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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the year 2000, the municipality of Brione s/Minusio in Switzerland counted up to 60 percent 

of second homes that represents, compared to the average in the canton of Ticino of 

approximately 27 percent and compared to the national average of approximately 11.2 percent, 

which represents a considerable difference (Comune di Brione s/Minusio 2009, 33). This 

important concentration of second homes in a small municipality such as Brione s/Minusio is 

not without consequences. Concerns about the increase of real estate prices, the growing number 

of foreign residents as well as the rise in the costs of infrastructure, etc. were raised.  

In the early eighties, when the second home development and its outcomes were in the spotlight 

of political debates, a special commission, responsible for studying the consequences of this 

development, was founded by the Municipality Council of Brione s/Minusio. Subsequently, 

except for minor modifications of the Master Plan, no rigorous measures to limit the continuous 

growth of second homes in Brione s/Minusio have been adopted (Municipio di Brione 

s/Minusio 1986). 

About thirty years later, aware that the situation has not improved, the Municipality Council of 

Brione s/Minusio has decided to collaborate with the University of Lugano to approach this 

problem again. The aim of this present research is, therefore, to understand the present second 

home situation and find measures and restrictions to minimize the negative impact linked to the 

high concentration of these constructions. Within the study three main objectives will be 

considered.  

First, this paper aims to expose the impacts that can be directly related to the second home 

concentration in Brione s/Minusio and to distinguish them from those that are to be linked to 

more general socio-economic processes such as shifting social values and behaviour caused for 

instance by the use of technologies, by higher purchasing power, by an improved transportation 

network or by the democratisation of private cars. 

It is argued that, in order to find the best measures to reduce the negative impacts caused by the 

high proportion of second homes in Brione s/Minusio, it is essential to first understand the 

parallels between the high proportion of second homes and their commonly attributed outcomes 

such as the ones mentioned above. Only then will it be possible to discuss some concrete 

solutions such as restrictive measures and limitations to control the second home development 

in the future. 
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Letõs bear in mind however, that if new planning measures and changes to the Master Plan were 

applied today, it would take years before changes could be observed. It is therefore imperative to 

think of complementary ways to improve the situation, for instance by improving the perception 

of the community regarding this problem.  

Another important aspect to consider within this research is the demographic structure of 

Brione s/Minusio. In fact, the second home problem in this town would most probably not be 

so noteworthy if it wasnõt for the particular structure of the resident population. Two main 

groups make up the quasi totality of the inhabitants: a mainly local Italian-speaking group and a 

large Swiss German-speaking incoming one. (Marcollo 2009; Danzi 1986) 

Considering that Ticino is the only Italian speaking canton in Switzerland, it is understandable 

that the high number of Swiss Germans residing within the Italian speaking territory, even on a 

temporary basis, can be perceived as an invasion that threatens the identity and culture of the 

Ticinesi population. This might intensify the resentment of certain members of the host 

population towards the newcomers.  

Also, it is assumed that different barriers to integration prevent newcomers from fully 

assimilating with the host community, accentuating the latterõs negative perception towards 

second homes in general. By means of a survey conducted in Brione s/Minusio in June 2010 an 

attempt to understand the degree of integration of the incoming group within the community 

has thus been made. 

Furthermore, the role improved integration could play in promoting better perception of the 

second home problem has been examined. The objective here was to analyse to what extent the 

ôintegrationõ of second homeowners could represent an alternative solution to some of the 

negative aspects linked to the high concentration of the second homes in Brione s/Minusio.  

On the whole, this research aspires to present to the Municipality of Brione s/Minusio a more 

accurate picture of todayõs second home situation. Understanding the complexity of the second 

home problem is, indeed, crucial to make the most knowledgeable decisions for the wellbeing of 

the local and the host community. However, considering the extent of the phenomenon and the 

little that has been done so far to attempt to control its development, the municipality of Brione 

s/Minusio will have very limited possibilities with regards to implementing concrete measures. 

Hence, other alternative solutions such as the integration of newcomers must be considered. 
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1.1.  RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The objectives mentioned above, each based on a primary hypothesis, can be translated into the 

three following research questions: 

Hypothesis 1: The concentration of second homes within a specific destination is too perceived 

to be responsible for a multitude of problems. This first analysis will attempt to draw a clearer 

picture of the origin of some of the negative perceptions associated with the high concentration 

of second homes seen as the most undesirable by local residents.  

Contrary to what is commonly believed, some of these negative perceptions may be linked to the 

socio-economical context of the destination itself rather than being exclusively related to the 

high proportion of second homes. 

Question 1: What are the impacts that can be attributed directly to the high concentration of second homes in the 

Municipality of Brione s/Minusio?  

Hypothesis 2: There is, unfortunately, no ideal solution to the second home problem; every 

measure comes with its downsides and limitations. Each municipality must, therefore, choose the 

most adequate measures according to their respective situations and possibilities. 

In the case of Brione s/Minusio, considering the extent of the second home phenomenon, such 

concrete measures will most probably have a very limited impact being given that only the 

upcoming constructions as well as properties sold in the future can be influenced. Measures 

seem, however, to be indispensible. 

Question 2: What are the most pertinent policies and changes to the Master Plan that can be adopted by the 

Municipality of Brione s/Minusio to limit the negative impacts related to the high proportion of second homes 

within their territory and what are the limitations of these measures? 

