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Abstract 

Italian cultural heritage is actually subjected to a high anthropic pressure leading to a widespread worsening in the state of conservation of 
historical, archeological and artistic goods especially in seaboard areas. This paper aims to link the cultural heritage still existing on the landward 
sides of Calabrian coastal region with the widespread presence of coastal towers and littoral castles scattered along the regional seaboard areas. 
Really, the seaboard landscape of the region could be an ideal pattern where the natural features of coastal zone and its cultural heritage could 
interact for the social and economic growth of local people. By this way, the protection of historical defensive coastal system, located along 
Calabrian coastline, could become part of an overall coastal landscape planning, where these valuable archeological goods could be inserted into 
an effective revaluation of the regional cultural heritage.
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Historical Defensive Coastal System as  
Cornerstones of Cultural Heritage in  

Calabria (Southern Italy)

Introduction

On 2022 year, is the fiftieth anniversary of a serious slash 
done by Lazlo Toth on a world-famous masterwork, named “La 
Pietà” by Michelangelo Buonarroti into Saint Peter’s Cathedral in 
Rome. This mad act has caused a tremendous outcry and from 
such event followed a long question about the debated issue 
related to the protection of Italian cultural heritage. Really, just 
some days after this offensive event, Time’s magazine published 
an article entitled: “Can Italy be saved by itself?”. The famous art 
reviewer Robert Hughes, author of the paper, wrote that “La Pietà”, 
just injured, could be considered a negative symbol of the whole 
Italian cultural heritage, reminding the touristic slogan “Visit Italy, 
before Italian destroy it”. So, he reported that most of the Italian 
cultural heritage was in a bad state of conservation, exposed to 
robbery, cementation, unauthorized building and destruction 
in the name of progress [1]. Such debated issues are especially 
clear in coastal zones which are transitional regions of great 
economic, social, cultural and environmental importance [2,3]. 
In particular, coastal landscape is an important mode of human 
significance informed by social, cultural and political issues [4],  

 
leading to new speculations at local and global levels [5]. These 
sensitive areas, in the middle between land and sea and extended 
from the edges of littoral plains to the outer borders of continental 
shelfs [6], bring on valuable feed resources for mankind through 
agricultural and fishing activities. Indeed, many coastal areas 
are actually subjected to an important and growing tourist 
flows, housing the 70% of world population [7]. However, the 
connection between mankind and sea is, nowadays, the source of 
conflictual relationships, causing in these last decades a growing 
decay of natural resources. Really, in the Mediterranean basin the 
deterioration of coastal areas is caused by human pressures linked 
to driving forces of terrestrial origin, affecting the environmental 
conditions of littoral regions. In these last years, Nature Based 
Solutions (NBS) are promoted to solve such environmental and 
societal problems through the integration between scientific 
and cultural fields [8]. Calabria is the southernmost region of 
Italian peninsula, so representing the tip of Italian peninsula. 
The special geographic position of this region, surrounded, on its 
western side, by the Tyrrhenian Sea and, on its eastern one, by the 
Ionian Sea, shows a long coastline of 715.7Km, as the 9.7% of the 
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whole Italian coastal boundary. The geo-morphological features 
of the regional coastline are very differentiated in rocky coasts 
and sandy beaches, as the 55% and 45% respectively [9]. Such 
diversified outline has caused, in time, the biological evolution of 
many coastal ecosystems and, therefore, the development of great 
marine biodiversity. In Calabria, the main elements of coastal 
landscape are:

a)	 the natural features of coastal ecosystem

b)	 the relationships between man and environment

c)	 the cultural heritage, expression of mankind by local 
people

At the same time, the Calabrian coastal region keeps up, 
until now, a rich cultural heritage made by archeological goods, 
that could attract potential and sustainable coastal tourism. 
In particular, along Calabrian coastline, an important coastal 
defensive system was settled, established by Don Pedro de Toledo, 
Viceroy of Neaple’s kingdom, to protect the Southern Italian 
seaboard areas from Turkish and Saracen raids. Such grand public 
work reinforced and, whereas necessary, built a set of castles and 
towers, so defending the littoral borders through a special kind 
of “marble barrier” made by fortifications, all located in strategic 
points of fundamental importance for the sighting and the defense 
of coastal regions [10]. Furthermore, in this geographical and 
orographic context the historical defensive coastal system often 
represents the harmonized and diffused entities located in coastal 
landscapes giving distinctive character about history and culture. 
The coastal towers and the littoral castles constituted a defensive, 
sighting and communication system along the Calabrian coastline. 
Really, natural goods have received by scientific literature a great 
attention more than the cultural ones. Instead, it is necessary to 
consider that both resources shared many features such as their 
transience and deterioration on time. Indeed, a lot of cultural 
goods are not renewable while natural ones, through correct 
and sound management, could be recovered [11]. So, this paper 
aims to deepen the connections between the regional natural 
and cultural heritages together with the widespread presence of 
coastal towers and littoral castles along Calabrian seaboard areas.

