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Architecture and UNESCO Buffer Zones.
The scientific and academic research for the definition of
layouts of design actions for profiles of fragile territories
Greta Allegretti, Politecnico di Milano
The objective of the research is to develop Design Models for the UNESCO Buffer Zones of
archaeological sites located in the so-called fragile territories. In particular, the research defines
three profiles of fragile territory (low, medium, high density), each identified by its own special
features, needs and design questions.
Each territorial profile is studied and investigated through a selected case study, with the final
objective of extrapolating a layout of design actions. The resulting layout is to be applied and
verified onto three specific sandboxes (one per case study, one per territorial profile), chosen
among the archaeological sites in Italy that already have a Management Plan. The final purpose
of the research is to elaborate a specific design model for each of the three territorial contexts.
Regarding the selection of the case studies, the focus is set on scientific and academic research
– as there are still no concrete architectural projects (as intended in this research) approved or
ongoing on UNESCO sites. More specifically, the research refers to some International Calls
for Projects organized (or planned) by “Accademia Adrianea di Architettura e Archeologia”.
These Calls are set on World Heritage Sites, their Buffer Zones and the so-called “areas of
interest”; they were/are addressed both to universities and architectural firms. The outcomes of
the Calls constitute materials for the organization of further research activities such as
publications, exhibitions and conferences.
By design action we do not simply mean an operation conceived, designed and finally built. We
mean an architectural gesture that acts on the existing in order to determine a new status – which
tends to be better than the previous one. The power of the gesture is determined by its essential
reasons (the triggers) and by its final form. If the final form corresponds to a concrete and
tangible nature – or at least designed and potentially defined by volumes and materials –, an
abstract and intangible nature corresponds to the essential reasons, consisting of that system of
reflections and triggering causes that determine its need. The nature of the design action is
therefore twofold, suspended between matter and thought.
The design action can be defined as a sign, in which a signifier and a meaning are distinguished.
In this direction, it is possible to define that the meaning of the design action lies in the
intentional/strategic nature of the gesture; that is, in its will to answer a formulated question, a
well-defined need (the essential reasons). The signifier, on the other hand, coincides with the
formal nature of the gesture, which is, in its translation into architecture, the final form.
In order to be identified and recognized, therefore, the design actions must be defined through
both natures. Especially when the study framework is real/realistic (as it happens in the case of
the International Calls) the two aspects cannot be considered separately. The fact that the context
of investigation is territorially defined, makes the essential reasons traceable; the fact that they
have been faced during the Calls, implies the existence of a collection of possible solutions.
Keeping the focus on the International Calls, the strategic nature (or meaning) precedes the
formal nature (or signifier) – if not in importance, at least for logical and practical reasons. In
fact, if the first is drafted in the competition notice and deeply studied by the project teams, the
second is more detectable in the project proposals developed and presented by the participants.
We can define a logic that allows to identify the project actions starting from the Calls, or rather,
from the related competition notices and project outcomes.
The considered Calls are very wide, both in terms of surface and design topics: depending on
the case, they range from strategic/landscape design, to interventions on single buildings, to
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museography and exhibition design. To understand them, it is necessary to think at different
scales (from a very general one to a more specific one), according to the logic of the multiscalar
and integrated project. In this perspective, both with regard to the strategic and formal aspects,
it is possible to develop an architectural thought on several scales, which involves the different
phases of the Calls.
The “meanings” of the project actions are to be found in the competition notice, but not only.
Having also defined the meanings as “strategies”, they concern the questions defined by the Call
about the site, its needs and its potential.
But how does the Call define these strategies? The prerequisite for drafting a good
announcement is the complete and profound knowledge of the place and its relations. This must
be investigated according to the nature of the corresponding territorial profile, and the
underlying relationships. From the analysis of the requests of the Call it is therefore possible to
understand which strategies are not only focused on the site, but also on the entire territorial
profile. The more general they are, the more they will have to do with the territorial profile; the
more specific they are, the greater their relationship with the site. Moreover, it is not excluded
that some strategic aspects may arise from the individual project proposals. Therefore, the
meanings/strategies of the project actions include: the questions on the territorial profile and
site, the needs defined by the competition notice (or by the designers), the definition of some
open topics.
The “signifiers” of the project actions are to be found in the outcomes, but not only. It cannot
be excluded that some formal aspects are already mentioned by the competition notice, such as
dimentions (volumes, surfaces, …) or architectural approaches.
Both the “what” and the “how” of the projects fall into the category of signifiers, as they define
the tangible and perceivable aspect of the design actions. In this sense, the signifiers of the
project actions include: an abacus of the solutions selected from the final projects presented (the
“what”) and a list of more general formal guidelines (the “how”).
The layout consists of a series of “strategic” design actions, plus some “formal” design actions.
Their reorganization in a layout derives not so much from putting them in a hierarchy, but from
the recognition of their unavoidable and constant interrelation. The applicability of the layout
derives from the possibility of building links between these actions, as well as from their
identification in a specific profile. They constitute a structure, a schedule within which the
project should move, which oscillates between the fixed points (the project actions identified
for the profile) and a margin of freedom (given by the reciprocal relationships between the
design actions).
The layout does not constitute a fixed scheme, but a system of actions – already applied and
recognized in the case study – which can be reiterated within the reference profile and, more in
detail, to the corresponding sandbox.
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Design Driven Research
After the preliminary profiling of the territory, two phases of study and research are defined to
arrive at the definition of the Design Model.
The first phase (investigative), is focused on some case studies and aims to extrapolate a layout
of project actions; one layout for each of the three identified profiles. The second phase
(experimental) is focused on some sites that are used as sandboxes; the layouts are applied onto
them and verified, with the aim to finally develop the Design Model. While the first phase
provides scientific support for the Design Model, the second one defines its applicability and
verifiability.
The analysis of case studies allows to become aware of the design themes of each profile. The
comparative study of the outcomes, together with any new hypotheses of solution elaborated on
other occasions, will be codified in a set of design actions in a specific layout. The layout must
clearly meet the requirements of integration to the Management Plans (and other regulatory
systems) and multiscale towards the components of the assets.
The reinterpretation of the layout within a new context – the sandbox – will define the structural
elements represented by the design actions. After having tested their application and inclusion
within the existing Management Plans, it will be possible to draw/write the basis of the Design
Model of the corresponding territorial profile.
Currently, the research is focused on the extrapolation of the layouts of design actions, in
particular working on the first profile “low density Buffer Zones”.
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