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“- Unhappy the 
land that has no 
hero.
- No, Andrea: 
Unhappy the land 
that is in need of 
heroes.”

Bertolt Brecht, Life of Galileo (1938)
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While reading this thesis you will find some blank pages.
They are not mistakes, but a visualization for all the missing , 
the unknown, the unclear that is part of the research.
A metaphor for all the things that cannot be said.
Take them as a moment for thinking and questioning.
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While the contemporary world provides an outstanding flux of 
available information, there are still many situations in which 
data on sensitive topics are fragmented or absent because of 
social conditions, political strategies and economic interests.
“Holes in the cement” is a project that looks at the 
controversial issue of the consequences of Industrialization in 
Sicily in order to start a reflection on the Information Design 
discipline, its techniques and social potential. 
The urgency of the project lies in the tangibility of the 
problem and the need for answer and debate of the 
community who is currently experiencing the adverse effects 
that industrial activity has on the environment and human 
health. In the Sicilian context, where politics and economy are 
linked with the interests of criminality, the lack of official data 
and the unwillingness of industries and institutions to deliver 
information, confront the designer with the difficult task of 
dealing with the blanks. 
The ambition of “Holes in the cement” is to provide a strategy 
that allows expressing the social potential of the Information 
design discipline managing both missing and present 
information. A useful analogy has been found in the world 
of art and architecture restoration, where reconstruction 
methods deal with remains and missing pieces. 
Information restoration is the tool that, mixing a scientific and 
speculative approach, is used to reconstruct the Sicilian 
situation. It is based on observation but open to multiple 
truths. As it is not intended as a fixed set of rules to follow, 
information restoration can be taken as starting point to 
develop different design outcomes and be applied to other 
situations in which questionable facts build a confused 
information scenario. 

Abstract



[00]
Inactive Italcementi cave and 
production site in Villafranca 
Tirrena, Sicily
2012
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Italcementi, 
an italian story

01

01.1 Mission and history

The Parent Company, Italcementi S.p.A., is one of Italy’s 10 largest industrial 
companies and is listed on the Italian Stock Exchange since 1925. 
Italcementi was established in 1864 in Scanzo, near Bergamo (Lombardia, Italy) 
with the name “Società Bergamasca per la Fabbricazione del Cemento e della 
calce idraulica”. The first tests for the cement production were held in a small 
house, but the enquiry for material started soon to increase, leading in the early 
years of the 20th century to the passage of the society management to the 
Pesenti family, who merged their company with that of Scanzo and still leads the 
group. The actual name was taken in 1927, when Italcementi became the industry 
leader in Italy in the cement sector, role that still holds today.  
The internationalization of the group began later in the 80s, when the Group 
acquired activities in the USA and the French company Ciments Français. In that 
occasion, the weight of Italy changed, decreasing from the 97% to the 27.5%  of 
the revenues, while the cement plants were already present in thirteen different 
countries. 

Nowadays the Group owns a worldwide presence  and a strong commitment 
which can be synthesised in the five values that lie at the heart  of their activity:

Integrity                                                                                                                                     
We place ethical behaviour at the heart of all our businesses worldwide. 
We earn the trust of our partners in business and in the community through 
accountability and consistent corporate governance. Our daily commitment is to 
act with respect, honesty and transparency. 
Building on the already ongoing integrity programs, Italcementi Group has the 
ambition to set up a fully integrated system, from principles to disclosure, 
grounded on the: 
- Code of Ethics, expressing the renewed Group’ s sustainable strategy and the 
new global context;
- Business Integrity Policy, framing all the actions taken into an effective 
management approach. 

Diversity                                                                                                                                             
Diversity is a source of energy and value that fuels our growth.            

2

3

4

5

6

2 
Italcementi group profile 
as at 31 December 2014 
- http://www.italcementi-
group.com/NR/

3
http://www.italcementi-
group.com/ENG/Italcemen-
ti+Group/Our+History/

4
http://www.italcementi-
group.com/ENG/Italcemen-
ti+Group/Our+History/

5
The company has cement 
plants in India and Africa

6
Information taken from : 
http://www.italcementi-
group.com/NR/rdonlyres/
D8D06D8F-5129-4A48-
935DB02AB4008F6C/0/
OURWORLD_31122014.pdf

◊
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We aim to create an environment of trust and belonging where differences add 
value and where everyone feels part of our world. For sustainable globalisation to 
succeed we must capture and redistribute local knowledge and experience for the 
benefit of the whole Group. In this respect, ensuring equal opportunities is key for 
success. Italcementi Group aims at: increasing the percentage of management 
positions held by women up to 20%;
- systematically support managers with focused training and operating tools to 
manage and valorise diversity.

Efficiency                                                                                                                                            
We strive for operational excellence by combining the technical expertise and cost 
management necessary to be a globally effective and efficient building materials 
manufacturer. We add value by delivering consistently high quality products and 
services customised to each local market around the world. CO2 intensity, related 
to direct or indirect emissions, is a representative indicator of global efficiency, as 
it combines most of the key levers to industrial excellence. Therefore Italcementi 
Group endorses a strategy leading to: 
- cementitious products with less than 600 kg CO2 per tonne;
- captive or offset production of renewable power up to 10% of total electrical 
energy demand. 

Responsiblity                                                                                                                                         
Our long term commitment to sustainability seeks to combine profitable 
economic performance with protecting the environment and improving the 
quality of life for present and future generations. Biodiversity loss and water 
scarcity are possibly the most worrying challenges for the planet, also triggered 
by climate change. In this respect, Italcementi Group aims at implementing:                                                                                                                                    
- biodiversity management systems, integrated with 
rehabilitation plans at all its extraction sites, prioritizing quarries in sensitive areas;
- sustainable water management at all its industrial and civil sites, covering from 
sourcing, through uses, to releases. 

Innovation                                                                                                                                            
We believe in the importance of innovation not only in the development of new 
products, applications and services, but also in our management approach. We 
must embrace change and be open to new ideas in order to attract the best 
talents.

Chapter 01
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Accordingly, Italcementi Group strives to increase the percentage of cement 
products with at least 10% of recycled materials, up to 30% of total product range;                                                                                                                       
increase the average content of recycled materials in concrete up to 10%.

[01]

[01]
Italcementi Group industrial 
network, Dec 2014 

8
http://www.italce-
mentigroup.com/NR/
rdonlyres/23B1D1D2-
B3FB-4674-9696-
1F7FF10727BC/0/IT-
M2872015ENG.pdf

The last stage of Italcementi’s development sees the sale of 45% of the 
company to the german HeidelbergCement in July 2015. The combined group 
have a production capacity of about 200 million tons of cement, 275 million tons of 
aggregates sales and 49 million m3 of ready-mix concrete sales with 
Pro-forma 2014 revenues of about €16.8 billion, generated in more than 60 
countries worldwide.  The operation lead to many debates in Italy’s public opinion, 
that saw it as the umpteenth defeat of the Italian entrepreneurial system and a 
threat for the so-called made in Italy.

Italcementi: an italian story

9
The polemic took place in 
the most important italian 
newspapers. An example_ 
http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.
it/2015/07/29/italcementi-a-
desso-vendono-anche-i-pe-
senti-outlet-italia/1916048/

◊ 7
From the Sustainability 
disclosure 2014_ http://
www.italcementigroup.com/
NR/rdonlyres/98D9634F-
2A42-42B2-AB15-
1B5683B75061/0/Sustaina-
bility_discosure_2014.pdf 

9
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10 
“What is Cement used for?” 
_http://www.italcementi-
group.com/NR/rdonlyres/
D8D06D8F-5129-4A48-
935D-B02AB4008F6C/0/
OURWORLD_31122014.pdf

01.2 The process of making cement

Italcementi Group production is focused on cement, aggregates and concrete. As 
the Company states, Cement is the most widely used construction material in the 
world because it allows to build: 

- Safe, comfortable, environmentally friendly, cheap and efficient buildings
from the energy point of view. Cement meets construction requirements to satisfy 
the life needs of the entire community: houses, schools, hospitals, offices, 
cinemas, shops and sports centers. 
- Large infrastructural projects
Roads and highways, dams, ports and airports that require high performance and
technological types of cement able to keep their properties over time and also 
resist natural phenomena.
- Valuable architectural works
Italcementi’s innovative products have enabled famous architects to build works 
that are globally recognized such as the Church Dives in Misericordia in Rome and 
the Italian Pavilion at the Shanghai Expo.

