
Article

Forest Protection Unifies, Silviculture Divides:
A Sociological Analysis of Local Stakeholders’ Voices
after Coppicing in the Marganai Forest
(Sardinia, Italy)

Giampiero Branca 1,2, Irene Piredda 2, Roberto Scotti 2 , Laura Chessa 3,4, Ilenia Murgia 2,5 ,
Antonio Ganga 2 , Sergio Francesco Campus 2, Raffaella Lovreglio 2 , Enrico Guastini 2,
Massimiliano Schwarz 6 and Filippo Giadrossich 2,4,*

1 Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Sassari, Piazza Conte di Moriana,
07100 Sassari, Italy; gibranca@uniss.it

2 Nuoro Forestry School, Department of Agriculture, University of Sassari, 08100 Nuoro, Italy;
Irenepiredda@gmail.com (I.P.); scotti@uniss.it (R.S.); imurgia@uniss.it (I.M.); anto.ganga@gmail.com (A.G.);
sfcampus@uniss.it (S.F.C.); rlovreglio@uniss.it (R.L.); grossopossum@gmail.com (E.G.)

3 AREA Science Park, Padriciano 99, 34149 Trieste, Italy; laura.chessa@areasciencepark.it
4 Desertification Research Center, University of Sassari, Viale Italia 39, 07100 Sassari, Italy
5 Department of Architecture, Design and Planning, University of Sassari, Piazza Duomo 6,

07041 Alghero, Italy
6 School of Agricultural Forest and Food Sciences, Bern University of Applied Sciences, Länggasse 85,

3052 Zollikofen, Switzerland; massimiliano.schwarz@bfh.ch
* Correspondence: fgiadrossich@uniss.it

Received: 28 May 2020; Accepted: 22 June 2020; Published: 25 June 2020
����������
�������

Abstract: Today, a forest is also understood as a real social actor with multiple-scale influences, capable
of significantly conditioning the social, economic, and cultural system of a whole territory. The aim of
this paper is to reconstruct and interpret the population’s perception of the silvicultural activities
related to traditional use of forest resources of the southwestern Sardinian Marganai State Forest.
The “Marganai case” has brought to the attention of the mass media the role of this forest and its
silviculture. The research was carried out via semi-structured interviews with the main stakeholders
in the area. The qualitative approach in the collection and analysis of the information gathered has
allowed us to reconstruct the historical-cultural and social cohesion function that the forest plays in
rural communities. The results highlight that the main risks concern the erosion of the cultural forest
heritage due to the abandonment of the rural dimension (mainly by the new generations, but not
only), with the consequent spread of deep distortions in the perception, interpretation, and necessity
of forestry activities and policy.

Keywords: forest planning and management; rural community sustainability; ecosystem services;
forest sociology; forestry in the media

1. Introduction

The social component plays a fundamental role in the forestry sector. Some authors say that the
social component is determined by those “who in a certain place and at a certain time have the right to
decide the land use” [1]. At the same time, the forest policy process implies several interests. Public,
private, and non-profit associations can influence forest policy today [2].

The forest planner cannot limit himself to applying technical knowledge based on the stationary
characteristics of the forest in which he/she operates but must carefully analyze the socio-economic
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aspects that link the forest to the community. Today, the participatory approach is a recognized tool in
public forestry management in Europe and North America [3]. However, it is not always applied with
the right weight by forestry technicians and is often limited to a few public meetings and only at the
information level.

The analysis of the perception of forestry issued by the community is an abundantly developed
topic in this field of research [4–6] but the collected information is not always integrated into the
planning processes. Furthermore, the participatory process can be adversely affected by difficulty in
communication. The scientific sector often uses complex messages, which are not always attractive,
and this can cause problems in communicating with the community. This difficulty, already presenting
itself at the lowest level of involvement, can influence the whole process between planners and
communities. A further problem is given by the widespread loss of historical memory, particularly
evident in forest management. A striking example is given by the coppice silvicultural system. Coppice
has been used for several centuries in the Mediterranean woods [7]. Although it has remote origins,
the greater diffusion of the coppice system in Italy coincided with the population increase and the
industrialization of the 19th century. In this historical period, coppice was connected to different wood
assortments. The main products were firewood, coal, and sleepers, used in the construction of the
Italian railway network. In the past, coppice has been associated with many uncontrolled practices in
forests, such as grazing and agriculture. This association produced a strong environmental impact,
building up the negative perception of the coppice system handed down to today, calling it “robbery
forestry” [8,9].

The widespread interest in socio-environmental issues requires a new approach.
Forest management has become particularly complex, as it must propose solutions capable of
supporting socio-ecological systems. At the same time, new economic potentials are emerging:
the correct management of forests should respond to new market needs [10]. In this perspective,
collaborative activities between researchers in the sector, resource managers, and policy makers could
generate interesting shared management strategies where the coppice management would take on
an important role [11].

Today in Italy, the coppice woods are still widespread [12] and most of the coppice stands have
reached or even exceeded twice the rotation age. Nevertheless, the recent proposal to re-introduce
small-scale coppice management in the Marganai area has given rise to a heated debate at the regional
and national level [13]. The influence of the media, due to the extreme synthesis the new media
require and to some journalistic exaggerations, has led to a debate with actually no scientific grounds.
The authority’s intervention has led to the limitation of silvicultural operations in Sardinia as well as in
other regions. A conflict between forest, forestry, and the landscape emerged. From a regional case,
the forestry policy has been influenced up to the national scale.

An increasing number of research projects highlight an approach even more influenced
by social sciences with respect to forest planning and management. References [14,15] have
shown that the socio-cultural elements supporting the decision-making processes increase the
socio-economic–environmental sustainability of the management interventions and reduce social
conflicts. However, sociological research in forestry usually apply a quantitative approach that,
through highly standardized techniques, aims to detect the incidence of pre-determined indicators.
This approach detects static data that does not allow the emergence of new information, extraneous
to those foreseen by the indicators identified ex ante. This scenario generates reliable results but
does not capture innovative elements. The adoption of a rigorous qualitative approach for the
socio-economic surveys concerning forest contexts can contribute significantly to improving the
political and operational choices regarding land management [16].