Materials and Methods

To reach the target of this study, regarding the complexity of 
coastal areas, it is necessary to identify the spatial distribution 
of cultural heritage sites and, at the same time, to know in which 
context they are inserted. In particular, it is necessary to identify 
the areas where are located the cultural heritage sites and to value 
their state of conservation. This common effort allows to develop 
an integrated approach that, coming from a local context, is aimed 
to the improvement and to the revaluation of cultural goods.

Based on the above, this study has been performed along the 
coastal areas of Calabrian region. The information and the data 
regarding the regional cultural heritage, represented in this study 

by historical defensive coastal system, such as castles and towers, 
have been deduced by literature [12-14] and subsequently their 
geographical position have been detected with topographic maps 
integrated with orthographic photos released by Calabria Region 
on 2006 year. Furthermore, these data have been processed 
through Geographic Information System (Quantum GIS 17.0) [15], 
overlapping all the cartographic elements with digital images 
released by Google Earth Maps on 2022 year. In particular, the 
methodology, used for determining whether the heritage sites 
were in bad, poor and/or in good conditions has been based on a 
visual survey of the archeological goods and, afterwards, on an in-
depth observation of the external and internal structures of these 
historical buildings. To visualize the locations of cultural heritage 
sites, their geographical coordinates have been considered. So, 
it has been used an integrated approach of photointerpretation 
but also an in-depth reference work of many historical textbooks 
[16,17] for the following reasons:

a)	 specific and detailed data are, very often, not available 
in literature

b)	 the information is uncertain and inaccurate; as for 
instance, it is well known the place names of cultural goods but it 
is unknown their correct locations 

c)	 the geographical coordinates, if present, are by different 
datum systems and, therefore, it is necessary to standardize them

 Finally, this paper has been performed in a wide coastal 
region, extended from its seaward side to the landward one, 
characterized by high natural and cultural values, all directed 
towards a sustainable development of the regional seascape.

Results 

The conservation of landscape goods in littoral regions are 
one of the driving forces in a process of coastal management [18]. 
By this way, Calabrian coastal regions hold an important cultural 
heritage mainly located in seaboard areas and in strategic points 
on closed reliefs, to control and defend the regional coastline 
against barbarian invasions coming from the sea. In this direction, 
it has been planned a survey program aimed to assess the 
widespread distribution of coastal towers and littoral castles in 
the Calabrian region. The resulting data of this research highlights 
the presence of 45 heritage sites of which 27 on the Tyrrhenian 
Sea and 18 on the Ionian one (Table 1).

The geographic layout of the Calabrian historical defensive 
coastal system shows a great number of these archeological 
goods on the western side of the regional coastline more than 
the eastern one (Figure 1).  However, the state of conservation 
of these archeological goods, deduced by personal observations 
on field and by literature [14], are quite good, being 14 in bad 
conditions, as the 31% of the whole, 10 in poor ones, as the 22% 
of the whole and 21 in a good state of conservation, as the 47% of 
the whole (Figure 2). 
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Table 1: List of the Calabrian heritage sites (legends: N.=Numbers; m=meters; U.C.=Urban Context S.C.= State of Conservation).

