The 4" International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU)
2009 Amsterdam/Delft
The New Urban Question — Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism

AGROPOLITANA. DISPERSED CITY
AND AGRICULTURAL SPACES IN VENETO REGION (ITALY)

V. Ferrario*
*Universita luav di Venezia, Venezia, Italy, Emailviana.ferrario@gmail.com

ABSTRACT:

In the Veneto central plane, historically shapedabgiculture, countryside is interested by a paltéc
form of urban sprawl, where cities, villages, singilouses and industries cohabit with agricultut@s T
phenomenon is analyzed mainly as a typical urbeal/rconflict, and the sprawl gets criticized as a
countryside destroyer.

This paper proposes a different reading of the Memeban sprawl, starting from an analysis of the
agriculture “layer” inside it.

Is this a rural area simply becoming an urban onés this a new, contemporary form - neither urban
nor rural — of agricultural landscape, where fagrépaces can have a public role, strictly linketheourban
population's needs? Can this character be presénvedgh the metropolisation process now envisdned
regional policy and planning?
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1 INTRODUCTION

In the north east of Italy, in the Veneto rich gmmpulated central plane, the countryside between th
main cities is interested by a particular form dban sprawl, where towns, villages, single housegjle
industries and industrial areas cohabit with adiica. Named “citta diffusa” in the 1990s (Indovjri®90),
it was, and still is, strongly criticized for itand consumption effects, high public costs, pricebased
mobility, waste of agricultural land (among oth@&ibelli and Salzano eds., 2007).

But dispersed city has also been read in diffenexyts (Bianchetti, 2003), for example as an embigyoni
status of the new European contemporary city obXKecentury (Secchi, 1996). Seen in this way, tit&
diffusais not an enemy to fight, but a territory needindpe (re)designed (Munarin and Tosi, 2001), stgrti
from the “materials” it is built with.

In this paper | will consider one of these matertalat is often forgotten by planners: agricult@w@dce.
Simply considered either as urbanization backgroomds victim, agricultural space had instead aatjr
importance in how theitta diffusawas born, in how it works nowadays, and maybédyaw it can face the
sustainability challenge in the future.

This paper moves from some conclusions drawn ih@ Research, discussed in 2007 at the IUAV
University of Venezia, about the most relevant sfarmations of the agricultural landscape in theate
region in the past, and about how it is transfognimow, due to the Common Agricultural Policy and
urbanization processes. A better understandinghefuncommon relationship between urban/urbanized
spaces and agricultural spaces in central Venetoeplis the main issue of a new personal researsh n
beginning, whose first results this paper intenésgnting.

The new regional spatial plan, some regional dathsome observations on the field, are the starting
material for the reflections presented in the mexagraphs.
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Figure 1 The Veneto region in the Noth East of Italy (l&ft)d the dispersed and polycentric urban
structure (right) of the central plajfieneto Land Cover, GSE-Land - Urban Atlas, 2007)

2. SPRAWLAS A COUNTRYSIDE DESTROYER. “LAND CONSUMPTIO N” STUDIES IN ITALY
IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE XX CENTURY

Sprawl is surely one of the spatial phenomenon rdzstussed in the beginning of the XXI century.
Considered as a degeneration of the city growth,sfrawl was largely criticized at least since 1820s
(Bruegemann, 2005) and considered as a form offi@adse (Stamp, 1948).

