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The poster shows some ‘cup marks’, 
prehistoric hemispherical hollows carved 
into rock. Their function is unknown, 
but their presence near burial grounds and 
churches seems to suggest a symbolic, 
ritualistic significance. Several have been 
found in the valleys of Ticino.

1.	 Losone-Arcegno, Checc, 470 m/a.s.l.
2. 	 Moghegno, La preda di Salvett, 400 m/a.s.l.
3.	 Someo, Orell, 430 m/a.s.l.
4.	 Bignasco, Corona delle Croci, 800 m/a.s.l.
5.	 Vogorno, Alpe Borgna, 1912 m/a.s.l.
6.	 Cresciano, Piota liscia, 480 m/a.s.l.
7.	 Dangio, Monte Irà, 1420 m/a.s.l.
8.	 Sala Capriasca, Ronchi, 520 m/a.s.l.
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Since the Academy of architecture was founded, Ticino has been the subject of three diplomas: in 2008, 
under the direction of Aurelio Galfetti, with L’alptransit e la “Città Ticino”; in 2014, under the direction of Michele 
Arnaboldi, with the Città Ticino; and finally in 2020, under the direction of Muck Petzet, with Chiasso-Ponte 
Chiasso. These three experiences are united by their focus on the main valley floor, crossed by the main road 
and infrastructure axes. With the aim of establishing complementarity and completing the valuable contribution 
to the Ticino region offered by the three previous diplomas, the 2026 diploma Ticino. Side views, directed 
by Martino Pedrozzi, will extend these existing reflections to sixteen “side” valleys —one for each studio— which 
will allow collective work on the Ticino region as a whole.

The sixteen valleys, each with its own specific identi-
ty, have been selected because they meet specific 
criteria: they are urbanized and inhabited valleys; 
they flow into the main valley floor, where there is 
a railway station; they are potentially well connected 
to the main valley floor and could therefore represent 
a realistic and concrete extension of it.
The aim, in line with the general objectives of Studio 
Territorio Ticino, is to restore the image of a rich and 
complex territory, made up of interconnected valleys, 
which stretches from the mountain peaks to the 
shores of the lakes, in a succession of unique 
economic, social, cultural, and climatic conditions 
that deserve close attention. It is in this spirit that the 
seminar organized in early October for professors 
and assistants attempts to highlight the spatial 
continuity that leads from the rugged landscape of 
the Basòdino glacier to the botanical garden of the 
Brissago Islands, with its lush Mediterranean and 
subtropical flora. It is this same spirit that the diploma 

program hopes will be cultivated during the semester 
by the individual studios: that each one, in complete 
autonomy of its own research and in line with its 
specific educational offering, can explore the 
territory of its valley in its entirety, thus providing its 
own original contribution to a collective reflection.
A short text is provided for each valley, which 
attempts to provide a historical and geographical 
overview and contains some possible topics of 
interest discussed with the cantonal administration 
(Department of Territory); this text does not claim 
to be exhaustive: starting from these outlines, each 
studio will appropriately explore its own context 
of reference. This diploma aims to actively promote 
the Academy’s contribution to the future of the 
territory that hosts it. It is therefore hoped that, 
over the coming months, each studio will continue 
this attempt to establish and nurture projects 
in a stimulating and constructive dialogue with the 
actors who work in the territory on a daily basis 

(administrations, foundations, associations, etc.).
Working in Ticino and on rather extensive and 
heterogeneous areas, it was not considered useful 
to provide common bases, which would inevitably 
have proved too generic in relation to the specific 
educational objectives of the individual studios: 
in the preparation and development of the semester, 
each studio will be able to directly avail itself of the 
full availability of OST and LabisAlp to provide the 
cartographic and historical material most appropri
ate to individual needs.
We are looking forward to discovering the excep
tional variety of visions that, as every year, the 
diploma workshops will unfold, and wish everyone 
good luck with their work.
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Alpine valley stretching from the 2,478 m of the 
Nufenen Pass to Airolo, it is crossed by the upper 
reaches of the Ticino River, which has here its primary 
source. The main road is the pass road, built between 
1964 and 1969, which connects Leventina to Valais 
and is the highest motorable pass in Switzerland: 
amidst wide pastures, compact villages, and historic 
mountain meadows, the route stretches for about 
37 km, with a maximum gradient of 13%, blending 
seamlessly into the open landscape of the valley.
The valley has a history of natural disasters, particu-
larly avalanches, which over the centuries have 

struck the villages at the bottom of the valley hard, 
causing death and devastation. In January 1951, 
the fear of another extreme event, recounted in the 
novel L’anno della valanga (The Year of the Ava-
lanche) by Giovanni Orelli from Bedretto, isolated the 
population for days and forced evacuations and 
extraordinary measures. With a sober tone steeped 
in collective memory, Orelli recreates the suspended 
and nervous daily life that envelops a united Alpine 
community called upon to resist. This oppressive 
intimacy with natural risk has shaped the settlement 
structure, generating a system of protections and 

channels that still strongly mark the landscape today.
There is a modest amount of tourism, closely linked 
to the pass, divided between summer hiking and 
winter sports: itineraries such as the Strada degli Alpi 
showcase historic mountain pastures and offer 
panoramic views of the valley and surrounding peaks 
such as Pizzo Rotondo and Pizzo Lucendro, while 
the connection with Airolo-Pesciüm supports ski 
mountaineering and snowshoeing. This is a wide-
spread form of tourism, which blends discreetly into 
the landscape and maintains a direct link with the 
agricultural heritage of the valley.

One of the most important pieces of infrastructure 
is the Finestra di Bedretto, a service tunnel built 
between 1971 and 1982 as part of the construction 
of the Furka Base Tunnel. This 5.2 km long tunnel 
through bare rock connected Ronco Bedretto to 
the main excavation site, speeding up the work and 
reducing geological risks. Today, it houses the 
Bedretto Underground Laboratory for Geosciences 
and Geoenergies, an international research centre 
run by ETH Zurich, located about 1.5 km below the 
surface, which conducts experiments on deep 
geothermal energy and fault dynamics, transforming 

a disused technical infrastructure into a highly 
specialised scientific facility.
The valley is also affected by the Swissgrid All’Ac-
qua-Vallemaggia-Magadino network project, which, 
starting from the new Rotondo substation in 
Val Bedretto, involves replacing the existing 220 kV 
single-circuit power line with a new double-circuit 
line connected to the Magadino substation. With 
over 30 km of underground cabling —a national 
record for a single project— and the dismantling 
of 70 km of obsolete and undersized lines, 
the project will reduce the visual impact and free up 

valuable areas such as Cristallina, Alpe Zaria, and 
Campolungo, while improving the capacity to 
transport renewable energy produced in Ticino. 
Included in the Swiss Confederation’s Energy 
Strategy 2050, the project represents an opportunity 
for landscape redevelopment and a rethinking 
of the relationship between large technological 
networks and the Alpine environment.
In this perspective, Val Bedretto is a high-altitude 
territorial laboratory, where tourism, historical 
memory, risk management, scientific research, 
and energy infrastructure are layered in a landscape 

that is waiting to be renewed without losing 
its identity.
 

