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Abstract
Geoheritage studies periodically propose assessment methodologies addressed to quantify the value of sites of interests 
towards geoconservation and/or promotion. Loess outcrops in the Po Plain Loess basin (Northern Italy) represent potential 
geoheritage sites, allowing to reconstruct glacial and interglacial cycles, testifying evidence of paleoseismicity, and preserv-
ing traces of Palaeolithic human exploitation along the foreland of the Alpine and Apennine ranges. In this contribution, 
firstly we propose a brief review on the loess sites in the framework of geoheritage studies. Then, we evaluate the 6 most 
significant loess outcrops scattered across the Po Plain Loess Basin (Monte Netto Hill, Val Sorda Sequence, Gajum Section, 
Ghiardo Plateau, Valenza Section, Torino Hill) applying a quantitative methodology aimed at ranking each locality respect to 
a benchmark site — the Romanengo Plateau — which is the sole loess site included in the Italian Inventory of Geosites. The 
70% of sites obtained a global value higher than our benchmark. They show a high diversity, not only from the scientific point 
of view (i.e., site-intrinsic geodiversity), but also when we consider their Potential for Use. Despite often disregarded in the 
international panorama, Italian loess sites require a great attention. Moreover, such sites are evolving passive geomorphosites, 
thus potentially vulnerable from natural and human causes: this must be considered in the framework of geoconservation 
and sustainable promotion of each site. Finally, we discuss the possibility of promoting Italian loess sites through different 
strategies (e.g. virtual tours, 3D models, and gamification based on landscape reconstruction) allowing to visit them by 
remote and favouring promotion. At the same time, this approach will also promote geoconservation, improving awareness 
in the general public on the relevance of such sites for Earth (natural and human-related) history.

Keywords Loess outcrops · Geoheritage sites assessment · Geodiversity · Vulnerability · Promotion strategies · Po Plain 
(Northern Italy)

Introduction

Quaternary loess deposits and complex pedosequences 
developed into wind-blown silt as parent material are very 
powerful palaeoclimatic and palaeoenvironmental indicators 
(Pye 1995). Loess sequences are distributed along wide lati-
tudinal ranges in both the Boreal and Austral Hemispheres: 
at high and mid-latitudes, loess deposits and related palae-
osoils allow reconstructing glacial and interglacial cycles; 
whereas at lower latitudes, loess is generally related to arid 
conditions and expansion of desert margins (e.g. Kukla 

1977; Heller and Liu 1982, Pecsi 1990; Crouvi et al. 2010; 
Marković et al. 2015; Wang et al., 2019; Lehmkuhl et al. 
2021). For this relevant scientific value, loess outcrops are 
acquiring great attention in the framework of geoheritage 
identification. The distribution of loess deposits all around 
the world has been quantified at about 10% of Earth’s sur-
face (e.g. Heller and Evans 1995; Smalley et al. 2011). Yet, 
loess covers are relatively rare if compared to other kinds of 
Quaternary sediments, and often characterized by a hotspot 
like distributions, implying that a very careful analysis of the 
most suitable strategies for geoconservation versus promo-
tion is required. Moreover, the specific values and threats to 
loess sites of interest must be determined before to propose 
any form of promotion (Reynard et al. 2007; Baadi et al., 
2020).

Due to their complexity, loess sequences can be catego-
rized as: (i) geosites of stratigraphic (or tectonic) interest 
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(sensu Grandgirard 1999), if the scientific value of the 
sites is considered mainly related to the reconstruction of 
the geological history of a region; and (ii) geomorphosites 
(sensu Panizza 2001), when considered as landscape units 
undergoing pedogenesis, linear erosion, slope deformation, 
and erosion, which may generate spectacular gullies, repre-
senting very relevant landmarks from an aesthetic point of 
view (Warowna et al. 2016). According to recently proposed 
approaches (e.g. Bollati et al. 2017), these meanings find 
correspondence respectively into the geological representa-
tiveness (i.e., stratigraphy and tectonics), the geomorpholog-
ical representativeness within the scientific value assessment 
as a geoheritage site, and also into the aesthetic value among 
the additional values.

Processes contributing to shape spectacular gullies also 
represent a severe natural threat for loess strata (Vasiljević 
et al. 2011a, 2014; Wang et al. 2019). Being these ongoing 
natural processes different from the genetic one, loess sites 
could rely in such cases within the category of evolving pas-
sive geomorphosites (see Pelfini and Bollati 2014) that are 
featured by a great vulnerability (sensu Garcìa-Ortiz et al. 
2014). In fact, the pristine process of aeolian deposition 
and soil-forming are no more active, and the related ancient 
landforms are dissected by secondary processes. Solarska 
et al. (2013) underlined too the importance of distinguishing 
both primary landforms (related to the deposition of loess 
sequences by wind action) and secondary landforms (gullies 
and scarps dissecting previous landforms), to propose more 
adequate management strategies.

Considering such a variety of perspectives, loess outcrops 
are relevant also for educational and geotouristic purposes 
(e.g. Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014; Vujičić et al. 2011; Solar-
ska et al. 2013; Višnić et al. 2013; 2016; Warowna et al. 
2016; Wang et al. 2019), with a special regard to their geo-
archaeological value (i.e., cultural value; Vujičić et al. 2018). 
The North and South American loess basins, the Eurasian 
loess belt, which includes among the other the Chinese 
Loess Plateau, and the desert loess belt of North Africa 
are among the most important loess districts of the world 
(Vasiljević et al. 2014; Lehmkuhl et al. 2021). Notwithstand-
ing this, several other (smaller) loess basins are distributed 
in the world regions where contrasting climatic conditions 
alternated across the Quaternary (Li et al. 2020). The list 
of these areas — often disregarded — includes the Upper 
Pleistocene Po Plain Loess Basin of Northern Italy (Amit 
and Zerboni, 2013; Zerboni et al. 2018), where several loess/
paleosol outcrops display complex pedosequences formed 
under contrasting Pleistocene pedoclimatic settings, record-
ing recent tectonic activity in the foreland of the Alpine 
and Apennine ranges, and preserving open-air Palaeolithic 
archaeological sites (e.g. Cremaschi 1990; 2004; Ferraro 
2009; Cremaschi et al. 2015; Zerboni et al. 2015; Frigerio 
et al. 2017; Delpiano et al. 2019).

Starting from a brief state of the art on loess in geoherit-
age studies, a detailed analysis on potentialities of selected 
sites from the Po Plain Loess Basin is here discussed. In this 
region, after the first attempt made by Cremaschi (1990), 
the drawing of a loess map is still in progress (Zerboni et al. 
2018). Recently, major outcrops underwent new investiga-
tions, and a fresh mapping has been addressed considering 
the loess landscapes of Europe (Lehmkuhl et al. 2021). The 
aims of this paper are (i) to provide a general overview on 
geoheritage research regarding loess outcrops as a specific 
category of geoheritage site, in terms of scientific and addi-
tional values, the potential for use and threats; and (ii) to 
select by ranking among potential loess geoheritage sites in 
the Po Plain loess basin (Northern Italy), using an already 
tested methodology and discussing the results in terms of 
geoconservation and/or promotion strategies. A particular 
focus will be posed to geodiversity features.

State of the Art on Loess Deposits 
in Landscape and Geoheritage Analysis

Genesis, Age, Geographical Distribution, 
and Related Landscapes

From an historical point of view, the term “Loess” derives 
from the German Löss or Löß, meaning “loose”, a term asso-
ciated to this kind of deposits by peasants and masons in 
the Rhine region (Višnić et al. 2013 and reference therein). 
Initial identifications of loess deposits in Europe were per-
formed by Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries (Marković et al. 2004); Karl Cäsar 
von Leonhard, who described loess deposits as yellowish 
brown and silty along the Rhine valley; and Charles Lyell. 
The father of the modern Geology ratified the use of the 
word “loess” in 1834 after observing similarities between 
loess and loess derivatives in Rhine and Mississippi riverine 
environments (Višnić et al. 2013 and reference therein).

Regarding their genesis, loess deposits are mainly silty 
sized wind-blown sediments that, according to different 
authors (e.g. Kukla 1977; Heller and Liu 1982, Cremaschi 
1990; Pecsi 1990; Pye 1995; Crouvi et al. 2010; Vasiljević 
et al. 2011a; Marković et al. 2015; Wang et al. 2019; Lehm-
kuhl et al. 2021), are typical of glacial periods featured by 
dry environmental conditions and strong winds that allow 
the transportation of grinded materials. While loess depos-
its indicate dry and/or cold climate conditions, palaeosoils 
occasionally intercalating with loess strata and developed in 
it indicate they formed under less arid to warm/humid cli-
mates. Loess deposition over extensive areas at mid-latitudes 
regions has proceeded quite continuously during the Qua-
ternary (Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014; Muttoni et al. 2017), 
forming several-tens to hundred meters’ thick deposits. The 
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most suitable deposition areas are identified by Vasiljević 
et al. (2014) in the plains, plateaus, hills, and river basins.

