical context 
which defined those interactions. On the other hand, international environmental history seems 
not to deal extensively with themes such as agricultural history, land property or rural work 
history, maybe because many of the strongest founding works in environmental history were 
written by historians of the American West,  who had an interest in the “wildness” and the 
capitalistic despoliations of pristine environments.1 However, the histories of the struggles 
between agricultural labourers, landlords and their supporters in local and state governments 
over access and control of resources has more often assumed a different point of view in 
European or South American literature, in which humans are not apart of nature, and social and 
political relationship cannot be separated from the agricultural landscapes in which they are 
embedded without a loss of understanding (Stewart, 2005). In other words, some scholars 
appointed environmental history to «equating productive work in nature with destruction» and 
for ignoring the means by which most people have historically approached nature: through 
labour (Peck, 2006; Barca 2013). 

In order to approach the environment and landscape transformations in Southern Tuscany (an 
area called “Maremme”) during the Agrarian Reform, this paper suggests a framework for 
analysis by pointing to a scenario where the connection between work, property form and 
environment can be investigated. This meeting point is represented by the “environmental 
resources”, understood as an historical social product. The understanding of environmental 
resources as historically determined elements rather than given ones (Ingold, 2011; Raggio, 
Moreno, 1992), allows us to measure the evolutions and the imbalances in their use or in their 
exploitation systems in the course of time. An example could be their requalification during the 
Agrarian Reform, when different actors renegotiated ownership of and access to those 
resources made available by land reclamation and land improvement programs (the bonifica 
agraria according to the definition of Gambi, 1991).  

This study was made possible by the existence of an important collection of documents recently 
made available to scholars, the Historical Archive of the Ente Maremma. The sources produced 
by the Ente document both the agricultural practices and the land-use in the 1951 and the 
transformations carried out by the Ente in the following decade. Furthermore, I visited other 

                                                           
1Some exception are, inter alii, Worster (1985; 1990) or Fiege (1999)  
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local archives (municipal and other public archives) to collect different points of view about the 
Reform. The availability of accurate topographic documents and the use of a large scale 
approach allows a better identification of transformation trends. For this reason, the study 
focuses on two limited areas: the Grosseto Plain, in Grosseto Municipality territory, and the 
Cecina Valley, in the Province of Pisa.  

2. Presentation of the Reform program 

In 1951, in order to lay the foundations for a modern and competitive agriculture, the new Italian 
Republic launched an Agrarian Reform scheme (Legge Stralcio). The program did not apply to 
the entire national territory, but only to eight districts  (representing approximately 29% of the 
national agricultural and forest land), where the land was distributed more unequally (Ente 
Maremma 1951).  

In addition to the limited coverage, the most important features that characterized the Italian 
program were the short duration and the high investment in rural infrastructure. Lands were 
expropriated and redistributed in order to create a new class of small farmers both for political 
and economic reasons, and to impulse an intensive, mechanized agriculture. This program of 
land improvement and infrastructures building benefited greatly from the long experience of 
land reclamation and colonization, collected during the first half of the XX Century. In the 
following lines, we deal with the Agrarian Reform Authority tasks and the documents it issued. 
For this purpose we employ as sources the official reports2, the Internal guidelines and circular 
letters.3  

In order to proceed to expropriation and redistribution of land, and to land drainage and 
infrastructure building, the Government established some local authorities, which were placed 
under the control of the Minister of Agriculture. Among them, the Ente Maremma was the 
authority in charge of the Land Reform program for Southern Tuscany and Northern Lazio.  

The land reform was put into practice in three steps: expropriation and distribution of land;  land 
improvements and infrastructure building; assistance to beneficiaries and cooperation. 

The first step consisted in the expropriation of large estates in the area covered by the Reform. 
It was necessary to identify the holding and the landlord, and to check the land register records 
in order to calculate the percentage to expropriate. The reform agencies completed the 
expropriation in a short period of time, by the end of 1953. The expropriation in Maremma 
concerned 177,433 ha, amounting of 19% of total agriculture land in the reform district. 

