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Dear Friend of Venice,

The tragedy of Venice is a drama not only of a city, but of
a civilization - a civilization which has given so much to our
culture.

Herein we portray that drama, reproducing the striking photos
of TIME, Inc. photographer Aldé Durazzi, while the indisputably
qualified Indro Montanelli and Giuseppe Samond take us behind the
idyllic and romantic facade of the lovely city to reveal a grave
urban crisis and the deterioration of its irreplaceable art.

These distinguished gentlemen are introduced by our informed
executive director, James A, Gray who gives us an accurate and
unbiased report on what is being done.

Each of us - every civilized being must feel morally bound to
helping save Venice and its artistic patrimony, the loss of which
would be serious, indeed, for this and future generations.

We and our Venice Committee are engaged in an ambitious
program of restoration and preservation in Venice. What we will
be able to accomplish will depend upon the support we get from
people like you.

You have already helped by purchasing this book. If you feel
that you can do more, please send us your (U.S. tax-deduc:ible)

contribution,

We will put it to good use in Venice,

Sincerely yours,

ales by Goace-

Charles M. Grace
Chairman of the Board

AFFILIATED WITH THE UNITED NATIONS




WHAT IS BEING DONE

James A. Gray

The alarming revelations in the accompanying articles by Indro Monta-
nelli and Giuseppe Samoni conveyed the right sense of urgency in the widely-
read Italian version.

We decided to reprint herein English translations in their entirety, not
only because of their dramatic presentation of the serious problems in Venice,
but also because they reflect the aroused concern of many responsible,
opinion-making Italians whom the Italian Government cannot afford to
ignore. _

But lest we too hastily accept at face value the criticisms levelled at the
Italian authorities by these two distinguished gentlemen, let us consider the
magnitude of the task and the costs which are so staggering as to be beyond
the capability of Italy, alone, to assume.

Can we place upon the shoulders of the host nation the entire burden
of saving this gem of western culture? Are we prepared to stand before the
bar of future generations and explain why we, too, sat idly by while this
treasure perished?

Obviously not, and fortunately we may not have to.

With all the talent and know-how being brought to bear, the problem
of the high waters will be resolved before it becomes terminal. Our principal.
concern now should be to ensure that enough of this lovely city remains to
make it worth saving.

Most important is the art and the many, many beautiful palazzi, churches
and other irreplaceable architectural treasures. Accurate surveys reveal that
each year between 4 and 6 percent of the works of art are being lost or
damaged beyond repair. Unless substantial rescue work is done at once,
more than one third of Venice’s incomparable treasures will have been lost
within ten years.

The methods for saving it are there. Modern restoration techniques
work wonders and can often undo much old damage to paintings and
sculptures. Roofs, walls and foundations can be strengthened, repaired or
replaced. Newly developed chemical formulas protect marble and other stone
permanently against erosion.

And fortunately, as often happens during times of crisis, strong leadership
has emerged in Venice in the persons of Professor Francesco Valcanover,
Superintendent of Galleries and Works of Art, Architect Renato Padoan,
Superintendent of Monuments, and Professor Roberto Frassetto, Director
of the National Research Council’s Laboratory for the Study of the Dynamics
of Large Masses. These three individuals head the agencies most directly
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concerned with the problems of Venice. All three are extremely capable,
dedicated, dynamic men of action and there could have been no better
combination of circumstances — the right men, in the right place, at the right
time.

Architect Padoan works literally around the clock and accomplishes
miracles with woefully inadequate funds but with a wealth of determination
and ingenuity.

As Superintendent of Galleries, Professor Valcanover is responsible for
an enormous wealth of art and feels this responsibility very keenly. The
disastrous flood waters of November 1966 had hardly run off before a
Valcanover work crew was feverishly converting the former church of San
Gregorio into the urgently needed laboratory capable of handling such
enormous paintings as the threatened 58-foot high Tintorettos of Madonna
dell’Orto. By sheer force of character and determination Valcanover wheedled,
begged and borrowed funds and equipment to create in San Giorgio, and an
adjacent building, a modern and efficient laboratory staffed by highly competent
technicians who have restored more than 2,500 square yards of frescos and
3,000 square yards of other paintings.

Professor Frassetto, former officer of the Italian Navy and member of its
famed underwater demolition team, became a U.S. citizen following WW II
and taught oceanography in American universities. His selection to head the
newly created “Laboratory” in Venice was a wise one. He persuaded MIT
and IBM to join forces with him in the research that will provide the solutions
to the high-water problem. Dr. Frassetto declares ‘I will make Venice dry, -
and I mean soon, not eventually’.

Given the means these capable individuals will save Venice and its
cultural patrimony. It is our aim to do all possible to provide them the
wherewithal.

And we are not alone!

