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CYCLING IN PROTECTED AREAS
PERSPECTIVES, CHALLENGES, EXAMPLES
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Foreword.
This report was born through
on-the-field experience, gained from developing cycle
routes across 7 regions for a
total of more than 6000 km,
reaching more than 380 Natura 2000 sites. The report
aims to focus the spotlight
on the issue of cycling in protected areas. We could observe how promoting the
use of the bicycle, both to arrive to the protected areas
and to move within them,
can be a very delicate issue
without proper careful
planning: cycling can lead to
undeniable environmental
advantages, especially when
compared to the use of
motor vehicles; however, cycling can also have negative
impacts and be a source of
conflicts within the protected areas. Therefore, while
cycling should definitely be
promoted, this ought to be
done after a careful study
and evaluation of its possible impacts. During our
journey we could notice different visions concerning
the unregulated use of ebikes, and on cycling out of
the official routes within a
protected area; however, we
could also see cyclists’ interest towards protected
areas, and their willingness
to engage in the upkeep and
betterment of the specific
environmental characteristics of these areas.
Thanks to the experience gai-

ned during the course of the
project, and through the presentation of concrete cases,
this vademecum tries to answer questions that, in our
experience and from our conversation with the various
local actors, have emerged as
particularly important:
• Promoting sustainable forms
of mobility, alternative to the
use of private motor vehicles,
is of fundamental importance
in order to improve the quality
of the environment by reducing emissions, energetic
costs and the anthropic impact towards the habitat and
the species living in it, both
those in good state of conservation and those at risk; the
promotion of the use of the
bicycle is almost always mentioned, both in the Plans and
Regulations of Protected
Areas and in the specific tools
used for territorial Planning
(e.g. Piani Regionali della Mobilità Sostenibile, Regional
Plans on Sustainable Mobility). Is it possible to agree
with this concept, and, if so,
how can intents be converted
into concrete action?
• Can promoting sustainable
mobility (cycling and walking)
lead to the creation of new
routes, and increase the anthropic presence, thereby increasing the impacts on both
the habitat and the species?
What are the most effective
ways to limit these impacts?
In protected areas cycling
(usually mountain-biking) is
1

treated similarly to walking;
in some cases impacts on habitats and species of conservation interest are possible
(e.g. when cycling out of the
official routes; in case of
sport events with a high
number of participants; when
crossing areas of reproduction/nidification). What priority actions can be taken (eg.
dedicated signposting; limited access; Environmental
Impact Assessment; user education) to limit these negative
impacts?
• Should the possible conflict
between cyclists and hikers
be a factor that should be
evaluated when developing
routes? Can activating monitoring systems be useful?
• How best to develop dedicated signposting? Should local
groups of cyclists be involved
in its development and monitoring?
• How best to share information between those managing protected areas and
those using them? Would it
be effective to develop a national system which includes
a network of stakeholders on
a national level?
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In order to understand what the best way to enjoy protected areas is, it is necessary
to know the basic elements that led to their birth, how many they are, where they are,
how they are managed, and especially, what tools make it possible to understand
what is allowed and what is not allowed within them. This is a very large topic, but
some simple points may help citizens (both cyclists and non-cyclists!) to enjoy these
areas without having a negative impact on their institutional functions.

1. Protected Areas.
An introduction.

in 1935) were essentially hunting reserves, detached from
the surrounding territory.

1.1 Why they were born;
what they are

After the Second World War,
and especially in the last 30
years, the evolution of science
has determined a completely
different approach to the safeguard of the environment. Concepts such as “biodiversity”,
“sustainable development”,
“ecosystem services”, “conservation”, “connectivity”, “climate change”, “desertification”
and more have drastically changed the concept of “protected
area”; moreover, they have popularized the concept of “respect for and safeguard of the
environment” and the awareness of the fact that protected
areas can provide goods and
services that satisfy - directly or
indirectly - humankind’s necessities, and guarantee the livelihoods of all species in future.

The survival of nature is linked
to the possibility of finding environments conducive to the
various life cycles; because
human beings are an integral
part of the natural context,
the collaboration between humans and nature is the best
option, if we want to make
sure that those who come
after us can enjoy nature in
conditions that are better than
those we enjoy today.
These concepts, which are almost a given for us today, are
the result of a great evolution
of scientific and environmental ideas.
The first national park (Yellowstone - USA) was created in
1872; 30 years later this idea
came to Europe (Sarek Park,
Sweden, 1909). In Italy the socalled “historical parks” (Gran
Paradiso in 1922, Abruzzi in
1923, Circeo in 1934 and Stelvio

This meant that a number of
laws and regulations have tried
to define and regulate the environments needing protection,
and what is allowed and not allowed in them. Moreover, this
2

has also increased the citizens’
ability to directly intervene in
the decisions concerning the
definition of Plans and Projects
(e.g. in the Environmental Impact Assessments and Strategic
Environmental Assessments).
Today the concept of “protected areas” stands for all those
areas with natural elements
(flora, fauna, habitats, landscapes, etc.) and/or evidence of
human activity (dry stone
walls; hedges used to separate
parcels of agricultural land;
ruins from different historical
eras etc.) that have essential
elements concerning the safeguard of biodiversity: they host
animals, plants, environments
that must be protected because they are rare, or they
may be present only in a peculiar environment (“endemic”),
or they may be the remnants of
an ancient kind of environment; but, especially, these environments host the essential
elements for the working of a
particular “ecological network”, that is the system of linkage and interchange between
areas and isolated natural ele-
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ments that permit the survival
of an habitat or a species.
It has therefore been possible
to define two concepts:
1) Protected areas are no longer seen as “islands”, but as
vital nodes of an “ecological
network” which can guarantee the mobility and the
conservation of all the innumerable elements of nature;
2) The protection of nature
cannot be done regardless
of the presence of humans
and their necessities of economic development and
enjoyment of the protected
areas; these two necessities
must be harmonized with
the safeguard of nature
The following definition of
protected area provided by
the IUCN is now globally accepted: “a clearly defined geographical space, recognised,
dedicated and managed,
through legal or other effective
means, to achieve the long
term conservation of nature
with associated ecosystem services and cultural values”; the
IUCN1 defines 6 kinds of protected areas, based on the
intended aim for their management (from protected areas
managed mainly for scientific
reason, to protected areas
managed mainly for the sustainable use of its natural ecosystem). Because the IUCN is a
global organization, these 6
categories cannot easily be applied on a European or national level: territorial specificity