Hypothesis 3: 

In numerous studies concerning second homes, it is assumed that second homeowners are not 

very well integrated into the local community (Bollom 1978; Newby 1980; Buller 1992). This 

situation may intensify the negative perception of local residents towards the second home 

problem in general. In Brione s/Minusio where the second home population is very high and 

originates quasi exclusively from one homogenous linguistic group, the resentment of the local 

population might be even stronger.  
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If better bonds were to be created between the host and the incoming community the perception 

of the local population towards the second home problem might be improved. Better integration 

might also encourage second homeowners to spend more time in their second home given them 

more possibilities to interact with the local community and, thus, the social life of the community 

could be enriched. Eventually, if improved connections were created, the local community could 

consider second homeowners less as a threat and perceive the second home problem under 

better light. Ultimately, this could lead to the creation of a community with a new identity that 

better reflects the social structure of the population of Brione s/Minusio as it is today. 

Question 3: What role can the integration of second homeowners play in helping to reduce, even partially, some of 

the perceived negative impact linked to the high concentration of second homes, and help create a new identity that 

better reflects Brione s/Minusioõs community of today?  

1.2.   RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The methodology used for this research consists of a comprehensive analysis of the second 

home problem of the Municipality of Brione s/Minusio. This locality is considered to be a good 

case study given that it represents an extreme case, thus, best illustrating the issues and concerns 

linked to the study of the second home phenomenon (Office Fédéral du Développement 

Territorial 2009). 

This case study uses different approaches to answer the three research questions defined earlier. 

The question 1 and 2 make up the theoretical part of the research (Veal 2006, 283). Their aims 

are to investigate the second home phenomenon in Brione s/Minusio as well as to find measures 

to limit the number of these constructions.  

The question 3 constitutes the empirical part of this study. Its objective, through the means of a 

survey conducted in June 2010, is to develop and evaluate new approaches to the second home 

problem in Brione s/Minusio. (Ibid, 306) 
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2. BRIONE S/M INUSIO: THE SECOND HOME PROBLEM 

According to a research conducted in the United Kingdom by Gallent et al. (2005, 1) second 

homes in rural areas are sometimes depicted as the scourge of the countryside: òéthey alone are 

responsible for the rural housing crisis, for the closure of village schools and the collapse of 

essential services. Second homes are chocking the countryside, forcing young local people to 

move away, and condemning once thriving villages to progressive abandonmentó.  

The situation is not so much different in Switzerland where those same images have often been 

conveyed by some politicians. In the article published in 1986 in ôEco Di Locarnoõ, the 

communal counsellor Carlo Danzi from the Democratic Union of the Centre, Switzerlandõs 

national conservative political party, states that the high percentage of second homes is ôthe 

number one problem of Minusioõ, these homes represent òéa social injustice and a financial loss 

for the municipalityó and òéit is urgent to intervene at the root of the problem, the population 

of Minusio is not prepared to burden itself with additional costs to support expenses provoked 

by the invasion of the 'sunny Ticino' by touristsó. Therefore, a ôbattleõ to limit second homes 

should be undertaken to reduce the òéalarming negative consequences that the phenomenon 

generatesó. He continues declaring that òéthe problem has reached such proportions that it 

cannot be ignored any longer. It is necessary to act.ó (Eco Di Locarno 1986, 5)  

According to Gallent et al. (2005, 1), such views òéprovides an opportunity to present local 

problems as being externally driven, caused not by failures in the immediate economy or by 

misjudging policy interventions, but by the greed and carelessness of outside interests.ó.  

Whether it is true or not, or in other words, to which extent second homes are, in real terms, to 

be considered the roots of those ôalarming negative consequencesõ is the topic of the first part of 

this paper. In order to fully understand the situation, a thorough definition of the concept of 

ôsecond homeõ will be given followed with an introductory chapter on Brione s/Minusioõs 

geographical setting, historical background and demographic situation. 
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2.1. ôSECOND HOMEõ ð DEFINITION OF THE CONCEPT 

According to Gallent et al. (2005, 6) òUnderstanding what a second home is, provides the 

obvious starting point for investigating their ômeaningõ or measuring their effects on housing 

markets or rural communities.ó, the task, however, is not an easy one considering the fact that 

this concept encloses a large array of characteristics which vary in importance according to 

diverse factors such as who it is used by, in which context it is employed in and finally what 

purpose it serves.  

Early definitions such as Pyneõs (1973, 3) describe second homes as follows, òA dwelling used by 

its owner and possibly other visitors for leisure or holiday purposes and which is not the usual 

permanent place of residence for the owneró. This definition describes the function of second 

homes as the main characteristic of the concept. 

Other definitions will, for legal or fiscal purposes, clearly state the maximum number of days a 

second home must be occupied to be named as such, other definitions will put more weight on 

the location of the second home to underline if it is situated in a touristic destination or not 

(Credit Swiss Economic Research 2005, 7), others again will broaden the significance of the 

concept as described by Hall and M¿ller (2004, 4): òThere is a great variety of terms that refers to 

second homes: recreational homes, vacation homes, summer homes, cottages, and weekend 

homes, éwhich all refer to a certain idea of usage.ó 

This ôidea of usageõ, in reality, can be rather difficult to assess, òéit can be predicted that a 

considerable number of people have more than one place that can be called a home. However, 

practical matters concerning, for example, taxation, statistics, voting and other citizenship rights 

force individuals and households to state exactly where they are at home. The administrative 

practice clearly fails to acknowledge the complexity of life and mobility by defining people as 

static and immobile in their day-to-day everyday life.ó (Ibid, 6) 

Clearly, the various meanings given to second homes are much too complex to be assessed 

within practical definitions that resume them merely to their functional aspects. Yet, as 

Salletmaier (1993, 6) would express it, òôRecreational spacesõ (that is, secondary dwellings) are 

much more than just physical places and should be seen within the context of place identity (in 

much the same way as a first home)ó. 

