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Abstract. 

Memory and oblivion are the structure of our mind that continuously 
makes selections. We classify, we analyse, we count, we protect our 
heritage but when we have to design strategies for its “actualization” the 
practices are only related to its conservation and safeguard. Applying the 
same point of view to all the elements under protection by law is absurd. 
After the Great Recession Period the available resources for the 
conservation have decreased and nowadays “economical sustainability” 
and “management” items concerning the intervention of conservation on 
cultural heritage are more and more relevant and strategic. Cultural tourism 
can be the economic resource that completes the traditional public 
investment. Evaluating the “potential” of the cultural non-performing 
Legacies (npL) is the precondition to the definition of efficient strategies of 
intervention that should be more flexible and efficient. Thanks to two 
researches on oversized cultural non-performing legacy case studies, the 
Dipartimento Architettura e Design (DAD) of the Politecnico di Torino has 
experimented the application of a new concept of adaptive reuse developed 
starting from the cultural heritage capacity to generate new incomes. 
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«When you think about it, department stores are kind of like museums» 
A. Wharol, 1985.  

The era of a new pragmatic approach to Cultural Heritage (CH)  

The L.H.O.O.Q. (1919) by Marcel Duchamp is a prophetic artwork, a manifesto 
against conformism. Above all, it is a manifesto against conservative bourgeois 
respectability, which in the past used to put shorts on the Sistine Chapel figures and 
today wants to convince us that art and Cultural Heritage must be kept away from 
any economic reasoning. This way of conceiving the heritage is passive and 
outdated: an immense pile of things that must be conserved unchanged because the 
alternative is their fatal loss. The question is if the heritage, conceived as a passive 
thing, to be looked at, static, continues to transmit past attributed values [Crew, 
Sims, 1995, 75]. According to the interpretations of some academics [Montanari, 
2014, 46], the patrimony would emit a sort of continuous and beneficial radiation 
to which we would be exposed; any alteration that could interrupt the “magic” of 
radiation must be prevented. This caricature of the concept of CH is recurrent in 
many rhetoric opinions concerning the positive effects of heritage; a reassuring 
rhetoric widely disseminated that does not take into account the economic aspects 
associated to conservation actions. Since the 70s of the XX century, the number of 
sites under protection has increased exponentially all over the world1. At the same 
time the great economic recession that has hit the world economies since the 2000s 
has produced a significant contraction and redistribution in public investments. In 
particular, it had serious repercussions on spending capacity at all levels. While in 
the 90s of the XX century the investments on cultural heritage were concentrated 
on few particular heritage light, today the EU efforts support sustainable policies 
and projects where the cultural tourism can play an important role for the 
development of those territories that include unknown and spread cultural 
resources [EU, 2017, 19]. Cultural tourism can be the economic resource that 
completes the traditional public investment. 

Nowadays not only art’s cities can be identified with the CH. The concept of CH 
includes also the peripheral EU territories since they are rich in little known cultural 
resources and excellences. Since the 1970s, it emerges a new awareness about the 

                                                      
1 In 1973 the World Heritage List included 12 sites; in 2018 the number of sites is increased 
to 1092 in 45 years (average increase of 24 sites per year). 
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existence of EU important sites that can play an important role in term of cultural 
attraction and enhancement of leisure [Berti, 2013]. The cultural tourism has to: (1) 
safeguard EU cultural values taking into consideration tensions between local, 
Regional and National EU identities; (2) foster the exchange of information and 
experiences; (3) enhance less known heritage; (4) establish networks able to create 
synergies between different knowledge. 

non-performig Legacy 

The term non-performing Legacy (npL), coined within the FULL - Future Urban 
Legacy Lab2, indicates the urban and territorial legacies that have lost their original 
vocation.  This legacy (1) is abandoned or lives a condition of risk linked to 
abandonment; (2) because of its original vocation, its renovation to new uses is 
difficult and complex. The npL includes (1) some categories of CH, such as minor 
ecclesiastical patrimony; (2) oversized architectures. In particular, in order to 
safeguard the architectural CH, it is necessary to redefine its economic mechanism 
that nowadays cannot be anymore the simple cyclical injection of public money. 

