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5 _ Houseboating in Italy: 

state of art

Recently, the European Union has included the Italian waterway sys-
tem among the major projects of interest for the development of a 
trans-European transport network. 
EXPO 2015 was an opportunity to reconsider navigable routes for 
tourist purposes, highlighting a renewed interest in both the history 
and the architectural and landscape value of different areas along the 
river. The public opinion of a country –Italy - which is not used to 
investing in its waterways, was awakened, going so far as to consider 
the reopening of the Navigli system in Milan.
In the north as in the south Italians are considering the opportunities 
represented by waterways. More and more projects were presented, 
aiming not only at rediscovering the today neglected urban water-
fronts, but above all at re-appropriating rivers.  This can only happen, 
on the one hand redeveloping the waterfront and on the other trying 
to create navigable conditions where they are lacking. This particular 
premise gives a new point of view on Italian waterways with the aim 
of encouraging a type of sustainable river mobility perfectly integrat-
ed with the surrounding environment, outlining scenarios that will 
take shape in the near future. 

When it comes to inland waterways, Europe is a great example, be-
cause from France to Germany, via Belgium and the Netherlands 
or the United Kingdom, there are many good practices to look at, 
seeking for inspiration and models to follow. Certainly Italian geo-
graphical and cultural reality differs particularly from those of these 
countries, but the drive to invest in our waterways is forcing Italy to 
confront what is happening beyond the Alps, where for a couple of 
decades a new golden age for waterways has been witnessed. This 
new Golden age doesn’t regard exclusively freight transport, but also 
urban mobility and housing solutions afloat. 
Living on water is perhaps the most charm aspect, as testified by the 
growing interest of Italian costumers on the theme of houseboating 
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on the Po River or along European waterways. If it is normal to see 
houseboats inhabited all year around in Holland and if it is true that 
the canals of London are so full of narrowboats that it is now impos-
sible to moor new crafts, on the other hand, in Italy, there are only 
rare and isolated cases of “floating dwellers”. The main reason is that 
houseboating is not part of Italian culture, as demonstrated by the fact 
that a proper translation of the term ‘houseboats’ doesn’t exist -if not 
the literal one of “floating home”, mainly referred to some old timber 
rafts. However, by projecting into these future scenarios, Italians be-
gin to talk about it, to consider the idea of possible settlements. Some 
design concepts have been presented, making assumptions about 
small fleets destined to populate rivers and lakes as tourist facilities. 
This is precisely why it is necessary to look at Europe to understand 
houseboating roots and causes, in order to import a coherent product 
to the Italian market.

5.1 Italian Waterways

Italy, like any other nation, has always taken advantage of its water 
resources. However, unlike the rest of Europe, despite its important 
tourist vocation, except for the estuary of the river Po, it has not de-
veloped particular forms of tourism purely related to river navigation 
and most rivers and canals have been gradually “abandoned” and del-
egated to much less noble purposes. Because of this, Italy has gradu-
ally lost his culture linked to the navigation of the inland waterways, 
those waterways, which in the rest of Europe have been used not only 
for transport but also as interesting tourist routes characterized by the 
natural beauty of their landscapes. 
In addition to the river Po, Italy boasts more than 1000 rivers across 
the country. Among them, the two most important are the Tiber and 
the Arno, which pass through the most significant places in Italian 
history, representing interesting itineraries both from a cultural and 
an enogastronomic point of view. With EXPO 2015, the Darsena has 
been given back to the city of Milan: old traditional working-boats 
have been recovered and transformed into lounge bars and small piers 
on the Naviglio Grande are now the starting point for modern boats 
that offer tourist excursions to discover the Navigli Lombardi. 

It is now expected that also in other areas, urban or not will take place 
a series of interventions for the rehabilitation and valorisation of the 
territories annexed to the river, aiming to bring out the historical 
memory of the waterways. In fact, these areas are identified as having 
an interesting potential for tourist exploitation, which is part of the 
wider theme of so-called “slow tourism”.
The extraordinary landscape and cultural heritage of these territories 
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would see important opportunities for development, starting from 
actions of restoration and recovery. In fact, through shared and stra-
tegic management of slow tourism along Italian waterways, typical 
local products, accommodation facilities and related recreational and 
commercial activities would be promoted. This is widely demonstrat-
ed by French and Britain case studies, which have always seen river 
navigability as an important resource for the territory. 

