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Abstract

Recently, with the beginning of the first works for the MoSE project, it looked like a solution to Venice’s high water problem had been found, after 30 years of discussions and debates; but the citizens of Venice, and the Comune di Venezia itself, are strongly opposing the project, advocating alternative, less expensive solutions. In this paper I try to underline the problematic aspects of MoSE and to explain why I feel this is not a bad project per se, but is lacking in its global approach, failing to take into account all of Venice’s problems, which are not limited to high waters.

The efforts to save Venice from the threats of high water have been going on since the exceptional flood of 1966, and could even take advantage of special laws promulgated by the Italian government in 1973 and 1984. Recently, with the approval and commencement of several phases of the MoSE project, it seemed a solution had drawn closer; yet the Comune di Venezia and many of its citizens, who should be the first to benefit from the project, keep opposing MoSE claiming that alternative solutions exist which could be more effective, less expensive and posing fewer threats to the delicate lagoon environment. Indeed, after examining what MoSE proposes and comparing it to the alternatives, one can’t help wondering what the actual priorities for defending Venice are.
The most prominent aspect of the MoSE project are the mobile barriers to be placed at the three inlets of the lagoon, whose purpose is to seal off the lagoon from the sea during particularly strong events of high tide; this however is not the only content of the project, as other works (the so called “complementary works”) are planned at the inlets, some of which are currently taking place. These secondary works, together with interventions in the historical centre of the city, are supposed (even if their real impact is yet to be fully understood) to help reduce the number of “standard”, less severe high water events, which are way more frequent than the exceptional cases and can’t be prevented by the mobile barriers.
Unfortunately, MoSE’s approach turns out to be problematic under several points of view.

First of all, the three main guiding principles of the special laws (experimentality, graduality and reversibility) aren’t really respected, despite what Consorzio Venezia Nuova claims. Experimentation only took place on a scale model at first, and subsequently on a single barrier at the Lido inlet, which can hardly be considered representative of the whole system: the whole structure can only be tested once it’s completely assembled, and at that time experiments would be of little use, as the barriers would be in place, with the option of removing them no longer viable. This fact also contradicts the graduality principle, because the MoSE project turns out to be a monolithic block, which can only be used once all the works are finished and is useless during its construction. Furthermore, even once it’s been constructed it will be only used as an “on/off” switch, as it was not designed to modulate the inlets’ openings to regulate the tide flow.
As regards reversibility, this is probably the principle which is most open to interpretation: by saying a structure has to be reversible we could mean “visually reversible”, so that it’s invisible when it’s not operated. Or we could refer to the possibility to completely remove it if it turns out to be no longer needed, bringing everything back to its original state. Or maybe we could consider a work to be reversible if it can be modified and adapted to changing conditions, or just to suit new needs and functionalities.
It could be argued that, when taking into account a so called “great work”, reversibility isn’t very meaningful: the structure, be it a suspended bridge, a railway tunnel or a dam, is supposed to be huge, intrusive and to change the environment permanently. We could say that the purpose of a great work is to be irreversible, so as to adapt the environment to man’s needs. In my opinion, though, Venice’s case is so particular and unique that the risk of damaging the city or the lagoon ecosystem must not be taken lightly; therefore the choice to require reversibility in the project is quite a sensible one.

But if this is the case, how is MoSE reversible? It’s obviously “visually reversible”, as the barriers are submerged most of the time and the complementary works shape the inlets in a non-radical way (even if the Bacan artificial island and some of the artifical cliffs are frowned upon by some); but if we consider the other meanings of the concept, then there is no trace of reversibility in the project: once the foundations are completed, removing them would be a nightmare, and certainly a costly one. If we give credit to several scientists, the estimated sea level increase in the next years for which the barriers are calibrated is an optimistic one: with a more realistic estimate it turns out the barriers would end up needing to be used way too many times, reaching the point where they couldn’t always be used when needed, to prevent the degradation of the lagoon environment caused by the seal-off of the sea. At that point removal wouldn’t be an option because of the aforementioned irreversibility, so we might end up with four and a half billion euros lying at the bottom of the sea. Moreover, the barriers won’t be able to be adapted to unforeseen changes, and can’t really have any other use (maybe with the exception of a tourist attraction): even the underwater maintenance tunnel couldn’t be put to use for different purposes.

From what we’ve said, it seems MoSE’s priority was that of “visual reversibility”; but is this really the most important aspect of reversibility Venice needs? Would it really be that traumatic for the lagoon if the inlets had some kind of visible barriers (either inflatable dams or self-sinking ships), which on the other hand could be easily removed or relocated if needed, and which would cost just a fraction of what MoSE requires?