Starting from 2017, FULL has investigated several cases of npL. The first research 
was on the Citadel of Alessandria, a case of oversized architecture3. The mission of 
the research was (1) to integrate diverse opinions – social, cultural, political – into a 
cohesive vision, (2) to translate that vision into a plan and program of uses, and (3) to 
ensure the sustainable implementation of the plan [Robiglio, et al., 2018]. The 
developed strategy, which is not a restoration project, states that the adaptive reuse 
of a CH such as the Citadel of Alessandria is founded on local potentialities and its 
objective is the evaluation of the place identity through the capitalization of the 
current resources. The idea of a conservation aimed only at the Citadel as museum 
of itself was the main obstacle we encountered in our interlocutors. We have had to 
convince them that adopting a strategy able of blending different options was the 
only way to maintain/preserve this CH. The point of view moves from 
conservation to preservation of the CH because only through the actualization of 
                                                      
2 FULL is an interdepartmental centre of the Politecnico di Torino. FULL merges and boosts 
established Politecnico di Torino research experiences into a brand new interdisciplinary 
approach to urban phenomena, built on the integration of morphology, economy, evidence-
based design and socio-technical understanding. See: http://urbanlegacylab.net/ 
3 Research title: La Cittadella di Alessandria_Scenari di riuso adattivo; research team: 
Matteo Robiglio (scientific supervisor), Elena Vigliocco (coordinator), Nicola Russi, 
Roberta Taramino, Giulio Zotteri. 
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the heritage is possible to guarantee its survival [Vigliocco, 2018, 60]. Do not 
“subtract” but preserve; “add” to enhance; these are the interpretative keys of the 
entire proposal for the citadel. These are the challenges of the project: (1) the 
“knowledge” to preserve the existing heritage; (2) the legitimacy of the 
“compatible” valorization on the front of the culture of contemporary architectural 
project; (3) the construction of a new alliance between property (MIBACT), city 
administration (City of Alessandria), cultural associations (at local level but also at 
regional and national levels) and tourism operators. 

Regarding the npL, the overcoming of the conservation aimed at museum purpose 
is even more evident in the second case study on Borgo Castello that we will 
describe below. In 2019, Regione Piemonte appointed FULL on the definition of a 
recovery strategy of the cultural site of Borgo Castello nowadays only one-third 
used and in a progressive state of decay4. What makes this case study particularly 
interesting is its proximity to the Reggia of Venaria Reale, one of the guiding lights 
of the investment policies on cultural heritage of the 90s. 

The sequence Reggia di Venaria Reale - Mandria - Borgo Castello 

With the royal residences such as the Royal Palace of Stupinigi and Racconigi’s 
Castle, the Reggia di Venaria [Griseri, 1984; Castelnuovo, 2007] is part of the 
circuit of the Savoy Royal Residences involving the Turin metropolitan area. The 
perimeter of the Reggia and its gardens, built between XVII and XVIII century, 
border the Natural Park of the Mandria enclosed by a wall built on the wishes of 
Vittorio Emanuele II in XIX century. At the European level, only a few parks can 
be compared by extension (about 4,000 hectares) and location (proximity to a 
metropolitan city) to the system of the Reggia and the Natural Park of the Mandria. 
However, historically the character of the two sites is very different: while the 
project of the Reggia looks to the other European court residences such as 
Versailles or Fontainebleau in France, the subsequent Park of the Mandria does not 
aspire to its spectacularity. The park had to protect the royal apartments of the 
castle of the Mandria [Pernice, 2008] – also recently called Borgo Castello – where 

                                                      
4 Research title: Studi di fattibilità finalizzati a garantire, mediante interventi 
rifunzionalizzazione, modalità di conservazione e valorizzazione di beni culturali della 
Regione Piemonte (Borgo Medievale in Comune di Torino, Forte di Fenestrelle in Comune 
di Fenestrelle, Borgo Castello della Mandria in Comune di Venaria Reale); research team: 
Matteo Robiglio (scientific supervisor), Elena Vigliocco (coordinator), Lucia Baima, 
Roberta Taramino, Giulio Zotteri with Temirlan Nurpeissov, Carlotta Reviglio.  
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the king lived with his second family created with his morganatic wife Rosa 
Vercellana, called “la Bela Rosin”. Although Vittorio Emanuele II had renovated 
the site in the second half of the XIX century, Borgo Castello dates back to the 
early XVIII century when the Reggia’s patron, Vittorio Amedeo II of Savoy, 
commissioned to Michelangelo Garove the construction of a new structure for 
horses breeding. So the story tells us that the first nucleus of Borgo Castello was 
built as a functional appendix of the Reggia’s activities and that the relationship 
between these two sites was particularly robust. 