In Italy the problem of urbanization as land conption and misuse (in Italian “consumo a spreco di
suolo”) was studied by G. Astengo (Astengo, 198%ih the It.Urb.80 project, Astengo, who, in the708
was the ltalian referent at the Urban Affairs Combeei of the OCSE, wanted the Italian researcheds an
administrations to reflect about land consumptisnaaconsequence of increasing urbanization, that wa
strongly hitting Italy in the Sixties and Seventi&éhe “consumo di suolo” became a popular condegtks
to a slight change in its meaning due to the Itaéigpression, where “suolo” means both “land” asail” in
the pedological sense. These are equally limitedurees, in danger because of the changes towdrds u
use. The It.Urb.80 research, which involved theamlglian schools under the guidance of Astengwéen
1983 and 1990, was centred on the idea of measueven quantitatively, the land misuse, especially
intended in terms of consumption of agriculturedlaBconomic crises that hit Italy in that perioddeahe
problem of protecting agriculture activity a primassue in the national policy, trying to reduceathathe
“piano verde” (green plan) the Italian food deperadefrom abroad. In this political climate it be@m
important to understand the interferences betwebanization processes and agriculture activitiasthe
same years, another national research that invehesty Italian universities: “Interaction and Conipet
between Urban Systems and Agriculture for Land Pisgoses” was aimed at identifying and descriklireg t
conflicts and positive or negative interaction bedw urbanization and agriculture due mostly to faabors:
abandonment of areas waiting to be urbanized, ledifficulty to rationally cultivate areas includigvithin
the urbanized territory (CNR-IPRA, 1988). Neverdss it became clearer and clearer that the resdis/a
little bit different. First of all the Italian feedeficit in the late 1980s was over, and the CAR feaing now
instead a problem of overproduction. Other fundiasf farming land, besides production, are then
“discovered”. “Instead of focusing exclusively dmetshortage of land as a a productive factor capabl
meeting food requirements [...] the problem of lasd/abuse [must be considered] from the point ofvie
of the transformation of farming land in relatianthe consequent problems determined in the setfiefaof
needs associated with the quality of life” (CNR-IPRI88, XXV).

Moreover, in certain areas, particularly those whagriculture was accompanied by industrial agtjvit
the interaction between agriculture and urbanizationot necessarily negative, actually often adgical
activities in urbanized areas receive more of gouise to better itself in production techniquesereif it is
true that urban growth does not consider the nédtedarm, and has instead promoted the fragmentaf
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farms and fields and favoured precarious jobs, nideal areas do not necessarily create the condifam
abandoning farming activities. This was particylatiue in Veneto, one of the regions studied by
CNR-IPRA research, where a particular kind of iat¢ion between farming land and urbanization cdnald
observed.

3 THE CENTRAL VENETO “CITTA DIFFUSA”

In the last thirty years of the twentieth centwgneto central plain (and in particular the arevben
the cities of Padova, Mestre, Treviso and Castadfsp within the more general context of the Ndttst of
Italy, underwent a strong development, charactdrizethe rapid transformation of the rural econdnity
an industrial one, based on small and medium emges Urbanization process exploited the tradiion
polycentric structure of the territory, based omepeated micro-hierarchy of cities, towns, villagesd
isolated houses, directly linked with the farmlaftle development was sprawled everywhere in thgalen
plane, and the whole society enriched sensiblyhabthis growth was called the North-East mirathear
every house a shed”, for every village an indulstiiaa (and more than one): the territory was dtqidn a
manner that was apparently approaching anarchy.

s : e’ il ;
Figure 2 The typical pattern of the first central Venetoasg with urbanization along the roads and
industrial buildings spread around, in a well maiiméd and still diverse farming laxgl courtesy of D. Longhi)

¥ A

The widespread construction of disparate, yet kigihban elements onto a predominantly rural social
fabric has deeply transformed the Veneto landscagadly muddling the traditional categories of toamd
countryside, making the previous settlement systenser, already dispersed due to the agricultatadity.
Since the 1980s the population density is stromgtyeasing out of the consolidated cities, direatlythe
countryside. People living in the citta diffusa atbome from cities, as victims of gentrificationsn the
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contrary they normally move from a village to aresthmaintaining strong relationships with the oragi
family and previous friends; they use the territaiy a large village, whose “squares” are indiffdyen
shopping malls and historical centres, to be ttadebver by car. Normally these people have chésdine
here, “in the countryside”, or in this “urban-rustfucture” (as some of them call it), because ttwsider
the city as the place of traffic, chaos and cotdlitan extraneous dwelling place, not beloved,desired”
(Dolcetta, 2005). They appreciate the possibilithave a private garden, to keep pets and otheradsi to
travel by car, to park it easily, to know all thaieighbours, to be free, to keep close to “natumed
connected with the countryside (Castiglioni andré&@o, 2007), where they keep a lot of informal
relationships. Nearly everyone has a grandfathreyrele, a friend who owns a piece of farmland.tTiba
why it is so important to look at the territoria@yer shaped by agriculture, if one wants to knogv dhta
diffusa better.

