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Context 
Castel del Giudice is a small mountain municipality in Molise, an Italian region.  

 
Figure 1. The study area 
 

The 58.2 % of Italy's territory is mountainous, with a population of 14 million inhabitants 

living in over 4,200 municipalities.  

According to the latest data processed by ISTAT, in mountain municipalities above 600 

metres above sea level with a population of less than 3,000 inhabitants the demographic 

decline is even more pronounced (-6.59% equal to -6,488 inhabitants). 

Alto Molise is the northernmost part of inland Molise and comprises a series of 

municipalities coinciding with the mountain community of the same name, with an average 

altitude of almost one thousand meters above sea level. This area is composed for the most 

part of mountainous and wooded territory that occupies a large part of the total surface 

area. The migratory flow of the last century has increasingly depopulated this area, 

drastically reducing the number of its inhabitants, and this has had a considerable impact on 

the layout of the territory and the quality of the crops. From the early years of the 20th 

century until the 1960s, depopulation due to emigration returned much of the land 

cultivated for centuries to the woods 
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Castel del Giudice is an Italian town 800 meters above sea level, the total area of the 

territory is 14,811, in the province of Isernia (nuts2 level), in Molise Region (Nuts3 level), on 

the border with Abruzzo. The town is near the National Park of Abruzzo, Lazio and Molise2; 

three state reserves of Collemeluccio3, Montedimezzo4 and Pesche5, Regional reserve of 

Callora river and 33 Natura 2000 areas6 are in the same Province of Isernia. Being at the 

border with another region (Abruzzo) not all the areas are close to Castel del Giudice, that is  

forty minutes’ drive from Isernia, one hour and twenty minutes’ drive from Campobasso, 

two hours from Naples and three from Rome. 

The population counts 3247 inhabitants (167 male, 157 women, average age 49 years old); 

there are 21,8 inhabitants per square meter; Total resident population by age classes (0-14 

33; 15-64.  203 inhabitants; 65 and > 88). 

From 2001, the % of inhabitants less than 5 years old has increased from 2,55% to 3.48% 

(+36%) while in the whole region of Molise the % decreased of 21% and in the province of 

Isernia the population decreased of the 13%.  In the same time frame, the resident 

population having 75 years old or more decreased from 23.51% to 16.77% (-29%), while in 

the whole Molise increased of 33% and in the province of Isernia of the 24%. The 20% of the 

population over 18 years old is graduated (49 over 245). 

Comparing 2018 and 2019, the occupation rate increased from 39,8% (112 occupied over 

281) to 42,8% (137 over 285) in 2019  

For what concerns official data8  for young people (15-29) in 2020, the Molise region has  

 an occupation rate of 24, 

 an activity rate of 31.3% 

 an unemployment rate of 22.7%.  

                                                      
1 https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/156224 
2 http://www.parcoabruzzo.it/ 
3 http://www.parks.it/riserva.statale.collemeluccio/index.php 
4 http://www.parks.it/riserva.statale.montedimezzo/index.php 
5 http://www.parks.it/riserva.statale.pesche/index.php 
6 http://www.parks.it/regione.molise/index.php?prov=IS 
7 http://demo.istat.it/pop2018/index3.html 
8 dati-giovani.istat.it 
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The same data for the province of Isernia are lower for the occupation rate (19.7%), while 

activity rate is in line with the provincial date (32.4%) (in the previous years was over 40%) 

and the unemployment rate was 22.7% 

The case of Castel del Giudice should be analysed in the context of the internal areas of the 

Apennine mountainous zone, which are characterised by depopulation, an ageing population 

and high youth unemployment, with greater emphasis on small towns. The municipal council 

of small villages normally has a limited budget and a limited planning capacity, often 

oriented to the maintenance of public spaces, having to refer to the Province, the Region 

and the national government to promote development projects involving the territory and 

infrastructures. In this context, from a cultural point of view, in the absence of economic 

activity and faced with progressive depopulation, cultural activities are often reduced to 

traditional and religious events. 

From an economic point of view, the villages of the internal areas similar to Castel del 

Giudice, especially in the south, suffer from a strong migration of young people towards the 

big centres and the north in order to have access to an adequate level of education and to 

have job opportunities. The consequence is the absence of schools and school bus services 

for children, and of hospitals and other health facilities for the elderly, to which is added the 

lack of transport infrastructure, including road maintenance, as well as that of public 

services. Usually, infrastructural isolation also leads to the abandonment of agricultural 

activities and land, resulting in a lack of landscape maintenance and in some case in more 

difficult access to markets.  

In the case of Castel del Giudice, the infrastructural isolation is limited to the connection 

with the rest of the Province of Isernia, while the strada statale (one-lane state highway) 652 

is only 10 km away: so in approximately one hour it would be possible to reach the two main 

toll highways as the A1 Autosole and the Adriatica A14.  
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Methodology 
Nineteen interviews were conducted with key informants and actors involved in the 

activities and the projects implemented in Castel del Giudice. The interviewees were 

reached by the snowball method. As part of the case study, a focus group has been carried 

out (on June 17, 2021) and a meeting to present research findings and gathering feedbacks 

from the participants has been undertaken (on July 15, 2021). 

Due to the epidemic situation all the interviews were conducted online or by telephone; the 

focus group and the final meeting were also organised online. 
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Origin of the Practice 

Origin of the idea 

The administrative and political context is central in the case of Castel del Giudice: the 

experience stems from the centrality of the initiative of the municipal administration, which 

is directly elected with a civic list since the approval of Law No 81 of 25 March 1993 on the 

“Direct election of the mayor, the president of the province, the municipal council and the 

provincial council”. Since the introduction of the new electoral law, the citizens of Castel del 

Giudice were able to directly administrate the municipality: 

“In 1995 we succeeded in broadening our horizons with the entry of a new mayor and several 

young people of the time: everyone made their experience and professional skills available to 

carry out a project at a collective level too” (IT5C / Int.2). 

The origin of the practice in Castel del Giudice has three main elements.  