Other than tourist itineraries, the river Po and most of the other Ital-
ian waterways have a considerable potential development. The river 
axis between the Po Valley and the Adriatic Sea has strategic value be-
cause it does not only concern Italy but also the connection between 
Central Europe and the Mediterranean. It is, therefore, necessary to 
focus on river-sea transport, including the inland waterways of the 
Po Valley as a fundamental junction in the context of the “motorways 
of the sea”.
The most extensive waterway in Italy today is that of its main riv-
er, the Po, and the few canals and stretches of navigable rivers in 
the Po Valley. These two different types of waterways intersect in 
north-eastern Italy: the Po is navigable downstream of Cremona 
(small boats can travel further, to Pavia and south of Milan) and the 
waterways of the Adriatic coast, form a special network, straddling 
the Po Delta and the Adriatic Sea, which allows to visit Venice and 
the islands of the Venetian Lagoon, enjoying continuous changes of 
landscape. The most important river ports are therefore concentrated 
in the north, and they are Cremona, Mantua, Pontelagoscuro and Os-
tellato (Ferrara). The seasonal trend, which affects the flow of rivers, 
obviously influences this transport system, which therefore cannot 
rely on a secure continuity of service.
Numerous projects have been started, interrupted and then resumed 
and suspended again along the Arno and the Tiber, resulting in rather 
inconsistent navigability. The goal for both is to return to be navi-
gable in a short time, offering a tourist transport between Pisa and 
Livorno involving the Navicelli Canal in addition to the Arno, and 
between Rome and Civitavecchia, as regards the Tiber. 
In recent years, the European Union has included the Italian water-
way system among the major projects of interest for the development 
of a trans-European transport network, which aims to promote sus-
tainable mobility of people and goods, high-quality infrastructure and 
connection to the networks of other European countries. Italy, in fact, 
is crossed by 4 of the 9 corridors of the European Core Network, con-
necting the Mediterranean to Northern Europe. 
In 2018 the Conca di Isola Serafini was officially baptized. It is the 
most important hydraulic engineering work of its kind ever carried 
out in Italy. It will allow navigation on the Po in both directions in 
the stretch between the Adriatic Sea and Piacenza, with repercussions 
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on river tourism connected to the territories, dotted with important 
cities of art and historical routes, and the revival of commercial trans-
port in inland waters. In terms of size and characteristics, it can be 
used to carry large ships according to the current European classifica-
tion (up to 110 metres in length, 11.5 metres in width, a fully loaded 
draught of 2.5 metres and a capacity of up to 2,000 tonnes, equivalent 
to 50 lorries). The new navigation basin has been built to overcome 
the artificial barrier of the Enel hydroelectric power plant of Isola 
Serafini, in the municipality of Monticelli d’Ongina (Pc). The work 
was built because the previous basin, dating back to 1962, the same 
year as the birth of the Enel power station that blocks the course of 
the Po, was no longer usable for about twenty years because of the 
lowering of the riverbed. Its implementation is part of a programme 
to improve the navigability conditions of the Po, which also includes 
projects to improve certain stretches of the riverbed.
The work, financed with 47 million euros (of which 6.8 million, 20%, 
made available by the European Union). In addition to the basin, oth-
er projects were and will be carried out. The surrounding road con-
nections have been arranged, including the construction of a cycle 
path and a viaduct that connects the Serafini Island to the territory of 
the Municipality of Monticelli d’Ongina. Adjacent to the large reser-
voir is the fish lift, built thanks to a tranche of 2.4 million euros of the 
total budget, in addition to a sum of the same amount made available 
from Brussels. The plant inaugurated a year ago, allows the fish fauna 
to overcome the barrier of Isola Serafini, thus restoring the migration 
routes of rare species such as the sturgeon Cobice between the Adri-
atic Sea and western tributaries of the Po, up to Lake Lugano. From 
an environmental point of view, it represents an ecological corridor 
of extraordinary importance. The president of the region Emilia-Ro-
magna, Stefano Bonaccini comments68 the project highlighting its im-

68 Translation: “A work of high strategic value, a further step to promote 
the economy of the coastal territories of Emilia-Romagna along the Po, as 
well as a fundamental axis to increase both the attractiveness and the growth 
opportunities of our entire region, for a choice of sustainable development. 
The increase in merchant traffic on the Po will in fact be able to make an 
important contribution to the reduction of road transport and therefore to 
the improvement of circulation and air quality, a priority objective of this 
Council. The Conca will then be able to boost river tourism, a sector with 
great potential, thanks to the numerous artistic, cultural and enogastronom-
ic itineraries that Emilia-Romagna can boast of and with the existing cycle 
and pedestrian routes and those in the process of being designed close to the 
banks of the river. I remember that last year our region reached almost 57 
million tourist presences thanks also to the strong push of the Cities of Art 
(+10.5% compared to 2016) and of the places outside the traditional circuits 
(+16.3%) and that tourism now represents about 12% of the regional GDP. 
These numbers will increase even more with the diversification of the offer 
linked to a work like Conca Serafini’s”. 
Territorio e sviluppo, inaugurata la nuova Conca di Isola Serafini (Pc): il Po torna 

navigabile dall’Adriatico a Piacenza. (2018). [Website] Regione Emilia-Romagna. 

