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FORESTS & WINE 
 
REGENERATION  
FOR MAN  
AND FOR NATURE 
A farm in Tuscany shows us the way 
 
Photo page 81 
Appearances can be deceiving: viticulture in Tuscany and many other parts of the world is 
subject to climatic stress. For this reason, brothers Gianni, Antonio and Bandino Lo Franco 
are experimenting nature-friendly cultivation methods, such as syntropic agriculture, on their 
Demeter-certified estate, Fattoria La Vialla. 
 
 
 
In an area far from the typical hustle and bustle of Tuscany there is a true gem 
that has become a model of sustainable management: Fattoria La Vialla, a farm 
and wine estate with its own production facilities. Situated near to Arezzo, La 
Vialla opens hearts, brings joy and friendship, and combines pleasure and taste 
with responsibility. But there’s more: they work hard, experiment and carry out 
research into what agriculture and the production of nutrient-rich, high-quality 
food might look like in the future. 

By Fritz Lietsch 
 
Almost 50 years ago, a textile entrepreneur and his wife decided to go and live in the 
countryside, returning to their roots. What followed is an extraordinary example of dedication, 
entrepreneurial spirit and love. Love for the land and for people, for the family and for the rebirth 
of an area affected by rural depopulation and decline. 
 
Peace for the soul 
It’s seven o’clock in the morning. Bright sunlight streams through my bedroom window. Above 
me are centuries-old beams and the red terracotta tiles of the roof. I open the window. A breeze 
sways the slender cypress trees in a flower-filled meadow. Down in the valley, I can just make 
out the village of Pieve San Giovanni. 
I’m staying in a small, ancient, painstakingly renovated stone house called La Casottina. Here, 
every house has a name that sounds like the title of an Italian opera – for example La Casotta 
Ponente, Casal Duro, Spedale Grande, and so forth. They are actually farmhouses scattered in 
the countryside, in which field workers and farmers once lived, and that today, carefully and 
tastefully renovated, have been transformed into accommodation equipped with rustic antique 
furniture and fireplaces. Absolute tranquillity reigns, except for the cheerful chirping of birds. A 
place where you can let your mind wander and rediscover yourself. A place that seems perfect 



 

 

for me so I can do some research, reflect and write about regenerative and sustainable 
economy. 
Up here foxes and hares aren’t the only ones who say goodnight. You can also come across deer 
and wild boar. A colleague from “Tageszeitung” told me – somewhat dramatically – that for this 
reason he only ventures down into the valley armed with a machete, not just to clear the way 
through the woods, but also to be able to defend himself, in an emergency, should he encounter 
a boar or even a wolf. 
The area isn’t actually that wild, but sometimes you may come across a family of wild boars or 
meet a fox and, from time to time, you really can hear a wolf howling in the mountains in the 
distance. 
All I need is my hiking staff, with which I set off on foot towards the valley to meet my colleagues 
at the Fattoria and find out more about agriculture and the company. I’m particularly interested 
in the estate’s most recent project: experiments for the cultivation of vines, olive trees and 
vegetables using a more advanced form of progressive agroforestry, that’s to say syntropic 
agriculture.  
 
Scenes straight out of a fairytale book 
There’s already a lively coming and going at the Fattoria, and those who have been here are well 
acquainted with scenes like this. Visitors sit outdoors at tables laid with red and white checked 
tablecloths, enjoying a “merenda”. It’s a “light” meal, composed of salami, pecorino cheese 
and various sauces made with peppers, aubergines, tomatoes and basil. All this is 
accompanied by salad, homemade bread and, above all, wine – all produced by the Fattoria 
itself. Dimitri, the baker, is taking bread out of the oven right now. In the workshop across the 
way, pesto and sun-dried tomatoes are being put into jars, while Alessandro and Francesco 
prepare Cantucci biscuits with their team. Everywhere there’s a cheerful, hard-working 
atmosphere and both guests and staff seem to feel perfectly at ease in the Fattoria’s picture-
postcard setting.  
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Olive trees also suffer from heat stress: thanks to the Demeter preparations and progressive 
agroforestry, the plants and soil are strengthened. Felipe Pasini, a world-renowned expert, is 
working collaborating with the FiBL at the Fattoria to find solutions for nature-friendly climate-
resilient viticulture and olive cultivation. 

Fattoria La Vialla has received numerous accolades and medals in recognition of its 
commitment and the quality of its products. 
 
 
Drought and heat are becoming a problem 
But I’m not here as a tourist, so I’m not just focusing on the delicacies produced by the Fattoria 
and the cooks. I’m keen, above all, to speak with Felipe Pasini, an environmental scientist who 
is advancing the development of syntropic agriculture, and with Lin Bautze-Boeke from the 
FiBL, a research institute that is a world leader in the field of organic farming, which is 
conducting a scientific evaluation of Felipe’s work at La Vialla. 