Loess deposits are particularly susceptible to water-
related processes that may generate a wide variety of land-
forms. The relatively high cohesion of loess deposits when 
they are dry and susceptibility to the erosion impact of 
ephemeral flows (Warowna et al. 2016) favour the genesis 
of a typical loess relief or loess landscape (Solarska et al. 
2013), mainly consisting of gullies, dry valleys, infilling 
of closed depressions, accumulation on escarpments, and 
draping previous topographies (Pye, 1995). The pristine 
topography is a further factor controlling the evolution of 
loess landscapes. In specific cases, one of the most impres-
sive morphological features — a landmark of loess areas 
— are gullies (Warowna et al. 2016), very highly valued 
features from the geoheritage and geotourism point of view 
(Zgłobicki et al. 2015). Wang et al. (2019) surveyed the 
Luochan Loess National Geopark, suggesting the presence 
of a high geodiversity in landforms (i.e., geomorphodiver-
sity, Panizza 2009): steep hanging gullies, short rills, pillars 
dissected by vertical joints and fissures favouring long-term 
weathering and erosion, columns, and bridges. The same 
authors also proposed a classification of loess columns 
types: sharp, square, mother-son, parasitic, forest, giant, 
red-clay, and loess walls. Vasiljević et al. (2014) reported 
the presence of the following loess-related landforms in 
the Serbian region: gorges, wavy plateaus, steep profiles, 
pseudo-karst landforms, caves, sinkholes, dry valleys, gul-
lies, and pyramids. Pseudokarstic landforms formed by pip-
ing are reported also by Lukić et al. (2009). Solarska et al. 
(2013), finally, listed and described the following loess-
related landforms in the Polish territory: reliefs; covers and 
related enhanced or buried topography scattered into islands 
or ridges; morphological edges related more or less to older 
geological relief and lines; plateaus with, in case, gullying 
affecting borders; and gully systems related to natural but 
also anthropogenic conditions (e.g. intensive land use as 
agricultural terraces). All these features testify to the geo-
morphodiversity that is intrinsic (sensu Panizza 2009) to 
loess regions (Solarska et al. 2013).

Concerning the geographical distribution of the loess 
outcrops all around the world, Heller and Evans (1995) and 
Smalley et al. (2011) suggest that the about 10% of Earth’s 
surfaces is covered by wind-blown silt. Most of them are 
distributed between China and Europe, along the Eurasian 
loess belt (Vasiljević et al. 2014). In central and eastern Asia 
extensive, thick, and continuous loess deposition exist; they 
started forming ~ 22 My ago (Guo et al. 2002). A 1/5 of 
Europe surface is covered by loess and loess like sediment 
(Haase et al. 2007; Lehmkuhl et al. 2021), especially in the 
Danube area and Pannonian basin, where the percentage of 
regional coverage reaches the 60% (Vasiljević et al. 2011a). 
Moreover, according to Markovic et al. (2011), the Danubian 

and Pannonian basin represents the most detailed archive 
for Pleistocene climatic and environmental fluctuations in 
Europe. Other regions in the world are interested by wide-
spread loess deposits: Northern America (Muhs and Bettis, 
2003), Southern America (Kröhling 1999; Zárate 2003), 
North Africa (Crouvi et al. 2010), and New Zealand (Smal-
ley 1995).

Along the Mediterranean basin, loess sequences are also 
present (Cremaschi 1990; Crouvi et al. 2010). Considering 
Italy, loess outcrops are shallow but very common (Cre-
maschi 1990) and quite always neglected in loess distribu-
tion maps at continental scale (e.g. Muhs 2007; Solarska 
et al. 2013). Both Smalley (1995) and Haase et al. (2007), 
reporting the presence of major areas of loess in Europe 
other than the Pannonian basin the first, and drawing the 
Loess Map of Europe the second, included secondary evi-
dence from the Po Plain. In fact, loess outcrops in North-
ern Italy are often considered loess derivate or secondary 
loess deposits or soils developed on loess (e.g. Lindner et al. 
2017), thus precluding their insertion in reconstruction at 
continental scale (Amit and Zerboni 2013; Zerboni et al. 
2018). Only recently, a review on loess in Europe and its 
regional differentiation (Lehmkuhl et al. 2021) included the 
Italian loess as “proper loess”, defined as “Mediterranean 
loess”. As a matter of fact, during Pleistocene interstadials 
and after the LGM, loess deposits underwent pedogenesis 
(Cremaschi, 1990) and reworking due to natural surface pro-
cesses, which intensity was sometimes increased by human 
agency (Cremaschi et al. 2015). For that reason, Italian 
loess sequences and pedosequences sometimes miss some 
of the typical features of classical loess described by Haase 
et al. (2007). On the other hand, in a region like the Po Plain 
foredeep, loess could have additional values, preserving pal-
aeoseismological evidence in areas considered to have low 
seismic risk (Livio et al. 2014), as described in detail below.

More in depth, along the Italian peninsula loess cover 
extensive parts of North Italy (Cremaschi, 2004) and accu-
mulated along the coastlines mostly during MIS 4 to MIS 
3, with less extensive occurrence in the Last Glacial Maxi-
mum (LGM) and Lateglacial periods (Cremaschi et  al. 
2015; Badino et al., 2020; Peresani et al., 2021). Accord-
ing to Zerboni et al. (2015), most of the loess sequences of 
the Po Plain Basin date to the Upper Pleistocene and were 
deposited mainly between ~ 75–16 ky ago. The scattered 
distribution of loess deposits in Northern Italy is similar to 
the Polish cases described by Solarska et al. (2013), and a 
first attempt to draw a map of loess occurrences in Northern 
Italy was made by Ferrari and Magaldi (1976), Cremaschi 
(1990), Cremaschi et al. (2015), and recently by Zerboni 
et al. (2015). Some information is reported also in the LGM 
map by Vai and Cantelli (2004). Zerboni et al. (2018), with 
the aim of drawing a specific map of loess outcrops dis-
tribution in Northern Italy, list the potential trap areas in 
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such a foreland context: glacial sediments and fluvioglacial 
deposits, karts plateaus and sinkholes, isolated hills in the 
Po Plain formed after tectonic deformation, glacis and ero-
sional surfaces.

Most of loess sequences in the Po Plain can be consid-
ered as complex pedostratigraphic sequences (Zerboni et al. 
2015), because they include wind-blown sediments and 
palaeosoils (related to interglacial periods) developed into 
loess. Hence, in this area both simple and complex pedose-
quences could be retrieved, including localities where loess 
levels are intercalated to paleosols, preserve evidence of past 
earthquakes, and entomb archaeological remains (Livio et al. 
2014; Cremaschi et al. 2015; Delpiano et al. 2019).

Loess Outcrops and Landscapes as Potential 
Geoheritage Sites

As mentioned above, loess outcrops could be intended as 
geosites of stratigraphic (or tectonic) interest (sensu Grand-
girard 1999) or geomorphosites (sensu Panizza 2001), satis-
fying both the definitions because enclosing the respective 
features. During the last years, the interest towards soft-rock 
geomorphosites, like loess outcrop may be intended, has 
been increasing, and they have been considered as important 
as hard-rock geosites (Vasiljević et al. 2011b). According to 
the categories of geological World Heritage sites proposed 
by Dingwall et al. (2005) and revised by Vasiljević et al. 

(2011a; b), loess sites could be intended as stratigraphic site, 
ice age site, and arid semi-arid landscapes and landforms 
sites. Specific attributes and values are recognized to this 
kind of geoheritage sites (Solarska et al. 2013), and differ-
ent authors (e.g. Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014; Wang et al. 
2019) analyze in detail their potential features, summarized 
in Table 1, and discussed in the following section.

The scientific and educational values listed in the first 
category (A in Table 1), and the core features for establish-
ing a geoheritage site, are related to the potentiality of these 
sites to witness the Earth’s climate history, representing 
an important terrestrial palaeoclimatic and palaeoenviron-
mental archives (Dong et al. 2014; Vasiljević et al. 2014; 
Višnić et al. 2016). For instance, Chinese loess sequences 
are particularly relevant in this category: covering continu-
ously a few million years, they are a fundamental continen-
tal archive, also as compared with the other palaeoclimatic 
proxies (Vasiljević et al. 2011a). Interlayered palaeosoils 
could serve also as markers, and they could be compared 
with recent environmental analogues (Vasiljević et  al. 
2011a). For the scientific value, palaeontological remnants 
preserved in loess strata can also be considered. Anyway, 
this feature was instead depicted by Vasiljević et al. (2014) 
as a component of the cultural value (Table 1).

Loess landscapes, as described by Solarska et al. (2013), 
are characterized by all the above-mentioned potential loess 
landforms. As geodiversity is considered among the funding 

Table 1  Global values of loess outcrops as geoheritage sites according to Vasiljević et al. (2011a; 2014) and Wang et al. (2019)

Values Sub-values

A. Research and education values 
(scientific)

Scientific discovery related to Earth surface history and evolution: significant palaeoclimatic and pal-
aeoenvironmental record represented by pedosequences formed under glacial and interglacial phases

History of research: stratigraphic reference sections
Environmental monitoring: palaeoenvironmental and palaeoseismological indicators
Education and training practical studies of Geology and Earth Sciences

B. Cultural values Folklore, tradition and spiritual beliefs
Archaeological
Historical
Palaeontological

C. Aesthetic values Local landscapes: hills, gullies, gorge, steep profiles, loess quarries
Leisure activities: paragliding
Remote appreciation: distance from towns
Artistic inspiration

D. Economic values Construction materials: brickyard quarries
Fertile soils (agriculture and vegetation)

E. Functional values Platforms: agriculture, traffic, constructions
Storage and recycling: waste disposal
Health: electromagnetic radiation cuts off, beauty medical skin treatments, pillow and mattress industry
Burial graveyards
Water chemistry: springs
Soil function: parent materials
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attributes of the scientific value of geomorphosites (Bollati 
et al. 2017 and reference therein), loess geodiversity adds a 
potential greater value to outcrops. Despite the importance 
of this parameter, it has not yet considered in literature 
among the values of loess sites for geoheritage analyses 
(Table 1).