Available at: https://www.regione.emilia-romagna.it/notizie/2018/marzo/
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Conca di Isola Serafini in 
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portance in terms of fluvial tourism development.  

«Un’opera di alto valore strategico, un ulteriore tassello per promuo-

vere l’economia dei territori rivieraschi dell’Emilia-Romagna lungo il 

Po, oltre che asse fondamentale per accrescere sia l’attrattività sia le 

possibilità di crescita di tutta la nostra regione, per una scelta di svilup-

po sostenibile. L’incremento del traffico mercantile sul Po potrà infatti 

dare un contributo importante alla riduzione del trasporto su gomma 

e quindi al miglioramento della circolazione e della qualità dell’aria, 

obiettivo prioritario di questa Giunta. La Conca potrà poi dare impulso 

al turismo fluviale, un settore con grandi potenzialità, grazie ai nume-

rosi itinerari artistici, culturali ed enogastronomici che l’Emilia-Roma-

gna può vantare e con i percorsi ciclabili e pedonali esistenti e in via 

di progettazione a ridosso delle rive del fiume. Ricordo che lo scorso 

anno la nostra regione ha raggiunto quasi 57 milioni di presenze turi-

stiche grazie anche alla forte spinta delle Città d’arte (+10,5% sul 2016) 

e delle località fuori dai circuiti tradizionali (+16,3%) e che il turismo 

rappresenta ormai circa il 12% del Pil regionale. Numeri che potranno 

aumentare ancora proprio con la diversificazione dell’offerta legata a 

un’opera come quella di Conca Serafini».

By 2020, the main Italian rivers and their networks of tributaries 
and canals will form part of the European waterway connection for a 
low-emission, quiet and energy-efficient commercial mode of trans-
port. There are numerous projects for the rehabilitation, adaptation 
and refurbishment of infrastructure planned, in addition to the main-
tenance work already underway, necessary to maintain and expand 

territorio-e-sviluppo-inaugura-la-nuova-conca-di-isola-serafini-pc-ripar-
te-la-navigazione-sul-po-investimento-di-47-milioni-di-euro-per-la-via-da-
cqua-che-collega-ladriatico-a-piacenza [Accessed 4 Apr. 2018].
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the waterways, funded by the European Community. In 2030 the nav-
igability of our waterways will be guaranteed 340 days a year and the 
infrastructure, at that point completed, will connect the most signifi-
cant places in Italy, representing interesting routes for fluvial tourism 
or, more correctly for the tourism “fluvestre”. The tourism fluvestre, 
will in fact count not only the navigable ways, but also the bike-tour-
ism, and many other itineraries.

5.2 Houseboating in Italy

Houseboating is a practice that doesn’t belong to the Italian traditions. 
Despite the history of inland navigation has its roots in Italy from the 
Ancient Rome to the invention of Leonardo’s locks, its growth saw 
other countries involved, while Italy never developed either modern 
infrastructure or any form of related tourism preventing the disap-
pearance of the major canal network. As a matter of fact, when the 
UK and France where starting to lay the foundation of fluvial tour-
ism, Italy was burying the most of the artificial canals in the country. 

Due to the high risk of floods, most of Italians would never image to 
live docked on riverbanks. Carlo Cellamare, Professor of Urban Plan-
ning at the Faculty of Engineering of La Sapienza in Rome was inter-
viewed for an article dedicated to ‘life on water’ in 2011, explaining in 
few words why houseboating cannot be a dwelling possibility in Italy.

«In paesi come l’Olanda l’uomo ha imparato a dialogare con l’acqua. 

In Italia, invece, l’acqua ha sempre fatto paura. Le nostre città sono di 

pietra, arroccate, i fiumi hanno una portata variabile e la tendenza è 

sempre stata canalizzarli per controllarli, non certo per abitarli. Ma le 

soluzioni tecniche ci sarebbero, e visti i repentini cambiamenti climatici 

andrebbero considerate.»
69

 (Vola, 2011) 

In the same article, the author claims that almost all over the world 
there are specific laws to make boathouses true residences with a 
house number and so on but, in Italy this is not the case, although 
there is no lack of water, and she cites another professor. 

