
Architecture, not only building
Interventions across four ecological sea levels in the Po Delta  

ATELIER XU
Accademia di Architettura di Mendrisio 
Fall Semester 2024



1 2

In  context where fresh w ter nd s ltw ter continu lly mingle 
throughout the ye r  the o elt  emerges s  bre tht king nd ever-
evolving l ndsc pe. Time  speed  corrosion  nd w ter re element l forces 
th t sh pe this environment  working in concert to est blish  delic te 
e uilibrium conducive to diverse ecosystems. unctioning kin to  sensor  
the elt  records the p ss ge of time nd uctu tions in tmospheric 
conditions  o ering us  t ngible w reness of these phenomen . 

um n production ctivities on l nd  such s rice  l vender  nd corn fields  
nd in w ter  such s the cultiv tion of mussels  cl ms  nd pink oysters  

thrive by t king dv nt ge of the phenomen  present in these ecosystems 
to monitor their continuous ch nges. et  the uest for b l nce between 
hum nity nd n ture rem ins perpetu lly ch llenged by the swift currents 
of w ter nd the unpredict ble shifts in we ther p tterns. 

oc l vill ges nd communities coexist in symbiotic h rmony with their 
n tur l surroundings  nurturing  distinct culture nd w y of life. To 
s fegu rd g inst recurrent oods  houses re often erected on stilts  
while tr nsport tion predomin ntly relies on tr dition l bo ts n vig ting 
the w terw ys. The contempor ry l ndsc pe of the o elt  be rs 
witness to the imp cts of depopul tion in its vill ges nd the profound 

lter tions brought bout by clim te ch nge nd glob liz tion. As  
result  the elt  finds itself in  const nt st te of d pt tion  wherein 
both hum nity nd the n tur l world continu lly strive to d ust nd 
endure midst the evolving ch llenges posed by modernity. 

Introduction - Time peed and orrosion
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The land production in the Po Delta is distinguished by its remarkable 
fertility  attributable to the sedimentation from the o iver. As early as 

oman times  the region was intensively cultivated through sophistica-
ted land reclamation systems designed to control the waters. ollowing a 
period of abandonment during the Middle Ages, Benedictine and Cister-
cian monks resumed reclamation e orts  enhancing agricultural techni-

ues. The enaissance saw continued transformation of the region with 
the construction of dikes and locks.

In the 20th century  agriculture in the delta underwent modernization 
through the introduction of machinery and chemical fertilizers  establi-
shing it as a significant area for the cultivation of rice  corn  wheat  and 
sugar beets. Although contemporary challenges related to sustainable 
water resource management persist  the o elta remains one of Italy s 
most productive agricultural regions.

ea production  particularly in the cardovari agoon  has a long history. 
The lagoon has been utilized for fishing since ancient times  with mussel 
and clam farming emerging as principal activities due to favorable environ-
mental conditions. odern developments have seen the addition of pink 
oyster cultivation. The current configuration of the cardovari agoon 
was shaped during the 19 0s and 19 0s  a period marked by Italy s surge 
in natural resource exploration and extraction  including natural gas. e-
ological surveys led to the discovery of gas deposits beneath the lagoon, 
prompting drilling and extraction operations that initiated an era of intense 

Production and Mutations of the Delta Ecosystems
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era of intense industrial activity. These activities significantly altered the en-
vironment  causing subsidence up to 3 meters  and disrupting water cir-
culation  which adversely a ected local ora  fauna  and fishing activities. 

y the 1970s  most extraction operations had ceased  ushering in a gradual 
process of environmental recovery. ubse uently  a dense network of rice 
paddies was established around the lagoon to counteract the threat of ri-
sing waters. These paddies not only produce rice but also function as a 
natural water management system  absorbing excess water and stabilizing 
the lagoon s water level. This integrated agricultural system safeguards the 
ecosystem  providing a bu er against oods and enhancing water uali-
ty through natural filtration. ice paddies play a crucial role in maintaining 
the ecological balance of the area  illustrating how sustainable agricultural 
practices can contribute to environmental conservation.

