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PREFACE - TAKING CARE 
Mattia Palazzi1, Lorenza Baroncelli2

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In many ways, human history is characterised by the naive and 
irrepressible desire to understand unknown aspects of the environment: 
an irreversible process which brings humanity to investigate 
microscopical secrets of matter in order to draw, day by day, a clearer 
picture of the Universe. The more the picture discloses itself the more 
instinctively we adapt the categories through which we observe and 
transform our environment.  

 
Our environment, Lucius Burckhardt once said, is in our heads., 

formed through culture and education which allows us to perceive the 
environment as a “landscape” and give it significance. What architects 
themselves so frequently forget is that the battlefield of Architecture 
generally unfold in a what software developers call a “sandbox” - a 
controlled environment far removed from the chaotic, uncontrollable 
and largely untheorised landscape of everyday life. 

 
Design, technologies and innovation in cultural heritage 

enhancement edited by Elena Mussinelli, not only shows us a different 
                                                
1 Mattia Palazzi is Mayor of the Town of Mantova. 
2 Lorenza Baroncelli is Councillor of the Town of Mantova responsible for Urban and 
territorial regeneration, Urban marketing, International projects and relations. 
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- the design team has validated the project proposals by simulating 
its uses. 
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SOCIAL HOUSING BETWEEN REFURBISHMENT
AND RESTORATION

Antonio Mazzeri1
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Urban transformations and social housing are crucial actions for 
sustainable regeneration of town and territory. Such issues intertwine 
with the conservation of existing assets in particular of XX century 
architectural heritage and, therefore, the balance between refurbishing 
and restoration of modern architecture stands as an important issue 
which involves urban history, architectural culture and construction 
technology. Thus the challenge of sustainability is focused on the 
integration of social, economical, urban and architectural instances, the 
conservation of the existing heritage, even in more recent 
transformation areas, plays a crucial role. 

It is necessary nowadays to face the theme of refurbishment and 
restoration of the post World War II architecture with new tools being 
well aware that such issue will be one of main challenges for towns in 
the years to come. The inspirational examples illustrating these 
chances are very few both in Italy and in the world and it is therefore 
useful to examine case studies which enable to investigate the 
complexity and the opportunities of the matter. 

The study case of the ALER (Agenzia Lombarda Edilizia 
Residenziale) owned buildings in Valletta Valsecchi in Mantova stands 
out as an inspirational example for the complexity and completeness of 
the topics it provides. 

                                                
1 Antonio Giovanni Mazzeri is official of Soprintendenza per i beni architettonici e 
paesaggistici di Brescia, Cremona e Mantova (Autority for architectural and landscape 
goods of Brescia, Cremona and Mantova). 
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The Decree Law 70/20112 (also known as Decreto Sviluppo passed 
by Berlusconi’s government), an economic legislative decree aiming 
to simplify administrative procedure, introduced substantial changes to 
the Codice dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali (Legislative Decree 
42/20043). Among the changes, the time limit for the declaration of 
cultural interest of buildings was prolonged from fifty to seventy years 
(art. 10 and 12 of the Legislative Decree 42/2004). The coming into 
force of the decree 70/2011 caused immediate protests by cultural 
associations (such as AAA Italia, Italia Nostra, DoCoMoMo Italia and 
others) as it implies negative consequences for the conservation of 
contemporary and post World War II architecture and city design. As 
part of a legislative decree concerning economic development, this law 
restates the urgency and criticality of an issue which has important 
repercussion for the whole government policy related to the 
conservation of public and private heritage built between the end of 
the World War II and the Sixties. It is a cultural issue concerning 
tasks, institutions and conservation tools such as criteria related to 
identification of cultural heritage and assets, intervention modes, 
transformation and impact on urban planning and environment. The 
time limit of fifty years was introduced in the first conservation law 
passed after the Unification of the Italian State, (the Nasi Law 
185/19024). It was then restated by Law 364/19095 (the Rosadi Law) 
and by the fundamental law for conservation, Law 1089/19396 which 
was in force for over sixty years. It was meant to regulate the 
identification of historical and artistic ‘items’ (‘cose’ as the law says) 
among the objects to conserve, thus guaranteeing balance between the 
time sedimentation of the life of the object and its full 
acknowledgment as cultural heritage. The issue, raised and hastily 
solved by Decreto Sviluppo by prolonging time limit, concerns the 
crucial and fundamental transition from a general interest in post 
World War II architecture, to a legal status submitted to the discipline 
of conservation. Up to that time only scholars, sensitive architects or 

