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Cultural landscapes of the Lower Engadine,
Switzerland

Photos and text by lwona Dembié&. Jirgen Dengléf*
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Engadine is the name for the part of the Inn valley located imaturally. While the grasslands of the Lower Engadine have
SE Switzerland, in the canton of Grisons. The valley bottamt remained untouched by the two main threats to Euro-
ranges from the Maloja pass at 1,815 m a.s.l. down to thgean grasslands, i.e. intensification and abandonment, they
Austrian border at 1,035 m a.s.l. The Lower Engadine is thee still in a comparatively good state and an attractive
section of the Engadine between Zernez and Martinglace for grassland ecologists to visit and survey.

where the Inr_l, compared to the fla_t valley bottom of thegrther reading

Upper Engadine, is deeply carved into the terrain. On the o ) )

one hand, the Lower Engadine is characterised by hié&Hau_nBlanquet, J. 196DDie inneralpine Trockenvegetation
mountains, Piz Linard at 3,410 m a.s.l. being the highest, Fischer, Stuttgart, DE: 273 pp.

Here are remote and largely untouched alpine landscape®ller, H. 1995Vegetationskarte des Schweizerischen Na-
such as those of the Swiss National Park, founded in 1914 tionalparks¢ Erlauterungen FlickWirth [Nationalpark

and thus being one of the oldest in Europe and the only one Forschung in der Schweiz No. 85], Zernez, CH: 108 pp. +
in Switzerland. On the other hand, the cultural landscapes map.

below the alpine belt here are still quite diverse and better

preserved than in most other parts of Switzerland and

Europe.

There are various reasons for the maintenance of struct
ally rich and biodiverse landscapes just here. Steep slc
have prevented, so far, strong intensification while the hi
Swiss agricultural subsidies ensure that most of the forr
grasslands are still managed as meadows and pastt
Compared to other places in Switzerland, the nitrogen inj
from the atmosphere is very low. Mass tourism has da =3
aged many other parts of the Alps considerably but t

Lower Engadine is only accessible by a relatively small |

and, from the Swiss side, by railway, so mass tourism

not develop here to such a great extent. Moreover, the b

diversity of the Lower Engadine is enhanced by a dive

geology and steep soutfacing slopes with a slightly cont

nental climate, which supported the development of a ric.

xerothermic vegetation with its associated fauna. Agricul-

ture is nearly exclusively animbésed, i.e. using meadow
and pastures to feed cattle and other livestock. The grg
lands below the alpine zone are sendtural in the major-
ity, with the exception of small areas around rocky outcra
and on steep rocky slopes, which might be free of fort

Location of the administrative district of Engiadina Bassa
(Lower Engadine)/Val Mistair Region (marked with violet
framing) in Switzerland, and in the canton of Grisons
(darker green colour).
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In the Lower Engadine, the villages like Vna (pictured), are situated on the sunny terraces typically several hundred me-
ters above the river.
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The richly structured cultural landscapes of the Lower Engadine, apart from grasslands, contains hedgerows, single trees
and alleys, terraces and road verges, outcrops, stone heaps and stone walls. Thus the landscape is a diverse masaic, full
of colours throughout the seasons.
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The grasslands are managed as pastures and meadows to feed mainly cattle, while other land uses such as beekeeping
are also present. Maintenance of the traditional meadows on the steep slopes is challenging under prelsgntondi-
tions and depends on subsidies: the scythe is meanwhile replaced by expensivetdajhmachinery that allows mowing
of even the steepest slopes. A championship for the best meadows rewards those farmers who maintain the most di-
verse meadows, while at the same time raising public awareness about the importance of spackegrasslands.

Salvia pratensisEchium vulgareCentaurea scabiosand Trifolium montanum

Grassland types range from rocky outcrops, through steppic grasslands,-geynand mesic to wet grasslands. The pic-
ture to the left shows a steppic grassland witdieracium umbellatum the picture to the right a semdry grassland with
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Typical vascular plants of the serdry grasslandsCirsium eriophorum Onobrychis viciifoliaand Centaurea scabiosa
(from left to right).

The hedgerows and shrub patches harbour colourful fruits in autumn, h&erberis vulgaris(left) and Rosa villosa
(right).

Particularly on and around rocky outcrops, the lichen and bryophyte flora can be rich: cryptogam community kiath
wigia ciliata agg. (left),Rhytidium rugosumnright).
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The seminatural grasslands, particularly the dry grasslands, also harbour a rich faBwdyommatus icarugupper left),
Arcyptera fuscgupper right) and a jumping spider, possibly a femaleAslurillus winsignitus (lower left); and this diver-
sity is reflected in the typical wall decorations on the Engadine houses, catgaffito.

The fact that the Engadine was formerly an important traffic road over the Alps is reflected by many castles and fortified
towers, which are now mostly ruins, like Ardez (upper right). Apart frasgraffiti, the Engadine houses are also deco-
rated with paintings and flowers.




