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Abstract 

 

The study developed by Ancsa* and Cresme** shows the current state of the Italian historic centers from the economic 

and demographic point of view, which is the starting point of the paper in reflecting on the Italian urban policies for the 

enhancement and preservation of the contemporary historic territory. Moreover, the paper aims to deeper investigate 

the phenomenon of marginality as arising from the application of the concept of “periphery” to historic centers. 

 

Starting from the analytical-interpretative methodology used in the Ancsa-Cresme 2017 report, our study follows an 

inductive method based on demographic, social and economic survey trends in the provincial capital cities. Although in 

a quantitative way, this approach reflects the trend Italian cities are going through, and is useful to outline the common 

characteristics of the marginality phenomenon of some historic centers. This general investigation represents the 

reference framework for the in-depth and comparative analysis of the case studies useful to understand the specific 

phenomena that are characterizing historic centers, as well as of the policies, strategies and planning outcomes for their 

regeneration. Due to their structure and morphology, historic centers are living and unique organisms, and it is thus 

difficult to plan a predefined and standardized urban policy framework. That is why, starting from a general framework, 

we deepen some case studies to outline the policies suitable for similar urban contexts. 

 

The paper proposes a comparative analysis between two Italian case studies that are characterized by phenomena of 

degradation or by hiking tourism, ageing and declining population (especially young people and families) as well as the 

loss of neighbourhood business activities. At the same time, the paper considers historic centers as nodes of the historic 

territory network identified through an enhancement approach of the historic and cultural heritage more in line with the 

shape and needs of the contemporary city. These two conditions demonstrate that historic centers should become 

crucial for the new urban policies agenda. 

 

The data used are taken from the census surveys of the National Institute of Statistics and/or available from local 

databases, as well as data taken from the urban planning tools in force.  

 

The results show the urban policies that it would be useful to support in order to promote a regeneration of the 

contemporary city. These policies must be aware of both the problems that afflict the traditional historic components (the 

marginality of historic centers) and the new challenges deriving from socio-economic and environmental changes, which 

considerably extend the inhabitants’ memories and urban planning competencies beyond the perimeter of the historic 

centers. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The paper considers historic centers as nodes of the historic territory network identified through 

an enhancement approach of the historic and cultural heritage in line with the shape and needs 

of the contemporary city. Following this, we propose a comparative analysis among the historic 

centers of Italian provincial capitals characterized by different phenomena, such as degradation, 

hiking tourism, ageing and declining population as well as the loss of neighbourhood business 

activities, based on the results of a recent national research (2017). 

 

The paper is divided into three parts. In the first, we present a synthetic picture of the concept of 

historic center aimed at highlighting how its evolution is characterized by the contamination with 

other concepts, such as that of marginality. This is the reason why it is necessary to 

conceptually as well as operationally update and renew what is considered as the contemporary 

historic and cultural heritage. 

 

The second part summarizes what emerged from the national research, bringing out both the 

similarities and criticalities that characterize Italian historic centers by dividing them in some 

homogeneous groups.  

 

The third part focuses on two representative case studies. The analysis and evaluation refer to 

Bergamo and Taranto, two cities which present opposite trends. Such trends help us define a 

coherent set of proposals for a new national urban agenda focusing on historic centers. 

 

2. Historic centers and regeneration strategies 

 

2.1 Semantic and conceptual shifts: from the historic center to the historic territory 

 

Important scientific, political and cultural elaborations of the late Twentieth century have led to 

progressively extend the gaze first from the protection of monuments to the existing city, then to 

the territorial cultural systems and, finally, to the whole territory with its historic and natural 

values and its different spatial articulations. The second Gubbio Charter (Ancsa, 1990) testifies 

this evolution. These «semantic and conceptual shifts» (Terranova, 1993) are the consolidated 

references of the disciplinary debate, and state a new approach to the preservation and 

enhancement of the historic heritage concerning the contemporary city (Gambino, 2007).  

 

The first Gubbio Charter (Ancsa, 1960) had already affirmed an overall and integrated vision of 

the historic center, overcoming the concept of a “white zone”, morphologically and functionally 

isolated from the urban context and object of a strictly conservative approach. 