The second step consisting in improving and redistributing the expropriated land. Agencies 
elaborated “property fragmentation plans” (Piani di appoderamento) to meet the needs of 
beneficiaries. The reform splitted large unproductive properties and allocated them to around 
6818 independent family farms. Beneficiaries were selected at the town level by Italian reform 
agencies, on the basis of need, number of family members and town of residence. According to 
the law, the new farmers were prohibited to sale or transfer their land for 25 years, or to change 
the cultivations without the permission of Authority officials. Besides, the participation in the 
cooperative was mandatory. After the property transfer, agencies had to carry out the basic 
drainage and other improvement works, described in the land reclamation and land 
transformation plans (Piano generale di bonifica; Piano di trasformazione fondiaria): deep 
ploughing, levelling, digging of drainage ditches, plantation of trees and windbreaks, building of 
irrigation system, rural roads, power lines, aqueducts and houses. In general, the agencies 

                                                           
2 Ente Maremma 1951; 1953; 1955; 1964 
3 The internal circular letters and official guidelines are consultable in the Historical Archives of the Ente 
Maremma, section “Circolari interne”.  



2 Old and New Worlds: the Global Challenges of Rural History | International Conference, Lisbon, ISCTE-IUL, 27-30 January 2016 

preferred to promote a scattered settlement, but in some cases they planned and built entire 
rural villages, with basic service like schools, stores, bars, churches. 

The last step, which lasted until the 1965, was the assistance to the beneficiaries. The new 
settlers, who in many cases had no previous experience as small owners, needed both technical 
and financial support from the Reform Authority. In order to facilitate the delivery of the services 
and the management of agricultural machines, Ente Maremma organized beneficiaries in 
cooperative, maintaining over them a high degree of administrative control. This control of all 
form of agricultural practices and transmission resulted in the delegitimation of any different 
forms of alternative expression and transmission of local knowledge from the bottom (cfr. Scott, 
1998). 

All these steps were characterized by a strong centralization. The main actor at the regional 
scale, the Ente Maremma, did not incorporate local forces or local input in decision making, as 
its entire management body was appointed by the central government. The Ente was indeed a 
coercive and monolithic structure, which tried to impose a new agroecosystem based on the 
intensive, large-scale manipulation of environmental resources as well as economic resources. 

Embedded in a larger rural development program, the Reform season reached a conclusion in 
the half 1960s, when the government moved on to new economic development priorities.  

3. Environment, resources and social actors in the Agrarian Reform Maremme 

First elements of our story to be analysed are the social actors involved in the Agrarian Reform 
in the Maremme. Among them there were the landowners, mostly member of ancient and rich 
families such as Della Gherardesca or Espinassi Moratti in Cancellieri; in some cases they tried 
to hinder Ente Maremma officials work, but generally they were unable to oppose the 
expropriation at the local scale. The Government had to make concessions to the landowning 
class, consisting in a reduction of the territorial areas covered by the program, but not in the 
relaxation of the expropriation procedure. The Articles no. 42 and no. 44 of the Constitution of 
the Italian Republic (1947) reformulated the topic of the “social responsibility” of private 
property, especially of land ownership, to ensure «the rational use of land and equitable social 
relationships» (Art. 44). These articles represented the legal base of the expropriation and the 
redistribution program, and allowed the Constitutional Court to reject the oppositions 
presented by many landowners.4 However, they could stipulate individual deals with the Ente, 
that would allow them to substitute the land that they had been expropriated of with another 
of similar value. Another option was agreeing in performing land improvement on half of a 
portion of their expropriated land, that they were thus allowed to retain.5  

Secondly, other social actor was the rural population, which was mostly in favour of the Reform: 
the plan of land redistribution attracted the favour of rural workers, while the rural investment 
associated with the reform won to the government the support of several social groups like 
engineers, contractors, traders and other middle class professionals.  

