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Resume 
Le paysage des terrasses de culture est devenu un des elements patrimoniaux et identitique du 

monde rural mediterraneen. Malgre cela, les recherches sont encore reduites vu la difficulte d'etablir avec 
precision la date de ces structures, lesquelles ont un caractere qu'on peut qualifier d'atemporel. L' importance 
de ces terrasses dans le paysage diversifie les eventuelles perspectives d'analyse. D'un point de vue 
geographique, de type integral, on peut aussi mettre en rapport les variables sociales et environnementales 
dans leur formation et aussi dans leur disparition. Dans une recherche appliquee aux montagnes de 

*. This paper has been prepared as part of the research project ~Agricultural landscapes. Systematization, 
analysis and typification of the landscapes formed by man's agricultural activities in Spain» (SEJ2006-15331-
C02..()2/GEOG) , funded by the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science and directed by Or Joan TorL 
*. University of Alicante, Spain. E·mail: gimenez@ua.es 
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Valence, nous analyserons ces transformations dans le cadre de \'evolution des societes rurales qui, au 
Moyen Age et avec les mutations agricoles et sociales contemporaines, les ont utilisees et transformees. 
Cc:s constructions, qui atteignent leur splendeur dans le XIX siecle, ont connu une evolution tres rapide 
d<.ns le X:Xe siecle. La presente recherche a pour objectif la contribution a la connaissance sur la formation 
et la dynamique des paysages structures par des terrasses jusqu'a present. Finalement, nous signalerons 
son evolution actuelle d'un point de vue social, ses potentialites et les possibilites de conservation dans un 
contexte defavorable marque par les changements economiques dans les espaces ruraux dans une des 
regions les plus touristiques de la Mediterranee. 

Mots d es: paysages des terrasses de culture, montagnes de Valence, formation et dynamique des 
paysages. 

Abstract 

The terraced fields of farming land have become one of the heritage assets with greater identification 
in the Mediterranean rural area. Despite this, it must be noted that research is s till reduced mainly by the 
difficulty of tracing back the exact date of creating these structures whose characteristics are described as 
being timeless. Their importance in the landscape diversifies the possible analytical perspectives; but from 
a typically integral geographic standpoint, the contribution of social and environmental variables can be set 
against their formation as well as their disappearance in relation with abandonment of traditional activities 
in rural areas. In an applied research study on the mountains of Valencia, the transformations of these fields 
are analyzed as part of the development of rural societies which have used and transformed them in the 
Middle Ages and as a result of contemporary agricultural and social changes. These constructions, which 
reached their splendor in the nineteenth century, experienced a rapid evolution in the twentieth century. 
This research aims to contribute to understanding the formation and dynamic landscapes structured by 
terraces so far. Finally, their current assessment from a social point of view and their potentialities and 
opportunities for conservation in an unfavorable context marked by economic changes brought to rural 
areas located in one of the most touristic places of the Mediterranean are indicated. 

Key words: landscape of agricultural te rraces, mountainous of Valencia, formation and dynamic 
landscapes. 

1. Introduction 

The landscape formed by agricultural terraces has become one of the most 
characteristic elements of rural areas in the Mediterranean region. Nevertheless, the 
importance of these landscapes has not been reflected in studies carried out in scien
tific fields, including geography, which have been unable to define methodologies for 
their general analysis nor overviews of these agricultural structures. In addition, mea
sures in place to protect and conserve these terraces have not been adapted to their 
abandonment as farming areas, which has taken place at a rapid, intense pace over the 
last few decades. The importance of agricultural terraces in the landscape means that 
they can be examined from a variety of different analytical perspectives (archaeology, 
history, ecology, edaphology, ethnology, architecture), and this leads to transdiscipli
narity (Pal et & Riera 2000; Blonde! 2006). A comprehensive geographical perspective 
allows us to relate socioeconomic and environmental variables to the construction and 
subsequent disappearance of these terraces, which is linked to the abandonment of 
traditional rural activities in Mediterranean Europe. 
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2. The terraced landscape: cultural heritage and ecological importance 

