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From the smart city to the resilient city-region: Redeveloping Italy’s existing 
built environment for the age of climate change 

Dushko Bogunovich and Giovanni Sergi  

 

Raffaele La Capria, in his novel, “Ferito a morte” which was awarded the Strega prize in 1961, 
already talked about Naples, his hometown, describing the transformations it was subject to, 
because of property speculation. 

The Italian Aurelio Peccei, promoted as member of the “Club di Roma”, contributed to the drafting 
of the known report “I limiti dello sviluppo” Limits to growth  published in 1972. It is a report 
drawn up by a group of analysts from MIT Cambridge who modeled the limits to the environmental 
systems’ of the planet to supporting our social-economic system. 

Today in Italy, according to various sources, we have 130 million rooms. We have more than five 
million apartments that are not inhabited. A lot of industrial areas are abandoned, many public 
facilities such as hospitals or schools are disused, a great number of railway and road infrastructures 
is not fully used or sits abandoned. The Italian urban and territorial planning system has not been 
able to harness territorial development effectively in the past decades. Our fragile territory has been 
subject to serious damage because of climate change – storms, fires, floods, land-slides - as well as 
earthquakes. At the same time, valuable farming and wildlife land is being lost to further expansion 
of urban areas. 

We share the opinion of those who think it is necessary to slow down or reduce to zero soil and 
landscape consumption in Italy. We must better mitigate factors which fuel global warming, as well 
as start adapting to whatever climate change-related events will affect us in the future, regardless of 
our (belated) efforts at mitigation. 

This choice means determination to build a strong model of sustainable development, already 
suggested by the European Union, by outlining some environmental *, energy and industrial ** 
policies. As concerns landscape, territorial and urban systems, we need to go beyond the already 
established paradigm of sustainable city – the city that is ‘easy on the nature’ – towards the idea, 
and urgent application, of a city which is able to withstand the ‘nature’s revenge’. Towards that end, 
two emerging concepts appear useful and effective - smart city and resilient city.  

The concept of smart city*** was developed around 2000 to refer to the possibility of using ICT 
tools in order to improve the overall efficiency of urban areas. The concept initially targeted 
streamlining of urban and territorial systems concerning energy, mobility and housing systems. But 
now it also promoted – and already implemented – as a way to improve the overall environmental 
efficiency of the entire urban system. The next stage is likely to be advancing cities, and the 
individual constituent elements in them, towards greater self-sufficiency too. This is in line with one 
of the core principles of urban resilience – reducing (or eliminate, when possible) all types of 
dependency. 
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If we follow the EU call for sustainability, resilience and ‘smartness’, and commit ourselves to re-
planning of existing cities, it seems logical to argue a re-use of the existing built environment by 
applying the most modern technologies. It also means rising the populations’ awareness of the need 
to adapt and prepare, and supporting all forms of cohesive, collaborative local communities.  

Some bodies of the United Nations**** and the EC itself, through a number of reports*****, have 
highlighted that it is necessary to outline a series of forecast, prevention and intervention measures 
to tackle the effect of climate change. This surely has a lot to do with the latest models of ‘smart 
technologies’ of data collection, storage, processing and presenting. But it also has a lot to do with 
enabling communities to use them in an active, conscious, and critical manner. 

Building capacity in the local communities does not preclude the need for reform of the institution 
and the profession of urban and territorial planning and development. It will be necessary to 
implement a series of interdisciplinary measures, consisting of much more than the traditional 
hydraulic engineering works or traditional urban or territorial infrastructure plans. As the climate 
changes, so does the idea what comprises the idea of ‘urban infrastructure’. 

We would like to propose that the future of infrastructure lies in appropriate combinations of three 
new typologies: clean, green and smart infrastructure. By ‘clean’ i/s, we mean applications of a 
bundle of nature-friendly environmental technologies which address energy generation, storage and 
conservation, water supply and waste management. By ‘green’ i/s, we mean a broad array landscape 
architecture, engineering and construction techniques of storm water management, habitat 
conservation and restoration, and food, fiber and fuel farming. By ‘smart’ i/s, we mean various 
forms of large scale ICT for the purposes of public media, private and business communication, 
public utilities monitoring and optimization, and urban environmental management. 

Another point we want to raise is about urban sprawl. This worldwide phenomenon has caused a lot 
of ecological damage in the 20th century and is majorly responsible for the disturbed weather 
patterns we now have in the 21st century. We take the position that what has happened, has 
happened – we now have an enormous low-density, low-rise suburbia and peri-urbia in Italy and we 
cannot roll it back. We should do something constructive with it. The resilience agenda – in 
difference to the sustainability agenda - suggests that not everything about low density is bad, just 
as not everything about high density is good. The risk to human life and property grows with higher 
densities. Also, the environmental and information technologies we advocate cast a different view 
of the subject of urban density. For the environmental technologies – which typically harvesting sun 
or wind energy, or rainfall, or crops – lower density is better. For the ICT – manifested in mobile 
telephony and the internet – the distance and density matters very little or not at all.  

So there are ways to retrofit the suburbia – or the ‘sprawl’ – and make it more sustainable, and 
certainly more resilient, than the denser inner city which is typically totally dependent on urban 
services (infrastructure in the conventional, reticulated sense). 
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Lastly, the concept of resilience itself and its relationship with the smart city idea.  

We propose that a comprehensive model of urban resilience goes beyond a high degree of self-
sufficiency in the built environment, which mainly refers to the design and technology of buildings 
and infrastructure. It must include the individual skills of the people and the capacity of the local 
community to share and collaborate.  

Secondly, we propose that the concepts of the smart city and the resilient city are not in opposition 
or competition. They are complementary and mutually supportive. An ‘intelligent city’ (that is, its 
government and its electorate) certainly knows how important resilience is in the face of the 
challenges of the age of climate change. And the other way around - a resilient city knows how 
powerful ICT is as a tool in maintaining of a high level of resilience.  

Following this last statement, we wish to suggest that a meaningful combination, or integration, of 
these two ideas – resilience and intelligence - suggest a hybrid concept: smart resilience. By that 
term we mean an urban resilience strategy that relies heavily on deployment of ICT hardware and 
software, rather than conventional, hard physical solutions.  

In Italy some recent examples are very interesting: for example “Bologna Blue Ap” Bologna Local 
Urban Environment Adaptation Plan for a Resilient City del 2013. 

 

Dushko Bogunovich, Associate Professor of Urban Design, Unitec Institute of Technology Auckland, New 
Zealand 

Giovanni Sergi, Contract Professor of Town Planning, Department Sciences Architecture, Polytechnic School of 
Genoa University 

 

*CE-European Climatic Adaptation Platform, 2015 
**CE- Strategic Energy  Technologies Information System SETIS – SET Plan - European Industrial Initiatives (EIIs), 2009 
***Conference “Smart cities in Italia” The European House Ambrosetti, 2012  
****UNISDR_How to make cities more resilient, 2012 
*****European Commission-An EU strategy on adaptation to climate change, 2013 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