First, in the field of apple production, the company “Società Agricola Melise srl” was set up 

with the aim of recovering about 40 hectares of abandoned pastures and farmland in Castel 

del Giudice to cultivate organic apples. Melise s.r.l. was founded in November 2003. In this 

case, the citizens were actively involved in the project, and through forms of popular 

shareholding it was possible to set up Melise, a public-private enterprise (2 entrepreneurs 

who have succeeded each other over time and 75 citizens). The idea comes from an 

agricultural entrepreneur producing apples in the Trentino region (which counts on the 70% 

of the Italian production of apples) who identify the Alto Molise region as an area with the 

characteristics to replicate an apple production plant. The aim of the Melise s.r.l. is to grow 

organic apples on areas of abandoned agricultural land, which as discussed earlier, is a 

particular problem in the whole Alto Molise Region and it was a specifically issue in Castel 

del Giudice.  

The whole ethos of this social business is founded upon three main principles: 1) to respect 

the environment and local territorial context; 2) to create quality organic apples on land that 

otherwise would remain abandoned; and 3) to demonstrate that ethical choices pay off and 

that local economic development can take place in a small, rural municipality.  

Thanks to this project, Castel del Giudice has become part of the Associazione Città del Bio 

(Association of Organic Cities) and was awarded the "Futuro italiano" (Italian Future) prize 
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for territorial innovation by Legambiente, ANCI and Symbola, as well as the Premio Comuni 

Virtuosi 2015. The apple trees were planted on land between 700 and 900 metres above sea 

level that had resisted natural reforestation due to the abandonment of farming and 

pastoral activities. And after Melise, it was the turn of the community beehive and the 

"Maltolento" agricultural brewery, where everything from barley to hops is grown locally. 

Second, a public-private construction company was set up in the year 2000, to convert the 

disused primary school in the village, which was closed due to the lack of pupils in the 

village, into an assisted care residence (RSA) for local elderly people. The RSA San Nicola is 

jointly owned by the municipality of Castel del Giudice (30 per cent), by the inhabitants of 

Castel del Giudice and by an entrepreneur.  

The mayor proposes to get out of the health plan of the Molise Region that foresaw the 

construction of 22 RSA1 throughout the region that represented intermediate structures 

with respect to a general reorganization of the territorial health system, asking to the Region 

to be authorized to build the RSA with their own funds, which is madness. The 1.5m Euros 

financial investment needed to carry out the conversion work was provided for by the initial 

share capital of the municipality and the private partner. In addition, funds were raised by 

the residents of the village investing in the company becoming shareholders in the social 

venture. Also, a ten-year mortgage loan was granted to RSA San Nicola, which the 

Municipality guaranteed as requirement of the credit lending institution. The residential 

facility provides a range of services including accommodation and health care assistance and 

support to elderlies and disabled people. Given the demographic profile of the Alto Molise 

area and the Castel del Giudice in particular, such a facility provide a crucial public service for 

which demand is likely to increase in coming years. Without the development of socially 

innovative public-private enterprise, the facility would almost certainly not have been 

developed and the disused primary school would have remained derelict. This approach is 

opposite to the practice of privatising old school buildings in most Italian municipalities.  

Third, in the tourism sector, the public-private company Vello S.p.a. was opened in 2016 to 

create a widespread hotel (“albergo diffuso”) called Bogo Tufi. An extract from the website 

                                                      
1 Health care residences, abbreviated as RSAs, introduced in Italy in the mid-1990s, are non-hospital facilities 
with a health care imprint, which host non-self-sufficient people for a period varying from a few weeks to an 
indefinite period of time, who cannot be cared for at home and who require specific medical care from several 
specialists and articulated health care. 
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explains the concept: Borgo Tufi is born from the recovery of the old abandoned stables 

located on the edge of the village an historic town in Castel del Giudice in the Italian region 

of Molise. It has been transformed and restored into an “albergo diffuso” - a hotel consisting 

of houses located throughout the village. The hotel/village has been rebuilt in sympathy with 

its historic landscape, using autochthonous materials, thus also foreshadowing an 

environmental redevelopment operation. This part of the village has been restored in its 

historic setting, integrating anti-earthquake structures. Contemporary design blends with 

period details in the reception, meeting room and public spaces. The company used recycled 

local stone and reintegrated period features during the restoration. Borgo Tufi is the 

showcase that contains all the will of the territory not to give up and shows the development 

project of Castel del Giudice.  Most of the tourists are coming due to the proximity to the 

slopes of alpine skiing, as those of Roccaraso 20 minutes away and those of cross-country 

skiing of Capracotta. Actually, the structure is aiming above all at a new sustainable tourism 

that brings together environmental aspects, trekking, rafting, gastronomy and local 

traditions with a view to balanced integration of the area's resources. 

The common theme to the three interesting examples of the social innovation in Castel del 

Giudice is the fact that the participatory approach has been fundamental to create the 

respective public-private social enterprises. Each was set up in partnership with the 

municipality and the mayor; the local community and other key sectoral stakeholders in the 

agricultural, social care and tourism fields. The Castel del Giudice case, therefore, is 

significant in terms of social innovation because it illustrates how a tiny remote, rural 

municipality, facing significant demographic challenges with an ageing population and 

limited development opportunities can develop a proactive local development strategy.  

 

Promoters, motivations/targets 

Apart from the Melise srl, that in the initial phase can be re-conducted to the initiative of the 

entrepreneur from the North of Italy, all the development project of Castel del Giudice can 

be re-conducted to the local community which was motivated to oppose the phenomenon 

of depopulation by focusing on the creation of job opportunities.  
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Other support actors, as Legambiente and Volape, supported the construction of a 

community apiary not so much to bring the inhabitants back to Castel del Giudice but more 

to bring people back to the countryside in the nearby territories of the village where the 

abandonment is even more serious than the inhabited areas of these rural centres. 
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Actors Involved 

Description of actors involved 

The centrality' of the action is up to the municipal council and in particular to the mayor, as 

direct expression of the community of the citizens of Castel del Giudice of which it tries to 

value the abilities and the professional experience.  

