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Abstract 

 The G124 project, the working group created by Renzo Piano, the senator of the Italian 

Republic, had as its objective the recovery of abandoned areas of the suburbs through small 

mending interventions that could trigger regeneration through new jobs, micro enterprises and 

start up, light construction sites and widespread, thus creating new jobs. 

 The G124 was based on the great urban challenge of the coming decades: the fertilization 

of the areas that the Anglo-Saxons called brownfields, areas rich in humanity and energy, 

inhabited by young people full of hopes and desire to change. 

 In 2013, for this purpose, Renzo Piano apprenticed young architects who have worked to 

identify and redesign the city edges, selected on proposals from the young people themselves, 

in particular areas abandoned in Rome, Turin, Catania and Milan. 

 In this paper we outline the crucial characters of the G124 proposals, on which the 

projects of regeneration are based. Although beneficial, those projects should not be only a 

superficial indiscriminate “green injection”. We must not forget, in fact, that the green areas 

within the city, in close relationship with the whole urban landscape, assume both an 

aesthetic-architectural and a social-recreational function, contributing to psychological well-

being of the inhabitants, which was actually one of the main goals of the G124 workshop. 

 So, if the redemption of the suburbs begins from the recovery of residual open spaces, be-

cause the growth of the city wants to be implosive rather than explosive, it is important to 

assess today the transaction effective as a whole. The requirement that the critical reading 

instead assumed, specifically, is to test the effect of various interventions on the territory, 

where they were made. 

 In particular, our research focuses on the project in Rome, Under the Viaduct of 

Presidents, in the north-east periphery, on the boundary of the city and discuss about the 

outcome as a product incubator in the territory. 

 
Keywords: mending the suburbs; green areas; brownfield; project; regeneration  

 

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

 The suburbs are urban masses, far from the political and social centers of the city, often 

of poor architectural quality which, even if not originally, now have bad maintenance 

conditions. The basic element, which is the cause and effect resulting in these conditions, 

from a strategic point of view is their position in apparently insignificant territories, where 

exactly the undefined characteristics of the sites offer great design possibilities 1. 
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With rare exception, the current situation shows areas inhabited only during the night, 

with a lack of social services and spaces, clusters that could be defined as cultural deserts. 

2,3. 

Peripheries are the result of sprawl. In Europe
1
 this has been attributed to the Second 

Industrial Revolution, starting in England, and lasting up to the Fifties and Sixties of the 

Twentieth century. The industrialization and modernization of the factory-towns gave rise to a 

huge demand for land.  

Starting in the 1960’s the industrial crisis and the consequential shift of production 

activities outside of the cities generated the phenomena of contraction, disuse and abandon-

ment. 

The neighborhoods for labor housing today are suffering a progressive depletion, and 

different productive urban centers have undergone a total evident stretch-mark in their 

building textures. 

“Industrial divestments, the review of the center-periphery relationship, the phenomenon 

of shrinking cities have highlighted the voids, the residual spaces, the interstices between 

buildings as strategic locations for a more complex view of the organic city”.
2
 Towards a 

similar fate the districts proceed, lacking complex projects as well as social spaces. 

 

 

2.   G124 PROJECT  

 

 To address this issue, albeit partially, the G124 working group was created by Renzo 

Piano, a senator of the Italian Republic, in Italy in 2013, with the intention of using small 

mending interventions in abandoned suburban areas. The objective of these interventions, not 

reached in our opinion, had as a goal to trigger regeneration through new forms of 

employment, micro-enterprises, start-ups and widespread light construction sites, thus 

creating new jobs. The G124 project was based on the great urban challenge of future 

decades, the fertilization of the areas that the Anglo-Saxons called brownfields, areas rich in 

humanity and energy, inhabited by young people full of hopes and desire to change. Renzo 

Piano employed young architects to work on their proposals to identify and redesign edges of 

the city, particularly abandoned areas in Rome, Turin and Catania. 

 

Rome 

 The mending project in Rome
3
 concerned the recovery of the Presidents’ Viaduct for the 

part that, in the initial project, would have linked peripheral areas to the northeast of the 

Montesacro district and served an area of 2500 hectares. The abandonment of an entirely built 

viaduct highlighted the need for its reuse for the social and physical reconnection of local 

residents, the regeneration of the structure and the reactivation of a connecting line between 

neighbours, even with different ways of life. The initial intention was to recover the nearly 2 

km viaduct with a pedestrian and cycle path, build small squares, garages for bicycles and 

district laboratories where ideas grow; re-create a direct physical flow and a human cross flow 

of the many ethnic groups that represent the enormous wealth of the place ensuring, thanks to 

this relationship, a level of security. The "Under the Viaduct" project reached in part the 

                                                 
1  The 17.2% of the European population lives in overcrowded dwellings and 11% of the population (ca 20 million) live in 

poor areas.
 