Foremost is the support given by the Italian Government which, in
addition to the vast sums which it must spend on engineering and research
into the problem, has been allocating sizable sums for restoration and repairs
to monuments and works of art in Venice. It has recently budgeted the
equivalent of 100 million dollars for a ten-year program of restoration in
~ Venice — this in addition to its recurring annual expenditures for the
activities of the two superintendencies, and for the entire overhead of the
laboratory at San Gregorio.

The Italian Government is also taking drastic measures to minimize
man-made damage to Venice. To bring abundant water from the north, a
large aqueduct is being rushed to completion whereupon the 15,000 wells
in the area will be capped. This action, together with the ban against pumping
of natural gas is arresting the sink'mg of the land. And a law passed in
December 1969 is doing much to eliminate the corrosive smog. Despite the
widely-held belief that this came from the industrial complex, it has been
established that the culprits are the local heating plants. It is now illegal for
the stoves and furnaces of Venice to burn the crude oil which had been
generating the stone-killing smog.

Another Italian effort is represented in the activities of the Comitato
ITtaliano per Venezia, recently organized by Countess Anna Maria Cicogna
and Countess Ida Borletti Noble, headed by Olivetti Corporation, President
Bruno Visentini, with a membership that includes some of the most affluent
and influential persons in Italy. Besides the strong moral impact that this
group will have upon the actions of the Italian Government in helping
Venice, the Comitato itself has assumed responsibility for the restoration
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of several monuments including the churches of Santo Stefano and San Giorgio
degli Schiavoni.

Probably the most refreshing development has been the spontaneous
response to an appeal by the Turin newspaper “La Stampa” whose Italian
readers contributed more than $ 225,000 to restore the Basilica of San Marco
ande save its famous bronze horses. A

Committees in other countries are being formed or already in operation.
Notably the Comité Frangais pour la Sauvegarde de Venise which has adopted
as its project the restoration of the famed Santa Maria della Salute.

In the United States the Venice Committee of the International Fund
For Monuments, Inc., formed early in 1969, raised more than a half million
dollars the first year and is engaged in an ever-expanding program of restoration
projects, the best known of which is the restoration of the Scuola di San
Rocco’s 38 Tintorettos which were in an alarming state of deterioration.
Chapters of the Venice Committee in various cities of the U.S. have selected
separate restoration projects as their individual responsibility to finance.

The response internationally has been generous and encouraging. Venice
can be saved and I hope that you will help us make this possible.

Before letting you pass to the distressing articles which follow,
may I quote from a letter written by Venice Commitee co-chairman, John
McAndrew to Holiday Magazine: ‘What a telief to read your strong and
accurate article Must Venice Die! (April 1970) after having read laments
about the city as though it were a grand old lady with an incurable disease.
She can never be a fresh young beauty again but she can and will be cured
if she gets help now. .. we do not want to hear funeral orations but, rather,
progress reports’.
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FOR VENICE

Indro Montanelli

This ‘report’ on Venice is written not to reveal anything new — -

anything, that is, that the so-called experts don’t already know — but rather
to make the general public finally conscious of the essential of this anguishing
problem. There are, in fact, still other aspects that must yet be fully considered.

We prefer to limit ourselves to the basic problem, that which conditions
all the others: the disturbed balance of the Lagoon. And while avoiding apo-
calyptic undertones, we are compelled to reveal the drama of a situation which
will allow no further delay. For Venice, the count-down has begun. Either
we save it now (and it can be saved), or we will lose it forever. Rivers of
ink have flowed writing about the impending ruin and dissolution of this
most beautiful city in the world. But I still fear that many readers have
not been fully aware of the situation. At least I hope so, because how else
could one justify the lack of government action and expression of public
interest and concern. This is why we humbly but earnestly return to the
subject. The time has come for the problem to leave the closed circle of
the experts, who until now, have contradicted each other and shifted the
responsibilities to one another. It is time for the Nation to awaken. Only the
Nation can, if it wishes, break through this barrier of inertia. First of all,

let’s examine fully the ‘high waters’ phenomenon, which is usually taken

for granted with an explanation of its mechanics. From the map reproduced

here one can see that the Lagoon communicates with the sea by means of-
three openings or ports: Chioggia, Malamocco, and Lido. This means that .

every day the Lagoon, like the sea, has two hlgh and two low tides. At low
tide the water level goes about a half meter below the average level, and at
high tide, normally rises just as much above the average level.

That is the Lagoon’s physiology. The trouble begins when the water,
instead of stopping at a half meter, rises more than one meter, or, as in the
frightening autumn of 1966, rises even two meters. It’s easy to understand the
flooding and devastation that take place in the city, constructed as it is within
a hair’s breadth of the water.