 

Urban planning culture and practices have therefore extended the morphological and functional 

recognition, traditionally reserved to it, to the whole historic territory considering the anthropic 

signs of territorialization. The historic territory, «overall expression of cultural identity and subject 

in all its parts of an organic intervention strategy» (Gubbio Charter, 1990), is characterized by a 

system of material and immaterial permanence (Gambino, 1994). It consists of a set of places 

(including historic centers) and relationships that outcome and testify a social, cultural and 

functional evolutionary process, strongly rooted in the territory. A system recognizable by its 

identity, namely by its tangible and intangible characteristics (Ancsa, 2010). 

 



CTV
Congreso Internacional 

Ciudad y Territorio Virtual

International Conference 
Virtual City and TerritoryX

II
I

 

3 

ISSN e: 2604-6512 

This paradigm is adopted by European Community documents that focus on the theme of 

cultural heritage, and the social and economic benefits related to its conservation, for the 

achievement of sustainable development (Poli, 2018), using a comprehensive and holistic 

conception of landscape, understood as «the set of distinctive factors of a place» (Gambino, 

1994). 

2.2 Actuality of the historic territory: the new instances 

 

The metropolization process of the territory has led to a widespread, fragmented and porous 

settlement system (Indovina, 2005; Oliva, 2010). In such system the public space, an 

emblematic place for sociality, dissolves; ecological networks, structural environment and 

landscape elements get fragmented; mobility, based on individual movements, becomes 

congested. The outcome of this process is a territory characterized by homologation, 

degradation and pollution in which the historic, cultural and identity heritage risks disappearing. 

This loss of material and immaterial values underlies a widespread loss of «shared territorial 

memory» (Gambino, 2007). Today the Italian disciplinary debate puts at its center the reflection 

on the role of identity values and the rooting of local cultures, since new needs, are emerging 

from local communities, more and more culturally heterogeneous (Secchi, 2013), and it is thus 

necessary to contrast the global phenomena of economic crisis and climate change. These 

phenomena revive the «sense of places, understood as a living relation among people, of 

memory and use» (Gasparrini, 2001), stimulating the definition of new regeneration strategies 

for the city and contemporary territories. 

 

Nowadays, new importance is being given to historic centers because «they are threatened by 

old and new pitfalls, in the face of which existing regulations show weakness and inability to 

offer adequate solutions» (Ancsa-Cresme, 2017). 

 

These threats affect them in a generalized way but are often divergent, assuming specific 

characters according to the physical and socio-economic reference frameworks (metropolises, 

inner areas, sprawled areas, protected areas etc.): phenomena such as touristification or 

depopulation, illegal building or musealization, gentrification or degradation require new and up-

to-date knowledge, projects and financing skills. 

 

2.3 Historic centers: from problems to opportunities 

 

This reflection is part of the debate on the so-called “new urban issue” (Commissione Periferie, 

2017) which has achieved «a real conceptual leap, stating that periphery is no longer an 

adequate conceptualization to describe and intervene in the contemporary city» (Ricci, 2018). 

 

Periphery no longer measures the physical distance of a place compared to the central area but 

requires the presence of «economic and social marginality, degradation and lack of services» 

(Bando Periferie, 2016), also detected within historic urban fabrics. 

 

This requires the development of an urban regeneration strategy that, in an integrated and 

unified way, intervene on the physical aspects of marginality, promoting economic development 

and social inclusion (Oliva, Ricci, 2017), rediscovering and enhancing the historic function of 

urban systems as social-economic and environmental territorial landmarks (Cerasoli, 2018). 
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Regeneration is necessary for two reasons: an endogenous and an exogenous one. Firstly, the 

physical and symbolic stratification of historic centers makes them emblematic places of quality 

to be safeguarded by pursuing a heritage-led development. Secondly, historic centers must 

reconfirm their role within the historic territory network starting from an awareness of the link 

between the quality of the contexts and the socio-economic development opportunities that they 

offer (Commissione Periferie, 2017). The objective is to reverse the emptying processes of the 

inner areas and the metropolization processes of contemporary territories by containing urban 

growth through the re-use of the building heritage, thus mending the fragmented tangible and 

intangible connections between city and territory. In order to define the up-to-date policies, 

plans and programs framework needed to address the topic of the present-day life of historic 

centers, it is first necessary to know the status of these realities. 