2  Cfr. Fulvio Irace, Dateci spazio, ma che sia pubblico, Periferie, 2014. 
3  Since 1995 only one third of the Roman suburbs has been affected by five urban renewal programs and eleven retraining 

programs. 
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initial objectives. This was achieved by involving citizens, architects, street artists in 

collaboration with the Town Hall, thus creating for a period of time the idea of regenerating in 

order to incubate new ideas for the progressive transformation of areas. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Under the Viaduct, Rome 

 

Turin 

 The case study of Turin concerned Borgata Vittoria, a densely populated residential area, 

located between the degradation of Barriera di Milano, Rebaudengo and Basse di Stura and 

Lucento with its issues of new immigration. The two elementary schools in the area, destined 

to become community centers and civic places of sharing, were the focus of the project and 

the students were the first spokesmen for the district’s expectations. The obvious and easy to 

answer requests, suggested also by the parish priest and the Dean, concerned the livability of 

spaces for leisure and the requalification of mobility with bicycle paths and safe walkways. 

The project proposal involved the construction of a roof garden on top of an underground 

parking in front of the church and the school, that looked like a semi-deserted area which 

would eventually fall into a serious state of disrepair. The area involved in the project easily 

gained better usability with small wooden structures, re-cycling objects and fabrics for City 

information panels used to create a path having meeting points. The simple design of a small 

park was a target on which to converge the activation of the energy of the place giving 

identity to space and to return to the area a dignified character. 

 

 
Figure 2. Borgata Vittoria projects, Turin 

Catania 
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 Another object of the G124’s for mending project is Librino in Catania. Librino 

represents the ambition of the seventies and its failure to build a New Town, the utopia that 

saw in modernity the redemption for a better future. More than 70,000 people now live in an 

area built physically near the town but socially far away, because it lacks the necessary 

quality of public space and essential services. This area is not far away in space but in the 

minds of the people, who consider this a remote place. The project starting from this premise, 

foresaw a humble and simple work, which involved listening, awareness and friendship. 

Within this district town hidden hope was discovered by young daredevils, the Brigands, who 

by their resilience remained and worked with young people, to teach the art of the sport, 

loyalty and friendship. The mending work began with these Brigands and with the Brancati 

school to identify the problems to be solved through creativity. Within a few months the 

mending work, almost invisible, facilitated the reconstruction of a dialogue amongst the 

municipality, the Briganti, the gardeners, the school, the Ance and other actors. The G124 

results have activated a network of dialogue resulting in the resolution of some problems: 

planning together they come to share a plan, realized thanks to the generosity of many. 

 

 
Figure 3. Librino Parks project, Catania 

 

 

3.   EXEMPLAR CASE STUDIES 

 

 To rehabilitate the concept of periphery it is necessary to do away with the prejudice that 

the periphery is an eccentric place, not only because it is outside the city center, but above all 

it is an open space, and an unconditioned experimental laboratory
1
. From the political and 

economic point of view, in the last decades the major changes in progress at the global level 

are subverting any prejudice on the center-periphery relationship. In fact, in emerging 

countries, the periphery is taking the leading role for growth and a positive transition.  

As a matter of fact in 1979, Renzo Piano already indicated the operating strategies in his 

                                                 
1  The word laboratory concerns very different experiences: Renzo Piano and Giancarlo De Carlo have complementary 

approaches and common issues such as the active participation of the inhabitants in the design stage and in the following 

construction phase; the full integration among analysis, plan and project; the concept of recovery as a great opportunity 

for urban redesign; the holistic approach to physical knowledge of the city. Otherwise the two experiences differ even in 

their name: in De Carlo’s perspective, the laboratory had a semantic connotation and was founded on the relationship 

between the city and the community that over time expressed it, between “Spazio e Società”, between the inner 

hierarchies that govern this system of relations and the urban morphology resulting from it; for Piano is instead a 

workshop, a place of collective job that investigates the physical signs imprinted in the history of the place but also in its 

collective knowledge, maybe only latent, in which the culture of doing it is expressed. 
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preservation project for the center of Otranto, realized with the active participation of the 

inhabitants, who remained in the area near their work places. One of the crucial policies was 

to give attention to the problems and needs emerging directly from the environment.  

