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Building the resilience of Italy’s agricultural sector to drought 

Katherine Baldwin and Francesca Casalini 

Increasingly frequent and severe droughts are threatening Italy’s agricultural sector. With climate change 
forecast to accelerate these trends, the sector must build long-term resilience. This will require better 
planning and preparing for, absorbing the impact of, and recovering from droughts, as well as more 
successfully adapting and transforming in response to these events. Recent positive developments 
include improved data collection on water supplies and agricultural damage and loss from natural hazards 
to better inform water management and investment decisions; strengthened commitment to ex ante risk 
management frameworks; and more participatory approaches for water management. Nevertheless, the 
agricultural policy portfolio currently underemphasises investments in on-farm preparedness and 
adaptation, in favour of coping tools such as insurance. Further efforts to build agricultural resilience could 
benefit from a holistic, long-term sectoral risk management strategy; an evaluation of the trade-offs 
between spending on risk coping tools versus investments in natural hazard preparedness and measures 
to mitigate their impacts; and more explicit consideration of farmer demographics and capacities in policy 
design. 
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Key messages 

What is the issue and why is it important? 

 Drought has become a particular concern in Italy over the past decade, and will continue to 
threaten the country’s agricultural sector under climate change. Better management of water 
resources will be required to confront more frequent and more severe droughts. 

 Italian farmers and other agricultural sector stakeholders must increase their overall resilience to 
drought. This means actions across the full value chain to strengthen their ability to prepare and 
plan for, absorb the impact of, and recover from drought, and more successfully adapt and 
transform in response to these events. 

What did we learn? 

 Recent initiatives are positioning Italy for improved resilience to natural hazards: 

o Awareness of the risk environment is improving, ensuring stakeholders are better prepared 
for adverse events and can respond quickly when they occur. 

o Italian stakeholders are also improving data collection on water supplies and agricultural 
damage and loss from natural hazards to better inform water management and investment 
decisions. 

o Policy makers recognise the advantages of prevention and ex ante approaches. 

o Response processes are in place and prioritise business continuity. 

 Nevertheless, the policy portfolio for managing drought currently underemphasises investments 
in on-farm preparedness and adaptation (which supports future preparedness) in favour of coping 
tools such as insurance. 

Key recommendations 

 Despite advancements, there are some areas where progress could be strengthened: 

o Develop a holistic, long-term sectoral risk management strategy: Such a strategy should 
explicitly recognise the need for investments in risk prevention and sectoral adaptation, and 
would enhance the capacity of the Italian agricultural sector to absorb, adapt and transform in 
response to natural hazards. 

o Ensure effectiveness of existing reforms: Continued monitoring (and where necessary, 
adjustment) of recent policy initiatives is needed to ensure they are achieving their aims. 
Additional investments in data analysis and improved management capacity to act on this data 
may be warranted. 

o Re-evaluate the current balance in favour of spending on risk coping tools to increase 
investments in risk prevention and preparedness: Substantial resources continue to be 
directed toward risk coping tools that are not well-liked to other risk-mitigating activities and 
may actually weaken resilience to certain risks. Trade-offs and linkages should be explored, 
as spending on prevention typically results in future cost savings. 

o Take farmer demographics and capacities into account in policy design: Policies and tools 
must recognise that some groups of farmers may need additional resources or efforts to reach 
similar levels of preparedness as others. 
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1.  Introduction 

Italy is amongst the world’s most affected locations in terms of exposure to severe natural hazards, such as 
earthquakes, floods, landslides and volcanic eruptions. On average, Italy experiences around four major 
disasters each year, with damages from single events sometimes exceeding USD 1 billion (CRED, 2021[1]). 
With agricultural activities undertaken throughout the Italian territory, the agricultural sector is also exposed 
to these risks, having recently experienced significant losses particularly from floods, droughts, and storms. 
In addition to losses on-farm in terms of assets, agricultural production or productive capacity, these events 
also result in significant public costs in the form of disaster assistance, as well as indirect losses from supply 
chain disruptions. 

This case study examines how governance arrangements and policy measures help to build the resilience 
of Italy’s farmers and agricultural sector to natural hazard-induced disasters (NHID). It is one of seven case 
studies1 prepared for the joint OECD-FAO project on Building Agricultural Resilience to Natural Hazard-
Induced Disasters: Insights from Country Case Studies (OECD-FAO, 2021[2]). This project examines 
Disaster Risk Management (DRM) frameworks in selected OECD and developing countries to identify what 
governments and agricultural sector stakeholders can do to build resilience to NHID – defined here as the 
ability of farmers to prepare and plan for, absorb, respond, recover from, and more successfully adapt and 
transform in response to natural hazards (OECD, 2020[3]). The project identifies good practices for building 
resilience at each stage of the DRM cycle – risk identification, assessment and awareness; prevention and 
mitigation; preparedness; response and crisis management; and recovery and reconstruction – where good 
practices are identified according to four principles for effective disaster risk management for resilience 
(Box 1). 