is so varied that it is hard to assign each area within a nation
to a specific category; in any
case, as the next paragraph
will explore, the management
of protected areas should
follow an inverted pyramid
scheme, where general norms
on a national level are specified
in more detailed as the scope
of intervention decreases (i.e.
on a regional, provincial and
local level). Only in this way
can the management of protected areas achieve levels of
protection and safeguard compatible with the specific territorial reality (fig.1).
It is important to underline
that, especially on a national or
supranational level (eg. European level), it is common to
talk of a “system” of protected
areas, due to the fact that the
role each protection regime has
in the network of nature conservation has been recognized.

1.2
European Protected Areas:
the Natura 2000 Network
There is at the moment no common European definition of protected area; each member State
has its own classification, having regulated autonomously
the subdivision. However, in
1992, the Council Directive
92/43/EEC (21st May 1992)
known as the Habitats Directive , has for the first time laid
the legislative foundation for
the institution of “a coherent
European ecological network
of special areas of conservation [...] under the title Natura
2000. This network, composed
of sites hosting the natural habitat types listed in Annex I
and habitats of the species listed in Annex II , shall enable
the natural habitat types and
the species’ habitats concerned to be maintained or, where
appropriate, restored at a fa-

1

LARGE AREA
Each higher-level tool
dictates the guidelines
concerning the use of
the territory; lowerlevel tools follow those
guidelines and specify
them to a greater detail,
defining the implementation tools
Architectural
level

3
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vourable conservation status
in their natural range”. The Natura 2000 network also includes the special protection
areas classified by the Member
States pursuant to Directive
79/409/EEC (Birds Directive ).
This ecological network is built
through the identification of
bio-geographical regions, that
is territories with homogeneous ecological characteristics.
11 of these have been identified
in Europe (fig. 2) and Italy is the
only country which hosts three
of these regions: the Alpine,
the Continental and the Mediterranean (fig. 3): this means
that the Italian territory hosts
a variety of environments unique in Europe, and a richness in
habitats and animal and plant
species of great value.

2

Bio-geographical region
Territories with
homogeneous ecological
characteristics
Legend
Alpine Bio-geografical region
Anatolian Bio-geografical region
Artic Bio-geografical region
Atlantic Bio-geografical region
Black Sea Bio-geografical region
Boreal Bio-geografical region
Continental Bio-geografical region
Macaronasian Bio-geografical region
Mediterranean Bio-geografical region
Pannonian Bio-geografical region
Steppic Bio-geografical region

3

In sintesi la Rete Natura 2000
è così composta:

•
•

1 International Union for Conservation of Nature - http://www.iucn.org
2 Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31992L0043
3 Natural habitat types of Community interest whose conservation requires the designation of special areas of conservation
4 Animal and plant species of Community interest whose conservation requires the designation of special areas of conservation
5 The Council Directive 79/409/EEC 2 Aprile 1979 has been modified by the Directive 2009/147/EC concerning the conservation of wild birds.

4
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The Natura 2000 Network is
therefore composed of:

•
•

•

Special Protection Areas
(SPAs) under the Birds Directive
Sites of Community Importance (SCI) under the
Habitats Directive; these
are the first step towards
the creation of Special
Areas of Conservation
(SAC); they are needed to
guarantee the “conservation” and the “improvement” of the habitats and
species which are important for biodiversity
Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) under the Habitats Directive; together
with the SPAs they complete the Natura 2000 Network, as they contain
measures specific to the
site, which constitute the
basis of the management
measures needed for reaching the goals of the Directive

Often the various kinds of
areas overlap, in part or completely, not only with each
other, but also with other
kinds of protected areas which
may already exist and have
Plans and Regulations appropriate to reach the goals of the
Directive.
When considering the allowed/forbidden activities, article 6 of the Habitats Directive
leaves it to the Member States
to identify the necessary measures to take in case existing

measures (e.g. in sites included
in other kinds of protected
areas) are considered insufficient; it also introduces (paragraph 3)
the “Incidence
Assessment”, a preliminary report on “any plan or project
not directly connected with or
necessary to the management
of the site but likely to have a
significant effect thereon, either individually or in combination with other plans or
projects”.
The process towards the completion of the Natura 2000
Network is complex but not
“static”: by following the procedures identified by the European Directives, new sites can
enter the network, while
others (those where there was
a failure to reach a satisfactory
state of conservation) can be
excluded from the network.
The FAQ page of the website of
the European Commission is
very clear.
Other quantitative data are
available
at
https://www.eea.europa.eu/d
ata-and-maps/data/natura-10,
while a geographical view is
available
on
https://natura2000.eea.europa.eu/#.

quadro sulle aree protette”
(“framework legislation on
protected areas”) no. 394, 6
december 1991.
The classification system is
based on the object of safeguard, and is included in the
Elenco Ufficiale delle Aree Protette (EUAP, official list of protected areas), in its 6th
updated version

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The national network of safeguarded areas also includes:

•

•
2. The system
of national
protected areas
2.1
Classification system: areas
included in the official list
The relevant law is the “Legge
5

National Parks
Protected Marine Areas
State Natural Reserves
Other National Protected
Areas
Regional Natural Parks
Regional Natural Reserves
Other Regional Protected
Areas

Wetlands of International
Importance (Ramsar sites):
areas of marsh, fen, peatland or water, whether
natural or artificial, permanent or temporary, with
water that is static or flowing, fresh, brackish or
salt, including areas of marine water the depth of
which at low tide does not
exceed six metres6
Rete Natura 2000
(§ 2.2)