                                                
2 Decree Law n. 70, 13 May 2011, Semestre Europeo – Prime disposizioni urgenti per 
l'economia, in Gazzetta Ufficiale n. 110, 13 May 2011. 
3 Decree Law n. 42, 22 January 2004, Codice dei beni culturali e del paesaggio, in 
Gazzetta Ufficiale n. 45, 24 February 2004, Ordinary addition nr. 28. 
4 Law n. 185, 12 June 1902, Legge Nasi.  
5 Law n. 364, 20 June 1909, Norma per l’inalienabilità delle antichità e delle belle arti, 
in Gazzetta Ufficiale n. 150, 28 June 1909.  
6 Law n. 1089, 1 June 1939, Tutela delle cose d'interesse Artistico o Storico, in Gazzetta 
Ufficiale n. 184, 8 August 1939. 
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members of niche cultural associations had studied and appreciated the 
topic. These preventive considerations lead to identify case studies to 
experiment the complexity of the regeneration of post war buildings 
with theoretical and operational implications. 

From the history of architecture point of view, the complexity of 
the reconstruction years was studied and examined in depth by such 
scholars as Manfredo Tafuri who, in 1982, wrote a fundamental essay 
focused on the post World War II architecture included in the Storia 
dell’arte Italiana by Einaudi. On the contrary, restoration theories do 
not seem to have fully perceived the complexity, the opportunities and 
the range of the new and manifold issues at stake. In the Italian 
panorama very few are the realised interventions which have faced the 
above mentioned issues, among them the recent regeneration of Barca 
neighbourhood in Bologna where the buildings of the Sixties were 
refurbished maintaining their original features. It is not in fact a matter 
of ‘Restoring the Modern’, though a crucial issue which has achieved 
important cultural status through quality works both in Italy and 
abroad, but a matter of finding new and different approaches, 
consciously integrating the needs of conservation with urban 
regeneration, safety, accessibility, energy efficiency and public space 
design. 

 
The study case here described concerns two ALER owned 

apartment buildings in Valletta Valsecchi in Mantova. The case is an 
interesting testing ground to evaluate conditions, opportunities, critical 
issues and feasibility of the above-mentioned considerations. In 
addition, it may prove inspirational to avoid the uncritical demolition 
of the buildings and the new planning of the area. It is important to set 
up alternative perspectives of sustainable redevelopment, combining 
economic, social, cultural and technical issues. Therefore, economic 
sustainability, instances of conservation and technological upgrading 
are the most important concerns related to the development and 
management of cities made crucial by the economic crisis: 
consequently, recovering the existing heritage as good practice may 
start a virtuous process. The buildings in Valletta Valsecchi stand as a 
typical example of post World War II architecture in Northern Italy. 
They were built in the mid Fifties by IACP (Istituto Autonomo Case 
Popolari) and meant for Julian-Dalmatian refugees, as stated by Law 
37/1952, which established the building of new housing units for 
refugees in different Italian towns. 
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The project was designed by Ottorino Pavesi, a well-known 
engineer in Mantova who had worked for IACP before the war. Pavesi 
continued his professional activity for the second half of the century 
participating in the social and political life of the city. The buildings 
stand outside town – as it was common for Julian-Dalmatian refugee 
units – located in the South West area near the lake, in Valletta 
Valsecchi along the railway line Mantova-Monselice. The historical 
maps of the period show the two isolated and parallel buildings. They 
are two sun oriented 30 and 40 metres long units, foretelling the 
characteristics of the future residential area, which unfortunately was 
later built without any clear criterion. Indeed, the town would grow in 
the following years around the units rejecting the rationality suggested 
by the first buildings, the irregular patterns just filling the gaps and 
cramming the area along the railway. As for building types, each unit 
accurately follows the ‘tipo in linea’ with two apartments on each of 
the three/four floors of the stairways, being the stairways respectively 
two and three per unit. The apartments are identical in both buildings 
and they are characterised by typological and formal rigour, both in 
plan and in elevation. The cultural matrix of the project seems clear 
and refers to the contemporary debate in Italy, described in Il 
problema sociale costruttivo ed economico dell’abitazione by 
Diotallevi and Marescotti (1948). Although in a local interpretation 
and necessarily limited by the size of the intervention, the two 
buildings seem to absorb the formal European pattern, with references 
on the one hand to post World War I German examples and on the 
other hand, to the contemporary European architecture. 