Another aspect which makes MoSE’s approach problematic is that its main focus is to protect the city from the strongest floods (like the one of 1966): it’s true that the extraordinary events are the most dangerous ones, but they’re also rare, and for the people who live in Venice an important priority is also to avoid the moderate but frequent high waters which, even if not as damaging, are still a drawback to the activities in the city. Not only this, but it’s clear that since 1966, when the public attention mostly focused on the floods, other problems have arisen for the city, in particular the lagoon degradation and the socio-economic situation.

The water quality in the lagoon has seriously degraded for a number of reasons: the pollution caused by the industrial area of Marghera, the continuous transit of large ships, especially oil tankers and cruise ships, and the decreased amount of sediments coming from the sea and the rivers, which is causing a constant deepening of the underwater floor and the disappearance of the characterizing elements of this kind of environment, with all the related problems. It’s true that a lagoon is by nature in an unstable equilibrium, and some could argue that artificially maintaining this equilibrium wouldn’t be natural at all: if nature really took its course at this time, the lagoon would end up being a sea bay. Yet once again I think the lagoon is too precious and unique a resource to let it degrade: it’s one of the largest humid zones of the Mediterranean area, rich in flora and fauna which would disappear if the lagoon turned into a bay; and just as in the past the Venetians worked hard to prevent the canals and the lagoon from becoming clogged by the sediment excess, I don’t see why every effort shouldn’t be made now, when the opposite problem is presenting itself, to preserve the environment and its delicate equilibrium.
Venice’s socio-economic situation is also problematic: the city has become more and more just a tourist attraction, while the local population (especially the young people) is leaving the town, and commuting if needed. Living in Venice is indeed expensive and often full of discomforts: the obvious problems of high water, the difficulty in acquiring everyday’s items, the high cost of apartments, the slow means of transportation; basically, the city can’t structurally keep the pace with contemporary society. This means the city is facing the real risk of becoming little more than a theme park, full of tourists but also “lifeless”, with most of its current citizen leaving town, while those who remain would be reduced to little more than commuting “employers of the theme park”; maybe this is an overdramatic vision, but there are currently signs and facts pointing to such an evolution of the situation.
Seen under this light, MoSE seems to “come up short”. It’s true, there are certainly some debatable technical aspects (the overall cost, the problem of resonating barriers, the high maintenance costs, the need for an automated control to prevent the barriers from flipping over…), but overall the mobile barrier system is not a bad project per se, even if somewhat too complex and “optimistic”. What to me feels wrong is MoSE’s global approach to the “Venice problem”, which doesn’t seem to take into consideration all of the aforementioned problems, or at least not in a synergetic way; furthermore, it must be noted that the project dates back to the 80’s and that, in order to try to speed up things, the government appointed the Consorzio Venezia Nuova as the only company for the works, without a contract bidding or a comparison with other viable solutions. Unfortunately this choice didn’t really speed up anything, and now no other projects are being considered, even if the Comune di Venezia has collected a good number of them. Moreover, these alternative (or complementary) projects tend to have a broader and more efficient approach; the one I find the most interesting is the proposal of building a tourist harbour at the Lido inlet, so as to relocate the ferry and cruise ships traffic, preventing it from entering the lagoon and the historic part of the city. The harbour structure itself would also help reduce the inlet opening, which is a feature strongly requested by the city of Venice in order to help reduce the number of high water events, but which is not contemplated in the MoSE project; this, together with some kind of movable, temporary dams, would help control and prevent both the strong and the minor floods, but also (together with the currently planned morphological recovery works) help contrast the lagoon degradation.
My point is that the priorities in defending Venice should be clearly defined. At the moment it seems like most of the interventions are focused on floods protection, as MoSE demonstrates. Going down this path, even if MoSE worked perfectly the risk would be to end up preserving a “dead” city, an amusement park, as I said earlier: I believe the project to save Venice from high water should be put more into context, in order to generate a more synergetic solution which could take into account all of the city needs and priorities. The proposal of a “bipolar city” urban plan, which would interconnect Mestre and Venice in a single urban reality, is an example of what could be done to help better the socio-economic situation: improving the infrastructures, for example with the “sublagunare” underground train line, and requalifying several settlements, both in Venice (like the Arsenale area) and in Mestre, could be the first steps in the right direction. Pairing such a plan with the aforementioned alternative, “global approach” solutions is, in my very humble opinion, what can give Venice the most chances of being kept both alive and dry.
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