The material is made from a mixture of 80% limestone and 20% clay, took from 
caves located nearby the industrial site. The mixture is crushed and ground to 
provide the “raw material”, then heated to around 1450°C in rotating kilns and 
transformed into clinker. Fine-grinding of the clinker with a small quantity of 
gypsum produces cement. All the production is certified in conformity with UE 
standards. According to the Company website, for all areas interested by mining 
activities there is a specific recovery plan, which includes reforestation practices. 
 

11
The practice is not officially 
documented, but just 
mentioned in the italian 
website http://www.italce-
menti.it/ITA/I+nostri+mate-
riali/Alla+scoperta+del+ce-
mento/Scoperta_Cemento.
htm

Chapter 01

10

11

[02]
[02]
Illustrations describing the 
process of making cement, 
taken from the company 
website: 
www.italcementi.com

◊
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14 
The last one published on 
the Company website is the 
Sustainability 
Disclosure 2014_ http://
www.italcementigroup.com/
NR/rdonlyres/98D9634F-
2A42-42B2-AB15-
1B5683B75061/0/Sustaina-
bility_discosure_2014.pdf

13 
http://www.italcementi-
group.com/NR/rdonlyres/
D8D06D8F-5129-4A48-
935D-B02AB4008F6C/0/
OURWORLD_31122014.pdf

[03]
iLab facility in Colognola, 
Bergamo

12 
The energy business/ The 
trading business http://
www.italcementigroup.
com/NR/rdonlyres/
D8D06D8F-5129-4A48-
935D-B02AB4008F6C/0/
OURWORLD_31122014.pdf

Italcementi: an italian story

01.3 The company today: fields of activity

Italcementi Group’s industrial network includes 46 cement plants, 12 grinding 
centers, 6 trading terminals, 417 concrete batching units combining the expertise, 
know- how and cultures of 22 countries across four continents, with an annual 
production capacity of more than 61 million tons. 
Furthermore, the Company acts in the energy sector through the electricity 
production company Italgen, whose activity focus on solar plant and wind farms, 
and in the trading business through Interbulk Trading, engaged in the trading of 
clinker, ordinary and special cements, mineral products and solid fuels. 
In order to develop innovative practices, Italcementi Group owns i.lab, a research 
facility that houses 100 researchers – engineers, chemists, physicists, geologists. 
The researchers actually guarantee 270million euros of annual sales thanks to 
their studies on innovative products.
The new headquarter has been designed by the architect Richard Meier in 2012, 
with the usage of innovative cement, photovoltaic panels, solar panels and a 
geothermal energy system integrated. 

 
      

01.4 The commitment on sustainability

Italcementi Group’s commitment on sustainability started in the years 2000, with 
the establishment of Cement Sustainability Initiative, a focus group of the World
 

12

13

[03]
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19 
For “corporate language” 
I mean a kind of language 
which is studied to promote 
the company and its stren-
ghts, like in advertisements.

16 
http://www.italcementi-
group.com/NR/rdonlyres/
D8D06D8F-5129-4A48-
935D-B02AB4008F6C/0/
OURWORLD_31122014.pdf

17 
From Expo to Cop21, we have 
other ideas for the future of 
our cities
http://www.globalproject.
info/it/in_movimento/
da-expo-a-cop21-abbiamo-

15 
Environmental protection 
and Social Responsibility
http://www.italcementi-
group.com/NR/rdonlyres/
D8D06D8F-5129-4A48-
935D-B02AB4008F6C/0/
OURWORLD_31122014.pdf

Chapter 01

Business Council for Sustainable Development on cement. From 2003, a 
Sustainable Development Report is published every year.
The 2014 report reveals a wider concept of Sustainability, that involves both 
environmental protection and social responsibility. Italcementi has today a Group 
Environmental Policy, a Safety Policy approved under the motto “Safety, a way of 
living”, a Human Rights Policy, a Health Policy that aims to eliminate occupational 
illnesses by minimizing any exposure to risks, and a Social Initiatives Policy to 
build long-term relationships with all stakeholders both at national, european and 
international level.

The target of the Group for 2020 is (…) to achieve a correct balance between the 
use of natural resources and long-term economic growth, ensuring, at the same 
time, a better quality of life for present and future generations. 

The commitment on sustainability and the attention to innovation does not 
preserve the Company from accuses of “greenwashing”, especially in Italy, where 
the great announcement on the biodynamic cement used to build the Expo 2015 
pavillions in Milan has been accompanied by polemics on the situation of the 
Italian factories. In the factories, the sustainable practices mentioned in 
documents and official press releases seem not to be applied, as demonstrated 
by the legal procedures against Italcementi opened by many citizens of the areas 
around.   To add elements to the controversy, in France the Group is listed among 
the top 10 Carbon Polluting Companies of the country. 
What is stated in the Annual Reports needs then to be questioned with an eye not 
only to the worldwide performances but also to the specific scenarios. 

01.5 Information strategies  

Italcementi information strategy is based on its website, which is the principal 
vehicle of communication towards the public. From the web portal the user has 
the possibility to download different PDFs on different topics, from the Group’s 
mission to the Sustainability Report. In the Italian section, it is also possible to 
download a PDF for each one of the factories, in which the Company describes 
the activity that takes place in that specific production site. Even when numbers 
and data are included in the texts, they are always re-elaborated in a “corporate 
language”  and the sources are never mentioned.  

15

16

17

18

19

altre-idee-per-il-futuro-del-
le-nostre-citta/18584

18 
http://www.mediapart.
fr/journal/france/180114/
climat-mediapart-dresse-la-
liste-des-dix-plus-gros-pol-
lueurs-en-france

◊
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20 
http://sitesearch.corriere.it/
forward.jsp?q=italcementi#

[04]
Home page according to the 
Client profile and 
Environmental activist 
profile 

Italcementi: an italian story

On the Home Page of the official website it is possible to read the latest news, 
concerning most of all financial achievements and new important architectural 
project made with Italcementi’s materials. It is interesting to analyse the fact that 
the Group doesn’t mention any of the worker’s issues or the involvement in court 
cases which can be found on Italian newspaper websites,   neither to confirm 
or to deny them. A deeper analysis of the website reveals a strategy of filtering 
information, letting the user choose its own navigation profile  ( Client / Architect / 
Engineer / Environmental activist / Researcher / Journalist / Student ). As soon as 
you choose it, the Home page changes with specific contents related to your own 
profile. If this practice can be seen as an attempt to match the users’requests, the 
fact that some contents can be experienced only through a specific profile raises 
questions on the transparency of the Group. 

 

 

20

◊
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In 1999 Italcementi also launched arcVision magazine, a six monthly Magazine 
dedicated to high-profile contributions in Industry, Economy and Architecture, 
with the aim to explore contemporary themes in relation with cement, and to give 
inspiration to planners, clients, scholars and students.
From 2013 arcVision cultural programme includes the arcVision prize, an 
international social award for female designers whose research and design work 
focus on construction, technology, sustainability and socio-cultural implications. 

This is part of a communication approach whose aim seems to be the separation 
of Italcementi group from the Cement production itself, presenting it more as an 
active militant for the “common good”. 

21

Chapter 01

21 
From the Editorial of the n. 
0 issue of the magazine: 
http://www.italcemen-
tigroup.com/ENG/Me-
dia+and+Communication/
arcVision/

[05]
Architects competing for the 
Arc Vision Prize in 2016

[05]

◊



23



24

“South Italy 
doesn’t need 
special laws and 
special treatments. 
It needs external 
and internal 
politics inspired by 
the respect of the 
general needs of all 
Italy, without any 
particular 
tendency, political 
or regional.”

A. Gramsci, La questione meridionale 
(The Southern Question), 1916
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[06]
Pictures of Villafranca 
Tirrena before the arrival of 
Pirelli industry, taken as field 
survey before the building of 
the factory. 
From the personal archive of 
Claudio Munaò.