Valley formed by the Foss River, which descends 
from the Ticino side of the San Gottardo Pass 
to Airolo. It is characterised by the presence of the 
well-known Strada della Tremola, built between 1827 
and 1832 based on a design by Ticino engineer 
Francesco Meschini, which climbs 932 m over a 
length of just 13 km, with an average gradient of 7%. 
This daring infrastructure, which contemporary 
Luigi Lavizzari described as “wrapped in picturesque 
winding lines, bending and folding like a soft ribbon 
over the bare cliffs”, represents a highly refined 
interpretation of the valley’s spatiality: twenty-four 

hairpin bends in Cresciano gneiss cobblestones 
adapt to the impervious morphology of the southern 
slope with precise articulation, defining a continuous 
architectural device characterised by retaining walls, 
drainage channels, stone parapets, and geometri
cally controlled curves.
For over a century, the entire southern slope 
of the Gotthard Pass has played a crucial role in 
Swiss military planning, becoming one of the most 
significant fortified landscapes in the Alps, with 
fourteen major military infrastructures: from Forte 
Airolo in the valley —one of the first examples of 

an armoured fort in Europe— to the Sasso da Pigna 
fortress, the largest of Ticino’s historic fortifications, 
capable of accommodating up to 500 soldiers for 
six months in complete autonomy. The Val Tremola 
thus preserves an exceptional heritage of military 
structures that deserve to be better revealed, 
interpreted, and brought back into conscious 
dialogue with the stratified landscape of the valley.
The summit area of the pass, which stands at 
an altitude of around 2,100 m, is an emblematic 
example of the fusion of Alpine landscape, historical 
infrastructure, civil architecture, and military 

installations, bringing together a complex 
and heterogeneous whole: Lake Piazza, the largest 
of the natural lakes in the area; the Hospice of 
St. Gotthard, first mentioned in a document from 
1237 and now included in the list of European 
cultural heritage sites, recently renovated by Miller 
& Maranta; the Hotel San Gottardo; the Museo 
Nazionale del San Gottardo, which traces the history 
of the pass and its infrastructural transformations; 
the Sasso San Gottardo exhibition centre, housed 
in a former military fortress, accessed through 
a tunnel carved into the rock; the San Gottardo Wind 

Farm, managed by AET (Azienda Elettrica Ticinese), 
which through its five turbines develops a total 
output of 11.75 MW, meeting the energy needs 
of around 4,000 households; along with a series of 
small services, technical buildings, parking areas, 
and facilities. Added to this hub are the two nearby 
artificial reservoirs of Lucendro and Sella, which 
collect water from the Reuss and Ticino rivers respec-
tively and channel it into a 1.9 km long penstock, 
which reaches the Airolo power station 900 m 
further downstream to produce hydroelectric power.
The current layout of this multitude of elements 

reflects the episodic and uncoordinated growth of 
the individual hubs over time: vehicular access 
is confusing, with numerous parking areas that are 
difficult to navigate, often poorly integrated into the 
landscape, and pedestrian mobility that is fragmented 
and discontinuous. In light of these considerations, 
the summit area of the Gotthard is awaiting signifi-
cant reorganisation and rationalisation. 
This objective, together with the many possibilities 
for intervention offered by the climb from Airolo, 
makes this valley an excellent place to experiment 
with new balances between tourism, culture, energy, 

and memory, in order to arrive at a vision 
of integrated and sustainable development. 

The Blenio Valley stretches from the Greina Pass 
to the Biasca floodplain. Its hydrographic structure is 
defined by the two main branches of the Brenno: 
the Brenno della Greina, which rises at 2,359 m 
on the Greina Pass in Val Camadra, and the Brenno 
del Lucomagno, which originates on Alpe Pertusio 
near the pass of the same name. The former flows 
through plateaus shaped by glaciation, while the 
latter runs through an Alpine valley characterised by 
forests and pastures; the two courses join at Olivone, 
from where the Brenno descends southwards to 
its confluence with the Ticino near Biasca.

The territory is characterised by a pronounced altitude 
gradient, with differences of more than 2,000 m 
between the sources and the valley floor. 
To the north and east, the Adula and Piz Terri (3,149 m) 
mountain ranges dominate, while to the west 
the peaks of Pizzo del Sole (2,773 m), Pizzo Molare 
(2,585 m), and Matro (2,172 m) stand out. Numerous 
secondary “suspended” valleys converge across 
the Brenno, i.e. at a higher altitude than the main 
valley, such as the Luzzone Valley, the Val di Campo, 
the Santa Maria Valley, the Val Carassina, and the 
Val Malvaglia.

From an environmental point of view, the valley offers 
extensive wooded areas (over 40% of the surface 
area) and more than half of the territory (53%) has 
limited agricultural use. The vegetation ranges from 
chestnut groves and thermophilic broad-leaved trees 
(up to 1,000 m) to mountain forests of beech and 
conifers, while the higher areas preserve glacial envi-
ronments and Alpine meadows of great naturalistic 
value.
Human settlement is mainly concentrated on the 
alluvial terraces and glacial steps, which are home 
to the main villages; numerous hamlets and cottages 

also dot the slopes. The history of the valley 
is deeply intertwined with the Alpine transit routes: 
for centuries, the northern passes of Greina and 
Lucomagno facilitated the passage of merchants, 
pilgrims, and armies. Relations with the religious 
powers of Milan, the local lordships, and a tradition 
of community self-government have created a 
network of villages with a strong identity, still evident 
today in the patrician structure and the management 
of collective assets.
During the 20th century, the valley saw a decline 
in agricultural and pastoral activities, paralleled by 

residential expansion and the construction of 
hydroelectric and tourist infrastructure. During these 
same years, the Blenio Valley produced important 
artistic figures —the sculptor Giovanni Genucchi, the 
painter Gualtiero Genoni, and the painter-woodcut 
artist Ubaldo Monico— whose works, each 
according to their own research, restore an abstract 
and poetic link with the material and memory of the 
valley. In recent decades, emigration and the loss 
of services have posed new challenges, highlighting 
the need for renewal and shared planning. It is in this 
context that the Masterplan Valle di Blenio was 

created: a coordinated vision for 2035 that focuses 
on quality of life, innovation in services, social col-
laboration, enhancement of natural and historical 
heritage, sustainable mobility, and digitalisation.
In terms of tourism, the Blenio Valley is focusing on 
a diversified offer: the historic Acquarossa thermal 
baths, closed in 1971, still represent a potential 
resource for the revival of hospitality; the Nara ski 
resort is the subject of a de-seasonalisation project, 
supported by the canton, which aims to make it 
attractive all year round; and new forms of hospitality 
seek to respond to the growing demand for 

experiences in contact with nature. In this perspec-
tive, slow tourism —hiking, cycling, enhancement 
of villages and chestnut groves— is a fundamental 
axis for the revitalisation of the valley. 

The Morobbia Valley stretches from the San Jorio 
Pass (2,012 m) —an Alpine pass that directly 
connects the Ticino side with the Albano Valley and 
Lake Como— to the Giubiasco plain (approximately 
254 m), in the district of Bellinzona. It is carved 
by the river of the same name, the main tributary 
of the eastern part of the Ticino, which rises near the 
border and flows through a landscape dominated by 
pre-Alpine peaks such as Camoghè (2,229 m), 
Corno di Gesero (2,227 m), and Gazzirola (2,116 m). 
The morphology is that of a narrow, deeply em
bedded V-shaped valley, mostly invisible from above, 

with a valley floor occupied by mixed forests, 
mountain pastures, and ancient rural terraces. 
The San Jorio Pass, frequented since the Middle 
Ages, was the main corridor connecting Bellinzona 
and Lombardy.
From a geological point of view, the valley lies along 
the Insubric Line, a major fault line between the 
central and southern Alps, which extends from 
Valtellina to Piedmont. This structure has influenced 
the morphology of the slopes and, since the 15th 
century, has favoured the exploitation of iron deposits. 
Numerous veins are still visible on the left slope, 

as part of a mining district that includes Val Cavargna 
and Dongo in Italy. The mines, originally exploited 
using archaic techniques, were the basis for intense 
steel production between the end of the 15th century 
and the first half of the 19th century: in 1792, 
a smelting furnace and a hammer mill were built in 
Carena, now reduced to ruins but still clearly 
recognisable in the landscape. This heritage is now 
promoted by the Via del Ferro, a hiking and cultural 
route that connects sites of industrial archaeology 
with the mountain pastures and historic centres 
of the valley.