The concept of ôsecond homeõ encloses a meaning that goes far beyond the physical structure 

that is a òémeaning for both those who reside within, and for those who might be excluded 

from the housing market because of its presence in a particular location.ó, in other words, 
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òSecond homes can come to symbolise the inequities that exist in the housing market, and hence 

become a focus for concern and negative emotional reactionó. Then again, ò[é] these same 

ôhomesõ may have a positive impact on the lives of theirs users, allowing them to position 

themselves within a community or in relation to other second homeownersó (Gallent et al. 2005, 

6). 

To conclude, even if a more practical definition is used in this research to define what we 

consider to be a ôsecond homeõ, an essential matter of this paper is to understand the more 

subjective meaning behind second homes, in other words, what makes second homes òémuch 

more than just physical placesó (Salletmaier 1993). 

To follow the reasoning of Jacobs (1972, 4) the practical definition used in this research is rather 

a wide one: òébecause the pattern of use might vary widely it was unwise to delineate a second 

home to narrowlyó. Whether these homes are used on a temporary basis to serve recreational, 

financial or others purposes, their impacts on a given destination and host community are 

relatively similar. Therefore, the definition used is the one of Xiao Di et al. (2001, 2): 

When we refer to second homes, we generally mean housing units that are not 

principal or primary residences, and that are occupied by their ownersõ part of the 

year. These units might be vacant when not occupied by the owners, but also might be 

rented part of the year. While often thought to be housing used for recreational 

purposes, second homes also include housing retained to facilitate employment of the 

owner or members of his family, to allow people to be near (or get away from) 

relatives or friends part of the year, or to serve other purposes that require the owners 

to occupy them on a temporary basis. And the term òsecondó home includes òthirdó, 

òfourthó or even higher numbers of homes owned. 

When defining the concept of ôsecond homeõ for a study about a locality in Ticino, one more 

aspect needs to be considered. In fact, this canton is famous for its so-called ôrusticiõ: traditional 

habitations mainly built in stone that can be seen in mountainous and peripheral areas. Since 

these dwellings rarely reach modern standards of living they are seldom used as a first home. 

Therefore, being given that other houses are more inclined to create conflicts of interest between 

local residents in need of a home and incoming people looking for a secondary residence, no 

difference will be made between these two types of habitations. Moreover, these ôrusticiõ make 

up only a minority of the real estate park. 
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2.2. BRIONE S/M INUSIO 

The small municipality of Brione s/Minusio is located in the canton of Ticino in Switzerland in 

the area of Locarno. A steep and tortuous road, on the flank of the Cimetta Mountain leads, at 

an altitude of approximately 429m above sea level, to this sunny little settlement. Overlooking 

the Lake Maggiore, Brione s/Minusio has a magnificent view over the whole Locarnese region. 

(Wikipedia, s.v. Brione s/Minusio) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Brione s/Minusio, canton Ticino, Switzerland (Wikipedia, s.v. Brione s/Minusio) 

According to the latest data at hand, Brione s/Minusio counted 563 permanent inhabitants in 

2009 which is slightly more than at the beginning of the century where the population of the 

commune was of approximately 500 inhabitants (Ustat 2009). Even though the population did 

not fluctuate much over the century, many changes and events revolutionized this little 

community. 

The following chapter will deal with some of the most important events that influenced and 

transformed the rural community of Brione s/Minusio into what it is today, a sub peripheral 

home for some, a lucrative target for investments for a few, a beautiful recreational destination 

for others, and in our case an interesting research case. 
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2.2.1. THE BIRTH OF BRIONE S/M INUSIO 

The origin of Brione s/Minusio can be traced back to the year 1479, when Brione s/Minusio 

detached itself from Minusio to become a ôVicinia Autonomaõ, an autonomous social 

agglomeration or collective organisation responsible for managing the common goods as well as 

the social life of the community, also called ôComuneõ (Marcollo 2009, 20). The ôComuneõ 

represents the lowest subdivision of political administration in Switzerland, which is 

comparatively the same as the ôGemeindeõ in Germany or the ôMunicipalityõ in the United States.  

The ôVicinia Autonomaõ or ôComuneõ was ruled according to a democratic system based on 

statutes of its own. It was administrated by the ôConsoleõ, the highest executive, the ôCancelliereõ, 

the secretary and the ôConsigliereõ, the counsellor whose role was to represent Brione s/Minusio 

within the ôMagnifica Comunit¨ di Locarnoõ , to which Brione s/Minusio was subordinate (ibid. 

20). 

During winter times, all the members of the community would meet to discuss the important 

issues of Brione s/Minusio and/or vote the new statues. Each family of the ôViciniaõ had the 

right of one vote in the assembly. These were held in the three first and three last months of the 

year given that the population was particularly busy working in the field the rest of time (ibid. 21). 

Apart from the organization of the social life of the community, another important task of the 

ôViciniaõ was to manage the collective goods which included responsibilities such as the 

exploitation of the alpine meadows, the pastures and the maintaining of the forests, etc. as well 

as the implementation of laws ruling the use of these collective goods (Burmeister 2010). 

Until the sixteenth century, one only needed to live and to possess a residence in Brione 

s/Minusio to benefit from the collective goods and participate in the decisions making of the 

community. This changed, however, in the seventeenth century in respond to transformations 

and developments happening outside the boundaries of the ôViciniaõ. The right to profit from the 

common goods, from then on, became limited to the ôPatriziatiõ, the pre-existing families of the 

community (Marcollo 2009, 20).  