4 THE “AGRICULTURE LAYER” AND ITS PARADOWES

The observation of the agriculture layer in théaaodiffusa is not evident. Unlike urbanization prsses,
easily reconstructed by cartography comparisonsfoamations in farming space could be more apptedi
going personally around the citta diffusa, thanhwttte cartographic help. Only recently, with thegéa
diffusion of new instruments such as googlemap#h ie liberalization of the regional ortophotodrgp
and finally with the fulfilment of the new land-eer map of the entire region, extended to the \éll@f the
Corine Land Cover system also to the exurban ¢eyri{Veneto Region, 2009b), one can have a more
precise idea of the consistence and form of thiealtural space all over the region.

Combining zenithal glance with the necessary camét the people that live in this space, useuitg
have opinions on it, observation of agriculturaa@@within the citta diffusa can give us an uneigubwiew.
This happens especially if we compare it to thettey outside the mostly urbanized area, in thelrparts
of the region, where agriculture has no strong eoua competitor, and land ownership is much less
fragmented, that is where agriculture activity bermore “rational”. Three paradoxes can be receghiz

Firstly, agriculture as an economic activity insttle citta diffusa is still rentable. The econowatue of
agriculture per hectare is high, so that also saral smallest land tenures are still cultivateds Happens
probably because of the high fertility of the sbiécause of the presence of some typical producfimery
high income (as for example the red “radicchio™Toéviso), and finally, maybe also because of th&y/ea
exchange with city markets.

Population density

L) 0-100
L 100-150

RLS (standard income) /ha

W 1000- 2200

Figure 3 Agriculture as an economic activity inside thezitiffusa has the highest income per hectar.

Population density (left) and RLS (agriculture gresandard income) /ha
(Elaborated from Atlante dell’Agricoltura venetdioial data, 2003)
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Secondly, agricultural space has a better ecolbgalae inside the urbanized territory than outsiédle
strongly fragmented ownership of the farmland iaesithe citta diffusa territory, prevented those
rationalizations and simplifications that elsewhsrade the complex hedges and trees system onetlde fi
borders to be lost. This does not mean that herdoneot find the usual problems of pollution by cheals
fertilizers and disinfectants and reduction of filagility of soils, but at least “fragmented” faramd prevents
its ecosystem fragmentation.

- ‘ - iy ! iR
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Figure 4 Two farming land pattern in comparison. The higiiiganized agricultural landscape in the
centre of the plain (left) preserved hedges andspdihe low urbanized agro-industrial landscapiénsouth

of the Veneto region is instead very simplified(t). They contribute differently to ecological wetk
(Reven fly 2006, by courtesy of Veneto Region)

Thirdly, historical agricultural landscape is betpeeserved within the citta diffusa than in ther&!”
territory. Even if, due to the mechanization of th@70s, of the famous mixed farming landscape with
cultivation of vineyard on the trees (dated frora Roman Empire), only a few remains and are preserv
the agriculture landscape within the urbanized saieatill very typical, and is often used by pe&optound
as a sort of territorial park (Ferrario, 2007).

These paradoxes highlight something very recenttknawledged to agriculture space: its
multifunctionality. Not only multifunctional prodtion (food, but also energy and ecological netwpobkijt
also multifunctional use: farmland within the citt#fusa has a role as space for leisure, andcer@in way
it is a space of living. In this sense it couldrbad as a contemporary agricultural landscape.

