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2. Cypress: a tree linked to the protection of resources 
and to the economic development of rural areas in Tus-
cany 
Roberto Danti, Vincenzo Di Lonardo, Anna Romagnoli,  
Giovanni Torraca, Institute of Plant Protection, CNR, Italy 

 
In Tuscany, the cypress has become over time an essential and irre-
placeable element in the rural landscape and in woodlands, as well as 
a structural component of avenues and parks. It is a tree that is used 
in agricultural activities, and serves as graveyard tree: a sentinel 
keeping watch over sacred places. 
The cypress has been and is a constant presence in every corner of 
Tuscany, from the coastal plain to the hillsides of the interior, and 
constitutes a distinctive feature of a classical landscape that has be-
come famous throughout the world. 
Today the cypress tree, which is profoundly embedded within its envi-
ronment, represents an emblem of the Tuscan landscape as modelled 
by the wise and skilful hands of man: a perfect union of work and na-
ture. It can justifiably be selected as the symbol of the cultural iden-
tity of the Tuscan Region. 
Various examples of the ways in which cypresses are present today 
as part of the Tuscan landscape are: 
 
- in forest stands 

1 - An artificial stand established 
on limestone near Florence. 

2 - A seed stand located in the 
province of Florence. 
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- in agriculture (as windbreaks) 

3 - A 
cypress 
plantation 
assigned to 
the produc-
tion of 
wood. 

4 - A natu-
ralized cy-
press 
stand in 
the prov-
ince of 
Siena. 

5 - Wind-
breaks 
made of 
canker re-
sistant cy-
press 
clones 
suited for 
barriers (a, 
b, c).  

a 
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b 

c 

6 - A wind-
break 
made of 
non-
selected 
cypress 
plants de-
rived from 
seed. 
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- as ornamental trees  

7 - Various 
roles played 
by cypress 
as orna-
mental tree 
in  Tuscany: 
along coun-
try roads 
(a); in small 
groves (b); 
in historical 
gardens as 
component 
of geometric 
structures 
(c).  a 

b 

c 
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- in sacred places and as graveyard trees  

8 - Cy-
presses 
around 
churches 
and ab-
beys are 
common in 
the Tuscan 
landscape 
(a, b, c). 

a 

b 

c 
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- as landmarks in the countryside  

- as monumental trees 

9 - Cypress 
has been 
used as a 
landmark 
between 
adjacent 
farms in the 
Tuscan 
country. 

10 - The 
cypress-
lined Viale 
di Bolgheri 
(province of 
Lenghorn) 
considered 
as part of 
the monu-
mental and 
cultural 
heritage by 
law. 



13 

 

12 - The century-
old cypresses of 
the Castello di 
Spannocchia in 
Siena.  

11 - The huge cy-
press of San Ro-
molo has a trunk 
circumference as 
long as 5 m. 
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- in art 

13 - ‘Cornfield 
with cypresses’ 
one of the Van 
Gogh famous 
paintings. 

14 - Sunset with 
cypresses in Anato-
lia’ by the Turkish 
painter Ali Civil.  
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The most dangerous diseases in cypress trees 
 
Since ancient times, common cypress (Cupressus sempervirens) 
has been considered to be a strong and healthy tree species that 
was modelled and selected in order to endure the frequent wildfires 
and arid conditions in the Mediterranean areas. Since 1950, in It-
aly this tree has been facing a severe health problem, namely 
“cypress canker disease” that is caused by Seiridium cardinale, 
which has been decimating the cypress plantations in the Mediter-
ranean countries, and throughout Tuscany, despite all attempts 
made to control this epidemic disease. Due to the symbolic and 
economic role played by the cypress in Tuscany, the resident popu-
lation and visitors experience a sense of neglect and lack of care 
when they witness trees damaged by bark canker. 

 
Research activity of the Institute of Plant Protection (IPP) relative to 
the safeguarding of cypresses  
 
After assessing the limitations of traditional means of control 
against cypress canker (sanitation and chemical measures), in 
1975 the IPP of the Italian National Research Council (CNR) de-
cided to improve the genetic resistance of cypresses against the at-
tacks of the S. cardinale pathogen. Over 30 years of research, fi-
nanced by 6 EU projects and by 2 Interreg IIIB MedOcc projects 
(CypMed and MedCypre), IPP has made very important acquisitions 
in our knowledge on cypress, pathogens (Seiridium spp.), vectors, 
and their interactions with the environment.  
The selection of resistant candidates was oriented at finding clones 