The aim of this work is to study the contradictions of the perceived conflict between forests and
forestry, through the perceptions within the local rural community, of the role of the forest and its
management. A qualitative approach in this context is essential: the aim is to let those contradictions
emerge, not to verify a priori hypothesis concerning the heart of the problem. Not relying on a random
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sample and being limited to relatively few interviews implies taking the burden of the responsibility,
which we acknowledge.

To provide readers with a more detailed framework of this study case, in the next chapter we will
introduce a brief history of the Marganai State Forest from the 19th century to the time that generated
the case.

1.1. Context: Study Area and Forest Management from the 1850s to the Present

Marganai State Forest is located in the south-western part of Sardinia (Italy) and extends in a
single body of about 3650 hectares on the Linas mountain massif (Figure 1). It is mainly located in
the municipality of Domusnovas (with more than 6000 inhabitants). Smaller portions fall in other
municipalities: Iglesias (more than 26,000 inhabitants) and Fluminimaggiore (about 3000 inhabitants).
These municipalities occupy an area of 2324 km2. The northern side of the Marganai forest, about 450 ha,
is included in the Natura 2000 network as a Site of Community Interest (SCI), “Monte Linas-Marganai
ITB 041111”. In 1979, the Marganai forest was bought by the Italian government. Today it is managed
by the Agenzia Fo.Re.S.T.A.S. (Forest Agency of the Sardinia Region).

1.1.1. The 19th and 20th Centuries

Historically, the Marganai State Forest overlaps with the forested area that in the 19th century
was known as Oridda County (Figure 1). The story of this area is representative for the wide mining
area of Sardinia called “Sulcis-Iglesiente”. Oridda County became government property after the law
of 1835 and was granted almost entirely to the municipality of Domusnovas. After the abolition of
the fiefdoms, some of the woods were sold through private negotiations. In 1857, Oridda was sold
to Count Beltrami. The count, a businessman and seller of timber, bought Oridda County in 1857
and was the first to use the forest for production purposes at an industrial level. In 1864 he sold the
property to a mining company interested in the exploitation of the subsoil. The ownership passed to
several mining companies, including the Scarzella family business, which held it for 55 years, from
1896 to 1951. Furthermore, in 1856, the firm John Taylor & Sons, seated in London, floated a company
to pursue mining interest in these “celebrated” lead mines. The mining activity also resulted in the
intensive exploitation of the forest’s resources [17]. The intense production of coal has continued for
about a century and continued until 1970. The structure of the forest and the dense network of mule
tracks and charcoal burner’s posts (Figure 2) bear witness to this silvicultural history.

In the last decades of the 20th century, the Marganai State Forest has been managed with a
conservation approach, due to the abandonment of rural areas and the decline in demand for charcoal.
Some parts of the forest have been thinned, aiming towards the conversion to high forest, while others
have been left to natural evolution. Coal production is only a memory of the past and the production
of firewood in the area is now limited to very small private properties.

1.1.2. The 21st Century

The Marganai forest has been left mainly to natural evolution (no silvicultural operations) from
the 1980s to today, resulting in holm oak coppice of 40 to 50 years old. In 2010, with the double aim
of recovering the 150-year-old historical silvicultural practices and to favor a local, sustainable forest
chain for firewood, the Forest Agency implemented a management plan for a small portion of the
Marganai forest’s surface, less than 600 ha. Of this area, 354 ha were allocated to the reactivation of the
traditional coppicing system [18].

The present case study has developed from a series of key events. Two other important planning
processes initiated short after the 2010 forest management had started. The Marganai forest was included in
a larger operation: the drafting of a forest management plan for the 13 state-owned forests in Sardinia [19,20].
Beside this, the renewal of the SCI management plan “Monte Linas-Marganai ITB 041111”.
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Figure 1. Geographical framework of the Marganai State Forest. Basemap: MapSurfer ASTER
GDEM-SRTM Hillshade, a METI and NASA product, Imagery GIScience (License CC-BY-SA 2.0).
The Oridda County border was processed from Real Corpo, 1842, Serie Mappe, Archives of State,
Cagliari, Italy. Digitization by Techso SPA, 1999.

The larger planning operation activated interesting participatory processes for each forest. The first
meeting for the Marganai forest was held in 2011, carrying out the information phase and presenting
the planning project already underway.

The second meetings took place in 2013 and saw a moment of exchange between the local
population, forest users, and planners. The interesting aspect is that the importance of the recreational
and touristic function and that of the productive enhancement of the forest emerged in this context, as
opportunities to revive the local economy and to meet the needs of the local market. The communities
explicitly raised a request for firewood. The planners responded, identifying productive areas suited
for the reactivation of the coppice system (personal communication).
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Figure 2. Sequence of images representative of the change in forest management, starting from the
intense use in the post-war period to the present day. Mining activities and coal production shaped
the landscape of this region and coppice wood dominated the management of this territory since
the 19th century, in order to provide coal and lumber for industry, mines, and population. From the
photo taken in 1954, it is possible to view the coal areas scattered throughout the territory. In 1977,
coppice-with-standards areas at different stages of evolution are evident. Photos with permission from
Sardinia Region.

In the same period, the professionals involved in the renewal of the plan for the Margani SCI
expressed very strong concerns about the activation of coppice practices in the Marganai area. During
the third participatory meeting, held in Iglesias in 2014, the professionals involved in this SCI’s planned
renewal denounced the high risk of erosive phenomena triggered by such a silvicultural operation [21].
However, [22] questioned their results, showing that their data did not support their interpretation of
the facts.

The case has been amplified in the media and moved from local to national newspapers [13,23].
The media, following the criticisms highlighted by the professionals, further amplified the case,
publishing titles and phrases like “The prehistoric forest that becomes firewood”, “disastrous
environmental consequences”, and “deforestation of Marganai forest”, just to mention a few.