' Venice has had to be on the alert for this msldlous danger from the
moment it was born. But in the past the danger loomed up rarely, on an average
of once every fifteen or twenty years, and never in catastrophic proportions.
Only in the last forty years has the phenomenon become more pressing and
abnormal to the point of becoming an autumnal rule. Why this increased
frequency? The experts say that at the base of the problem there is first of

all a circumstance of general order to which there is no remedy. The volume .

of water in all oceans is increasing due to the slow thawing of the polar ice
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caps, because of the melting of the ice in the Arctic and the Antarctic seas. The
rise in the level is calculated at about one and a half millimeters a year.
But along the Adriatic coast another factor comes into play: the so-called
‘subsidence’, or the sinking of the ground.

This second phenomenon is brought about, or at least accelerated, by the
industrialization of the coastal areas, such as Mestre-Marghera. The factories
and the houses that grow up around them, need fresh water. This must be
pumped up from underground, and, as the springs or water-bearing strata
become dried up, the ground sinks to fill in the void.

According to the most commonly accepted data, the subsidence is two
millimeters a year. But, as far as I can tell, it is nearer five millimeters. But
let us limit ourselves to the established data. In the last fifty years, thanks
above all to the pumping of fresh water in the coastal areas, Venice has sunk
fifteen centimeters. What would happen if they should also begin to draw out
the methane gas? I’ve been told that soundings are being carried out precisely
in the upper Adriatic. The extraction of methane has caused subsidence of as
much as a meter in the territory around Rovigo. A meter of sinkage would
mean sure death for Venice. Has that been considered? Is it being considered?

The frenzied pressures of the high waters is, however, at present due to
other circumstances, and a brief introduction is appropriate. The Lagoon —
any lagoon, not only that of Venice — is an expanse of fresh and salt water
mixed, fed by the estuaries of a few rivers imprisoned between the land
and the sea, from which they are partially separated by a few strips of ground
called ‘lidi’. This can be seen on the map. Thus, a lagoon is the result
of an equilibrium between land and sea, an equilibrium which cannot last
long if abandoned to itself. Either the sea at some point gets the upper
hand and destroys the barriers formed by the ‘lidi’, taking over the lagoon and
absorbing it; or else the land pours its sediment into the lagoon by means
of the rivers which empty into it, filling it up and appropriating it, like at
Ravenna, once an amphibious city and now an inland one.

The Republic of Venice refused both of these destinies. It wanted to save
the Lagoon because the Lagoon had always saved and continued to save Venice.
Made impregnable by land thanks to that sheet of water, the Serenissima
(the Republic of Venice) was able to use its fleets to build an empire which
extended as far as the Aegean and the Black Sea.

Saving the Lagoon meant permantently stabilizing that precarious equi-
librium between the sea and the land. This was the task of the ¢ Water
Magistrates * who were invested with almost absolute powers, but also with
equally absolute responsibility. All of them proved to be expert technicians,
competent and resolute, especially between the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries when a fearsome decision had to be made. The Lagoon was in grave
peril: the three rivers which emptied into it (the Piave, the Brenta, and the
Sile) were slowly but inexorably filling it up with silt. Venice seemed to be
headed toward Ravenna’s fate. The Magistrates said there was- only one
way out: divert the rivers and make them flow directly into the sea.

Discussions and arguments went on for decades. Many thought the project
could not be realized, given the means of the times. And they weren’t far
from wrong; it was an undertaking of a magnitude equal to the excavation
of the Panama Canal. But the Magistrates held firm and, assuming full
responsibility, gave the go-ahead. I don’t know how many billions and
how many human lives it cost. But I do know that the miracle done was
due in equal part to the self-denial of the people, the wisdom of their
government, and the conscientiousness of a bureaucracy which out of
duty was willing to risk not only positions but also lives (the Venetians of
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those times were serious and quick to resort to the gallows). Saved from
the menace of the land, the Lagoon still had to be saved from the sea.
A radical and definitive solution would have been, and is still possible, to
close the three openings which connect it to the sea. But this would condemn
Venice to unending pollution. The city has no sewers; its refuse can only
go into the canals, and the flushing is left to the Adriatic which, with
its tides that enter through those three openings into the Lagoon, sweeps it
clean and changes its water. It is a public service that the city cannot do
without. Venice is, therefore, forced to remain tied to the sea. But it cannot
let the tie became one of suffocation and floods.

The Venetians of the Serenissima solved the problem by means of various
contrivances. First they constructed a series of defenses in the sea, everything
from pilings to sea walls, to impede the sea from opening other entrances
and overcoming the natural barriers of the ‘lidi’, which are not very
substantial, and lie between the Chioggia channel and the Lido one. The
sea walls were not simple dikes put up only to protect the ‘lidi’ from being
overrun by the water. They were built like stairs whose bottom steps were
many metets out into the sea so that the waves broke on them, losing their
strength before they hit the upper part of the sea walls.

Second, they left the entrances to the sea open, but only just enough to
permit the ebb and flow of the tides. Each of these ports was the starting
point of a network of small, shallow canals — not a single, wide, deep one —
so that it was difficult for the sea to make its way in. Even ships had difficulty
getting in. In fact, warships unloaded their cannons at Pola, and merchant
ships their cargoes at Lido, precisely to reduce their weights and lower their
water lines. But even so, they needed expert pilots who knew and could
follow the movements of the water that flowed into the Lagoon from the sea
through the myriad small capillary canals, purposely made to dull the violence
of ‘the sea.