22  
Felice, Emanuele. Perchè il 
sud è rimasto indietro ( Why 
the South remained behind 
). Bologna: Ed. Il Mulino , 
2013_ p. 111

23  
Felice, Emanuele. Perchè il 
sud è rimasto indietro ( Why 
the South remained behind ). 
Bologna: Ed. Il Mulino , 2013 
– pp. 91, 112

Italcementi 
in Sicily

02

02.1 The settling process

At the beginning of the XIX century, while north Italy’s industrial activity could 
be compared with the one of the most modern European countries, south Italy’s 
economy was based on agriculture. It was only after WWI that, following the rules 
of “organized capitalism” that were getting a foothold, the biggest entrepreneurs 
decided to invest there, trying to transform the traditional productivity of the area. 
The intention was good in theory, and so it seemed to remain for a long time, but 
the top-down   logic of the intervention has revealed its weaknesses in the last 
decades. In fact, industrialization of South Italy took place because it was 
subsidized with economic advantages from the Italian government and because 
the manpower was less expensive there than in the north. 
These advantages led to a different kind of development, defined as “passive 
modernisation” , that refers to the adaptation to an external model that has no 
relationship with the local activities, social fabric, traditions, landscape. In such a 
context, the great industries became, and still are, cathedrals in the desert, 
without a network of related activities or smaller businesses to support them.

◊
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[07]
Pictures of Villafranca 
Tirrena before the arrival of 
Pirelli industry, taken as field 
survey before the building of 
the factory. 
From the personal archive of 
Claudio Munaò.

[07]

Chapter 02
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[08]
Italcementi factory in 
Villafranca Tirrena, ca. 1926 ,
personal archive of an 
anonymous testimony

24 
Centorrino, Mario; Checco, 
Antonino; Giunta, Nicola; 
Gullì Dino; La Rosa, Enzo; 
Locorotondo, Giuseppe; 
Mondello, Giuseppe; 
Smedile, Francesco; Venuto, 
Graziella; Venuto, Teresa. 
Ciminiere & parole. L’indu-
strializzazione di Villafranca 
Tirrena (Chimneys & words. 
The industrialization of Villa-
franca Tirrena ). Municipality 
of Villafranca Tirrena, 1992

Italcementi was one of the companies that fitted this new policy on 
industrialization of the south. It arrived in Sicily in 1918, first in the area of 
Agrigento, then in the area around Messina, precisely in Villafranca Tirrena. 
Villafranca Tirrena’s factory was the first production site to be built ex novo by 
Italcementi, thanks to the Building National Union, a public company that was 
giving economical aid to the entrepreneurs who were interested in investing in the 
area of Messina, in order to help the reconstruction process after the 1908 
earthquake that had destroyed the city and its surroundings. 

The cement production, thanks to the characteristics of the raw material extracted 
from the area, was particularly successful and brought richness to the company 
and, at the beginning, to the local workers. Nevertheless, it completely changed 
the village: from the caves to the production site itself, to the residential buildings 
and leisure centers for the employees, the settling process had the characteristics 
of an invasion. 

Italcementi in Sicily

24

[08]
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[09]
Zia Lisa, ( Catania )
clay / mud cave , active 
until 1984. Satellite view 
from Google maps, as at 
November 2015

25  
Grazia Venuto, describing the 
industrialization of Villafran-
ca T. Taken from: Centorrino, 
Mario; Checco, Antonino; 
Giunta, Nicola; Gullì Dino; 
La Rosa, Enzo; Locorotondo, 
Giuseppe; Mondello, Giu-
seppe; Smedile, Francesco; 
Venuto, Graziella; Venuto, 
Teresa. Ciminiere & parole. 
L’industrializzazione di Villa-
franca Tirrena (Chimneys & 
words. The industrialization 

Chapter 02

02.2 Landscapes

“From the fixed landmarks given by history, like towers, walls, churches, the 
attention is now focused on new panoramas and landscapes. This change 
represents a conquest for the village, that becomes a small center of industrial 
and commercial production, with the additional advantage to have new social and 
cultural services that could only be dreamed some years ago.”   
This description of industrial invasion in the village of Villafranca Tirrena is an 
example to understand what happened throughout Sicily.
The consciousness of having gained benefits thanks to industrialization made 
people indifferent to the changes in their familiar landscapes, and even if i
ntellectuals denounced the devastation of sicilian environment – as Leonardo 
Sciascia did in his “Report on Sicilian coasts” in 1970, saying that “ to the majesty 
of the industrial structures that are visible in some points of the coast 
corresponds the most blind depreciation of the environment and the definitive 
decay of Sicily”   - the prosperity brought by industries transformed chimneys, 
smoke and machines in signs of beauty. 

Today, these signs have the potential to provide data in order to reconstruct the 
effects of industrialization. The observation of the marks left in the landscape by 
current or past activities can lead to useful deductions or be the key to understand 
the mechanisms behind them.
The cement industry, in particular, provides different kinds of signs readable at 
different levels, and consequently providing different kinds of information:
Closed caves

26

25

of Villafranca Tirrena ). 
Municipality of Villafranca 
Tirrena, 1992

26  
Sciascia Leonardo, Rapporto 
sulle coste siciliane. From:La 
corda pazza: scrittori e cose 
della Sicilia ( The crazy rope: 
writers and things from 
Sicily ), Adephi, 1970

◊
[09]
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Active caves

[10]

Closed production sites

[11]

29

[10]
Tiriti, Motta S. Anastasia 
( Catania )calcareous sand, 
until 2018. Satellite view 
from Google maps, as at 
November 2015

[11]
Via Domenico Tempio, 
Catania. Satellite view from 
Google maps, as at 
November 2015
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Active production sites

[12]

Administrative offices

[13]

[12]
Isola delle Femmine, 
Palermo. Satellite view from 
Google maps, as at 
November 2015

[13]
Via Mariano stabile, 100 - 
Palermo. Satellite view from 
Google maps, as at 
November 2015

The proximity or distance between them, their age and transformation over time, 
the difference in their appearance from day to day, can not only give an objective 
view on the current environmental situation but also help in reconstructing facts 
that happened in the past or imagining plausible future scenarios.



April 2015 - and in many 
direct interviews done during 
the thesis process with 
industrial workers of 
Villafranca Tirrena 

[14]
Italcementi workers in 
Villafranca Tirrena, 1943. 
Personal archive.

29  
Testimonies from a Pirelli 
publication about its 
factories in Italy , 
date uncertain

30 
This attitude appears in 
many press interviews – 
such as in Marina Forti’s 
article “Chi avvelena la 
Sicilia” 
( Who is poisoning 
Sicily ) Internazionale, 17 

Italcementi in Sicily
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From 1870 Sicily was i
nterested by a huge 
phenomenon of emigration, 
especially towards United 
States of America, due to the 
poverty of the area.

28 
Giuseppe Fava, Industria, Il 
fallito sogno siciliano, n.5, 
May 1983

02.3 People

From the perspective of the Sicilian people, the industrialization process was the 
materialization of a dream, sometimes the occasion of a liberation from poverty 
and isolation. It was the alternative to a life of hard work in the fields, or to a 
migration looking for a better future elsewhere.  The hired man dreams to become 
a workman, to learn the secret of those machines, to have a good salary. The 
owner of the land dreams one day to be an owner of machines. These are the 
owners and slaves of the South. Both peasants and both historically won, they are 
waiting for another defeat, but dream about the industry.
As the industry was a synonym of progress, the negative effects brought by 
industrialization was a small price to pay. Many workers could recognize the “sea 
pollution” or “the conflict with local administrations” or “the problems in the wor-
king environment and everything that is missing inside the factory”   but can you 
bite the hand that feeds you? 

Even today, decades later, while the negative consequences on human health and 
environment are starting to be visible, the attitude of the majority of people, who 
find it difficult to rise up against industrials, shows how complex it is to find the 
ones to blame in the Sicilian context. 

As Sicily is still trying to understand its productive vocation in order to find a 
place in the developed world, the economic crisis of last years brought workers 
and ex-workers to grow sentiments of nostalgia for the past, or extreme loyalty 
towards the industry. 
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[15]
Protests outside the gates of 
Villafranca Tirrena 
production site after the 
announcement of closure, 
1996
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[16]
Villafranca Tirrena factory, 
2012

[17]
Porto Empedocle factory, 
picture from Italcementi’s 
website
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According to documents 
provided from the 
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and ARPA, 2015/2016
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http://agrigentoweb.it/
italcementi-porto-empedo-
cle-botta-e-risposta-di-bel-
la-firetto-07_04_2015

02.4 The current presence

Today Italcementi still plays a crucial role in the industrial development of Sicily, 
due to its presence in different locations throughout the island. This coverage 
guarantees to the company not only the leadership in the cement production but 
also a special position in the attribution of contracts for the realization of public 
buildings and infrastructures. Moreover, as the industry settled in the area more 
than a hundred years ago, the relationships with local institutions are strong and 
powerful. 