By using the term "terraced landscape", we can integrate many of the different 
analytical perspectives mentioned above. This landscape is a piece of heritage which 
must be understood in the socioeconomic context in which it was created, and which 
reflects the cultural practices of ecological management in the area, practices which 
have had varying degrees of efficiency. In addition to their cultural importance, these 
terraced landscapes are also exceptionally significant in environmental terms, as they 
help to prevent erosion and facilitate infiltration and soil development This useful fea
ture of terraces, one of the main reasons they were built in the first place, can still be 
seen today in many abandoned crop terraces. Indeed, the social and economic chang
es which have taken place in rural areas in Europe, and the difficulties involved in 
mechanising agricultural practices on steep slopes through the use of modern farming 
techniques, have led to the abandonment of thousands of hectares of agricultural ter
races. Much of this land is still used to grow crops on a part-time basis, to make an ex
tra economic contribution to household income or simply out of habit or an attachment 
to the land (Mol to 2003). However, the dominant trend, and one which is constantly 
on the increase, is that of abandonment The response and subsequent development 
of abandoned terraces, which sometimes involves a radical change in land use, is a 
matter which goes beyond the field of mere cultural heritage. We are gradually learn
ing more and more about how abandoned terraces behave in relation to two variables: 
erosion and plant regeneration (Cerda 1997; Padilla 1998; Asins-Vela 2007). 

Studies show that these abandoned terraces undergo a period of positive re
generation in the medium term, starting with the land around the edges (neglected 
lands), if other unsuitable human practices (intensive livestock farming, reforestation, 
forest fires) do not interfere in the process. In such a case, soil layers may disappear 
and soil may generally be degraded, with serious consequences. The management of 
abandoned land, especially in areas with higher aridity levels and less fertile soils, is of 
fundamental importance (Lasanta, et al., 2006). Nevertheless, we must remember that 
we are talking here about the behaviour of natural processes in an environment that 
has been altered by man. Plant regeneration, a process which benefits from the pres
ence of terraces, constitutes the first phase of their disappearance, which can result in 
a gradual re balance towards the original incline of the slope (Morales & Marco 1995). 
In any case, the disappearance of these agricultural structures and the homogenisa
tion of the landscape lead to the loss of diversity as regards both the environment and 
cultural heritage. 

3. Case study: the region of valencia 

The Region of Valencia, one of Spain's autonomous communities, is character
ised by the presence of two large mountain systems (the Iberian and Betic systems) 
which lie on top of rich alluvial plains, dating from the Quaternary Period, along the 
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east coast of the Iberian Peninsula. The region is therefore an area of contrasts, where 
the mountains, which are all relatively close to the sea, have played a major role in 
both economic and social terms. This is also true in the rest of eastern and southern 
Spain (Catalonia, Murcia, Andalusia, and the Balearic Islands) , where the dry-stone 
farming culture of the Mediterranean is very evident. These are areas where climatic 
and lithological conditions, crop type and the time of construction of the terraces lead 
to a series of common characteristics. However, there is still no map showing a gen
eral overview of the agricultural terraces in the Mediterranean region. A recent map 
produced by Grove and Rackham (2001) does not include, for example, the impor tant 
terraces found in Valencia and Catalonia, which were built at the same time as those 
in Majorca, or those in the Alpujarra region of Granada, which have both been studied 
in more detail. As a result, these highly representative areas have not been studied 
in any depth in terms of their impor tance beyond the significance of their dry-stone 
constructions (walls, cabins, snow wells, steps, shepherds' shelters). In other words, 
they have not been examined from a wider perspective as part of a larger landscape. In 
order to do this, it is necessary to study the origins of these terraces, the reasons why 
they were built and the period in which they were constructed, as well as the time of 
and reasons for their abandonment, and the subsequent ecological repercussions. In 
short, we must define the dynamics of these landscapes. 