Venice spared neither expense nor grave punishment in the mainte-
nance of this delicate equilibrium. Whoever put even a pole in the Lagoon,
without authorization, went directly to prison, because, so the Venetians
said, you need only one pole to make a small swamp. And a Senate decree
of 1505 threatened a fine of 100 ducats (a colossal amount in those days)
for anyone, other than the experts, who concerned himself with the Lagoon.
In short, it was forbidden even to talk about the Lagoon because even chatter
makes a swamp.

These were the Serenissima’s critetia for as long as it was independent
and free to live together peacefully with its Lagoon. The results were excellent.
True, even then occasionally it swelled excessively under pressure of the tide,
with the resulting ‘high waters’ phenomenon. But this happened rarely. Now
it happens every year, and often two or threee times a year, always in more
serious measure. What has altered the old lagunar regime?

There is, as I said, a rise in the volume of all the seas due to the thawing
of the polar icecaps. But it is an imperceptible rise: one and a half millimeters
a year. Secondly, there is the subsidence of the ground due to the ever more
intensive pumping of fresh water in the coastal areas which are undergoing
rapid industrial development: another five millimeters. Yes, all this would
explain deterioration of the situation, but a slow, regular deterioration.
But we find ourselves faced with an acute crisis, which has arisen almost
without warning in the last thirty years and which is on a course, so
precipitous in fact, that if it continues at its current rate Venice’s years are
numbered. What has caused this sudden disaster?

The first reason (which jeopardized the life of the city on November 4,
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1966) is the abandonment of the sea defenses. The sea walls (‘murazzi’) still
exist, reinforcing the weak ‘lidi’ between the ports of Chioggia and Lido, but
they are practically dismantled. The breaches and crevices that the sea has
dug in them are one problem, but most important is the fact that they have
lost their extensions of underwater rock. It was this submerged part of the
sea walls that the Serenissima reinforced continually with rock so that the
waves would break on them. Now these masses of rocks have been all
sucked away by the currents. No one has replaced them, and the sea walls,
reduced to a smooth vertical section, have not held up against the action
of the waves which strike with all their fury. There is no need for
expertise and special studies to understand this. It can be seen clearly by
anyone. It can be felt with the hands. And yet, nothing positive is done.
Action is limited to patching up here-and filling in there, without facing
the essential problem of providing the necessary reinforcement of the under.
water extensions of the sea walls. I’'ve heard that after the events of
November 4th, Marshal Tito offered, free, large quantities of Istrian stone
which is the most appropriate material for the reinforcement because it
holds up against the salt water. Who knows where the stone ended up?

Not in Venice, certainly.

But that’s not the worst of it. If you look at map No. 1, you can see that
the Lagoon is composed of two parts. The entirely white part, always sub-
merged, has various black dots marking the little islands that stand out of
the water. The other part is marked by the presence of a vague and capricious
lace-like network indicating something intermediate between the land and
the water. At one time, in fact, at least half of the Lagoon consisted of this
neutral element which was water at high tide and land at low tide. It was
supplied by the vales, or mouths of the rivers Brenta and Sile before they
were deviated, and by areas of tideland which were the continuation of this
amphibious element into the heart of the Lagoon.

Just after the World War I, some certainly well intentioned man thought
of establishing industries to assure Venice’s economic future. The city was
no longer, as it had been, the capital of a great maritime empire. It was
merely another Italian province reduced to living almost exclusively on
tourism and artisanship. It needed another source of work: factories. In
order to have them nearby, it was decided to establish the factories on a
stretch of reclaimed tideland. Thus Marghera, the first of the industrial zones,
was born, five or six kilometers as the crow flies from Venice, and this
brought about the turbulent (and ill-advised) urban development of Mestre.
In the brief turn of a few years a second industrial zone was added, a larger
one. And now they are finishing a third, still larger. The cost? The tideland,
which is now in total liquidation, as can be seen on map No. 2. To what
degree has all this altered the lagunar regime, and does it have anything to
do with the terrible increase and aggravation of the high waters?

The various answers have been extremely contrasting. Each has the
backing of highly qualified hydraulic experts, whom we don’t feel qualified to
dispute. But we cannot overlook two considerations, imposed on us by
common sense — which, I think Capponi said, is unfortunately the least
common thing in the world. The first is a coincidence of timing. Statistics
allow no doubt that the rhythm of the high waters has accelerated in perfect
synchronism with the extension of the industrial zone. This is fact, not
hypothesis. There is a second fact, which seems equally incontestable: the
area occupied by the industrial zone is all space taken from the Lagoon. Look
at the two maps. Ounce, entering through the three openings, the high tide
could release itself onto the foreshore, submerging it. Today, instead, it
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meets with embankments which hold it back. Is this why it rises higher
than normal?

