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INTERVIEW 

 

 

Gérard Viatte is a Swiss expert on economic and rural development issues. He was 

Director in charge of Agriculture for more than 10 years at the OECD as well as Special 

Advisor to the FAO and member of the French Academy of Agriculture. Gérard Viatte has 

often shared with Euromontana his analyses on rural economy and climate change, 

notably during the European Mountain Convention of Bragança in 2016. Today, he shares 

his long-term vision for smarter mountains, that meet the various economic, societal and 

environmental challenges of the 21st century. 

 

Euromontana: how do you foresee the contribution of 

mountains to tomorrow's society? 

Gérard Viatte: "Mountain regions have always been at 

the very centre of the issue of sustainable development, 

in its three "classic" dimensions: environmental, social 

and economic. They are even more so in the face of the 

new challenges that societies are facing today and for the 

medium-term future, in particular the climate 

emergency and resilience to health, economic and social 

crises. Mountain regions are primarily affected by 

climate change, but they can also play a key role in 

mitigation and adaptation strategies. Responding to 

these challenges requires new types of action, social 

organisation and governance. The actors, both private 

and public, in mountain regions are well equipped to 

succeed in these adaptations and to contribute to this 

global challenge.” 

Yet, is the contribution of mountains to sustainable 

development really taken into account by 

international and European policies? 

"Glacier and permafrost melting, soil erosion and water 

management problems are well identified and 

measured. While scientific and policy attention has 

increased, too often these three components are 

analysed separately rather than in a comprehensive and 

systemic approach and response. The Paris Agreement 

was a decisive step at the global level, which is being 

pursued by the IPCC studies and the annual "COPs". Most 

countries, unfortunately not all, are progressively 

implementing policies that could help to achieve the 

objectives of the Paris Agreement. 

The EU Green Deal is a good example of this and has the 

merit of being " comprehensive ". Several elements of 

these policies concern mountain regions but they are 

generally not integrated into an overall strategy for these 

regions. A gap that needs to be addressed! 

 

 

Mountain regions are also concerned by other very 

important environmental issues, such as biodiversity. 

Policies need to give particular attention and support 

to mountain regions so that they can continue to 

strengthen biodiversity, including through diversified 

and sustainable types of agriculture and agroforestry.” 

Another challenge that we are facing is the issue of 

territorial development. Has not the COVID-19 crisis 

demonstrated the extent to which efforts are still 

needed on this topic? 

“Of course, the sanitary crisis has highlighted the 

fragility of our societies and the need to strengthen 

their resilience. Mountain regions cannot, of course, 

solve the health crisis, but they offer the possibility of 

reducing the demographic pressure of urban areas. 

They can help to establish a social and territorial 

balance in increasingly urban and technology-based 

societies. But for this it is crucial to have a better 

territorial balance in all countries, developed and 

developing ones.” 
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In your opinion, what are the development factors 

that will have to be absolutely essential to achieve 

this territorial balance? 

“Developing employment in mountain regions is 

crucial. It is not only an economic but also a social and 

territorial objective. It must translate into new types of 

jobs, based for instance on new communication 

technologies. The concept of "smart mountains" for the 

future is therefore relevant for the future of our 

regions. 

Teleworking for example. It is already a reality in 

mountain areas, but its importance is now increased 

tenfold. In the past, we relied on transport networks to 

improve connectivity in mountain regions; today we 

can rely on communication technologies, the cost of 

which is much lower than the investments made in the 

20th century for rail or road. 

But of course, technology alone is not enough. It needs 

to be supported by ongoing training and new working 

structures, such as third places and shared offices. 

Mountain people have been used to community-based 

work, so they are well prepared for such an evolution.” 

 

You mention new forms of work in mountain areas. 

Can specific sectors in particular make the most of 

the future societal transformations? 

“The evolution towards "smart mountains" not only 

involves new activities or practices, such as 

teleworking, but it will also lead to significant changes 

in more traditional sectors of our mountain economy. 