The role of the San Jorio Pass went beyond its 
economic function: it was a strategic and military 
stronghold, with guard posts and fortifications 
erected near the pass and a customs post in Carena 
that regulated transalpine traffic. For centuries, the 
pass was used by smugglers and seasonal migrants, 
fostering intense relations between Ticino and 
Lombardy. The social history of the valley is marked 
by the strong emigration of the 19th century, 
which took many morobbiotti to Europe, Australia, 
the United States, and especially California, with 
profound effects on family structures and the local 

economy. Today, the Morobbia Valley retains 
a discreet and authentic character, far from mass 
tourist flows, but offering a rich and varied network 
of hiking trails. The approximately 90 km of marked 
trails pass through mountain pastures, historic 
villages, and themed itineraries such as the Via del 
Ferro, the panoramic route to Sasso Guidà (1,713 m), 
and the Motto della Croce loop. The Giumello 
mountain pasture, a historic centre of cheese produc-
tion, bears witness to the valley’s long agricultural 
and pastoral tradition.
The current landscape of the Morobbia Valley 

reflects a lively balance between rural memory and 
new dynamics: the 3,500 hectares of woods and 
Alpine meadows, now protected thanks to forest 
management and the restoration of chestnut forests, 
are home to a variety of fauna and promote bio-
diversity. Following the 2017 merger, the Upper 
Valley —with its historic mountain hamlets— demon-
strates strong community cohesion and constant 
dialogue with the city of Bellinzona on issues of 
quality of life, services, and land protection. Thus, 
despite its proximity to the urbanised plain, the valley 
is still perceived as an authentic and essentially 

unspoilt space. From this perspective, the Morobbia 
Valley is a place where environmental protection, 
mining and pastoral heritage, and new forms of 
hiking tourism intertwine, offering the opportunity to 
build a conscious territorial identity oriented towards 
sustainable development.
 

The Verzasca Valley, in the district of Locarno, 
is crossed by the stream of the same name, which 
carves a river valley with steep slopes and gneiss 
outcrops, shaped into gorges and clear natural pools. 
Downstream, the flow of the river is controlled by 
the Contra Dam, 220 m high and among the tallest 
in Europe, which creates the artificial Lake Vogorno 
and feeds an important hydroelectric plant, before 
crossing the Magadino Plain and flowing into Lake 
Maggiore. The river basin is surrounded by promi-
nent peaks such as Pizzo Barone (2,864 m) and 
Madone (2,051 m), which give the valley a distinctly 

Alpine character. The historic centres of the 
Verzasca Valley —including Vogorno, Lavertezzo, 
Brione, Sonogno, and Corippo— are typical examples 
of compact Alpine settlements, developed on 
terraces and plateaus with stone houses and slate 
roofs, testimony to the collective management of 
resources and a deep-rooted community tradition. 
The case of Mergoscia stands out: although 
geographically part of the valley, in recent decades 
the pressure of second homes has changed 
the identity of its original settlement —consisting 
of several distinct hamlets— profoundly affecting the 

relationship between architecture and landscape.
The chestnut tree, probably introduced in Roman 
times, still structures the slopes, providing food, 
timber, and value to the valley. The tradition of 
small-scale pastoralism survives in the mountain 
pastures, with the Nera Verzasca goat becoming 
a symbol of the preservation of rural continuity. 
The Val Verzasca Museum in Sonogno documents 
these aspects of local culture and the memory of 
emigration, while the albergo diffuso project in 
Corippo —created by renovating five historic houses 
and the central tavern— is now a recognised model 

of sustainable reuse and socio-economic revival 
of a depopulated Alpine village.
During the 20th century, the valley witnessed the 
decline of agricultural and pastoral activities, 
alongside progressive emigration that led to the 
depopulation of many historic villages. The cen-
tralisation of economic activities on the valley floor 
impoverished social vitality, leaving large areas 
in neglect and depriving communities of essential 
services. In this context, tourist pressure —accen
tuated in the summer months— often translates 
into a frenetic and superficial use of the valley, with 

problems of traffic, excessive parking use, and 
increasing impacts on the tranquillity and delicate 
balance of the landscape.
It is in this framework of change and the search for 
new perspectives that the Verzasca 2030 Master-
plan takes shape, a tool promoted by a joint initiative 
of local entities and the Department of Finance 
and Economy of the Canton of Ticino, in line with 
federal regional policy programmes. The Masterplan 
is a coordinated development plan that places 
at its centre the quality of life of residents, service 
innovation, the sustainable enhancement of natural 

and cultural heritage, and the promotion of soft 
mobility. Structured around three themes —living and 
working in the valley, responsible tourism, and territo-
ry and traditions— the plan translates into projects 
for revitalising the local economy, the de-seasonali-
sation of tourist flows, and the care of the Alpine 
environment. The actions are based on collaboration 
between public and private bodies, participatory 
consultation with the population, and coordination 
with cantonal and federal structures dedicated 
to the development of peripheral areas, with the aim 
of combining landscape protection, attractiveness, 

and collective well-being in a perspective of genuine 
sustainability.
 

Covering an area of approximately 570 km², 
equivalent to one fifth of the entire canton, the 
Maggia Valley is the largest in Ticino. Dominated by 
peaks such as Basòdino (3,273 m), Campo Tencia 
(3,071 m) and Cristallina (2,912 m), its territory 
is shaped by the Maggia River, which rises beneath 
Pizzo Cristallina and flows into Lake Maggiore, 
carving out gorges and river terraces that create 
a unique hydrographic landscape. The altitude 
gradient, from 200 m at the delta to over 3,200 m at 
Basòdino, generates extremely rich and diverse 
environments. Between Cevio and Bignasco, the 

valley branches out into three main directions 
—Lavizzara, Rovana and Bavona— each with its own 
geographical, cultural and settlement characteristics.
The historical settlements are the result of adapta-
tion to extreme geomorphological conditions: 
compact villages, arranged on terraces and alluvial 
fans to minimise the risk of flooding and landslides, 
immersed in a severe natural environment. 
The communal management of woods and pastures 
provided the framework for a subsistence economy 
based on agriculture, livestock farming, transhu-
mance and seasonal emigration.

Between the 19th and 20th centuries, the decline 
of agriculture and heavy emigration depopulated 
numerous villages, leaving vast areas abandoned. 
The gneiss quarrying sector, a historic pillar of 
the local economy, also went through a deep crisis 
and today requires rigorous planning in accordance 
with section V8 of the Piano Direttore Cantonale: 
environmental assessments, landscape restoration 
programmes and coordination with other territorial 
functions are essential to limit the impact and 
safeguard the sustainability of the sector. At the same 
time, tourist pressure has grown: over 200,000 

overnight stays per year and many second homes 
have increased traffic and crowding, posing new and 
significant management challenges.
Hydrogeological safety remains crucial: floods and 
landslides have always marked the valley, but the 
flood of June 2024 was one of the most severe ever, 
with casualties and significant damage to houses 
and infrastructure. The authorities have updated 
hazard maps and promoted reconstruction and 
regeneration measures, supported by organisations 
such as the Fondazione Valle Bavona. In this context, 
the new Visletto Bridge will restore the road link 

and essential services between the lower and upper 
valley, a concrete expression of the determination 
to react and rebuild after the disaster.
On the infrastructure front, there are plans to raise 
the Sambuco Dam, promoted by AET (Azienda 
Elettrica Ticinese): increasing the hydroelectric dam 
by 15 m will raise its storage capacity by 27%, 
but the project has raised significant environmental 
concerns. The Fusio–Ambrì funicular railway, 
designed to connect Lavizzara and Leventina, 
has been suspended after the feasibility study due 
to differing views on the real usefulness of the 

infrastructure. Finally, new hiking trails towards 
Val Formazza and Ossola aim to strengthen 
cross-border networks and integrate slow tourism 
with local resources.
In this scenario, marked by complex challenges, 
the Vallemaggia Masterplan provides the strategic 
framework for collective reflection: supported 
by regional and federal funds, the plan seeks to 
enhance local resources (products, culture, 
landscape) and support responsible revitalisation 
through projects shared by public bodies, municipali-
ties and associations. Many initiatives have been 

launched in recent years: from the restoration of 
rustic buildings to the de-seasonalisation of the 
tourist offer, from the enhancement of historic routes 
to the promotion of events and integrated services 
between residents and visitors. The aim is to give the 
valley a new future and keep its unique identity alive, 
combining protection, innovation and social cohesion.