Detailed information on wetlands
under the 1971 Ramsar Convention can
be found on:
https://www.ramsar.org/wetland/italy
6
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2.2
The Natura 2000 Network
in Italy
The implementation of the
Natura 2000 Network in Italy
has been long and difficult,
but - also due to infraction
procedures and “warnings”
from Europe - nowadays only
a small fraction of SCIs has
not been converted into
SACs.
The Habitats Directive has
been transposed into Italian
law with the 357/97 DPR ; the
DM of 17 october 2007 defines “minimal common criteria on the basis of which
regions and autonomous
4

provinces adopt conservation measures or management plans for those areas”,
thereby defining conservation measures for the Special
Areas of Conservation (Art.2,
par. 4) and for the Special
Protection Areas (Art. 5).
The Regions have adopted
the minimal common criteria, adapting them to their
specific situation.
Quantitative data about the
Natura 2000 Network are
available on the website of
the Italian Ministry of the
Environment; figure 4 shows
their geographical distribution (Fig 4)

Natural
protected
areas and
Natura 2000
Source:
https://www.minambiente.it/sites/default/fil
es/archivio/allegati/rete_
natura_2000/natura200
0_italia_informa09_italiano.pdf

2.3
Rules and regulations:
management tools
Knowledge of the regulations
for the institution and management is essential for a correct
enjoyment of the protected
areas.
The act of institution must include the motivations leading
to the institution of the protected area; the borders of the
zones with different degrees
of protection; and the regulation for their usage (what is
allowed/not allowed within
the area).
The law for transparency in administration makes it easy to
find all the relative documents
on the internet. In the “Transparent Administration” section of the website of the
protected areas, under the sections concerning “planning”
and “regulations”, it is possible
to find information about the
existing management tools.
The specific planning and management tools defined by national law are as follows.
PARKS AND RESERVES
Safeguard measures (Art. 6
L. 394/91). They are the
first and essential safeguarding tool, which limits
the scope of transformability of the territory, from
the institution of the protected area to the approval
of the Regulation.
Regulation (art. 11 L 394/91).
It regulates the activities
allowed within the area covered by the park.

•
National natural protected areas (in red) and the Natura 2000 Network
(SCI/SACs in green; SPAs in purple).

Decreto del Presidente della Repubblica 8 settembre 1997, n. 357, Regolamento recante attuazione
della Direttiva 92/43/CEE relativa alla conservazione degli habitat natuali e seminaturali, nonché
della flora e della fauna selvatiche
8
Criteri minimi uniformi per la definizione di misure di conservazione relative a Zone Speciali di
Conservazione (ZSC) e a Zone di Protezione Speciale (ZPS) (Gazzetta Ufficiale Serie generale n. 258
del 6 novembre 2007)
9
Decreto Legislativo 14 marzo 2013, n. 33 (Riordino della disciplina riguardante il diritto di accesso
civico e gli obblighi di pubblicità, trasparenza e diffusione di informazioni da parte delle pubbliche
amministrazioni)
7

6

•
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Activities and works that
may compromise the landscape and the natural environments (flora, fauna
and their respective habitats) are usually forbidden.

•

which are part of the same
ecosystem, and have been
more extensively modified
by the processes of anthropization: here activities
compatible with the institutional aims of the park
and aiming to improve the
socio-cultural life of the
local communities and the
enjoyment of the park by
the visitors are allowed
E) CONTIGUOUS AREAS
(art. 21 L. 394/91): here the
Regions, together with the
management of the protected natural areas and with
the local level of government, define plans and
programs for hunting, fishing and extractive activities, and for the safeguard
of the environment, where
it is necessary to intervene
in order to safeguard the values of the protected area.

Park plan (art. 12 L.
394/91). It aims to protect
the natural, environmental, historical, cultural and
anthropological
values
through the division of the
territory in areas or parts
characterized by differentiated forms of use, enjoyment and safeguard,
defined by the Technical
Norms of Implementation
of the plan itself:
A) INTEGRAL RESERVES,
where the natural environment is safeguarded in its
integrity;
B) GENERAL ORIENTATED
RESERVES, where building
new constructions, expanding existing ones, and in
general doing works that
transform the territory is
forbidden;
C) PROTECTION AREAS,
where agricultural, forestal
and pastoral activities, together with fishing and harvesting of natural products,
can continue, according to
the traditional methods or
following the methods of
biological agriculture, and
in harmony with the institutional aims of the park and
to the general criteria defined by the management of
the park;
D) AREAS OF ECONOMIC
AND SOCIAL PROMOTION,

•

•

Nulla osta (permission)
(art. 13 L 394/91). It is conceded after a preventative
assessment and the release of concessions and
authorizations for interventions, implants and
works; it states the conformity between the dispositions of the plan and those
of the regulation on the
one hand, and the intervention on the other.
Pluriennal Economic and
Social Plan (art. 14 L.
394/91): it aims to promote activities which are
compatible with the
aims of the Park, such as
the subsidies for privates
7

and local governments;
the provision of equipment; plants for depuration or energetic savings;
the promotion of traditional artisanal, agricultural, forestal, pastoral
or cultural activities etc.
NATURA 2000 NETWORK