 

In December 2017, in Rome, the National Association of Historic-Artistic Centers (Ancsa) and 

the Center for Economic, Sociological and Building Market Research (Cresme) presented a 

national research entitled “Historic centers and Country future” which highlighted the 

demographic, economic and real-estate situation of 109 Italian historic centers (provincial 

capitals) in the 2001/2011 decade. Starting from the outcome of this national research, this 

paper aims to suggest a set of possible strategies in order to update the national policies 

concerning historic centers. 
 

3. The dynamics of historic centers in Italy 

 

The aim of the national research carried out by Ancsa-Cresme is to bring the theme of historic 

centers back to the attention of national and local urban policies (Ancsa, 2017). 

 

In the last thirty years, no national study on the overall situation of historic centers has been 

carried out in Italy (Gabrielli, 2009). In 1986, at the 10th National Congress of Ancsa, the need 

was stressed to establish a permanent observatory on historic cities (never founded) with the 

aim of systematically and continuously collecting information on their state in order to define and 

guide the urban planning agenda (Di Battista, Fontana, Polo, 1990). The absence of historic 

centers in national urban policies is probably due to the perception that heritage protection is 

ensured by two beliefs: firstly, the validity of the urban planning national reforms that took place 

between the ‘60s and ‘70s (Ancsa, 2017); secondly, by the consolidation of an “Italian planning 

federalism” (Oliva, 2012), which entails delegating to the Regions some legislative issues, and 

among them the protection and enhancement of the historic heritage. 

 

The 109 provincial capital cities investigated cover only 0.06% of the Italian territory but, in 

2011, 2.5% of the population and 2.9% of the families live, 8.4% of the employees work (about 

95% of which in the tertiary sector), and 1.5% of the using housing stock is present within such 

cities. 

 

The following paragraphs summarize the national research following three main issues, while 

the case studies of Bergamo (Lombardy Region, Northern Italy) and Taranto (Puglia Region, 

Southern Italy) help highlight the territorial differences and therefore the difficulty of identifying a 

national urban agenda. The issues are: 

1. If there are a demographic decline and an ageing population (emerging issues in the 

definition of the new concept of "periphery"), what strategies should be used to keep these 

parts of the city alive? 
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2. If tourism and tertiary activities are on the rise, how can historic centers be used as the 

country's economic engine without distorting their identity? 

3. In the light of demographic and economic changes, have historic centers adapted to new 

populations in terms of liveability and comfort? 

 

3.1 Small families and lonely people: are old town centers a place for the elder? 

 

In the collective imagination, Italy is a country characterized by historic centers that are filled 

with offices and tourists, but depopulated by residents. The national research presents data 

about residents, the presence of elderly and young people as well as families. 

 

The national research shows that the population living in historic centers has been almost stable 

from 2001 until 20011, only decreasing by -0.1%. At the same time, the phenomenon shows 

very different inner dynamics, meaning: 1) a parallel growth of residents both in the municipality 

and in the historic center; 2) a parallel decrease of residents both in the municipality and in the 

historic center; 3) a municipality with growing residents but an historic center with falling 

residents (as in Bergamo); 4) a municipality with falling residents but an historic center with 

growing residents (as in Taranto). 

 

The ageing of the population (Intini, 2016) seems to affect both the historic centers and the 

entire municipality. The average senility index (i.e. the elderly/residents ratio) for the Italian 

historic centers is 34.8%. Bergamo is among the historic centers with a senility index (37.2%) 

higher than the national average, even though it has had a decrease in the elderly population (-

4.9%). On the other hand, Taranto is one of the historic centers with a senile dependency ratio 

(20.4%) lower than the national average, even though the elderly population is increasing 

(6.5%). 

 

The fall in the number of young people (0-15 years old) affects various historic centers in 

Southern Italy with different percentages. In particular, Brindisi and Syracuse have experienced 

a drop of more than 30%. At the same time, the data on youth dependency index (i.e. the young 

people/residents ratio) report that only 6 historic centers have values above the national 

average (23.3%). Bergamo is one of the historic centers with a youth dependency index 

(19.2%) lower than the national average and the variation in the number of young people 

compared to 2001 is negative (-2.1%), while Taranto has a higher youth dependency index than 

the national average (29.1%) and the variation in the number of young people compared to 

2001 is among the highest in the country (36.8%). 