With an area of just over 100 km², the Onsernone 
Valley is one of the most secluded and wild areas 
of Ticino, carved out by steep slopes, dense forests 
and villages perched on the sides of the gorge 
carved out by the Isorno River. The valley stretches 
for about twenty kilometres from east to west, 
crossing the border with Piedmont at its highest 
point. The so-called “Valle dei Bagni” belongs to Italy, 
but remains historically linked to the Ticino side. 
It is here that the historic Bagni di Craveggia baths 
are located, known for their thermal springs and now 
easily accessible only from Switzerland with a short 

walk from Spruga, while access from Italy requires 
a long hike.
Inaccessibility, a scarcity of arable land and a lack 
of resources have profoundly marked the history 
of the valley, forging tenacious communities. For 
centuries, the inhabitants practiced seasonal male 
emigration —decorators, bricklayers, plasterers— 
and entrusted their livelihood to the straw craft 
industry, a typically female activity that guaranteed 
economic exchanges with Central Europe. Even 
today, the memory of that past can be seen in the 
villages with their wooden balconies and stone walls. 

In the last century, towns such as Berzona and 
Comologno became destinations and refuges for 
leading intellectuals and artists —from Max Frisch 
to Golo Mann, from Alfred Andersch to Elias 
Canetti— thanks in part to the fascinating presence 
of historic buildings such as the “Barca”, which 
during the Second World War and in the years that 
followed welcomed numerous political opponents 
and artists, transforming Onsernone into a crossroads 
of thought and creativity.
Today, the Onsernone Valley is an ideal destination 
for slow, immersive tourism: numerous rustic 

buildings have been restored and a network of 
hostels, refuges and huts enhances both the social 
and landscape aspects of the valley experience. 
Thanks to the centralised management of accom-
modation facilities and projects such as the 
“Via dei Villaggi” —which connects the main villages 
along more than 30 km of hiking trails— forms 
of soft mobility are promoted, supported by the 
Locarno bike-sharing scheme, on-demand transport 
services (Taxi Alpino) and accessibility initiatives to 
which the valley pays particular attention.
The valley’s population, currently around 660–700 

inhabitants, appears fragile and markedly ageing: 
over 40% of the inhabitants are over 65 years old 
and young people remain in the minority, especially 
in the higher villages. However, the valley is trying 
to reverse this trend by promoting initiatives aimed 
at young people and new families, encouraging them 
to settle thanks to the quality of life, well-established 
services and widespread cultural activities involv-
ing both residents and newcomers. Events, pilot  
projects and cultural associations support a vibrant 
community identity.
Economically, the mining sector in Vergelletto, a side 

valley of the Onsernone, is one of the few productive 
activities still in operation, now included in a planning 
framework focused on sustainability. At the same 
time, environmental protection is expressed through 
vast forest reserves —in particular that of Onsernone, 
one of the largest in Ticino— which preserve a rich 
biodiversity, with forests of fir, larch and beech trees 
and numerous protected species. The abundant 
presence of wildlife testifies to the delicate balance 
between human activity and the environment, a core 
value for the valley.
Today, the Onsernone Valley has clear potential: 

nature and history, community spirit and openness 
to innovation make it a region ready to take 
on the complex challenges of the modern world. 
By cultivating its unique characteristics and investing 
in hospitality, sustainability and culture, the valley 
can present itself as a credible model of Alpine rebirth.

The Vira Valley is a small side valley of Gambarogno, 
which originates on the southern slopes of Monte 
Tamaro and descends to Lake Maggiore. It is crossed 
by the Riale di Vira stream, which flows through 
chestnut and beech woods, rocky walls and deep 
gorges, cultivated terraces and small plateaus. 
The valley is a narrow, secluded corridor, a typical 
landscape halfway between the Alps and the lake.
At the bottom of the valley lies the village of Vira, 
with its terraced houses, porticoes, labyrinth of 
narrow alleys and the 17th-century Church of Saints 
Peter and Paul. For centuries, the community has 

lived by combining fishing on the lake with the 
resources of the valley: timber, chestnuts and 
pastures. Rustic houses and farmsteads bear witness 
to the typical subsistence economy of the mountain 
valleys, which during the 20th century gave way 
to a gradual conversion to tourism.
Hiking trails start from the Vira Mountains and climb 
to higher altitudes, reaching Poncino della Croce 
and Cimetto. The Alpe di Neggia, on the other hand, 
is popular in winter for its small ski resort. At 1,395 m, 
it forms a ridge between two basins that both flow 
into Lake Maggiore: on one side is the Valle di Vira 

and on the other is the Val Veddasca, which slopes 
down towards Maccagno on the Italian side. Indemini 
is located at this watershed, an alpine village at 
an altitude of 930 m. Administratively, it is Swiss, but 
geographically it is part of the Italian valley system, 
so much so that until 1917 it could only be reached 
from Italy. If Vira represents the lake side of the 
territory, Indemini embodies the mountain side: 
the valley therefore constitutes the natural corridor 
that holds these two identities together.
Today, the valley is highly appreciated as a leisure 
and tourist destination. Its trails attract walkers and 

families, while the stream has become known for 
soft canyoning. This new sporting vocation goes 
hand in hand with a landscape that remains largely 
intact, preserving the memory of its ancient 
agricultural and forestry use. The challenge for the 
future will be to reconcile this growing tourist 
vocation with the protection of the natural environ-
ment: the restoration of chestnut groves, the care of 
rustic buildings and the maintenance of historic 
trails could preserve the valley’s identity, preventing it 
from becoming a mere recreational appendage to 
the lake shore.

With a view to revitalising the area, the municipality 
of Gambarogno has developed an innovative project 
in recent years to restore abandoned farmhouses 
in the Sciaga mountains, encouraging public-private 
partnerships and the sale of properties on favourable 
terms: a process aimed at enhancing the mountain 
village through architectural restoration and new 
socio-cultural functions. In 2024, a four-year project 
promoted by the Patriziati and the Municipality 
was also launched to protect and enhance the rural, 
historical and natural landscape of Gambarogno, 
with investments aimed at restoring traditional 

buildings, diversifying hiking trails and promoting 
biodiversity, encouraging sustainable management 
and slow tourism.
The area is also facing new challenges: the presence 
of wolves, with increasing predation on the local 
pastoral economy, and the risk of large-scale forest 
fires such as that of 2022, which have made the 
issue of prevention and prudent management of 
natural resources a pressing one.
From the compact centre of Vira to the village 
of Indemini, passing through Alpe di Neggia, the Vira 
Valley embodies a delicate system that links Lake 

Maggiore to the Gambarogno mountains. It is 
precisely in this verticality —from lake to mountain, 
from water to alpine pasture— that the richness 
of a territory capable of recounting the entire 
landscape and cultural spectrum of the region 
on a small scale is revealed. 