Chapter 02

Villafranca Tirrena
The first Cement plant built ex novo by the Company and the 
first ever in Sicily, it was a complete productive site with two 
annexed caves. It closed in 1996 after some years of 
progressive decrease in the activity. Italcementi started the 
recovery of the area from waste material and unused 
buildings later in 2013, and the process is still ongoing: while 
the visible traces of the factory have been destroyed, there 
are still problems concerning waste materials containing 
asbestos and chrome VI  that are waiting to be accurately 
disposed according to the law. The Regional Environmental 
Organization (ARPA) has asked for new analysis in the 
surroundings in order to understand which kind of traces 
have been left in the soil and water from the past cement 
production, and is waiting for an answer in order to take 
official actions against the Company.

Porto Empedocle
The cement plant of Porto Empedocle started its activity in 
1967. In 2012, due to technological obsolescence of the 
machinery, Italcementi expressed the desire to close the 
plant. The consequent protests of workers and local 
administrators convinced the Company to consider the idea 
of a revamp or a conversion of the factory in an incinerator. 
Nevertheless, as the company didn’t take any measure in 
the last 3 years, in April 2015 the mayor of Porto Empedocle 
ordered the destruction of the chimney stacks as soon as 
possible, in order to remove visual pollution  from the 
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historical heritage of the area.

Isola delle Femmine
Currently the only active cement plant in Sicily, it was opened 
in 1957 and it soon became the first factory with a 
centralized automatic control of the entire production cycle. 
The raw material arrives from different caves, some of them 
directly connected to the production unit thanks to a system 
of tunnels that crosses the highway to Palermo. The factory 
produces seven types of products, which have been used in 
many of the most important infrastructural projects in Sicily. 
As the ongoing activity doesn’t seem to decrease, many 
citizens opened blogs  and established associations in order 
to complain about the activity of the factory and the quality of 
air. After some debates among citizens, industrials, workers 
and administrators, the local director is currently working to 
get the authorization from the headquarters and the mayor of 
Isola delle Femmine to improve the process with new 
sustainable practices. 

Catania
There is little information about the Italcementi factory in 
Catania. Apparently a complete cement plant from 1954 until 
the ‘80s,  it is now described in the company website as a 
grinding center. Its position near by the sea makes it a good 
hub for receiving extracted materials from the foreign caves 
of the Company. 

Calcestruzzi SpA
Italcementi Group owns Calcestruzzi, a society which is the 
first manufacturer of industrially produced concrete in Italy. 
With a strong retail network that assures an international 
coverage of the marker, this kind of factory is the most 
diffused presence of the Company in the Sicilian territory, 
with nine productive sites. 

Italcementi in Sicily
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[18]
Isola delle Femmine factory, 
picture taken from 
Italcementi’s website

[19]
Catania grinding center, 
Google street view as at 16th 
April 2016
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As the internationalization of Italcementi takes place, it is difficult to imagine 
which will be the next stage of development for the Company in Sicily. 
Nevertheless, even if the visible presence of the factories is disappearing and can 
disappear even more, the invisible effects of cement production and the traces of 
exploitation of the caves will continue to be a current presence for years to come.

Chapter 02
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Four wifes of asbestos 
industry workers have died 
because of mesothelioma, 
8 suffers from asbestosis 
and pulmonary nodules 
(2015)
From: wired.it/ilprezzodel-
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Controversies03

03.1 The emerging consequences

After the crisis of the industrialization process, today industrial production is 
disappearing while the effects of its past activity are appearing. People are now 
beginning to grasp the consequences in terms of environmental pollution in its 
different guises: the contamination of soils, food, waters, air, and the direct effects 
on human health. 

Nevertheless, what we can see today is only the tip of the iceberg. What remains 
hidden - left for us to speculate on - is probably bigger. And a cause for common 
concern, despite its invisibility.
Ever since the 1960’s, when we started to tackle environmental issues caused by 
industry, it has taken time to persuade governments, citizens and companies of 
the need for action. This will certainly be the case in a region where 
industrialization arrived late and effects are still widely neglected. 

Most of the pollution can be traced back to industries of different kinds,  and it 
is the reason why to fight against environmental degradation means also to fight 
against industry. In a way, the paradox of the industrial world is that it is the 
industry itself, with its own evolution, that gives people the technological 
instruments to detect and verify its negative effects.

In Sicily, the desperation linked to the loss of jobs because of the closure of 
factories goes hand in hand with the birth of an environmental consciousness. In 
recent years, people have started realizing that the effects on the environment 
and human health concern not only the industrial workers, directly exposed to 
chemicals and emissions, but the whole community.

This consciousness developed especially after the outbreak of serious health 
issues linked to two different kinds of industries.

Since years Pace del Mela, a small village near Messina, is facing the 
consequences of the asbestos production of Sacelit, a company belonging to 
Italcementi; its Workers and their families   are dying one of pleural mesothelioma 
and asbestosis.  
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http://www.associazio-
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Asbestos and waste material 
around Pace del Mela. Pictu-
res taken from press articles 
concerning the situation of 
the small town. 

cronacasicilia.it

◊



41

Gela, a city in the southern part of the island, suffers the consequences of the 
petrochemical activity of Eni, the Italian national energy company. Malformations 
at birth are more than six times higher than in the rest of Italy, and there are 
studies about other kinds of malformations and types of cancers, directly 
connected to dioxin exposure, which are affecting people living around the area. 
While the first scientific research on the problem goes back to 2006, only in 
December of 2015 a court case established the connection between the diseases 
and the industrial activity, giving birth to a stream of news that brought the issue 
to the attention of people outside the region. 

For this reason, associations of ex-workers, residents of areas surrounding 
industrial sites, mothers worried about the future of their children, are starting to 
organize themselves into non-profit associations.  
Their activity is isolated and often opposed by institutions, industrials, and 
criminals, but shows no signs of abating. Despite this, ostracism prevents them 
from getting access to data and information that could confer credibility to their 
action.
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http://espresso.repubblica.
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[21]
Il polo petrolchimico di 
Gela, 2008. (Simone Donati, 
TerraProject/Contrasto)
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An occupational disease is a 
chronic ailment that can be 
caused by work activity. It is 
identified when it is shown 
that is more prevalent in a 
given body of workers than 
in the general population or 
other worker population.

[22]
Man affected by mesothelio-
ma looking at his own x-rays.

Chapter 03

03.2 Occupational diseases

Industrialization brought on the whole to an increase in occupational diseases. 
Emissions and chemical processes are one of the main causes of diseases or 
cancers and workers, as directly exposed to them, are the category of people that 
needs more protection and education on prevention. 

To go back to the specific case of cement industry, the pathologies that are more 
related to its activity are the ones concerning the respiratory system. From the 
direct testimony of workers and ex-workers, it emerges that silicosis was 
observed in almost the 100% of people direcly involved in the cement production. 
The son of one cement industry worker tells that from the x-rays of his father’s 
lungs the only thing the doctor could see was white powder.   A chronic cough, 
respiratory problems and problems with hearing are common, even in people 
living in the surrounding of cement industries.

Some researches done in India, Korea, Italy and Spain confirm that cement plants 
are one of the major sources of hazardous air pollutants’ emissions   including 
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dioxins, particulate material, and biphenyls. In many cases, scientists observed an 
excessive quantity of cadmium and chromium originating from cement 
installations. Even when the fossil fuel used in a cement plant is replaced with 
waste or biomass, the health risks are high because of toxic emissions from waste 
incineration, which have been proved to cause an increase of all kinds of cancers. 

Colorectal, bladder, pleura and gallbladder cancers are the most common types 
among cement workers, and exposure to the emission of the cement kilns poses a 
higher risk of developing breast cancer to the female population.

Even if the connection with cement factories is not established, it is a little 
mystifying that there are more cases of blood cancers like leukemia or multiple 
myeloma in areas close to the production sites.

From some interviews realized in Villafranca Tirrena, it emerges that ex-workers 
in cement plants speculate on the addition of radioactive particles in the mixture 
to obtain the material: the consequences of such a habit could have devastating 
consequences on the surroundings for decades to come. 