The impact on the media has influenced local and national forest policies. The landscape
superintendent at the regional level, pressured by the information disseminated by the media,
investigated the case, and finally blocked the silvicultural works, launching a legal quibble. The planned
developed of the identified productive area has been submitted to the authorities in accordance with the
regulations in force for the Marganai forest. The interpretation of the legislation did not help the case
and the length of the bureaucracy did not allow it to be resolved. Besides being marginally interested
by a SCI, the whole forest is actually under a double bound (according to the following Italian laws:
Legge 29 June 1939, n. 1497, “Protezione delle bellezze naturali”, published in the G.U. n. 241 in the
14/10/1939; and D. Lgs. 22 Juanary 2004, n. 42, “Codice dei Beni culturali e del Paesaggio”, published
in the G.U. n. 45 in the 24/02/2004, s.o. n. 28). The procedures required for authorization are not
straightforward. As some environmentalists raised the case with the administrative authorities, local
operations have been blocked, waiting for clarifications. Moreover, the silvicultural operations in all the
other coppice systems in Sardinia (and also in other regions) have been severely limited. The difficulty
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in interpreting the legislation has caused a blockage of the sector, stopping proposals for new forest
management plans. All the people responsible for the planning process and the implementation of the
Marganai silvicultural works have been reported.

The stop has also had economic consequences on the local and larger population. For the
implementation of the silvicultural operations, the Forestas Agency had issued a call for a tender [24].
The contract was awarded to a company in the neighboring town of Domusnovas. The silvicultural
operations started in 2010 but were halted by the authorities in 2014. The forestry company was sued.
People lost jobs and the company lost the possibility of recovering its economic investment finally
heading to its failure and to the closure of the company.

The “Marganai case” is still remembered by the Italian scientific community as an example of
distorted information spread by the media and of conflicts both between forest perception and forestry
and between effective legal competences and legislation interpretation.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Methodological Approach

We used the semi-structured interview as a detection tool. The interview, intended as a scientific
tool for information collection, i.e., a conversation with a specific purpose, is the main tool in social
research, providing reliable and comparable qualitative data [25,26]. Specifically, we used a qualitative
approach that is characterized by the use of non-standardized procedures (or with a low level of
standardization) for the collection of information on a limited number of cases taken as “typical
and significant” [27]. This approach leaves an important margin of autonomy to the witnesses
interviewed to expose their vision; it facilitates the emergence of unpredictable elements in the eyes
of researchers, who are unrelated to the local communities and dynamics. The testimony collected
through an interview is a representation of facts and personal experiences, interpreted and presented
according to the point of view of a witness. Therefore, it is an unarguable—it cannot be considered
“right or wrong”.

The interview outline is divided into sub-topics to make possible an overview of the more specific
investigative elements to be looked at in-depth during the information-gathering phase. The outline
of the interview is the boundary that defines the scope of the investigation and the topics that must
be addressed. It is a compass that allows the interviewer to follow the flow of thoughts of the
witness, catching the unexpected but useful information, enhancing the originality, and “conducting
the conversation” in accordance with the purpose set for the research [28]. The questions and insights
are proposed to the witness, following the path of his thoughts, and stimulating the emergence of
information, memories, personal opinions, and feelings [29]. In this research, the interview outline
has been built around four macro dimensions, for each of which a set of sub-topics has been defined
(Table 1).

2.2. Research Sample

The research sample consisted of an audience of 23 stakeholders (Table 2) defined as “qualified
witnesses” [30]. This term indicates people who hold information on the topics useful for research
purposes. In a qualitative approach the researcher carefully selects the witnesses based on their
personal characteristics and on the skills/knowledge they hold [31]. The qualified witnesses are selected
with a non-probabilistic procedure (reasonably chosen, [32,33]). This is justified by the fact that the
personal characteristics of the witnesses significantly determine the success of the survey in terms of
the quality, variety, and reliability of the information collected, decisively influencing the pursuit of the
cognitive objectives of the research [34,35].
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Table 1. Outline of the interviews.

Macro Dimension of the Interview Main Tracks

History and traditional uses

What does the forest of Marganai mean in your life and in that of
your community?

How has the way of living the Marganai Forest changed in the local
community?

What is the territory that Marganai Forest refers to? (please sketch
on the “silent map” that is on the table, your memory of the
boundaries of the forest)

How has the way of living the Marganai forest changed from a
political/administrative point of view? (administrators only)

Perception of resources

How does the forest relate to the economic, political and social
dynamics of the territory?

In your opinion, what are the needs of the territory of reference?

Are the material resources of the Marganai Forest an economic and
work source for its territory?

How can the Marganai Forest be valued from an economic point of
view?

What is your knowledge and opinion about the production and
consumption of firewood in the territory?

Knowledge of coppice management

What information do you have about what happened as a result of
the use of the Marganai’s forest resources?

What were your sources of information on this matter?

What is your opinion about the use of the Marganai’s forest
resources?

In your opinion, what is the relationship between the depopulation
process and the possible dynamics of economic development?

What relations do you have with the companies that have operated
within the Marganai forest?

Future

How do you see the Marganai Forest in 10 years?

Do you think you can do forestry in Sardinia? (administrators only)

What business prospects do you see in the near future?

Would you like to add something we haven’t asked you?

Table 2. Composition of the research sample.

Witnesses n

Public administration at different levels and organization 7

Companies in agroforestry, firewood, and timber sales 8

Naturalistic associations, hiking associations, museums, others social and cultural
actors, and journalists 8

Total number of interviews 23

2.3. Interview’s Analysis

Following the most common qualitative analysis methodology, the 23 semi-structured interviews
were transcribed and analyzed through the identification of “meaning strings” (interviews phrases)
obtained through the interpretative capacity of the researcher. Through analysis of the interview, we
detected situations, behaviors, attitudes, and opinions, which are the result of the witness’s personal
vision of the reality under investigation [36]. The methodology led to the creation of interviews
with very different contents, expressing what each witness deemed appropriate to communicate.
The breakdown of the interview tracks into sub-topics (Table 1) and sub-dimension made up the
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storytelling of the interview, even if with different and original shapes, which are determined by the
age, the skills, and the propensity to speak in front of a stranger. We highlighted significant witnesses’
phrases that support homogeneous information categories (H.I.) and used these categories as a path
for the discussion. The final product of the analysis consists of a series of coded information useful for
teasing out the vision of the world of each witness.