The Val d’Isone stretches from the slopes of Monte 
Camoghè, where the Vedeggio River rises, to the 
Bironico plain. This valley, located immediately 
south of Monte Ceneri, represents a transition zone 
between the pre-Alpine environment and the 
agricultural belt at the bottom of the valley, forming 
a side valley relative to the region’s major transit 
routes.
The morphology of the territory is defined by the 
marked altitude gradient that descends from 2,228 
m at Pizzo Camoghè —the highest peak in the Ticino 
Pre-Alps— to the flat areas that mark the lower limit 

of the valley. The entire valley floor is traversed 
by the course of the Vedeggio River, which collects 
the waters of numerous tributaries from the northern 
and southern slopes, regulating much of the local 
water balance. The historic mountain pastures are 
distributed along the middle and upper slopes, while 
vast wooded areas alternate with small meadows 
and pastures; the vegetation varies from high-
altitude larch and beech forests to agricultural plots 
on the plain.
The main settlement coincides with the historic 
centre of Isone, which territorially belongs to 

the Sottoceneri but politically belongs to the district 
of Bellinzona by virtue of an agreement dated 
13 March 1501, when the municipality was detached 
from Lugano and added to Bellinzona. In exchange 
for this arrangement, Bellinzona ceded to Isone 
the management of the ronchi of Camorino, 
Sant’Antonino and Cadenazzo, vast agricultural 
lands that still today represent a lasting and strategic 
link with the territory beyond the Ceneri. Until the 
1960s, transhumance had marked the rhythms 
of local life for centuries, encouraging the formation 
of mountain pastures and rustic dwellings at high 

altitudes and fostering intense relationships between 
the mountain community and the patrician families 
settled in the Sopraceneri.
The recent history of the valley has been marked by 
the construction of the military training ground: 
inaugurated in 1973, this imposing military infrastruc-
ture —covering approximately 20 km²— marked 
the sudden transition of the valley from an agricultural 
vocation to a national reference point for military 
training. The settlement process required lengthy 
negotiations with local authorities and the initial impact 
was ambivalent: while on the one hand it brought 

modern infrastructure, job opportunities for the 
population and contributions to primary services, on 
the other hand it was difficult to accept the coexis-
tence of noisy exercises, the rapid transformation 
of the landscape and the mediation between civil 
and military needs. Over time, forms of collaboration 
have been established that have made it possible 
to integrate the military presence as a resource 
and an element of recognition; however, it remains 
essential to question this presence in order 
to understand the present and future of the valley’s 
spatial identity.

Today, the Val d’Isone faces challenges and 
opportunities common to many side valleys in Ticino, 
albeit with its own specific characteristics: 
the balance between military and civil needs, the 
enhancement of the landscape and rural heritage, 
and the revival of activities compatible with environ-
mental quality. The consolidation of forms of 
collaboration between the local community and the 
army could encourage a less sectoral use of space, 
promoting shared services, cultural initiatives, 
educational programmes and slow tourism projects. 
At the same time, the protection of hydrogeological 

and forestry balances remains a priority for the 
conservation of the territory, while the restoration of 
historic settlements and mountain pastures can 
offer new attractions. The identity of this territory 
will therefore depend on its ability to bring together 
its agricultural roots, military presence and natural 
resources in a perspective of sustainable develop-
ment, capable of viewing the valley as a laboratory 
for coexistence, integration and new planning.

The Capriasca Valley stretches across the pre-Alpine 
hills north of Lugano and is shaped by the Capriasca 
stream, which originates in the area between 
Alpe Matro di Stinchè and the Gola di Lago basin, 
where there is a significant high-altitude peat bog. 
Here, on the flat land shaped by the ancient glacier, 
the humid environment helps to feed the water-
course, which flows southwards and crosses 
the main villages of the valley before joining the 
Cassarate river on its way to Lake Lugano. Although 
it runs naturally downhill towards Lugano, in terms 
of transport links, the valley looks westwards: 

for many residents, the Taverne-Torricella railway 
station is the most convenient point of access 
to the regional network.
In the Middle Ages, Capriasca was organised as 
an autonomous rural community: the statutes of 1358 
regulated the collective management of woods and 
pastures, strengthening the cohesion and autonomy 
of the valley. Over the centuries, the religious 
centrality and vitality of the local communities were 
reflected in the main monuments, such as the 
Romanesque church of Santo Stefano in Tesserete 
and the Capuchin monastery in Bigorio, the first in 

Switzerland and still a spiritual and cultural landmark.
Between the 19th and 20th centuries, the valley 
remained anchored to an agricultural and forest-
ry-pastoral economy. The practice of alpine grazing, 
cheese production and the cultivation of forests 
and terraced fields characterised everyday life, 
together with seasonal emigration, which spread the 
name of Capriasca’s inhabitants throughout the rest 
of Switzerland and abroad. During these same years, 
the painter and illustrator Luigi Rossi created 
numerous works that bear vivid witness to the land-
scape and life in Capriasca.

In recent decades, Capriasca has undergone 
a profound transformation: since the end of the 20th 
century, it has become a residential area appreciated 
for its quality of life, proximity to Lugano and abun-
dance of green spaces. The expansion of construc-
tion, the aggregation process that concluded 
in 2008 with the nine historic municipalities merging 
into the new municipality of Capriasca, the develop-
ment of educational, sporting and cultural services, 
and the population growth of the early 2000s have 
redrawn the balance of the valley. In recent years, 
after reaching a peak, the population has stabilised 

and declined slightly, reflecting the natural decline 
affecting many residential areas in the canton. 
Capriasca remains a territory where rural tradition 
and openness to the future, environmental conserva-
tion and social innovation coexist in dynamic balance.
In environmental and economic terms, Capriasca 
is distinguished by its high forest cover (around 60% 
of the territory) and the implementation of new 
sustainable forest management strategies, such as 
the recent municipal plan that aims to create a short 
timber supply chain and support biodiversity, fire 
prevention and landscape care. In parallel with these 

developments, the region faces new challenges 
related to wildlife, such as the return of the wolf.
Today, Capriasca is a lively community of around 
6,700 inhabitants, spread across numerous historic 
districts and areas of natural beauty, which preserves 
its historical memory and is active in cultural, artistic 
and community life. Preserving heritage, promot-
ing slow mobility and enhancing traditions represent 
a fertile meeting ground between past and future, 
local roots and new opportunities for sustainable 
development. In this perspective, the proximity to 
Lugano encourages dialogue, exchange and 

innovation, placing the valley in a privileged position 
of balance between history, community and urban 
transformation, where it is possible to continue 
investing in quality of life, social openness and 
environmental sustainability.

The Cassarate Valley opens up to the north of Lugano, 
following the course of the river of the same name, 
which rises on the slopes of Gazzirola (2,116 m) and 
San Lucio (1,550 m) in the upper part of Val Colla, 
and flows southwards into the lake. With a length 
of 18.3 km and an average gradient of 7%, the 
Cassarate catchment area —covering 75.2 km²— 
is fed by many tributaries, the main ones being the 
Capriasca, Dino, Vinago and Cassone torrents and 
the Viganello stream. The river has historically 
represented a natural axis around which the identity 
of the entire region has been shaped, and today 

it expresses a concrete continuity between the 
pre-Alpine belt and urban life in Lugano.
In recent years, the valley has been the subject 
of redevelopment projects that aim to transform the 
Cassarate from a simple watercourse into a new 
green infrastructure and a space of cohesion 
for Grande Lugano. The Raggio Verde project and 
numerous other interventions are restoring the 
Cassarate’s central role as a link between the peaks 
of Val Colla and the shores of the lake, character-
ising it as an urban ecological axis to promote slow 
mobility, biodiversity, leisure and socialising.