While it is true that workers have to know all the risks they may face, it is even 
more true that people who are not directly exposed to the production process 
can be invested by the consequences of industrialization without noticing. It is 
furthermore dangerous the fact that soil, water, and air will release negative effect 
on environment later in time when it will not be easy to connect them to a specific 
industrial activity.

03.3 Cement and criminal organizations

Criminal organizations profited from the process of industrialization of South Italy, 
as mentioned in the previous chapters. The Italian government gave incentives to 
the industrials interested in investing money and resources in the south, that soon 
after the failure of industrialization and the displacement towards poorer countries 
due to cheaper manpower, were invested in other activities. 

Together with tourism, the system of contracts related to the building of new 
infrastructures was one of the fields in which these incentives were re-invested. 
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Press articles about this 
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Today criminality plays a crucial role in this system thanks to the loyalty of 
industrials, who knows that the relationship with criminals can be fruitful to obtain 
public assignments and to be preferred among the different candidates in public 
tenders.

This naturally means that the cement industry, which is necessary for the process 
of building new infrastructures, is the one that can profit the most from the 
relationship with both institutions and organized crime.

To come back to the Sicilian case, is it possible to list different cases and 
speculations about situations that can suggest an affair between Italcementi and 
the Mafia.
In 2008, Calcestruzzi S.p.A, society owned by Italcementi, was accused of having 
used unboosted cement in the construction of infrastructures in Sicily and to have 
relationships with Mafia. The court case led to the detention of four Calcestruzzi 
employees and two mafioso, but at the end, the Company itself was blamed just 
for fraud in a public tender and absolved.

Another controversial issue is the never formalized accusation against the Pesenti 
family, owner of Italcementi, to be involved together with criminals, in the project 
of the Bridge of Messina, that should connect Sicily to the Italian peninsula. The 
accusation is supported by investigative reports that discovered the ownership by 
Pesenti family of part of local companies, such as the local newspaper La Gazzetta 
del Sud, which assure them the control of press coverage.

Even if these rumors are not officially confirmed, Sicilian people are conscious of 
the  connections between Mafia and the industrial and public sector. This is the 
reason why they don’t often act against the industrials for fear of reprisals. 

In such a context, information is undermined by the silence of some players and 
the complicity of others, who are willing to maintain the status quo. They don’t 
want the inconvenient truth to leak. 
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Information taken from a 
report called “I Padrini del 
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The highway viaduct 
“Viadotto Italia” is destroyed 
for safety reasons, 23th 
February 2016
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Italian police investigating 
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Calcestruzzi spa, 2010
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sud è rimasto indietro” - p. 
197, referring to South Italy

03.4 The role of institutions

The Sicilian institutions used industrialization to gain richness and benefits. 
If South Italy was exploited by someone, it was exploited by its own ruling class, 
that wanted to change everything in order not to change anything.  If decades ago 
their interest was to maintain the island trapped in a passive modernization that 
stopped locals from getting economical and social power, today they have the 
interest to maintain the relationships with industrials and businessmen who, after 
several years of presence on the island, know how to behave.

In Sicily,“nothing can change because the structure of power has never changed. 
Neither changed its effects, such us the importance of criminal organizations and 
political and social nepotism”.
This is the reason why institutions in Sicily are in the uncomfortable position of 
being responsible either of the departure of some major industries, either of the 
immobility towards the related emerging problems. In both cases, they reveal their 
inability to serve the interests of the citizens or to play the role of guardians of the 
collective prosperity. As the interests of industry have an economical counterpart, 
they represent the priority.

It is paradoxical that those institutions are the ones that obstruct the 
environmental associations or the employees organizations, who are always 
blamed to be linked to a specific political party and consequently considered as 
unreliable. Moreover, researchers and journalists are interrupted by the 
unwillingness of the public employees to make documents available to the public, 
and their tendency to hide behind the long bureaucratic procedures, hoping to 
stop the inquiries. 

Citizens happen to be trapped in the net of relationships between industrials, 
criminal organizations, and institutions, without the chance to effectively change 
the situation they live. 
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03.5 Conclusion: the role of information design

In such a layered context the activity of visualizing and communicating 
environmental damage and health risks has a strong social impact, which could 
be fundamental for people involved in order to acquire knowledge and awareness 
without panicking. It has of course to take in consideration the importance to refer 
to official sources and the possible legal consequences of dealing with industry 
and institutions.

The blurriness of the information situation prevents the completion of a scientific 
investigative process, therefore, information design might be the right discipline 
to open a debate on the problem, distinguishing truth from speculation through 
the application of filters that allow recognizing one from the other. 
The practice of visualizing the invisible is the hardest and most challenging task 
for an information designer. In the specific case of communicating industrial risk 
in Sicily, together with the complexity deriving from the presence of invisible 
layers and connections comes the difficulty of translating information to a target 
of people with different cultural levels.   Information design can be a tool to 
eliminate these barriers to comprehension and to put on an equal footing past, 
present and future practices in order to show how one influences the other and, 
consequently, human and environment’s health.

As transparency is an unknown concept in the Sicilian context, what an 
information designer can do is to treat the subject of industrialization describing 
it as he would do with dark matter,   something we can see through the fact that 
we know the things around it, and that we can grasp where it intersects with the 
explicit elements of the story. As a restorer, the designer has to elaborate 
strategies to speculate on what could have been the missing piece, and work on 
what he collected in order to appropriately reconstruct it. 
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informative 
experience in 
which the different 
layers of 
information, 
according to time 
and other factors – 
reliability, 
closeness to the 
specific issue, 
quality of the 
media and content 
– are readable as 
a stratification of 
contents.  
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Information 
restoration

04

04.1 A definition

Information restoration definition (readable in the previous pages) has been 
formulated with the aim of dealing with complexity, finding a strategy to 
restore the missing information in the project, and understand the medium and 
the language to use in order to translate the research in the most effective way. 
It has not the pretension of changing the approach to the information design 
world, but it is for sure an attempt to find an answer to the specific doubts arising 
from an enquiry in which the information designer is a researcher, a translator, 
a restorer and an editor at the same time. 

04.2 Observation & speculation

The contemporary world seems focused on Big Data and big numbers, so that it 
loses sight of all the other opportunities; John Thackara suggests, instead to 
“consider, for a start, all the things that matter, but which cannot be counted.“

This statement expresses how important it is to consider the specific social, 
economic, political context and all the values that surround a community when an 
information design project refers to a specific context. 
The observation of landscapes, of people’s behaviour, of customs of the area, 
is another way of getting information that can be assimilated to the scientific 
method of field study. 
Furthermore, the most pertinent information about a given activity is nearly 
always found where the activity takes place. If the designer has the chance to 
observe directly the events as they happen, or the context they are related to, he 
gains a strong conceptual and visual base to build upon, especially because the 
observation phase can be translated into  photographs, footage, sketches, written 
recordings, that can substantiate the following stages of the project.  

Observation can be the base to reconstruct missing pieces of the story, the 
starting point to speculate on them and wonder on what they can be. 

Hypothesis is often used in journalism in order to get information in the fastest 
way. The formulation of a hypothesis, in fact, is also the composition of 
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a narrative: it tells the current stage of the problem, which is the present, the 
cause of the problem, in the past, and that things can be worse, in the future.   It is 
a good tool to introduce the topic of the enquiry to others. The difference between 
design and journalism in the use of hypothesis and speculation lies in the fact that 
a journalist has the obligation to verify them, and to abandon or change them if 
the facts are not confirming their existence. A designer has instead the chance 
to explore all his speculations, and to envision multiple scenarios to test them, 
putting them next to the verifiable events. These multiple visions can make both 
the designer and the audience more sensitive to detect signals in the surrounding 
environment or in the consulted documents. In this way, the hidden layers of the 
project can hopefully be revealed: if you want to find something, you have to be 
looking for it.

In this specific case, the starting point of this project is based on my observation 
of the health and environment situation in my hometown, which is getting worse 
from year to year, and a first collection of talks with people and photographs of the 
surroundings. 
I then developed a hypothesis: We are seeing that environmental and health 
conditions are getting worse, and we got to this point because of the industrial 
presence in the area. If nothing changes, the situation will never improve and 
people will be unprepared to face it. 
While collecting the material, I understood that the situation was more complex 
than in my hypothesis. In the picture of the situation that I have right now, the 
missing information doesn’t give the chance to verify it entirely. As a designer, 
instead of changing it, I had the chance to keep working on it, trying to speculate 
on what these holes can be. 
Until now, this led me to enlarge my vision and made me sensitive to other traces 
left by the industries that, even if not directly related to my field of research, gave 
me connections to get to a better understanding of the situation. 