Some say that Law of Communicating Basins renders unplausible this
answer. If I take a receptacle connected to another receptable and I pour a
liguid into one, the liquid will reach the same level in both containers
no matter what the dimensions of the two may be. Therefore, if the sea is
at level 5, the water of the Lagoon, which communicates with the sea, will
be at level 5, whether the Lagoon is of volume 8 or volume 4.

That makes sense. But some disagree, for example Count Marcello,
a real connoisseur of these problems, and the architect Rosa Salva, who
spends all his time in the Lagoon, like a duck, studying its whims and
curiosities, reply: ¢ That’s true in laboratory experiments, but let’s look at
reality. There’s no doubt that, thanks to the law of communicating basins,
the level of the Lagoon tends to be the same as the level of the sea. However,
we mustn’t forget that the high tide lasts only six hours. In those six hours
the water of the Lagoon when it could spill over onto the tideland, didn’t
have time to reach the same level as the water in the sea before the ebb
tide began. It does have time now that the Lagoon’s area has been reduced.
And this is the cause of not only the more frequent high waters but also
the increased violence of their eddies, pushed back in confusion by the
obstacle of the reclaimed ground’.

But dissent doesn’t end here. It touches on another problem: the port
openings and the canals. As I have already said, the Serenissima didn’t keep
these openings either totally closed or wide open. They were kept ajar, so to
speak, allowing the tide to enter into the Lagoon and fulfill its function but
regulating its volume and flow. This system was obviously incompatible with
the development of Marghera which has become an industrial center precisely
because it is a port. Ships must go through the Lagoon to get there. They are,
however, modern colossi, usually with a full hold, not the small galleys of
the Serenissima. They pass though the wide open Lido port and along a
greatly widened and deepened canal cutting right across the city. Since many
are tankers which, should they catch fire along this route, would cause a
catastrophe, a new route has been planned: a wider and deeper canal, dug
clear of the city but still in the Lagoon, is to be opened and connected to
the sea any day now.

The opinions are discordant and the controversies bitter on this point, too.
Some maintain that widening the port openings and deepening the canals
is even more fatal to the lagunar equilibrium than the reclamartion of the
tideland. The tidal waters enter more easily and more forcefully than when
they were obliged to pass through smaller openings and then go along the
network of narrow, shallow, curving canals. The Rotary Club of Venice
solicited the advice of three Dutch technicians, the Dutch being, of course,
the best experts in the world for problems of this type. They came and
studied the situation, but left without making any specific recommendations
on what should be done. They promised to return, however, and pleaded
that in the meantime no new work be undertaken and that what had already
been begun be stopped until the possible consequences could be studied
with care.

Instead, the work already begun was continued, both the digging of canals
and the reclamation of areas of tideland. As for investigations and experiments
— well, the most recent study done on the Lagoon dates back to 1932. (Times
have changed since the Serenissima took the Lagoon’s pulse daily). Meanwhile,
Venice seems to be condemned to die in just a few years’ time.

In the last seventeen vears the population of Venice has fallen from
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192,000 to 131,000 inhabitants. That’s a clear-cut loss of more than sixty
thousand people. Why have they left the city?

At first, so it was said, they left to find work. Venice didn’t have enough
for everyone. If this had been true, it might have been a sort of beneficial
bleeding. But the fact is that that wasn’t the main reason. There are about
twelve thousand Venetians who now commute daily from the mainland,
where they live, to Venice, where they work. The mainland isn’t where
they have their work; it’s where they have their homes, modern homes that
are dry and have proper bathrooms and electric household appliances, even
if the walls are paper-thin. And they can have automobiles, too. Like everyone
else, the Venetians want to enjoy the luxuries of the consumer society.
Venice couldn’t offer any of this. The buildings left behind were hardly
habitable. They were crumbling, uncomfortable, suffocating holes-in-the-wall.
Three thousand of these are still unrented. Now who will fix the roofs and
patch up the floors and the walls? And in a few years the tides will have
swallowed them up. Venice’s drama isn’t limited to crumbling marble, or
cracking mosaics, or fading paintings. The degradation and destruction
involve the whole urban structure of the city. The inhabitants are fleeing
and their flight accelerates the rhythm of the decline It’s a vicious circle.

What can be done?

First of all, the accounts don’t balance. It wasn’t a bad idea to provide
for Venice’s future by creating an industrial zone on a nearby piece of the
mainland. Marghera had a port which made it a good location for developing
industries, and its proximity to the regional capital automatically made it a
“ dependence ’ of Venice. To make this relationship administratively secure,
the Comune of Venice was restructured to include Marghera and also
Mestre, Favaro Veneto, Chirignago and Selarino. This extension onto the
mainland was to be Venice’s lung, its industrial outskirts.