 

Only 15 out of 109 historic centers show a decrease in the number of families because, 

generally, the number increases both at the municipal level (17.3%) and in historic centers 

(8.8%). Bergamo and Taranto are in line with the trend but with different intensities. In Bergamo, 

the number of households has grown at a rate of 7.5%, while in Taranto the number of 

households has increased by 38.2% in ten years. 

 

In historic centers, 47.3% of the families are composed of singles, 24% of them of two people, 

while only 29% of the families are composed of more than two people. In Bergamo, the 

percentages are as follows: 47.9% of families with singles and 24.2% families with two people. 

On the contrary, Taranto has 29.5% of families with singles and 19.8% of families with two 

people. 
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3.2 Employees and tourism are growing: are historic centers the engine of the 

country? 
 

As far as the economic dimension is concerned, in 2011 the historic centers analyzed 

welcomed 7.6% of the local units and 8.4% of the national employees. Employees have 

increased by 18.7% due to two phenomena. First, the decrease in the number of employees in 

productive activities and production services, and second, the increase in the number of 

employees in public services, commerce and hospitality industry. The increase in the number of 

employees in the hospitality and commercial sectors is certainly influenced by the one in the 

tourism sector, which recorded a growth of 27% from 2010 to 2016. 

 

The national research conducted so far shows four trends as regards employees: 1) a growth of 

employees both in the municipality and in the historic center (such as Bergamo); 2) a decrease 

of employees both in the municipality and in the historic center; 3) municipalities with growing 

employees but not in the historic centers (such as Taranto); 4) municipalities with falling 

employees but not in the historic centers. 

 

On the contrary, the number of local units in historic centers has registered a slight decrease of 

-3.3%, but four national trends are underway: 1) a growth of local units both in the municipality 

and in the historic center (as in Taranto); 2) a decrease of units both in the municipality and in 

the historic center; 3) municipalities with growing local units but not in the historic centers (as in 

Bergamo); 4) municipalities with decreasing units but not in the historic centers. 

 

Bergamo and Taranto are still at the opposite extremes as regards both the variations in the 

number of employees and the variations in the number of local units over the decade. In 

Bergamo, the number of employees increased by 40.6%, while in Taranto it fell by -5.6%. 

Considering local units, the trend is the opposite: while in Bergamo they drop by -12.7%, in 

Taranto they increase by 36.0%. 

 

3.3 Liveability and building comfort: have historic centers adapted to the new 

populations? 
 

Abandoned and under-used houses in Italian historic centers are the third theme that 

characterizes national research. The available data outline a mixed reality. In 2011, historic 

centers have 2.8% of Italian homes with an average size of 97.4 square meters and 2.2 

inhabitants per house. In 2016 the average price of a house in the historic center was 1,886 

€/sqm. Values range from 256 €/sqm in Taranto (the lowest in Italy) to 6,538 €/sqm in Milan 

(Bergamo being at the ninth place with 3,125 €/sqm). 

 

In historic centers, inhabited dwellings account for 79.0% of the total, while unoccupied 

dwellings account for 21.0%. The historic centers whose houses are inhabited for less than the 

60% are mainly concentrated in Central and Southern Italy. On the other hand, the historic 

centers with more than 90% of inhabited houses are large cities such as Milan, Naples and 

Florence. This lack of homogeneity may be due to the presence of second homes or be a 

consequence of the drop in the number of residents. 

 

In 2011, in the historic center of Bergamo, unoccupied housing accounted for 29.1% of the total, 

while in Taranto it accounted for only 26.6%. Another important fact is the number of buildings 

used as residences. In Bergamo, they are 76.2%, 83.9% of which was built before 1919, while 

in Taranto they are 49.9%, only 29.3% of which was built before 1919. 
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3.4 First considerations following the national research 

 

The study carried out by Ancsa-Cresme in 2017 shows a complex socio-demographic picture in 

which the historic center is not always an urban system that rejects inhabitants but a system 

which, in some cases, attracts them. Research dispels the collective imagination in which both 

the decline, the inadequacy of the old town center or, vice versa, the fact of being a privileged, 

exclusive or depersonalised context with non-residential functions, become reasons for its 

abandonment. 