•

•

Management plan (art. 6
Habitats Directive). It is a
set of measures designed
to avoid the deterioration
of the natural habitats and
the species habitats, and
to avoid disturbances to
the species for which the
protected areas have been
designated. It is the operative tool disciplining the
use of the territory; it is
written through the formulation of a framework
relative to the site’s characteristics for its different
components (physical, biological, socio-economical,
archeological, architectonic, cultural, landscape),
the evaluation of the ecological needs of the habitat and the species, and
the provision of a management strategy periodically
monitored and adapted;
Impact Assessment (art. 6
Habitats Directive). It is a
procedure which aims to
preventively establish whether a plan, a project or a
sporting event can cause a
temporary or permanent
damage to the conservation aims of the area:
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the impact assessment
can be required even if
the activities are not carried within the site, but it
is reasonable to assume
that they may have an
impact on the site.
For what concerns this document, it must be noted that
within SCIs and SACs agricultural and hunting activities
are forbidden; as for the SPAs,
hunting activities are regulated, but it is also important to
note what paragraph o forbids, that is the circulation of
motorized vehicles off road,
with the exception of agricultural vehicles, emergency vehicles, and for the access to
agricultural areas by those
who work in them. Moreover,
the circulation on forestal
roads is regulated according
to 13 environmental categories10 (art. 6). As a recent article by Gianni Di Francesco
(Regional
Coordinator
Abruzzo and Molise for FIAB Federazione Italiana Ambiente
e
Bicicletta,
(https://www.ekuonews.it/0
4/02/2020/divieto-e-bike-nelparco-le-osservazioni-al-regolamento-della-fiab-abruzzo-e
-molise/) has noted, according to article 50 of the Road
Law (D.Lgs. 30/04/1992, n.
285) a distinction must be
made between ebikes and
pedal-assisted bicycles: ebikes

have a motor which is completely independent from the act
of pedalling (thereby being
more similar to an electric
moped than to a bicycle),
while the latter have an electric motor which works only
when pedalling. The movement of the legs determines
the motion of the vehicle, and
the electric motor is limited to
assisting the cyclist.
2.4
Usage rules: what we need to
know and where to find the
information
As a conclusion, in order to
correctly enjoy the protected
areas, the following should be
known:

•

•

•

Safeguard Measures: if the
protected area does not
have a Plan yet, these are
the first and essential reference concerning what is allowed/forbidden within the
area;
Park Plan: it defines the
zones within the protected
area and their degree of protection; it is forbidden to go
in A Zones;
Technical Norms for the Implementation of the Plan: for
each zone, they define the
allowed and forbidden activities.

Open alpine environments; forestal alpine environments; open environments of mediterranean
mountains; forestal environments of mediterranean mountains; mixed mediterranean environments;
steppe environments; colonies of marine birds; wetlands; rivers; agricultural environments; rice fields;
migration corridors; mountain passes, islands and peninsulas relevant for bird migration

10

8

As already mentioned, the law
on transparent administration
makes it possible to find all documents on the internet.
Another important element,
deriving from the awareness of
the importance of the use of a
zero-emissions vehicle and of
the economic potential benefits that cycling offers, is that
many protected areas have defined cycling routes and have a
lot of data at their disposal.
At
this
link
https://lifesic2sic.eu/Allegato_Vademecum.pdf it is possible to find a framework of
what the national parks have
specified regarding cycling on
their territory, thereby offering
an indication on the correct
usage of the protected areas for
cyclists.
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3. Users
3.1
Expectations and desires of
the cycle tourist
As mentioned in the previous
chapter, the challenge for the
parks nowadays consists in the
need to harmonize the safeguard of nature, an aware enjoyment of their area, and the
promotion of local economies.
Within this framework, cycle
tourism, and cycling in general,
can constitute both an element
of enjoyment and of economic
development.
In order to evaluate its characteristics and its possible impact
it is necessary to understand
what categories of users can
reach protected areas.
The first Isnart Report “Cycle
tourism and cycle tourists in
Italy”
https://www.google.com/url?
sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&sourc
e=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwizpYGr_YvtAhUFKuwKHbnSAmgQFjADegQIBBAC&url=http%
3A%2F%2Fwww.isnart.it%2F
pdf%2F190326_Cicloturismo_I
snart.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1C3ARe7B-l2A6WKrYN3hi, Rome,
26 march 2019, Unioncamere)
identifies three kinds of cycle
tourists:

•

•

•

•

Tourists on a bike (cycling
holidays): they choose to
have a cycling holiday; the
bike is both their means of
transportation and their way
of knowing the territory.

•

The ECF (European Cycling Federation), promoter of the Eurovelo network, adds the
concept of cycling day visits,
which includes day-cyclists
who cycle each day from their
fixed place of stay.
By using these examples we
can define some kinds of users,
defining their expectations,
their behaviour, and therefore
the measures to take for a correct usage of the territory.
We can therefore identify four
different kinds of cyclists and
analyze them according to various elements:

•
•

•

•

Sports cycle tourists: their
choice of holiday destination is based on the possibility to practice a certain
sport;
Tourists with a bike (holiday cycling): their choice of
holiday destination is not

analyze them according to various elements:

determined by the use of
the bike, but cycling becomes an important though
not essential part of the
holiday;

We can therefore identify four
different kinds of cyclists and
9

Bike: city bike, sport bike,
mountain bike; this has an
influence on both the
length and the kind of
route chosen;
Average distance: a few kilometres in the local area;
a cycling journey; a sports
stage;
Tourist expectations: routes and attractions change
according to the kind of cycling activity chosen;
Safety level: each kind of
user has a different cycling
ability; therefore it is necessary to identify different
kinds of routes, which offer
an adequate level of safety
for each kind of user.
Signposting and route characteristics: this element has
an influence on the kind of
investment needed: from
simple signposting to the
necessity to regulate the use
of the route, to the solution
of specific problems, to the
realization of new infrastructure
Possible environmental impact on the protected area:
different kinds of users can
have different impacts due
to different behaviours,
with a higher or lower level
of predictability and respect for the rules.
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Cycle tourists for a day

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Typology: an occasional user of the protected area; they have chosen this destination
but they could have chosen any other route in the countryside or in the city. They need
to be made aware of the importance of the area, and they need guidance on the correct relationship with the environment. They often come with the family (possibly
with small children) or a group of friends; they live in a big city; they arrive by car
Bike: cheap, rented bike
Distance: 20-30 km per day, better if on a looping route on a greenway
Aims: relax; route with a historical or food-and-wine theme; the protected area may
be the destination but often it is a fortuitous element
Safety: high level of safety needed (protected routes; roads with low traffic; safe
crossings; clear signposting)
Infrastructure: rest area; game area; tourist infrastructure; cultural infrastructure
(museums, ecomuseums, visitors’ centre etc.)
Impact: routes on existing roads or purposely built paths; low propensity to cycle
off the signed path; higher propensity to incorrect behaviour in rest areas (fires, garbage, disturbance to small fauna)