The translation of these multiple visions and the inclusion of both observation 
and speculation into the design project can be a tool to give the audience different 
clues to reconstruct the picture.  
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04.3 Formal vs informal sources

The inclusion of both formal and informal sources is necessary in order to recon-
struct the information surrounding a social issue.
According to the EU Regulation 1049/2001, a document is any content, whatever 
its medium, (written on paper or stored in electronic form or as a sound, visual or 
audiovisual recording) concerning a matter relating to the policies, activities and 
decisions falling within the institution’s sphere of responsibility, and this applies to 
all documents held by an institution.
Documents are considered as formal sources, where formal means that they are 
reliable for their legal value and credibility status. Their reliability is the reason why 
they represent a sort of guideline for the whole enquiry, some fixed points that 
guarantee the value of the information design project. Nevertheless, the access 
to information that comes from the institutions - and particularly national state 
institutions - is considered to be difficult, because of the quantity of bureaucracy 
involved and the difficulty to find a person who is willing to help the researcher in 
his request for detailed sources, especially when the information concerns 
sensitive or confidential topics. Moreover, in Italy, the request of official 
documents must be accompanied by a reference to the required document itself 
or a related law mentioned in it, and the bureaucratic time to get an answer from 
institutions is 30 days long, one of the highest of European Union.

In Sicily, the situation is even worse, and the process of getting information is 
longer and more difficult. As mentioned in the previous chapter, institutions 
have often interest in hiding documents or in delaying answers and the delivery 
of documents. Sicily doesn’t have a platform for Open Data and the majority of 
offices there still lack digital databases in which they can record documents and 
activities.
This means that the direct presence on the Sicilian territory becomes necessary in 
order to get any kind of official information. 

The direct presence in Sicily is also necessary to gather testimonies, which can be 
in most cases classified as informal sources, whose reliability has to be verified. 
The use of this kind of sources is a common practice in the journalistic field, 
especially when the aim of a journalist is to find personal insight to substantiate 
the formal sources in the translation of the news in a media message. From an EU 
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One of the ex-workers 
interviewed in Villafranca 
Tirrena showing his personal 
photographic archive

Report   it emerges that journalists tend to look for the interaction between the 
two types of sources in a fluid way, and to look for the same information into the 
two different typologies. In the specific case of reconstructing a social issue in 
Sicily, the informal sources have a fundamental value. They reveal the practices, 
the relations, the fears, the doubts of a community and become as much precious 
– and maybe more precious – than the formal sources, as their connections with 
the other parties involved are probably less strong than it is for institutions. 
On the other hand, as people are afraid for their own safety or their jobs, it is 
difficult to make them talk. For my research, it was often necessary to promise 
to the interviewed people to not record them, to go to their houses with someone 
they already knew, to try to make them feel comfortable. Nevertheless, from the 
majority of interviews, it is possible to gather emotions more than information. 
But emotions can be used in order to reveal patterns, and most of all, they confirm 
the relevance of the topic itself: anxiety or fear, in fact, tend to arise in specific 
moments, and can tell to the researcher that something is happening or that 
something is missing. It is therefore important, with the intent of reconstructing 
the holes in the information, to design tools for anonymity, in order to give the 
chance to people who know more about the subject not only to contribute to the 
project, but also to do it in a safe way, sure that they don’t risk to lose anything. 
At the same time it is important to design tools to verify the external sources, in 
order not to spread inaccurate information.

[25]
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04.4 The role of the analogous

In situations in which the information cannot be found or reconstructed through 
a specific source, speculation can be based on probability. As probability is “ the 
extent to which an event is likely to occur”,   the analysis of similar stories can help 
to understand the kind of event that could have happened in the informative hole. 
The analysis of similar cases and the comprehension of the different phases of 
their development can offer a clue to their resolution. As soon as it is 
understandable how things worked, it is possible to identify the critical areas on 
which it is necessary to focus, and to compare the different realities. The practice 
of collecting data about actors, institutions or events that are not directly related 
to the specific case is frequently used by investigative journalists. In fact, this kind 
of wider research can provide perspective and open a path to new sources.  

In Sicily, this technique proves to be particularly effective: it is already used by 
associations of workers ad ex-workers, who look at similar industries in other parts 
of Italy or the world in order to understand in which proportion the industry lies, 
what information the institutions try to hide, and make projections on how their 
future can look like.

A specific example of an application of this strategy comes from the president of 
the Committee for people exposed to asbestos, Salvatore Nania.   He explains in 
an interview that when he began his activity, he knew nothing about the effects of 
asbestos exposure. One day in 1979 he read an article in the Corriere Della Sera, 
one of the Italian most famous newspapers, about asbestos industry workers who 
were dying because of respiratory diseases and cancers in the USA. Only years 
later he started a deeper research, asking people who were abroad to share with 
him the knowledge they had about it.
Even today, he always looks at what happens in countries or regions in which the 
information situation is different and in which the process of mapping asbestos 
has already been done (and the problem relatively solved), in order to propose 
realistic methods for starting the procedures in Sicily before the effects get worse. 
Nowadays, he explains, he is able to debate with doctors and specialists when he 
is helping the families of exposed people to gain compensations, or in court cases. 
He showed me the Manual of Pneumology from which he studied: “I bought the 
three volumes of the Essay on Pneumology that doctors study to graduate, and 

Information restoration

58

59

60

◊



58

Once a doctor 
asked me “how 
can you do this? 
Everything you say 
in your papers
seems precise as if 
you were a doctor. 
“ I answered, “with 
my brain, and with 
my personal 
computer”. He 
asked me to have a 
copy. 
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Design, verb: to plan and 
make decisions about so-
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Cesare Brandi, Teoria del 
Restauro, 1963 – Chapter 1
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Capdevila-Werning Remei 
“Constructing the absence: 
Preservation and restoration 
of architecture”, in Pro-
ceedings of the European 
Society for Aesthetics, vol. 
5, Universitàt autònoma de 
Barcelona, 2013
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The association takes part in 
court cases related to 
asbestos exposure and 
deals with the procedures 
of request for medical and 
economical assistance to the 
National Insurance Company.

I read them again and again and confront the medical issues that people tell me 
with what is written there, because I need to know what I am talking about, to be 
sure that what I think is correct. And there is also an enquiry done by the Marche 
Regional Government, about an asbestos industry in that area, that I used as a 
reference to help my colleagues”.

04.5 Information restoration: process and techniques 

Cesare Brandi, one of the main voices in the art restoration field, in its main work 
“Theory of Restoration”, says that restoration is the methodological moment in 
which the work of art is appreciated in its material form and its historical and 
aesthetic duality, with a view of transmitting it to the future.  The conception that 
differentiated Brandi from the theoreticians who preceded him was the 
consideration of the work of art as a historical event, as something that talks not 
only about the time in which it was conceived, but whose actual status speaks of 
the time in which it is analyzed. From a conceptual point of view, this opens to a 
vision of conservation-restoration as a cultural act, that interacts with society as it 
reflects the stratification of events from its creation; from a practical point of view, 
this opens to restoration techniques that differentiate the integrated areas from 
the original work in order to make them recognizable. This stratification process, 
in his view, has the same right to be preserved as the work of art in its original 
appearance, as a testimony of a human activity and as part of history. 

The process of restoring information often has to deal with historical events 
whose traces are not visible anymore and with a contemporary world that sees 
them from a different perspective, and that can use as tools for reconstruction 
media and languages that were, as in art and architectural restoration, unknown 
at the time of the “event”. Both the processes deal with the reconstruction of an 
immaterial or intangible past – a conception of society, culture, values, - that can 
be altered in the process of recovering it. They deal with heritage, projecting their 
intervention in the future while trying to preserve something that they consider 
valuable to be conserved. And in the process of making absences present, they 
both require a design  phase, which includes decision-making and translation of 
the findings, that may alter or distort the absences’meaning. 
To summarize, they are not merely a restitution of an original state, neither a 
reconstruction of the truth, but a cultural act themselves, open to interpretations. 
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Jones, Samuel Holden, John. 
It’s a material world: caring 
for the public realm. UK: 
Demos, 2008
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Constructing the absence: 
Preservation and Restoration 
of Architecture, Universitat 
autònoma de Barcelona 
, 2013

In order to understand how the practice of art and architecture restoration can 
be the starting point to develop a strategy to restore information, it is useful to 
run through examples of restoration projects or restoration theories and make a 
parallel with design strategies. 