69 Translation: In countries like the Netherlands, man has learned to dia-
logue with water. In Italy, on the other hand, water has always been scary. 
Our cities are made of stone, perched, rivers have a variable flow rate and 
the trend has always been to channel them to control them, certainly not to 
inhabit them. But there would be technical solutions, and given the sudden 
climate changes should be considered. 
Vola, G. (2011). Vivere sull’acqua. ITALIC, [online] (1). Available at: 
http://www.italicnews.it/2011/08/06/vivere-sull%E2%80%99acqua/ 
[Accessed 24 Mar. 2016].
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Fernanda de Maio, professore associato di Architettura e Urban Desi-

gn allo Iuav di Venezia, spiega: “Manca un piano edilizio di occupazio-

ne delle acque. Una cosa è costruire all’interno di un sistema lagunare 

più o meno artificiale o in una rete di canali, altra è farlo sui fiumi o in 

mare aperto, soggetti alle correnti e al moto ondoso continuamente va-

riabile”. Di per sé, non è difficile progettare una casa singola sull’acqua. 

“Più complesso — spiega l’architetto — è recuperare la ricchezza e la 

piacevolezza della dimensione collettiva quotidiana di una vita galleg-

giante. Qualità concrete che città come Venezia o Siem Reap in Cambo-

gia, sebbene da opposti punti di vista e attraverso linguaggi differenti, 

uno aulico e monumentale, l’altro vernacolare e spontaneo, dimostrano 

di possedere”. (Ivi)70

However few and isolated cases do exist in Italy, from the north to 
the south, such as a vaporetto-houseboat in Venice, the one of a re-
tired man in the countryside near Pavia, the houseboat in the port of 
Genoa and the community on the Tiber, in Rome. 

5.2.1. Houseboats in the North of Italy
In the north of Italy, houseboating seems to be a lonely adventure, 
rather than a sharing experience similar to the floating communities 
of the rest of Europe. Rare examples of houseboats comparable to the 
ones used all the year round can be found in Venice, Pavia and Genoa.

Venice
In the article mentioned before only the case of a Danish houseboater 
living in Venice has been told. Michael Kiersgaard and his family have 
lived moored at the Giudecca for eighteen years, on board an old Actv 
vaporetto, the public transport company of the lagoon. Apparently, he 
found an abandoned vaporetto class 1935 and bought it. Kiersgaard is 
a boat carpenter expert of nineteenth-century hulls. Because of his 
work he was able to restore and convert the boat in the first person, 
providing all the amenities of a conventional home. His dream was 
interrupted when the city of Venice sued him because the houseboat 
does not fill the regulatory framework. Despite the support of the 
local population, through physical mobilization and social networks, 

70 Translation: Fernanda de Maio, associate professor of Architecture and 
Urban Design at the IUAV in Venice, explains: “There is no building plan for 
the occupation of water. It is one thing to build within a more or less artificial 
lagoon system or in a network of canals, it is another thing to do it on rivers 
or in the open sea, subject to the currents and the continuously variable wave 
motion”. In itself, it is not difficult to design a single house on water. “More 
complex - explains the architect - is to recover the richness and pleasantness 
of the daily collective dimension of a floating life. Concrete qualities that cit-
ies like Venice or Siem Reap in Cambodia, although from opposite points 
of view and through different languages, one courtly and monumental, the 
other vernacular and spontaneous, prove to possess”. (Ivi)
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Vaporetto houseboat 

docked in Venice

the family had to leave. 

A few times later another vaporetto has been converted into a house-
boat. It is the case of a boat of 1905, the oldest produced by a Venetian 
shipyard on order of Acnil, now Actv, restructured by the expert in 
traditional Adriatic boats, Gilberto Penzo, who tells about this work 
in an article for the Venetian magazine ‘Metropolitano’.

«Per quanto riguarda il vaporetto del 1905, poi battezzato “Den Haag”, 

ovvero L’Aia, dai proprietari, trasformai un mezzo di trasporto in 

una casa rispettandone il valore storico: ripristinai lo scafo “stellato” 

originale, molto più affusolato di quello dei battelli odierni, curai la 

scansione dei vari locali – sala da pranzo, camere da letto, servizi igie-

nici – e ridisegnai la prua facendola cascare perpendicolare all’acqua, 

secondo il gusto dell’epoca. Il punto è che si dovrebbe capire che una 

riconversione di questo tipo risulta per la città doppiamente utile. Da 

una parte, si offre la possibilità di una soluzione abitativa pratica, eco-

logica, d’alto profilo archeologico industriale e completamente priva di 

barriere architettoniche, essendo costruita tutta su un piano; dall’altra, 

si produce un ritorno economico all’Azienda dei Trasporti schivando lo 

smantellamento dei vaporetti dismessi».
71

 