In this respect, it is important to note that research carried out in this field has 
been limited, primarily as a result of difficulties experienced when trying to establish 
the precise dates when these farming structures were built. This is due to the fact that 
the construction techniques used are actually quite timeless. In other words, it is very 
difficult to know if a terrace was built in the Middle Ages or in the 19th century. As 
a result, we need to use a series of different techniques which will help to define the 
evolution processes involved in rural societies (Gimenez-Font 2007) . The techniques 
used, which we shall merely list briefly here, are only vis ible if they ..are used in con
junction with one another: historical documentation, toponymy (toponyms relating to 
former land uses, such as livestock farming, in areas which are currently used to grow 
crops), landscape archaeology, historical cartography, pollen analyses and sedimen
tological analyses which, when used in conjunction with archaeological material from 
extensive and intensive research, allow us to confirm our working hypothesis. In this 
way, we can date different terrace systems. The first references to such systems date 
from the Bronze Age (Asins-Velis 2006). Based on research carried out already, we can 
define two major general phases in the construction of agricultural terraces: . 

1. Different studies or research projects have shown that there are differences 
between the cultural exploitation and land management practices which existed in Al
Andalus and those used during the Christian conquest in the 13th century. In terms of 
farming terraces, in Moorish times irrigated terraces with distinct characteristics were 
built next to rivers and springs. After the creation of the new Christian kingdom in the 
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13th century, commercial crop farming was gradually developed, and unirrigated land 
expanded to cover areas which were previously used for livestock farming or forests. 
This expansion, which took place in mountain areas, was carried out by constructing 
terraces. However, the Moors, or the moriscos, continued to live in the mountains in 
the Region of Valencia, and other mountains in southern Spain, until1609, when they 
were driven out. This large population was marginalised and driven out of the most fer
tile areas, and continued to manage the land by using small-scale irrigation methods 
(forr6, 2005). After the Moors were driven out, these areas were repopulated, leading 
to periods of extreme demographic pressure which meant that crops were grown at 
the top of mountains during the 181h and 19th centuries. 

2. As a result, many of the terraces in the Region of Valencia were built rela
tively recently. The time of their construction may be linked to periods of extreme 
demographic pressure (such as that which started in the 18th and 19th centuries), 
the increase in certain crops (such as vines), aspects relating to land ownership, topo
graphical reasons (steep slopes) and lithological reasons (erodible materials- marls 
or clays - in areas of chalk or silica which allow stone quarrying), all of which may 
force mountain settlers to employ these farming techniques. The golden age of crop 
terraces was the 19th century, and from this century onwards they developed very 
quickly (Olarieta et al. 2006). When agriculture began to be abandoned and the rural 
exodus started in the second half of the 19th century, the possibilities of conserving 
these terraces became very limited as a result of the economic changes which took 
place in rural areas in one of the most important areas of the Mediterranean in terms 
of tourism. Tourism is, in fact, the main economic driving force in the Region of Va
lencia. Over the last two decades, the region has undergone considerable economic 
growth as a result of the construction of tourist accommodation. The impact of this 
construction on the landscape has been of great significance. While this economic 
boom has taken place, the agricultural terraces have been largely abandoned, and, in 
most cases, this has had a great impact on the landscape. 

4 . Opportunities for protection and conservation 

The European agricultural model is gradually placing increasing emphasis 
on the value of agricultural landscape in terms of a series of environmental factors 
(habitats, biodiversity) and scenic elements, and the new farming practices that have 
emerged as a result form what is now known as post-productivist agriculture (Wil
son 2004). One part of this new philosophy is the series of EU projects on dry-stone 
heritage, which have been developed gradually, with varying degrees of success, since 
1996. These projects have focused on two main aims: the rehabilitation of terraces and 
the prevention of natural risks (fERRISC project) and, in particular, strategies of eco
nomic reactivation related to the cultural importance of dry-stone construction meth
ods in rural areas (REPS, MEDSTONE, PROTERRA, PATIER, REPPIS, Parcours de 
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Pierres, REVPAR-MEDOCC, Carrefour europeen du patrimoine de la pierre seche). In 
most of these projects, the Regional government of the Balearic Islands makes a huge 
contribution, whilst other Spanish regions, such as Catalonia and the Region of Valen
cia, fail to contribute. 