Instead, things took a different, and unforeseeable, turn. The industrial-
ization of this area has been disorderly and has upset the old equilibrium.
Venice’s population is now noticeably smaller than that of its mainland ¢ depen-
dences ’. Marghera is becoming Mestre’s industrial outskirt, and Mestre the
residential quarter of Marghera. Briefly, the colonies have become more
powerful and important than the fatherland, and they are competing with it.

Take tourism as an example. This is Venice’s basic resource. Who would
have ever thought that Mestre could give Venice competition? Mestre,
with its factories and smog. Mestre, which has no artistic treasures and no
panoramic attractions. But Mestre is close to Venice and it has numerous
hotels, ugly but functional and cheap with a trip to San Marco and a picnic
lunch included in the price.

The fact is that there is nothing Venetian left in this industrial zone. The
labor comes from the surrounding countryside, not from Venice. The capital
comes from Turin and Milan, where the firms have their main offices. Even
the directors and technicians come from those cities, and they don’t even
transfer their legal residence, so the Comune of Venice can’t make them
pay taxes. Venice's supposed lung has become an outpost of the Lombard-
Piedmontese economy, compressing and crushing Venice. It was with all
this that the disaster really began.

Outside capital (public and private, mind you) is attracted by — and it’s
logical — efficiency, productivity, and profit. Here, to be assured of vital
space, it has massacred the shore by reinforcing it and wresting land from
the waters. Pumping, to supply fresh water, is causing subsidence. Canals
have been dug, to guarantee communication with the sea, disrupting the
regime of the Lagoon. The aim is to make Marghera into a Rotterdam.
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But making a Rotterdam means bringing the sea to Marghera, and that
means letting the sea take over the Lagoon. The result would be the death -
of Venice. No one, to be fair intends this criminal oversight. No one wants
it. But the weight of the interests involved leads precisely there.

With things as they are, there is no time to lose. First of all some sort of

high commission should be set up to cut short the red tape of bureaucracy.

Venice needs a special statute because it is a special city with special problems
which require very' particular competence and extremely urgent decisions.
For example, here, as elsewhere in Italy, the law which exempts new con-
structions from taxation for 25 years is valid and it has spurred the erection
of buildings which disfigure the city. Whoever repairs his historical -‘palazzo’

is taxed for the improvement. This explains, and provokes, the abandonment

- of the houses by the old,. wealthy Venetian families. In sum, everything

seems to be the contrary of what it should be.

But our object is not to give advice: nor are we quahﬁed to do so. The
constitution of an organization with wide powers is not, however, advice.
It is an inescapable necessity, and the hour is late. Since the safeguarding
of Venice is doubtlessly a gigantic operation, which goes beyond our powers
and our sole interests, perhaps the organization should be anchored to some
supranational authority. There is nothing extraordinary in the suggestion.
After all, Venice is the birthright of the civilized world, not of Italy alone.
The world would help us if we showed that we Wanted help and knew
how to help ourselves.

In any case, look at the example of the Serenissima which knew how to
save Venice from the double danger of the sea and the land for seven
centuries, with the poor means of those times. The Serenissima’s high
commissioner, the ‘Water Magistrate’, was the second most important
person of the Republic, and his word was law regardmg anything concerning
the Lagoon, Venice’s life blood. However, at the time of his investiture,
the doge presented him to the people with these words: * Weigh him,
pay him, and, if he makes a mistake, hang him*

The doges are no more, and no one expects to have the gallows called back
into service, but the need for people who will assume decisive responsibility
is greater than ever. And I believe these people could be found, if only they
would be given the necessary powers. Let’s hope that our representatives
in Rome will find time to consider the problem between party congress
and rivalries. This is the moment of truth. For Venice; it’s now or never.
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NOTES ON VENICES URBAN PROBLEIVIS

Ginseppe Sanson

In these last few years the fame of Venice, already admired the world
over, has been sadly increased by the singular and dramatic events which
menace death to the entire insular nucleus to which it belongs. This nucleus is
undergoing the ever more impressive buffeting of geophysical phenomena.

In 1956, following the alarm raised by the noticeable worsening of these
phenomena, the Italian Parliament passed a special law for Venice: three
billion lire (about § 4,800,000) were appropriated to be paid out over a ten
year period for the immediate consolidation of buildings of historic interest.
But only in 1962, thanks to the congress organized by the Comune and
the Cini foundation in Venice, was the public informed of the gravity of the
situation. The various talks given at the congress illustrated many aspects,
not already clearly individualized, of the phenomena which were and are
leading to the future ruin of the city, and pointed out the gravity of the
situation. Since then the alarm has spread, particularly due to the extra-
ordinary and continually higher tides, which are one of the most dangerous
and disturbing of the phenomena currently involving Venice’s Lagoon area.