71 Translation: As for the 1905 vaporetto, later christened “Den Haag”, or 
The Hague, by the owners, I transformed a means of transport into a house 
respecting its historical value: I restored the original “starry” hull, much more 
streamlined than that of today’s boats, I took care of the scanning of the var-
ious rooms - dining room, bedrooms, bathrooms - and redesigned the bow 
making it fall perpendicular to the water, according to the taste of the time. 
The point is that you should understand that a conversion of this kind is dou-
bly useful for the city. On the one hand, it offers the possibility of a practical, 
ecological, high-profile archaeological and industrial housing solution com-
pletely free of architectural barriers, being built all on one floor; on the other, 
it produces an economic return to the Transport Company by avoiding the 
dismantling of abandoned water buses.
Metropolitano.it. (2016). Barca, Dolce Barca. [online] Available at:
https://www.metropolitano.it/barca-dolce-barca/ [Accessed 24 Jan. 2017].
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Exteriors and interiors of 
Roberto’s houseboat on 
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Pavia
An article72 about one of these solo boaters was written in 2017 telling 
the story of Roberto who has lived in the only houseboat in Pavia for 
more than 30 years. “The water helps to live with slow,” he said to the 
journalist, who précises that wife, children and grandchildren prefer 
the stay on the dry land. Roberto, close to his 80th birthday, is the 
last man living in a houseboat moored on the Ticino riverbanks. The 

72 Lanzetti, E. (2017). L’ultimo uomo del fiume che vive nella casa galleggiante sul 

Ticino. 18/12/2017, Il Corriere della Sera.
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Floating houses and 

houseboats on the Ticino 
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F.121
Houseboat on the Ticino 

in 2013

house, all wood and glass, in the ‘30s was located in Milan, in the old 
Darsena, but the German bombing during the Second World War 
had destroyed much of the cabin. He found this houseboat badly dam-
aged and he decided to restore it. In the beginning, the houseboat was 
used both as his ‘trattoria’ (a typical family conducted Italian restau-
rant), and his home. The restaurant on board was working until 2005 
when he retired. His family supports his decision of living on board 
and despite the comforts he left behind, he states that the spectacle 
from his floating den is priceless. «I see the changing of the seasons, 
the landscape that changes shape and colour. And then I’m not going 
to leave right now: the water, in 33 years I’ve lived here, has never 
been so clear».
Apparently, only a few years ago, Roberto wasn’t the only houseboat-
er on the Ticino. Indeed in a couple of articles73 of 2013, it was ex-
plained how the riverside was getting as popular as beaches on the 
coast during summer weekends, with ‘crafted-looking’ houseboats 
used as bars and holiday homes, moored nearby Roberto’s. 

73 Bruschi, M. (2013). Viaggio sul Ticino, la spiaggia dei pavesi. La Provincia 

Pavese. [online] Available at: https://laprovinciapavese.gelocal.it/pavia/cro-
naca/2013/07/24/news/viaggio-sul-ticino-la-spiaggia-dei-pavesi-1.7472618 
[Accessed 30 Jan. 2017].
Bruschi, M. (2013). Case galleggianti e spiagge. Estate affollata sul Ticino. La 

Provincia pavese. [online] Available at: https://laprovinciapavese.gelocal.it/
pavia/cronaca/2013/07/25/news/case-galleggianti-e-spiagge-estate-affolla-
ta-sul-ticino-1.7480275 [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017].
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This phenomenon doesn’t regard only the Ticino but also the river 
Adda in cities nearby Milan. Between 2015 and 2016 regional au-
thorities have been called to verify the conformity of piers, boats and 
houseboats moored around Lombardy. Some of these floating houses 
have been there for twenty years without having the permits neces-
sary, in practice illegally occupying the territory of the State Property. 
Overall the owners of these proprieties will have to pay over one hun-
dred thousand euros to regularize the position, including the state fee 
for the occupation of the public area that has never been paid. Ac-
cording to some articles74 of the time, during this period of time more 
than 35 between boats, houseboats and floating homes have been sub-
jected to administrative confiscation.
Although the end of this episode, it is demonstrated that this trend 
had some Italian followers since the ‘90s –if not even before- and there 
are big potentialities on riverbanks and natural beaches in Lombardy. 
However, the lack of regulations makes hard to invest in such a risky 
business. This is a lost opportunity not only for interested business-
men or private owners but also for the State itself that can’t manage a 
business worth hundreds of thousands of euros that could be invested 
to make Italian rivers alive and more appealing for several forms of 
tourism, all related to the presence of inhabited boats.

Genoa
In Genoa a young couple decided to build a houseboat where to move 
in, after a weekend in Amsterdam. 