2.2.2. THE ôPATRIZIATIõ OF BRIONE S/ MINUSIO 

Name such as Biondina, Cadloro, Consolascio, Fochetti, Franscella, Gianini, Gianoni, Lafranchi, 

Maggetti, Marcollo, Martinetti, Padellina, Piantoni, Sciaroni, Laffranchi all belong to some of the 

oldest families originating from Brione s/Minusio. The members of these families, the so-called 
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ôPatriziatiõ of Brione s/Minusio, constituted the base of the community. More families, of course, 

were members of the ôPatriziatiõ in Brione s/Minusio in earlier times, but during the centuries 

some families perished while some others moved to different places. (Marcollo 2009, 38) 

The ôPatriziatiõ were granted some privileges such as the access to community goods as well as 

additional protection under the law. This hereditary right was a remnant of the ancient medieval 

rights of citizenship, which gradually spread into rural communities around the seventieth 

century. Through this organization, the ôPatriziatiõ were able to protect their wealth from the 

often poorer newcomers by preventing them access to certain of their privileges (Dictionnaire 

Historique de la Suisse s.v. Bourgeoisie). 

According to Flavio Cotti, the ex-president of the Confederation, considering the hard 

conditions of life of the people in those times, this type of solidarity and support were crucial for 

these communities. Not only was it a way to protect their privileges from newcomers but these 

societies also played an essential role in building the identity these communities (Marcollo 2009, 

foreword). However, most ôPatriziatiõ societies in Switzerland were quite hermetic and few 

granted outsiders the right to join.  

Thanks to this collective structure and old records kept by its members, it is possible today to 

retrace the families that settled in Brione s/Minusio throughout the century. In his book ôBrione 

s/Minusio Attraverso i Secoliõ, Leo Marcollo (2009, 47-65) gives us a lists of those families. 

It is interesting to note that between 1500 and 1923, very few families only moved to Brione 

s/Minusio. In fact, around twenty families settled in Brione s/Minusio with Italy in the lead with 

eighteen families, followed by four families from other Swiss cantons such as the Blattmann 

family from Oberrieden in the canton Zug and the Valli family from the canton Aargau and 

finally, one family from Germany and one from Ireland. 

At the end of the nineteen century, with its very low immigration rate, composed of members 

speaking the same language, having a very similar cultural background and same traditions, we 

can say that Brione s/Minusio had a rather homogenous rural community. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, Brione s/Minusio was about to experience 

major changes that would lead to a substantial increase in the number of newcomers. Roger 

states (1974, 99), òAcross society as a whole, in economically developed nations, increases in 

personal mobility (through higher rates of private cars ownership and the increased accessibility 

of many rural backwaters, more disposable income and reductions in working hours (giving 

more leisure time) have produced the conditions for increases in second homeownership, 
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particularly in post-war period.ó 

In the next chapter we will come back on some of the major changes that transformed this little 

rural settlement into what it is today, a peripheral commune that is part of the Locarnese 

agglomeration with a high concentration of second homes (Confédération Suisse 2011). 

2.2.3. THE OPENING OF THE ST. GOTTHARD TUNNEL  

Separated from the rest of Switzerland by the Alps, the canton Ticino was, at the end of the 

nineteenth century, rather isolated from the rest of the Confederation. This changed radically in 

1882 with the opening of the St. Gotthard Tunnel, which placed Ticino on the main European 

north - south transportation route. According to McRae (1983, 213) this situation òéfacilitated 

closer economic linkages with German Switzerland. One result was a gradual influx of mainly 

German-speaking immigration from the north, and the threat gained in significance in that it 

came from the largest group in the Confederation, at a time when the cantonal economic and 

administrative structures were ill-equipped to resist.ó 

In fact, the facilitated north and south route, the appealing 

landscapes of Ticino, the numerous lakes and the 

Mediterranean climate of the canton turned this region into a 

very well appreciated leisure destination for many Swiss 

German citizens. Ticino soon became known as òDie 

Sonnenstube der Schweizó, a German expression that can be 

translated into òThe sunny living room of Switzerlandó.  

The tourism sector in Ticino was, thus, at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, standing before a new era. Soon 

enough all types of promotions and advertisements were 

produced to support this emerging lucrative activity. Posters 

advertising this beautiful region flourished; amongst them the 

famous adverts created by the Ticinesi engineer and artist 

Daniele Buzzi (art.com).  

The tourism sector in Ticino was, thus, at the beginning of the twentieth century, standing 

before a new era. Soon enough all types of promotions and advertisements were produced to 

support this emerging lucrative activity. Posters advertising this beautiful region flourished; 
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amongst them the famous adverts created by the Ticinesi engineer and artist Daniele Buzzi 

(art.com).  

With its newly acquired central position in Europe, Ticino rapidly saw the number of its 

German-speaking visitors increase massively. As stated by McRae (1983, 213) òIn 1880 the 

population of Ticino was 99 percent Italian-speaking; this proportion diminished to 96 percent 

by 1910, to 90 percent by 1941, and to 84 percent by 1980. In the more scenic areas around 

Locarno and Lugano, the invasion of allophones in the twentieth century has been far higher.ó 

In fact, this influx was so important in some areas of Ticino that the level of German-speakers 

even reached the majority. The little town of Orselina near Locarno, for instance, saw the 

number of allophones reaching over 50 percent in the 1930s. Brione s/Minusio, as its 

neighbouring municipality showed a similar pattern. In fact, according to Leo Marcollo (2009, 

505), every third person had German as its mother tongue in Brione s/Minusio in the 1920s. In 

the graph below, we can observe the details of the evolution of the percentage of German-

speakers of the municipalities of Brione s/Minusio, Orselina, Minusio, Muralto and Locarno 

over the twentieth century: 

 

Figure 2: Evolution of the percentage of German speakers in the Locarnese region from 1888 - 2000 

(Marcollo 2009, 505) 

 

These numbers are substantial especially when considering that, according to McRae (1983, 216), 

