
 

UNDERSTANDING, FOR THE FUTURE OF VENICE  
A programmatic reflection following  

the extraordinary Board of Directors’ meeting  
 

 
Today, an extraordinary meeting of the Board of Directors of FAI – Fondo Ambiente Italiano (the National 
Trust for Italy) took place at Casa Bortoli in Venice. It was the first one ever called outside of the 
Foundation’s headquarters in Milan. The Board has approved the following programmatic reflection:  
 
On November 12th the acqua alta, or high water, wounded Venice and frightened Venetians and the entire 
world. It was the siege of an enemy against a defenceless city. Venice has never had walls, because its walls 
are the very waters that surround it and have protected it since its foundation. The Lagoon is its defence! 
 
A severe warning had been sculpted in the marble of the Palazzo dei Dieci Savi, the headquarters of the 
Magistrato alle Acque della Repubblica Serenissima since 1501: 
 

“The city of the Venetians, by will of the Divine Providence founded on the waters and surrounded by a 
circle of waters, is protected by the waters instead of  a wall: and therefore, whosoever dare harm the 

public waters shall be condemned as a public enemy of the homeland, and punished no less severely than 
he who violates the holy walls of the homeland. The disposition of this edict is immutable and perpetual. 

 
Throughout the course of history, Venice has dedicated the utmost care and expertise to the protection and 
conservation of the Lagoon - see the heated debates in the sixteenth century between Cristoforo Sabbadino 
Magistrato alle Acque and the noble intellectual Padua Alvise Cornaro - because the health of the Lagoon 
meant the safety of the city. 
 
In contrast, over the last sixty years the Lagoon has been ignored, ravaged, abused and today its morphology 
and functioning have been compromised, thus compromising the delicate system on which its health depends 
and therefore the safety of Venice. It is as if the city walls have crumbled, and the enemy can launch an attack 
when it wants. The high water of the last few days has hit a city that no longer has its stronghold. Therefore, if 
we want to save Venice, we must put the Lagoon itself back at the centre of our thoughts and 
interventions, starting to take better care of it again and stopping every further actions that could worsen its 
health. In fact, perhaps it is time to think about how to recover what has been lost of that natural defence 
system, with a new approach focused no longer on the large industrial works of the twentieth century, but on a 
patient and delicate ‘re-stitching’ of the lagoon tissue entrusted to environmental engineering projects. 
 
Luigi D’Alpaos, Professor Emeritus of Hydraulics at the University of Padua and among the leading experts 
of the Lagoon, defined the Oil Channel, excavated in 1960 between the Port of Malamocco and Marghera for 
the transit of oil tankers, as ‘the most devastating hydraulic impact of the twentieth centuy’. In fact, he 
demonstrated that the excavation of canals like the Oil Channel and the incessant passage of large ships, 
before merchant ships and today cruise ships, have strongly accentuated the natural erosion of the sea floor 
and destroyed the morphological tissue of the Lagoon, transforming it into a strait – especially in the centre. 
 
In one-hundred years, the map of the lagoon sea floor has changed radically; the submerged landscape has 
been changed. The typical capillary ramification of canals and basins of water that articulated and fed the 
Lagoon up to its margins like a venous system, guaranteeing the life of a completely exceptional ecosystem, 
has disappeared. As has a large part of the barene, lagoon sandbars covered in shrubs and the home of an 
extraordinary biodiversity, which used to be periodically submerged by the water but which now are always 
submerged. Today, the shallows of the Lagoon have in general been smoothed and significantly deepened: at 
the start of the nineteenth century the average depth was 40 cm, by 1930 this had become 60 cm, and today it 
is as much as 150 cm. The consequences are dramatic: the speed of the currents has changed and the Lagoon 
is no longer able to regulate naturally the spreading of tides, which now advance much more quickly than they 
did in the past, flowing through the large artificial canals like a ‘motorway of high water’. 



 
The alteration of the Lagoon system has a constant and daily impact on the health of Venice, but above all 
exposes its fragility to the attacks of extraordinary phenomena such as the high water of the last few days, 
which has become increasingly frequent in recent decades. In the first sixty years of the twentieth century 
the number of exceptional tidal waves, greater than 120 cm, was ten; in the sixty years following, from 
1960 to today, there have been 101, ten times as many! The most recent was the high water of November 
12th, measuring more than 180 cm, due to a particularly unfavourable combination of weather factors. High 
water like this was once considered extraordinary, but now it is becoming ordinary. 
 
The climate has changed, and Venice’s complex and fragile ecosystem is feeling the early effects with 
dazzling proof of the consequences, showing us here and now that which could happen elsewhere in the world 
tomorrow or in the near future. Global warming, caused by emissions from greenhouse gases, is the proven 
cause of violent and unpredictable meteorological events, but also of the rapid rise in sea levels: another threat 
to Venice. According to international studies (IPCC – International Panel for Climate Change) and studies 
based in Italy (ENEA) the entire Po Delta is at risk of flooding by 2100: Rovigo, Chioggia, Comacchio, 
Ravenna and Iesolo could meet the same end as Venice. The expected rise in sea levels for that date – up to a 
maximum of 140 cm in the Northern Adriatic – will irreversibly modify the current morphology of the Italian 
territory. As a result, 5,500 square kilometres of coastal planes could be swamped. In this apocalyptic 
prediction, the entire ground floor of Casa Bortoli, where we are today, would end up underwater, and the 
same would happen in a large part of the city. 
 
Over the last few days, Venice has filled the pages of newspapers which speak mainly of MOSE and Large 
Ships. Yet even the most informed citizen finds it difficult to see the true nature of the problem. Instead, 
everyone ought to understand what is happening and how, maybe, it is still possible to save Venice. FAI’s first 
reflections on all of this can be summarised into three points: 
 

1. We need a complete change in perspective: to save Venice means saving the Lagoon, because the 
city is one with the Lagoon. Therefore, to excavate another canal – the hypothesised enlargement of 
the Vittorio Emanuele canal to connect the future cruise pole of Marghera to the Maritime Station of 
Venezia – would be another blow to the health of the Lagoon and the safety of Venice. 

2. We need a new model of development, because the once imposed on the city so far has proved to be 
a failure, obsolete and extremely damaging. The Lagoon was first enslaved to an essentially industrial 
vision and today, after the crisis of the industrial port, to the single cruise-ship industry, with the 
consequences of a further debasement of Venice to a senseless Disneyland of mass tourism; terms that 
have been used by the Patriarch Francesco Moraglia as well. The new development model must rely 
on the identity, natural and historical characteristics of the city and the Lagoon, which have no 
comparison: many cities can have an industrial vocation, but no other city has the human, historical, 
artistic and natural heritage of Venice. 

3. Hearing the cry of pain coming from Venice, we need an effective and prompt joint 
management which will prioritise effectively and promptly these common interests: the health of 
the Lagoon and the safety of the city. It will have to be an administration with specific expertise and 
with a strong sense of civic responsibility. It cannot be the same administration dedicated to Mestre, 
because the citizens of Mestre – three quarters of the current municipal population – have other needs: 
because Mestre is not Venice, because no city is like Venice. The referendum on December 1st will 
represent, therefore, a fundamental distinction. 

 
In conclusion, FAI itself is adopting the warning already engraved on the Palazzo dei Dieci Savi: “whosoever 
dare harm the public waters shall be condemned as a public enemy of the homeland, and punished no less 
severely than he who violates the holy walls of the homeland.” 
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