The prevention of damage
The smallest but most important interventions of restoration are the ones aimed 
to prevent damage. This is the sector where the conservation adds real value. 
Information restoration similarly adds real value in contexts in which revealed or 
restored information can prevent social damage. 
Engagement and participation
Restoration is a practice that refreshes the values of the past (..) but also reflects 
values for the present and the future.   In the last years, restorers are asking 
themselves whether it is possible to increase public engagement in conservation. 
In fact, encouraging the public to take part in the decision making can improve the 
relationship between people and their own culture, but also provide different views 
on the process. As the society can benefit from the activity of conservators, they 
can benefit from the point of view of society. 
In the same way, information restoration can benefit from the inclusion of people’s 
opinion during the process. The multiplicity of voices can help in reconstructing 
the holes in a meaningful way, can provide new hints and different points of view 
that complete the picture significantly. This can improve the relationship that the 
public has with information, and stimulate them to look for data and transparency. 
A matter of choice
Restoration in art is a matter of decisions: what to treat, how to treat it and whom 
to involve in this process are elements that depend on the relationships that 
restorers perceive between the work of art and its social context.   The act of 
restoration is, therefore, an interpretation, and a critical preservation practice 
should help in avoiding misunderstandings. In this sense, while looking at a 
restored item, the audience should be able to appreciate both the original 
construction but also the process of restoration or preservation itself, to reflect on 
the ways in which the absence has been made present.  
Similarly, information restoration does not provide the truth about the missing 
parts that have been restored but offers interpretations and perspectives on them. 
Information restoration produces scenarios and visions that are reliable, but that 
propose themselves as design outputs, pointing to the fact that what the audience 
sees is already mediated by an interpretation made by the designer. 
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Restoration strategies

01. Visibility

In the first approach, the restoration process has to be clearly noticeable: it is 
intended as a purist or archeological restoration, which consider that any addition, 
substitution or change has to be visible, in order to avoid any pretense of 
authenticity. All the procedures to make the absence present are distinguishable.
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Edoardo Tresoldi
Ricostruzione della Basilica di S. Maria di Siponto
Manfredonia - Puglia, Italy

Last year, when the people working for the Archeological Superintendence of 
Puglia had to decide how to proceed to the restoration of the S. Maria di Siponto 
ancient church and its related archeological excavations, they had the intuition of 
abandoning the traditional model of restorations, and gave to a young Italian artist 
the assignment to build an art installation that could envision the restoration 
process. Edoardo Tresoldi, together with a team of archeologists, restorers, 
architects, discovered that the Church had been reconstructed several times in 
its history, and had the traces of all this stratification. With the aim of building an 
immersive experience for the audience, they decided to choose one of the several 
churches that S. Maria di Siponto had been in the past and reconstructed it using 
metal wire. The decision to rebuild the structure as it was in ancient times in the 
most careful way, but using a material that talks about modern times and allows 
interaction with the actual surroundings of the building, create an example of 
restoration which is reliable for its historical value but speaks a language of its 
own. 

An information restoration of this kind can potentially lead to two different 
outputs. In the first one, the designer uses a contemporary language to map the 
informative holes, putting them in relation to the actual situation. An example 
could be the application of an augmented reality layer that engages the 
audience directly in the physical site involved in the enquiry. Another output could 
be generated from the choice to reconstruct the informative holes according to a 
specific year of the story, imagining how it would have been to be conscious of the 
situation at that precise moment. Some holes would then disappear simply 
because that kind of information would have been impossible to grasp. 
Nevertheless, the consciousness of being into another age could raise doubts and 
questions.

[26]
Basilica di S. Maria di 
Siponto, Personal archive

[27] 
Basilica di S. Maria di 
Siponto at night, copyright 
The Blind Eye Factory
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Pavement of the old Basilica di S. Maria di Siponto
Manfredonia - Puglia, Italy

In occasion of an informal interview  , the archeologist and the restorer of the old 
pavement of the S. Maria di Siponto church, explain their choice of not 
reconstructing the entire pavement, but leaving the missing parts as they were, as 
a way to fake as less as possible. Their aim was to emphasize the former glory of 
the pavement and the materials used to built it in the past. According to this 
principle, neither the decoration was reconstructed, even if it was possible to 
guess which was the original decorative pattern. The audience still has the chance 
to see some guidelines, which represent the main structure lying behind the 
decoration, and act as a connection between the original parts. 

According to this approach, the ideal way to deal with the holes in the information 
is to leave them visible, like blank pages. The outcome of such a strategy should be 
a display of all the different elements used to reconstruct the story in their original 
format - documents as documents, pictures as pictures, videos as videos - and put 
together according to a main feature, time for example, in order to create a pattern. 
The holes will contain just the possible connections between the different 
elements that precede or succeed them. 
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In occasion of an 
professional assignment, I 
visited S.Maria di Siponto 
church in February, having 
the chance to experience the 
last phase of the restoration 
process

[28]
Pavement of the Basilica, 
Personal archive
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Cimabue
Crucifix
Basilica di S. Croce, Firenze

The technique of tratteggio was developed at the Istituto Centrale per il 
Restauro in Rome during the years 1945-50 and is based on Cesare Brandi’s ideas 
on restoration previously mentioned in this paragraph. Reconstruction in 
tratteggio consists of a system of small vertical lines of about one cm in length 
placed at regular intervals. The technique is applied in the Cimabue’s Crucifix 
together with chromatic abstraction, which is based on the idea that three 
dominant tones may be abstracted from any painting and that these three colors, 
combined, blend perfectly at the point of making the losses merging with the 
presences, but recognizable from the original. Today, the restorations based on 
tratteggio are starting to be reconsidered as twentieth-century artworks. 

The technique of tratteggio with chromatic abstraction could be translated into an 
information restoration method, by finding a layer which can be used to connect 
the different parts of the story and acts as a visual background. The moments of 
the story in which the information is not available should present just the 
background layer, while the ones connected to partial information can have one of 
the different layers, according to the typology of information itself. The result is a 
product that delivers information, but which rhythm and balance in layers is fixed 
by the designer and creates an artwork of its own. 
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Brunett, Graham “Facing 
the unknown”. Cabinet 
Magazine, Issue Hair, Winter 
2011 <http://www.cabinet-
magazine.org/issues/40/
burnett.php>

[29]
Detail of restored Crucifix, 
from Cabinet Magazine
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Harvard commission + MIT Media Lab
Mark Rothko
Murals
Harvard museum

In 2014, Harvard Art Museums exhibited murals by Mark Rothko from 1961 and ’62 
which had faded. A team of art historians, conservation scientists and restorers at 
the Harvard Art Museums collaborated with the MIT Media Lab in order to bring 
back the original appearance of the paintings, without damaging the material. 
They decided to digitally project light, carefully calibrated at each pixel from a 
photograph of the paintings in their unfaded state. For the exhibition period, every 
day, from 4 to 5 p.m. the projectors were turned off so that the visitors could 
experience the difference in color and the actual state of the paintings.

As information restoration deals with missing parts, it is impossible to translate 
the method used by the Harvard Art Museums group and the MIT Media Lab as a 
technique to restore data. Nevertheless, the unusual strategy of giving the 
opportunity to explore the actual state of the paintings gives a clue to the 
importance of maintaining the “truth” always available, and to allow the audience 
to consult the sources of the story they are experiencing. 
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[30]
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Restoration strategies

02. Invisibility
The second strategy wants the restoration process to be invisible, melting with the 
existant parts so that becomes indiscernible. Restoration of this kind is defined 
integral restoration, and aims to make the whole work look like the original, not 
allowing to recognize whatever was the missing part. 
It would be rare to have the chance to use this kind of approach when the 
information is missing, still the following examples can offer clues to 
understanding how to structure an information restoration project and choose the 
features of its medium and its language.
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Sagoff, Mark (1978). ‘On Re-
storing and Reproducing Art,’ 
The Journal of Philosophy 
75, 453-470.
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Frank Lloyd Wright
Guggenheim Museum
New York

Guggenheim Museum in New York was restored from 2005 to 2008. 
The restoration brought back the exterior of the building to its 1959 appearance 
by removing coats of paint and filling cracks. The corroded steel structure and the 
concrete were repaired and reinforced. The aim was to take back the building to its 
former glory, making both the intervention and the stratification of time invisible. 