The cultural (and social) values of loess (B in Table 1) are 
mainly related to the archaeological record of loess (Vujičić 
et al. 2018) and its role in the development of civilization 
at least since the Neolithic, especially in relation with the 
great fertility of loessic soils (Solarska et al. 2013) and with 
specific favourable topographic features (e.g. Solarska et al. 
2013; Zgłobicki and Baran-Zgłobicka 2012). Early Medieval 
settings coincide with towns built on the top of loess hills 
in Poland (Solarska et al. 2013). Moreover, in Europe, Asia, 
and occasionally in North Africa, loess deposits include 
Palaeolithic (and later) archaeological sites (Romanowska 
2012; Cremaschi et al. 2015; Fitzsimmons et al. 2020), as 
hunter groups left the remains of their campsites (Delpi-
ano et al. 2019). The tight relationship between Pleistocene 
human groups and loess is evident also in a number of cave 
sites, where wind sedimentation is one of the most common 
sedimentary processes (Laville et al. 1980; Cremaschi 1990; 
Cremaschi and Ferraro 2007; Krajcarz et al. 2016; Hirniak 
et al. 2020; Spinapolice et al., in press). Boukhchim et al. 
(2018) focused their attention on cave dwellings in loess in 
Tunisia.

Among the other possible values of loess outcrops in 
term of geoheritage, we may consider the aesthetic value 
(C in Table 1). It could be related to the different landforms 
described in literature, reported before (Solarska et  al. 
2013; Warowna et al. 2016; Vasiljević et al. 2014; Wang 
et al. 2019). As for all the geoheritage sites, the enhance-
ment potential of loess areas depends significantly on the 
attractiveness of these loess landscapes, derived from the 
interaction of natural processes inducing gullying in loess 
and human intervention. In the case of intense exploitation, 
the aesthetic value of loess outcrops could be shattered, as, 
for example, at brickyard and quarry sites (Vasiljević et al. 
2011b); in other cases, human intervention could enhance 
the aesthetic value (Boukhchim et al. 2018) and accessibility 
of outcrops (see examples among the study cases).

Experiences on quantitative assessment addressed to 
the selection of loess sequences as geoheritage elements 
were performed in Europe: Warowna et al. (2016) evalu-
ated the most suitable sites to propose a loess-related geop-
ark in Poland; Serbian scholars (Vujičić et al. 2011; 2018; 
Višnić et al. 2016) proposed a specific procedure aimed at 
detecting the most suitable loess sections for geotourism 
purposes in the Serbian loess plateau. Considering more 
in detail the application of the Geosite Assessment Model 
(GAM), authors included some of the values proposed in 
Table 1 (scientific/educational, scenic/aesthetic, functional, 

protection, tourism), detailing very systematically the sub-
values in order to perform a strict quantification. The method 
uses to evaluate also the degree of vulnerability and potential 
damages, besides the damages already occurred to the sites. 
All the evaluated sites testify the high scientific value of 
loess profiles, while, as in other region of the world, tour-
istic infrastructures are still poorly developed, affecting the 
potential for geotourism. Recently, several authors used the 
GAM procedure to test the results obtained by two groups 
of evaluators (i.e., geoscientists and archaeologists) using 
different weights for each criterium, especially focusing on 
the cultural value of loess sites. Hence, the GAM provides a 
model to assist in the sustainable planning and management 
of natural heritage (with a focus on loess sites) and their 
transformation into tourism destination.

Višnić et al. (2016) in a further analysis compared their 
results with those obtained through other methods of assess-
ment (e.g. Jovanović and Zvizdić 2009) that customized to 
loess sites of the geomorphosite assessment model proposed 
by Reynard et al. (2007). Depending on the tourist demand, 
the authors distinguished between factors that are internal 
(intrinsic) or external. In this methodology, the ecological 
value of sites, which is rarely taken into account in geomor-
phosite methodologies (Bollati et al. 2015), is considered 
among the external factors (Višnić et al. 2016). According 
to the literature reviews proposed by Bollati et al. (2015), 
the ecological support role is herein proposed among the 
scientific attributes, thus being an intrinsic factor for which 
more in-depth investigations are worth.

Threats to Loess Geoheritage Sites

As loess sites are “soft-rock geomorphosites” (Vasiljević 
et al. 2011b), several threats could have disruptive and per-
manent effects on them. Table 2 includes the systematic 
reviews on the threats affecting loess section proposed in 
literature (Lukić et al. 2009; Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014; 
Wang et al. 2019).

One of the main issues threatening the conservation 
of loess sections is natural erosion, increased by sparse 
vegetation and heavy rainfall. For instance, monsoonal 
precipitation induces strong erosion on loess in the China 
area (Vasiljević et al. 2014). In some areas of Europe, the 
problem is related to the low thickness of loess sections, 
which, if affected by erosion, can be totally dismantled, 
thus losing their value as record of past palaeoclimates/
palaeoenvironments. Wang et  al. (2019) analysed the 
geological hazard threats in relation to geotechnical prop-
erties of loess deposits and their interaction with water-
related processes, since potentially affecting tourist visit 
to the sites: this is a relevant issue also for Warowna et al. 
(2016). Wang et al. (2019) performed geotechnical tests 
to understand relation between water, freeze–thaw cycle, 
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and the temporal interval favourable to instability. Land-
slides occurrence at several sites could be significant: for 
instance, some Poland towns are built on loess deposits 
covering older substrate, and they are prone to additional 
and specific hazards (Solarska et al. 2013). Lukić et al. 
(2009) suggest the existence of ephemeral piping-related 
(pseudokarstic) landform developed on loess bodies and 
their very limited lifetime due to the intrinsic erosional 
nature of the formative process.

In most cases, human-induced threats are also related to 
the values of loess outcrops. For example, the economic and 
functional values (see Table 1, D, economic; E, functional 
values) induce an extreme pressure. One of the most impact-
ing human activities is surely related to brickyards, leaving 
in some European areas only a few integers of significant 
palaeo-pedocomplexes (Vasiljević et al. 2011a). Vasiljević 
et al. (2014) highlighted that another deep impacting human 
agency is related to agricultural exploitation. Yet, the exten-
sive use and exploitation for the aesthetic value of loess land-
scapes could compromise some sites (Vasiljević et al. 2014). 
A borderline situation between cultural value and threats is 
the case of loess outcrops used for loess cave dwellings, as, 
for example, in Tunisia (Boukhchim et al. 2018).

Positive effects of human exploitation, anyway, are 
related to the discovery of loess sequences for their scien-
tific features and/or for the coming to light of archaeology 
remnants (Romanowska 2012). In this case, the sustainable 
development of activities deriving from a collaboration with 
managers and local authorities could prove to be fundamen-
tal (Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014).

Promotion and Geoconservation Strategies 
for a Possible Sustainable Exploitation of Loess 
Geoheritage Sites

Considering the analysis on threats from natural and human 
causes, some useful measures are suggested in the literature 
for a sustainable management of loess geoheritage sites: (i) 
warning signs for both (positive) geoheritage values and 
(negative) geological hazards; (ii) fences to protect sites 
from human extraction for scientific and economic uses; 
(iii) reinforcements to prevent erosion; and (iv) monitoring 
points at opening fissures in loess outcrops. Worldwide no 
specific legislation is addressed to protect loess areas: only 
some specific areas were considered for preservation along 
the Eurasian loess belt, but with problems related to funding 

Table 2  Summary of factors threatening loess outcrops as geoheritage sites according to Vasiljević et al. (2011a; 2014) and Wang et al. (2019)

Threat origin Threat inducement Details

A. Natural Erosion:
Sections near rivers are directly influenced by fluvial ero-

sion
Features in loess influenced by water runoff (heavy rainfall)

Fall

Earthquake
Freeze–thaw cycle and exfoliation Landslides
Piping Exfoliation, landslides

B. Human-induced Functionality/economical Agriculture and urbanisation:
- Vegetation change caused by agricultural activities
- Mechanical devastation of loess exposures
- Illegal construction of buildings
- Unplanned urban expansion
Extraction: brickyards exploiting loess sections

Legislative framework Unfavourable legislation
Negative ownership

Ignorance: lack of information or education, no sense for 
nature protection and intrinsic values of geodiversity

Waste disposal:
- Former brickyard outcrops often used as waste disposal 

locations
- Local, small, junkyards on remote and hidden loess sections 

near
- Settlements
Uncontrolled vegetation growth reduces visibility of loess 

sections
Recreation/tourism effects: garbage, fires, barbecue places, 

flora and fauna degradation, caused by recreationists, local 
people, visitors

Removal of geological elements at brickyards and urban areas
Military: not regulated practice fields
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(Vasiljević et al. 2014). As already mentioned, occasionally 
the cooperation with private companies extracting sediments 
may support geoconservation interventions: for example, 
they can preserve specific part of loess outcrops from natu-
ral- and human-related risks (Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014). 
In Germany, for instance, a loess site included in a dismissed 
quarry was re-vegetated improving its conservation and 
allowing the insertion of the site within a global geopark 
characterized by other types of geological heritage (Antoine 
et al. 2001). According to Zhao et al. (2015), loess geoparks 
fall into the category of stratigraphic relic and geological 
landforms geoparks, of the classification proposed by UNE-
SCO (2010). The Chinese experience is the most advanced 
in term of loess-related geoparks. Wang et al. (2019) under-
line how the only geopark named after loess in the world is 
the Luochen Loess Geopark, even if 3 more Chinese geop-
arks include relevant loess features (Vasiljević et al. 2014). 
Other examples of loess sections included into geoparks are 
from Austria, Slovakia, and UK (Vasiljević et al. 2011a). 
Warowna et al. (2016), considering the geopark situation of 
Europe, refer that a few examples of geoparks are associated 
to loess outcrops. They also aimed, through the quantitative 
assessment of loess sites of outstanding value, at creating the 
first geopark in Poland — and first in Europe — presenting 
at a broad scale a thematic park related to loess geoheritage. 
Vasiljević et al. (2011b) underlined, anyway, the general dif-
ficulty that could emerge in setting up a geopark related to 
small and scattered areas. According to the authors, this kind 
of geopark would be insufficiently large to promote the local 
economic and socio-cultural development, which is one of 
the suggestions discussed in the guidelines of the Global 
Geoparks Network.