Mountain farming, for example, is a sector that will play 

a key role for smart mountains in the future. 

Environmental services are very important in our 

agriculture and they are increasingly paid for through 

direct payments, agro-ecological payments - and more 

recently through the 'ecoschemes' in the new CAP. At 

the same time, agricultural production is shifting 

towards products with high added value and more 

sustainable production methods. 

For example, even if the total consumption of meat 

continues to fall, it is to be hoped that production from 

high and medium mountain pastures will be prioritised 

by consumers. And this will also have a positive impact 

on animal welfare and on CO2 sequestration. 

So, agriculture is essential for the future of mountain 

areas it can contribute to the underlying trend of food 

consumption towards more sustainable products. This 

trend is materialising in various forms, for example 

with the development of the Slow Food movement in 

Italy. This can be a win-win solution for the future: 

more sustainable products that meet consumers' 

expectations and fairly pay producers via new 

distribution channels.” 

What about other key sectors of our mountain 

economy, sometimes criticised for their 

environmental impact, such as tourism? 

“In the tourism sector too, a revolution is happening to 

respond to new societal demands and to deal with 

health and climate crises. Global warming is leading to 

a rebalancing between winter and summer tourism, but 

this constraint can also have beneficial effects, 

especially from an ecological point of view.   Adaptation 

certainly has a significant economic and human cost, 

but it is vital and it enables the mountains to remain 

major sites for outdoor leisure activities - activities 

which are, by the way, very much in demand by society, 

especially among the younger generation. Therefore, 

smart mountains will also have to go turn towards slow 

and ecological tourism, which is a source of new jobs. 

Here, too, there is potential for win-win solutions 

between tourism stakeholders, local populations and 

tourists.” 

All these socio-economic transformations do not 

always take place smoothly in reality... 

“These evolutions are not linear and are not 

automatically compatible. They therefore require 

compromises to be made between the actors in 

mountain regions themselves, and between them and 

the populations from urban or lowland areas. I have 

mentioned examples of "win-win" situations, but it is 

true that this is not always the case.  

Conflicts may arise, for example for land and water use, 

or for the distribution of investments. Mainstream 

political structures at the local or regional level are not 

always suitable to resolve these conflicts.” 

 

 

 

“In the past, we relied on transport networks to improve 
connectivity in mountain regions; today we can rely on 
communication technologies” 
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What tools could help overcome these conflicts in 

the future? 

“Mountain regions have been developing community 

structures for a long time, for example for water 

management by 'bisses' in Switzerland or 'levadas' in 

Madeira. These governance mechanisms can serve as a 

model for the management of natural resources, 

involving both public and private actors. This can help 

to resolve conflicts at the local or regional level, 

especially in the tourism sector.” 

Conflicts do not only arise between different 

interests in the mountains. We are now observing 

the emergence of a conflict between urban and rural 

people, in particular on ecological issues. How can 

the mountains respond? 

“Yes, new issues also arise between different 

populations in the interpretation of ecological 

objectives. Scientists are also expected to formulate 

opinions on these subjects, but they often diverge from 

one another! New forums for dialogue could usefully 

complement traditional political processes that are 

often dominated by partisan positions. New tools need 

to be invented which would make it possible at all costs 

to avoid a city/mountain divide on the environmental 

management of mountain areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Governance must evolve in parallel with the underlying 

challenges. However, this is not sufficiently researched 

and proposed. The experiences of mountain regions in 

the field of community management, particularly for 

"common goods", could be exploited and adapted. 

“Smart mountains" must also include "smart 

institutions", with public-private and multi-actor 

strategies, which implement in a concerted manner a 

systemic approach embracing all sectors of activity in 

mountain regions. A challenge that mountain regions 

have the capacity to take up and that Euromontana can 

address!”             

 

  

 

“Smart mountains must also include smart institutions, 
which implement in a concerted manner a systemic 
approach embracing all sectors of activity in mountain 
regions.” 
 
 