The discourse is that the municipal administration becomes the propulsive center of all 

initiatives because it is the founding partner of Melise srl, the RSA San Nicola, Borgo Tufi and 

many other initiatives. In this sense, the local administration is acting as a policy lab, open to 

experiment innovative solutions to open up to new opportunities for the community: 

“The idea is that we have to put in place new processes, do something new or that has never 

been done in the past, maybe even experiment new models that are not yet defined: a small 

village can also make mistake, since there is still time to recover” (IT5C / Int. 4). 

Local entrepreneurs are another relevant actor because many of the initiatives are based on 

the capital invested by those who are defined as affective entrepreneurs, i.e. those who 

intend to return opportunities to their territory of origin without requiring immediate profits 
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Style of farming and activities promoted  

Resources activated/adaptability 

Since 1995 there has been a thread of continuity in everything and for everything; every year 

the relationship between the public administration and the various subjects, that in these 25 

years have interacted with the administration, has become stronger and stronger.  

Castel del Giudice, unlike many other situations in the centre south of Italy, manages to use 

in a very timely manner both community funds, both the resources of the municipality, both 

the resources made available by the Molise Region, at the same time involving private 

entrepreneurs who have invested many resources from their own pockets regardless of then 

economic returns. Public resources are tools to facilitate development and investment, but 

should not be the end but the means to achieve the objectives. 

The investment on the old abandoned school to transform it into an assisted care residence 

(RSA) for elderly and disabled people and the renovation of old stables to build the hotel 

Borgo Tufi have been two important blocks to support the elder part of the population and 

to attract tourism and give visibility to the development project.  

Beside these axes, the municipality activated also a local SPRAR (Protection System for 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers) project, now called SAI (System of Reception and 

Integration'). Indeed, through the local SPRAR/SAI four families from Africa arrived to Castel 

del Giudice and after the end of the project all of them got a job, having already a house and 

possibility to bring their children to a school.  

Moreover, the administration supported a Venezuelan family, descendants from migrants 

from Castel del Giudice: this family asked to return and the administration has responded 

positively to this 4 member family, including two children, who needed employment to be 

able to live permanently and economic stability to develop their lives in this place. 

Apart from these families, the project tried to create job opportunities to attract young 

people of the village and the surrounding areas. In this sense, a community cooperative was 

created in order to find a critical mass of local young people in training or with some 

professional experience who can start working on collaborative economies.  
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Many young people have begun to understand that collaborative economies, i.e. community 

cooperatives, can be an answer in terms of not only providing services, but also activities as 

e-bikes, co-workings, short-term rentals, etc.  

Starting in September 2019, a census of all the properties in Castel del Giudice was carried 

out with the help of local young people studying architecture and engineering. They 

categorized the destination of the buildings (e.g. rural, warehouse, storage, residential, etc) 

and the frequency of use (less than a month, two to three months, etc.). The result of the 

census is that out of 151 properties, 111 are very unused. One of the problems that emerged 

is that many properties, both real estate and land, are co-owned by relatives of relatives, 

etc. so it is complicated and expensive to have a succession and to take any decision on their 

recovery.  The working group also elaborated through renderings the types of possible 

interventions that the municipal administration proposes to the owners of unused houses, 

such as co-working, internet point, bed and breakfast, etc. In addition, the group is working 

on a colour plan and homogeneous paving to improve the image of the village, which apart 

from Borgo Tufi has not had any architectural coherence, aesthetically consistent. The 

municipality will also take care of small private green spaces, also adding a story about the 

place and the renovation: if the owner refuses to give consent, a fine will be imposed.  

 

Farming approach and activities promoted 

In the 80's many small municipalities of the area have managed to move from pure survival 

agriculture, family type, to an agriculture aimed at the market, creating small dairy farms 

with a small dairy and create an added value to their products with the transformation. At 

Castel del Giudice, this transformation of farms into small businesses in the dairy sector, did 

not occur. So between the 70's and 80's there was an abandonment of the territory both 

from the agricultural and zoo-technical point of view, and then at the end of the 90's it was 

very evident this almost total abandonment of the territory. In this context, agriculture was 

far from cultivation of apples, and also from organic farming: there was only a subsistence 

cereal-livestock agriculture where everyone had small herds.  

Melise's project was based on 15-year leases, registered in the national agricultural system 

in order to certify the land as organic. The fact of signing a lease to commit to 15 years 
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served to guarantee the investments of a plant that cost about €20,000 per hectare. Despite 

the scepticism of the landowners to commit to this time frame which is not in the local 

tradition, the sons pushed to accept the lease for 100-150 € per year.  

Melise had to invest in an irrigation system: in fact, in order to get the production plant to 

produce in two-three years a rootstock was used, while a non-grafted plant needs 8-10 

years. This kind of technical approach, however, was not suitable for the climatic context, 

requiring an irrigation system to prevent hot summers from endangering the survival of the 

plants. So Melise had to invest 300.000 € on the fixed irrigation system using a structure that 

already existed, but actually building the whole network plus the irrigation support 

infrastructure. This project was realized in 2008 with funds from the RDP Molise. Even the 

initial choice of varieties was not optimal for the local context, such as apples of Fuji variety, 

very good from the point of view of quality, but extremely difficult to manage organically, 

which in fact has been eliminated in subsequent years. A further intervention was the 

spacing of plants to use a mechanical means for weeding. So Melise had to make a whole 

series of technical changes in order to use in the best possible way everything that can be 

used in organic farming. Moreover, the first twenty hectares planted at the beginning of the 

project have reached the end of their cycle and need to be replaced. 

“The very first years when the plants were new they produced well, they didn't have big 

problems. In the last 5-6 years our productions have drastically decreased because of late 

frosts and climate changes. So between 2007 and 2009 we have entered more and more in a 

perspective of organic production: before we were a company that thought in an industrial 

way, in a “chemical way”, but used organic products. Now our orchards are designed to 

follow the regular course of the seasons. So in addition to a varietal diversification, now we 

also make a diversification of the exposures of the different varieties on the slopes, we have a 

scalar production as widespread, so there has been a change in mentality” (IT5C / Int. 7). 