N. Sites Villages Heights 
(M) U.C. S.C. Latitudes Longitudes Coastal Sides

1 Torre Isola Di Dino Praia A Mare (CS) 15 B 39°52’20”N 15°46’11”E Tyrrhenian

2 Torre Di Fiuzzi Praia A Mare (CS) 3 G 39°52’18”N 15°47’10”E Tyrrhenian

3 Torre Crawford San Nicola Arcella 
(CS) 4 G 39°50’57”N 15°47’91”E Tyrrhenian

4 Torre Dino San Nicola Arcella 
(CS) 93 X P 39°50’18”N 15°46’22”E Tyrrhenian

5 Torre Di Giuda Scalea (CS) 51 X B 39°49’06”N 15°47’18”E Tyrrhenian

6 Torre Talao Scalea (CS) 9 G 39°48’45”N 15°47’17”E Tyrrhenian

7 Torre Isola Di Cirella Diamante (CS) 31 B 39°41’54”N 15°48’08”E Tyrrhenian

8 Torrione E Castello Di 
Dimante Diamante (CS) 87 X B 39°40’43”N 15°49’01”E Tyrrhenian

9 Torre Santa Litterata Belvedere (CS) 2 B 39°39’18”N 15°50’7”E Tyrrhenian

10 Torre Tirone Belvedere (CS) 9 B 39°37’19”N 15°51’4”E Tyrrhenian

11 Castello Del Principe Sangineto (CS) 298 X G 39°35’26” N 15° 51’ 55”E Tyrrhenian

12 Torre Fella Bonifati (CS) 11 P 39°33’14”N 15°52’30”E Tyrrhenian

13 Torre Di Rienzo Cetraro (CS) (CS) 54 B 39°32’20”N 15°53’48”E Tyrrhenian

14 Torre Della Guardia Acquappesa (Cs) 38 G 39°28’32”N 15°57’47”E Tyrrhenian

15 Torre Del Soffio Paola (CS) 219 X G 39°21’44”N 16°01’53”E Tyrrhenian

16 Castello Ruffo San Lucido (CS) 111 X P 39°18’27”N 16°02’ 51”E Tyrrhenian

17 Torre Di Coreca Amantea (CS) 237 P 39°05’52”N 16°04’58”E Tyrrhenian

18 Torre Di San Giovanni 
(Della Principessa) Amantea (CS) 174 X P 39°03’57”N 16°05’32”E Tyrrhenian

19 Torre Lupo Falerna (CZ) 23 B 38°59’12”N 16°08’23”E Tyrrhenian

20 Castello Murat Pizzo (VV) 110 X G 38°44’08”N 16° 09’ 37”E Tyrrhenian

21 Torre Della Rocchetta Briatico (VV) 72 B 38°43’36”N 16°02’32”E Tyrrhenian

22 Torre Sant’irene Briatico (VV) 6 B 38°43’27”N 16°00’00”E Tyrrhenian

23 Torre Di Ioppolo Nicotera (VV) 36 P 38°33’58”N 15°54’05”E Tyrrhenian

24 Torre Di Taureana Palmi (RC) 45 P 38°23’39”N 15°51’51”E Tyrrhenian

25 Torre Di Capo Rocchi Bagnara Calabra 
(RC) 8 G 38°17’51”N 15°48’46”E Tyrrhenian
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26 Castello Ducale Ruffo Bagnara Calabra 
(RC) 188 X G 38°17’22”N 15° 48’ 28”E Tyrrhenian