To protect the privacy of the witnesses, the interview extracts were reported anonymously through
the assignment of a progressive alphanumeric code randomly distributed (witnesses from W-01 to
W-23). Each respondent has signed a release to the processing of personal data and the use of the
testimony collected [37]. Interviews were carried out from June to September 2018.

3. Results and Discussion

The analysis of the interviews has produced an archive of information, rich in suggestions and
useful for explaining the meaning of the communities’ social action and for reconstructing and defining
the role of the Marganai forest as a social actor capable of coexisting, in a symbiotic way, with the
socio-economic system [38]. The relationship among the environmental, cultural, and economic
components creates socio-cultural dynamics whose repercussions are considered far more important
and significant than the value attributed to each single component of the relationship [39,40]. In fact,
collected testimonies constantly show the awareness of living within a “community dimension” that
embraces environmental, cultural, socio-economic, and historical elements. Results highlighted the
presence of some central and recurring themes, summarized in the perspectives of the analysis and
argumentation:

• Historical and identity function of the forest.
• Intergenerational cultural erosion.
• Socio-economic dimension of forestry.
• Perception of silvicultural activities.

In the following sections we discuss each of these four recurring themes, crossing all testimonies.

3.1. Historical and Identity Function of the Forest

The first element that unites the testimonies concerns the identity function of the Marganai
forest for the local populations. Table 3 shows the homogeneous information collected during the
investigation, which has clearly revealed the existence of this link and the important role that the
forest plays in the community path of collective identity construction (Table 3). Over the centuries,
the Marganai forest has played a central role in the history of local communities: from Roman
domination until just a few decades ago the documented mining activities that led to the exploitation
of other environmental resources, thereby influencing the local economy [9,17]. The presence of the
forest of Marganai, both as economic and ecosystem agent, has inevitably conditioned the lifestyles
and wellbeing of the population, determining the main features of the community identity. Within
this social-cultural-environmental triangle, nature (the “non-human” element) has met the cultural
dimension (social product through which man organized the material world) and the economy (social
institution at the base of the social order) [41]. The interweaving of these factors is the result of a
complex set of social relations, historical events, and socio-economic dynamics that have involved both
the Marganai forest and the local populations. The link between the rural populations and territory
is characterized by a sense of belonging that has a cultural base made up of a system of values and
symbols linked to the land, the soil, and the territory [42,43].
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Table 3. Examples of homogeneous information (H.I.) about the dimensional analysis of the historical
and identity functions of the forest.

H.I. I.C. Witness’s Statement

Collective identity

W-03

“It is an identity factor. Identity [ . . . ] concerns the
sense of recognition of places, that is, the recognition
of home, and the sense of landscape, both physical
and human.”

W-13
“The Marganai is part of my personal history. As a
child, I used the Marganai forest. [ . . . ] Marganai
forest plays an educational role for us.”

W-14 “We felt the Marganai as something that belonged to
the community.”

W-17
“The presence, even visual, of a massif of this type
[Marganai’s mountains] has influenced the modus
vivendi of all the inhabitants of the territory.”

Forest as a social actor
W-02

“From an historical-cultural point of view, it is
an area that represents a point of recognition of the
identity of the territory: local people have a point of
reference to read their own story because the
Marganai has always linked the relationships
between local populations and the resources it has
offered.”

W-11

“What does it represent for the inhabitants of
Iglesias? Surely a green lung used over the years to
make trips, to go hiking and to disconnect from the
urban context.”

W-13 “I think every inhabitant of Iglesias has a piece of his
history linked to the Marganai forest.”

Resources of the forest
system

W-09

“Long ago, people did not create too much trouble
with their use of wood. Maybe they did so with
intelligence because these are forests that have
endured over the centuries. Evidently, there was a
certain ability to work the forest, especially
compared to today. [ . . . ] Perhaps the old men were
ahead of many young people.”

W-14 “The territory lived in symbiosis with the needs of
the urban world.”

W-19

“The woods are anthropized places that live in a
symbiotic way with the man who exploits them and
that makes them grow in a decent way and does not
destroy them.”

Interviews also describe the importance of the Marganai forest intended as a “social actor”
(Table 3), socially and historically significant in the processes of the local communities’ socialization to
rural life (see also [44,45]). It is possible to re-define the symbolic, cultural, and social function of the
Marganai forest thanks to the interpretative transition of the same forest from a “landscape element”
to “social actor”. This change in social function (from ecosystem to social actor) tends to define the
forest as an active subject in the community that can condition social dynamics [46]. According to the
interviewees’ point of view, the environmental and ecosystem context exists and takes shape through
the realization of a process of cultural interpretation that influences the perception of the forest for
people who experience and give it symbolic meaning (see also [4,47]). The witnesses agree on the
central role of the Marganai forest in relation to the processes of defining the community identity:
the local population and urban population benefit differently from the resources of the forest system
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(Table 3). Rural communities perceive the natural environment as an element characterizing the cultural
identity, while the urban population perceives more a tourist–recreational (aesthetic) value, based on a
conservative attitude. The “culture of silviculture” is linked to a “tacit knowledge” transmitted from
generation to generation through implicit and traditional education paths. This culture is not the result
of conscious learning or ideological imposition, but is acquired through practice [48]. The community
path of transmission of these operational skills originates in a “practical sense” that is realized not
through educational pathways but thanks to a practical, daily operational experience in which words
assume a residual relevance: the “know-how” prevails over the “knowing that” [49,50]. It is a symbiotic
path of accompaniment to the direct and personal discovery of the “know-how” that is realized within
the rural communities and it is in sync with the natural environment. Times and places become
variables that determine the success of the transmission/transposition of knowledge. To guarantee the
transfer of technical and cultural skills, a constant relationship (over a long timeframe) between the
rural and ecosystem dimension is necessary [51].