Another reference to the simple and rational construction criteria of 
the time is to be found in the buildings in Mantova: each detail shows 
the technical and rational rigour Mario Ridolfi writes about in his 
Manuale dell’Architetto which was meant as abacus of basic 
technology by architects and constructors (Ridolfi, 1946). In fact, 
materials, resources and labour were made sparing use of in the post 
war years, this is more feasibly seen in public buildings. 

The buildings are North/South oriented symmetrically facing each 
other; living room and kitchen are outward looking, while bedroom 
and bathroom face the inside court of the complex to guarantee 
privacy and discretion. Lodges outside the living rooms (respectively 
East and West oriented towards the street) create both a physical and 
social filter with the outside. This echoes the traditional Italian use of 
the lodges and creates modular patterns contrasting with the simple 
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rigour of facade design. Because of both the historical post war period 
and the limited funding for refugee buildings, the materials are poor 
and technology is simple. Despite these drawbacks, the rational and 
wise approach resulted in satisfactory conservation over the years. 
Equipment and plumbing were a model for the social housing 
technology of the time, much advertised in political propaganda. 
Though being now obsolete, they represent an interesting example of 
rational planning with washbasin, toilet and tub to sit (in some 
apartments still in their original components), small kitchen with 
cooking range and sink, and heating stove in the small hallway. 

The buildings are well preserved – due to long staying tenants, as 
usual with refugees but no longer in use – which makes it an excellent 
opportunity to choose among the many general urban restoration 
strategies. 

According to what has been stated before, this architectural 
fragment is bearer of memories, values and culture reminding of the 
difficult reception and integration of Julian Dalmatian people. It bears 
memories of a growing town where political and social debate about 
city and architecture was flourishing – unfortunately, soon to decline – 
and design addresses could still be proposed. Architecture then was 
precise in the formal and typological references; it was rational, 
flexible and well aware of the relationship between context and private 
space. At the same time, the buildings and the construction approach 
show the weaknesses, the illusions and the fragility of a transitional 
period which was paving the way for a new society. But the very 
elements characterizing post war social housing (formal and space 
rationality, building layout, practicality) could provide the cornerstone 
for modern and sustainable regeneration. Technological innovation 
and landscape, balance between residences and services, quality of 
spaces, should be the focus of projects which take into account local 
history and culture. And this is why the considerations about mode, 
legal status and rules for conservation techniques come significantly 
into play. 

As far as it concerns the actions to be performed to regenerate the 
buildings in accordance with conservation principles, the following 
may be taken into account: 
- accessibility – Improvement of street to building path and new lifts 

to apartments (inside or outside the building); 
- technological retrofitting – Thorough replacement of plants and use 

of existing vertical passages inside the building; 
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- structural upgrading – Static strengthening of existing structures of 
reinforced concrete and seismic improvement of the whole 
building; 

- energy efficiency – Improvement of the building envelope, 
interior/exterior insulation, new windows and roof insulation, 
optimization and integration of  heating and energy systems; 

- new layout for apartments – Rationalisation and diversification of 
internal distribution of rooms according to modern needs but 
respectful of the ‘tipo in linea’; 

- facilities to apartments – Construction of private parking lots 
within the complex, common/private facilities such as warehouses, 
bike racks, laundrette, workshops; 

- new layout for common space (courtyards and basement) – 
Introduction of social and district facilities in order to enhance 
identity and belonging for new dwellers; 

- new layout of context related elements – New accessibility from 
roads., acoustic and visual barrier towards the railway, new paths 
to public spaces of the neighbourhood. 
 
The above mentioned issues were investigated, with regard to 

project choices, by means of the development of some design 
proposals. The activity started with the survey and study of the area 
and the buildings as necessary prerequisite of any conservation policy. 
This enabled to study in depth the features of the components as an 
evaluation tool to establish the conditions of transformability of the 
building. Then the project solutions could so offer different proposals: 
from the rigorous conservation of the aesthetic features of the 
buildings to the transformation of both the outside and inside features. 