 From an agricultural point of view, the territory of Castel del Giudice has 1500 hectares 

available, 350 of which are woods, and others are already cultivated or used: in general, 

there are about 200 hectares of land available for agricultural activity. This allows Melise to 

be used as a flexible tool, but for the next four years Melise will stop its expansion projects 

in order to focus energy and resources on the management of the current facilities.  
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At the same time, however, Melise is trying to diversify production in order to make the best 

use of the human resources available, given that in the cultivation of apple trees there are 

also dead periods. In this sense, Melise has tried spelt and organic barley, functional to the 

strengthening of the agricultural brewery for the production of the local beer with a local 

brand Malto Lento (see details in the next page). In this sense, Melise is trying to grow hops, 

which grow spontaneously in the area, and through community cooperatives, it has started a 

community apiary that also provides pollination services. 

On the commercialization, Melise was able to start with a contract with Corpor spa, one of 

the largest tomato, fruit, etc. processing companies in the centre-south, in Scafati in the 

province of Salerno, to which Melise sells the product that cannot be sold fresh. In fact, in 

organic farming the waste is very high, in years where it is not possible to keep under control 

the scab rather than the worm, etc.. so Melise has drawn up an agreement that guarantees 

the withdrawal of all the product not saleable, while the other 30-40% of the product is sold 

fresh immediately without refrigeration facilities. 

In addition to this channel, Melise has an agreement with a major supermarkets chain in 

Italy as CONAD for several years, a collaboration with the fruit and vegetable market of 

Pescara, but in terms of economic return and satisfaction for the appreciation of the product 

has developed a relationship with Solidarity Purchasing Groups, in Rome, Naples, on the 

Adriatic coast. The relationship with the Solidarity Purchasing Groups led Melise to adapt its 

direct sale policy to the consumption needs of the families: indeed, the initial 12/ 13 kg 

plastic box at the price of 15 - 16 € was substituted by two different kind of cardboard boxes: 

a smaller one with one layer, and a bigger one with two layers. In addition, Melise started to 

process part of its production, commercializing also dried apples, apple juices, and different 

compotes of apples, apples and blackthorn, apple and rose hip, etc. in order to diversify 

further. 

In general, the idea is to develop a basket of agricultural products from the Molise Apennine 

environment in order to promote these products in the logic of selling not only the product 

but also a specific territory. 

In this project of diversification of agricultural production, an agricultural microbrewery has 

also been built: starting from an idea that emerged during the participation in the Salone del 

Gusto in Turin, the project of an agricultural brewery (i.e. with at least 60% of the raw 
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materials coming from an agricultural company, in this case Melise) has been carried out, 

with the brand Malto Lento. The microbrewery costed almost half a million euros, with a 

private investment from Melise and about 170,000 € by a grant from the region Molise. The 

microbrewery is enrolled in a consortium that allows it to maintain the status of 

microbrewery agriculture as they certify that they receive the barley, malt it and return it to 

Melise. Within this project was born the idea of cultivating hops on one's own because in the 

area there are wild hops. The problem is that hops are much more delicate than barley, so it 

would be necessary to treat the soil, but in an organic farm, it is not possible.  Moreover, 

wild hops have very variable characteristics compared to industrial hops, which are already 

standardized. A young master brewer from the a nearby region (Campania) who had 

attended a progressive course in Turin and moved to the village to coordinate the project, 

manages the brewery. 

This is the context in which Artemisia, the community cooperative, was set up as an 

agricultural cooperative to apply the projects of Regional Development Programme (RDP), 

even if in a second moment lost this specificity. In its start-up phase, Artemisia was also 

supported by a public grant of the municipality of Castel del Giudice that has made available 

€ 20,000 for its realization. 

The community cooperative actually serves as multiservice company of the village: indeed, 

the cooperative manages the community apiary and the grocery store of the village, and also 

manages the local SPRAR/SAI project. 

The community apiary has been a great success: the project started with the involvement of 

the University of Molise and the associations Volape and Legambiente1 to bring people back 

to the countryside in the nearby territories of Castel del Giudice, where the abandonment is 

even more serious than the inhabited areas of these rural centres. The initiative responded 

also to the needs of Melise that in the previous years had to pay for the service of pollination 

to beekeepers who carried the hives near the Melise’s fields in order to supply the 

pollination service. The process was initiated with two courses one basic and one advanced 

(the advanced one has not been activated yet due to covid pandemic outbreak) where 

                                                      
1 Legambiente is an Italian environmentalist association to make the environmental culture the centre of a new 
kind of development and diffused well-being. It is considered the most widespread environmental organisation 
in Italy, as it is composed by a national headquarter in Rome, 20 regional branches, about 1000 local groups 
and more than 115.000 members 
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almost 50 people applied. Finally 25 families (30 people) finalized the course and initiated 

the community apiary.  

Also a nearby village, Roccavivara, started a community apiary following the example of 

Castel del Giudice. The honey processing is done in the communal facilities of the 

community apiary directly by the members of the apiary, and then it is bottled following 

common protocols and regulations, and sold centrally by Artemisia with the same common 

trademark. The economic return of each member is a small integration of their main 

incomes. 

“The apiary wants to put in evidence that the advantages of being together are always far 

superior to the sacrifices, especially in territories like ours where the dimensions are so small 

that it would be impossible to carry out any kind of activity at individual level” (IT5C / Int. 6). 

 

Innovation introduced/innovation transferability  

From many interviews emerges how historically in Molise (but in general in the south of Italy 

and in the rural areas) there is a lack of culture of aggregation, with strong a tendency to 

manage their own activities, and a certain reluctances in getting together when there are 

individual economic interests. Therefore, the Castel del Giudice project has worked on a 

model of cooperation that highlights the advantages of being together, especially in areas 

where the size of the activities is so small that it would be impossible to carry out any kind of 

activity on an individual level. This innovation in the collective approach on the use of the 

abandoned lands and stables, and further developed in the community cooperative. So it 

was a moment of innovation: an innovative form of management of a territory that until 

then was only tied to the owner of the land, now became a collective one. 