3.2. Intergenerational Cultural Erosion

The presence of some central elements in contemporary society is beginning to emerge clearly
through the interview’s analysis: history, culture, environment, and economy form a scenario in which
divergent visions and interpretations are defined [40,52].

This is the case of the progressive loss of skills and knowledge related to the cultivation and
management of the forest. Local communities have always lived in close relationship with the forest,
but the changing needs (Table 4) of the communities have modified the dynamics of exploitation
and cultivation of the natural environment. Today, we might say that different ecosystem services
emerge. It all began with the spread of the urbanization process that consisted of the abandonment of
the countryside, of rural centers, and of the outskirts in favor of the cities [53,54]. This phenomenon
occurred during the first years of the twentieth century but showed a significant acceleration after World
War II. Whereas in 1950, the inhabitants of the cities numbered only 29.6% of the world population; by
the year 2000 the percentage had risen to 47%. In 2007, for the first time in human history, the urban
population surpassed that of the countryside. Furthermore, the statistical projections indicate that
in 2050 the urbanized urban population will be equal to 69% [55]. The progressive depopulation of
rural areas is a phenomenon that in Sardinia significantly affects the entire regional territory, to the
advantage of the main urban centers of the island. Specifically, the three municipalities in which this
research was carried out show an average early decrease in population of 5.1% in the period 2001–2017.
A significant trend that also has negative repercussions on the economic and labor market dimensions.
Consequently, relations with abandoned rural areas are no longer defined and no longer perceived
as elements capable of conditioning social and economic life [56,57]. The forest, therefore, becomes a
place away from the daily socio-economic dynamics. Over time, the forest assumes the characteristics
of a natural space useful for recreational activities. There would seem to be an intergenerational rift
between old generations, who have experienced the forest as a part of their life experience, and new
generations, urbanized, and therefore not socialized to the dynamics and knowledge typical of the
rural context. The consequence is the progressive disappearance of the intangible memory of practical
and traditional knowledge. This is a cultural capital that has always allowed rural populations to
interpret natural dynamics and interact harmoniously with the cycles of the forest [58,59]. The reason
lies in the fact that the recipients of this process of socialization to rural life no longer inhabit those
places. The new generations are for the most part urbanized. Even those who still live in rural areas are
culturally urbanized; that is, they are included in socio-cultural subsystems distant from the dimension
of values and knowledge on which the symbiotic coexistence is based between the local communities
and Marganai forest [60].



Forests 2020, 11, 708 11 of 22

Table 4. Examples of homogeneous information (H.I.) about the intergenerational cultural erosion.

H.I. I.C. Witness’s Statement

Abandoned rural areas

W-01
“People are no longer used to non-urban outdoor life.
Everyone goes to the sea but the Marganai forest is
little known.”

W-02

“The voices being heard are the ones that are not
from those places . . . it’s the public opinion of
city-dwellers, people who live far away from those
places. [ . . . ] What emerges, however, is a public
opinion disconnected from the specific context.”

W-05

“[The local population] was split in two: those who
know the territory, and saw similar works, were
happy; others, who have never been in Marganai but
who have seen it written on Facebook, have sided
against it. The town was split in two.”

W-15

“Unlike the inhabitants of Domusnovas and
Fluminimaggiore, the inhabitants of Iglesias are more
detached from the mountain. [ . . . ] There are people
who know other areas of Sardinia better, [areas that
are] more publicized, but who do not know what we
have near here.”

Environmentalist
W-02

“What is happening is a lack of rural culture,
and forestry in particular [ . . . ] that made it possible
to understand certain dynamics of the forest,
agriculture, breeding . . . To understand these
dynamics in depth and then to understand and
support the balance between needs of local
populations and system sustainability.”

W-15 “We are losing this culture, it is fading. We should
combine it with the natural heritage.”

W-19

“I fear that the municipal administrations are sons of
this abandonment of the forest. It is a historical
question: if I were the Mayor, and I knew nothing
about the forest, I would not even know how to
exploit it in a positive way.”

Urban-centric
perspective

W-03 “The rural areas are today seen as “a some-place”
that is at the disposal of the city”

W-13

“I have an opinion that sometimes clashes with the
opinion of “Taliban naturalists”. I live the forest, I
agree not to rape it, but the forest must be usable for
everyone. You must give everyone the opportunity
to use it.”

W-19

“Everything is the result of ignorance. To relate to the
forest as a tropical forest where there are natives who
have never seen a human being . . . This is the
product of a very radical-chic attitude. The new
generation of environmentalists knows nothing
about the forest and approaches the forest of
Marganai thinking that it is the Amazon.”

W-22
“A certain type of environmentalism, which I call
“environmental Talibanism”, has conditioned
political choices.”
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Table 4. Cont.

H.I. I.C. Witness’s Statement

Loss of cultural capital
W-06

“Because people are used to seeing deforestation in
the Amazon forest. Because people now know
everything about an African elephant or a Bengali
tiger, but they do not know a partridge, they do not
know what a hare is. This is the drama of
Sardinians.”

W-09

“The environmental aspect... the fact that a forest is
destroyed has been held up as a scandal. [ . . . ] There
was a contrast between foresters, the municipal
administration of Domusnovas and
environmentalists, who do not look favorably upon
use of the forest.”

W-10

“The environmentalist or the animalist is always
listened to. I say to be cautious because they are not
always right. But we must try to find common
ground.”