The decline of these landscapes is related to the abandonment of agriculture 
and the new economic dynamics which have emerged in rural areas. The solutions 
that can be proposed for the protection and conservation of structures which have 
lost their original purpose are highly complex. In addition to the projects mentioned 
above, the EU has subsidised reforestation projects to increase forested areas and 
prevent erosion processes which occur due to changes in land use. However, these 
projects have had little success. The real opportunities lie in the increased value of the 
rural landscape due to environmental factors and the cultural diversity of rural areas. 
Projects of this type include the recent land use policies approved in Spain, especially 
the Law on Land Use and Protection of the Landscape approved by the Regional Va
lencian Government (GV, 2004) . However, the terraced landscape needs to be exam
ined at a regional scale and with a view to its protection in the medium term. To do 
this, a good general analysis of the terraces must be carried out beforehand, and this 
analysis must include areas such as the Valencian terraces, which have been left out 
of programmes promoted by the EU to create inventories and catalogues of terraced 
areas. Agricultural terraces form a landscape characterised by its dynamism but also 
by its uniqueness, and this means that indicators and methodologies for practical use 
by land management teams must still be developed. 

The recent European projects - ELISA (European Union Concerted Action on 
Environmental Indicators for Sustainable Agriculture), EUROSTAT (Statistical Of 
flee of the European Communities), PAIS (Proposal on Agri-Environmental Indicators) 
and IRENA (Indicator Reporting on the Integration of Environmental Concerns into 
Agricultural Policy) (Asins-Velis 2006b, 2007) refer, both directly and indirectly, to the 
importance of traditional farming methods which take advantage of the terracing tech
nique and constitute highly efficient systems for soil conservation and the use of water 
resources (Blanchemanche 1990; Reparaz 1990). These practices are starting to be 
recognised and examined as a whole at an international level as part of the Traditional 
Knowledge World Bank programme, which is sponsored by UNESCO. 

5. Final conclusions 

Gradually, more and more studies are being carried out so as to ·enable the 
evaluation of the environmental and cultural importance of crop terrace landscapes, 
although these studies may refer to a number of different scattered areas. In order to 
devise suitable management tools, we need a global overview of terraced landscapes 
which goes beyond the local level. However, in areas such as the Region of Valencia, 
an inventory and catalogue of crop terraces has still not been created. Although they 
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have acceptable results, most of the European studies carried out in this field have 
concentrated on one-off areas, and thus other terraced areas still need to be exam
ined in some detail. The problems encountered in attempts to conserve these farming 
structures in areas with hardly any farmers are highly complex and cannot be solved 
simply by financial investment. This process must begin by completing the arduous 
task of raising awareness and increasing motivation amongst the local population that 
lives near the crop terraces. 

The EU has opted to conserve these terraces by emphasising their importance 
in terms of cultural heritage and the environment. It is aware that the farming activi
ties that originally created the terraces must be continued in order to conserve these 
anti-erosive structures, which promote biodiversity and help prevent the spreading 
of forest fires. However, inherent in this type of conservation project is the complex 
problem of maintaining the rural population and, in particular, traditional agriculture. 
Not everything can be protected using the tools available today, and it is not necessar
ily appropriate to declare everywhere to be a "protected area". The terraced landscape 
can be understood to be part of a process of change, construction and also of <lis
adaptation, constructed to meet a series of economic needs which were defined in a 
particular moment in histor y. In order to protect these landscapes, we must provide a 
comprehensive overview of the crop terrace landscape, an analysis of the options they 
provide as a resource for tourism and the environmental risks posed by their disap
pearance, as well as valid solutions which can be applied in the reality of rural areas in 
southern Spain. This represents a challenge for the scientific community, the political 
world and for society in general. 
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Figure 1. Area studied 

Mediterranean Sea 
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Figure 2. Terraces in marginal areas in Ain (Serra d'Espada, Iberic 
system). Remains of the old fig and carob trees which have oeen grown here 
can still be seen 
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Figure 3. Terrace system in Serra d'Aitana (Betic system) 

References 

Asins-Velis, S. (2006). "Linking historical Mediterranean terraces with water 
catchment, harvesting and distribution structures", en MOREL, ]. et al. (Eds.): The 
Archaeology of Crop Fields and Gardens. Bari: Edipuglia, p. 21-40. 