òBefore the arrival of the international rail services in the 1880s, Ticino had been wholly Italian-

speaking with the exception of the single remote mountain village of Bosco-Gurin, first 

colonized by German Walsers in the thirteenth centuryéó. 
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Locarnini (1959, 49) adds that one must take into account that: òThe immigrants, originating 

from the most advanced cantons on the Confederation, brought technical and entrepreneurial 

skills that the Ticinesi lacked. They soon became disproportionately strong in the tourist 

industry, in commerce, in managerial and technical positions, and in the acquisition of land.ó  

As stated by McRae (1983, 214), òIn its simplest terms, the issue after the 1900 became one of 

the progressive ôgermanizzazioneõ of the heart of the Italian Switzerland, coupled with a lack of 

opportunities for native sons.ó  

Thus, the flow of people did not take only one direction. Many Ticinesi also wandered outside 

the boundaries of their canton in search of better employment possibilities. In the graph below 

we can see the evolution of the number of permanent residents in Brione s/Minusio from 1850 

to 2000 (Ustat 2010).  

 

 
 

Figure 3: Evolution of the population of Brione s/Minusio from 1860 to 2000 (Ustat 2010) 

Beginning in the 1860s on the population of Brione s/Minusio started to diminish to reach, in 

1941, its lowest point. As said by Wermelinger (1971, 49), ò[é], greater economic interaction 

only accentuated the already established habits of many Ticino artisans of venturing beyond the 

canton in search of more advantageous seasonal or permanent employment. The small mountain 

villages in particular offered few economic opportunities for these artisans, and of a total of 253 

Ticino communes, 138 had smaller populations in 1960 than they had in 1860ó. 

To conclude, we can see that after the opening of the St. Gotthard tunnel in the 1880s, an 

increased outflow of Ticinesi citizens could be noted, coupled, on the other hand, with an inflow 

of Swiss German immigrants. The opening of the tunnel also facilitated the acquisition and 

construction of second homes particularly after the Second World War. 
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2.3. THE SECOND HOME BOOM IN BRIONE S/M INUSIO  

Even if the origin of second homes can be traced back centuries, òThe growth of the ômodernõ 

second home is a twentieth century phenomenon.ó This phenomenon was enabled by multiple 

socio-economic processes: òDuring the twentieth century, second homeownership spread from 

the upper classes to be embraced by a much wider cross section of society. Differences in the 

economic performance of regions, combined with mass car ownership and improved road 

systems have helped make owning a second home in the country, an option for an increasingly 

broad spectrum of people, and especially those with a stored equity in urban property.ó (Gallent 

et al. 2005, 17-18) 

In fact, dissimilarities in the economic performance could be seen throughout the century in 

Switzerland. The map below shows, in the form of net cantonal income per capita, the 

differences between the different Swiss cantons in 2005. We can note that the canton Ticino, 

with an average of about 54'031 CHF cantonal revenue per habitant, lies slightly below the 

national average and quite far below the one of Zug, Unterwalden, Glarus and Zurich (OFS 

2009, 47). 

 

Figure 4: Net Cantonal Income at factor costs per habitant, in CHF, in 2005 (OFS 2009, 47) 

These particular economic conditions, combined with other factors, have led to the adequate 

conditions for the development of second homes in Ticino. 

The Federal Office for Spatial Development (ARE) of the Swiss Confederation, to show the 

importance of the traffic flow between the second homes situated in Ticino and their ownersõ 

first home, has made a diagram representing the traffic flow between the departure and the 
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receiving areas. To improve the representation, traffic flow has been amplified ten times.  

 

 

Figure 5: Amplified traffic flow between the departure areas and the receiving area of Ticino in 2009 (Swiss 

Confederation 2009) 

We can note that within one century, Ticino has become a major destination for leisure and 

recreation for the central area of Switzerland. In order to fully understand the extent of this 

phenomenon in Brione s/Minusio, here are two sets of photographs for comparison. The first 

one has been shot somewhat between 1934 and the Second World War.  

 

Figure 6: General view of Brione s/Minusio between 1934 and 1945 (Marcollo 2009, 506 - Archivo 

fotografico Marco Garbani) 

In those times, Brione s/Minusio - circled in red - is still a peaceful little village surrounded by 

meadows. After the construction boom of the after-war period, the face of Brione s/Minusio 

changed radically as can be seen on the photograph below taken in 2007. 
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Figure 7: General view of Brione s/Minusio in 2007 (Marcollo 2009, 508) 

Brione s/Minusio is now fully encircled by the newly build habitations (Marcollo 2009, 508). 

Below you can see a close-up of the both situations:  

 

 

Figure 8: Close-up view of Brione s/Minusio between 1934 and 1945 (Marcollo 2009, 507 ð Archivio 

fotografico Marco Garbani) 

Only half a decade later it is almost impossible to distinguish the village of Brione s/Minusio 

from its neighbours Minusio, Orselina, Mergoscia and Verzasca. The number of constructions 

has increased to such an extent that hardly any meadows are left in the whole area (Marcollo 

2009, 509): 
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Figure 9: Close-up view of Brione s/Minusio in 2007 (Marcollo 2009, 509) 

Of course, we need to keep in mind that being situated at about a quarter of an hour from 

Locarno, one of the most important economic and leisure destination in Ticino, a large part of 

the increase in habitations must also be attributed to the growth of the population of the 

Locarno region itself and its sub regions. Nonetheless, considering that the number of residents 

of the municipality of Brione s/Minusio did scarcely increase over the past century, as we noted 

earlier, it becomes clear that the second home issue in this area raises many questions and 

concerns. 

