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Venice is a unique city that was created by the people for the people. Tourists need to be sensitized to the historic, 
environmental, and cultural factors that shape this uniqueness to better understand why things in Venice are the way they 
are. When tourists comprehend the broader context in which Venice is embedded, there are chances that they will appreciate 
its distinctiveness even more and take part in the collective enjoyment of the city, rather than the collective exploitation of it. 

However, Venice could do more to invite interested visitors from all over the world and give them deeper insights into the 
functioning and the very soul of the city. The problem is the lack of information about the existence of activities that allow 
interaction among people. Elaborating on the example of “Welcome to my workshop!”, a successful initiative realized by 
ArtSystem bringing schools to visit the Venetian craftsmen workshops, could be a way forward for the public administration 
in devising similar programmes to safeguard this rich intangible heritage and reinforce relations between citizens and 
tourists.

Reflections were further made on best practices in historic cities that seek to achieve a socially, culturally and economically 
sustainable development. One of the central problems identified were the vested interests which steer and bias development 
processes in Venice. Again, a call was made to improve administrative structures and management policies and to develop 
a healthier connection between culture and economy. When the overall challenges are complex and extensive, the first step 
has to be to break the problem down into smaller units, which can be addressed one after the other.

While historic cities like Venice certainly need to invest in preservation, they 
should not forget that contemporary development and change are unavoidable and 
can be positive. However, in order to maximize the positive effects and minimize 
the negative repercussions, the process of change needs to be managed. Good 
planning, management and governance mechanisms, as well as strong civic 
participation, are indispensable and the magic ingredient to achieve them is quality 
leadership. Cities like Santiago de Compostella, Barcelona and Amsterdam, offer 
interesting models for Venice to consider. 

Venice has a great chance to embrace the creative industries and to form part 
of European knowledge economy, clearly an EU priority. It should seek to offer 
residents and visitors an authentic ‘quality experience’ and use its competitive 
advantage for the benefit of the greatest number of people, with shared values and 
aspirations that set out what Venice stands for and where it is going. One of the 
key questions is which systems of change should be reversed and which should 
be respected and tolerated. The concept of ‘heritage heroes’, individuals who act 
to enable living historic cities, was introduced with reference to a recent BBC 
World television series on heritage preservation across Europe. The promotion of 
innovation and excellence in Venice could be replicated. 

Picking up on the above-arguments, participants debated how to communicate to 
local authorities and decision-making levels their deep and shared dissatisfaction with the current situation. Several speakers 
advocated the creation of a strong civil forum to better inter-link with policy-makers, and find common grounds for the 
expression of private and public interests. It was noted that Venice had already witnessed the emergence of strong social 
forums and citizen associations, a unique case in Italy, with strong and well-organized diversified grassroots participation. 

Part of the discussion revolved around the question of knowledge transfer and how historical cities across Europe and 
the Mediterranean (Alger and Marseille, for example) can learn from each other and share best practices. To some degree, 
Venice’s situation is unique, but a cross-national dialogue (a “Venice forum”) could nevertheless bring new ideas and move 
development forward. 

It was remarked that, to the detriment of its population, Venice lives too much in the past and too little in the present. 
The city needs new strategies to revitalize itself and transmit its unique cultural heritage, tangible and intangible, 
to new generations. Property prices must be brought down to a reasonable level so that creative people and young 
families have a chance to settle here. For too long, Venice’s development has been only dictated by the interests of 
mass tourism. As shown by the dramatic and continuous decrease in the resident population, it is now evident that 
this approach has impoverished this city and that, consequently, new priorities focusing on quality of living must 
emerge. Intangible cultural heritage can only remain alive when it is recognized as such by the communities, groups or 
individuals that create, embody and transmit it.
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Venice aspires to be an international capital of culture and arts. Its range of creative industries, spanning from glass-making 
to textiles, decoration to performing arts, contemporary art to music, is indeed impressive. Yet more could and should be 
done to harness the creative potential of this city, particularly with respect to Venice’s application to become European 
Capital of Culture in 2019.  Various perspectives and examples were offered. 

The question ‘What makes a creative city?’ was first conceptualized by highlighting concepts such as fabric, density, platform, 
and balance. It is often said that creativity is facilitated by the specific social fabric of a city that encourages artistic and 
creative activities. In Europe, Berlin is one of the prime examples of a creative city, where cheap rents and beautiful spaces 
attract artists from all over the world. Berlin offers both inexpensive living and an exceptional density of cultural activity, 
whereas a city like Paris lacks the former and many Eastern European capitals lack the latter.
 

Creativity is also connected to the idea of a platform, where 
creative people meet, interact, and start new projects; a 
place where opportunities are created and seized. Such a 
platform requires a certain density of creative activity as 
well as a diversity of protagonists to work and produce 
synergies.