This kind of intervention can be translated into a participative approach to the 
project. 
If the aim of the information restoration is to take back information to its former 
glory, the picture has to be reconstructed in the most truthful and complete way. 
This can be possible only by giving to the people who know something about the 
subject or directly involved in the described situation the opportunity to add their 
own experience or the documents they possess into a database. 

[31]
Guggenheim museum after 
the restoration

[32]
Guggenheim museum during 
the restoration, copyright 
ICR-ICC
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Mies van der Rohe 
Barcelona Pavillion
Barcelona

Originally built for the 1929 International Exposition and reconstructed in 1986, 
the Barcelona Pavilion aims to be a faithful reproduction of Mies van der Rohe’s 
building. Nevertheless, the process of reconstruction produced an alteration of the 
meanings of the original structure. The elimination of the water lilies took away 
the idea of a living structure that connected with the artistic currents of art 
nouveau and impressionism and the missing black carpet, which stood for the 
central part of the German flag, as well as the missing flag at the entrance of the 
Pavilion, makes any cultural reference to its belonging to Germany almost 
impossible. A German icon is today experienced as an icon of modern architecture. 
The absence of elements in reconstruction opened the building to a wider story.  

To be allowed to reconstruct the holes it is sometimes necessary to leave some 
parts of the story behind. In the case of this project, what can happen if the story 
never mentions the specific context in which is set? If the narration never 
indicates the specific location and time, it can use external sources, talking about 
similar subjects, to restore the holes and imagine what happened. The final 
product will show a unique informative output in which the elimination of some 
cultural references allows the inclusion of others. 

[33]
Barcelona Pavilion, 2014

[34] 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 
Barcelona Pavilion, 1928–29. 
Exterior view from front, 
1929. Gelatin silver print, 16.5 
x 22.2 cm. The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, Mies 
van der Rohe Archive, gift of 
the architect. 
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Viollet Le Duc
Cathedral of Nôtre-Dame de Paris
Paris

The restoration of Notre-Dame de Paris responds to Viollet-le-Duc’s conception 
of restoration as to “reinstate it in a condition of completeness which could never 
have existed at any given time”.   Viollet-le-Duc added the spire on the roof, the 
chimeras at the façade, he substituted late Gothic arches for new ones; he rebuilt 
the whole rose window. His restoration process is a process of perfecting an exi-
sting building to bring it to an inexistent ideal state. Neither the absent parts or the 
original state are visible, as an entirely new interpretation is created. 

What is the ideal condition of the information of the project? According to this re-
storation method, the information restoration should reconstruct the missing data 
by imagining which is the information that could give back the worse or the best 
situation possible. In this case, the outcome is a dystopian or utopian vision on the 
topic, based on the present information.
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Capdevila-Werning Remei 
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Preservation and restoration 
of architecture”, in Pro-
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Society for Aesthetics, vol. 
5, Universitàt autònoma de 
Barcelona, 2013

[35]
[36]
Notre Dame de Paris,
different views
wikipedia.org
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A work of art that has undergone a restoration process consists of both the 
remains of the original work and the preserving intervention or interventions. This 
is not to be understood as a detriment but rather as a gain, for it introduces a 
whole new set of meanings.   The same goes for an information design project 
that has undergone phases of information restoration. The information included 
is not only true, or authentic, or reliable at 100%, and the activity of the designer 
is not merely a translation of data. But this is not intended to be a detriment for 
information but rather a way to gain it in situations in which its absence is the only 
presence, and a way to emphasize the importance of Design into the Information 
Design discipline.
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Holes in the cement: 
the project

05

2016-04-10

At this stage of the process, it is still not possible to describe the project in its 
final characteristics, neither to investigate on its consequences. Nevertheless, it 
is possible to make projections of what it will be, or to envision the nature of the 
experiments that will be done in the following months. 

The audience
The project will be both a tool for people directly touched by the subject and an 
occasion for reflection for people engaged in related arguments, interested in 
contemporary social issues or working in the process of investigating and 
gathering information on sensitive topics.
In order to make it available to a larger public and to prevent the industry from 
blocking its spreading or attack the people involved in the release of information, 
there will be the necessity to filter or censor some parts of the research.

The output
Putting together the analysis of the different restoration techniques with the 
urgency to filter and censor the content, the outputs of the project will probably be 
multiple, available according to specific conditions. 

This multiplicity enables the exploration of different languages but also the 
inclusion of various metaphors in the storytelling, a practice which is necessary to 
deliver the story and make it effectively accepted by the Sicilian audience. 

In order to guarantee transparency, there should be the possibility to download 
and explore the documents on which the project is based and the eventual 
databases in their raw form;
In order to guarantee the filling of the informative holes and the growing of the 
research, there should be the possibility to add information and testimonies 
related to the topic;
In order to guarantee the safety of the contributors, anonymity has to be taken 
into consideration;
In order to guarantee the diffusion of the content, as the topic covers a social issue 
which asks to be brought to the attention of the maximum of people, the project 
should ideally be hosted online.
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The research and design project “Holes in the cement” 
focuses on the impact the process of industrialization had on 
the landscape and population of Sicily. 
After a period in which the arrival of petrochemical plants, 
cement caves and other industrial activities offered a 
much-needed escape from poverty and emigration, now the 
environmental damages and health risks connected to their 
activity begin to show. But there is little evidence for civilians 
to rely on when they search for information. Data are 
fragmented and many resources, like official government 
surveys, cannot be accessed. 

This project looks at the possible role of Information Design 
and more specifically at its techniques and social potential 
in situations in which data on sensitive topics are scarce or 
fragmented. The Sicilian context is all the more relevant, not 
just because the industrialization process hit the island like 
a tidal wave, but mostly because of the particular social and 
political situation, in which politics and economy are often 
closely linked with the interests of the Mafia. 
Sicilian citizens are trapped in a net of relationships among 
the other parties involved in the process - industrials, 
criminals and institutions - that stops them from any attempt 
of rebellion. 

The lack of data on health and environmental issues 
connected to industrialization confronts the information 
designer with a complex task. Some studies are available, 
some municipalities do have reports on the damages caused 
by industry, some environmental associations or activists are 
doing their personal research, but in many cases 
essential pieces of information are missing, or they are 
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treated as confidential. 
The industries themselves show hardly any willingness to 
co-operate. 
Any information design project here has to deal with data and 
with the blanks at the same time. Nevertheless, in this 
situation the blanks seem to be just as informative as the 
actual data.

Trying to understand what Information Design can offer to the 
communities in Sicily, it was necessary to develop a 
strategy that deals with fragmented, incomplete and 
sometimes distorted information. Without references from 
the design world that I could directly apply to my research,
 I had to look at other disciplines to find guidelines. I found a 
relevant analogy in the world of art and architecture 
restoration, where reconstruction methods have been 
developed that also deal with the remains of buildings, 
statues and paintings, and with the missing pieces of a 
puzzle. Several restoration techniques can be translated and 
then applied to the field of information design. 

The ambition of this analysis and translation is to come up 
with a strategy that allows me to deal with missing data in a 
blurry information environment. The notion of Information 
Restoration seems to offer a tool that combines observation, 
facts and speculation about the multiple truths around the 
subject. As a strategy, Information Restoration is not intended 
as a fixed set of rules, but more as a way of looking at existing 
and missing information together with the aim of 
reconstructing a plausible scenario. 
It can provide a starting point to develop appropriate design 
outcomes. 
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Scan of a document from 
ARPA Messina, with all the 
samples of material taken 
from Villafranca Tirrena Area 
that contains dangerous 
substances in a higher level 
that the one allowed by 
the law. 
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Volume 38 - The Shape of Law, January 2014
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Future Landscapes. Information design as investigation and storytelling
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Thanks to:
my family,
Giusi,
Greta,
S\F,
La Cerchia,
the Sea,
myself,

all the people who were not afraid.
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[38]
Italcementi cave and 
production site in Villafranca 
Tirrena, Sicily after the 
first stage of the recovery 
process
2015
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