 

In Italy, there are historic centers where the ageing of residents is an important phenomenon 

(Bergamo), while in others a process of population replacement is getting started (Taranto). 

Moreover, the increase in the number of families and their tendency to reduce the average 

number of members testify that even in the historic centers there are mostly singles, elderly 

widowers, students, separated with children or couples without children, but there are still 

contexts in which the large family is an important phenomenon. 

 

This complex situation makes it impossible to launch a homogeneous set of measures at 

national level, but it is necessary to calibrate the actions for each territory, coordinating 

economic and social aspects as well. These phenomena must first of all guide the new housing 

programmes. If the houses (mostly owned) in which these families composed of singles are too 

large (over 95 square meters), it is very likely that over time routine maintenance becomes an 

economic problem leading to processes of degradation, abandonment, replacement of housing 

with other more profitable functions, etc. At least it could be a problem for the preservation of 

historic centers. 

 

The picture is even more complex if economic dynamics are mixed, too. There are contexts in 

which the number of local units decreases but the number of employees increases, and vice 

versa. The result is a weak and too fragmented system of local units (as in Taranto). At the 

same time, the growth in the number of employees (as in Bergamo) is a symptom of a system 

that has the characteristics to stimulate new economic flows, provided that the quality of the 

economic model is increased to compete both at local (historic center vs. municipality) and 

national level (North Italy vs. South Italy). 

 

Within this framework, economic policies play an essential role and must be integrated with 

urban planning policies. They should aim to enhance the social dimension of historic centers by 

promoting specific proposals concerning vocational training that can increase the workers’ 

performance and therefore the supply of local units. 

 

The national research data confirm the need to coordinate the country's economic and planning 

policies, paying attention to the situations that need to be rebalanced. The tourism issue 

characterizes the country's economic system, and it could be studied according to the real 

estate dynamics. Historic centers such as Bergamo, still largely residential and with an original 

building fabric, maintain a high economic value that could be important to implement the 

presence of “traditional tourism”. On the other hand, historic centers such as Taranto have 

undergone several building modifications and have reduced their real estate value. Yet, they 

retain the presence of young people who could start new touristic activities using new 

technologies and online tourist platforms, if supported by appropriate policies and economic 

resources. 
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4. Bergamo and Taranto: two representative case studies 

 

4.1 The durability of the Città Alta in Bergamo 

 

Bergamo is a city of about 120 thousand inhabitants, situated about 50 km east of Milan, and 

characterized by a hilly morphology that gave rise to its historic center called Città Alta (Upper 

Town). The town had many urban plans made by important scholars: M. Piacentini (1907), G. 

Muzio and M. Morini (1951-56), G. Astengo and L. Dodi (1965-72), B. Secchi and V. Gandolfi 

(1995-2000), and lastly B. Gabrielli (2006-10). This demonstrates the importance of historic 

centers both in the design of detailed plans and in the overall local urban planning policies. 

 

The Roman urban structure, still visible today in the main axes that cross the historic center, 

was later adapted in the communal era to an extent that the Città Alta has become a medieval 

historic center par excellence. In the Sixteenth-century new fortifications built by the Republic of 

Venice were added to the Medieval historic center. The Venetian walls that surrounding the 

Upper Town are one of the peculiarities of the center and have been on the UNESCO list of 

World Heritage Sites since 2017. 

 

4.1.1 Plan innovations 

 

The Città Alta has undergone many detailed plans. The oldest, made by L. Angelini (1926-33), 

proposed a series of changes to improve living conditions in the historic center, solving the 

structural and hygienic-sanitary precariousness of the ancient fabric by demolishing and 

renovating many buildings, as well as planning the opening of new streets (Bonfantini, 2008). 

 

The latest detailed plan of 2005 (Piano Particolareggiato di Riqualificazione di Città Alta - 

PPRCA) presents some innovations regarding the guidelines and the method used. It interprets 

the historic center as a place of multiple interactions as well as a place that plays an active and 

propulsive role in the territorial system. This approach gives value to the new technological-

infrastructural and the new socio-cultural contexts, thus responding to the different city users’ 

(residents, traders, tourists and workers) needs. This means that the historic center must be 

able to resist and overcome the processes of homologation to which it (and, in general, the 

contemporary city) is subjected in terms of generational stereotypes, housing standards, and 

functional hybridizations. In 2010, the current Local Plan (Piano di Governo del territorio - PGT) 

was drawn up which introduced two important innovations for the historic center. 

