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The time of the urban project

Paolo Avarello

In recent years the term ‘urban project’ has rapidly spre-
ad and become popular also in Italy, with its content of
suggestions, but also with no few misinterpretations. So
that the same object, at least in theory referred or al-
luded to by this term, is at times interpreted as a mere
‘instrument’, more or less ‘innovative’, for implementing
plans; at times as a system of rules that give (attempt
to give) ‘form’ to the quantities of the plan; again, as in
some way a ‘substitute’ of the plans or, more radically,
as a ‘city project’.

We should keep our attention on possible ‘case studies’,
coming to us from other countries, and in particular from
other parts of Europe, from which we have indeed alre-
ady loaned a number of models, experimenting on the
so-called ‘complex programmes’, launched on several
occasions and with diverse variants from the Nineties
onwards.

Even a superficial glance at the case studies, in fact, evi-
dences that the urban project is necessarily a process,
rather than a single act, and even less a ‘project act’, or
the conception of a solution to a given problem with given
resources. A process, however, is lasting in time, and of-
ten changes in time, to adapt to the circumstances, if for
nothing else, and perhaps, in the best circumstances, it
can even produce additional resources.

The urban project as a process of transformation of a
more or less sizeable part of a city. The dimensions are
not necessarily considerable, but must be sufficient to
trigger a process: renewal, rehabilitation or replacement
of one or more buildings does not necessarily constitute
an urban project, if the operation ends with these.

The transformation of part of a city, in any case, or a
part that is already a city, and which is transformed into
a different part (better and more liveable, it is hoped) of
that city.

In a part of a city that already exists and is consolidated,
buildings in fact already exist, perhaps old ones, abando-
ned or in the process of being abandoned, and ‘present
inhabitants’ already exist, with the corresponding split-up
ownership, urban uses of space already exist, and, at ti-
mes, spaces where former uses have been relinquished.
The urban project must take this complexity into account
from many different standpoints. From the technical
standpoint, naturally: what to transform, what to demo-
lish, what to build, what (it may be worthwhile) to recu-
perate, etc. From the standpoint of times and work: what
first, what afterwards; what is easier, what is more diffi-
cult; what the times for carrying out the project are and
how to keep the machine for carrying it out in operation
perhaps for many years. From the economic standpoint:
what resources, and how many of them, to be used in
the project and how to distribute them over the various
phases; but also what functions and what combinations

of functions, for what market, in order to produce the
mix of typical activities indispensable for ‘making a city’
(and above all for living in it). And further, from the social
standpoint.

‘Making a city’ is clearly not at all a trivial matter. And
this complexity necessarily requires prolonged times.
And here the hasty, suggestive use of the term ‘project’
really risks being deceptive.

Just imagine a project whose basic object is that of tran-
sforming part of a city, necessarily fully coming to grips
with the complexity of an urban situation. And lengthy
times mean also multiplying the uncertainties. And then
the corresponding necessity of continuous adaptations.
In substance, from the conceptual and thus the project
point of view, the ‘question’ of the urban project is played
out between the following different requirements, often
at odds with each other:

— a definition ex ante sufficient to understand, and to
be understood — by the administration, by the investors
and if possible by the citizens concerned, and by public
opinion — what it is all about, what spaces, functions and
opportunities there will be, and what advantages could
emerge from carrying out the project;

— but, at the same time, a definition that is not so rigid
that it will prejudice the possibility of responding to con-
tingent events with the necessary adaptations, rapidly
enough not to cause significant delays in the transfor-
mation process.

A project that is thus far from the design of the architect,
whose possible creativity also leaves the space neces-
sary, but far removed, also, from the rigidity of the urban
planning to which we are accustomed — especially in
Italy.
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