Vasiljević et al. (2011a; 2014) proposed a step-like strat-
egy towards geoconservation and promotion of loess out-
crops: (i) to perform an inventory of loess profiles and sec-
tions of a region for selecting the most representative ones 
for geoconservation; (ii) to identify threats for each selected 
site; (iii) to elaborate specific policies including restriction 
of access and permits release only to specific categories of 
people; (iv) to propose a synergy between researchers all 
around the world for studying specific strategies for pro-
motion, including the launch of national and international 
projects as the Loessland Project (Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 
2014; Višnić et al. 2013) or the Polish Loess Land (Solarska 
et al. 2013); and (v) to focus on education, interpretation, 
and promotion (visitor centres, dedicated events, editing of 
web-based interactive maps, adoption of multidisciplinary 
approaches; Vasiljević et al. 2009; 2011b) in a sustainable 
way to fight threats related to ignorance (Warowna et al. 
2016; B, Human-induced in Table 2).

Moreover, in consideration of the sparse distribution of 
loess outcrops in some regions and to overcome the dif-
ficulty in setting up a geopark in Serbia, Vasiljević et al. 

(2011b) propose a specific approach, which can be success-
fully adopted in similar contexts. They propose two solutions 
addressed to scattered loess outcrops for being enhanced 
and sustainably managed: (i) to attribute to loess sites of 
the status of Natural Monument or Geosites, thus including 
them in national inventories, and (ii) to network loess sites 
(loess geotourism localities) through thematic routes across 
a region. The last strategy was also suggested by Warowna 
et al. (2016), who set up 4 geotrails linking loess geosites 
in Poland.

Methods for Loess Sequence Evaluation 
as Potential Geoheritage Sites

Despite the importance of proposing methodologies suit-
able for the quantitative evaluation of different categories 
of geoheritage sites (Baadi et al. 2020), some methodolo-
gies applied in literature are aimed at assessing certain types 
of geoheritage sites (e.g. geomorphosites; see a review in 
Brilha 2016), sometimes very specific (e.g. anthropogenic 
landforms, Kubalikova et al. 2019; rock cliffs equipped for 
climbing; Bollati et al. 2016). In this last case, the authors 
pose the emphasis on definite features decided time by time. 
In this framework, the aims of the assessment should be 
clear, from the beginning, in terms of topics, value, scale, 
and use (De Lima et al., 2010). In our specific case, the aim 
is the ranking of a particular type of geoheritage sites (i.e., 
loess outcrops; e.g. Vujičić et al. 2011; 2018; Višnić et al. 
2016) for analysing their geodiversity at regional scale and 
for understanding their potential for being promoted, as wit-
nesses of specific paleoenvironmental and geological topics, 
taking into account also their vulnerability (sensu Garcìa-
Ortiz et al. 2014). According to this last aspect, specific 
methodologies (e.g. Baadi et al. 2020) have been recently 
proposed to quantify also the degree of deterioration of a 
site considering different features like vulnerability, fragil-
ity, and human pressure on the site, weighting the criteria 
aspiring to reach the greater objectivity during the evalua-
tion procedure.

The first step of loess outcrop investigation consisted 
in the analysis of the national and regional inventories of 
geosites, in order to detect the occurrence of loess sites in 
the Italian framework, that could be a first step towards 
their protection. According to these results, the quantita-
tive assessment of a regional selection of loess sequences 
was focused at the scale of the Po Plain, the most relevant 
loess basin in the Italian territory. Among the selected 
sites undergoing evaluation, the unique site inserted in the 
ISPRA National (Italian) Inventory of Geosites (http:// sgi. 
ispra mbien te. it/ Geosi tiWeb/ Defau lt. aspx) was considered 
as benchmark for discussing the ranking of the other sites 
and the opportunity of making new proposals to the ISPRA 
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database managers, also for planning sustainable promotion 
strategies for these sites.

The assessment method is the one proposed specifically 
for geomorphosites by Bollati et al. (2017), and also applied 
with adaptations to rock cliffs equipped for climbing (Bollati 
et al. 2016). Data were organized by means of a relational 
database realized using a commercial package (Microsoft 
Office Access®, version 2016), providing final numeric val-
ues to rank the sites. The database was set using the evalua-
tion parameters (i.e., macrovalues), whose components are 
reported in the Supplementary Materials A and B: Scientific 
Value (SV), Additional Values (AV), Global Value (GV) 
(Supplementary Material A) and the Potential for Use (PU) 
(Supplementary Material B). Moreover, two specific indices 
were computed to define the scientific and the educational 
potential of the sites: Scientific Index (SIn) and Educational 
Index (EIn) (Supplementary Material C).

For instance, the site-intrinsic geodiversity attribute that 
falls within the Scientific Value is based upon the geodiver-
sity categorization suggested in the literature, with different 
shades (e.g. Pereira and Pereira 2010; Bollati et al. 2016; 
Baadi et al. 2020). This attribute is calculated considering 
the different geological features featuring the site (e.g. how 
many lithologies, how many geomorphological features): 
the more are the features, the higher is the value of the site.

Moreover, considering the global values of loess geomor-
phosites according to Vasiljević et al. (2011a, 2014) and 
Wang et al. (2019), reported in Table 1, their correspondence 
with the values herein applied is highlighted in the Supple-
mentary materials (A, B).

Description and Ranking of Loess Outcrops 
as Potential Geoheritage Sites in the Po Plain 
Loess Basin

In Italy, relevant pedological sites and sequences (i.e., 
pedosites) are inventoried in the interactive map, based on 
Google Earth “Soil cultural heritage of Italy” (Costantini 
and L’Abate 2009). The Italian National Inventory of Geo-
sites (http:// sgi. ispra mbien te. it/ Geosi tiWeb/ Defau lt. aspx; 
last visit on 14th December 2020) up to now includes only 1 
loess site: the Romanengo Plateau. Yet, major parts of the Po 
Plain preserve loess outcrops with a real scientific relevance 
for reconstructing the glacial/interglacial evolution of north-
ern Italy as much as the geological dynamicity of the region 
and the interaction between past climate change and human 
peopling. As discussed above, loess landscapes have relevant 
scientific, aesthetic, and touristic values. In the case of the 
Po Plain, loess outcrops are much more scattered, and covers 
are less continuous than in other regions (e.g. the Danubian 
and Pannonian basins). Therefore, a comprehensive pres-
entation of loess in the Po Plain becomes challenging, and 

we prefer to focus on the analyses of the major outcrops. In 
this framework, the following sites were considered for the 
quantitative evaluation: Torino Hill, Val Sorda Sequence, 
Monte Netto Hill, Gajum Section, Ghiardo Plateau, Valenza 
Plateau, Romanengo Plateau (Fig. 1). The assessment results 
are accompanied by a description of each site; moreover, 
values of each loess site are compared to provide a ranking. 
The results of the quantitative evaluation are illustrated in 
Figs. 2 and 3. The radar graphs of Fig. 3 need to be inter-
preted basing on the knowledge of each site, and not taken as 
they are, since the area covered by the geosite values could 
differ according to the order of disposition of the macroval-
ues around the centre (Reynard et al. 2016). Moreover, the 
radar graph is used to compare the site-intrinsic geodiversity 
attributes among sites.

The Pianalto di Romanengo Plateau: The Benchmark 
Site

The Pianalto di Romanengo Plateau is the surface expres-
sion of buried deformative structures linked to the deep 
dynamics of the Po Valley (Bresciani and Perotti 2014). 
In fact, the plateau is located in correspondence with the 
partially buried anticline of Romanengo. Such geological 
structure gave rise to the lifting of the sediments overlying 
it and consisting mainly of Pleistocene fluvial sediments. 
Additionally, the most superficial part of the sedimentary 
cover consists of silty sediments, which can be interpreted 
as loess (Cremaschi 1987). The Pianalto di Romanengo after 
the Last Glacial Maximum, and especially in the early Holo-
cene, underwent pedogenetic processes controlled mainly 
by the presence of suspended aquifers that promoted the 
weathering of the sedimentary sequence and the formation 
of specific pedogenetic horizons. In the western portion of 
the plateau, a paleosol is present: it developed into a parent 
material consisting of superficial wind sediments. Moreover, 
several pedogenetic processes have affected the upper part 
of the fluvial deposit; the most significant processes acting 
therein were the development of strong hydromorphy and 
argillification (Casati et al. 1987; Bassi and Casati, 1989). 
These processes have contributed to shaping the pedostrati-
graphic units forming the geological record at Romanengo 
and forming characteristic buried soil horizons, such as the 
fragipan (evolved on the wind-blown material and is quite 
common along the Po Plain), and the petroplinthite horizon 
developed at the transition between aeolian sediments and 
the clay-rich fluvial deposits (Fig. 4A) (Casati et al. 1987; 
Bassi and Casati 1989). If in the western portion of the 
Pianalto di Romanengo these two soil horizons are clearly 
identifiable, in the eastern part of the plateau they are not 
very evident (Cremaschi 1987): fragipan is generally recog-
nizable, with variable thicknesses, while petroplinthite did 
not form. In fact, the interface between the silty and clayey 
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units is marked only by the local occurrence of discontinu-
ous concentrations of nodules and/or concretions rich in Fe/
Mn oxyhydroxides.