2.4. THE CONCENTRATION OF SECOND HOMES 

In the 1980s, out of the total housing stock of the canton Ticino about 22.8 percent of the 

habitations were second homes, which was, compared to the national average of about 8.8 

percent, significantly higher (Comune di Brione s/Minusio 2004, 33). Compared to Brione 

s/Minusio, however, both the national and the cantonal average seemed reasonably low. In fact, 

with approximately 61 percent of second homes, which represents almost two habitations out of 

three, Brione s/Minusio had back then already a very high concentration of second home (ibid, 

33). 

As said by Gallent et al. (2005, 25) òéThe partial ôdemocratisationõ of ownership which has led 

to overall increases in demand for second homes may not have resulted in any great controversy 

had it been evenly spread geographically, so reducing the impact on any one local housing 

market. But in reality, demand tends to focus on particular regions and, even more, on particular 



Master Thesis 2011                          Università della Svizzera Italiana                                   Florie Salamin        

                              

- 18 - 

 

settlements within those regions.ó 

As pointed out in the Master Plan of Ticino in 2007, the impacts linked to the second homes 

development in Ticino raises different concerns than other touristic cantons in Switzerland. In 

fact, the highest concentration of second homes in Ticino is located near the lakes where the 

cantonõs most important economic centres lie. This situation creates tensions considering that 

such homes are set in direct competition with primary residences in a region where demand for 

housing is already high (Repubblica e Cantone Ticino 2007, 2). 

In the next chapter we will discuss more in detail the most relevant impacts such high 

concentration of second homes can have on the destination. 

3. SECOND HOMES CONCENTRATION AND THEIR IMPACTS 

The loss of traditional values, an increase in social tensions, diminished social life, the 

multiplication of negative external forces, the waste of land, deterioration of landscapes, the 

increase in the cost of infrastructure at the expense of the local community, pressure on the 

environment, continuous increase in the price of land, the rise in the price of rental fees, etc. are 

some of the most important factors commonly linked by local authorities to the high proportion 

of second homes in their municipality. Brione s/Minusio, in this regard, is no exception. 

In 1986, in view of the increasing number of second homes in Brione s/Minusio, the 

Municipality Council took the decision to form a special commission to investigate the issues 

linked to this development. Already back then, it was, clear to the Municipality Council that there 

were increasing negative impacts occasioned by this extensive growth. 

Today, about 25 years later, the situation has not improved. While the number of total 

constructions has increased, the percentage of second homes is still as high as in the 1980s and 

that is why, in 2010, the Municipality Council of Brione s/Minusio has decided to investigate this 

problem once more.  

In this regard, some of the most important impacts of the high proportion of second homes in 

Brione s/Minusio will be examined again. The objective is to figure out which are the ones that 

can truly be related to the high proportion of second homes and which are the ones that should 

be related to other origins. As said by Gallent et al. (2005, 1-2), it is too often the case that: 
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òFor many people in the countryside, and for their political representatives, this fast and 

easy way of explaining away housing shortages has huge appeal. For local politicians, it 

provides an opportunity to present local problems as being externally driven, caused 

not by failures in the immediate economy or by misjudged policy interventions, but by 

the greed and carelessness of outside interests. [é] This suggests that second homes 

can be used as scapegoats, as an opportunity to divert attention from the ôlocalõ factors 

that may erode the vibrancy of rural communities.ó 

In order to take the best decisions for the well-being of the community it is crucial to understand 

the real causes of the above stated impacts and that is why a more precise examination of the real 

consequences of the high concentration of second homes in Brione s/Minusio is necessary. Only 

then an attempt of finding ways to regulate the current situation will be made possible. 

It is also important to state that the second home problem in Brione s/Minusio is a real concern 

for the community. When the permanent residents are asked if they felt concerned by the second 

home problem in Brione s/Minusio, a majority 56.4 percent of the respondents affirmed that 

they were:  

 
 

Figure 10: Percentage of local residents who feel concerned by the second home problem of Brione 

s/Minusio  (Survey 2010) 

Given that more than half of the local population of Brione s/Minusio shows concern for this 

thematic, it seems highly justified to research ways of improving this complex situation. 

However, considering that this could be done in many ways we have narrowed down our search 

to some of the most common problems linked to the high proportion of second homes. 

The graph below shows the most common problems linked to the high concentration of second 

homes by the municipality of Brione s/Minusio and how the local population perceived them. 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Do you feel concerned by the second home problem of Brione s/Minusio? 

I fully agree I slightly agree I slightly disagree I fully disagree
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Figure 11: Perception of local residents on the impacts of the high proportion of second homes 

About 86.3 percent of the respondents believe that the main problem linked to the high 

proportion of second homes in Brione results first of all in the continuous increase of the land 

and housing prices. With 82.3 percent, the increase in the cost of infrastructure at the expense of 

the community is the second most important problem related to the high proportion of second 

homes in the point of view of the local population, followed by the loss of traditional values with 

70.2 percent, the increase of the negative external factors with 58 percent, closely followed by the 

deterioration of the landscape with 58.1 percent and finally, with 51.3 percent the increase of 

social tensions caused by the conflict of interest between locals and second homeowners and in 

last position the diminished social life in Brione with 46.8 percent. 

In the following chapter, however, we will review and examine the three following impacts that 

were considered by the local residents of Brione s/Minusio to be the most important problems 

linked to the high concentration of second homes in their locality: 

a) Loss of traditional values and the cultural identity of the ôBrionittõ community (70.2%) 

b) Increase in the infrastructure costs at the expense of the permanent residents (82.3%) 

c) Increase of the overall land prices within the territory of Brione s/Minusio (86.3) 

First of all, we will discuss the loss of the traditional values and the cultural identity of the 

ôBrionittõ community.  

