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An Information System for the Analysis
of Historic City Centres and Areas:
The Programme of the Region of Sicily

Francesco Bocchi, Fernando Lugli*

Modern technology makes it possible to deal with cognitive problems of
ever greater dimensions and, allowing the processing of data in »real-time«,
makes it possible to develop working methodologies which bring together
sources and information of various kinds.

The study of forms of settlement (cities and territory) is by its very
nature multidisciplinary and suggests, as a common instrument for the
utilisation of sources, the correlation between each piece of information
and the territorial area to which it refers.

In Italy, the relationship between the planning of a given area and the
history of that area is very strong: the identification and application of
appropriate development models presupposes, however, that the historical
information about the birth and evolution of settlements be made acces-
sible with the methodology and technology currently used for planning.

For this reason, the public bodies responsible for territorial planning
have an interest in the systematic acquisition of historical information in
order to evaluate the environmental impact of new developments.

In this context, a programme has been approved by the Italian Prime
Minister's Office for a special data census of the environmental and cultu--
ral heritage of the Region of Sicily which will constitute the initial nucleus
of a data base and will at a later stage be further developed by the autho-
rities responsible for environmental protection and planning.

The specific aims of the programme are:

- to carry out the mapping of the territory in order to localise the infor-
mation and represent the themes in the data bank;

- to provide the necessary professional training for the young people
employed in the special census and to promote the creation on their
part of firms which, at a later stage, will continue to operate in various
sectors included in the programme;

- to create new materials to be used for educational purposes in primary

* Address all communications to Francesca Bocchi, University of Bologna, Di
partimento di Discipline Storiche, Largo Trombetti 1, 1-40126 Bologna, Italy;
Fernando Lugli, via Aviosto 6, 1-41012 Capri (Modena), Italy.
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and secondary schools and to promote tourism;

- to identify and promote new criteria and methods of conservation of
the cultural and environmental heritage and to plan the professional
retraining necessary for those involved;

- to constitute the initial nucleus of a permanent information system
accessible, both, to public and private institutions.

To achieve these aims, a thousand mostly young people will be em-
ployed, some full-time, some part-time or on an occasional basis. Half of
the 50 billion Italian lire invested will be made available by the national
government and the other half by the Region of Sicily.

Those employed will be organised in small-scale units of no more than
15 to 20 people, each of them will be self-managed and responsible for
carrying out individual parts of the programme, each unit or firm being
fully independent in terms of organisation and management. 70% of the
sum invested will be used to pay staff, 10% to purchase equipment, a fur--
ther 10% to cover the cost of training, 5% for office expenses and the
remaining 5% for planning and coordination.

The completed programme will give rise to two categories of product:

* the first, aimed at the public sector or, by agreement, at the private

sector, includes:

- the telematic network with terminals in each province;

- the information contained in the data bank;

- the complete mapping of the region on a large scale or, for smaller
centres, on a small scale:

- the experimental plans and programmes already applied;

- the working models tested during the programme;

- the training courses and audiovisual aids;

- the exhibitions, conferences and publications included in the program-
me.

* the second category of products, aimed mainly at the private market,

includes:

- the professional experience of the young people employed;

- the structure of firms, the interrelations set up and the publicity de-
veloped;

- the hardware and software developed;

- the trademarks and patents on the products and on the methods, the
publishing concerns set up, copyright on publications;

- collateral activities worked out during the programme;

- royalties on the agreements for the use of products in the first category.

At the end of the programme, the firms of the young people employed
will be able to offer a series of marketable products and the know-how
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necessary for the creation of other projects. On this basis, the investment
of public money in the form of grants will act as a multiplier of the wealth
produced and will reduce the necessity for further support.

The operational phases are rather complex and it will not be possible to
go into them in detail here. What interests us now, is to show what the
survey will focus on.

After a preliminary census of all the sources, necessary for planning the
later stages and to estimate their consistency, the complete mapping of the
region will be carried out on a large scale. The sources surveyed will be
localised on these maps and represented on the basis of the characteristics
revealed. At a later stage a sample area will be chosen for each of the nine
Sicilian provinces. The choice of the sample areas will be based on the
desire to apply operative models which are sufficiently integrated and
multidisciplinary. Therefore, preference will be given to areas of a limited
size but which represent the greatest variety of sources and historical ele-
ments still in existence. For each area, small-scale mapping will be carried
out in order to localise each piece of information collected. The basic unit
of information will consist of a building with its plot of ground.

At this stage a systematic examination of the historical archives will be
carried out along with a campaign of geometric and photographic surveys,
the diagnosis of the state of conservation of the materials by advanced
technological means and the classification and cataloguing of all the hi-
storical remains.

The survey will focus mainly on:

- all the historical buildings in the sample area with their decorative
elements and, in the most important cases, their furnishings and fit--
tings:

- the museum and art collections;

- territorial resources, land wuse, infrastructure already in existence,
geographical and territorial characteristics;

- the bodies appointed by the government for environmental conserva-
tion;

- the relative legal framework. B

A particular methodology has been worked out to trace the perimeter of
buildings and plots since it is clearly not always satisfactory to make use of
the existing partition. In many cases, in historic town centres property has
been divided up and buildings replaced; so the urban fabric has become
more intricate creating problems in relation to town planning. To identify
the areas to be used for the creation of the data bank and analysis will be
made on the basis of existing maps and historical records of the consisten-
cy and conformation of borders and of points of discontinuity; a study will
be made of repetitive modules; a classification will be made of topogra-
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phical orientations and of types of street; the distances will be measured
between the parcels and the elements of urban generation etc.

At the end of this study a map will be produced in which the graphic
elements will be classified by typology and period of formation so as to
highlight the most stable elements and the nodal points of the urban
fabric.

New forms of technology worked out specifically for this programme
will be tested, such as programmes for the diagnosis of the decorative
elements of buildings or programmes for three dimensional restitution,
based on the stereoscopic reading of colour phonograms. These forms of
technology will use digitalized high-resolution photographic video recor-
dings in colour as a source: the pictures will then be compared and con-
trasted with each other and analysed with the support of an image data
bank which will show phenomena of degradation and the characteristics of
all the component materials. These forms of technology have been de-
veloped on computers of medium/small size so as to be economically more
accessible.

At the end of the programme the nine sample areas will become pro-
motional centres for extending the project to other areas, both, within and
outside the region; the regional coordinating office will form the nucleus
of a new body the purpose of which will be to keep a record of models of
settlement in Sicily and to work towards the conservation of the historical
and artistic heritage.
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