The Pianalto di Romanengo Plateau is included in the 
Italian Geosite Inventory and in the province and region 
geosites lists. In the National Inventory, it is recognized 

Fig. 1  Distribution of loess in the Po Plain of Italy (Zerboni et al. 2018; Lehmkuhl et al. 2021); stars indicate the position of the main localities 
cited in the text

Fig. 2  Comparison among the sites in terms of macrovalues respect to the average for each category. Red diamonds are relative to the bench-
mark site (Romanengo Plateau)
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as geosite for its geomorphological (primary) and pedo-
logical (secondary) values, which are mostly related to the 
western part of the plateau. Also, the naturalistic value is 
considered of primary importance, while the cultural-edu-
cational-excursionist values are listed as secondary. Even 
if the conservation status of the site is indicated as good, it 
may undergo to natural and, more probably, intense human 
threats being it located in an intensely cultivated region.

Despite it is the only loess site included in the geosites 
list, it is characterized by values below the average of the 
other sites assessed in the present research. Low is in par-
ticular the Educational Index (0.37/1) and also the site 
intrinsic geodiversity (0.33/1) (Figs. 2 and 3). Notwith-
standing the already activated use of both scientific and 
additional interests (i.e. use as geoheritage related interest 
or use of the additional interests; Suppl. Mat. B), and the 
presence of nearby services (Suppl. Mat. B), the Potential 
for Use is relatively low (6.81/12).

The Ghiardo Plateau

The belt of Early to Middle Pleistocene deformed terraces 
connecting the southern part of the Po River alluvial plain 
to the northernmost part of the Apennines (Cremaschi and 
Papani 1975) are covered by a thin but continuous body of 
loess (Cremaschi et al. 2015). Loess strata of the foot of the 
Apennines formed during the Upper Pleistocene and under-
went several post-depositional processes, including strong 
pedogenesis and colluvial processes. Moreover, the remains 
of open-air campsite left by Upper Palaeolithic hunters set-
tling the whole region are widespread (Lenzi and Nenzioni 
1996) (i.e. cultural value; Suppl. Mat. A). Among the oth-
ers, the most important localities correspond to the loess 
outcropping on the Ghiardo Plateau; beside the importance 
related to the deposition of wind-blown silt, the Ghiardo 
section preserves evidence of specific soil-forming processes 
and a major Mousterian archaeological site excavated in the 

Fig. 3  Comparison among the sites in terms of macrovalues. The light orange radar graph shows the site-intrinsic Geodiversity of the assessed 
sites, quite always maximum (1) except for the Romanengo Plateau (RP) and Torino Hill (TH)
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1980s of the twentieth century (Cremaschi and Christopher 
1984; Cremaschi et al. 2015, 2016).

In the Ghiardo area, loess sedimentation occurred during 
cold and arid glacial periods between ~ 70–35 ky BP. The 
loess body cover a sequence of lacustrine clay weathered and 
pedoturbated into a hydromorphic soil with a well preserved 
buried mukkara/gilgai microrelief. The loess sequence is 
also weathered into a buried soil showing strong clay illu-
viation, decarbonation, hydromorphy, and vertic features 
(Cremaschi et al. 2015). At the top of the gilgai microrelief, 
the intense frequentation of the area by Middle Palaeolithic 
hunt is preserved buried by wind silt. Archaeological evi-
dence consists of flint artefacts and remains of fireplaces 
related to the exploitation of Mousterian hunters at the initial 
phases of loess deposition in the area (i.e., cultural value; 
Suppl. Mat. A). The top of the Ghiardo sequence consists, 
below the modern agricultural horizon (Ap), of an eluvial 
soil horizon (E) preserving Chalcolithic archaeological 
remains (Fig. 4B). Such E horizon is the result of the com-
bined action of Holocene pedogenesis and human action. 
In fact, the formation of the topsoil was triggered by the 
large-scale deforestation and onset of agricultural activities 
occurred since the Chalcolithic period. At this time, massive 
wood clearance, through slash-and-burn practice, is well 

documented all along the southern margin of the Po Plain, 
in the alluvial deposits occurring at the base of the terraces 
covered by loess (Cremaschi and Nicosia 2012).

The Ghiardo Plateau is featured by values above the aver-
age (Fig. 2) concerning the Scientific Index (0.78/1) and the 
Additional Value (1.83/3), while the other values remain 
significantly below the average: Scientific Value (4.67/8), 
Global Value (6.65/11), and Educational Index (0.54/1). 
Despite the more favourable spatial access to the site, the 
Ghiardo plateau is also penalized for the Potential for Use 
(6.21/12), especially due to the low visibility of the site and 
the scarce promotion (i.e., use as geoheritage related interest 
or use of the additional interest; Suppl. Mat. B) and appeal-
ing (i.e., number of tourists; Suppl. Mat. B) of the area. It 
is, like the Gajum Section (see in the following paragraphs), 
generally quite aligned with the benchmark site (Figs. 2 and 
3).

The Valenza Plateau

The hills of the Eastern Monferrato Arc are covered by 
loess, which occasionally preserves evidence of paleo-
seismicity occurred in Middle Pleistocene to Holocene 
times (Michetti et al. 2014) (i.e. representativeness of 

Fig. 4  Field pictures and inter-
pretation of deposits of the A 
Romanengo Plateau, B Ghiardo 
Plateau, and C Pecetto di 
Valenza loess sequences. In (B), 
the dotted line represents the 
mukkara/gilgai microrelief with 
formation of Mn/Fe concretions
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geological processes; Suppl. Mat. A). Among the others, 
the Pecetto loess sequence on the top of the Valenza Pla-
teau has been recently investigated (Frigerio et al. 2017). 
From the bottom, the pedosedimentary sequence of Pec-
etto consists of Miocene marly bedrock weathered into 
a paleosol during MIS 7 or 5 interglacials, overlaid by 
a colluvial deposit weathered during MIS 5e (Fig. 4C). 
The upper part of the sequence consists of two subse-
quent loess strata showing different degrees of weather-
ing; loess sedimentation occurred presumably in the MIS 
3–2 interval (Frigerio et al. 2017). Paleosols interlayered 
to the loess formed during short Upper Pleistocene inter-
stadials. Moreover, the sequence preserves evidence for 
earthquake surface displacement, recording at least two 
events of deformation induced by earthquake surface 
reverse faulting and warping. The Pecetto site indicates 
the interaction between the tectonically-induced surface 
deformation and the aeolian sedimentation (i.e. represent-
ativeness of geomorphological and paleogeomorhological 
processes and representativeness of geological processes; 
Suppl. Mat. A). Moreover, the sequence demonstrates the 
ability of loess deposits to preserve environmental evi-
dence of past earthquakes, thus having relevant implica-
tions in the assessment of the seismic hazard in areas 
historically not hit by earthquakes (Frigerio et al. 2017).

The Valenza Plateau is always below the average value 
for all the attributes, and often below the benchmark site. 
The Additional value is particularly low (0.5/3) as well 
as the Potential for Use (4.32/12) that reflects the scarce 
promotion (i.e. use as geoheritage related interest or use 
of the additional interests; Suppl. Mat. B) and appealing 
(i.e. number of tourists; Suppl. Mat. B) of the area as well 
as the legal constraints (Suppl. Mat. B) due to the loca-
tion in a private property (Fig. 2).

The Torino Hill

Capeder (1898) and Viglino and Capeder (1898) were 
among the first scholars to investigate the problem of silt 
deposits at the fringe of the Alps, and they identify a thick 
accumulation of silt in the vicinity of Torino. They inter-
preted the silt of the Torino Hill outcrop as loess (Fig. 5) and 
published some of the first papers on Italian loess (i.e. geo-
historical importance; Suppl. Mat. A). After their pioneer-
ing intuition, many scholars investigated the loess sequence 
of the Torino Hill, and Forno (1979, 1990) offer a review 
on the distribution, formation, and chronology of the Qua-
ternary deposits (including loess) identified along the Ivrea 
glacial amphitheater (Gianotti et al. 2015).

At Torino Hill, loess outcrops differ according to their 
position (Forno 1979). The deposition of loess is limited to 
a small area and accumulated on top of Neogene sediments 
(Forno 1990). Loess displays a discontinuous distribution 
and a widely varying thickness with the thickest outcrops 
(up to 6 m thick) located in the central sector of the hill. 
Toward southeast, loess becomes thinner and overlays allu-
vial clay and silts, whereas in the southern part of the hill 
and extensive cover of wind-blown sands, up to 8 m thick 
is present. All outcrops are interlayered by paleosols. Along 
the Torino Hill, the loess underwent surface processes and 
was heavily reworked by sheet flow on the steeper slopes 
and by channel flow in depressions (Forno 1990); this pro-
cess resulted in the considerable distribution of the reworked 
loess.