Occasional cycle tourists

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Typology: they stay in a single place for the duration of their holiday; not used to cycling, they have decided not to use their car during their holiday, and they are in search
of a “different” day. They need guidance and direction for their behaviour
Bike: city bike loaded on their car or rented
Distance: daily trips from their holiday destination, 10-20 km
Aims: they look for a safe, pleasant trip of discovery
Safety: high level of safety needed, for children and non-expert cyclists
Infrastructure: cycle paths separated from the road, in the shade, comfortable; bike rentals
Impact: routes on existing roads or purposely built paths; low propensity to cycle off
the signed path; higher propensity to incorrect behaviour in rest areas (fires, garbage)

10
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Cycle tourers

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Typology: they are the careful, curious tourists, enjoying the ride for itself, but also
for the sense of discovery. Often an adult couple, families, a group of friends
Bike: comfortable, often expensive bike, fully equipped
Distance: 60-70 km per day; starting point and destination often connected by train or plane
Aims: they look for a 5-10 day holiday, aiming to discover a territory from an historical
and/or food-and-wine point of view. The protected area is an important part of the route
Safety: can cycle on roads open to car traffic; they often travel with side panniers;
they want well-maintained roads without too many changes in direction
Infrastructure: long, well structured routes; typical B&B; bike hotels; safe parking
also for short stays (visits, restoration etc.)
Impact: expert cyclists, they tend to stay on the signed path; the protected area is
often one of the destinations of their journey; they tend to respect the rules

Sport cyclists

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Typology: well trained amateur cyclists interested in the sporting performance and
in great emotions. Often a group of friends or a sport team
Bike: sport road bike, or expensive mountain bike
Distance: 80-150 km per day, on hard routes; cycle paths only in order to avoid dangerous sections
Aims: a sport performance on famous sport routes, patents
Safesty: not important; they may represent a danger for slow cyclists
Infrastructure: signposting related to sport data; bike hotels; personalized treatment
Impact: road bikes on paved road: no impact compared to cars, except for big events
(Granfondo); MTB: they tend to use unpaved roads or paths, even in delicate areas;
they ask for the creation of bike parks, especially in ski areas

Having described these user
categories it is clear that the
management of the park
needs to differentiate the offer
and the attention they have
towards these users, complying with their requests but
also containing their incorrect
behaviour.
“Cycle tourists for a day” often
look for a great experience just
within reach of their home.
They often live near or within

the protected area; they need
guidance and education but
they also need to be turned
into a loyal supporter. From
their approach to the protected area and from the possibility of enjoyment they have,
consensus to the existence and
development of the area is
born and strengthened. This
has been the case especially in
the case of regional parks,
which were seen as an obstacle
11

until the creation of a visitor
network showed the park in a
different light. The focus must
lie on the need to turn the bike
into the standard way of reaching the area, for example by
integrating its cycle paths with
the network of cycle paths of
the local communities.
Similar concepts can be applied in the case of the “occasional cycle tourists”, for
whom the aspects concerning
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the uniqueness of the place
should be highlighted. Not
being used to cycle or to visit
protected areas, their visit can
prompt the development,
under the park’s supervision,
of guidance activities (together
with all the logistics needed:
qualified guides; transportation; bike rental; assistance
etc.) which can provide an economic stimulus for the local
communities.
“Cycle tourers” often are the
most environmentally aware,
used to correctly enjoy their
visit to a protected area; at the
same time, they usually are
just passing by, not interested
in spending many hours within
the area. In this case the Park
can focus on being part of a highly attractive route (or promote connections between the

Park and the route), thereby
getting a constant tourist presence throughout the year.
“Sport cyclists” are probably
the hardest to manage. Until a
few years ago, focussing on the
sport side of cycling meant having no interest whatsoever in
environmental issues. Today
sport cyclists have accepted
the idea of being guided in part
through signed routes. Bikers
on their MTB can be a disturbance both for the natural environment and for walkers.

the main issues concerning
both management and safety.
The difference in speed and
the unpredictability of the
movements mean that in the
event of crowding or the presence of children and elderly
people, coexistence is certainly complex.

3.2
Pedestrians, cyclists, hikers:
critical points and possible
solutions
In all user-friendly routes,
coexistence between pedestrians and cyclists is one of

Examples of separation between pedestrians and cyclists in cycle tourism routes

12

Life_ciclabilità_Eng(2° parte)13_1_21_Life_bici_15_4_20 26/01/21 14:57 Pagina 14

In the case of cycling in mountain areas and in protected areas, many regions have tried to regulate the
usage of paths and local roads
Autonomous Province of
Trento: tourist promotion
and path regulation
The Autonomous Province of
Trento, for example, has
begun to differentiate cycle
touring activities from “gravity” sports such as downhill
and freeride; the latter can be
practiced only in bike parks
and almost exclusively in ski
areas; from a normative point
of view, their regulation is part
of the regulation of ski areas.
In 2015 the Giunta Provinciale
has adopted regulation no.
692, with official criteria for
the institution of the provincial network of mountain bike
paths, forbidding the use of
bikes on some alpine and
other paths. Cycle tourism and
the enjoyment of the mountains and of the protected
areas on a mountain bike are
considered vital factors for the
Trento Province tourist sector.
The aim was to regulate and

promote sustainable tourism
without giving the message of
simply forbidding the use of
mountain bikes. The environmental problems, and the
issue of conflict with hikers,
are not territory-wide, but
related to specific areas. So
the idea was to find specific
solutions to those specific
critical points, by forbidding
the use of mountain bikes
and pointing bikers towards
specific paths through their
promotion.
This happens through a system
composed of two elements

•

•

Network of MTB paths as
an “open country” system
for cross country (and similar activities), with different levels of difficulty;
Bike Park as a “managed
closed territory” system for
downhill (and similar activities).
13