This vision is fully embraced and relaunched 
by the new Municipal Master Plan (PDCOM), which 
places the valley and the Cassarate at the centre 
of a landscape and urban strategy for the future 
of Lugano, integrating green networks, slow routes, 
ecological infrastructure and widespread acces-
sibility in its constellations of neighbourhoods, 
with the aim of restoring continuity to a territory that 
—after the three phases of aggregation (2004, 
2008 and 2013)— has become extremely diverse, 
ranging from the lake to the over 2,000 metres of 
Camoghè. In this context, new cycle and pedestrian 

bridges in the upper part of the Cassarate aim to 
enhance the connection between the two banks and 
promote mobility and enjoyment of the landscape 
even beyond the urban area.
This contemporary enhancement of the Cassarate 
as a space for urban cohesion and connection is the 
result of over a century of systematic redevelopment 
and protection of the area: in the second half of the 
19th century, the valley was subject to significant 
hydrogeological instability, with landslides and floods 
repeatedly affecting both the villages and Lugano 
itself. In 1881, the first major coordinated forestry 

and hydraulic restoration projects began, initiating 
an uninterrupted series of reforestation, weir and 
canalisation works. The current Cassarate Valley and 
Gulf of Lugano Consortium, which brings together 
these skills and extends its management to more 
than 10,000 hectares, was only formally established 
in 1997, but it continues an operational tradition 
that has made it possible to drastically reduce risks 
and fully develop the urbanisation of the area.
The valley also preserves historical traces of its 
cultural landscape: the remains of mills bear witness 
to the ancient use of water power, while the disused 

Lugano-Tesserete and Lugano-Cadro-Dino railway 
lines are reminders of a time when the valley was 
a corridor of mobility and economic development. 
Today, major infrastructure projects such as the 
Vedeggio-Cassarate Tunnel have profoundly rede-
fined the geography of connections between the 
valley, the city and the surrounding areas, trans-
forming the valley into a strategic hub for contempo-
rary mobility.
The Cassarate Valley is now a hybrid and polycentric 
territory, where the river acts as an ecological and 
infrastructural backbone, connecting the mountains 

and the lake and integrating different realities along 
the entire valley axis. In this space, the variety of 
landscapes and settlements opens up new opportu-
nities for living, residential attractiveness and renewed 
forms of sociality, thus reflecting the challenges and 
potential of a constantly evolving balance between 
nature, urbanisation and community life. 

The Magliasina Valley lies in Malcantone, a region 
of Sottoceneri between Lakes Lugano (Ceresio) 
and Maggiore, along the winding course of the 
Magliasina stream. Its sources are located at over 
1,600 metres above sea level on the Tre Pezzi alp, 
on the southern slopes of Monte Gradiccioli. 
From here, the river winds its way for about 16 km 
through a shallow but steep-sided valley before 
flowing into Lake Lugano between Magliaso 
and Caslano, creating the last natural delta of Ceresio. 
The catchment area, despite its limited size, offers 
an exceptional variety of environments: mixed 

deciduous forests; floodplain areas of national 
importance (Vezio-Aranno and the mouth of 
the Magliasina), panoramic viewpoints, meadows 
and cultivated terraces. The valley thus plays an 
essential ecological role, forming a corridor of 
biodiversity that connects the pre-Alpine areas to 
Ceresio.
The historic centres scattered from Alto Malcantone 
to the mouth of the river often bear traces of a 
valuable architectural heritage, with compact stone 
villages, courtyards and cobbled alleys, ancient 
Romanesque churches and interesting rural buildings. 

These settlements bear witness to a long history 
of community life based on subsistence farming and 
seasonal emigration, a phenomenon that between 
the 19th and 20th centuries involved men from all 
areas of the building trade. The Malcantone Museum 
in Curio documents this historical and cultural 
heritage with great precision, which today consti-
tutes a strong identity value but also a challenge: 
if left unchecked, building pressure and the demand 
for new housing risk compromising the authenticity 
of built landscapes that still retain a deep sense 
of continuity and belonging.

In recent years, the valley has become attractive to 
those seeking an alternative to the Lugano property 
market. This proximity has its roots in the subur-
banisation processes that began in the 1950s and 
1960s, especially along the Bioggio-Ponte Tresa 
foothill axis, and more gradually along the routes 
towards the Middle Malcantone. The area is now 
functionally part of the Lugano urban sphere: 
easy transport links, infrastructure (such as the 
Lugano- Ponte Tresa railway), a beautiful natural 
setting and well-preserved historic centres attract 
many young families, who see these places as 

offering the possibility of a more balanced life 
without sacrificing proximity to the city. This dynamic 
is triggering unprecedented tensions in the property 
market, making it necessary to reflect on innova-
tive and sustainable housing policies that can 
improve both the quality of life and the enhancement 
of historic centres.
However, this potential residential development 
comes on top of existing significant traffic pressure: 
car traffic, intensified by cross-border flows, has 
long been a critical issue for Malcantone. 
The increase in residents and internal commuters 

risks further aggravating already very delicate 
situations, especially during rush hour along historic 
infrastructure not designed to support such volumes 
of traffic; narrow roads through historic centres 
pose serious problems of liveability and safety. 
It is therefore important today to thoroughly analyse 
the infrastructure system in order to devise more 
appropriate mobility strategies.
The Magliasina Valley is therefore a landscape in 
transformation, where tradition and modernity, 
historic centres and new housing needs, natural 
landscapes and accessibility issues represent 

polarities that need to be harmonised, in keeping 
with the valley’s layered history and the fascinating 
richness of its villages.

The Tresa Valley stretches around the only natural 
outlet of Lake Lugano, which flows from the small 
sub-basin of Ponte Tresa to Lake Maggiore, crossing 
a border area between Ticino and Lombardy. 
Water management is regulated by the sluice gates 
at Ponte Tresa and the dam of the Creva hydro-
electric power station in Luino: two fundamental 
elements in ensuring the balance and hydrogeologi-
cal safety of the lakeside areas.
Over the centuries, the villages of Croglio, Sessa, 
Monteggio and Ponte Tresa have developed around 
the river and have gradually become part of a complex 

cross-border reality, moving away from their rural 
economies. Daily traffic between the two sides of 
the border is particularly heavy: on average, around 
25,000 vehicles per day cross the Ponte Tresa 
viaduct, of which 13,000 are headed towards 
customs and 12,000 towards the valley. To respond 
to this pressure, the “Eureka” project proposes 
a structural intervention: an underground bypass to 
divert traffic away from the town centre, an intermodal 
hub serving the FLP tram-train, the demolition 
of the current viaduct, the redevelopment of the lake-
front and Piazza Municipio, as well as new connec-

tions and a cycle-pedestrian bridge linking the new 
station with Lavena. The aim is to relieve traffic 
congestion and restore centrality and liveability to 
the village and the entire valley.
The course of the Tresa river contains areas of 
exceptional environmental value: between 
Croglio and Monteggio there is a federally protected 
floodplain area, rich in aquatic habitats, riparian 
forests, oxbow lakes and small historic agricul-
tural plots. Approximately 80% of this area is 
subject to specific protection measures, while over 
20% of the habitats are classified as vulnerable 

or threatened. The Tresa also acts as an ecological 
corridor, promoting the migration of fish fauna 
thanks to targeted interventions to remove obstacles, 
restore the morphological and functional continuity 
of the secondary branches of the riverbed, and 
specialist monitoring to ensure the continuity 
of natural flows. This environmental heritage is part 
of a cross-border ecological network connecting 
Malcantone and Italy, linking two river basins of 
European importance. The INTERREG Italy-Swit-
zerland project also fits into this context, promoting 
shared management of hydrogeological safety, 

strengthening ecological continuity, and coordinated 
monitoring of the territory.
At the same time, the municipality of Tresa is investing 
in the expansion and upgrading of essential services 
and facilities: the 2025-29 Financial Plan provides 
for interventions worth CHF 16.4 million, with priority 
given to the renovation of schools (the Lüsc school 
centre in Croglio and the former primary school 
in Ponte Tresa, to be converted into a nursery 
and space for the elderly), traffic-calming measures 
in neighbourhoods, and the modernisation of 
recreational and sports facilities. Discussions are 

also underway on optimising waste management, 
administrative rationalisation, and initiatives to attract 
new residents and businesses, taking advantage 
of the availability of building land and still affordable 
rents.
Today, the Tresa Valley is a cross-border pilot case, 
where landscape, services and infrastructure come 
together to build a new territorial identity capable 
of bringing nature and community together. 
This perspective has been strengthened by 
the aggregation process completed in 2021, which 
brought together the municipalities of Croglio, 

Monteggio, Ponte Tresa and Sessa into the single 
municipality of Tresa, enhancing the institutional 
and planning capacity of the valley and optimising 
territorial and service management. 