The Torino Hill could be classified as evolving passive 
geomorphosite (sensu Pelfini and Bollati 2014), since vul-
nerable to natural processes different from the genetic ones 
(sensu Garcìa-Ortiz et al. 2014). This site is above the aver-
age value concerning the Potential for Use (7.78/12) and the 
Educational Index (0.65/1) (Fig. 2). It is in fact character-
ized by a relatively easy access (i.e., spatial accessibility; 
Suppl. Mat. B), and it is located in an area where services 

Fig. 5  The representation of the loess sequence of the Torino Hill by Viglino and Capeder (1898), which is among the first papers dedicated to 
Italian loess
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are located nearby. Respect to the benchmark site, apart from 
the values for which the Torino Hill is above the average, for 
the other values, it is slightly below or equal to it.

The Val Sorda Sequence

Among the loess sequences of Northern Italy, the Val 
Sorda has a special position, because it caught — as in the 
case of the Torino Hill — the interest of scholars since the 
beginning of Quaternary research in Italy (i.e., geohistori-
cal importance; see Suppl. Mat. A). The Val Sorda loess 
sequence is located along a canyon at the eastern shores 
of the Garda Lake and lies among the Upper Pleistocene 
moraines of the Garda glacial amphitheater. The Val Sorda 
canyon was initially explored by local geologists (Nicolis 
1899); soon after, also Penck and Brueckner (1909) inves-
tigated the sections when they decided to study the glacial 
systems at the southern fringe of the Alps. After World War 
II, the systematic investigation on the Garda Lake glacial 
system lead Venzo (1957, 1961) and Mancini (1960) to 
study the loess sequence of the Val Sorda; more recently, 
Cremaschi (1987, 1990) and Ferraro (2002, Ferraro et al., 

2004) performed a plethora of analyses and dating on the 
loess sequence. From a theoretical point of view, the rel-
evance of the Val Sorda loess sequence (i.e., representa-
tiveness of geomorphological and palaeogeomorphological 
processes; Suppl. Mat. A) depends on (i) its thickness (up 
to 5 m); (ii) the key position between the Garda Lake and 
Adige River moraine systems; (iii) the preservation of the 
original, syngenetic, and pedological characteristics; and (iv) 
the duration of sedimentation covering a long cycle during 
two subsequent Pleistocene glacials.

The loess outcrop along a narrow canyon cut at the west-
ern margin of the dip slope of the Monte Moscal monocline; 
several ridges of the Garda Lake glacial system surround it. 
The most spectacular outcrop along the Val Sorda canyon 
is the Torrion (that means “big tower” in local slang) local-
ity (Fig. 6A). Therein, the loess body is embedded between 
two glacial deposits (Fig. 6A, B), belonging respectively to 
the last and penultimate glacial advances. The lowermost 
glacial deposit has been attributed to a pre-MIS 5e glacial 
advance (MIS 6) because its top is heavily weathered into a 
red, clay-rich palaeosoil. The loess sequence has been dated 
with a multiple approach using the radiocarbon, OSL and 

Fig. 6  Field pictures and interpretation of deposits of the Val Sorda (A, B) and Gajum (C) sections. (A) is the so-called Torrion, (B) is a detail of 
the Val Sorda loess sequence
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IRSL methods between ~ 75 ky BP and the LGM (covering 
the time span MIS 4–2). Loess is interlayered by chernozem-
type paleosols suggesting the interplay between increased 
and decreased wind activity (Cremaschi 1987). At the top 
of the sequence, between the loess and the MIS 2 glacial 
deposit, an 80-cm-thick sequence of recycled loess is pre-
sent, organized in decantation laminae formed in a proglacial 
lake environment and then deformed by glaciotectonic at the 
apex of the LGM.

The site is undergoing huge hillslope and fluvial erosion, 
and also in this case the vulnerability of the site to natural 
processes different from the genetic ones allows to classify it 
as evolving passive geomorphosite. The Val Sorda sequence 
is above the average for all the macrovalues, except for the 
Educational Index (0.61/1), for which it is about on the aver-
age (Fig. 2). This site is ranked second in the evaluation pro-
cess, and it is especially high for what concerns the Scientific 
Value (7.33/8) and Scientific Index (1/1). The Potential for 
Use (9.2/12) is relatively high, due especially to the presence 
of services (Suppl. Mat. B), the high touristic frequentation 
of the area, and the presence of other geomorphosites in the 
surroundings (Suppl. Mat. B). Respect to the benchmark 
Romanengo Plateau, this site acquires always higher values 
(Fig. 2).

The Gajum Section

The Gajum Section (Fig. 6B) is not far from the Val Sorda 
site and belongs to the Upper Pleistocene Adige River gla-
cial amphitheater; also in this case, the sequence is com-
plex and includes more types of sediments related to specific 
sedimentary processes (i.e., site-intrinsic geodiversity; see 
Suppl. Mat. A). The sequence was deposited inside a karst 
sinkhole on the limestone bedrock of the Monte La Mesa 
Hill and discovered during the quarrying of the local lime-
stone. The sequence was preserved from erosion because 
sheltered by the walls of the sinkhole and capped by a glacial 
diamicton. The stratigraphic sequence described at Gajum 
— up to 8 m thick — consists of a series of loess units inter-
layered with stratified slope deposit related to freeze–thaw 
action (grèzes litées; sensu Guillien 1962). Moreover, 
the sequence is buried by a till accreted during the LGM 
advance of the Adige River Glacier. Only two radiocarbon 
dating is available for the two uppermost loess layers of the 
sequence, dated respectively to ~ 41 ky BP and > 42 ky BP 
(Cremaschi 1990). The oldest dating suggests that the loess 
at Gajum formed at least during the MIS 3 (maybe since 
MIS 4), whereas the uppermost contact of loess with the 
LGM diamicton indicates that sedimentation possibly lasted 
up to the MIS 2, substantially in accordance with the nearby 
Val Sorda sequence. Moreover, the existence of deeper loess 
strata may suggest wind sedimentation before MIS 4, likely 
in proximity of the penultimate glacial. The scientific value 

of this sequence is further increased by the occurrence in the 
uppermost loess strata of evidence of frost action in the form 
of foliations, prismatic structures, and ice-wedge casts. Cry-
ogenic loess disturbance features suggest the occurrence of 
a periglacial environment with seasonally frozen topsoil and 
represent one of the southernmost appearances in Europe of 
Pleistocene ice-wedge casts loess deposits (i.e. representa-
tiveness of geomorphological and palaeogeomorphological 
processes; Suppl. Mat. A).

The Gajum Section is a not high-valued site (Fig. 2): it is 
nearby the average for the Scientific Value (5.66/8), Potential 
for Use (7.48/12) and Educational Index (0.62/1), while it is, 
sometimes also significantly, below in terms of Additional 
Value (1/3), Global Value (6.66/11), and Scientific Index 
(0.55/1). Concerning the Potential for Use, it is determined 
by the not-yet started promotion of any type of values (i.e., 
use as geoheritage related interest or use of the additional 
interest; Suppl. Mat. B) and the relatively difficult spatial 
accessibility to the site (Suppl. Mat. B). In general, the 
Gajum Section is quite aligned to the benchmark site values.

The Monte Netto Hill

In the central sector of the Po Plain (northern Italy), several 
isolated hills exist, corresponding to the top of Late Qua-
ternary anticlines related to compressive tectonic. Isolated 
hills are distributed from the fringe of the Southern Alps up 
to the central Po Plain, and their tectonic origin was initially 
proposed by Desio, 1965). The emergence of these hills is 
due to the Late Quaternary growing of a fold related to a 
fault system composed of a main south-vergent forethrust 
and an associated high-angle backthrust (Livio et al., 2009; 
Livio et al., 2014; Livio et al., 2020) (i.e., representativeness 
of geological processes; Suppl. Mat. A).

The Monte Netto Hill is rectangular in shape, 5 km long 
and 2 km wide, and standing about 30 m above the sur-
rounding alluvial plain. The top of the hill exposes a gently 
folded sequence of Lower to Middle Pleistocene fluvial sedi-
ments, whereas Middle to Upper Pleistocene fluvial sedi-
ments onlap the hill on both sides (Livio et al. 2009). At the 
top of the Monte Netto Hill, a moderately weathered, Upper 
Pleistocene loess deposit, overlying a deeply weathered red 
paleosol, was described by Cremaschi (1987). More recently, 
in correspondence of a quarry of clay for bricks, a thick 
and complex loess-paleosol sequence, resting upon fluvial/
fluvioglacial deposits, was investigated (Livio et al. 2009; 
Zerboni et al. 2015). The sequence is folded and corresponds 
to the top of an active anticline (Fig. 7A); as a consequence, 
at the top of anticline a highly rubified paleosol is present, 
regarded as a polygenetic soil or a vetusol (sensu Cremaschi 
1987; Cremaschi et al. 2018), developed near the surface 
since the Middle Pleistocene. On the slope of the anticline, 
the pedosequence is more complex (Fig. 7B, C). The lower 
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part of the section includes highly deformed fluvial and 
fluvioglacial deposits (Middle Pleistocene age), capped by 
a thick red paleosoil, followed by a 2- to 5-m-thick loess-
paleosol sequence. The latter pedosedimentary sequence 
consists of several loess layers topped by Bt soil horizons 
showing different degrees of pedogenesis. The loess formed 
between MIS 4–2 and pedogenesis (including decalcifica-
tion, clay illuviation, oxides formation, and pedoplasmation) 
likely occurred during interstadials. The degree of weather-
ing of buried Bt horizons decreases from the bottom of the 
sequence toward the top, suggesting a progressive decrease 
in the intensity of pedogenesis across the Upper Pleisto-
cene. The original, gently wavy topography of the top of 
Monte Netto (controlled by the seismotectonic evolution of 
the hill) regulated the accumulation of loess; this and sub-
sequent geomorphological and pedogenetic processes tuned 
the formation of a proper loess landscape.