In order to provide guidance
for the users, a promotional
campaign has been implemented which aims to:

•

•
•

Avoid promoting the use
of mountain bikes on alpine paths not included in
the network
Direct the majority of bikers towards routes included in the network
Manage the small amount
of bikers who will still use
paths not included in the
network by focusing on
specific, easy to manage
spots

The manager of the Servizio
Turismo decides to forbid cycling on alpine paths or other
mountain paths whenever
there is the possibility of a risk
for the environment or for the
other users of the paths. In this
way, it is possible to implement an effective system for
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the prevention and monitoring
of these issues.
As a general rule, forbidding
the use of cycling happens only
when a risk is clearly present
(e.g. damages to the paths or
the surrounding areas, interference with hikers).
Veneto Region:
regulating the use of paths
In Veneto the regulation no.
1434 31/07/2012 defines cycle
touring paths as routes realized in order to promote the
knowledge of the environmental and landscape values of the
territory, and to promote sport
and recreational activities.
These routes mainly use forestal roads, paths, unpaved
roads, but they can also use
new paths within ski areas.
As happens in the Autonomous Province of Trento, two
categories are defined:

•

Tour” cycle touring paths:
mainly based on existing
forestal roads and paths;
these are Marathon or All
Mountain routes, not ex-

•

clusively destined for cyclists;
“Free Ride” cycle touring
paths: mainly new paths on
ski areas, or on existing forestal roads and paths,
mainly destined to the exclusive use of cyclists.

The coexistence between cyclists and hikers happens only
in paths where cyclists are allowed, if these conditions exist:

•
•
•
•
•

Minimal width of the path:
1,5 meters;
Maximal slope: 20% on a
2,5-10 meters long segment;
The use of the alpine path
by both cyclists and hikers
must be safe;
Cyclists must reduce speed;
Specific signposting

The aim of a safe coexistence of
cyclists and hikers can be more
easily reached through specific
signposting that helps cyclists
to choose a path which corresponds to their abilities.

The table below presents the
categories into which paths are
divided, according to their difficulty level.
The way in which paths are
created must follow a series of
rules and precautions aimed at
causing the least possible environmental impact and at preventing user behaviour which
may lead to damages to the
environment. In particular, the
new routes should be realized
with the aim of always keeping
cyclists on them, thereby causing the least possible environmental damage.
Summing up, the planning of
the path should have the following provisions:

•
•
•
•

Visual impact should be mitigated;
User safety;
Water flows on the surface of
the path should be managed
An annual plan for the upkeep of the path, aiming to
reduce erosion

Easy
Green Circle

Average
Blu Square

Hard
Red Rhombus

Very Hard
Double Black Rhombus

more than 100 cm

60 - 100 cm

30 - 60 cm

< 30 cm

Stabile

Mostly stable, but
can vary

Very Varied

less than 30 cm

Average Slope

less than 5%

5 - 10%

10 - 15%

more than 15%

Maximum Slope

less than 15%

15 - 20%

15 - 20%

more than 20%

Width of the path
Terrain

14
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•
•

Provisions to avoid or discourage off-path cycling;
The use of local, natural
materials in case artificial
structures are needed.

Self-regulation codes (NORBA,
IMBA, Tavole di Courmayeur)
Where no regional regulation
exists, the two main bikers’ associations (NORBA - National
Off Road Bicycle Association
and IMBA - International Mountain Bicycle Association) promote self-regulation codes
focusing on the coexistence
with hikers and on respect for
the territory.
This is a synthesis of the
NORBA code:
1

Always give way to hikers;

2 Slow down and use caution
when approaching hikers;
3 Always check your speed and
enter curves cautiously, trying
to foresee sudden obstacles;
4 Always follow the path to
limit your impact on the
environment;
5 Do not disturb or scare pets
and wild animals;
6 Never dump your waste;
7 Always respect private and
public property;
8 Always try to be self-sufficient
9 Never take a bike excursion
alone
10 Limit your impact on nature as much as possible

The CAI (Club Alpino Italiano Italian Alpine Club) in 2014
wrote the Tavole della Montagna, a self-regulation code for
the different sport and recreational activities in mountain environments, which include
provisions for cycle-tourers.
Hikers pledge to avoid shortcuts
on non-rocky terrains in order to
avoid erosion; to not walk off
the path; to reduce acoustic pollution when crossing protected
areas or biotopes of scientific relevance; to evaluate the loading
capacity of the environment. As
for mountain bikes, the code
asks bikers to avoid using skilifts
(except when in dedicated bike
parks), in order to avoid using
the bike only downhill, thereby
limiting the biker’s relation with
the mountain. Sport clubs are
asked to limit competitions and
to follow the NORBA and IMBA
regulations, adapting them to
the different territories.

4. Planning
networks in
protected areas
4.1
The new framework law
on cycling (2/2018)
The 2/2018 framework law on
cycling is the first time that a
homogeneous framework of
policies related to the promotion of cycling has been created.
Already from the way it is set
up, it sees cycling in its correct
relation with the environment.
Article 1 states that the law has
the aim to promote cycling as a
15

means of transport both for
everyday needs and for tourist
and recreational activities; further aims are those of improving the efficiency, safety and
sustainability of urban mobility,
safeguarding the natural heritage, reducing the negative effects of mobility on health and
soil consumption.
The most relevant news concerning the realization of cycling
networks is the fact that the
law goes beyond the old concept of cycle path. Previously,
cycle paths were the only infrastructure that the law contemplated for the promotion of
cycling; now the concept of ciclovia (cycle-way) has been introduced. This introduces the
idea that a cycle route can be
composed of different solutions.
A cycle-way can be composed of
the classic infrastructure,
such as a cycle path (separated
from the road) or a cycle lane
(painted on the asphalt), but it
can also be realized through limiting the speed of the traffic
(30 km/h zones) and, in natural
environments, through the realization of the so-called “greenways”, or natural paths open to
cycling.
On a greenway, motorized traffic is not allowed, while cycling
is. A “sentiero ciclabile o percorso natura” (natural path
open to cycling) is defined as a
route in parks or protected
areas, along rivers or in rural environments, with no particular
infrastructural characteristics,
where cycling is allowed.
The latter part of the definition
is important for the promotion
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of cycling in protected areas,
because it confirms the possibility of using existing paths, not
necessarily needing infrastructural interventions to define a
cycle route.
The use of existing paths for cycling, as mentioned in the previous chapter, has as a
consequence the need to regulate the impact on the most delicate natural areas, and the
coexistence between cyclists
and hikers.
4.2
The territory: potential
developments and fragility