The greatest expression of this inter-generational fracture (Table 4) is the loss of the so-called
instrumental skills (linked to the cultivation and culture of the forest) and the consequent interpretative
distortion of the role and functions of “nature” in the eyes of “citizens”. According to witnesses,
the main problem concerns the loss of rural and forest culture that led to the inevitable “abandonment
of the forest”, both from a cultural point of view and from a political/administrative perspective.
The “rural and forest culture”, typical of the old generations, played an essential role in interpreting
and better understanding the balance between the needs of local populations and the sustainability of
the system in environmental and economic terms. The various forms of forest resource use are also
affected by this decision-making process. Sometimes, however, the socio-economic system is not able
to enhance the uses and values of the forest, indicated by our witness as “forest dynamics”, linked not
only to the exploitation of naturally occurring resources but also to agriculture and breeding [61].

When the socialization of the new generations to these cultural elements has ceased,
the interpretative perspective on the role and function of natural environments has changed in favor of
an urban-centric perspective. The term “Taliban” is often collocated with that of “environmentalist”
(Table 4). The meaning tends to highlight the radicalization of environmentalist thought, disconnected
from the constraints and opportunities of everyday social life. With this expression, our witnesses
wanted to underline the dangerousness of anachronistic attitudes towards a nature that is interpreted
as “virgin” or falsely defined “millenarian”. This is the result of the interruption of the process of
regeneration of the rural culture that led to the modification of the vision of the natural environment
as “someplace that is at the disposal of the city”, a vision founded on the idea that nature regulates
itself and man must never intervene or interfere. This perspective originates in a post-industrial
context according to which the natural environment is interpreted and experienced as a resource to be
exploited without any limit, in favor of a de-regulated economic–industrial development [62]. Despite
this, the witnesses say that the new generations are not able to recognize the important role of the
Marganai forest and the strong interconnection that this has with the daily life of local populations (not
only ecological but also socio-economic).

This vision tends to ignore all the silviculture activities that man has historically put into
practice and transforms a culturally rooted instrumental competence into a practice of environmental
devastation. The abandonment of the rural world led to the “loss of cultural capital” (Table 4) and
loss of tacit knowledge, useful for balanced cohabitation with the surrounding natural environment.
Furthermore, it has produced a generation of environmentalists who live in sociocultural dynamics and
contexts far from the physical place where their ideological vision of nature takes shape, with subsequent
obvious distortions. The urbanization of large masses of population has certainly contributed to the
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construction of a romantic vision of natural environments and of the idea that tree cutting is always
wrong. An excessive radicalization of this thought could, however, lead to a conservative perspective,
to the detriment of a more balanced forest management capable of considering the multiple values
and uses of the forest [14]. In this debate, forestry plays a central role as a concrete expression of the
instrumental and traditional skills handed down in the rural communities.

3.3. Socio-Economic Dimension of Forestry

According to the words of our witnesses, silviculture and, in particular, the coppice system are
“millennial activities” practiced since the “dawn of time” with the aim of “cultivating the forest” to
put it “in condition to grow and to live better”: the coppice activities guarantee sustainability and
increase natural renewal processes, contributing to the protection of local biodiversity and enhancing
the multifunctional dimension of the ecosystem services of socio-economic interest [63–65].

Coppicing is commonly considered a traditional form of forest management, widely practiced
in Europe and particularly in Italy at least since the Etruscan-Roman period [7,66]. The practice of
coppicing is based on the ability of some species of trees to regenerate promptly, starting from their
stock after cutting; this is an extremely simple principle that, based on a deep knowledge of the
regenerative capacity and “resilience of the forest” (Table 5), has allowed, over the centuries, to exploit
the forest resources in a balanced fashion [1,67]. The coppice has guaranteed to the local communities
the regeneration of forest raw materials, i.e., firewood and timber, necessary for the subsistence of the
population, both for the daily needs and for the local socio-economic system [68]. However, forest
management has long been oriented toward maximizing the returns of a limited set of outputs.

On the other hand, the last decades have seen the spread of a romantic and symbolic view of
the forest, not only because there has been an increase in sensitivity to environmental protection. As
mentioned, this is due to the intensification of the urbanization phenomenon that has contributed
significantly to the dispersion of the rural cultural heritage founded also on the knowledge of the
ecological dynamics of the forest environments. The generational fracture that has characterized recent
history has inevitably affected the relationship between time and places, compromising the socializing
process and limiting the spread of traditional cultural elements. The critical issues to which we refer
have particularly affected the instrumental skills related to the practice of coppicing. The recent
generational fracture has led to the reduction of cultural competencies related to the management of
forest resources. Public opinion was divided between those who continue to inhabit the rural area and
those who base their vision of the forest on ideological elements, ignoring the symbolic and practical
values that characterize the deep relationship between man and nature. The distance between these
two positions is even more evident if the focus is on the coppice. In this case, the possession or absence
of the instrumental skills related to the forest dimension make clear the attitudes for and against the
cuts (Table 5) among the local populations.

Silviculture, and coppicing in particular, is based on the elaboration of traditional instrumental
skills (linked to the rural dimension) within scientific paradigms widely recognized as valid. However,
public opinion is still deeply divided on this issue, with consequent ideological conflicts that negatively
influence the already precarious equilibrium that binds man to the natural environment.
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Table 5. Examples of homogeneous information (H.I.) about the socio-economic dimension of forestry.

H.I. I.C. Witness’s Statement

Resilience of the forest
W-04

“Before, the forest tended to be better than now. Now
the cuts have been abandoned. One goes there and
can almost not pass through. You only find holm
oaks. [ . . . ] The forest must not die but we must try
to make it rejuvenate over time. It must always be
alive.”

W-05

“Before, when the forest was inhabited, it created
income. It was lived in and gave lots of wood to the
population. This too was “inhabiting the territory”.
Being present also means preserving.”

W-06

“If you leave a forest alone, over the decades you will
have nothing but a holm oak forest [ . . . ] you will
not find anything underneath, not even a blade of
grass. If you periodically exploit the forest you have
an economic yield from the wood that you collect,
and, what’s more, you’re rejuvenating the forest.”