The Mara Valley takes its name from the stream 
of the same name, which rises on Monte Sighignola 
and flows into Lake Lugano, in the territory of the 
new municipality of Val Mara, created in 2022 from 
the merger of Maroggia, Melano and Rovio. 
The environment is a delicate balance between lake 
and mountain: from the calm, wide waters of the 
lake, the valley rises gently towards the slopes 
of Monte Generoso and Sighignola, where the space 
narrows abruptly, wedged between rocky walls and 
shady passages.
Along this altitude progression, there are two historic 

villages. Arogno, at the foot of Monte Sighignola, 
is built on south-facing terraces and is the starting 
point of the only Swiss road leading to Caprino, 
on the eastern shore of Lake Lugano. Caprino is 
home to typical cellars, where wine and agricultural 
products are stored, and the historic former 
Ronchetti quarry, from which “Caprino stone” was 
extracted. This stone was widely used in the 
construction of prestigious residential and public 
buildings in Lugano, thanks mainly to its transport by 
lake. Rovio, on the other hand, lies on the slopes 
of Monte Generoso and is surrounded by terraced 

hills covered with vineyards overlooking Lake 
Lugano.
In addition to connecting these historic centres, the 
valley has always served as a link between Mendrisio 
region, Lombardy and Lake Lugano Ceresio, 
promoting cross-border mobility and exchange 
between neighbouring regions. This vocation for 
connection is also reflected in the structure 
of the rural landscapes and historic centres, shaped 
by a long interaction between communities and 
the environment. However, while settlements and 
agricultural practices were once in balance with the 

territory, in recent decades urbanisation and new 
infrastructure have introduced profound trans-
formations and discontinuities, posing unprecedented 
challenges to the unity and planning of the valley’s 
landscape.
Between the late 19th century and the post-war 
period, Arogno was the main watchmaking centre 
in Ticino: the historic factory founded in 1873, which 
was moved from the Jura with dozens of workers 
and machinery, became the industrial heart 
of the village. Together with a second factory, the two 
plants employed over 300 workers at their peak. 

Recently, the main factory building has been 
at the centre of debated redevelopment projects, 
a sign of the importance of this industrial heritage 
in the local community.
The extensive network of hiking trails offers a 
dynamic spatial interpretation of the area: the trails 
start in Rovio and lead to Monte Generoso, such as 
the “Gianola Trail” (Sentiero Gianola), or head 
towards the Muggio Valley, passing through woods, 
mountain pastures and historic buildings such as 
the Romanesque chapel of San Vigilio (11th century). 
These paths create a sequence of open and built 

spaces that enhance the different scales of the 
landscape, from architectural details to panoramic 
views.
Today, the Mara Valley is a popular destination for 
hikers, families and geology and nature enthusiasts. 
The landscapes, which are generally well preserved, 
reflect a certain harmony between the natural 
environment, rural history and settlements. 
The challenge for the future lies in being able to 
enhance these places in a sustainable way: 
preserving the architectural heritage and revitalising 
it through sensitive contemporary additions, 

maintaining the paths, and promoting the establish-
ment of new cultural activities, to prevent the valley 
from being attractive only to commuters and hurried 
tourists. From the lake shore to the terraces and 
paths leading up to Monte Generoso, the Mara 
Valley encapsulates the spatial and cultural essence 
of “Mendrisiotto”, which today awaits the opportunity 
to express its full potential. 

The Gaggiolo Valley is distinguished by its dual nature: 
on the one hand, it coincides with the hydrographic 
basin of the stream of the same name and, 
on the other hand, from an administrative and 
functional point of view, it is linked to the hilly areas 
that descend towards the railway and urban centre 
of Mendrisio, detaching itself from the river course to 
integrate into the region’s infrastructural and 
socio-economic system.
Geographically, the valley originates on the southern 
slope of Monte San Giorgio, in the territory of Meride. 
The Gaggiolo flows through the Porina, Tremona 

and Arzo valleys, in a landscape marked by woods, 
agricultural areas and historic villages. Once it crosses 
the Swiss border, the stream takes the name Clivio, 
flowing through the Lombardy municipalities 
of Saltrio, Clivio, Viggiù and Cantello. It temporarily 
re-enters Switzerland at Stabio, before being safely 
channelled into the Val Morea following embank-
ment works carried out after historic floods. In this 
section, the Gaggiolo accompanies the route of the 
former Valmorea railway, crosses Bizzarone, 
Rodero and Cagno, and flows into the Olona near 
Malnate as the Lanza. The identity of the stream 

is linked to its continuous crossings of the border, 
where nature, landscape and settlements blend 
together in the space shared by the two states.
The morphology of the valley is typical of fluvio-glacial 
territories, with alluvial deposits alternating with 
mixed forests, fertile plains, morainic hills and still 
clearly recognisable agricultural areas. From an 
environmental point of view, the landscape 
has significant biodiversity, with wetlands and riparian 
environments that constitute important areas of 
refuge and ecological connection. In Lombardy, 
the territory is protected by the Parco Valle del Lanza 

(Lanza Valley Park), established in 2002, which 
encompasses over a thousand hectares of wetlands, 
forests and industrial archaeology; at the same time, 
cooperation projects with Ticino institutions reinforce 
the cross-border dimension.
Historically, the Swiss valley floor was populated 
by rural settlements distributed along the most fertile 
and strategic areas, where the presence of water 
favoured the development of mills, agriculture and 
crafts. Its border location made the valley a natural 
area of passage and exchange, reinforced by 
customs and, at the beginning of the 20th century, 

by the arrival of the Valmorea railway. Recent trans-
formations have integrated the rural past with modern 
infrastructure, maintaining a fabric that reflects 
the alternation between tradition and the needs of 
cross-border mobility.
In recent decades, the area has seen a progressive 
concentration of collective, economic and mobility 
activities towards Mendrisio and its railway axis. 
While the historic Swiss centres developed along the 
Gaggiolo, most services and growth prospects are 
now linked to the railway valley floor and international 
transport networks.

From a tourism perspective, the valley offers potential 
for development: the Serpiano cable car, which 
connects the San Giorgio plateau to Brusino Arsizio, 
is a privileged access point to Lake Lugano and the 
nearby conference and wellness facilities; the 
Meride Fossil Museum, an international reference 
point for the study of Monte San Giorgio, a Unesco 
site, and the Arzo quarries, now redeveloped with 
guided tours and events, bear witness to the long 
tradition of mining and craftsmanship.
Today, the area faces the challenge of integrating 
environmental enhancement, biodiversity protection, 

historical preservation and the coexistence 
of agricultural traditions and new economies, 
in a cross-border, sustainable and shared perspec-
tive. The contrast between natural identity 
and administrative organisation is probably the 
defining feature and main development opportunity 
of the valley.