 

0% 50% 100%

Χŀ ŘƛƳƛƴǳƛǎƘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ .ǊƛƻƴŜ ǎκa 

Χŀƴ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ [w ϧ {Ih 

Χŀ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ Χ 

Χŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

Χŀ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘΦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ϧ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

Χŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǊǳŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ  

Χŀƴ ŀǳƎƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ 

The high number of second homes in Brione s/Minusio is, in your opinion, the 
cause of...? 

I fully agree I slightly agree Indifferent I slightly disagree I fully disagree
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3.1. LOSS OF TRADITIONAL VALUES &  CULTURAL IDENTITY  

The permanent inhabitants of Brione s/Minusio, when asked if the high number of second 

homes was a cause of the deterioration of the cultural identity of the community and the loss of 

its traditional values, responded at a rate of 70.2 percent that they agreed with this statement. As 

can be seen in the graph below, the majority, with 36 percent of respondents even agreed 

entirely. 

 
 

Figure 12: Perception of local residents on the impacts of the high proportion of second homes on 

traditional values and the cultural identity of the community 

In order to understand why the large majority of the resident population of Brione s/Minusio 

perceives the growing number of second homes owned by a foreign population to be a threat to 

the maintenance of the traditional values and the cultural identity of the community of Brione 

s/Minusio, one must first understand what these traditional values are and what it means to be a 

Ticinesi respectively a Brionitt. Then again, to understand such abstract characteristics some 

historical background is required. 

3.1.1.  ôLIBERI E SVIZZERIõ1: THE TICINESE IDENTITY  

Jonathan Steinberg (2004), professor of Modern European History at the University of 

Pennsylvania, in an article published on SwissInfo in 2004 entitled òTicino is a ômodel for 

Europeõó describes Ticino and its population as follows: 

 

                                                           
1
 óFree and Swissô 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

The high proportion of second homes is the cause of the loss of traditional 
values and the deterioration of the cultural identity of the Brionitt community? 

I fully agree I slightly agree Indifferent I slightly disagree I fully disagree
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Nothing remarkable in that you may think but think again: il popolo ticinese. Is there 

such a thing? Does the ôpopolo ticineseõ claim its rights alongside the American people 

or the people of China? How many are there? Well, according to official figures, there 

are 306,179 inhabitants of this republic of whom 73.8 percent or 225,960 are citizens. 

The Republic has a total area of 2,812 square kilometres, contains 245 municipalities 

with an average population of 1,245 inhabitants per commune and its biggest city is 

Lugano with a population of 25,771. In other words, the total population of the 

sovereign Republic and Canton of Ticino is less than that of the city of Zurich. This 

mini-state gives itself a constitution, a flag, a legal code, a parliament, an executive and 

a judiciary. It claims to be sovereign when it occupies no more than a speck on the 

map. 

ôA speck on the mapõ and yet, the Ticinesi people continue to exist and defend their identity and 

culture. According to Giordano, a Swiss anthropologist and sociologist born in Lugano, in his 

article intitled òLiberi e Svizzeriõ, Lõidentit® tessinoise ou la production sociale de la dialectiqueó 

(2002, 8) to understand where the sentiment of identity of the Ticinesi people comes from, one 

has to go back to the fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries, at a time when the Confederates 

seized eight regions that were part of the central communication points of the Alps. These 

regions, soon to become what is today the canton Ticino, stayed under the domination of the 

Confederates for many years without, however, having to give up their own ways of living and 

pre-existent customs.  

Consistent with Giordano (2002, 10), this three-hundred-year-old domination gave these regions 

a well-appreciated economic stability, which facilitated commercial exchanges with adjacent 

regions while protecting them, simultaneously, from the Spanish domination in control of Milan 

at the time. More importantly, however, it gave those regions their first sentiment of identity as 

Ticinesi and sense of affiliation to what was to become the Swiss Confederation.  

This newly adopted identity became even more noticeable in 1796 when Napoleon and its troops 

came with the aim of unifying the Italian speaking populations of the northern parts of Italy and 

were unexpectedly fought off by the Ticinesi. It is commonly said that after having chased the 

Napoleonic troops out of Ticino, the Ticinesi shouted out their up-to-now famous òLiberi e 

Svizzerió . This catchphrase became the emblem of the independence of Ticino and also revealed 

the evident affiliation of the popolo ticinese to the Swiss Confederation. However, according to the 

author, by adding òLiberió to their saying the Ticinesi insisted on their belonging to a own 

cultural and linguistic identity so as to say that only if free to be Ticinesi will they remain Swiss 

citizens (ibid. 13).  
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Giordano (2002, 17) also adds that òFree and Swiss is put into play, and not without remarkable 

political effects, every time the impression is given that the integrity of the canton Ticino is, 

rightly or wrongly, threatened by a danger coming from the outside.ó Moreover, according to 

Baumann (1989) òThe Ticinesi turn to their Swissitude when it is question of distinguishing 

themself from Italians, and vice versa: by underlining their Italianity, they distance themselves 

from their ôDear Confederatesõ. Bendix (1980, 17) adds that Ticinesi seem, thus, òto oscillate 

constantly in a precarious balance between two extremes, but without ever becoming identified 

completely with the one or other of the partiesó. 

This paradoxical behaviour was particularly visible during the end of the 19th and during the first 

half of the 20th century. In this period, the Ticinesi society felt threatened at the same time by 

the ôGermanizationõ resulting from the North and by the Italian nationalist sentiment coming 

from the South (Gilardoni 1971, 10).  