Two more elements increase the value of the Monte Netto 
Hill loess sequence: it preserves the evidence of environmen-
tal effects of strong local earthquakes occurred in the Late 

Quaternary (i.e., representativeness of geological processes; 
Suppl. Mat. A) and archaeological findings corresponding 
to the remains of a Middle Palaeolithic open-air campsite 
(i.e., cultural value; Suppl. Mat. A). According to Livio 
et al. (2009, 2014, 2020), evidence of earthquakes includes 
coseismic surface faulting, liquefaction features, vertical fis-
sures related to deformational stress and interpreted as seis-
mipedoturbations, and several bending-moment faults at the 
culmination of the anticline. The latter creates a main graben 
structure and other secondary extensional structures displac-
ing the loess-paleosoil sequence. Along the loess-palaeosoil 
sequence, frequentations by Mousterian Neanderthal groups 
are attested at two different times (Cremaschi 1974; Delpi-
ano et al. 2019). The most consistent human frequentation 
is associated to loess accumulation dated to ~ 44 ky BP. This 
evidence testifies the sporadic frequentation of marginal 
open areas during the cold and arid climate of the MIS 3.

At the top of other isolated hills of the Po Plain, loess is 
well preserved, and the geomorphological context is similar 
to the one described at Monte Netto. For instance, in the 

Fig. 7  The loess sequence of the Monte Netto Hill, the top of the 
anticline is on the right. (A) The quarry on top of the hill exposing 
the complex loess/paleosols sequence; the yellow line marks the 
transition from fluvial (below) to wind (above) sediments, the white 
lines suggest the position of the graben structure. (B) A detail of the 

graben structure. (C) the reference stratigraphic sequence at Monte 
Netto. The interpretation of deposits is reported  in (B) and (C); the 
black (late Mousterian) and white (lithics on quartzite cobbles) stars 
indicate the position of archaeological findings (for details see Delpi-
ano et al. 2019)
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southern sector of the central Po Plain, loess was described 
on the Romanengo Plateau at the top of deformed fluvial 
sediments (Cremaschi, 1987), and more complex loess-
paleosol sequences have been described at the top of the 
San Colombano Hill, developed above one of the buried 
frontal arcs of the Northern Apennine thrust belt (Zuffetti 
et al. 2018).

In the regional inventory of geosites, the Monte Netto Hill 
is classified in the structural geology category. It obtained 
the highest scores respect to the other sites, in each cat-
egory of macrovalues: Scientific Value (7.67/8), Additional 
Value (3/3), and Global Value (10.67/11). Also, the Scien-
tific Index (1/1) and the Educational Index (0.82/1) are very 
high (Figs. 2 and 3), and, consequently, it is always above the 
average values and the benchmark site values. Concerning 
the Potential for Use (9.84/12) is high, but it is penalized due 
to the location of the site within a private quarry, implying 
the request of access to the owners (i.e., legal constraints; 
Suppl. Mat. B). This penalty could be solved through the 
interaction with the local owners that have just demonstrated 
to be collaborative during the scientific inspections.

Discussion

In order to summarize all the aspects herein discussed, in 
the following parts, we will examine data on the geodiver-
sity of loess sequences in the Po Plain Loess Basin (Fig. 3), 
and then the possibility of promoting loess outcrops as 

geoheritage sites. In Fig. 8, a theoretical scheme describ-
ing the concepts of values, threats, and the opportunities for 
geoconservation or promotion practices for loess geoheritage 
sites is proposed, integrating the inputs from the literature 
with the fresh ones emerging from our data.

Geodiversity Recorded by Loess Sequences in the Po 
Plain Loess Basin

Even if the attention of the scientific communities has been 
mainly addressed towards the quantitative evaluation of 
geomorphosites, the method applied in this study allows 
evaluating geoheritage sites with a specific focus on geodi-
versity, considering thus their geological and geomorpho-
logical representativeness. In previous works (Table 1), the 
geodiversity parameter has not yet been considered in-depth.

At the regional scale, geodiversity could have a two-fold 
perspective, including geodiversity respect to external areas 
(or sites) (i.e. extrinsic geodiversity sensu Panizza 2001 and 
Bollati et al. 2016) or respect to the site-inward type geo-
diversity (i.e. site intrinsic geodiversity sensu Panizza 2001 
and Bollati et al. 2016). According to the results obtained 
by the selected loess outcrops as potential geoheritage sites, 
for what concerns the attribute of site-intrinsic geodiver-
sity (Fig. 3) and contributing to the Scientific Value (Fig. 8), 
almost all the assessed loess sequences reached the maxi-
mum value (1). This means the coexistence of different lith-
ologies and/or deposits and landforms. The only exceptions 
are represented by the Romanengo Plateau (the benchmark 

Fig. 8  Conceptual scheme linking values, threats, and possible effects derived from geoconservation and promotion practices
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site) and the Torino Hill. Even if the evaluated sites, that 
are scattered within the Po Plain, do not display substan-
tial differences, they can be counted among the sites with 
a relevant richness respect to other types of geosites in the 
region, especially for the mixture of the geomorphological 
and geological features related to specific regional settings. 
Furthermore, quantitative comparative analysis among sets 
of sites confirms this data.

In general, considered sites display very high values in 
terms of geodiversity and scientific importance, as already 
observed at other loess sites (Lukić et al. 2009; Višnić et al. 
2016). In fact, all the considered loess outcrops are key sites 
to disclose the late Quaternary evolution of the Po Plain and 
the interplay between fluvial, glacial, and wind sedimentary 
processes and pedogenesis. From one hand, loess from the 
Po Plain is a typical example of Mediterranean loess (sensu 
Lehmkuhl et  al. 2021), which means that loess formed 
under cold and arid conditions, but interlayered paleosols 
are exceptional archives recording interstadial/interglacial 
warm conditions promoting various kinds of pedogenetic 
processes (i.e. representativeness of geomorphological and 
paleogeomorhological processes; Suppl. Mat. A). The Val 
Sorda and the Monte Netto Hill sequences, for instance, are 
the thickest in the region and covers the MIS 4–2 period 
recording also short-timed intervals of decreased wind 
strength and environmental aridity. In this perspective, they 
are among the rarest occurrence at regional scale (i.e. rarity; 
Suppl. Mat. A) and are the top ranked sites in the analysed 
cluster. Most of the sequences, and especially the thinner 
ones, underwent strong pedogenesis after the termination of 
the Last Glacial Maximum, as in the case of the Ghiardo Pla-
teau. Such sites recorded the warm and wet environmental 
conditions that dominated the Mediterranean basin during 
the Early and Middle Holocene. On the other hand, loess 
outcrops in northern Italy have other scientific values that 
allow increasing the site-intrinsic geodiversity, because they 
record the historical seismicity and, more in general, the 
high dynamicity of the Alpine foreland (i.e. representative-
ness of geological processes; Suppl. Mat. A). The Monte 
Netto Hill, Valenza and Romanengo plateaus formed thanks 
to the tectonic deformation that created sedimentary traps for 
wind-blown particles. At Monte Netto Hill, for example, the 
continuous accumulation of wild blown silt during the MIS 
4–2 interval permitted to record the occurrence of seismic 
shocks occurred in the Upper Pleistocene, thus suggesting 
major implications for the (palaeo-)seismicity of the area.

An additional value (Fig. 8) of loess in the Po Plain is 
human exploitation (i.e. cultural value; Suppl. Mat. A). In 
fact, many sequences preserve evidence of Upper Pleisto-
cene human frequentation, when wind sedimentation was 
active. The archaeological excavation at Ghiardo Plateau 
disclosed the complexity of the Mousterian campsites and 
the exploitation of the Po Plain landscape during cold and 

arid phases of the Upper Pleistocene by hunter groups. The 
archaeological findings from the Monte Netto Hill, although 
a proper archaeological excavation is still lacking, preserve 
evidence for high mobility between the Prealps and the Po 
Plain among late Mousterian hunters.

Considering all these features, despite most of the sites 
(70%) assessed in the framework of this research gained 
values higher than the benchmark site (i.e. Romanengo 
Plateau), the only one included in the National Inventory 
of Geosites, almost all the sites herein evaluated are, for 
sure, worth to be proposed for the inclusion in the National 
Inventory of Geosites, a step towards their protection and 
promotion too (Vasiljević et al. 2011b). This fact may push 
to add other loess sites to the National Inventory of Geosites.

Promotion or Conservation of Loess Outcrops 
as Geoheritage Sites?