It was not until 1966, after the terrible events of November 4th, that the
alarm reached its height causing state of panic among parts of the
population. On that day, while the Arno was ruining the art works of
Florence, the exceptional rise of the waters in Venice (1.9 meters above the
average level) not only caused extensive damage to the older structures of
the city but severely ruptured the sea walls (those sea walls which had
held for centuries against the onslaught of the waters). It was a near
catastrophe. Had the high tide been prolonged and the sea defenses more
seriously damaged, the consequences would have been incalculable.

The events of that day revealed the dramatic situation of the most singular
and famous city of Europe to an audience no longer restricted to scientists
and specialists. Thus, in the last four years the menacing aspects of the
situation have gone from being all but unknown to becoming the basic
elements of passionate discussion of Venice’s future.

Everyone knows by now what these phenomena are: those most particular
to the situation are the geophysical ones which are causing the continuous
sinking of the ground in the Lagoon area and the increase in the volume

of the waters and the frequency of the extraordinarily high tides. The.

subsidence is related to the nature of the subsoil, whose natural equilibrium
has been upset by the increased surface load and the excess pumping of fresh
water for general, above all industrial, use. The increase in the volume and
frequent rise of the sea waters are connected with the subsidence and with
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the general rise in the sea level the world over, estimated at 1.2 millimeters
per year.

In the short run these geophysical phenomena cause serious damage to the
foundations of the buildings, compromising their entire structures, and in
the long run they tend to cause the extremely serious subsidence which could
lead to the disappearance of Venice’s entire urban complex into the water
which surrounds it. Less apparent, but nonetheless insidious, is the double
phenomenon whose negative consequences, once little known are now on
the lips of all: water and air pollution, The first, due to the discharge of
industrial waste into the Lagoon, is so serious that it is upsetting the ecologic
balance, causing the death of all the forms of floral and faunal life in the
Lagoon, The second, due to the industry’s combustion gases and, to
those of the central- heatmg systems, acts chemically on marble and stone,
irreparably damaging the sculptures on many Venetian monuments.

Minds everywhere are searching for remedies to halt this course of
events and to find financial help proportlonal 1o the need. In one way or
another the whole world is trying to contribute toward saving Venice from
sure annihilation and its environment from death,

However, despite the drama of the situation, desprte the growmg menace
of catastrophe, the various interests at play here in Venice have created
profound discord regarding the criteria and methods for. combattmg the
city’s ills. I think this is in large part due to a lack of organization. On reflec-
tion, it seems that we are witnessing a blow-up in slowmotion of the senseless
hurry without direction that overcomes people in the moments of panic
after a catastrophe — one of those catastrophes which gradually paralyzes the
rational initiative, coherence and order needed for reconstruction and at the
same time brings out the binding complications of contrasting interests.

In Venice the situation is turned around: it isn’t a question of acting to
repair, but, rather, to prevent the catastrophe itself. Thus, not panic, but.the
clash of all the interests alive in the city impedes and at times even prevents
the realization of work necessary for reducing the problems and keeping the
existing situation from getting worse.

Internal tensions arise due to contrasting ideas and divergent interests. On
one side there are the political and scientific indications with their wide
cultural implications; on the other are the various and sundry private
activities. Both are ready to fight to maintain certain existing situations and
initiatives already in progress. A sort of trench divides public opinion and
shapes the behavior of those working to save Venice. Everyone deludes
himself that he has the clearest ideas on how to save the city, no matter
which side he is on. Some underline the necessity of actively promoting
the already initiated industrial complexes, considered both necessary for the
life of the city and also compatible with the efforts to save it from catastrophe.
Others violently and intransigently emphasize the need to conserve the
lagunar environment and the city’s old urban center. The latter are held
to ignore the economic considerations so important to the first group.

Basically, this is the problem typical of so many Italian cities, divided
internally politically and culturally, due to differing evaluations of those facts
related to the future of the old historical city centers. Progress has been
made in clearly establishing the idea that the historical centers must be
preserved, but contrasts arise precisely on the meaning to be given to the
specific proposals and to preservation in general The interpretations vary
from the extremely conservative ones of certain cultural groups, like ‘Italia
Nostra’, to the completely opposite ones which favor - sacrificing much of
the ancient for the practical requirements of life today.

20



A compromise, middle of the road position, however, would be wrong.
And Venice’s situation clearly demonstrates this, although not because it
weighs all the right of either extreme. Rather, it compels us to consider
the problem of the ‘ historical * city and its milieu in a totally different light.
Safeguards against the problems and phenomena currently assailing Venice
do exist, and they allow no hurried alternatives of the type which instigate
clashes among the uncontrolled socio-economic interests. The idea of
establishing systematic criteria for judging the various proposals related to
Venice’s future development may prevail, including safeguards for the
conservation of the Lagoon and the ‘historical’ city center. A law based
on this general idea is in fact about to be proposed, assuring a balanced
and impersonal evaluation of all the ideas advanced to decide whether or
not they are in contrast with the requisites for saving the city.

