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Vanoi case study: water conflict between plain and mountain

1) The Vanoi case study: a complex case study, a perfect model

2) Questions of method: the decisional process

3) Questions of substance: which idea of mountains for the future? 



1) The Vanoi Dam: 

a complex, perfect case study

May 2022: 

Inclusion of the dam in the Veneto 

Region's Water Emergency Plan 

(solution to drought and floods)

April 2023: 

Contract for dam project awarded 

to the Brenta Land Reclamation 

Consortium

July-September 2024: 

Launch of public debate on the 

project (with a non-binding 

outcome)
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2) A question of method: 

a colonial approach to the 

mountains

Decision without information and 
local engagement at the beginning

A colonial approach (described as 
“arrogant”) to the mountains and local 
people, treating them as a water 
reserve for the lowlands, following the 
classic center-periphery scheme 
(dominant–dominated)

Consequences: 

Polarization of positions (supporters in 
the lowlands, opponents in the 
highlands), highlanders vs lowlanders, 
dominated vs dominants



2) A question of method: 

not only mountains vs lowlands

Different Levels of Conflict:

• Veneto Region vs Province of Trento

• Local (alpine) administrations vs 
Regional or National Institutions

• People (environmental 
associations, inhabitants) vs 
politicians/institutions

• mountains vs mountains (for 
hydraulic security): Valbrenta vs 
Vanoi

• Right versus Left Party



3) A matter of substance: 

the reasons for YES DAM!

• Primary objectives: increasing water 
resources for agriculture and 
potable use; flood control in 
extreme events (main risks in 
CMCC/IPCC future scenarios).

• Secondary objectives: local 
hydropower production, ensuring 
the Brenta river’s minimum vital 
flow, restoration of groundwater 
levels in case of drought, also for
ecosystem services.



3) A matter of substance: 

the reasons for NO DAM!

• Benefits of the dam in the lowlands, 
impacts of the dam in the highlands.

• Vajont Syndrome: risk of collapses 
(currently unpredictable) and colonial 
approach to mountains

• Local environmental impact 
(minimum vital flow, fish populations, 
vegetation in protected area SIC/ZPS).

• Focus on alternative solutions: 
improving efficiency of existing 
reservoirs, less hydro-demanding 
agricultural productions in the 
lowlands, reducing waste and water-
intensive practices.
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How to explain Vanoi case study?

Environmental damage
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How to explain Vanoi case study?

Water balancing for climate change
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How to explain Vanoi case study?

Business as usual (agribusiness)





How to explain Vanoi case study?

Benefit for local communities



4) Conclusions: how to move 

from a classic water conflict to 

a model for the future?

1. Improve dialogue and transparency:
new governance models beyond legal
procedures (legitimacy > legality) to
avoid position polarization.

2. Imagining win-win solutions (benefits 
for both mountains and lowlands, with a 
multi-scale balancing).

3. Recognize the multifunctionality of 
mountains beyond “water towers”: 
needs of the inhabitants, risk 
management, tourism, energy, 
environmental services…)

4. Integrate the most technically 
sustainable solution into a broader 
framework for addressing climate 
change.

https://murimuseodiffuso.it/



4) Conclusions

The Vanoi Case invite us to rethink our idea and
governance of the mountains:

- not only water sponge or deposit of raw materials

- neither only a place for Nature

- neither a beautiful landscape for tourists

Recognize Vanoi as inhabited space, the true antidote to
simplified mountains.

Mountain conflicts for water as opportunity to rethink the
unsustainable development in the lowlands.

Population trend in the municipality of Canal San Bovo 1921-2021 (ISTAT)
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Thank you for your kind attention!

mauro.varotto@unipd.it

https://www.ildolomiti.it/altra-montagna/attualit%C3%A0/2024/la-dimensione-

coloniale-della-diga-del-vanoi-varotto-dobbiamo-mettere-sullo-stesso-piano-le-

necessit%C3%A0-della-pianura-e-della-montagna
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