The article depicts it as “real Amsterdam-style houseboat” and the 
“nomads” lifestyle of the couple is mentioned several times even if the 
main comment to this article were about the navigability of this object 

74 La Provincia Pavese (2016). Fiumi, 100mila euro di sanzioni. [online] Avail-
able at: https://laprovinciapavese.gelocal.it/pavia/cronaca/2016/03/16/
news/fiumi-100mila-euro-di-sanzioni-1.13141967 [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017].
Gatti, A. (2015). Mancati pagamenti, casotte sequestrate. La Provincia 
Pavese. [online] Available at: https://laprovinciapavese.gelocal.it/pavia/cro-
naca/2015/11/14/news/mancati-pagamenti-casotte-sequestrate-1.12447921 
[Accessed 30 Jan. 2017].
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by Ettore Moni

in open waters. Of course, this pontoon houseboat would probably 
be unnoticed in some suburbs of Amsterdam, but it is really hardly 
matching with the view of the Genoa port. 

5.2.2 Houseboats on the Po estuary
Looking for houseboats in Italy, all the results usually lead to the 
Venetian lagoon, where a big variety of floating solutions are availa-
ble to discover the estuary of the river Po or simply enjoy a relaxing 
stay, immersed in its beautiful landscape. 

In 2013, between June and August, the photographer and documen-
tarist, Ettore Moni, photographed houseboats and floating houses 
along the riverbanks of the Po. This showcase was called “Case Sosp-
ese” (meaning Suspended Houses). He described his work on his web-
site with this words:

An architectural and anthropological research along the banks 
of the river Po. Attentive to the landscape, but focused on hous-
ing. Stilts, boats, barges beached like whales. Hanging houses in 
a world a part. Details on the border with the city, because it is 
discovered that you want to talk to them, the mansion built by 
the mighty river. The hanging houses. Between everything that 
moves constantly and the will of man to put down roots. Among 
the tales of a never ending story and metaphorical signs of a past 
not yet forgotten. Inside the landscape created by the force of 
the Po.75

75 “Case Sospese” project available on: http://www.ettoremoni.com/
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Picture from “Case 

Sospese”, Ettore Moni

F.125
Floating home similar 
to the Dutch arks, 
Porto Tolle

F.126
A floating home in 

Porto Tolle

F.127
Pontoon bridge style 
floating home, Porto 

Tolle

In most of these photos, it is visible how some hulls have been used 
as a basement for housing projects. The style looks quite DIY, these 
houses are mainly used during weekends and holidays. 
On the contrary to many other houseboats, on this Italian ones, the 
grid on every window and door is an interesting detail, symbol of a 
“defence” from a possible “danger”. Living on a narrowboat, in the UK 
is considerated very safe, of course nobody will leave values around, 
but there are no grids on windows even when the boats are moored 
outside marinas and ports. Since in this specific location along the 
river Po there are no marinas or protected docks, grids and defence 
systems are a feature probably needed for Italian houseboats.

Other houseboats, can be found on the estuary of the River Po, near 
Porto Tolle. They aren’t properly “houseboat” because even when 
present, the hull has lost the possibility of cruising. All these examples 
should be defined as floating homes and, despite their bright colours, 
they remind the Dutch arks. 
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F.128
Pénichette for rent by 
Locaboat in Venice

5.2.3 Houseboats for rent on the Venetian Lagoon
Even the pénichette designed by the French tour operator brand, Lo-
caboat, is a surprising protagonist in the Venetian landscape.
Indeed, most of the tour operators renting houseboats for a tour 
of the lagoon are mainly foreigners brand, sometimes in partner-
ship with local businesses. This explains why most of the fleet come 
from abroad, despite local shipyard and boating tradition. Of course, 
pénichette-like houseboats are designed expressly for holidays along 
rivers and inland waterways, maximising the interior and simplifying 
the manoeuvrability. These features are making this kind of boat the 
perfect product to this business but it must be considered that it be-
longs to the French tradition, recalling the péniche lines, especially as 
regards the bow and the profile. 

In Great Britain, the second country famous for fluvial tourism other 
kinds of boats are more popular. This is because of a strong and ev-
ident boating tradition, that have left the market to local shipyards 
like Vikings or Shetlands and Dolphins. Every country has developed 
his own kind of fleet of modern houseboats for rent to make the flu-
vial tourism business flourish: the pénichette in France, the modern 
narrowboat-style trailable boats in Great Britain, the pontoon house-
boats in Germany and the east of Europe… Except for Italy, that has 
simply imported both the business and the boats from abroad. 