In this collective framework, the elements of weaknesses and marginality of the territory are 

transformed in an opportunity, a competitive advantage: for instance, the abandoned lands 

exposed to geological risk become an opportunity to grow organic products that are not part 

of the traditional crops of the region, but can open a market also for other products as 

truffle or honey.  

Also the youth of the area became a resource: the municipality focus on the competences of 

local young people giving them the responsibility to advance the project.   
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In order to transform individual approach into a community one, it is important to notice 

how the municipal council of Castel del Giudice is direct expression of the citizenship and try 

to have an informal consultation with the inhabitants in order to find new opportunities of 

development. 

Another important aspect is the support of private capital that does not tend to influence 

the choices of the community: if on the one hand private financial support has been decisive 

from the economic point of view, it has not been so from the point of view of decisions that 

have always been shared decisions. 

On one side, it is possible to transfer the territorial marketing approach enhancing local 

resources and the leadership of the young local people, having an administration that is the 

direct expression of the community with a development project creating a competitive 

advantage. On the other side, some specificities, as the infrastructural connection with the 

major centre through the nearby state highway or the support from the private capital are 

elements that are not so easily transferable. The completion of the state highway with a 

budget of 290 million of euros and the many small towns nearby, with the ski slopes, are 

also specificities that are not transferable.  

 

Environmental issues 

Castel del Giudice has made a fundamental choice by enhancing an intact territory where 

chemical products have never been used, putting environmental protection and product 

quality first. 

This vision started from the agricultural approach of Melise, but then was extended to all the 

development project of Castel del Giudice: environmental sustainability is embedded in the 

project of developing a competitive advantage enhancing local resources.  
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Synergies and networking  

Relationships with the local community  

Undoubtedly, the municipality of Castel del Giudice is an example of good practice in social 

innovation, which is based on a process of change premised upon interactions between 

patterns of socio-economic activity; changes in how people make a living; changes in where 

people live; and changes in how people interact with community and local policy makers. 

The three social businesses, Melise, Artemisia and Borgo Tufi, were set up with the 

participation of the citizens as direct owners, directs investors and direct beneficiaries. The 

relevant sectoral stakeholders also play an active part in the whole project. These include 

the main operators of the three different sectors: agricultural with the presence of 

associations, trade unions and other SME’s from the whole national territory; tourism with 

the direct involvement of the company that bought and renovated the stables, the tourist 

guides and the environmental associations for the preserving of the natural and tourist 

resources; social with the direct involvement of operator and health staff and specialized 

skilled professional experts.  

Some interviews raised the issue a minor dissent in the community, mainly linked to the 

speed at which the development project moved forward and to the impossibility to fully 

understand what was happening in one's own community and understand the beneficial 

aspects for the village. The perception was of being threatened by a process of expropriation 

due to impossibility of being able to participate in a process that effectively involved the 

entire community. For a period, it was possible to individuate positions that in some way 

were in open disagreement with the mayor and the municipal administration, with a part of 

the community not actively participating in the celebration of the feast of apples. This 

dissent seems to be recomposed during the last years, with an acceleration of the 

development projects that is attracting young people from the near villages through the 

creation of job opportunity based on a coherent project based on enhancement of local 

resources.  

An important aspect to understand the relationship with the community is the local 

SPRAR/SAI (Protection System for Refugees and Asylum Seekers) project, financed by the 

Ministry for the Interior through the National Fund for Asylum Policy and Services, and 
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aiming to support and protect asylum seekers, refugees and immigrants who fall under other 

forms of humanitarian protection. Indeed, through the SPRAR/SAI already four families from 

Africa arrived to Castel del Giudice and after the end of the project all of them got a job, an 

house and possibility to bring their children to an Italian school. Their integration in the 

village generated no conflicts: 

“If you listen to the stories of these people and hear what they had to suffer to arrive in a 

remote village called Castel del Giudice and feel happy, that is, be happy to have landed in 

the village, I think it is something powerful and beautiful for them because they stayed in the 

village, we have welcomed them with affection, and they are showing that they are happy 

with where they are now, so compared to many young people who think that a remote and 

sparsely populated mountain village is the funeral of their lives, they have found in Castel del 

Giudice the possibility of living their lives” (IT5C /Int. 2). 

At the same time, it seems that the lifestyle of these migrant workers is not really integrated 

in the traditional lifestyle of the village. The main point of contact are the kids attending 

school with the other Italian kids or at the park where the kids are playing, and the work 

where they have been integrated. Their participation to the development project of Castel 

del Giudice is mainly through these social functions. In their daily life, it seems that these 

family lead quite a separated lifestyle. Indeed, the only interview we have been able to 

conduct with a migrant worker from SPRAR it has been held in English.  

 

Synergies enabled 

Some interviewee referred to the experience of Castel del Giudice as a fairy tale. The 

narrative emerging from more than 20 years of development project allows to enable many 

different synergies.  

Many nearby administrations are trying to follow the example of Castel del Giudice without 

a proper outcome. In any case, this project of extending the practice of Castel del Giudice to 

the nearby villages has found its institutionalization into the Local Action Group (LAG) Alto 

Molise1. The LAG promotes local development in rural areas with an integrated bottom-up 

approach and the commitment of various stakeholders through a partnership consisting of 

                                                      
1 https://www.galaltomolise.org/ 
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public authorities and private players: in this case 7 municipalities are part of the LAG, but 

also private companies operating in the dairy sector at European level which are a specificity 

of this area, but with the exclusion of the most representative professional associations (as 

Coldiretti1 and CIA2). Indeed, the LAG was built for the north of Molise, against another 

proposal aiming at covering all the province. 