Nevertheless, nowadays the situation is changimd) tfzecitta diffusais going to face a new situation.
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Figure 5 Sunday afternoon in the citta diffusa. Behind tt@mroads where urbanization is denser,
between an industrial settlement and an ancienitogaide path, people use agriculture territora gark.

5 METROPOLIZATION PROCESSES

In the last few years, in fact, global economy hesught our “Veneto way” in question, shaking its
principles of “small is cool” and “do it yourselffom their very foundations. If in the economiclfiea
selection seems to have taken place in which thgebbicompanies are prevailing, the Territorial Regl
policies are following the same direction. It issntme for “big” things: the passage of Europeandrridor
in the centre of the plane, the new motorway byipgsslestre, the highway at the foot of the Alpsharthe
Valdastico South motorway, Veneto City (a largd esaate operation of private initiative, that shibtake
place in a 500.000 square meters area at the gquniotween the A4 motorway and the new Mestre Isypas
motorway), according to densifying issues in urplanning some skyscrapers are going to be buiks&h
operations move in the opposite direction with eespto how the middle Veneto system of living and
working goes. They might change radically the fiordéhg of this region, while, in the intention diet
region administration, they guarantee the fact ahaew Veneto metropolis is under way.

The urban materials that nowadays make upcitia diffusaare already very different from the ones
employed until the Nineties: no more self-builtgdan houses and small roads quickly paved in between
private gardens, no housing scheme to build sefissmilar semidetached or detached houses, btdads
wide spaces with block of flats promoted and bdiitectly by the building trade, and big roads fastfcar
traveling. No more small company sheds next todlgefarms, but unifying and rationalizing of bigdan
small companies areas. All of this, together with population increasing environmental awareness, ¢
explain also the growing territorial conflicts obsed in this area (Vallerani and Varotto, 2006).

Also agriculture space is facing some new transéions that are not always going towards a higher
sustainability. The growing surface occupied byustdal greenhouses, for example, can become dgonob
because of the loss of natural ingredients in dieunder the cultivation. In this case agricultuteelf is
endangering the quality of agriculture space.

A similar risk comes from the expanding surfacedickted to biomass for energy production. Despite
wood has good ecological performances, biomas#vatitins are not so environmentally friendly ane th
risk is again simplification of agricultural landge.

In this simplifying, polarizing and densifying seeio, if the central Veneto must become a metrgpoli
what space will be left for good quality agricuktispace?
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Figure 6 Different urban materials make up the first andgbeond citta diffusa. Next to the self-built
small villas (above) we have today real estateatfmrs of a much bigger scale (below). This is lesmming
also to industry buildings and infrastructuresegtllvith different timing(Graphics and photos V. Ferrario)

6 THE REGIONAL SPATIAL PLAN AND THE IDEA OF AGROPOLIT ANA

One possible reply comes from the New Regional iSp&tlan, recently adopted by the Veneto
administration (Regione Veneto, 2009).

The agriculture space problem is not new for th@étfe regional planning, since the first (but never
adopted) regional plan, at the end of the 1960¢h wie idea of “campagna urbanizzata” (urbanized
countryside), coming from the coordinator G. Samasaa “system of services locations technologjicaiid
culturally advanced, that make living in the rueaka similar to living in a town” (Samona, 1969).
“Campagna urbanizzatavas a lucid reading of what it was happeninghatlbcal level in the time when the
first citta diffusawas under construction, and the first attemptaanging it at a regional level.

Fifteen years later, the second regional plan @uktdivides agriculture space in four categoriesed
on its “integrity”: more o less compromised by urlzation process. Behind this idea there is now the
concepts of land consumption and ecological proptlat are thought to be resolved with protectedsr

The newly adopted regional plan has new issues dayg The first one is surely the landscape,
highlighted by the European Landscape Conventidiere the spatial planners are asked to consider not

only the outstanding landscapes, but also the dagrgr degraded landscapes, among which we camndicl
the citta diffusa.

643



The second issue is the construction of the Europealogical network, involving the Veneto region i
a new systemic reflection about biodiversity, abhdw diversity in agriculture, far from the ideagrbtected
areas.