To rehabilitate suburban areas new conceptual and operational trends are required, but 

beyond mending projects few successful experiences have been achieved in run-down urban 

areas.  

The issue is at the origin. This can be partly attributable to the loss of identity of the 

buildings due to the repetition and modularity required for large-scale design, and partly due 

to the urban model, incoherent with the individual choices. New interventions in 

environments already completed are both necessary and challenging. 

The initiative by the G124, however, arose from the observation of a condition of 

extreme suffering of many suburbs of major Italian cities. On several occasions, the complete 

analysis of those districts led to drastic design research proposals concerning the demolition 

of parts or of entire groups of buildings, as though the only solution to social and physical 

decay of the suburbs was to remove the problem at its root. In most cases the great dimension 

model showed its shortcomings for two main reasons: first of all because of an excessive 

concentration of people, in poverty and minority conditions; and secondly because of the lack 

of services and the geographic isolation, in respect to main central urban places, where work, 

culture and leisure facilities are found, and there by increasing the marginal condition 20.  

 

 
Figure 4. Corviale building, Rome 

 

 In Rome, Corviale
1
 is a typical example of what was supposed to embody the utopia of 

the city in a single building. A sort of social machine that over the years testified to the 

negative outcome of this model. In particular, for this visionary project, the criticism arose 

from the very first allocation of the housing, followed by illegal occupation of the fourth floor 

that was supposed to host all the essential services, an indispensable component for residential 

use.  

 Consequently, missing schools, commercial shops, cultural and recreational spaces, the 

inhabitants (about 8500 people) of this one kilometer long town are suffering isolation from 

the city, without the advantages of country life. 

                                                 
1  Corviale (1972-1982) has long been the most ambitious architectural project of Istituto Case Popolari, that with it had to give 

shape to of Le Corbusier’s rationalist utopia. Mario Fiorentino, author of this intervention with a large group of Italian valued 

architects and engineers, including Federico Gorio, Pietro Maria Lugli, Giulio Sterbini, Michele Valori and Riccardo 

Morandi who coordinated the structural project, stated that Viennese Karl Marx-Hof was one of his references for Corviale. 

After two decades during which Corviale represented the degradation of the metropolitan suburbs, it is now the topic of 

international projects and cultural initiatives for the solution of the social problem that sets it apart. (ref. http://corviale.it/). 
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 Before ATER’s
1
 project to regenerate Corviale and the Green Kilometer project for the 

rehabilitation of the 4th floor, several design proposals had been put forward and in some 

instances even proposed the possibility of demolition and replacement of the building with 

eight apartment houses. 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Pruit-Igoe, St. Louis, Missouri, before and after 

 

 

The issue of the demolition contrasts with the difficult economic sustainability of the 

intervention in itself, especially for the disposal of waste material derived from the 

demolition.  

Among the best known demolition of public housing interventions we can recall the US 

experience that determined the end of the Modern, as declared Charles Jenks
2
, namely the 

demolition of 33 housing blocks that made up the Pruitt-Igoe district
3
, one of many suburban 

building complexes characterized by a large dimension and social degradation, built above all 

in the decades of the Seventies and Eighties in various parts of the Western world 5, 10, 12. 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Laurentino 38 neighborhood, Rome 

                                                 
1  ATER is the acronym of Azienda territoriale per l'edilizia residenziale (Territorial public company for residential 

buildings). 
2  Jencks, C., 2002, New Paradigm in Architecture: The Language of Post-Modernism, Yale University Press, New Haven.  
3  MinoruYamasaki designed Pruitt-Igoe, St. Louis Missouri, in 1954 – 1955. The demolition began less than 20 years later, 

in 1972. 
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 For example, some of the bridges connecting different blocks of the residential complex 

of Laurentino 38
1
 in Rome, places of violence and crime, have already been demolished.  

 The decision to demolish constructions also corresponds to defeat of the cities, which 

assumed the responsibility for not being able to find a sustainable solution to the problem.  

 The so-called Vele di Scampia
2
 (Naples) suffered the same destiny. In the project 

concerning their gradual demolition only one construction will be maintained and undergo a 

massive recovery program to be use for public offices. 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Scampia, Naples. General view of the remaining “sails”. Photo by Federica Zappalà 
 

 A crucial reflection concerns the reasons for the decline in the quality of public spaces 

rather than private ones, and the difficulty for public property to keep alive a sense of 

belonging in marginal communities located there. 