Finally, creativity appears to rely on a balance between public 
and private investment and ownership. It is a balance that 
has to be adjusted to every country’s specific environment. 
Perhaps most importantly, creative cities require a strong 
image that attracts creative people to come and work in 
them. As artists move freely within the globalized world, 
competition to attract creative people has become much 
stronger in recent years. 

An overview of cultural and creative industries theory was provided with the proposal to use the conceptual framework 
of “Creative Atmosphere”, as a potential city agenda for Venice articulated in four layers: Local networks of cultural 
creativity, Culture factories, Micro-services and Meta-clusters. Cultural and creative industries refer to a range of economic 
activities which are concerned with the generation or exploitation of knowledge and information. Creativity, in the words of 
Herbert Simon, is the capacity to solve problems. It is important in business contexts to spark innovation and new product 
development and it is equally important in social contexts, where creativity can help to improve the quality of living together. 
It is this latter dimension that should be considered as a priority for Venice.

Via network analysis a map of creative clusters can be generated, that show where cultural events exist. With its unique 
cultural heritage and material culture, Venice possesses distinctive creative knowledge that needs to be passed on from 
generation to generation. Because of its density provided by the limitations of physical space, Venice’s creative micro-
activities should be able to cluster and generate ideas for new development. Policy-makers should particularly invest in 
forward-looking creative activities that bear potential to impact substantially on social quality.

The organization of the literary festival Incroci di Civilità was illustrated for its positive externalities for the city. The festival’s 
concept is to invite prominent intellectuals from all over the world to speak and present their works in Venice, but also to 
live and work in Venice for an extended period of time as writers-in-residence. The festival thereby seeks to encourage new 
writing on or inspired by Venice that can make a contribution to the creative revitalization of the city. Literature becomes a 
way to move people. Writers explore Venice from a variety of angles and, as already argued earlier, produce new stories that 
shape Venetian identity. Initiatives such as the Incroci di Civilità can bring an international artistic community in touch with 
Venice, and therefore prove to be very positive in terms of revitalizing the city’s cultural and creative atmosphere.

The example of the new theater Teatro Fondamenta Nuove was presented to illustrate another way in which new initiatives 
can contribute to processes of creative revitalization in Venice. This theater for emerging artists and new artistic expressions, 
with a focus on contemporary performing arts, is a place geared towards residents rather than tourists. It is a private theater 
running on a modest budget, but it nevertheless tries to craft a diverse and balanced programme that caters to different 
tastes and involves young people from Venice. This way, the theater not only covers a previously empty niche of the cultural 
offer in Venice, but also stimulates the local community –especially youth, be they involved as the audience or as prospective 
artists and performers – by offering the opportunity to familiarize with some of the most valuable international trends in the 
fields of music, dance, theater and performing arts. Some of the programming and production strategies also include the use 
of residency both to support artists as well as to create a stronger sense of community for different audiences.

Subsidies for such innovative cultural activities – which 
also create job opportunities and have an economic 
dimension – are unfortunately very scarce, whereas costly 
opera productions are often co-financed for huge amounts 
without hesitation.

It was argued that Venice, and Italy as a whole, is facing a 
severe cultural crisis. Public subsidies for cultural activities 
are being cut in the aftermath of the financial crisis and 
many young people leave for study or job opportunities 
elsewhere, thus compromising the very future of this city 
and country. Cultural organizations are expected to deliver 
the same results with less money and have to rethink 
their fundraising strategies. In the case of the Venetian 
Centre for Baroque Music, activities are largely financed 
by international companies and charitable individuals who 

love Baroque music and recognize Venice as a place where significant musical innovation took place. This represents an 
alternative mode of operation in the absence of public support and public cultural policies, but it certainly does not offer the 
possibility of long-term planning, management or security.

Participants agreed that Venice needs to become more active in attracting national and international artists as well as young 
and creative people. A first step into this direction could be to offer more support to students and creators, encouraging 
them to live and work in Venice through adequate policies for housing, social and cultural services, etc. The need for a 
better cultural policy emerged as a central issue of debate as participants argued that the grand cultural institutions such 
as landmark museums and opera houses surely deserved funding, but that the micro-activities in contemporary and creative 
fields must not be forgotten either.

Session 4

Creativity
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The workshop on culture and development in Venice brought together many different participants, approaches and 

perspectives. It showed that there is a great interest in the safeguarding, development, and enrichment of Venice’s cultural 

heritage – both tangible and intangible – and that there unfortunately exists no easy solution for the many challenges ahead. 

Three basic questions have been the background of the discussions underlying all issues raised during the workshop: ‘What 

do we want to do?’, ‘For whom are we doing it?’, ‘Who decides?’