After the WW II, the Reggia became a public property of the Italian State and was 
used as barracks; on the contrary Borgo Castello remained a small populated 
village until the 90s of the XX century. At that time the two sites were divided for 
property and purposes: military site at the Reggia; residential village at the Borgo 
Castello. With the merging of the two properties everything changed: Regione 
Piemonte bought Borgo Castello in 1976 from the Medici del Vascello’s family 
and, at the beginning of 90s, acquired the Reggia. After the acquisition and the 
subsequent insertion of the Reggia in the World Heritage List, the noble idea of the 
Regione Piemonte was to reinforce the original link between the two sites through 
an exclusively museum use. As argued later in the article, the failure of the 
operation is linked to three main factors: (1) the huge economic amount of the 
project connected to limited funds spending times; (2) the implementation 
procedures that did not allow subsequent adaptations; (3, the most serious fault) a 
unidirectional project that has required the preliminary evacuation of the 
inhabitants of the site. 

1997-2018 projects and funds sequence 

. 1997 | The Reggia of Venaria Reale is included in the World Heritage List. 

. 1997 | Regione Piemonte approves the project and funds for the restoration and 
enhancement of the Venaria Reale royal site and Borgo Castello. 
. February 1998 | Regione Piemonte publishes a call for bids for the design and 
construction supervision of the Royal Palace of Venaria Reale and Borgo Castello. 
. May 1998 | The call for bids for the design of the new Centro Natura e Paesaggio in 
Borgo Castello is published. The sum total of the works to be designed is around 25 
millions euro. The call is awarded to Bertreux Boeffard Jolly Mace Achitecte. 
. June 1999 | The call for bids for the construction of the new Centro Natura e 
Paesaggio in Borgo Castello is awarded to a group of builder companies. In June 2001 
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a building of the complex collapsed.  The sums allocated to the finishes are moved for 
the indispensable structural operations and the reconstruction of the collapsed building. 
The reconstruction is tested in 2004; the remaining restoration works and the Centro 
Natura e Paesaggio remain unfinished. 
. 2005 | Regione Piemonte breaks down the contract with companies and designers. All 
funds (about 15 millions euro) are redirect into the Reggia di Venaria’s restoration works.  
. 13 April 2007 | The Reggia of Venaria Reale is inaugurated. 250 millions euro are the 
funds spent for the restoration and design of the Reggia (buildings: 250.000 sqm; 
gardens: 800.000 sqm)5. The 80% of the allocated funds comes from EU. 

Since 2001, 60% of the buildings of Borgo Castello, involved in the restoration / 
renovation works started in 1999, are now unfinished and unusable and are waiting 
for new funds and strategic projects. Nowadays only one third of Borgo Castello is 
used for cultural and administrative purposes. The unused and non-accessible parts 
are divided into two categories: those that are waiting for the completion of the 
works started and never completed; those that are waiting new restoration works 
aimed at stopping their decline. 

The contemporary situation 

While in 2017 the Reggia of Venaria Reale was the sixth most visited Italian 
museum6, despite the proximity, Borgo Castello was visited only by 10% of the 
visitors of the Reggia. The data allow us to state that nowadays ‘undertourism’ 
affects Borgo Castello. Three are the main causes of undertourism: firstly, the 
cultural site is not easily accessible because isolated or not located along typical 
touristic routes; secondly, the number of surrounding destinations and the 
consequent increase in competition is decreasing the number of tourists per 
heritage site; thirdly, lack of attractiveness: a good destination management and 
marketing and a huge government attention and funding characterize an attractive 
site. In particular, the case of Borgo Castello is aggravated by its increasingly 
fragile state of conservation. Even though the density of tourists is increasing at the 
Reggia, the Borgo Castello heritage site suffers from undertourism because 

                                                      
5 See: (2016). Reggia di Venaria: un’esperienza irripetibile?. www.regione.piemonte.it/fsc. 
6 The number of visitors increased by 4.5% from 2016 to 2017, reaching 1,390 thousand 
visitors. See: http://www.beniculturali.it. In relation to the in relation to the types of visitors 
it is estimated that only 7% is foreign, 26% combines the visit with a longer holiday, 79% 
arrives by car [Gascia, 2010].  
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inadequate funding and maintenance leads to low visitation. Hence, social and 
financial investments decline, causing abandonment. The most important impact is 
the loss in the income statement over time: the essential costs of maintenance and 
securing of the site, that alone do not necessarily generate any profit, trigger a 
vicious circle that can lead to negative economic and social impacts. 