Attitudes for and against
the cuts

W-14

“Why does silviculture frighten us? It has always
been there since the dawn of time, whereas before
logs were used to roll the rocks to build the pyramids,
today they are used to make firewood and for other
uses. [ . . . ] The moment we limit its use, we no
longer have any connection with the habitat of
human beings.”

W-19

“I have seen other woods in Italy [ . . . ] that
an ignorant person like me could judge as a primitive
forest, but in reality, is the result of a “cultivation”.
“Millennial cultivation” by the monks who
transformed it into that wonder that is now. So, I’ve
got a slightly different idea of what a forest must be
like.”

W-11

“My idea is that the forest is like the home garden
and must be taken care of. We do not have to be
radicals but if we want to use the forest, we have to
make it usable. The holm oak forests must be pruned
and put in condition to grow more and live well. It
must be cleaned and the undergrowth must be made
accessible. Otherwise, it starts to deteriorate.”

3.4. Perception of Silvicultural Activities

What is now denounced as “violence against the forest” (Table 6), in the past was interpreted as a
symbiotic activity between man and nature. The set of activities concerning the care and cultivation
of the forest are considered one of the most important forms of “culture” for the rural communities
because of the close interdependence link between them and the forest environment. In fact, rural
communities have always drawn food and energy resources from forestry activities. At the same time,
the cultivation of the forest guarantees its vigor and wellbeing, making it flourish and thrive [69,70].
However, the intertwining of social phenomena, such as “generational fracture”, “urbanization of the
population”, and “depletion of rural cultural heritage”, has progressively influenced the dissemination
of information on forest activities. With the lack of socialization paths in the community, the transfer
of cultural skills is now achieved through the Internet and social networks [71]. Public opinion
is constructed starting from that portion of the population most interested in particular themes,
which interacts with the flows of information transfer and which determines the orientation of
information contents in ideological terms [72]. The spread of hostile positions and prejudices about
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forest activities would, therefore, seem to be the result of a “communicative action” of this type [73].
The social communication processes have thus led the population to form a “public opinion” (Table 6)
divided into two fronts: on the one hand, that based on technical information and favorable to
a traditional use of forest resources; on the other, a public opinion influenced by social networks,
which convey information associated with the devastation and indiscriminate exploitation of the
natural environment.

From testimonies emerge the opposing positions to the practices of silviculture. They are the
result of the synergistic intertwining of trends with different characteristics. Some of these are related
to the lack of knowledge that witnesses have of forest life, a dimension perceived solely for recreational
purposes. Other testimonies would seem to be deeply influenced and conditioned by the specific
communication dynamics that orient the communication flows (Table 6) towards ideological tendencies
contrary to silviculture. Public opinion is oriented towards an interpretation of forest management
activities as harmful for the balance of ecosystem services and environmental regulation (climate,
water, natural disasters, pollination, and infestations) [74].

The information about silvicultural activities carried out in the Marganai forest has been
found by our witnesses mainly via online communication: social networks, newspapers, or blogs.
The information conveyed through social media is hardly submitted to the control of reliability and
scientific validity (Table 6) before dissemination. The result is possible exploitation and distortions for
ideological purposes ([13], among others). In the specific case of the cuttings of the Marganai forest,
this was possible because the public institutions would not seem to have adequately considered the
importance of creating a participatory information path with respect to these issues.

Table 6. Homogeneous information (H.I.) about the perception of silvicultural activities.

H.I. I.C. Witness’s Statement

Violence against the
forest

W-01

“Even those who have studied silviculture for forty years
tell us that the ‘problem of cutting trees’ in recent years is
worsening because there is less and less historical
memory of country life.”

W-02

“There are difficulties in the management of the forest
because people who work in it, and are therefore aware
of that cultural heritage that allowed us to understand
the balance between natural resources and local
populations, are few and isolated. They are struggling
and increasingly relegated [ignored] and do not have
time to give strength to their voice in the matter”

W-14

“[Before] the territory lived in symbiosis with the needs
of the urban world. [Now] the metropolitan citizen, who
has all his comforts, [ . . . ] wants all forests to be virgin
forests.”

Public opinion
W-01

“Public opinion associates the cutting of the forest to the
desert of Africa. So, cuts are equal to desertification and
desert. [ . . . ] The cutting of the forest is a cyclic phase; it
is a cultivation cut that is used to rejuvenate a forest that
is not a natural forest.”

W-05

“[Public opinion] was divided into two. Those who
know the area and have seen similar jobs were more than
happy. Others, who have never seen anything on the
spot but who have seen it written on Facebook, have
lined up against. The country split into two.”

W-15
“What the public opinion knows is that this cutting has
been done in an inconsiderate way . . . And surely it
came out that they were destroying the forest.”
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Table 6. Cont.

H.I. I.C. Witness’s Statement

Communication flows

W-09

“We read it especially on a site that launched this thing. [
. . . ] In fact, I do not know how the situation is. However,
there was a conflict between foresters and the municipal
administration of Domusnovas, and environmentalists
who, as said the commissioner, do not look favorably at
the use of wood.”

W-13

“There was a debate on Facebook and in the newspapers.
They said: “They cut half of the Marganai forest”. But it
is only a part, it is certainly not half a forest.
Unfortunately, with social media things are swollen to
excess.”

W-14

“Social networks have combined damage with news
sharing. Many people who shared that news were
people who do not know the forest. Maybe even locals
who you see in the square 24 h on 24 but who have never
set foot on the Marganai [ . . . ]. But they were ready to
sentence on the cuts.”

W-19

“What I know is that I have read online newspapers. I
informed myself and that made me lean towards this
position: “There is someone who has economic interests
to destroy the forest”. This is the image given by the
newspapers.”

Reliability and scientific
validity

W-13

“Information is what is missing from the institutions.
What’s on the internet is not information, it’s something
else. The information is the official one of those who
have decided these things: Mayor, Regional
Administrator, and all the interested people. They
should have said, “This is what is going to happen in
Marganai”. And I think that people who have skills and
who know the mountains could also have agreed with
this information.”