According to McRae (1983, 214) the threat of the Germanization came, amongst other factors, 

from the fact that Swiss-Germans started to develop ò[é] a network of private German-

language schools, the first ones founded by the St. Gotthard Railway for its employees, followed 

by others established under private auspices. Swiss-German cultural associations were created 

and, the ôTessiner Zeitungõ, founded in 1908, became a rallying point for the German-speaking 

population.ó  

The Ticinesi intellectuals of the time, in response to this new development, founded the Dante 

Alighieri Society in 1908. According to Gilardoni (1971, 76) this was done with the purpose of 

preventing the "bastardization" of the Italian language as well as to protect and defend the Italian 

language and culture, both understood as essential features of the Ticinesi people. 

A few years later, in 1912, the periodical LõAdula, founded by Teresina Bontempi, a journalist 

from Locarno, was launched. This periodical reported above all on the progressive 

Germanization to which Ticino was being subjected to (Radio Svizzera Italiana s.v. Teresina 

Bontempi). The symbolic name Adula was taken from Ticinoõs highest mountain that separates 

the Swiss-German cantons from Ticino (Wikipedia s.v. LõAdula). In 1935, however, the 

periodical was shut down after Teresina Bontempi was imprisoned for having held fascist 

comments (Dizionario Storico della Svizzera s.v. Teresina Bontempi) 

McRae (1983, 214), however, suggests that: òThese developments which culminated during the 

Pan-German movement caused serious misgiving in Ticino intellectual circles but also stimulated 

a more conscious sense of Italianità.ó  
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On the other hand, to put a brake to the fierce movement of irredentism coming from Italy, the 

Ticinesi intellectuals called attention, in diverse manners, to their particular identity. As said by 

Bianconi (1985, 110), one of the most significant one was the revaluation of the Ticinesi dialect 

as the expression of the ôTicinesiõs soulõ. Giordano adds (2002, 31) òWith the use of the dialect, 

one wanted, until today, to indicate in a somewhat provocative way that Ticinesi differs both 

from the ôhegemonicõ Italian, from the Swiss Germans and from the other Confederatesó. 

In the year 2000, however, according to the Statistical Office of the Canton Ticino only 98.031 

Ticinesi spoke dialect which equalled 31.8 percent of the total sample against 42 percent in the 

1990s. In the graph below, the result of the population census of 2000 on the usage in 

percentages of Italian and dialect within families according the age group of respondents is 

represented.  

  

 
 

Table 1: Usage of the Italian language and the Ticinese dialect within the family according to the age, in 

Ticino, in 2000, absolute values in percent (Ustat 2000) 

The usage of dialect as a main communication language is being gradually abandoned by the 

Ticinese population. The younger generations are always fewer to speak it and, as a consequence, 

it might be realistic to believe that its use will eventually disappear. 

Furthermore, as said by Lurati (1982, 174) òThe economic dependence of Ticino towards the 

Swiss-German cantons, which was for a long time a sort of colonization, still persists todayó. He 

adds further: òTicino, centre of the Italianity of Switzerland, shelters a big variety of linguistic 

groups others than Italian, and their evolution, which has not stop since the last century, must 

not be neglectedó (Schlªpfer 1982, 174). 

Considering that the Italian language and furthermore, the Ticinesi dialect represent to a large 

extent the identity of the Ticinesi people, no wonder that 70.3 percent feels that the high number 

of second home owned quasi exclusively by German speaking proprietors is perceived as a threat 
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to their cultural identity.  

Today, the threat of the Germanization of Ticino might still have been of concern if the problem 

hadnõt taken on a whole new perspective in 2001 with the intention of the Confederation to 

enter the European Union. According to Steinberg (2004) òThis tiny state faces the prospect of 

being swallowed by the surrounding European union of states and, as the referendum on March 

4, 2001 showed, it does not like it. Only 15.9 per cent of those who voted in Ticino said "yes" to 

immediate negotiations to join the European Union, well below the already low national average 

of 23.3 per cent for yes.ó 

3.1.2. THE ôPULLõ &  ôPUSHõ FACTORS 

If the language factor is the most evident one, it is far from being the most significant one. Other 

changes such as the exodus of the young generations from Brione s/Minusio to more attractive 

destinations also contributes greatly to the loss of traditional values and the deterioration of the 

cultural identity of the Brionitt community. As noted by Wallace et al. (2005) òMore recent 

studies report concerns that the age profile of rural communities is unbalanced, as younger 

people migrate away and are replaced by older incomersó. This trend can also be seen in Brione 

s/Minusio as can be seen in the graph below: 

 

 
 

Figure 13: Evolution in percentage according to the age groups of the population of Brione s/Minusio 

from 1995 to 2005 (Brione s/Minusio 2005) 

 

The group aged 20 to 29 decreased substantially between 1995 and 2005 while the group aged 60 

and above has increased considerably over the same period of time.  
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By leaving Brione s/Minusio the young generation will inevitably be immersed into new cultures 

and make the assimilation of their Brionitt identity as well as the surviving of the Brionitt 

traditions more and more difficult. According to Aronsson (2004, 75) òModernity has changed 

society to a state of great mobility where many people have a social network beyond their local 

area. This means that both traditional values and place attachment are decreasing.ó 

Gallent et al. (2005, 41) also suggest that ò[é], in many instances these outwards flows are to 

positive attractions such as greater social, educational and career opportunities ð local rural 

economies often fail to retain younger peopleó. A similar situation can be observed in Ticino as 

can be seen the three following maps.  

The unemployment rate amongst younger generations is rather high compared to other cantons. 

In fact, when looking at the map below, showing the percentage of youth unemployment rates 

per region in Switzerland; it is obvious that the Locarno region falls behind the national average. 

Over 6 percent of the population aged between 15 and 24 years old was unemployed in 2007 

against 3.3 percent average in Switzerland. 

 

 

Figure 14: Percentage of unemployment of the 15 to 24 years old age group per region in Switzerland in 

2007 (OFS 2009) 
















































































































































































































