The water in the lagoon and the canals connect with the sea and the 
water level cannot be controlled by locks. Thus, navigation in the la-
goon is submitted by water level that varies with the tides. The lagoon 
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F.129
Houseboat for rent by 
‘leboat’, a French tour 
operator working all 

around Europe

F.130
Minuetto 8+ Hybrid, 

houseboat with electric 
motor designed by 

houseboat.it

can be visited by following the channels indicated by posts that could 
be single or in groups known as “briccole”. This is a very important 
element to consider when designing riverboats for Venice lagoon 
and it explains the use of fibreglass pénichettes, with their flat bottom 
and very low draft. However other modern fibreglass houseboats are 
available on different tour operators websites.

These models are more close to the yacht moored on the coast, but be-
ing on the estuary this mixed style shouldn’t surprise. However, these 
houseboats have a sort of vintage taste compared to their equivalent 
on the sea. The Italians often describe these houseboats as “camping 
van” on water.



192

F.131
Transport of the 
Vaporetto n° 58 in the 
Cordovado lake in 
1994 (source G. Penzo)

F.132
Floating Studio on the 
Brenta River in Mira

5.2.4 Italian traditional boats converted into house-
boat-style workspaces
Most of Italian ‘houseboats’ are actually used as workspaces more than 
housing and some examples can be easily found around the country. 
For instance, a Venetian vaporetto of the VA series dating back to the 
‘30s has been restored and converted into the headquarters of the As-
sociazione Pesca Sportiva Lago di Cordovado (province of Pordenone), 
hosting a bar and specialized shop. 

The first floating studio in Italy was designed for themselves by an 
architect and his associates on the Brenta river in 1998. The architect 
Alberto Garzotto is one of the owners of a former ‘Bragadin foraneo’ in 
service since 1916 on the route Fondamenta Nuove – Murano. It was 
discovered in a shed on the river Mincio, acquired and restored. The 
engine was removed and the interiors were emptied to be restored, 
leaving space to insert a large work-table. When the works were over 
the result was a low cost, fully functional operational headquarters of 
a rare exclusivity.
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F.133
‘Floating Resort’ in Ri-
mini (left) and Lignano 

(right)

5.2.5 Outcoming houseboats projects for Italian ports
In 2018 at the Sun, the fair dedicated to outdoor furniture, lidos and 
camping sites in Rimini, was presented the new tourist offer of the 
Rimini Port. The product is called ‘Floating Resort’ and it was de-
fined as a floating “bungalow” of a superior category. This prototype, 
awaiting approval by the competent authorities, is anchored to the 
pier of the Rimini dock. Omar Angeli is the designer and owner of 
the start-up ‘Floating Resort’, who has also involved in the project 
Adria Group, a Slovenian company specializing in mobile homes and 
campers. 
The “floating houses” in the basic version offers two bedrooms, a 
kitchen, a living room and a bathroom, accommodating up to 6 peo-
ple comfortably. The external space has a Jacuzzi and with enough 
space dedicated to a sunbathing or dining area. 
Two new models will arrive in the dock by May 2019, which will be 
used to start the resort in the dock in Rimini, while another version 
of the “floating resort” is already for rent in Marina Uno in Lignano.

The director of “Marina Resort”, Gianni Sorci explained his interest 
in the project, saying “We believe we can extend our offer to a clien-
tele that does not specify ‘nautical’. And above all by exploiting the 
large pier, the marina’s main one, dedicated to 25-metre boats, which 
for some years has been sadly empty, after the emigration of large 
boats to ports in countries that are less fiscally invasive, from Croatia 
to Slovenia and France”. 
This is opening an interesting future not only regarding the hospi-
tality offer of the city but also as a good opportunity for the dock to 
regenerate themselves.
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F.134
The barges of Lun-
gotevere Arnaldo da 
Brescia seen from Ponte 

Regina Margherita

5.2.6 The houseboat community on the Tiber
A little community of houseboaters, probably the oldest in Italy, still 
resists in Rome along the river Tiber. This little community is made 
up of passionate people who mostly have built their own floating 
homes. Some of these Roman houseboaters have been interviewed 
for an article published by the Italian newspaper “La Stampa”76 in 2014. 
They are the new ‘fiumaroli’, as the Romans call the ones who live on 
the Tiber. Nothing to do with the one of the past, today these new 
river lovers belong to every walk of life. Ten meters is the height of 
the walls built a century ago to combat the floods, according to these 
houseboaters, this is the perfect distance from the city centre noises 
and crowds. 
In 2014 only six floating dwellers remained, while there are about 
twenty ‘floating houses’ designed to be clubs, associations headquar-
ters, restaurants and discos. 