 As in the American situation, even in the Roman and Neapolitan examples, the marginal 

conditions of the inhabitants, placed at the edge of the town, do not seem to allow for 

effective and long-lasting regeneration. Therefore the settlement model seems inappropriate, 

if to give a degree of decorum in interventions on the peripheries it is necessary to find an 

alternative use rather than that of public housing 2,3. 

 In Scampia, an office district, and in St. Louis a large urban park, these are experiments 

to come to the proposal for an Anglo-Saxon urban model that characterized the project of the 

demolition for the problematic Roman district of Tor Bella Monaca
3
 and its reconfiguration 

according to the New Urbanism
 
model

4
. 

 The urban renewal program for Tor Bella Monaca dates back to 2010 and was supported 

by the mayor of the city who requested Leon Krier to submit a proposal for this neighboor-

hood. Tor Bella Monaca took inspiration from the previous renowned English experience of 

New Urbanism by Leon Krier, the creator of the suburb of Poundbury, promoted by the 

Prince of Wales. Poundbury, however, adopted the New Urbanist model without having to 

deal with the restoration of a place characterized by social deprivation.  

                                                 
1  built between 1974 and 1984 by a design team led by Pietro Barucci, the neighborhood is organized around a ring road 

of about 4km and is characterized by so-called "bridges", originally 11, pedestrian bridges constructions that allow the 

crossing of the main road ring linking the housing units and the green areas and where it was thought to arrange shops 

and services. Below, the cars were kept away from pedestrians.
 

2  The seven Vele (sails) of Scampia are big-city buildings with sloping floors, designed by the architect Franz Di Salvo and 

built between 1962 and 1975.  
3  Tor Bella Monaca was born as a workers village on an ancient site characterized by many sight towers of the fourteenth-

century, to be hit by a huge amount of unlicensed constructions in the years after World War II and in the Sixties. 
4  New Urbanism movement calls for redesigning neighborhoods so that they were less dense, closer to a classic 

contextualization as that of the garden cities, less oriented toward automobile travel and more conducive to walking and 

bicycling, and a smooth transition between urban allotments and the surrounding countryside. New Urbanism calls for 

involving people in shaping their own community. 
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Figure 8. Tor Bella Monaca neighborhood, Rome 

 

 

 The proposal to replace the problematic system of Tor Bella Monaca, characterized by 

high-rise buildings with considerable housing density, and few residential buildings with 

gardens, implicates a massive extension of the new hypothesized district, with significant land 

use and which is partly in conflict with the basic issues of the New Urbanist movement that 

tends to favor the pedestrian prevalence of the system. 

 Other projects for Tor Bella Monaca aimed to regenerate the whole neighborhood 

through soil project strategies, such as greenery and open public spaces. The studies start from 

a careful reading of the status quo and offer punctual and sustainable intervention proposals 

with the objective of restoring the urban identity to the neighborhood [8, 9]. 

 Even in the US, where the movement has taken on a certain importance, creating suburbs 

characterized by low residential units with urban gardens and public green areas spread 

uniformly, the residential system is a mix of housing and services that increase the quality of 

everyday life. 
 

 
 

Figure 9. Tor Bella Monaca, Rome, soil project strategies [8, p. 254] 

 

 The successful aspect is the involvement of local communities, much the same as in any 

social class or culture 22. 
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4.   BEST PRACTICES 

 

“To not die architecture must involve those who are directly or indirectly users of it. It 

will not be easy, because the society is more and more intricate. But this is the beauty of the 

period we are living” [22]. In essence, the democratic involvement of stakeholders in the 

design of its territory is according to Giancarlo De Carlo key to undertake a journey to the 

sense of belonging to contemporary places 7. In suburbs characterized by youth 

unemployment leading to social problems, designing bottom up with self-construction tools is 

a good practice that makes for sustainable redevelopment efforts and ensures a long service 

life because a community that builds its place feels good about it and has an interest in 

maintaining it. 

The therapy of repairing the wounds of habitation and mending the separation within the 

suburbs starts from the nurturing of human relationships in our communities. Through 

awareness policies it is possible to block the strong inhomogeneity that grips the spontaneous 

architecture of the suburbs, which is not polymorphic architecture, but no architecture.  