The adaptive reuse strategy 

Does it make sense to insist on the museum vocation of Borgo Castello? We think 
not. It is important to preserve the portion of the Castle which is already a museum 
but the idea of enlarging it insisting on the project of the Centro Natura e 
Paesaggio is overcome. Nowadays the representatives of Tourism and Culture 
administrations [UNWTO, 2017] promote responsible and sustainable tourism 
management of cultural heritage by (1) ensuring the engagement of local 
communities in managing tourism at heritage sites in a sustainable, responsible and 
inclusive manner and meeting the aspirations of communities on safeguarding and 
transmitting their tangible and intangible culture heritage and values; (2) ensuring 
the necessary financing for preserving cultural heritage sites and safeguarding 
intangible CH through investments and self-financing models. Each cultural 
itinerary is a territorial project grounded in the virtuous circle between the strong 
related elements resource-project-territory. The cultural territories exist thank to the 
project which are developed considering their resources. In the same way, the 
project can generate new resources in the involved territories. In this sense, the 
cultural tourism looks for travel and visit experiences: one of the priorities is to get 
in touch with local communities and make an experience. New project has to 
establish (1) an alliance between local communities and tourist operators; (2) 
develops the marketing of the sites; (3) develop the attractiveness of those sites that 
nowadays are less attractive to cultural tourism; (4) offer the opportunity to 
experience physical and virtual emotions. 

The residual potential of Borgo Castello has been investigated on two levels: (1) 
residual architectural potential; (2) local and EU systemic residual potential. Both 
levels have investigated (1) the aspects related to the consistency of the artefacts; 
(2) the aspects related to the marketing and management components. 
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Figure 1. Borgo Castello strategy: while phases 1, 3 and 5 are realised through public 
funds, the others can involve private investors. At the end of the process Borgo Castello 
could attract from 450 to 1.500 visitors per day and 100 employees.  
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In relation to the residual architectural potential emerges that a program of punctual 
interventions is necessary both to stop the decay of the unused buildings and to 
(re)activate a peaceful reconquer of Borgo Castello. The aim of the reuse program 
is to activate a process of (re)occupation of this place that for too many years has 
been abandoned: the evacuation of its residents was political, a choice that today 
the artefact is paying in terms of decadence. 
In relation to the local systemic residual potential emerges that Borgo Castello is 
the intermediate pawn between the Reggia and the system of farmsteads and 
infrastructures, only partially used, that dot the Park of the Mandria. From the 
hospitality point of view, the park has 7 medium-low category restaurants and 6 
locations to stay overnight but none of these is in the Borgo Castello. At this level, 
the objective of adaptive reuse is to give back to the Borgo Castello the capacity to 
be the driving element, linking ring, of the cultural, economic and productive 
network of the Parco of the Mandria and the Reggia, in order to determine 
important effects on the entire receptive and productive system. 
In relation to the international systemic residual potential emerges that Borgo 
Castello could be the opportunity to release the visit of the Reggia from the local 
dimension [Gasca, 2010]: in light of the proximity to the airport, the renovation of 
the site for non-competitive uses but to support those of the Palace could generate 
new tourist flows in search of experiences related to sustainable and cultural 
tourism. The idea is that the milieu characterizing the park, with the Borgo at the 
centre, together with the Reggia is able to be an alternative tourist package to the 
consolidated circuits that have their own focal point in the nearby city of Turin. 

The strategy formulated includes a planned sequence of interventions and a 
marketing strategy aimed at preserving the consistency of the CH but also at 
reactivating its use, rediscovering the historical link with the Reggia of Venaria 
Reale in the rich intertwining of organized activities linked to it. 

Conclusions  

The analysis of the results achieved in different touristic sites puts in evidence that 
it is necessary to: (1) establish an alliance with the tourist operators so as to be able 
to choose the suitable target of tourists; (2) design a territorial marketing not 
focused only on one specific asset but including the different resources offered by 
the territories; (3) not consider the quantity as the only criteria but identify the 
correct balance between tourism positive and negative impacts.  
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New projects of adaptive reuse have to propose to stakeholder and policy makers a 
holistic governance approach, where value co-creation processes emerge from 
creative interactions between and among multiple stakeholders being some of them 
active value co-creators or co-producers, thus termed socio-economic actors. The 
project of adaptive reuse, that has at its centre a npL to be preserved, identifying a 
new place brand, must involve actors such as residents, politicians, government 
organisations, promotion agencies, cultural and sport entities, delineating complex 
relationships among them. The architectural project must stop be hiding itself 
behind the "sanctity" of its procedures in order to adhere to reality as much as 
possible without betraying the preservation the cultural heritage. 
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