The Muggio Valley, the southernmost valley in the 
canton of Ticino, stretches between the Breggia 
Gorges and Monte Generoso, in a pre-Alpine 
setting that varies between approximately 300 and 
1,700 metres above sea level. At its entrance lies 
the Breggia Gorge Park: 1.5 km² of woods and trails 
between Balerna and Morbio, with spectacular 
geological formations, educational trails and historical 
sites such as the Ghitello Mill and the former cement 
factory. The valley, which includes nine historic 
rural villages, is an emblematic example of a well-pre-
served cultural landscape, so much so that it was 

designated “Landscape of the Year” in 2014 by the 
Swiss Foundation for Landscape Conservation. 
The geomorphology is typical of the limestone 
Pre-Alps: undulating and steep slopes covered with 
deciduous trees, wet and dry ecosystems, and 
agricultural terraces.
The valley is distinguished by its remarkable 
botanical and faunal richness, favoured by the variety 
of grassland, woodland and wetland environments. 
Birch, elm, beech, chestnut and hazel trees, pastures 
and flower-filled meadows provide a habitat for 
numerous species of birds and small mammals, 

with a significant return of roe deer, red deer, wild 
boar and chamois in recent decades. The identity of 
the area is marked by the layout of rural settlements 
on terraces above the Breggia River and by a built 
heritage that reflects the consistent and effec-
tive use of traditional techniques. Among the most 
characteristic features are the nevère, cylindrical 
stone structures for storing ice and foodstuffs, 
which have been catalogued and promoted by 
the Muggio Valley Ethnographic Museum (MEVM) 
as evidence of a community’s ingenuity in coping 
with environmental conditions.

In recent years, the valley has distinguished itself for 
its innovation in hospitality: the Albergo Diffuso 
Monte Generoso involves a network of renovated 
structures in historic centres such as Scudellate 
(Osteria Manciana, Ostello, Casa dei Gelsi), Alpe di 
Caviano and Cà Nani in Casima, with further 
developments underway. Launched in 2017 by 
municipalities, patrician families, private individuals 
and foundations, the project renovates historic 
buildings and supports a supply chain that generates 
employment and revives the local identity, presenting 
itself as a model for the Alps.

Climbing towards Monte Generoso, along the trails 
of a hiking network that promotes slow tourism 
and traditional practices, signs of abandoned 
pastures and mountain pastures alternate with rural 
and environmental restoration projects. An important 
element in the memory of the valley is the cross- 
border relationship between Scudellate and 
Erbonne, in the Intelvi Valley, connected by a historic 
cycle and pedestrian bridge renovated in 2005 and at 
the centre of Interreg projects. These two centres, 
divided administratively but united for centuries 
by family ties, primary services (school, cemetery), 

religious practices and events such as smuggling, 
represent a virtuous model of Alpine collaboration, 
which takes the form of regular meetings between 
administrations for the joint revitalisation of trails and 
hospitality.
Today, the Muggio Valley is an attractive residential 
area for those who work in Mendrisiotto and the 
cross-border area: environmental quality, accessibility 
to services and widespread residentiality have 
ensured a demographic stability that is unusual 
for other Ticino valleys. Development prospects are 
based on quality agriculture, short supply chains and 

widespread hospitality, with the aim of strengthening 
the economic and social fabric. The future appears 
to be linked to an integrated strategy that combines 
landscape protection, rural enhancement and 
cultural heritage, in line with the principles of  
sustainability, tourism innovation and community 
memory, in order to consolidate the identity of 
a valley capable of renewing itself while maintaining 
contact with its roots.

Possible research topics common 
to the 16 valleys
While it is true that each valley has its own unique 
features —linked to its morphology, settlement 
history, and the economic and cultural processes 
that have slowly shaped its identity over time— it is 
also possible to identify some recurring issues that 
can assume a transversal significance and offer 
common points for reflection throughout the entire 
diploma project. The topics listed below constitute 
an open repertoire of possible research directions 
which, although they need to be adapted to the local 
context, allow the system of the sixteen valleys 
to be read as a continuous and coherent whole, 
facing a series of challenges and opportunities that 
today affect the entire Alpine arc, if not all mountain 
areas in a broader sense.

Depopulation of Alpine valleys
Youth emigration and an ageing population are two 
structural phenomena that have been threatening 
the socio-economic vitality of the valleys for years. 
Countermeasures can be explored, ranging from 
improving basic services to promoting local 
entrepreneurship and exploring new ways of living 
and working (smart working, co-housing, neo-rurality), 
capable of encouraging new inhabitants to stay 
or return permanently.

Climate change and hydrogeological risks
Alpine valleys are among the areas most exposed to 
the effects of climate change: glacier melt, extreme 
weather events, landslides and floods are calling into 
question the habitability and safety of many areas. 
Design can play a crucial role, not only in the 
concrete mitigation of risk, but above all in the ability 
to integrate such measures while respecting the 
settlement and infrastructure characteristics of each 
context.

Enhancing the built heritage
The built heritage of the valleys —often underused 
or abandoned— represents a valuable cultural and 
material resource. It includes vernacular architecture, 
historic infrastructure and military fortifications, 
as well as significant works of 20th-century 
architecture and engineering. This heritage can act 
as a driving force for the definition of new centres, 
the reconstruction of a sense of belonging and 
the launch of a new tourist and cultural season for 
the valleys.

Enhancement of abandoned landscape 
heritage
Pastures, terraces, historic paths and other forms 
of built landscape bear witness to the long process 
of domestication of nature that has made these 
valleys habitable. Their gradual disappearance, 
due to structural changes in economic conditions, 
represents not only an ecological loss but also a 
cultural one. Projects may explore recovery strategies 
that focus on biodiversity, quality agriculture and 
the slow enjoyment of the territory.

Road network and cross-connections
Many valleys suffer from internal isolation and a lack 
of lateral connections between the different valley 
basins. It is necessary to move beyond an infrastruc-
ture approach focused exclusively on the valley 
floors, promoting a more widespread and accessible 
network —based on the cross-cutting enhancement 
of public transport and soft mobility— capable 
of strengthening the interconnections and proximity 
between the valleys.

Sustainable tourism
When geared towards models that respect the 
environment and local communities, tourism can be 
a valuable resource. The aim is to imagine wide-
spread forms of hospitality and authentic experi-
ences linked to the characteristics of the landscape 
and the culture of the places, avoiding rapid 
and uncritical exploitation that risks resulting in the 
irreversible sell-off of the territory.

Local services and quality of life
The survival and revitalisation of valleys depend 
heavily on the presence of schools, shops, clinics, 
community spaces, bars and other social and cultural 
facilities. Projects may explore both more stable 
settlement models and more flexible and hybrid 
arrangements (community cooperatives, multifunc-
tional spaces, mobile services), with the aim of 
improving the quality of life in the most remote areas.

Exploitation of local resources
Wood, water, quarries, agricultural and craft products 
are historical resources of the valleys, which are 
often underutilised today. Design can help to rethink 
local supply chains, capable of generating circular 
economies and territorial roots, in line with the 
principles of environmental and economic sustaina-
bility.

Energy and ecological transition
Alongside the historic presence of hydroelectric 
power, new issues related to photovoltaics —such 
as the use of dam surfaces for energy capture 
or the construction of high-altitude solar parks— 
and wind energy are now emerging in the valleys. 
The challenge for architectural design is to 
develop spatial strategies capable of integrating 
these technologies into the Alpine landscape with 
sensitivity, awareness and quality.

Cross-border dimension
The Canton of Ticino has close and long-standing 
ties with its neighbouring regions. The valleys 
bordering Italy are affected by constant flows 
of people, goods and services. Design can help to 
reorganise these relationships, promoting more 
efficient and symmetrical exchanges, overcoming 
inefficiencies and enhancing the potential offered 
by proximity.

Administrative reorganisation
The processes of municipal aggregation 
—already underway or in development— represent 
an important opportunity to rethink the territory. 
They can provide leverage for reorganising services, 
infrastructure, planning tools and spatial arrange-
ments, creating a new intermediate scale between 
the municipal and cantonal levels.

Parks and protected areas
Regional and cross-border parks, in the various 
forms provided for by Swiss law, can now serve 
as important platforms for rethinking the canton 
as a whole. They offer an opportunity to develop 
coordinated policies for biodiversity protection, 
environmental education, tourism and land 
regeneration.
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