27 Castello Ruffo Scilla (RC) 50 G 38°15’21”N 15° 42’ 53”E Tyrrhenian

28 Torre Crisafi Bova Marina (RC) 20 B 37°55’34”N 15°56’11”E Ionian

29 Torre Spina (Del 
Cavallaro)

Marina Di Gioiosa 
Ionica (RC) 11 X P 38°18’03”N 16°19’53”E Ionian

30 Torre Vinciarello Guardavalle (CZ) 173 X P 38°28’51”N 16°34’43”E Ionian

31 Torre Di Carlo V Soverato (CZ) 36 X G 38°41’34”N 16°32’42”E Ionian

32 Torre Nuova Isola Di Capo Rizzu-
to (KR) 17 G 38°53’50”N 17°05’28”E Ionian

33 Torre Vecchia Isola Di Capo Rizzu-
to (KR) 16 G 38°54’00”N 17°5’58”E Ionian

34 Torre Cannone Isola Di Capo Rizzu-
to (KR) 8 B 38°54’35”N 17°01’35”E Ionian

35 Torre Brasolo Isola Di Capo Rizzu-
to (KR) 42 B 38°54’58”N 17°00’26”E Ionian

36 Le Castella Isola Di Capo Rizzu-
to (KR) 20 G 38°54’25”N 17° 01’ 16”E Ionian

37 Castello Di Carlo V Crotone (KR) 156 X G 39°04’55”N 17° 07’ 57”E Ionian

38 Torre Scifo Crotone (KR) 19 G 39°01’05”N 17°11’14”E Ionian

39 Torre Nao Crotone (KR) 14 G 39°01’43”N 17°12’20”E Ionian

40 Torrazzo Di Melissa Melissa (KR) 46 G 39°17’58”N 17°06’27”E Ionian

41 Torre Nuova Ciro’ Marina (KR) 4 B 39°21’17”N 17°07’45”E Ionian

42 Torre Vecchia Ciro’ Marina (KR) 28 P 39°24’09”N 17°07’40”E Ionian

43 Torre Di Sant’angelo Rossano (CS) 155 X G 39°37’07”N 16°38’14”E Ionian

44 Torre Di Capo Spulico Amendolara (CS) 4 G 39°57’15”N 16°37’29”E Ionian

45 Il Castello Roseto Capo Spuli-
co (CS) 9 G 39°58’53”N 16°37’00”E Ionian

For instance, it is shown the three stages of conservation, distinguished into bad, poor and good conditions, through the examples of 

some coastal towers located along Calabrian Tyrrhenian coastline 
(Figures 3-5). 

Case study: the coastal tower of Crawford (San Nicola 
Arcella, Cs., Italy)

In this direction, archeological Calabrian coasts are of great 
importance because many of these valuable goods are located in 
coastal areas that could be potentially in-volved in the realization 
of ICZM process, as for instance the Crawford’s tower of San 
Nicola Arcella (Cs), located along the Calabrian Tyrrhenian coast 
and placed in the middle of Marine Regional Park “Riviera dei 
Cedri” (Figure 6). 

So, on the landward side of this important coastal region it 

appears a log pyramidal tower on a square basis in good and 
pristine conditions, built in the 16th century as a part of the 
coastal defensive system against the Saracen invasions [14]. 
Indeed, on the seaward side, in the shallow waters just beneath 
this coastal tower, it is widespread a large meadow of Posidonia 
oceanica, priority habitat with the code 1120*, according to the 
Habitat Directive 92/43 [19]. Therefore, the whole littoral zone 
is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC), named “Fondali Isola 
di Dino-Capo Scalea” and classified as IT9310035, within Rete 
Natura 2000. In conclusion, this coastal area could become an 
ideal pattern where it should be possible to overlap the protection 
of coastal ecosystem and the safeguard of an important cultural 
heritage site.
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Figure 1: Geographic map of the historical defensive coastal system of Calabrian region.

Figure 2: State of conservation of Calabrian cultural heritage.
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Figure 3: Torre di Rienzo (Cetraro, Cs), example of archeological good in a bad state of conservation.

Figure 4: Torre Fella (Capo Bonifati, Cs), example of archeological good in a poor state of conservation.
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Figure 5: Torre di Talao (Scalea, Cs), example of archeological good in a good state of conservation.

Figure 6: Torre di Crawford (San Nicola Arcella, Cs) inside the Marine Regional Park “Riviera dei Cedri”.
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Discussions

Robert Hughes, in his article published on Time, highlighted 
the lack of a public sensitivity, as a kind of social indifference 
and a widespread ignorance about the important historical and 
artistic heritage of Italian landscape. By this way, he stated: “How 
is it possible to save the national heritage when people is not 
able to recognize it as its own culture?”. After fifty years, although 
Italian legislation launched an important set of rules to protect 
its national cultural heritage, there is, until now, a lot to do for 
the protection of the cultural heritage actually widespread along 
Italian coastlines [20].

 This study shows how the historical defensive coastal system 
is inserted, especially along the Calabrian Tyrrhenian side, in a 
concrete “continuum”, that has profoundly changed the coastal 
landscape losing the identity of the places. So, it appears along the 
regional coastline an almost obsessive repetition of second homes 
and shopping centers where coastal towers and littoral castles, 
decontextualized from the surrounding territory on which they 
stood, have been partly deserted or closed and made hardly usable. 
At the same time, the local communities have lost their memory 
and sense of identity, struggling to recognize those places that, 
until a few decades ago, constituted a sign of belonging. To date, 
the authors hold that there are no infallible solutions favoring 
the integration of cultural resources in the processes of socio-
economic development. However, the excellent management 