Each of the country case studies in this project focuses on a particular type of natural hazard in order to 
explore how different policy measures, governance arrangements, on-farm strategies and other initiatives 
contribute to building resilience. The Italian case study focuses on drought. While dry conditions have always 
characterised parts of the Italian territory, intense drought events are increasingly impacting the agricultural 
sector. Over the past decade, stakeholders have recognised that droughts are becoming more frequent and 
more intense, particularly in the southern regions and on the islands of Sardinia and Sicily. Moreover, 
droughts are also increasingly affecting areas not traditionally prone to drought, such as alpine areas and 
the upper Po River Valley. With climate change forecast to accelerate these trends, the country’s water users 
– including from the agricultural sector – are reassessing water governance arrangements as crucial for 
building long-term resilience to drought. At the same time, agriculture sector actors are increasingly 
recognising that adapting to this drier future will require additional proactive investments in the present to 
effectively confront the long-term risk landscape, although the approach varies somewhat based on region 
and sector. 

Box 1. Principles for effective disaster risk management for resilience 

In 2017, G7 Agriculture Ministers in Bergamo recognised the effects of natural hazards on farmers’ 
lives, agro-food systems, agricultural production and productivity in regions all over the world, and 
that climate change is projected to amplify many of these impacts. Ministers also noted the 
importance of strengthening the resilience of farmers to natural hazard (G7 Agriculture Ministers, 
2017[4]). 

Responding to this imperative, the joint OECD-FAO project on Building Agricultural Resilience to 
Natural Hazard-Induced Disasters: Insights from Country Case Studies identifies good practices for 
building agricultural resilience at each stage of the DRM cycle. Good practices in the case study 
countries are identified according to principles and recommendations from key international 
frameworks for managing the risks posed by disasters and other critical shocks, including OECD 
recommendations and the Sendai Framework.1 Based on these frameworks, each case study 

                                                      
1 The seven case study countries are Chile, Italy, Japan, Namibia, New Zealand, Turkey, and the United States. 
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assesses their country-specific situation according to the following four Principles for Effective DRM 
for Resilience: 

● An inclusive, holistic and all-hazards approach to natural disaster risk governance for resilience. 

● A shared understanding of natural disaster risk based on the identification, assessment and 
communication of risk, vulnerability and resilience capacities. 

● An ex ante approach to natural disaster risk management. 

● An approach emphasising preparedness and planning for effective crisis management, disaster 
response, and to “build back better” to increase resilience to future natural hazards. 

Good practices encompass policy measures and governance arrangements that encourage public 
and private stakeholders to address gaps in their resilience levels. This can be done by helping 
stakeholders understand the risks that they face from natural hazards and their responsibilities for 
managing the risks they pose to their assets. For example, while rarer catastrophic risks such as 
NHID may require public intervention, on-farm strategies and the individual farmer’s overall capacity 
to manage risk also play a critical role in reducing risk exposure to catastrophic events, particularly 
over the long term (OECD, 2009[5]; OECD, 2020[3]). Specifically, good practices that build agricultural 
resilience to natural hazards are policies and governance arrangements that: 

● Encourage public and private actors to consider the risk landscape over the long term, including 
to take into account the potential future effects of climate change on the agricultural sector, and 
to place a greater emphasis on what can be done ex ante to reduce risk exposure and increase 
preparedness. 

● Provide incentives and support the capacity of farmers to prevent, mitigate, prepare and plan 
for, absorb, respond, recover from, and more successfully adapt and transform in response to 
natural hazards. 

● Consider a wide range of future scenarios, including expected environmental, economic and 
social structural change, and contribute to agricultural productivity and sustainability, even in 
the absence of a shock or stress. 

● Take into account the trade-offs inherent in natural disaster risk management, including 
between measures to build the capacities of the sector to absorb, adapt, or transform in 
response to natural disaster risk, and between investing in risk prevention and mitigation ex 
ante and providing ex post disaster assistance. 

● Are developed with the participation of a wide range of actors, to ensure that all relevant 
stakeholders are equally involved in the design, planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of interventions; and share a common understanding of the risk landscape and their 
respective responsibilities for managing natural disaster risk. 

Note: 1. OECD’s Approach to Risk Management for Resilience (OECD, 2009[5]; OECD, 2011[6]; OECD, 2020[3]); the Sendai Framework 
for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR, 2015[7]); the OECD Recommendation on the Governance of Critical Risks (OECD, 2014[8]); and 
the Joint Framework for Strengthening resilience for food security and nutrition of the Rome-based Agencies (FAO, IFAD and WFP, 

2019[9]). 

2.  Country context 

Italy is a major producer and exporter of agricultural goods, leading the European Union in terms of gross 
value added in agriculture, and ranking as one of the world’s primary exporters of a diverse array of products, 
including apples, bacon and ham, cheese, grapes, olive oil, tomato paste and wine (Eurostat, 2020[10]; FAO, 
2020[11]). The sector accounts for 2% of GDP and nearly 4% of the country’s employment (OECD, 2020[12]). 
But these figures on primary agriculture understate the economic importance of the wider agri-food value 
chain – in 2018, the country’s agri-food system (including production agriculture, forestry and fisheries; the 

http://www.oecd.org/agriculture/topics/risk-management-and-resilience/
https://www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/sendai-framework
https://www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/sendai-framework
http://www.oecd.org/gov/risk/recommendation-on-governance-of-critical-risks.htm
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000062320/download/