 

First, the historic center goes beyond the traditional boundary around the Venetian walls, to 

integrate the old core into a functional system of territorial scale called "historic city". In the 

historic city of Bergamo an architectural, cultural, social and mnemonic value (typical of the 

ancient parts) is also recognized to the modern parts of Bergamo. The second innovation is that 

the Local Plan subdivides the historic city into "urban tissues", i.e. minimum building units that 

are homogeneous from the morpho-typological, historic and functional point of view (Comune di 

Bergamo, 2010). For the historic city, the PGT identifies specific policies aimed at the 

protection, preservation and enhancement of the historic and testimonial value of the fabrics 

and at the redefinition of their urban and territorial role. The Local Plan also entails specific 

actions: it includes transformation programmes on the environment, building and mobility, 

ensuring that the historic city (and therefore the historic center) regains a role in the territorial 

reorganization. 
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4.1.2 Città Alta’s contemporary issues 

 

Since 2017, and due as well to the city's inclusion in the UNESCO list, the Municipality of 

Bergamo has paid attention back to the Città Alta by launching a series of studies aimed at 

updating the knowledge concerning the historic center and then preparing a new detailed plan 

(the 2005 PPRCA being no longer effective). This research was commissioned to Ancsa. The 

inhabitants’ perception of the Città Alta was that of an old, empty town center, populated only by 

the elderly, which is losing the young generations and being filled up with accommodation 

activities aimed at the exclusive support of tourists and hikers. This situation gives the 

opportunity to investigate these phenomena in-depth and then be able to direct the new policies 

for the old town center. Given the orographic conformation of the Città Alta, mobility and 

accessibility remain among of the most important issues for the local community. In particular, 

the parking areas and car transit in the Upper Town have a clear priority for residents and 

runners of economic activities, although the Municipality of Bergamo has promoted planning 

and programming tools (the 2008 Urban Mobility Plan and the 2013 update of the Traffic Plan) 

aimed at improving mobility and public transport in the Città Alta. Its main goal is to ensure 

accessibility, quality, liveability and comfort in the historic center. 
 

Figure 1. Bergamo Città Alta 
 

 
Source: Silvia Restelli’s Photo, 2017 February. 

 

The 2017 study of Città Alta shows that the historic center is characterized by an ageing 

population, a fall in the number of young people and an increase in the number of one-person 

families. The comparison showed that these phenomena are not exclusive of the historic center 

but pervasive to the entire municipality and it is necessary to frame the phenomena of 

population change considering not only the historic center but also the entire municipality (Fior, 

Restelli, 2020). In Bergamo, the set of urban planning tools has designed a homogeneously 
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preserved urban tissue (with few vacant or degraded buildings), vibrant and rich in services and 

functions both for tourists and inhabitants. While the theme of accessibility/mobility remains 

strategic as it is a structural factor that requires specific technical solutions, the study highlights 

that these solutions are already indicated in various of the planning tools in force and that they 

must be coordinated and implemented. 

 

4.2 The revitalization of the Città Vecchia (Old City) in Taranto 

 

Taranto, the Apulian administrative city of the homonymous province, is located in the center of 

the Mediterranean Sea and compared to the rest of Europe has serious conditions of economic 

delay with an unemployment rate of 19% (Census, 2011). The presence of important industrial 

and port facilities (Ilva Company) aggravate those imbalances because they have affected the 

economy, the environment, the accessibility and the quality of life. 

 

Taranto has a close link with the sea. In fact, the Città Vecchia (Old City) is today an island that 

took shape with the construction of the Aragonese Castle moat, then transformed into a 

navigable canal, which separates the Mare Grande (Great sea) from the natural basin of the 

Mare Piccolo (Little sea). This isolation has affected urban development in several ways. The 

historic center, in fact, had to renew itself, stratifying; while the eight-nineteenth-century 

expansions (including the industrial one) were carried out outside the historic center, those 

expansions boosted a new socio-economic structure for the city. 