Lastly, there were the agronomists and technicians. They benefited greatly from the long 
experience of land reclamation and colonization, accumulated during the Fascist regime “land 
improvement” schemes; many of the Ente Maremma managers, as the Presidents Medici and 
Bandini, had been trained by the agronomists of the Fascist Regime, as Serpieri and Tassinari 
(D'Antone 1974; Isenburg 1981). They were selected for their professional and academic value, 
even if a certain degree of loyalty to the DC party was a necessary precondition. They passed on 

                                                           
4 Historical Archive of Ente Maremma, DDAAA2, Ufficio legale, 8 aprile 1953 
5 Historical Archive of Ente Maremma, DDAAA1, Direzione centri colonizzazione, circolare 88, 29 maggio 
1952 
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to the new generation of technicians the view that the “agronomic science” could provide a 
superior solution to each specific rural problem.6 

The second element of our story is the environment, or even better, the environments. The 
Maremme covers a wide range of different areas, with different socio-economic and 
environmental conditions. This work focuses on two case studies, the Grosseto Plain and the 
Cecina Valley. The former used to be a recently-reclaimed plain near the city of Grosseto, 
scarcely populated and with an extensive agriculture based on latifondo system. The latter was 
a hilly and wooden areas, with a longer tradition of scattered settlement and share-cropping 
system. Both areas had been invested from the XVIII Century by a gradual process of 
transformation, involving the drainage of the swamp, the malaria eradication and agricultural 
development. Moreover, both the latifondo (the arid great estate largely devoted to extensive 
cereals and pasture) and the share-cropping systems were an adaptation to the difficult 
environment. Before the Reform took place, forest and wetlands were uncultivated, but were 
linked to cultivated ones through a complex of uses, some of them also agricultural: hunting, 
fishing, gathering, wood charcoal production, livestock (Barsanti, 1996; Barsanti, 2010). Perhaps 
the most representative activities used to be the trahansumance, the pasturage of sheep and 
goats which descended from the higher ranges of the Apennines to pasture in Maremma during 
the winter season (Allegretti, 1983; Barsanti, 1987). 

However, most of this economic system was gradually wiped out by the Agrarian Reform. The 
objective of the Reform was not only to create a new class of small farmers, but also impulse a 
new economic development, following the model of the American “high farm”. In order to 
achieve this goal, the Ente Maremma developed a strong rhetoric of consensus construction and 
previous economy detraction. Most of the pages of “Maremma”, the review edited by the Ente 
Maremma for the beneficiaries, denigrate the previous rural activities, and underlie the poor 
social economic condition of Maremme population (Gabellieri, 2014). Many articles compared 
the “pre-modern” past with the “rational” present: «the underdeveloped land of the shepherds 
is now a rich granary».7 Or, as stated by the Ente President Mario Bandini, «the main production 
was generally the grain, mostly of low productivity; poor livestock, limited arboreal productions 
[…] there were lands in which everything was pretty much to do »(Bandini, 1957, 144). 

The third element of our story are the environmental resources, such as land, water, and vegetal 
and animal resources. The very nature of the Agrarian Reform is a renegotiation of resources 
ownership, in particular of land ownership; these same resources were made usable for 
beneficiaries through the bonifica, or the set of drainage, land improvement and infrastructures 
building schemes. 

To understand the new countryside planning project we can compare two different plans, the 
Piano Generale di Bonifica of 1953-4 (Arcangeli, 1955) and the Piano di zonizzazione (Zoning 
Plan)8 of 1963. While both programs shared the same methods to prevent landslides and floods, 
they presented nevertheless two different views about agricultural development. Model of the 
former was the US “high farms” extended in the whole district: it included firstly the 
construction of infrastructures of roads, aqueducts, irrigation systems and power lines, 
indispensable to make commercial agriculture viable in many remote areas; secondly, it required 
the transformation of extensive pastures and rain-fed grain fields into more intensive 