The term ‘cultural heritage’ has considerably changed content in recent decades, partially owing to the instruments 

developed by UNESCO. Cultural heritage does not end at monuments and collections of objects. It also includes traditions or 

living expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, 

social practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and 

skills to produce traditional crafts. 

The brand of Venice is of inestimable value all over the world. Venice has a touristic vocation, yet most of this tourism is a 

mass tourism from which the city does not benefit as it could be able to do. 

Venice is seen as a metropolis and as an international city. It is a UNESCO World Heritage site since 1987 and is running to 

become European Capital of Culture in 2019. It attracts intellectuals, researchers, artists and students. These personalities 

should interact and become part of the city to turn it into a laboratory for new kind of practices. 

As the cultural system of Venice is changing, there 

is a definite need for administrative guidance, sound 

administration, and strategic planning. One of the central 

challenges for the future clearly is the improvement of 

relations between the local community and policy-makers 

so as to avoid legislation that caters to the interests of a 

chosen few, instead of the many. All policy decision making 

should consider the needs of various stakeholders.

As written in the Codice dei Beni Culturali e del Paesaggio, 

Decreto Legislativo 22 gennaio 2004, n. 42, cooperation is 

fundamental to ensure the preservation of cultural heritage:

La tutela e la valorizzazione del patrimonio culturale concorrono a preservare la memoria della comunità nazionale e 

del suo territorio e a promuovere lo sviluppo della cultura.

E’ compito dello Stato, delle regioni, delle città metropolitane,delle province e dei comuni assicurare e sostenere la 

conservazione del patrimonio culturale e favorirne la pubblica fruizione e la valorizzazione. 

La valorizzazione consiste nell’esercizio delle funzioni e nella disciplina delle attività dirette a promuovere la conoscenza 

del patrimonio culturale e ad assicurare le migliori condizioni di utilizzazione e fruizione pubblica del patrimonio stesso, 

anche da parte delle persone diversamente abili, al fine di promuovere lo sviluppo della cultura.

Certainly, Italy is currently a very difficult country for 
cultural organizations to operate in. It is often forgotten that 
cultural activities have a cost, even though they in turn offer 
considerable direct, indirect and induced revenues. More 
importantly, cultural activities and innovation have a positive 
impact not only on economic terms, but also in improving 
the quality of life and the capacities of communities to 
manage change.

Old and new cultural centers should extend their 
collaboration to create greater externalities and impact on 
all segments of society. In the domain of performing arts, 
a proposal was made to re-conceptualize the Venetian 
Carnevale from a low-brow artificial event for the masses 
into a high-quality theater festival closer to its creative roots 
in the 1980s. 

In spite of all the cultural beauty Venice has to offer, participants felt that Venice was a “creative desert”, too focused on 
the past to allow for contemporary development. Since 1932 Venice has hosted the Venice International Film Festival but the 
cinema offer throughout the year is extremely poor. Tourists are kept within a reduced monoculture, only based on what they 
see and often fail to understand, because information on other cultural activities is poor and the interaction with the local 
communities very limited. This is a severe deficiency and should be changed as soon as possible. 

In sum, Venice offers a fantastic setting for creative activities and holds great promise for development within the 
coming years, provided that the administration and decision-makers can lead the right way.
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Recalling the recognition of Venice and its Lagoon as of outstanding universal value and its related inscription in 1987 on the 

World Heritage list, the local authorities, led by the Municipality and supported by the UNESCO Venice Office, are working 

on the preparation of a Management Plan for the site: this could be the ideal opportunity to agree on a joint and shared 

programme of activities, involving all relevant stakeholders in the management of this complex site, and helping to shape 

and introduce a new strategic, sustainable vision for the future of Venice.

Restoration activities, which will continue throughout the next decades, need to be carried out with a broader vision 

of what the function of restored buildings should be, shifting the inhabitants and their quality of life back to the 

center of the scene. Tourist flows need to be managed better for the benefit of both tourists and residents and the 

asymmetry between tourists, the inhabitants and workers needs to be solved. Venice’s unique amphibious civilization 

must be protected and given opportunities for social renewal.

Last but not least, Venice should become a magnet for creative people who together craft a new and exciting chapter 

of Venetian identity. The main challenge is to let Venetians – especially youth – come back and live in their city. 

Different organizations and individuals have visions of and aspirations for a better Venice. Yet fragmented as these 

actors are, they are unlikely to make a long-term impact on the city’s administration. A civil forum can be created to 

unite ideas for improvement and give residents a stronger voice in decision-making processes. 

The strengths and weaknesses of Venice are the uniqueness and variety of its cultural and natural heritage, but the 

lack of a strategy, good governance and management skills are endangering this heritage, as well as the quality of 

life – and eventually the very existence – of the local communities. In this sense, the question was raised about the 

appropriateness of keeping Venice on the World Heritage list because of the serious threats menacing the future of 

this site.

