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Abstract. This paper presents the results of the project "Versus-Heritage for People', funded by the
EU's Creative Europe programme. The main objective of the project was to actively involve and
raise awareness among a wide audience of the value of vernacular knowledge in shaping more
sustainable and resilient development models. The material and immaterial elements that make up
a vernacular heritage (including local materials, construction methods, models of living and social
interaction, technical and ecological knowledge for the management of territories, natural
resources, settlements, etc.) have enormous potential for generating forward-looking models that
can improve the environmental and social quality of our habitats, foster a sense of identity and
belonging, and relate in a balanced way to the capacities of our planet. The paper explores
strategies and tools for managing and transmitting the knowledge and values associated with
vernacular heritage. The result is the collaboration of the five academic institutions involved in the
project - Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia as coordinator (ES), University of Florence (IT),
University of Cagliari (IT), CRAterre-ENSAG (FR) and Universidade Portucalense (PT).

Introduction

Vernacular architecture represents a symbiotic relationship between built environments and local
knowledge. It is a form of architecture shaped not only by the physical environment—climate,
topography, and available materials—but also by the knowledge systems that have evolved within
specific cultural and ecological contexts. This knowledge is multifaceted, encompassing technical
skills, ecological awareness, social practices, and cultural meanings that have been passed down
through generations. One of the key aspects of vernacular architecture is its reliance on local
knowledge to solve practical challenges, particularly those related to climate and resource
management. Vernacular solutions arise from generations of experience in managing local
environmental conditions, which have been tested and refined over time. Beyond technical know-
how, vernacular architecture also embodies deeper layers of cultural and symbolic knowledge.
Buildings often reflect the social structures, belief systems, and rituals of the community. As the
ICOMOS Charter on Built Vernacular Heritage (1999) states: “Vernacular building is the
traditional and natural way by which communities house themselves. It is a continuing process
including necessary changes and continuous adaptation as a response to social and environmental
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constraints (...) It is the fundamental expression of the culture of a community, of its relationship
with its territory, and, at the same time, the expression of the world's cultural diversity” [1].

The combination of material and immaterial elements that constitute vernacular heritage—such
as local materials and resources, traditional building and craft techniques, living models, and social
interaction patterns, as well as technical and environmental knowledge for managing territories,
natural resources, and settlements—holds great potential for enhancing the environmental and
social quality of our habitats. It can foster a deeper sense of identity and belonging while promoting
a more balanced and harmonious relationship with the planet's natural capacities. This architecture
is not only cost-effective but also has a low environmental impact, so plays a vital role in
contemporary society by imparting essential principles for sustainable and respectful design.

The lessons from vernacular heritage have been thoroughly explored in the VerSus
project: Lessons from Vernacular Heritage in Sustainable Architecture (grant 2012-2792/001-001
CU7 COOP7), co-funded by the European Union from 2012 to 2014 [2]. The VerSus project,
relevant to both scientific and technical communities, as well as the general public, had a far-
reaching impact. It garnered over 10,000 document downloads from its website, earned
international recognition, and received the 2017 European Award for Architectural Heritage
Intervention in the Dissemination category. The European Union also hailed it as a “success story”
for its significant influence, policy contributions, and innovative approach, serving as an
inspiration for future initiatives.

Despite its success within European and international communities, the project's knowledge
and insights must permeate deeper into society to raise awareness across all sectors. The intangible
heritage of knowledge and skills—embedded in vernacular heritage must be made explicit to foster
education and creative approaches for protecting it. This requires a dynamic understanding and
awareness of its evolving nature. This is crucial for the preservation of both tangible and intangible
heritage and to promote more sustainable architecture for the future.

To tackle this challenge, the VerSus+ | Heritage for PEOPLE project was launched. It focused
on disseminating this knowledge to all levels of society, with particular emphasis on the next
generation (children and youth), as well as local, regional, and national heritage authorities.
Additionally, the project engages experts in architecture (architects, engineers, cultural managers,
historians, ethnographers, and students), alongside craftspeople, construction companies, tourism
sectors, cultural associations, and educational institutions. The VerSus+ | Heritage for
PEOPLE project was co-funded by the European Union between 2019 and 2023 [3].

Objective of the project and methodology

The VerSus+ | Heritage for PEOPLE project focused on three core aims:

e Promote international cooperation: encourage collaboration between experts across
Europe in sustainable and vernacular heritage.

e Raise awareness of vernacular habitats: highlight the sustainable and cultural values of
vernacular architecture, focusing on its lessons for contemporary and future societies.

e Disseminate knowledge: spread the techniques and principles of vernacular architecture
across European society to foster cultural and environmental sustainability.

Building on these general goals, four specific objectives were established:

e To foster a multidisciplinary methodology to analyze vernacular heritage, considering both
tangible and intangible aspects and the relevance of heritage values for architecture and
local society.

e To engage a diverse audience (general public, children, migrants, administrators,
craftspeople, etc.) through various strategies (participatory, creative) and tools (traditional,
digital, visual, interactive) to transmit the principles and lessons of vernacular heritage
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e To empower local artists and craftspeople, promoting traditional materials and techniques
in contemporary society, making local artisans key agents in revitalizing and innovating
local architecture through promotion, appreciation, and intercultural exchange.

e To share and disseminate the project’s methodology, strategies, activities, and results at
local, regional, and European levels through various media (presentations, talks, social
networks, publications).