4.2.1
Redevelopment of existing
infrastructure
Interventions for creating cycle
routes within protected areas
should lead to using the area in
respect of its environmental,
natural and landscape characteristics.
The first priority is therefore the
redevelopment of the network
of local or forestal roads and
paths, focusing also on the restoration and enhancement of
historical routes.

Managing the usage of a territory means focusing both on
the activities which can be allowed (both for cyclists and hikers) and on the interventions
that these activities require.
Some good examples of interventions and solutions in the
management of tourist access
within protected areas follow.

16
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Formation of a network through the redevelopment or rural paths Parco Agricolo Sud Milano.
Once the routes have been decided on, the redevelopment and safety intervention must be harmonized with the way the territory is used. The terrain on rural and local roads can be restored with
products that guarantee a good level of comfort for cyclists in various weathers, but which safeguard
the traditional, unpaved characteristics of the road.

Examples of cycle routes in rural areas.
Through the use of natural engineering techniques and care towards the flora, it is possible to include small road works without excessive impact.

17
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With a careful management of the terrain, it is possible to optimize the management of intense
weather events by using for example “rain gardens” to absorb rain water and create
microhabitats with local flora, avoiding the use of cement ducts.

Cycle path

Existing forest
area

Marginal
shrubs

Rain
garden

Grass area with local
plants

The creation of routes must necessarily be harmonized with the conservation of the habitats. Different techniques and solutions can be utilized to guarantee ecological continuity and reduce impact
on the microfauna. The use of techniques for the creation of natural ecoducts avoid interference
between the route network and the microfauna.

18
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In natural areas within anthropized environments (which is often the case in low-ground parks or
river parks), the creation of the routes can be a way to restore natural environments eroded by uncontrolled building activities.

Moreover, the zones that constitute a border between protected areas and urbanized areas can be
redeveloped through interventions that focus both on the creation of the routes and the redevelopment of the zone facing the urbanized area.

19
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4.2.2
Enjoyment and safeguard
The theme of the enjoyment of
a protected area by bike can be
seen under many different
points of view both relating to
the territory and to the kind of
management. Here are some
positive examples concerning
the promotion of cycling within a protected area.
Piedmont Region.
Po Vercellese - Alessandrino
Park. Bosco Pastrona
In some cases the management of the natural area and
its usage generate chances of
cooperation between the Park

and local clubs. This is what
happened in the Bosco Pastrona of Casale Monferrato
where, thanks to an agreement between the Po Vercellese - Alessandrino Park and
the local FIAB club, an area of
about 15 hectares is managed.
In 2013 two “Kintana” routes
were created, for MTBs and
for cyclocross. In a short time
these routes have attracted
local amateurs and young
people; thanks to their technical characteristics, they are
also attractive for professional riders. The area lies near
the houses of Casale; its use
by families is made easier by
the presence of rest areas and
open fields. The use of the

20

area is defined by a regulation
which defines the behavioural
norms and the activities that
are allowed; the provisions relating to the safeguard of the
area; the public meetings that
can be organized. The club
that manages the area is tasked with its upkeep, cooperates with the surveillance
teams, organizes promotional
events, cooperates with the
Park on projects for the development of the area and on
initiatives related to environmental education.
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Lombardy Region.
South Milan Agricultural
Park and Ticino Park
In the area lying between the
two Grande and Pavese navigli
of Milan, and the protected
area of the Ticino Park, a dense
network of four long cycling
routes is about to be completed. These routes connect the
rural areas of the South Milan
Park, the forests of the Ticino
Park, and the many zones of reforestation carried out by the
Lombardy Region.
This project is having a positive
impact on the territory: people
living in the local community
have now the chance to know
and enjoy their territory, which

they didn’t before due to concerns for potential damage to
rural activities; moreover, this
territory is now part of the tourist network of routes near the
city of Milan. The project has
therefore constituted a chance
for the development of agricultural activities and for sustainable tourism, both essential to
strengthen the policies aimed
at contrasting land consumption, policies which were put
in practice with the institution
of the Agricultural Park and the
Ticino Park.
The main routes of the network
will connect the Naviglio
Grande with the Naviglio Pavese and Abbiategrasso with Vigevano, the main towns in the
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area. Connection with smaller
communities and with the train
network has been ensured, in
order to promote daily mobility
by bike and offer the chance to
reach other tourist spots.
The cycling network also reaches the urbanized areas with
protected paths and safe crossings of provincial roads, and
can therefore guarantee both
the enjoyment of protected
areas and daily mobility between the different towns and
villages.
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Lombardy Region.
Adamello and Oglio Parks.
Oglio cycleway
One of the aspects tied to the
promotion of the use of the bicycle within protected areas is
the possibility that cycle tourism can be enjoyed by different
kinds of users. The Camonica
Valley in Lombardy offers
examples of different approaches. The Valley includes parts
of the Adamello Regional Park
and other natural reserves with
diverse natural environments. It
is of interest for road cyclists,
bikers and cycle tourers. The
most interesting project has

been developed with the latter
in mind.
Starting in 2012, the Mountain
Communities of the Camonica
Valley, Sebino Bresciano and
Laghi Bergamaschi, together
with the Regional Parks of the
Adamello and of Oglio Nord,
have developed the Oglio cycleway. Following the route included in the Lombardy Region
Plan for Cycling Mobility, the
Oglio cycleway is a 280 km-long
route which connects the Tonale Pass to the Po river, where
the VenTo cycleway runs. This is
an ambitious project which can
already be cycled on for about
90% of its length; the route fol-

lows the border of the Adamello Park, and naturally leads
to the natural reserves of the
Bogs and of the Incisioni Rupestri (petroglyphs); the route is
an axis along which provides for
an easy access to the parks
along the Oglio river. Moreover,
because a great part of the
route is served by the Trenord
“Brescia - Iseo - Edolo” railway,
accessing the route using lowimpact means of transportation is very easy.