Annex 1: Agenda

Sunday 19 June 2011
Arrival of participants

Day 1 - Monday 20 June 2011

09:00 	 Registration of participants

09:00 - 09:30	 Opening remarks: 	
	 Engelbert Ruoss, Director, UNESCO Venice Office
	 Jan van der Borg, Professor, Dipartimento di Economia Università Cà Foscari, Venezia
	 Anthony Krause, Head of Culture Unit, UNESCO Venice Office

Session 1. Restoring Venice:  how to better impact economic, social and human development

09:30 - 09:45	 Introduction, by Anna Somers Cocks, Chairman, The Venice in Peril Fund (moderator)

09:45 - 11:15	 Presentations: 
	 - Claudio Menichelli, Soprintendenza per i Beni Ambientali e Architettonici di Venezia
	 - Franco Mancuso, Professor, Facoltà di Architettura, Università IUAV di Venezia
	 - Anna Scavezzon, Consultant, former Technical Director (Restoration) of SACAIM
	 - Paolo Bornello, Architect, W.A.VE. 2001

11:15 - 11:30	 Coffee break

11:30 - 13:00 	 Session 1 Discussion

13:00 - 14:00 	 Lunch break

Session 2. What is quality tourism in Venice? Promoting cultural assets and resources in a historic city

14:00 - 14:15 	 Introduction, by Jan van der Borg, Professor, Dipartimento di Economia, Università Ca’ Foscari (moderator)

14:15 - 16:00 	 Presentations: 
	 - Nicola Callegaro, Responsabile Servizio Turismo Sostenibile - Venice Connected, Comune di Venezia
	 - Chiara Tagliaferro, Ufficio Promozione Interna, Camera di Commercio di Venezia
	 - Arrigo Cipriani, Gruppo Cipriani

16:00 - 16:15	 Coffee break

16:15 - 18.00	 Session 2 Discussion

20:00	 Social Dinner 
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Day 2 - Tuesday 21 June 2011

Session 3. A living heritage? Sustaining the dynamics of intangible cultural heritage

09:00 - 09:15	 Introduction, by Vincenzo Casali, Vice-President, 40xVenezia (moderator)

09:15 - 11:00	 Presentations:
	 - Nelli-Elena Vanzan Marchini, President, Venezia Civiltà Anfibia
	 - Alberto Toso Fei, writer and journalist
	 - Anna Fornezza Girello, President, ArtSystem
	 - Brian Smith, Secretary-General, European Association of Historic Towns and Regions

11:00 - 11:15	 Coffee break

11:15 - 13:00	 Session 3 Discussion

13:00 - 14:00	 Lunch break

Session 4. The making of a Creative City? Prospects and challenges for Venice

14:00 - 14:15	 Introduction, by Martin Bethenod, Director, Palazzo Grassi-Punta della Dogana (moderator)

14:15 - 16:00	 Presentations: 
	 - Walter Santagata, Professor, Dipartimento di Economia, Università di Torino
	 - Shaul Bassi, Associate Professor, Dipartimento di Studi Linguistici e Culturali Comparati, Università 
	 Ca’ Foscari di Venezia / Incroci di Civiltà
	 - Enrico Bettinello, Director, Teatro Fondamente Nuove 
	 - Olivier Lexa, Artistic Director, Venetian Center for Baroque Music

16:00 - 16:15	 Coffee break

16:15 - 17:30	 Session 4 Discussion

17:30 - 18:30	 Wrap-ups by Moderators and Conclusion of the Workshop

20:00	 Social Dinner 
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The urban ecosystem of Venice and its Lagoon is among the most studied urban and environmental systems 
in the world. Acting as neutral broker and facilitator, UNESCO Venice Office has mobilized expertise in the 
interdisciplinary fields of science and culture to identify and discuss the scientific, environmental, cultural and 
socio-economic challenges faced by the World Heritage site of Venice and its Lagoon in the context of global 
change.

This report presents a summary of the results and discussions from the third in a series of four workshops 
that were held to gather the necessary expert inputs needed to evaluate the current situation of Venice and 
its Lagoon and to contribute to a shared sustainable vision for its future. While addressing transversal global 
issues such as tourism, governance, creativity, restoration and revitalization, the workshop report Culture and 
Development: From Restoration to Revitalization also sheds some light on the possible future(s) for the City of 
Venice, in particular concerning the restoration of the city, the enhancement of sustainable and quality tourism, 
the revitalization of a living heritage and the making of a creative city.

The results of the thematic workshops will be used by UNESCO to facilitate the vision, strategy and management 
plan for Venice and its Lagoon, and to prepare in collaboration with the local authorities a follow-up report to the 
one already elaborated by UNESCO in 1969 after the devastating acqua alta of 1966.
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