 

4.2.1  Plans for the Città Vecchia 

 

The “Detailed Plan for the restoration and conservative rehabilitation of the Città Vecchia” 

(1971) has conditioned this situation because among its previsions was the residential mono-

function of the island (public housing), which caused phenomena such as ghettoization2 and the 

start of a marginalization and peripheralization process. 

 

Currently, the Variation of the General Masterplan (1978) is the reference urban planning tool, 

which was followed by several programs and projects aimed at the recovery and redevelopment 

of the Città Vecchia. Among these: 

1. The Città Vecchia Recovery Plan of 2003, entrusted to Oriol Bohigas but never adopted; 

2. The Urban II European Programme3 aimed at the Città Vecchia’s economic and social 

revitalization through the allocation, from 2001 to 2006, of 15 million euros for renovating 

historic buildings that now host public functions; 

3. 2014-2020 Por-Fesr projects that include the enhancement and use of the places of identity 

of Puglia, including Taranto’s Città Vecchia. Currently, however, funding has only involved 

the restoration of the Madonna della Salute Sanctuary (end of work December 2018).  

These initiatives show that the city of Taranto has long been subject to the attention of the 

local and national Government. On December 30th 2015 the Government signed the 

Institutional Development Contract for the Taranto Area (CIS Taranto)4, within which the 

Plan of interventions for the recovery, redevelopment and enhancement of Città Vecchia of 

Taranto was drawn up to integrate the National City Plan (Law No. 20/2015). 

 

                                                      
2 http://www.opentaranto.invitalia.it/#home 
3 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/it/atlas/programmes/2000-2006/european/urban-ii-taranto 
4 http://cistaranto.coesionemezzogiorno.it/primo-piano/cis/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/it/atlas/programmes/2000-2006/european/urban-ii-taranto
http://cistaranto.coesionemezzogiorno.it/primo-piano/cis/
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4.2.2  Strategic regeneration lines for the Città Vecchia 

 

The 2015 Plan of interventions will be decisive for the regeneration of the Città Vecchia and was 

anticipated by the definition of a medium to long term strategy5 aimed at defining new roles and 

functions of the Città Vecchia. In order to define the strategy, the CIS has promoted an 

International Ideas Competition to stimulate creativity and planning for the historic center. The 

46 proposals collected have traced transformative scenarios taking into account the urban, 

historic, social and economic evolution of the Città Vecchia, thinking of it as a system to be lived 

in, yet integrated into the municipal territory. The strategic outcomes of the Competition will be 

included in the Plan of interventions to start a regeneration process and activate public and 

private resources. The objectives are to strengthen the central role of the Città Vecchia with 

public functions on an urban and territorial scale and make the historic center a new engine of 

economic development by including Taranto among the national tourist circuits. Furthermore, 

the idea is to re-use private and public real estate assets, stop degradation processes, 

rationalize mobility, improve the accessibility and usability of places and rethink the relationship 

to the sea. 

 

Figure 2. Taranto Città Vecchia 
 

 
Source: iStock.com/AGaeta. 

 

4.2.3  The priority goals of the new Taranto Urban Plan 

 

As highlighted by the Ancsa-Cresme research of 2017, the revitalization of the Città Vecchia is 

already slowly taking place, as a result of the guidelines envisaged by the current urban 

                                                      
5 Strategy developed by the Permanent Institutional Board, which is the coordinating board for CIS interventions. 
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planning. In recent years there has been an increase in the number of residents in the historic 

center, the senile dependency index is lower than the national average and young people are 

increasing, probably also due to the inclusion of the Università degli Studi di Bari within the 

historic buildings. The number of employees is still problematic, with decreases between 2001 

and 2011, although a parallel increase in local activities has been registered. A slow and 

progressive re-appropriation of the Città Vecchia is taking place, a trend sustained as well by 

the Urban Plan developed, whose priority objectives are contained in the Preliminary 

Programmatic Document, approved in June 2019, and are: 

1. the safety of buildings, to contain the phenomena of degradation and abandonment; 

2. the promotion of residency, to contrast the possible depopulation of the island; 

3. the improvement and strengthening of existing services, to develop the city’s livability and 

attractiveness. 