The proposals identify manifold scenarios of sustainable 
conservation and highlight the complexity of recent heritage 
regeneration. It is believed that economic concerns can not be the only 
guiding criteria when choosing policies and strategies. Any proposal of 
integrated conservation cannot ignore evaluation of costs compatibility 
to be faced with different alternative solutions (in the study case in 
particular demolition and new dwellings). Conservation policies 
enable to modulate the economic framework of the action, according 
to the financial means of the intervention. Maintaining the existing 
physical and symbolical features of the town, with light transformation 
actions can become a resilience strategy in a period of crisis when any 
necessary renovation is slowed down. 
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“Conservare e restaurare, dunque, come facciamo sulle 
architetture di più vetusta età, tenendo conto che la nostra 
lunga tradizione metodologica e le conoscenze tecniche 
sviluppate ce lo possono consentire? Oppure sostituire, 
modificare, demolire, ampliare, sopraelevare, distruggere? 
Qualunque tipo di intervento presuppone una preliminare 
operazione di conoscenza e di conseguente valutazione. Se, 
infatti, non tutta la produzione architettonica moderna 
merita di essere integralmente conservata, il discrimine 
risiede in un attento studio dei documenti storici e 
progettuali, oltre che materiali, sui quali fondare motivato 
giudizio di qualità dell’opera e dei valori che attraverso di 
essa riteniamo di dover trasmettere alle future generazioni” 
(Di Francesco, 2004: 1)7.  
 

Carla di Francesco is well aware of the new connotation of 
conservation/transformation issues in our society. Her words clearly 
summarize the problem and highlight the need for rules and 
institutional roles. 

The historical period of recession, the new conception of urban 
space, the natural death of a generation of buildings (witnessed by 
buildings in Mantova) focus on sustainability and recovery, an issue 
that implicitly characterizes the concept of social housing, not meant 
as mere low cost construction but as quality planning integrating urban 
issues, social contradictions, history and memory. 

 

                                                
7“Conserve and restore, then, as we do on the most ancient architecture, taking into 
account our long tradition of methodological and technical knowledge? Or replace, 
modify, tear down, expand, raise, destroy? Any action requires a preliminary cognitive 
survey and consequent evaluation. Although not all contemporary architectural 
production deserves to be preserved in its entirety, the distinction lies in a careful study 
of historical documents and design, as well as materials on which to base the judgment 
of the quality of the work and the values we have to pass on to future generations” 
(translation by the author). 
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Figure 4 Examples of possible interventions. 
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ECO-DISTRICTS ENVIRONMENTAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL 
DESIGN AS A DRIVER FOR A SMART, SUSTAINABLE AND 

INCLUSIVE URBAN REGENERATION 
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The need for developing significant urban regeneration processes 
focused on the general objectives of social, economic and 
environmental sustainability and life quality improvement in urban 
areas has emerged in the last decade throughout all Europe. Some of 
the most successful experiences show the ability of managing complex 
processes, starting from the recognition of critical issues and 
opportunities of a specific territorial context, frequently characterised 
by connotations of “uniqueness” (Licciardi, Amirtahmasebi, 2012). 
Such an approach has proven the ability of mobilizing financial and 
creative resources, guiding planning and design choices at territorial 
and urban scale, as well as the governance processes. The persistence 
of a state of economic and social crisis is fuelled by the lack of a 
paradigm shift in the way contemporary society is organised and is 
managing its development paths. A new perspective is required, where 
the issues related to the redistribution and access to material and 
energy resources, intended to run out in the way known to date, are 
addressed with innovative approaches, in order to ensure the 
achievement of long-term objectives and at the same time the cost-
benefit effectiveness in the short term. These instances are combined 
with the urgent need to reduce the impact of human activities on the 
environment and to rebalance the way natural resources are exploited, 
strengthened by the growing awareness of the close relationships that 

                                                
1 Mattia Leone, PhD in Architectural Technology, is Research Fellow at the Department 
of Architecture and PLINIVS-LUPT Study Centre of Università degli Studi di Napoli 
Federico II. 
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