Today  the o elta  and particularly the cardovari agoon  faces a new 
challenge: the invasion of the Blue Crab (Callinectes sapidus), a species 
native to the Atlantic coast of orth America. Introduced via large cargo 
ships  the lue rab has proliferated rapidly in the o elta  finding a 
conducive habitat. The lue rab thrives in brackish waters and inhabits 
depths ranging from 3 to 3  meters. It competes with native species for 
food and habitat  in icting severe damage on the ecosystem. redating 
on mollusks  fish  and other a uatic species  the lue rab causes a 
decline in populations of clams and mussels  which are vital to the local 
economy. urthermore  their presence increases water turbidity  dimini-
shing the light available for photosynthetic aquatic plants and disrupting 
the entire ecological balance.

The Delta ecosystem has endured various historical phenomena, yet it 
has consistently managed to rebalance itself through the strategic inter-
play of natural and human interventions linked to the reconfiguration of 
pre-existing ecosystems. This resilience underscores the dynamic and 
adaptive nature of the Po Delta, highlighting the potential for sustainable 
practices to foster ecological harmony.
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onstruction in the o elta has always necessitated adaptation to the 
territory s peculiarities  marked by marshy lands and fre uent ooding. 

ince ancient times  the delta s inhabitants have developed specific 
techni ues to inhabit and exploit these fertile lands e ectively.

uring the oman era  buildings in the o elta were primarily con-
structed from wood and clay. ood  abundantly available from the sur-
rounding forests  was used for supporting structures and pile dwellin-
gs  while clay was utilized to create bricks and plaster. ile dwellings 
were common to mitigate ood damage. Additionally  reeds  abundant 
along the riverbanks  were employed for roofs and walls due to their 
resilience and insulating properties.

In the enaissance and subse uent centuries  the use of fired bricks 
became prevalent  facilitated by local kilns that utilized the delta s clay. 

ricks o ered greater resistance and durability compared to earlier 
materials. onstruction techni ues were further refined with the in-
troduction of methods to consolidate marshy lands, such as the use 
of foundation piles. These techni ues drew from new knowledge de-
veloped in nearby enice  a city built in a similar marshy ecosystem. 

owever  reeds continued to be used for roofing due to their excellent 
thermal insulation and water resistance.

Delta Po, Materials and Construction
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The 19th and 20th centuries saw the advent of industrialization  brin-
ging modern materials like concrete and steel into use. These materials 
enabled the construction of larger and more resilient infrastructures, 
such as bridges  dams  and industrial buildings  as well as water pumps 
that manage the ow and exchange between di erent areas of the 
delta. and reclamation became a common practice  transforming vast 
marshy areas into agricultural land and urban zones  thus uncovering 
new arable land.

Today  the delta is dotted with remnants of 20th-century constructions  
such as granaries  rice warehouses  and brick and clay kilns. These bu-
ildings symbolize a period of prolific industrialization and agricultural 
activity. owever  they now stand as static monuments or skeletal re-
mains  re ecting an ecosystem in continuous transformation.



The design t sk for this semester will involve cre ting  system of 
interventions to connect v rious ecosystems t four specific sites in 
the elt  o  p rticul rly close to the cc  di c rdov ri. ollectively  
these interventions will est blish  new systems of interventions in the 

elt  cross four ecologic l levels  serving s foc l points integr ted 
with its ssets nd identity  nd sh ped by the l ndsc pe.

ch site will be explored with n intervention size r nging from 1 0 
s u re meters or more. The study trip will t ke pl ce in It ly  in the 

eneto region of the elt  o  from the 20th to the 22nd of eptember.
uring the first two weeks of the semester in endrisio  we will construct 
 context model nd collectively study the context nd economics of 

the elt  to propose  progr m for e ch rchitectur l pro ect.

The mid-review is scheduled for ctober 2 th  nd the fin l review will 
be held on ecember 19th.

The telier pro ect will be developed in p irs.
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https://www.bonificadeltadelpo.it/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/lagunedeldeltadelpo-vol2-ITA-def01.
pdf
https://www.parcodeltapo.org/home.php
https://deltadelpo.eu/it https://www.regione.veneto.it/web/ptrc/delta-del-po
https://idt2.regione.veneto.it/idt/webgis/viewer?webgisId=90
https://www.parcodeltapo.org/emporio.php
https://www.watermuseumofvenice.com/network-en/po-delta-network/scano-boa/
https://www.ferrarainfo.com/en/comacchio/discover-the-area/nature-and-environment/par-
ks-and-natural-reserves/the-valli-di-comacchio-po-delta-park
https://sac2.halleysac.it/c029039/zf/index.php/servizi-aggiuntivi/index/index/idtesto/22
https://risodeltapoigp.it/en/the-territory-po-delta/ 