In 2019 the cycleway was awarded the Italian Green Road Award “most beautiful cycle route of Italy” prize
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Latium Region.
Park of the Castelli Romani.
New signposting
The Park of the Castelli Romani has been under a lot of
pressure from mountain bikers in the last ten years. The
mountainous, forested area
of the volcan, with its 180km
of signed paths, has become
an attraction for visitors
from Rome but also from the
rest of Italy, due also to competitions such as the Via
Sacra Marathon, held in September each year, with hundreds
of
participants.
Moreover, the slopes of some
forested area in Rocca di

Papa, Albano and Castel
Gandolfo have encouraged
downhill riding, which, absent dedicated and signed
paths, can be a danger for hikers and damage the undergrowth due to the artificial
modifications (jumps, chicanes etc.) For this reason, the
Park has adopted behavioural
rules, needed also to fill the
gap created by the absence of
mountain biking from the list
of activities requiring a permission (par. 2.3 of Regional
Law 29/97). For this reason,
new limits to the use of
paths, concerning the coexistence with hikers and speed
limits when riding downhill,
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have been introduced. In
2020 new signposting is
being introduced, including
safety provisions, and possibly the exclusion of mountain bikes from certain areas.
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Autonomous Provinces
of Trento and Bolzano.
Lombardy Region, Stelvio Park.
Redeployment of historical
roads
In the last few years, the Stelvio National Park has tried to
rethink how it relates with
the network of historical
roads that cross it. The Stelvio, Gavia and Mortirolo passes have been the place of
huge cycling events in the history of the sport; they are
reached during the summer
months by innumerable amateur cyclists who worship
these roads, but also by hun-

dreds of thousands of motor
vehicles.
The environmental impact on
the air, on the fauna and on
the territory is important, also
because this is often a kind of
tourism which does not have a
lot in common with the principles of a protected area.
For this reason the Park promotes a series of days where
access to motorized vehicles is
forbidden, and the roads are
reserved to active mobility. Cyclists, walkers, hikers, skaters
or roller skiers “invade” the
roads in those days.
The closure of the three roads
and of the road of the Cancano
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lakes happens during two long
weekends. From thursday to
friday, one road per day is closed, so as to promote whole
weekend stays. Amateurs can
cycle on one pass per day, and
enjoy an evocative holiday in
harmony with nature.
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Final
considerations
The experience of instituting
and developing protected
areas in Italy has represented,
at least in the last thirty years,
one of the rare examples of
success in the management of
the territory. Born from an urgent need to protect and safeguard an environment which
was degrading day after day,
protected areas have soon become a virtuous example of
managing territorial resources
together with the need of local
communities.
The system of protected areas,
which also includes the Natura
2000 Network sites, is now a

system of territory management aware of the importance
of harmonizing the safeguard
of nature with sustainable
human activities, and it tends
to pursue the objectives of sustainable development.
The protected area can become an opportunity for the
sustainable development of
local communities, harmonizing the need for the safeguard
of nature with occasions of
economic development.
In this context, the idea of a
kind of tourism which is aware
of the ecological equilibrium,
and curious about the peculiarities of each territory, can be
easily harmonized with the
aims of many protected areas.
Cycle tourism is definitely an
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opportunity for the life of the
protected area, and an important chance for economic development. On a national
scale, cycle tourism can account for almost 55 million
overnight stays, and a total expense of 4.7 bn euros, or 5.6%
of the tourist sector (data from
the 2° Isnart-Legambiente Bike
Summit Report 2020).
Building a network of cycle
routes can guarantee easy access to the least environmentally delicate parts of a
protected area; it can also lead
local communities to discover
what wonders lie just outside
their door and therefore create
a sense of identification with
the area and its aims. Moreover, the routes can also be
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attractive to tourists coming
from other areas, for multiple
days. The attractiveness of the
area can be based on its beauty
and especially on its importance and its peculiar characteristics.
Creativity and management
skills are however needed:
creativity is needed to create
those occasions of experiential
tourism so in demand nowadays, which however should be
harmonized with a correct approach to the protected area;
management skills are needed
to harmonize the need for the
safeguard and conservation of
the peculiar natural and environmental characteristics of
the area, with a way to enjoy
the area that shows care to the
values that the territory should
continue to express.
However, it is not possible to
see an increase in cycle tourism, especially in protected
areas, as absolutely positive:
the inappropriate use of ebikes; the high number of cyclists; the low awareness of
rules for the correct usage; the
frequent lack of signposting;
the planning of routes done all
too often without consulting
those who know both cycling
and the territory; these are all
critical elements which can
lead to a non-sustainable use

of the area.
By talking to many of the people involved in the management of the protected areas
we have visited (assessors; mayors; presidents, directors and
technicians of the Parks; associations etc.), and by analyzing
many examples, it was possible to note a potential conflict
between cycling in a protected
area and the need of environmental protection; this conflict however can be solved
with the correct use of the
available normative tools.
In order for the potential critical points to be solved, a close
cooperation between those
who manage the protected
areas and cyclists (whatever
category they belong to) is
needed. The rules concerning
the usage of the area must be
adequately publicized both online and on the relevant points
of the area, so that cyclists and
hikers are aware of what is allowed and what is not allowed
in the protected area. It is clear
that developing the regulation
through a cooperation between those who manage the
area and its users will lead to
an effective respect for the
rules; in this way, cyclists and
associations become responsible for the management of
areas of natural interest.
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