The loess geoheritage sites display all the 3 features dis-
cussed by Coratza and Hoblea (2018) as distinctive of 
geomorphological heritage sites: they are (i) spectacular, 
(ii) multi-scaled, and (iii) dynamic. Considering the latter 
feature, they are mainly evolving passive geomorphosites 
(sensu Pelfini and Bollati, 2014) undergoing modeling due 
to natural agents different from the genetic one. Due to their 
vulnerability (sensu Garcìa-Ortiz et al. 2014) and rarity, they 
should be protected from both natural and human threats 
(Fig. 8) (Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014; Wang et al. 2019). 
Vasiljević et al. (2014), in relation to other areas of Europe, 
warn about the potential loss of loess sections, often fea-
tured by low thickness and which, if affected by erosion, can 
be totally dismantled, thus losing their value as record of 
past environmental settings. The dynamicity affecting loess 
geoheritage sites thus requires a continuous monitoring 
and periodical re-evaluations, in order to check the poten-
tial gain/loss of Global Value or Potential for Use of a site 
(Pelfini and Bollati, 2014). Despite the attention and warning 
about vulnerability and rarity of loess outcrops, some strat-
egies can support their inclusion among geoheritage sites. 
First, to increase the awareness among the general public 
about these sites and their potential vulnerability is manda-
tory, and this can be accomplished using sites themselves 
as a tool to defeat some kinds of human threats listed in 
Table 2. The important role of loess in educational applica-
tions is highlighted by Zgłobicki et al. (2015), who investi-
gated the general knowledge of people about the formation 
of gullies in loess deposits and how this aspect of loess out-
crops should be explained to the general public, because it 
is relevant in terms of ongoing erosion, related to hazards 
and potential risks. Their aim is to make people familiar 
with the concept of soil erosion, which is mostly triggered 
by human impact.
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Using the approach proposed by Reynard et al. (2007), it 
is clear how a quantitative assessment of geoheritage sites 
like the ones here applied constitutes the basis for the dis-
crimination between very highly vulnerable sites with high 
scientific value, which could be considered for geoconser-
vation strategies, and sites that are scientifically valued but 
less vulnerable. The latter kind of sites can be promoted and 
potentially used (Baadi et al. 2020). Martínez-Graña et al. 
(2013) underline how a quantitative assessment aimed at 
selecting geoheritage sites is mandatory for conservation 
versus promotion purposes, because this allows highlight-
ing selected sites as hotspots of geodiversity into a wider 
regional geological framework and favouring geoconserva-
tion initiatives.

In particular, the option of promotion depends on the 
possibility of working in collaboration with local authori-
ties and/or private owners. This is, for instance, the case of 
Monte Netto Hill, where the owner of the quarry preserved 
the most representative part of the loess outcrop and added 
panels to explain the significance of the site to a general 
audience. In this case, the sustainable development of activi-
ties deriving from the collaboration with managers and local 
authorities is fundamental (Vasiljević et al. 2011a; 2014; 
Vujicić et al. 2011). In general terms, loess sequences suffer 
great vulnerability due to weathering and erosion. Their pro-
tection may require specific onsite facilities, including the 
sheltering of outcrops against atmospheric agents, cleaning 
surfaces to increase visibility, and consolidating them. In 
order to prevent disaggregation, chemical products can be 
employed (e.g. TEOS — based treatment tetraethyl orthosili-
cate), even if presenting some criticisms undergoing analysis 
for improvement (e.g. Franzoni et al. 2015). Moreover, a 
continuous monitoring should be planned to prevent plant 
growth, and excavation of burrowing animals.

Since the analysed loess sequences in the Po Plain Loess 
Basin are represented mainly by single outcrops, a “loess 
landscape” approach would be difficult. On the contrary, the 
same approach would be suitable in the case of the Danu-
bian Basin or along the Chinese Loess Plateau and would 
increase benefits thanks to the scenic value of such land-
scapes (e.g. impressive gullies). In our case study, character-
ized by a scattered distribution and rarity of well-developed 
sequences, the specific approach proposed by Vasiljević 
et al. (2011b) could be applied. In order to provide to loess 
sites at the same time visibility and protection, an important 
action is to label them as official geosites at international 
(or at least national) level. As mentioned, in Italy a National 
Inventory of Geosites is managed by ISPRA, and geosites 
are also identified on a more local scale by regional authori-
ties according to different criteria. A possible strategy would 
include two actions: (i) to identify each potential loess geo-
site through the proposed methodology, considering as a 
benchmark a site already inserted in the National Inventory 

of Geosites, and promote it for the inclusion in the national 
(and regional) database(s), and (ii) to establish a network 
of loess sites (loess geotourism localities) through thematic 
routes across a region and possibly integrating single out-
crops into experiences showing the significance of the Medi-
terranean loess landscape. This last option was suggested 
also by other authors (Warowna et al. 2016). The latter could 
be potentially applicable to the Po Plain, imagining a sort 
of “diffuse geopark”, even with all the limitations reported 
by Vasiljević et al. (2011b). The integration into local tour-
istic itineraries between loess geosites and other types of 
geosites — for instance, those related to the same scientific 
topics preserved in loess sequences (palaeoclimatology, pal-
aeoseismology, archaeology) or, at the regional scale, those 
showing Quaternary evolution of the Po Plain — is a further 
opportunity of promotion, which can increase the geodiver-
sity value and the attractiveness of the diffuse geopark. For 
instance, in the specific cases of Torino Hill, Gajum, and Val 
Sorda outcrops, the potential evaluated sites are connected 
to other relevant features, such as the Upper Pleistocene 
glacial amphitheatres formed by piedmont glaciers. Glacial 
amphitheatres are a specific remnant of Pleistocene glacial 
phases of northern Italy and are distributed at the mouth of 
the major valleys descending from the Alps. In these latter 
cases, loess sites would contribute to the enhancement of the 
geodiversity of glacial amphitheatres, already recognised as 
relevant geoheritage elements (i.e. for the Rivoli-Avigliana 
glacial amphitheatre and the Torino Hill; Lucchesi et al., 
2015). Furthermore, a recent assessment on diversified geo-
sites including loess outcrops confirmed the increased suit-
ability for tourism of specific regions in terms of their main 
additional values (Vujičić, et al. 2011), further supporting 
natural heritage protection.

Side by side to field experiences, representing a pow-
erful tool towards Earth Sciences education (e.g. Pelfini 
et al. 2016), the most recent technologies provide innova-
tive opportunities (Cayla 2014; Perotti et al. 2020). They 
can be applied to show the current conditions of geoherit-
age features, as much as the past conditions and evolution. 
In the first case, referring to the current distribution and 
settings of loess outcrops in the Po Plain, it could be possi-
ble to create virtual geo-tours using open-source software 
(e.g. Google Earth™, Google Maps™) that can show in 
advance localities, also with 3D views, to the potential vis-
itors (e.g. Perotti et al. 2020). Recent proposals show how 
to overlap geoheritage sites to thematic maps (e.g. Pelfini 
et al., 2020) realizing Google Earth™ flights (e.g. Mar-
tínez-Graña et al. 2013) to contextualize the information 
at the regional scale. The traditional panels on site could 
be, in this way, replaced, or also accompanied, by virtual 
cards of each site on thematic websites or apps designed 
for different kinds of devices. An additional opportunity is 
represented by the realization of 3D models of outcrops, a 
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type of view especially appealing to younger generations 
(e.g. Santos et al., 2018). Additional and more dynamic 
information could be uploaded on dedicated websites, 
including the proposed multimedia products.

Concerning the overview on past settings, virtual recon-
structions of pristine landscapes including the human fre-
quentation of the area could be a strategic solution help-
ing in raising the attractiveness of each site. Some relevant 
examples were recently proposed for Italian (Pietroni et al. 
2013) and world (Lercari et al. 2013) landscapes. The addi-
tional opportunity of developing games for cultural heritage 
promotion was recently discussed by Lercari et al. (2013) 
and Mortara et al. (2014). The gamification could enrich 
the experience of present and ancient landscapes explora-
tion (Pelfini et al. 2016). For instance, Mortara et al. (2014) 
analysed the opportunities offered to different categories of 
users (museum visitors, school students, privates), based on 
different primary learning objectives (e.g. artistic/archaeo-
logical/architectural/natural heritage awareness, historical 
reconstruction) and game genres (e.g. strategy, simulation, 
adventure, action, quiz, and puzzle).

Apart from the information on the site aspect, its gen-
esis, and meaning in the framework of the regional setting, 
explanations of natural and human threats could be added, 
in order to raise awareness in different generations of people 
regarding the promotion through geoconservation of such 
sites. Besides representing an attractive opportunity for 
young generations, virtual approaches could help in present-
ing sites with their points of fragility before the fieldtrip take 
place. This would help promoting a sustainable approach to 
fragile geosites during visiting the geopark.

Conclusions

Despite often disregarded in the international panorama, 
loess outcrops of the Po Plain Loess Basin demonstrated 
to be valuable geoheritage sites and meaningful in terms 
of cultural value. They allow, in fact, reconstructing glacial 
and interglacial cycles; they testify the paleoseismicity of 
the Alpine and Apennine forelands, thus featuring a high 
site-intrinsic geodiversity. They are also evolving passive 
geomorphosites, a feature to be considered in the frame-
work of geoconservation versus promotion. The quantitative 
assessment of a series of sites respect to a benchmark site, 
included in the National Inventory of Geosites, served as 
detecting how the greatest part of the evaluated loess out-
crops could be worth to be inserted in this list, and they 
should undergo attention being potentially vulnerable. They 
could be promoted through different kinds of virtual expe-
riences (e.g. virtual tours, 3D modeling, and gamification) 
contextualized in a sort of “diffuse geopark” representing 
Mediterranean loess landscapes and allowing to visit it by 

remote, favouring both promotion and geoconservation, by 
raising awareness in the general public on the relevance and 
vulnerability of such loess sites for reconstructing the natural 
and human-related history of our planet.
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