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An evaluation of the role played by protected areas in the conservation of the wild relatives of
cultivated plants in Italy and Sicily has been carried out, based mainly on bibliographic
sources. Of the 163 species and subspecies represented in the whole Italian territory, 147 occur
inside protected areas. The figures for Sicily are 113 and 104, respectively. These data are
evaluated in relation to the present number and extension of protected areas and with their
possible increase.

There is general agreement on the remarkable role that protected areas play in the
conservation of our plant heritage, including the ancestors and other close wild relatives of
cultivated plants. Indeed, general provisions for preserving the semi-natural and human-
made habitats, where many relatives of cultivated plants occur and are at risk of genetic
erosion, can be successfully applied in areas under controlled management, even if special
provisions for single taxa are difficult to adopt.

We possess some very basic information on the pattern of distribution of crop plant
ancestors occurring in protected areas in Italy and here we attempt to evaluate these data
on the present and potential role of natural parks and reserves in Italy, with special
reference to Sicily.

The list of the crop plant ancestors that occurs in Italy and Sicily were obtained from
the Catalogue of the wild relatives of cultivated plants native to Europe compiled by
Heywood & Zohary (1995) for the Council of Europe. While this list needs further
development, it is suitable as a first survey for a general overview.

The occurrence of each taxon in any protected areas was examined, taking into
consideration all Italian national parks and Sicilian regional parks and reserves.

Species present in the national parks were mostly obtained from literature data (see
references) but in Sicily personal unpublished records have also been included.
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The results are summarised as follows:

Of the 260 species and subspecies of European wild relatives listed by Heywood &
Zohary (1995), 163 occur in the whole Italian territory and 113 in Sicily (Table 1). The
richness of progenitors throughout the country and in Sicily is apparent.

Table 1. Occurrence in the territories.

Territories Families Genera Species
and Subspecies
n % n % n %
Europe 36 100 112 100 260 100
Italy 33 91 91 81 163 62
Sicily 32 89 72 64 113 43.5

However, in Italy including Sicily, 147 taxa corresponding to 90% of the total have
been found to occur in at least one protected area (Table 2).

In Sicily, 104 taxa are included in protected areas, i.e. corresponding to 92% and 64%
respectively of the Sicilian and Italian totals of species and subspecies considered here.

As far as categories of protected areas are concerned, there are 138 taxa in the national
parks, corresponding to about 85% of the total of 163. Those data that refer to the Italian
mainland can be accepted, taking into account that a comprehensive evaluation of the
mainland should also include the data for regional parks and reserves that cover 36% of all
protected areas.

Table 2. Wild relatives occurring in Parks and Reserves and percentages referring to
totals in Italy and Sicily.

Territories n taxa n taxa % %
whole territory Parks and Italy Sicily
Reserves
Italy 163 147 90 —
Sicily 113 104 64 - 92

In Sicily, regional parks include 96 taxa, representing about 59% and 85% of ancestors
referred to the whole of Italy and of Sicily, respectively. Finally, reserves include 83 taxa,
i.e. 51% and 73%, respectively.

Apart from the areas not considered, the above data generally confirm that conservation
of the plants in question is actually undertaken in national and regional parks that include
extensive human-made habitats. As regards reserves, the high percentages found result
either from the fact that some of them cover very extensive areas or because of their
scattered distribution.

Some consideration should be given to the c. 10 % (8% in Sicily) of wild relatives not
included in protected areas. In this group of 16 taxa, most are rare or endemic species,
such as: Pyrus nivalis Jacq., Prunus fruticosa Labill. and Iris aphylla L. in the Alps,
Leucojum aestivum L. which is in regression in north Italy and Crocus etruscus Parl. in
Tuscany. It is probable that these taxa occur in the regional parks and reserves not
included here. With regard to Brassica macrocarpa Guss., B. insularis Moris and B. tinei
Lojac., that occur in Sicily, they are included in other newly proposed reserves whose
establishment is in progress.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of protected areas in Italy.
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Finally, the distribution of B. villosa Biv. is located outside any protected area.
However, for the rest of the species, and some others counted in a single area, further
omissions are possible.

Table 3. Numbers and areas of Protected Areas in Italy.

% %
Categories n° Area (Ha) Country area Protected
areas
National Parks 17 1380 089 4 64.24
State Reserves 147 78718 0.26 3.66
Regional Parks 7% 617 859 2.05 28.76
Regional Reserves 172 62 853 0.21 2.93
Ramsar areas 34 8 759 0.03 0.41
Total 445 2 148 278 713 100

Considering the number and extension of the protected areas, there are good reasons to
believe that the present situation can be improved substantially. There are a total of 445
protected areas including all categories of parks and reserves (Fig. 1, Table 3). They cover
about 2 150 000 ha corresponding to 7.13 % of total land extension. This percentage could
oe increased to 9.5 % if the other areas whose establishment have yet to be agreed by law,
394/1991, that deals with such matters of habitat protection in Italy.
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Fig. 2. Distribution of protected areas in Sicily.
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Furthermore, if one includes the area covered by the new Parks and Reserves whose
establishment is in progress, the total part of the Italian territory under protection will rise
to about 15% of the total land area. '

At present, Sicily (Fig. 2, Table 4) has three regional parks (235 500 ha) and 19
Reserves (21 000 ha), which cover about 256 500 ha corresponding to 10 % of total land
area.

Table 4. Numbers and areas of Regional Parks and Reserves in Sicily.

% %
Categories n° Area Land area Protected Areas
Regional Parks 3 235 330 9.15 69.47
Reserves 19 20 962 0,82 6.20
Reserves in 79 82 456 3.21 24.33
progress
Total 101 338 748 13.18 100.00

In addition, 79 new reserves, extending to about 82 500 ha, have been established by
Regional law, 10/6/1991, but have yet to come into force. Thus, resulting from such
additions of 3.2 % of the territory, protection will reach 13.2 % of the land in Sicily.
Presently, this percentage is among the highest recorded in the Italian regions.
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