Will the law really be effective, and will it be passed? This is a difficult
question, but the proposal of such a law is in itself significant. The historical
urban nucleus has its particular problems and realities and must be respected
and protected. The new areas, on the other hand, should have development
programs which fit in with their needs and which are consequently less
restrictive. It is a question of combining protection of the historic-monument
area with the promotion and development of the industrial zones which are
the basis of the community’s future.

The two programs may overlap and even infringe on one another, but the
proximity and interdependence of the two areas render the principle of
co-existence extremely important. Nonetheless, the weight of special treatment
or advantages must fall on the side of the historic urban nucleus. The areas
of new development must not be allowed to carry out programs which will
compromise the survival of the protected area, whereas the protected area,
to assure its own survival, should be able to compel the other zone to
conform to certain restrictive regulations.

Unfortunately, all this will not be possible, even though the circumstances
are such that drastic measures are necessary for combatting the geophysical
phenomena and the decay of the urban structures.

We must recognize the activity, albeit slow and intermittent of the
government committee which is studying provisions for the defense of Venice,
its character and monuments. The committee, set up in June of 1966, is divided
into six working groups presided over by the engineer who is the President of
the Superior Council for Public Works. 880 million lire (approximately
$ 1,415,000) has already been completely committed. The various groups
deal with: construction and town-planning; biology and hygiene; geophysics;
zoology; the Lagoon, marine surveys, etc.; meteorclogy and oceanography;
and legal and administrative problems.

In a certain sense, although its activity has been slow and even discordant,
this is the only official organ not involved in the fray; it tries to settle the
various disagreements by referring them all to a single group, the construction
and town-planning one. This group was chosen for the task because Venice’s
most virulent problems come under its jurisdiction. Even the divergences -
arising from consideration of the purely scientific or technical problems
automatically belong in this category; pollution, the new canal for
tankers, etc. '

It is opportune at this point to note that the menace to the Lagoon’s and
the city’s destiny has given strength to the conservative interests and has,
albeit temporarily, stopped the programmed industrial expansion in the area. .
The idea of resolving the problems of the area by means of an all-inclusive
plan has matured. o
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It is generally accepted that Venice’s historic center must be both
protected from further damage and also considered a substantial unit of its own
which, while being productive and functional also retains its characteristics
of historic and cultural value. Of course, this is only one of the numerous
problems of the whole region and it must be solved together with the others:
the organization of the entire lagunar area; the problem of Porto Marghera
in relation to the possible development of heavy industry; Mestre’s problem
of urban development and its relationship to Venice; etc. I have merely
taken advantage of the. possibility of singling out one aspect of Venice’s
general problem for particular emphasis.

I wish also to say something about the organization of a program related
to Venice’s future, while the experts solve the problem of preventing a
catastrophe. First of all, Venice needs a realistic urban reconstruction program
which will allow restoration of the smaller historic buildings making them
functional, habitable places of residence. The majority of these smaller
buildings were originally habitations, so this should be a feasible objective,
the main considerations being the reinforcement of the foundations and the
necessary internal repairs. Then the larger buildings with their great halls
could be restored and destined for use in some way which would both be
fitting of their original monumental character and take advantages of their
particular internal architecture. Thus, both practical considerations and, none-
theless important, cultural ones are included in the reconstruction program.

The restoration and repair of those buldings (909 of the total) destined
as part of a residential program is an immediate, short-range problem, whereas
the restoration of the larger, monumental buildings is 2 medium- and long-
range consideration.

This kind of program requires a general study of the situation with the
subsequent establishment of criteria and priorities for a successful and
unified urban reconstruction project. There will be problems, but they are
not insurmountable. Some tax facilitation and the gradual relocation, with
city or state help for the less wealthy, of families now living on the mainland
will be necessary. And here I wish to underline the necessity that Venice
become once again a Venetian city with a balanced population composed of
all the social classes, not a city inhabited by foreigners and or wealthy Italians
alone. This is the only basis for a successful urban revival. And this
revival and reconstruction will better enable Venice to participate fully
in the development and future of the region to which it has given its name.

These reflections lead to the conclusion that Venice can serve as an
example to all Italian cities faced with the problem of revitalizing their historic
centers without destroying their cultural value. They are visible examples
of the development and growth of cities from their historic centers outward,
and they remind us of the changes that have taken place — political, social,
economic — over the centuries. Certainly, the ancient city was coherent in
its structures; it was harmonious and stable in its forms; the spatial
relationships of the buildings and open areas had meaning and sense.

It is a shame to let these old urban nuclei go to ruin. They are part of our
historv and our culture, and as such they should be preserved. One should
consider their artistic value, their significance as expressions of civil and
political traditions. The conservation of culture must be detached from
ordinary social and economic values. Culture has values of its own outside
the normal parameters of welfare. The reconstruction of these centers can
be a stimulus to the revitalization of the life of the cities concerned, so
there is really no °practical’ reason for permitting further decay and
eventual destruction.
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