of many cultural sites by Third Sector organizations and the 
commitment of voluntary associations, to sensitize communities 
and stakeholders on cultural heritage, is an example of the 
extraordinary possibilities, promoting new forms of involvement 
of energies and skills widespread in Italy [21]. So, the authors 
believe that the ICZM process can represent a possible bottom-
up strategy to combine the protection and the use of cultural 
and natural heritage on one hand and the need for economic 
development of local people on the other. This could favor a return 
to a living neo-ecosystem, which is the product of a co-evolution 
process between human settlements and environment, that 
has occurred over time throughout history [22]. Coastal system 
could become a typical land-scape model where the process of an 
Integrated Coastal Zone Management (hereafter, ICZM) takes on 
a central position to merge all the ecological, social and cultural 
features of coastal areas for their sustainable development, 
leading to favorable conditions for the economic growth of local 
people [19]. In the middle of this dynamic process, ICZM is the 
only way to integrate all the different kind of knowledge into 
an effective and sound coastal management (Figure 7). Really, 
the protection and, whereas necessary, the recovery of these 
important heritage sites should be inserted within the process of 
ICZM, not only to improve the cultural legacy of coastal regions, 
but also to supply social and economic chances to local people for 
a sustainable development of coastal regions (Figure 7).

 
Figure 7: Pattern of a coastal system integrated in the dynamic process of ICZM.

By this way, the suggested model aims to realize a feasible 
coordination between planning and managerial activities 
involved in coastal management [23]. Really, ICZM process is still 
a dream that cannot come true in the Calabrian region where 
institutions, policy makers and stakeholders are not fully engaged 
in it. In fact, the management of Natura 200 and cultural heritage 
sites are, actually completely fragmented between politicians, 

administrators and scientific advisors. In this critical context, an 
effective spatial planning of coastal landscape is a real challenge 
for ICZM process requiring big efforts from all the different 
actors involved in coastal management [24]. So, a new kind of 
environmental and cultural tourism should be encouraged in the 
coastal region. Therefore, it is necessary to incorporate cultural 
heritage sites into Natura 2000 network enabling an effective 
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ICZM process in the Calabrian landscape. Within ICZM, the 
conservation of cultural goods could represent the driving force 
of the process [25]. In particular, in the Calabrian seaboard areas, 
the main elements of coastal regions are:

a)	 the natural features of coastal ecosystems and the 
relationships between man and environment

b)	 the cultural heritage sites resulting from the different 
kinds of artistic expression by mankind

By this way, Calabrian coasts hold a rich cultural heritage 
made by many archeological sites, mostly located in coastal 
regions where are placed 37 coastal towers and 8 castles. This 
important coastal defensive system was realized in the course of 
Neapolitan realm during the Angevin era in the fifteenth century 
to oppose against the invasions by Saracen and pirate ships 
coming from Mediterranean Sea [26]. By this way, the political and 
administrative authorities should be engaged in the protection 
and in the implementation of the regional cultural heritage, 
according to the following guidelines [18]:

a)	 Plan and organize recovery actions for the tourist 
enhancement of coastal regions, using the cultural heritage as a 
potential source of economic growth for local people

b)	 Insert social and economic programs within ICZM 
process so to make littoral areas of fundamental importance for 
the sustainable development of coastal regions

Therefore, it is established a new pattern of territorial 
structure, at a landscape level, whereas the coastal regions 
become cultural expression coupling natural values with human 
being [27-29]. So, it is suggested to include the regional cultural 
heritage sites into Natura 2000 network to allow an effective ICZM 
process in the Calabrian region.

Conclusion

In the coastal landscape, where natural and human factors 
interact, is essential to preserve the biological resources according 
to a novel ecosystem approach through Nature Based Solutions 
aimed to solve some of the upcoming environmental problems 
endangering littoral areas. At the same time, it is necessary to 
protect and enhance the cultural heritage still existing in coastal 
regions. There are evidence that implementation deficit in the 
coastal areas are more pronounced as in other environmental 
policy fields. So, ICZM process could represent a solution to 
resolve the large problems in terms of formal transposition and to 
allow practical application of EU environmental policy.

Then, it is hoped to melt in the same landscape unit historical 
goods into an overall process of ICZM planning so to integrate 
policy actions with timely efforts for the evaluation of coastal 
heritage sites. In conclusion, the coastal management of Calabrian 
littoral areas calls a global view extended from the protection of 

coastal ecosystems to the improvement of cultural heritage sites, 
remnants of historical times.
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