The new plan is in line both with the previous planning tools and with the strategic regeneration 

lines contained in the 2015 Plan of Interventions. However, unlike in the previous urban 

planning, which were episodic and sectoral operations, the importance of counteracting the 

conditions of depopulation, marginality and degradation is underlined through the introduction of 

new attractive urban functions, social housing, and temporary uses, coherent with various urban 

planning actions in a comprehensive and unitary vision, also aimed at optimizing national and 

European funding.  

 

5.  Conclusions 

 

Given that the two case studies of Bergamo and Taranto show different trends in many 

phenomena, how is it possible to launch a new national urban planning agenda that focuses on 

the regeneration of historic centers, taking into account their peculiarities and without 

homologating actions? 

 

The case studies reported start from a demographic, social and economic dimension that is 

generally the opposite: in the North of Italy, inhabitants and local units are being lost; while in 

the South people get back to living and opening activities in the historic center. If the number of 

families is a positive figure for both cities, the greatest increase occurs in Taranto, while in 

Bergamo there is the greatest percentage variation of one-person and two-people families. If in 

Bergamo the elderly in the historic center decrease while in Taranto increase, the senility 

dependency ratio remains lower than in the South, on the contrary, the youth dependency ratio 

remains lower than in the North. 

 

From the information collected for two so different historic centers, however, it is possible to 

define convergent lines for urban planning policies. 

 

First of all, the need to not isolate the historic center from the surrounding urban system. 

Secondly, by including the historic center in the historic territory network, it is also necessary to 

keep on considering historic centers as one of the urban tissues that characterizes the existing 

city (Gabrielli, 1993). This approach is fundamental to exclude phenomena such as the 

marginalization of historic centers and to avoid dealing with the problems of historic centers as 

typical and specific issues of these organisms. This is because historic centers, especially those 

of the medium-sized cities, constantly have synergies with the surrounding context from which it 

is not possible to exclude them (Carandini, 2017). 
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Furthermore, there is a need to coordinate the different policies (social, economic and 

environmental) but also to implement the existing urban planning and programs in order to 

foreshadow the effects and repercussions of their forecasts both at the territorial and local levels 

(Bonfantini, 2018). 

 

In general, concerning the ageing of the population, the contraction of families and the loss of 

economic attractiveness, a possible national agenda for Italian historic centers should take into 

account the following aspects. 

 

The preservation and promotion of historic centers make sense and have a meaning if they are 

the urban system within which the population will act. Hence the basic question to be answered: 

should urban planning policies aim at attracting young people, or should new prospects be 

defined for a population that continues to get old? 

 

This population will certainly have an interest in living in the historic center because it feels the 

bond to it and grasps its intrinsic value, but it will also have more difficulty in accessing and 

moving within it given the advancement of the average age. 

 

The awareness that society has drastically changed requires Administrations to choose the 

most coherent way with an incontrovertible demographic process, even in the perspective of a 

reversal of a trend that will require at least a couple of generations to be corrected. While trying 

to create the conditions to bring back a new social mix to the historic centers, in the short to 

medium term we cannot avoid the daily and contingent problems of the present-day and future 

elderly inhabitants. In the same way, the current presence of young people must be a stimulus 

to promote the construction of affordable and social housing, as well as activities and initiatives 

that keep these populations anchored to the existing city. 

 

On the one hand, national policies should aim to consolidate young people in centers where 

they are still a significant population class, as in Taranto. On the other hand, the conditions in 

which older residents will live must be improved, recognizing that they are not a homogeneous 

class for which to formulate “one-size policies”. Elderly people are a social class diversified 

within itself according to age, gender, geographical origin, education, earnings, and health 

conditions. A welcoming physical environment that promotes the development and use of 

innovative technologies to encourage active ageing is important. Just as older people must find 

accessible transport by fostering their independence and social contacts. 

 

As far as families are concerned, it is important to check their presence concerning the housing 

stock. In the historic centers, in-depth surveys should be carried out on the built-up city which, in 

the event of unfavorable housing conditions for single-parent families and single persons 

(elderly or young), could develop urban planning and building regulations aimed at encouraging 

the division of housing or its functional re-articulation in order to adapt it to new types of 

families. Therefore, it would also be useful to monitor the underutilization of public property 

(state and religious properties) because they are likely to represent the future of the public 

building stock to be redeveloped and put back into the housing market. Thus, they must be 

subjected to a set of urban planning rules aimed at reusing them without altering their historic-

architectural value. 
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