 

 

Straight after my espresso, they show me the new experimental plot for syntropic olive 
cultivation and explain the concept behind this regenerative form of land use. It mimics natural 
forest ecosystems to produce food and, at the same time, regenerate the soil Thanks to high 
planting density, targeted pruning (mulch management) and the succession of different 
species, closed cycles are created. This increases biodiversity, water retention and climate 
resilience, improving soil fertility without the use of artificial substances. 
This is nothing new for La Vialla, because the estate is run according to the biodynamic method 
and has never used artificial fertilisers or pesticides; however, it intends to develop additional 
measures, without delay, in order to ensure greater climate resilience. In order to do so, it is 
necessary to further increase the formation of humus and adapt to rising temperatures and 
longer periods of drought. 
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“We are aware of our responsibility.” 
Gianni, Antonio and Bandino Lo Franco 
 
 
The Fattoria as a research centre 
In the olive grove, Felipe explains to me, with his eyes lighting up, how he met scientist and 
agronomist Ernst Götsch in Brazil and how he came to appreciate the extraordinary quality of 
the plants and food produced by his farm. Since then, he too has been conducting research 
and working on Götsch’s principle of syntropy in plant cultivation. His journey has taken him 
from Brazil to Portugal, Spain, Italy and then back to Portugal. There are now followers of 
Götsch’s ideas in many countries, including Germany, Austria and Switzerland (also see our 
articles on Gut & Bösel in Brandenburg and Gut Haidhof near Hamburg). 
In the experimental plot at La Vialla, with its olive trees, Felipe illustrates the structure of the 
method and explains that the most important task in this form of cultivation is the “harvesting” 
of organic matter through regular pruning, and the subsequent mulching. In large-scale 
cultivation, appropriate machinery is required for this purpose. 
 
It is getting too hot for the wine 
Then we head on to the experimental vineyard. Here, the vines are grown alongside plants of 
various heights. Fast-growing trees such as poplars and eucalyptus improve protection against 
frost and excessive exposure to the sun, and they need to be pruned regularly. In addition, there 
are other secondary crops and “companion plants”, which are also harvested or pruned 
regularly. The material obtained from pruning is used as mulch; it shades the soil, keeping it 
cool and retaining moisture. 
It is not entirely clear to me yet why it is necessary to shade the vines and cool the ground. But 
the Fattoria’s experts, Alceo Orsini and Annette Müller, immediately resolve my doubts. “Among 
the consequences of climate change are increasingly long periods of drought and, above all, 
rising temperatures. These factors increase the sugar content in the grapes and reduce their 
acdity. This negatively impacts the taste and quality of the wine. And, crucially, for some years 
now it has no longer been possible to plant new vines without irrigation. This goes both for 
Tuscany and many other European wine-growing regions, from Bordeaux to South Tyrol.” 



 

 

Thanks to mixed cropping based on the principles of syntropic agriculture, it is possible to 
remedy this situation. And as always, La Vialla is leading the way in research projects of this 
kind, helping to find solutions for agriculture that is sustainable and regenerative. These 
activities demonstrate that La Vialla is much more than a large Demeter-certified estate with 
an on-site production facility, an exceptional direct sales network and a great passion for warm-
hearted tourism. It is a place where experiments and research are carried out, where the 
consequences of climate change are addressed and solutions for these ever-changing 
conditions are developed. Whether it be heavy rain and spring frosts, extreme summer 
droughts, thunderstorms or hail, these events have major impact on the wine and olives, on 
vegetables and cereals, and present significant challenges for farming. 
“We are aware of our responsibility,” the Lo Franco brothers explain to me with conviction 
during a wine tasting in the evening, “because we have not inherited the earth from our parents, 
but merely borrowed it from our children.” 
 
A circular way of thinking 
And it is precisely thanks to this conviction that the three brothers, together, manage to 
maintain and even expand the family business – the Fattoria has grown steadily over the last 50 
years. New products have been introduced, and the enthusiastic customers appreciate the 
varied range on offer: from pecorino cheeses to chocolate spread, from various sauces to 
vegetables preserved in oil, from baked goods to pasta, right through to salami and, above all, 
naturally, wine and olive oil. As well as the quality of its products, the estate focuses on 
maximum sustainability. Everything is recycled in closed-loop systems. Residues from the olive 
harvest, for example, are transformed into cosmetics and natural remedies, while the water 
produced during olive pressing is transformed into nutraceuticals. Orange peel is coated in 
chocolate to make delicious, sweet treats. And whatever remains is used to produce compost 
through traditional organic-biodynamic farming methods. Production wastewater and grey 
water are treated in constructed wetlands and subsequently reused for irrigation. But what 
particularly surprises mw is that as early as 2007, the Scope 3 ecological footprint has been 
assessed, and the estate is certified as “climate-positive”. 
Solar energy is at the heart of everything and not only used through plant photosynthesis, but 
also in the bakery, kitchen and bottling process, and, naturally, to power electric cars and 
bicycles. The electricity comes from solar panels installed on the roof of the production 
facilities and carports, where they also provide shade. 
 