“The Alto Molise LAG's strategy is based on three themes: a) agri-food sectors b) tourism c) 

care and protection of the landscape. So the LAG was built upon a strategy based on supply 

chains that are not the typical ones of the sub-regions (e.g. the diary sector that is quite 

relevant in the other bigger cities) but on the value chains of Castel del Giudice”(IT5C / Int.1). 

For instance, on the touristic axe, actually the LAG will fund the construction of three 

swimming pools in the area, and Castel del Giudice will have one of the three providing 

80.000 euros of co-funding, together with a co-generator to improve the efficiency of the 

energy production. 

Through the LAG, the seven municipalities that are part of it, plus two external ones, have 

presented a proposal for a redevelopment of the paths that made up an itinerary between 

rural churches, including the Sanctuary of the Madonna in Saletta, 3 kilometres away from 

Castel del Giudice. This is supporting the redirecting tourism of the Borgo Tufi towards local 

activities and resources rather than a luxury resort oriented to the ski slopes of neighbouring 

villages.  

Moreover, the LAG promoted the extension of the community cooperatives practice to 

other municipalities, as the one of Carovilli: the representatives of the LAG went by different 

bars during the summer to discuss with young people about community cooperatives and a 

positive response came from the 8 young people from the village of Carovilli who decided to 

invest 5000 euros each to apply to a grant for e-bikes and management of holiday houses. 

The municipality of Carovilli assigns the former prison building to start their activity. 

 

                                                      
1 https://www.coldiretti.it/   
2 https://www.cia.it/chi-siamo/la-cia/ 



D5.2 30 CASE STUDIES ON RURAL NEW COMERS, NEW ENTRANTS TO FARMING AND SUCCESSORS 

RURALIZATION GRANT AGREEMENT NO 817642  PAGE 1081 
 

Networking established 

During more than 20 years of development project, Castel del Giudice built an extensive 

networking around its experience.  

University of Molise is supporting and promoting the experience at international level and 

had a specific role in building the community apiary, bridging the experience of the village 

with the one of the association Volape, which promote community apiaries providing the 

necessary training. In the community apiary also Legambiente is involved: one of the major 

Italian environmentalist organizations which is active in Castel del Giudice in the last 15 

years.  

For example, Legambiente with Melise promoted the use of waste apples for a bear in the 

nearby Majella Park.  

Also, Slow Food and Lega Coop1 are promoting and supporting the experience of Castel del 

GIudice, and Melise in particular. 

For what concerns the community cooperatives, there is an exchange with the Regions of 

Emilia Romagna and Toscana, where the experiences are quite advanced.  

The great networking capacity has “enabled the development of new professional skills, 

both in agronomic practices and in management and commercial practices, experimenting 

with increasingly integrated forms of cooperation for the enhancement of products” 

(Belliggiano, 2017, p. 52) 

 

                                                      
1 The biggest cooperative network in Italy  
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Policies and Institutional Support 

Policies activated; constraints; change/ need of new policies  

The administration of Castel del Giudice is the direct expression of the community, having a 

municipal council which is composed by professionals employing their skills for the common 

well-being. This approach, as well as involving continuous informal consultation with the 

community, is forming a new managerial class for the public administration capable of 

having an innovative approach in using public and private instruments. Indeed, the 

availability of economic resources from private entities that have also made it possible to 

intercept public resources as co-funding of the projects due to the good reputation of Castel 

del Giudice's in implementing innovative projects. 

 In fact, in 2009 at the PIT (Progettazione Integrata Territoriale- Integrated Territorial 

Planning) of Molise, out of 5 million euros that were available, 1,040,000 euros arrived in 

Castel del Giudice to finance the renovation of common spaces of Borgo Tufi thanks to the 

capacity of submitting a strategic proposal rather than small projects with no leverage 

effects of the territories. So this is another example of how public and private can be 

combined: the public has done all the infrastructural work, while the private sector has 

intervened in the structural work on the single stables transforming them in houses. Public 

resources are used as tool to facilitate development and investment, but they must not be 

the end, they must be the means to achieve all the objectives. This approach and the 

innovative and multi-faceted capacity of project designing of Castel del Giudice led to many 

project proposals funded by public policies the SNAI and the RDP.  

The main elements driving the experience of Castel del Giudice (in the fields of agriculture, 

tourism and health assistance) were not the expression of a common vision, but the result of 

different opportunities, of which the agricultural axe with Melise was not leading the others.  

Throughout the twenty years of practice led to build a coherent vision and narrative, mainly 

driven by the practice of the organic agriculture of Melise that gave a particular meaning of 

sustainability to the opportunity to enhance local resources embedded in the development 

project of Castel del Giudice.  

For instance, this approach was extended to Borgo Tufi as the showcase of the development 

project of Castel del Giudice: the renovation of the village and the colour plan in order to 
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create some continuity with Borgo Tufi from the aesthetical point of view, as to do with the 

fact that Borgo Tufi and Castel del Giudice still seem to be two contrasting realities, so it has 

been seen that on the one hand, paradoxically, with the older one it has been possible to 

make an important renovation, and it would be just as important to do so in the part where 

the citizens still live so as to give this sense of continuity between the two realities. At the 

moment, in fact, tourists from Borgo Tufi rarely seem to go to the modern nucleus of Castel 

del Giudice, and the Castellans never seem go down to Borgo Tufi. 

Also Borgo Tufi, rather than a luxury resort oriented to the nearby ski slopes, it is reorienting 

towards an experiential tourism that also has a lot to do with a relationship with the 

community that provides services (e.g. traditional breakfast prepared by local ladies, 

attending evening meetings at the bar, etc.) 