The third problem is climate change. In this regioriact it could have a strong impact becausehef t
plain being just above sea-level and the high dehadivater for industry and agriculture.

Agricultural space is strongly concerned by allsthéssues, as well as by that of the new Veneto
metropolis. It can offer multifunctional servicesdgperformances not yet completely explored.

Figure 7 A particular of the 1:50.000 new Veneto spatiahphath areas with high rate of farming land use
(yellow), agropolitan areas (grey), urbanizatioti¢e) and ecological network (bordeaux and green).

Aware of its importance, the new plan try to obseXeneto agricultural space in its characteristics,
considering both real and potential contributionbiodiversity, the relationships with urbanizatiadhge
conservation of landscape, services to the peoplete environment. Four kind of agricultural aresse
recognized, covering altogether the whole plain.

Aree ad elevata utilizzazione agrico(gerritories with high rate of farming land use) which the
prevalence of agriculture land use is desirable aedds protection, for economic, environmental and
landscape reasons.

Aree ad agricoltura mista a naturalita diffuggerritories with mixed rural land use and highunal
gradient) are those, mostly situated on the hiild mountains, in which an extensive agriculturdivig is
conducted in between the natural system and wabhge presence of meadows and prairies.

Aree ad agricoltura periubandterritories with peri-urban agriculture) close ttee main urban areas,
where the function of farming space is mainly maiiming the “green” into the urban fabric and givitigect
services to urban dwellers.
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Aree “agropolitane” (“agropolitan” areas) are those where agriculiargt is forecasted or envisaged it
will be) more mixed with stronger urbanization iaildings and infrastructure, while still producirfgod
and preserving its economic, environmental andaseeilue.

Such a distinction, quite clearly defined and desiyon a 1:50.000 map together with ecological
network, is unfortunately not followed by such clgalefined norms: in the end it doesn’t make motla
difference if a certain territory falls within oe the other of these categories.

This weakness is probably due not simply to a lafcgolitical will, but perhaps to a real difficuliy
imagining how this territory could become in theuhe, growing without losing its specific “agro/amd’
character.

7 CONCLUSIONS AND OPENINGS. AGROPOLITANA AS A RESILIE NT CITY?

Urban agriculture, vertical agriculture, edibleiest wake urbanization (Branzi, 2005): there ar@yna
symptoms that agricultural space integration is ambays globally in the urban design and spatial rphan
agenda. The Veneto region had developed a modé¢hifintegration. This model was maybe not the bes
possible one, but had some positive aspects, thahot be forgotten in favour of an only land
consumption-based judgment, nowadays newly relished

Land consumption must be considered not only imtitaive way, but as a problem of form of the
territory, having a better or worse performancee fa the new challenges, first of all that of aurstbility.

Agriculture space has the capacity to host diffecemtemporary functions as food production, energy
production, environmental values, leisure and offoeial services. It's permeability has good perfances
in case of rain picks and at certain conditionaih e used in emergency as flooding areas. Thaldohg
agricultural and food chains of production (for exde the chain mais cultivation - cattle breedirggef to
export) could be shorten to increase sustainablititgase of need, food for its inhabitants cotddpboduced
by the territory itself. To small scale and pamnti agriculture should be recognized their roleanidscape
and environment conservation.

In this sense the presence of agriculture spadéeinthe upcoming Veneto metropolis, must be
considered a warranty for a sustainable futuregesih may improve the urban structure resilienceb@dd
Agricolture, 2009).

Agropolitana - the name was suggested in the veginming of the new regional plan process
(Bernardi, 2004, maybe quoting Friedmann, 19783 nat only a way to read citta diffusa agro/urban
structure, but also a way to imagine a possibleréutor the Veneto metropolis: a metropolis withiagture
inside it.

This idea, however, must be explored integratingtebethe agriculture space into the urban
development design, having a concrete projecthierdpace, a project for its multifunctionality.
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