Architecture can reduce individualism by eliminating the small scale and sometimes 

unnecessary privacy barriers that make neighbors unknown to one another. The space culture 

must be measured with the scale of the geography. Architecture rediscovers the need to act on 

collective places to regenerate society by reviewing some of the assumptions that have roots 

in the origin of the Modern 21. 

 Possible best practice actions are: 

 

#1.  Streamlining the decision-making processes 

 Involving service users through focus groups and consultations with stakeholders. 

 Using methods such as Planning for real and Multicriteria Evaluation suggesting targeted 

interventions on a single objective and on specific areas.  

 Giving particular attention should be paid to the goals achievable in the short term. 

#2.  Sustainable redevelopment 

 The sustainable design and performance of materials is an important aspect in the 

construction sector for production and transport, a major cause of environmental impact.  

 In Europe, the choice of high ecological efficiency materials, preferably locally produced, 

is a fundamental prerogative, with particular attention to the reuse of materials (strategy from 

construction to demolition DFR - Design For Recycling and DFD - Design For 

Deconstruction / Dismanteling. 

 

#3. Involvement and Participatory planning 

 Education and active citizen involvement in events sponsored by local interests.  

 Creating Events bottom-up and development of joint projects.  

 Participation of local communities in the process of redevelopment. The process of 

building and/or retraining must be characterized by interoperability between the various 

sectors involved 16. 

#4.  New forms of living 

 Co-housing is an approach that permits experimentation with new forms of partnerships 

between public and private entities, resulting in different solution from the mechanical 



Public Space and Sustainable Regeneration 

 

 
  

P r o c e e d i n g s 
of the International Conference on Changing Cities III: 
Spatial, Design, Landscape & Socio-economic Dimensions 
Syros, Delos, Mykonos Islands, Greece ● June 26-30, 2017 
ISBN: 978-618-5271-12-1 

217 

 

approach of Unité d'habitation. Planning working spaces and services are run directly by 

users 4, 11, 16. 

 

#5.  Policies for agricultural production and use of productive land 

 Consuming products in the local food chain Km 0, reusing structures and urban voids for 

the production and distribution of products.  

 Giving preference to local markets and attend fairs organized by farmers.  

 Mapping and sharing via hi-tech platforms a ranking of the soils affected by land 

degradation phenomenon and encouraging the development of local agricultural 

production not only to timely and independent level but integrated into synergistic 

systems of land management.  

 Transfering the know-how and the results in order to promote the spread of best practices 

among the population 18. 

#6.  New lifestyles and daily habits 

The use of parks, gardens and green areas of the city, making them accessible and safe, 

even in the evening hours must allow and facilitate, also for the morale and welfare of the 

citizen 19. 

 

#7.  Activation of micro-economies and start up 

"Locating a suburb with a strong youth unemployment means redesigning places and 

directing physical situations to the creation of start-ups, or activities and crafts related to 

technology. The use of a model of small workshops (craft and technology) in metropolitan 

areas, especially if associated with universities, have had great innovational effects. " [1]. 

 

 

4.  CONCLUSIONS 

 

As can be seen from the illustration of some good practices, all aimed at the physical and 

social regeneration of peripheral neighborhoods, the mending projects are not enough to 

regenerate parts of the suburbs having severe deprivation conditions and, like all patch-ups, 

sooner or later show new injuries. This is because mending projects are only small projects 

aimed at solving some problems, partiality for those related to maintenance. Due to economic 

and political difficulties, the majority of the urban populations still live in suburbs with 

marginalization and social exclusion. This is the result of a development process that did not 

take into account the social quality of the settlements, and so far has not been able to find 

concrete answers to fill the gaps, since mending projects cannot solve persistent problems. 

The adoption of best practices, while reactivating the participation of local communities 

which is essential for a correct long-term perspective approach to the project, may be 

insufficient and incomplete for the need to give a clear identity and sense of belonging for the 

inhabitants, as well as participatory decision-making power and quality and comfort 

concerning the interventions. 

This latter objective, unfortunately, does not belong to the people and it is not derived 

from the social actions that they undertake (participatory decision-making power), but is 

highly dependent on the political will of dedicating funds to directly targeted interventions. 
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While there is an increasingly widespread awareness that it is not necessary to occupy 

virgin soil nor to densify the building fabric, i.e. manufacture where it is possible and retrain 

where it is required, between drastic solutions one must be reconsider selective demolition.  

In order to facilitate to the extent possible integration and interaction amongst people it 

may be useful to construct housing dedicated to people from different cultural backgrounds, 

with different multicultural targets and financial resources so not to create new ghettos. 
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