W-15 “At times alarmism is caused by not knowing what is
happening. Surely, there is a lack of information.”

W-16

“The cuts have not been explained to the population.
What has triggered the uprising is that this cut has not
been explained. [ . . . ] From my point of view,
information has not passed on or, if it has been given, it
has not been enough. [ . . . ] I am convinced that if they
had given more complete information, many would have
been less opposed. If they gave guarantees there would
be fewer problems.”

W-19

“If the municipal administrations had thought of
involving stakeholders, perhaps involving them in some
collective assembly and explaining the development
plans, maybe we would not have arrived at this point.”

Witnesses highlight the lack of a role of guidance and information on the part of public institutions,
a role that could have mediated and prevented ideological contrasts [75,76]. Planning a participatory
path of stakeholder engagement can be useful on several levels. From a cultural point of view, it
could promote the rediscovery and diffusion of cultural elements linked to forest cycles. It could also
contribute to worsen the generational fracture created by the abandonment of the rural dimension.
From a socio-economic point of view, coppice forest management fosters economic activity related to
the processing of wood and, therefore, produces wellbeing also in terms of social protection [77].
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If public institutions do not take responsibility for promoting actions for the creation of a
“well-informed public opinion”, this informative space is occupied by other non-institutional subjects
that can influence and direct public opinion towards values that are distant both from the rural culture
dimension and from the scientific sphere.

4. Conclusions and Final Discussion

The qualitative approach has allowed us to reconstruct the perceptions of the local population
concerning the forest and the connected socio-economic-cultural dynamics. The analysis of the
information highlighted the presence of some significant elements, constantly present in the reference
bibliography: human-nature interactions; the value of the witness of the stakeholders; and the
perception about forest uses [78].

Firstly, a central role of the Marganai forest emerges in terms of its contribution to the community
identity, its history, and relational network: the local population still recognizes itself in the forest.
Identity, history, and social relationships are elements of a cultural dimension that can contribute to
safeguarding the relational dimension between man and nature from possible fractures induced by
“hypermodernity”. Hypermodernity is taken to mean to all those processes that could potentially
transform the rural environment into “non-places”, into physical aseptic spaces (from a socio-cultural
point of view) where people do not create relationships, do not produce history, and do not recognize
each other in a shared identity [79]. In this scenario, people enjoy goods or services (environmental)
individually and sporadically over time. The urbanization process strongly undermines the resilience
of rural communities and leads to “cultural fragmentation”.

Equally important is the stakeholders’ perception of traditional uses of the Marganai forest’s
resources: the loss of identity of the link with the forest dimension undermines the intergenerational
transfer of knowledge and practical skills related to forest cultivation. Intergenerational fracture is the
result of the progressive loss of a community identity through which people have always interpreted the
places of everyday life and built up stable social relations over time [60,80]. This fracture has negative
repercussions on the local economic dimension that is historically linked to the traditional uses of forest
resources. The “common knowledge” has been eroded by postmodern transformative processes with
a consequent shift to the sphere of purely scientific “technical knowledge” [81]. The capacity of people
to evaluate competently and silently any forestry intervention is also lost if cultural capital is no longer
the result of knowledge handed down and experienced, or the result of practical experience, within a
multidimensional perception of the natural environment in which the community lives. Emotionality
fosters a vision of the natural dimension in which human interventions that can modify the natural
environment (even if historically always implemented) are interpreted in a negative way and therefore
hindered, or condemned, by the less informed public opinion.

This research highlighted also that if the population is adequately informed about silvicultural
activities, a greater awareness of the complexity of the problems in the management of the community
material (natural) and intangible (cultural) goods emerges (see also, e.g., [82,83]). The institutions
responsible for governing the interventions should play a central role in an information process aimed
at promoting the participation of citizens and the assumption of shared responsibility through effective
planning. For example, they could involve citizens in informative paths on silvicultural activities,
also putting the accent on the cultural–traditional, as well as scientific dimension, considering all the
available options within the sustainability framework, from most strictly conservative prospects, limited
to monitoring, up to the most productive ones like coppicing. It is widely believed in forestry that
efficient and effective management of environmental resources should take into account and enhance
the information and participatory processes that actively involve local communities. Participation
creates awareness and shared knowledge that reduces the distance between “urbanized citizens”,
bearers of a romantic vision of the forest environment, and rural communities, holders of values and
traditions that derive from the daily interaction with the physical resources of the forest. The balance
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between social, economic, and environmental needs produces tangible benefits and responses to the
needs of the territory that can be addressed through participatory process [83].

The results of the research suggest the need to study the knowledge of silvicultural activities via
an approach devoid of ideological connotations. The emotional dimension, linked to the perception
of environmental risks [72], if combined with pragmatic elements of rural cultural capital, can
lead public opinion to the creation of original insights about future socio-economic development.
A multidisciplinary approach to the analysis of the socio-economic dimensions can help to develop
new prospects for the forest management planning and decision-making process [84]. Finally, a holistic
silvicultural model, which also includes the participative process, can safeguard different ecosystem
services of the Marganai forest.

One last comment should be reserved for the methodological aspect. During this work, where
sociologists and foresters collaborated closely, getting to understand each other’s world, it became
evident that social research in a forestry context cannot be conducted without adequate basic training,
especially for semi-structured interviews. The person doing this must have a specific competence
and mastery of the dynamics of conversation, which are often not part of the forester’s cultural
background. For example, with the exception of the question stimulus of departure (which is always
the same and presented identically to all witnesses), the questions rarely follow the order indicated
in the diagram [85]. The structure of the topics or questions of a semi-structured interview is not
binding, neither in the formulation nor in the presentation order [86]. It is characterized by a high
degree of discrepancy in the stimuli to which the witness is subjected. This allows unexpected but
essential information to emerge helping to complete the reconstruction of the social phenomenon
under investigation. The hope is that sociologists and foresters can collaborate more systematically in
land and forest planning.
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