This new approach is embedded in the new Piano del Cibo (Food Local Plan), which reads 

Food is vital and is central to the production system everywhere. It plays a fundamental role 

in the quality of life of the population and is increasingly recognised as a key issue in socio-

economic and environmental policies to reinterpret and reconstruct local production and 

consumption processes, thus also contributing to the proper management of natural and 

social capital. In fact, food has close interconnections with urban public policies and is a 

cross-cutting issue that affects and influences the local economy, public health and the 

quality of urban, peri-urban and rural areas. An increasing number of cities are beginning to 

consider food as a key element around which to plan an integrated and sustainable urban 

development. The actions implemented enable the local food system to be used for the 

management of economic, environmental and social priorities, guaranteeing a coordinating 

function with respect to policies and projects in different thematic areas, that are often 

designed and implemented independently of each other. 

Therefore, food represents a strategic lever for achieving sustainability across the board by 

putting it into circulation in the form of matter and energy and disseminate its value in terms 

of environmental, social and economic impact. 

The Food Local Plan was presented and approved by the Municiaplity in 2019,  defining  food 

as  a strategic lever and design a coherent policy framework building on the experience of 

Melise. So, organic agriculture and local food production are driving also the other practices 

as the RSA, the SPRAR/SAI and Borgo Tufi towards the definition of a Green Community 
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which promotes healthy and sustainable lifestyles, including plastic-free, carbon-free and 

pesticide-free territory and experiential and rural tourism activities aimed at diversifying and 

expanding the territorial tourist offer, otherwise subject to seasonality. 

These convergences of the different practices in the experience of Castel del Giudice under a 

common narrative and strategy of territorial marketing starting from food production and 

consumption, is giving a clear perspective to the development trajectory of Castel del 

Giudice for the next decade.  
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Impacts and perspectives on rural regeneration 

Impacts of the practice on rural regeneration and generation renewal  

The social innovations have already had an impact upon the social and economic fabric of 

Castel del Giudice, in several ways.  

First, the “Borgo Tufi” Hotel opened its doors in 2016, and since then tourist numbers have 

increased, mostly during weekends in both the Summer and Winter holiday periods. The 

Hotel employs five staff full time and another five part time staff. The San Nicola RSA is 

authorized to accept 30 patients and it employs 24 people, especially women. Melise 

produces 10.000 tons of organic apples every year. It employs 4 people full time and about 

20 more part time. Overall, then, including also Borgo Tufi, the SPRAR/SAI projects, the 

community cooperative and all related jobs such as summer camps, e-bike rental, etc. more 

than 40 jobs have been created.  

Second, the increased employment opportunities in Castel del Giudice have helped to 

increase household incomes and reduced precariousness and insecurity through 

diversification. In turn, this has helped to create relatively higher economic growth because 

of improvements in local productivity, which reduces out-migration from the municipality.  

Third, the quality of the local environment has benefitted through the requalification of 

agricultural production, processing and trading of fruit and cereal: apple, cherries, spelt, 

plums. As mentioned, abandoned agricultural land is a real issue in Alto Molise and 

specifically it was so also for the municipality of Castel del Giudice; over time, such terrain 

causes negative environmental impacts associated with the so-called “re-wilding” of many 

areas and so cultivation has a positive impact locally.  

Fourth, there have been considerable improvements in the local tourist offering. With the 

full involvement of the community, the rural areas of Castel del Giudice are becoming an 

ideal tourist destination for so-called “slow tourism” i.e. walking, cycling, kayaking and 

canoeing, enjoying the nature and the relax in the widespread hotel perfectly restored with 

recycled local stone and reintegrated period features during the restoration. For example, 

the Borgo Tufi is surrounded by 40 hectares of beautiful orchards. The organic apples are 

part of the local economy. The orchards are part of the historic relationship between the 

villagers and their surroundings - food and nature in harmony.  
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It is important to notice one of the issue on the organic certification which emerged from 

the experience of the apiary: 

“The apiary adopts a criterion of sustainable beekeeping, but it is not certified organic for an 

economic issue in the sense that dimension does not allow the adoption of an official 

organic certification despite the criteria of organic farming are fully respected” (IT5C /Int. 6) 

Lastly, there have been improvements in the provision of social care for local residents.  

Given that the local population is ageing, the demands on such services will increase in the 

near future and this social development helps to insulate the municipality from the real 

negative impacts of this demographic transformation.  

According to some interviewees, the process of social innovation started from three key 

needs; the first to understand processes of rural change and their implications, maximising 

opportunities for the inhabitants and managing the risks; second, the need to understand 

how to better manage local territorial assets and resources; and, third, the urgent need to 

take a more integrated approach to rural development, with an innovative approach in 

public administration creating new forms of public-private partnerships.  

The challenge, however, is that planning sustainable polices in rural area is not easy. The 

high level of dependency on surrounding urban centres for jobs and services needs to be 

recognised. At the same time, the need to find new job opportunities is central as well as 

the role of the third sector in addressing social exclusion, for say the elderly, and providing 

access to essential services. Ultimately, as some interviewees argued, the social innovation 

needs to involve and gather the views of local communities, businesses and landowners 

regarding the key issues for local development and to agree what ‘reasonable’ levels of 

access and ‘basic’ local services should be provided or aimed for.  

In summary, the Castel del Giudice social innovation illustrates a new model of how to 

manage natural and rural resources as well as environmental heritage, through a strong 

innovative approach in public administration creating new opportunities based on the 

intersection of different tools. It is noteworthy because hitherto in Italy and the Molise 

region, the development of public-private partnerships has been relatively limited and there 

are limited good practice examples to learn from. The Castel del Giudice case, however, is a 

really good illustration for other small, remote, rural places to learn from. In fact, there has 

been a lot of national interest within Italy about the Castel del Giudice “story” as well as 
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internationally. This has raised significantly the profile of the municipality, which regularly 

hosts practitioners from other places in Italy and abroad to explore the social innovation 

“story” of Castel del Giudice and to understand the key drivers of its success.  

 

Perspectives 

Castel del Giudice shows that the big problem of Molise and rural areas is not so much 

intercepting public funds, but it is the lack of vision, the lack of the idea of the future of 

communities mown down by historical emigration that went back as far as the 1970s. 