13 - A group 
of cy-
presses 
heavily 
damaged 
by the 
Seiridium 
canker in 
the province 
of Arezzo.  
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with a narrow crown (pyramidalis or fastigiated shape) for ornamen-
tal use, clones with a horizontal crown shape suitable for forest 
plantations, including the plantations for soil protection, and indi-
viduals for windbreak plantations. 
Several ornamental clones resistant to canker disease were selected 
by IPP and four of these were patented and released on the market 
with success. 
IPP has utilised the large genetic base selected for the resistance to 
canker and for the horizontal crown form to establish cypress plan-
tations for the production of wood and for the protection of natural 
resources (soil, water, etc.). These studies were financed by several 
European projects from 1981 to 2002. Recently with the Interreg IIIB 
MedOcc MedCypre project and now with the CypFire MED Opera-
tional Programme, the research activity has concentrated on evalu-
ating the economic role of cypress trees in preventing the start of 
fires and in reducing the less forceful progression of forest fires. 
The CypFire project, which began on 1st June 2010, has as its main 
objective to evaluate whether the use of cypress barriers against for-
est fires is an economical and ecological way in which to solve the 
“forest fire” problem. 
Why was the cypress chosen? 

• because this tree is native to the Mediterranean region. In the 
long time the cypress populations, subject to frequent wildfires 
and located in dry areas, selected naturally a large base of indi-
viduals more tolerant to the fire and the aridity; 

• because IPP selected a large genetic nucleus of canker resistant 
clones to get over the great problem of cypress canker disease; 

• because, in the Mediterranean area, the cypress is considered to 
be a “slow burning” species in both dry and wet seasons; 

• because the cypress tree’s “slow burning” character was first dis-
covered thanks to laboratory studies, and was then supported by 
evaluations based on the physical and chemical characteristics 
identified in the lab and also during observations made in for-
ests; 

• because cypress tree fire-breaks, which consist of several rows of 
trees (3 m apart), produce a compact and wet litter without the 
presence of brushwood. Also, because the low pH of the cypress 
litter and the ensuing darkness under the crown completely pre-
vent the germination of seed and the relative development of 
seedlings. 
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14 - The compact and acid litter of cypress prevent the 
development of the understory vegetation.  

15 - Self-pruning of cypress growing in 
stands makes the trunks free from lower 
branches that can favour the progression 
of surface fires.  



18  

 

The MED O.P. partners of CypFire project and the Associated Coun-
tries are indicated in the following map: 
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The management and work plan of CypFire can be observed in the 
following scheme: 

The text of the CypFire project can also be read on: 
www.cupressus.org 
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Conclusions 
 
Several EU and Interregional projects have financed the research 
done by IPP since 1981. The projects were designed to highlight 
and promote the role of cypresses within the overall aim of safe-
guarding and enhancing the Mediterranean environment and land-
scape. Because of its remarkable adaptability to dry, shallow, rocky 
and clayey soil and its polyvalent functions (forest and ornamental 
uses), cypress can be considered an element that is ideally suited 
for protecting the natural, cultural and economic heritage of all the 
Mediterranean countries. It is necessary to remember that the cy-
press plantations in Tuscany were and are being decimated by the 
cypress canker disease. Recent investigations have shown that the 
amount of infected cypresses in some stands exceeds 50%. How-
ever, it is now possible for the aggressive nature and the dramatic 
spread of the pathogen S. cardinale to be contained in new planta-
tions by exploiting the large genetic base of cypress clones selected 
by IPP for their resistance to canker as well as for their crown form. 
In addition, the target P.O.MED CypFire project was designed to 
demonstrate the new role of cypress trees in controlling the start 
and progression of forest fires. Protective cypress barriers consist 
of 17 rows of trees, all of which are canker- resistant and have a 
horizontal crown with very long branches. The first results have in-
dicated that cypress barriers can be considered an economical and 
ecological solution for safeguarding forests in Mediterranean coun-
tries. Several theoretical projects, as well as innovative processes 
for controlling fire risks, have encountered a lot of difficulty in be-
ing translated into successful products and services that could be 
successfully implemented in the farms and in forests. Why? One 
reason could be that these projects are not practically feasible, 
and/or are too expensive, and/or are not ecological. Users must be 
completely convinced that the processes and services proposed are 
more feasible, more economical, and more ecological than the 
methods already utilised. Another aim of CypFire was to stimulate 
public and private institutions at the regional level. Concerted ac-
tions in the world of research, public and private institutions, asso-
ciations, and the population would appear to be the only way of 
achieving control over cypress canker disease and the start of fires, 
thus assuring that, also in future, cypress trees can continue to be 
the “identifying symbol” for the Tuscan landscape. 
Moreover, the cypress can be considered a forest tree species that 
can help the rural economy of Tuscany (wood production; the safe-
guarding and protection of forests against natural risks; nursery 
activities; farm-holiday businesses, etc.). 