Asins-Velis, S. (2006b). "New paradigms in semi-arid Mediterranean terraced 
landscapes studies". Workshop I Terrazzamenti risorce del territorio, Genova (Italy) 
20-21 gennaio 2006. Available at: http:/ / www.alpter.net/IMG/ doc/abstract_velis.doc 
(accessed 2006-19). 

Asins-Velis, S. (2007) . "Abandono de terrazas agricolas: Procesos de erosion y 
desorganizaci6n del paisaje", en]ornades sobre terrasses i prevencio de riscos naturals, 
Mallorca: FODESMA, pp. 285-289. 

Blondel, J. (2006) . 'The 'Design' of Mediterranean Landscapes: A Millennia! 
Story of Humans and Ecological Systems during the Historic Period" Human Ecology, 
34: 713-719. 

Cerda, A (1997). "Soil erosion after land abandonment in a semiarid environ
ment of Southeastern Spain" Arid Soil Research and Rehabilitation, 11: 163-173. 



The landscape of agricultural terraces in mountainous areas in the region of Valencia (eastern spain) ·- 317 

Blanchemanche , PH. (1990). Batisseurs de paysages. Terrassement, epierrement 
et petite hydraulique agricoles en Europe, XVIIe-XIXe siecles, Paris: Editions de la Mai
son des Sciences de l'Homme. 

Gimenez-Font, P. (2007). Las transformaciones del paisaje valenciano en el siglo 
XVIII. Una perspectiva geogn:ifica. Valencia: Instituci6 Alfons el Magnimim. 

Grove, AT. & Rackham, 0. (2001). The Nature of Mediterranean Europe. An 
Ecological History. New Haven, Cf: Yale University Press. 

GV- Generalitat Valenciana (2004). Ley 4/ 2004 de 30 de junio, de la Generalitat, 
de Ordenaci6n del Territorio y protecci6n del Paisaje. DOGV 4788, de 2 de julio de 
2004. Available at: http:/ / www.docv.gva.es/portal. 

Lasanta, T. Gonzalez-Hidalgo, ].C. Vicente-Serrano, S.M. & SFERI, E. (2006): 
"Using landscape ecology to evaluate an alternative management scenario in aban
doned Mediterranean mountain areas" Landscape and Urban Planning, 78: 101-114. 

Marco, ].A. & Morales, A. (1995). 'Terrazas de cultivo abandonadas en el sur
este peninsular: aspectos evolutivos", Investigaciones Geograficas, 13: 81-90. 

Molt6, E. (2003) . La agricultura a titulo parcial en la Montana de Alicante. Ali
cante: Universidad. 

Olarieta, ].M. Rodriguez, F.L. & Tello, E. (2006). "Conservando y destruyendo 
suelos, transformando paisajes. El factor edaftco en Ios cambios de uso del territorio 
(el Valles, Cataluna, 1853-2004)",Areas, 25: 7~103. 

Padilla, A. (1998). Colonizacion vegetal en campos abandonados de la Provincia 
de Alicante. Alicante: Universidad. 

Palet, ].M. & Riera, S. (2000). "Evoluci6n y antropizaci6n del paisaje en zonas 
de baja montaila mediterranea: estudio arqueol6gico y paleoambiental de Ios sistemas 
de terrazas en la Sierra Litoral Catalana" en NACO, T.; OLESTI, 0.; PRIETO, A. (eds.): 
Analisis paleoambientales y estudio del territorio. Barcelona: Coast Action G2, Euro
pean Communities, p. 101-117. 

Reparaz, A. de (1990). "La culture en terrasses, expression de la petite paysan
nerie mediterraneenne traditionnelle" Mediterrannee, 3.4: 23-29. 

Torr6,]. (2005). 'Terrasses irrigades ales muntanyes valencianes. Les transfor
macions de la colonitzaci6 cristiana", Afers, 51: 301-356. 

Wilson, GA (2004). 'The Australian Landcare movement: towards 'post-pro
ductivist' rural governance?" journal of Rural Studies, 20: 461-484. 


	Lanscape_of_agricultural_terraces_1
	Lanscape_of_agricultural_terraces_2