Molise has its 300,000 inhabitants in 136 municipalities, 85% of which do not reach 1,000 

inhabitants, but it is estimated that there are one million second-generation Moliseans living 

abroad. This is the tragedy of Molise and the South of Italy, that Castel del Giudice is trying 

to slow down and revert. 

So in the next 3-4 years the perspective of Castel del Giudice is to consolidate the project 

and strengthen what is already in place, following the innovative local food policy which 

design a coherent policy framework providing a clear strategy of territorial marketing for all 

the different fields of the practice of Castel del Giudice. 

It is important to read the practice of Castel del Giudice as dilated in time of 25 years of 

policies: in the narrative there is a tendency to overlook the times that have seen the 

development of this practice, in the story these times are flattened, it seems that suddenly a 

few years ago the RSA and Borgo Tufi were made with the community cooperative and then 

there was a boom, but instead twenty five years have passed since the first election of the 

new mayor. So the community has lived all these changes through such a large time dilation 

that they don't experience them with the same intensity of the narrative. This aspect is also 

providing insights into the replicability of the practice and the time frame that is needed.  

On the goal of curbing depopulation, many interviews show that the people who choose to 

return or move to Castel del Giudice are, however, people who already have an important 

point of contact, that is, they are not people who out of nowhere decide to abandon city life 

and settle in an inland area like Castel del Giudice. In all the relocation stories there is a link, 

a red thread.  If on the one hand there are families who decide to settle in Castel del Giudice, 

on the other hand there is a number of young people who choose to leave and therefore the 
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process has not yet been reversed, it is beginning to compensate. Also the new citizens 

resulting from the SPRAR/SAI projects are contributing to this trend. 

At the same time the project of development of Castel del Giudice seems to have had an 

acceleration with the attraction of various people under 35 of the surrounding area. 

This acceleration results from the many initiatives that are offering an opportunity to return 

to young people of the village that have left for studying or vocational training. Many of 

them have decided to re-establish in the village with their partners thanks to  the 

opportunity to have a job that values their skills. Indeed, most of these job opportunities 

offered by the development project of Castel del Giudice are giving young people the 

responsibility of directing the productive activities. At the same time, all the young people 

interviewed valued the possibility to conduct a life in contact with the nature, of an 

accessible housing situation and the inclusion inside a community in growth.  

Many interviewees indicated how the experience of Castel del Giudice is very well known in 

the nearby villages and towns, even if many local administrations are not able to replicate 

the experience, the inhabitants are really attracted from the expertise: in the specific case of 

the training course to build the community apiary, for example, there was a strong 

participation from inhabitants of nearby territories, which could provide the perspective of 

possible expansion of the experience.  

As clearly reflected in the local food policy, the development project of Castel del Giudice, 

which is growing exponentially, will have its roots in the consolidation of the agricultural 

project with the Melise production of apples, the increase of the basket of agricultural 

products with experimentation on grains and spelt, and the production of malt and hops for 

the farm brewery, along with that of honey, truffles, berries, and the creation of a laboratory 

for processing products.  

The perspective is to enlarge and differentiate a basket of agricultural products from the 

Molise Apennine environment in order to commercialize these products strengthening the 

capacity to position on these quality niche markets using the “brand” of a specific territory. 

This agricultural axe of the development project of Castel del Giudice is not only oriented to 

bring new inhabitants in the village but it is strictly connected with the abandonment of the 

land, intervening to bring back the inhabitants to Castel del Giudice but more than anything 
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else to bring back the people in the countryside that lives a problem of abandonment even 

more serious than the inhabited areas of these rural centers.  

“The experience was set up because there is a community that wants to remain in the area 

and wants to continue to safeguard that area, but they lacked a tool to justify their presence 

from the professional and economical point of view” (IT5C / Int.6). 

In addition, the food policy also includes a plan to establish an energy community through a 

cooperative of energy with a photovoltaic system already in place to serve this nascent 

experience, 

Finally, there is also the project of improving the internet connection through fibre optics 

that would speed up digital connections.  

In general, the practice of Castel del Giudice has been training a new group of local 

administrators who will guarantee the multiplication of the experience. 

Finally, some interviewees indicated the actual mayor of Castel del Giudice as possible 

candidate as president of the Region Molise for the next electoral round, which would allow 

to scale up the experience of Castel del Giudice at the regional level.  
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Appendix 1. The List of interviews 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1. Interviews 
 
  

Code Gender Role Place, Date of the interview 

IT5C / Int. 1 Male Key respondents, researcher Skype,14.12.2020 
 

IT5C / Int. 2 Male Local Politician Skype, 13.02.2021 
IT5C / Int. 3 Female SPRAR/SAI, new comer Skype,03.02.2021 
IT5C / Int. 4 Male Local Politician Phone, 03.02.2021 
IT5C / Int. 5 Male Melise  Skype,13.03.2021 
IT5C / Int. 6 Male Environmental association, 

community apiary 
Skype,19.03.2021 

IT5C / Int. 7 Male Melise Skype,10.04.2021 
IT5C / Int. 8 Male agricultural brewery, new comer  Skype,09.04.2021 
IT5C / Int. 9 Male Borgo Tufi Skype,24.06.2021 
IT5C / Int. 10 Male Melise, new comer Skype,02.05.2021 
IT5C / Int. 11 Male RSA San Nicola Phone, 10.05.2021 
IT5C / Int. 12 Male LAG Skype,13.05.2021 
IT5C / Int. 13 Female Borgo Tufi Skype,17.05.2021 
IT5C / Int. 14 Female community apiary Skype,14.06.2021 
IT5C / Int. 15 Female Local SPRAR/SAI/, community 

cooperative 
Skype,15.05.2021 

IT5C / Int. 16 Male Melise Skype,16.06.2021 
IT5C / Int. 17 Female Local SPRAR/SAI, community 

cooperative 
Skype,17.06.2021 

IT5C / Int. 18 Male Farmer, association for biodiversity 
recovery 

Skype,17.06.2021 

IT5C / Int. 19 Male Community cooperative, new 
comer 

Skype,18.06.2021 