Regeneration is not just about the soil 
At La Vialla, the focus is not limited to soil health but also extends to the biodiversity of 
agricultural land. A study has identified over 150 species of birds, including some very rare 
ones. The concept of regenerative agriculture also encompasses the restoration of rural 
cultural heritage, the renovation of derelict buildings and, above all, collaboration with the local 
community. And this is precisely what makes a visit to this unspoilt corner of Tuscany so 
special; you get the sensation that modern technology and living tradition combine seamlessly 
here. The estate does not employ seasonal labourers, but rather local people who make their 
skills available in a wide variety of fields. You wont’ find a trendy Michelin-starred restaurant 
here, but instead refined, reimagined regional dishes prepared by the Fattoria’s cooks. Here, 
the staff keep busy throughout the various seasons in a variety of roles: in the fields, during the 



 

 

grape harvest, milling olives, doing maintenance in the holiday homes or transforming the 
harvest into products. This creates a bond similar to that of a large family – and this is exactly 
the atmosphere that pervades this family-run business. 
Many of those who visit the “agriturismo” have become dedicated fans of La Vialla’s products, 
which they continue to order throughout the year, in particular in the form of gift ideas – the 
Fattoria’s products carefully packaged in straw. This allows them to enjoy a taste of the Tuscan 
way of life at home and, at the same time, to be sure that they are helping support an exemplary 
model of regenerative management. 
 
 
 
Good to know  
 

Viticulture and climate change 
 
Syntropic agriculture in viticulture – often referred to as “vitiforestry” or sustainable 
agroforestry viticulture – involves the use of other plants in the vineyard, not just for ground 
cover but also to promote a highly complex ecosystem. The high level of plant biodiversity 
creates a forest-like environment, rich in resources, in which there is an interplay between the 
production of mulch, nitrogen fixation, protection against erosion, encouragement of 
beneficial insects and climate regulation. The aim is to return the vine to its natural habitat – 
the forest edge – where it grows in its original form alongside flowers and grasses. 
 
Below is an overview of the plant groups: 

1. Biomass-producing and shade-providing plants (shrubs for pruning) 
These plants are planted to provide shade and, following heavy pruning, mulching materials 
for soil improvement. 

Poplar and willow: due to their rapid growth and remarkable ability to regenerate 
Mulberry: provides a great deal of biomass and tolerates drastic pruning 
Hazel: acts as a shrub layer and provides both mulch and an annual crop 

 
2. Nitrogen fixers (service plants) 
They absorb nitrogen from the air and store it in the soil, acting as natural fertilisers. 

Trees/shrubs: alder, black locust and Elaeagnus ebbingei 
Understorey: various varieties of clover (red clover, Alsike clover), alfalfa, lupins, 
vetches and field beans 

 
3. Fruit and timber trees (additional revenue) 
These plants are often planted in separate rows, running parallel to the vines, to improve the 
microclimate and increase biodiversity. 

Fruit trees: grapevine (classic companion), quince, medlar and wild cherry 
Nut trees: walnut, chestnut (common chestnut) and hazel 
Timber trees: Norway maple or tulip tree for long-term timber production 
 



 

 

4. Understory and intercrop plants 
The space directly beneath or between rows is used to keep the soil covered and to produce 
additional crops. 

Vegetables & fruit: squash (excellent for shading the ground), strawberry, rhubarb or 
radish and lettuce for the establishment phase 
Herbs & flowers: yarrow, wild carrot, mallow, hyssop (for pest control) and comfrey (as 
a dynamic accumulator) 

 
Planting structure 
In a syntropic vineyard, these plants are organised in layers (strata) and time phases 
(succession). 

Emergent stratum: tall trees (e.g. poplar, walnut), that filter light down to the lower 
layers 
Medium stratum: the vines themselves, along with fruit trees 
Ground stratum: ground-covering plants and herbs to help retain moisture 
 

Due to differences between regions, recommended crops vary from one area to another. 
However, the methodology behind this study is applicable to all contexts and will serve as 
an effective tool to help cope with climate change in the future. It is recommended for 
replication and experimenting. 
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