                                                           
6 To analyse the knowledge of the Ente Maremma technicians and agronomist, a sources is the 
transcription of the specialistic courses organized for the Authorities officials by the Agricultural 
Department and the  Federazione Nazionale dei Dottori in Scienze Agrarie (AAVV, 1951) 
7 Le capanne sembrano una vecchia storia, in Maremma, n. 1, a. I, 1953, p. 15; La vecchia terra dei pastori 
è diventata un granaio, in Maremma, n. 9, a. IV, 1956, p. 8; La Maremma prima della riforma, in 
Maremma, n. 17-18, a. VII, 1960, p. 10;  
8 Historical Archive of Ente Maremma, DDDAAE23, Nuovi programmi per l'attività di bonifica, direttive per 
la formulazione, 5 luglio 1963 
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agricultural uses like the cultivation of fruit or industrial plants and fodder for cattle breeding, 
all involving irrigation. The latter plan introduced instead a “zoning” models, distinguishing 
between areas devoted to intensive agriculture (as the Grosseto Plain) and more extensive 
forms such as the integration of agricultural and sheep farming activities (as in the hills of Cecina 
Valley). 

Responsible of this change were a range of different factors; firstly, the water scarcity in many 
areas, something ironic for places with a wetland not-so-far past. As water was a primary 
resource for industrial plants and fodder the advances in water management played a critical 
role. Not only did Ente Maremma reclaim land, excavate canals, and build infrastructures, they 
also introduced new irrigations through the exploitation of local rivers and aquifers, they 
constructed dikes and finally they built pipes and canals to raise water from distant rivers.9 

At the same time, the Ente Maremma had to face the competition of different forces, such as 
the urban growing of Grosseto and Marina di Grosseto or the factories in the Cecina Valley.10 
The struggle for water, in addition to the massive land improvement, were the causes of 
budgetary problems from 1957 onwards, which forced the Ente to the postpone of many 
interventions. Answering to a letter of protest wrote by the Prefect of Pisa in 1957, the Ente 
Maremma reply that «due to budget scarcity, we are focusing on the more fertile areas», such 
as the alluvial plains.11 Finally, the Ente Maremma had to face the national phenomenon of the 
“rural exodus”, the strong migration from countryside to urban areas (Barberis, 1968). In order 
to substitute the local beneficiaries who had moved to the cities, the Ente had to distribute the 
farms to rural workers from other regions, especially to Sardinia shepherds; they had moved to 
Tuscany with their own capital -thousands of sheep- and subsequently converted the farm in 
sheep breeding (Gabellieri, 2013). 

4. Conclusion 

This paper addresses the issue of the Italian Agrarian Reform as a moment of spatial 
transformation, since it lead to the abandonment of rural practices linked to the large estates 
and to the planning of a new agroecosystem, which was based on small farms and intensive, 
global management of water and lands. Main attention is paid to the requalification of 
environmental resources; this issue involves changes in resources access and uses and social 
actors involved in this changes. 

If the main political parties of 1950s Italy had a different idea about the goals and the contents 
of an Agrarian Reform, they shared nevertheless the same trust in a scientific paradigm of 
agricultural development. They shared the conception of drainage and land improvement as 
progress factors,  and believed in the virtue of an “ordered landscape”. If scarcity did 
represented an issue, this was simply because of the incapacity of the technicians to perform 
their function adequately. This perspective changed during time, because of three different but 
interrelated reasons: budgetary limitation and environmental conditions. In their effort to make 
a new countryside, agronomists had to contend with a resilient land that they could not 
transform as they wished. A third reason has to be found in the resistance of some part of rural 
population to give up their previous agricultural practices in favour of the new “rational” 
agriculture planned by the Ente.   

                                                           
9 Historical Archive of Ente Maremma, b. 65, Servizio trasformazione fondiaria, irrigazione nel 
comprensorio di riforma.  
10 Archivio di Stato di Grosseto, Fondo Comune di Grosseto, serie XV, lavori pubblici, b. 259 
11 Archivio di Stato di Pisa, Fondo Prefettura, b. 95, rapporto privato, 1957 
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In conclusion, this diachronic analysis sheds new light on the evolution of agricultural 
landscapes of Southern Tuscany in the 1950s and allows a first reflection on the role of the 
State and local communities in the requalification of environmental resources.  
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