The objectives of the VerSus+ Heritage for PEOPLE project guided the development of a
multidisciplinary methodology aimed at transferring the principles and lessons of vernacular
heritage to society. The activities were specifically designed to promote citizen participation,
education, and the dissemination of knowledge, all in close collaboration with local
administrations and community stakeholders. Four main strategies guided the project's actions.
Based on these four strategies, a variety of actions were developed, each addressing one or more
strategies and targeting different groups.

e Research and Documentation: The first step in knowledge transfer is a deep understanding

of what needs to be communicated.

o Community Engagement: Involving local communities is critical when working with
vernacular heritage, as they are both its users and guardians. Establishing communication
channels with the local population, authorities, heritage specialists, and craftspeople is
essential for ensuring meaningful participation and engagement.

e FEducational Strategies: Education, both formal and informal, is key to raising awareness
among young people, the future pillars of society. Educational initiatives are crucial for
passing down the knowledge of tangible and intangible heritage to future generations.

e Dissemination Strategies: Dissemination, whether on a local, regional, national, or
international scale, allows the project’s concepts, content, and activities to reach diverse
audiences, including the scientific community and the general public. Digital platforms and
networks provide valuable tools for extending this reach.

Case studies

The project selected small Mediterranean islands as pilot locations there apply the identified
methodology. These geographically constrained territories, while limited in resources, offer
significant potential for rethinking development models rooted in self-sufficiency. By fostering
sustainable interactions with local environmental, cultural, and economic resources, these regions
can serve as models for sustainable growth. However, they are also highly vulnerable, with
traditional heritage under constant pressure from contemporary transformations, particularly the
impact of mass tourism.

The pilot experiences acted as a proving ground for initiatives focused on social participation,
education, communication, and dissemination, utilizing diverse contexts and media. These actions
were intended to create a ripple effect, influencing not only the region and country but also offering
potential for broader application in other European and international settings. Two Mediterranean
islands were chosen for their size, accessibility, and notable vernacular heritage: Formentera in
Spain’s Balearic Islands, and Sant’Antioco in Italy’s Sulcis archipelago. Both islands, though
similar in size and population (12,124 and 11,811 residents, respectively), present distinct cultural,
architectural, and environmental characteristics, offering varied insights into the challenges and
opportunities of preserving local heritage.
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Fig. 2. Table showing the 4 strategies, 28 actions, and 11 target groups established in the
project (credits: authors)

Project results

The VerSus+PEOPLE project carried out nearly thirty activities aimed at diverse audiences,
addressing research, community engagement, education, and public dissemination. These
initiatives included scientific studies, fieldwork, social participation, training for craftspeople and
artists, and public outreach through festivals and digital tools (fig.1).

The scientific component of the project encompassed research, training, and dissemination
efforts within a structured academic framework, producing significant scholarly results.

A free, open-access platform, Heritage for People (https://heritageforpeople.unifi.it/) (Fig.2),
allows users to upload and analyze cases of tangible and intangible vernacular heritage using
VerSus principles, creating a growing collaborative database [4].

Four interactive games were developed to engage users with Calasetta’s tangible and intangible
heritage on-site, and a card game based on Formentera’s landscape units helped the public learn
about the relationship between the island’s landscape, materials, and architecture. A booklet was
also created, offering 20 examples of educational and community participation activities to inspire
teachers and cultural managers in heritage-based learning.

The book Heritage for People. Sharing Vernacular Knowledge to Build the Future analyzes
four strategies for knowledge transfer related to vernacular heritage and offers best practice
examples. Videos documenting festival activities, including interviews with artisans, and a digital
exhibition that reinterpreted heritage from a contemporary digital art perspective, were also created

[5].
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Fig. 2. Collaborative platform Heritage for People (credits: authors)

Fig.3. Educational and practical workshops with students in Formentera, Spain

To support education, social participation, and outreach, the project developed various tools.
The project website and social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram, YouTube) highlighted key
achievements and featured interviews with artists and craftspeople, showcasing their work.

Two festivals, held in Sant’ Antioco (Italy, April 2022) and Formentera (Spain, March 2023),
presented a range of activities aligned with the project's core strategies and aimed at engaging a
broad audience. The festivals digitally documented vernacular architecture using advanced 3D
laser scanning techniques, enabling detailed analysis of materials, construction methods, and their
environmental context.

In Formentera, interviews with local artisans and artists shed light on traditional techniques and
their sustainability links. A series of ten talks facilitated dialogue between local residents and
experts on heritage preservation and the use of traditional materials in modern architecture.
Educational VerSus workshops, held in both locations with students from the Universities of
Florence, Cagliari, and Valencia, focused on documenting and enhancing vernacular heritage.
Students analyzed traditional architecture and explored sustainable principles to inspire and design
new uses (Fig.3).
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An international arts and crafts exhibition in Formentera displayed 28 selected works, with prizes
awarded to those that best reflected the project's themes. Additionally, hands-on workshops offered
participants practical learning in traditional techniques such as dry stone construction and
traditional practices like fishing and vine cultivation. The VerSus methodology was central to these
activities, fostering interactive community engagement through games and learning sessions
focused on local heritage

Key events included the HERITAGE 2023 — International Conference on Vernacular Heritage
(Valencia, September 2022), with 254 authors from 25 countries, 134 peer-reviewed papers, and
four exhibitions, and the seminar Which Future for Vernacular & Earthen Architecture? (Porto,
June 2023), which gathered over 60 experts from 20 countries, produced 31 papers, and featured
an international workshop along with student work showcasing the relevance of vernacular
architecture in sustainable design.

Conclusion

The VerSus+ / Heritage for People project successfully aimed to transfer sustainability principles
from vernacular heritage to contemporary life and architecture. The project engaged a wide range
of audiences, including youth, specialists, residents, tourists, and migrants. By focusing on
knowledge sharing, education, participation, and dissemination, the project effectively reached its
target groups in the pilot locations. The methodologies and strategies developed in Sant’ Antioco
and Formentera have demonstrated their adaptability to other contexts, providing valuable insights
into the challenges and opportunities encountered in each unique setting.
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