Among the residents, there is a former DJ in his forties, who discov-
ered this lifestyle thanks to his father who opened a restaurant on the 
same bank where he now lives. The bow of his houseboat is cluttered 
with bicycles and the stern of plants. A retired couple made up by a 
manager and a doctor lives a few meters further. Other two floating 
houses belong to a skipper and to a TV actress protagonist of an Ital-
ian fiction, who lives in the floating home built by her father, while 
the others live southern, towards Castel Sant’Angelo.

76 Amabile, F. (2014). “Viviamo sul Tevere come Adamo ed Eva prima del pecca-

to”. La Stampa. [online] Available at: https://www.lastampa.it/2014/08/20/
societa/i-nuovi-fiumaroli-ecco-come-nel-centro-e-non-sentirlo-r87Lb-
doOVUV75bNLNgC7KM/premium.html [Accessed 10 Jan. 2016].
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F.135
“Galleggiante” on the 

Tiber

This is a community where everybody helps each other checking the 
docks and the boats. One of these floating dwellers said to the jour-
nalist “We are few and very united. Everyone does something. [...] 
Ours is a kind of common guardian” and he went on explaining: “The 
river is abandoned by the institutions”. This community enlarged by 
the owners of the nearby floating activities is in charge of everything 
that concerns the maintenance of the riverbanks, cleaning not only 
the mud brought in by the annual floods but also the weeds and waste 
left on the banks. In several other articles in the past few years, the 
owners of all these floating units were denouncing the bad conditions 
of the riverbed and how the municipality is not keeping the river and 
its banks clean and in a good state of maintenance. The concession is 
about a thousand euros a year, but the damage of the floods can reach 
remarkable figures. However, at the moment, new concessions are 
blocked. 

On the riverbanks, moored between Ponte Regina Margherita and 
Ponte Pietro Nenni, there are some big ‘barges’, called ‘barconi’, floating 
structures that used to be assiduously frequented by swimmers, once 
when the river was suitable for swimming. Today, the only possible 
activity is sunbathing, but these floating units are a part of the recent 
popular history of the city. The ‘fiumaroli’, owners and inhabitants of 
these floating houses, lived there daily, having an active role in the 
life of the river.  The most famous is the ‘Ciriola’, a ‘fiumarolo’ with its 
‘galleggiante’ (meaning ‘float’ as it is called in Roman dialect) equipped 
as a ‘lido’ on the Tiber. He was called ‘Er ciriola’ (meaning ‘the eel’ in 
the local dialect) because, just like a river eel, it moved freely in the 
Tiber, not only for the pleasure of swimming. In fact, he was more 
like a ‘lifeguard’ and he received 160 medals for the 160 lives he had 
saved. Between the ‘40s and ‘70s, the ‘Galleggiante d’er Ciriola’ was the 
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F.136
The Ceriola floating 
‘Lido’ called ‘nave dei 
folli’ (The Ship of the 
Fools), in the ‘50s

reference meeting point for young Romans. This location became fa-
mous after been used as the set for the movie ‘Poveri ma belli’ (Poor but 
beautiful), directed by Dino Risi, in 1956. The float and its owner be-
came a myth of the river, a myth that remained only in the memories 
of a generation of Romans when a fire put an end to the activity and 
life of the boat in 1970.
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F.137
A scene from the movie 

‘Poveri ma belli’ 

F.138
‘Le nuove comiche’ with 
Renato Pozzetto and 

Paolo Villaggio

The floating houses on the Tiber were filmed in many other movies, 
such as in the scene of the fight in ‘Roman Holiday’ (1953), ‘Carmen 

di Trestevere’ (1962) or as main location of one of the “episodes” inside  
the movie ‘Le nuove comiche’ (1994) directed by Neri Parenti. 

A floating house was also used as the set of the Italian Big Brother 
edition of 2014.
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2014
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These kinds of floating houses have been there since the end of the 
XVIII century as documented by Goethe, who recalls the rudimentary 
bathing establishments on the Tiber where he used to go swimming. 
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F.140
‘Galleggiante sul Tevere’ 
(float on Tiber) is written 
on this old photo by the 
end of the 19th century

F.141
Historical headquarters 

Circolo Canottieri 
Roma

F.142
Sports club “Ondina”. 

This historic ‘float’ was 
built in 1935, renovated 

and upgraded in 2018

The legacy of this centuries-old tradition has been now translated 
into temporary summer floating swimming pools and the floating 
sports or after-work clubs. The most famous clubs are those of Canot-

tieri Roma and Canottieri Lazio.

More recently, some floating structures instead have been converted 
into restaurants or discos, following the international trend of bring-
ing nightlife on waterfronts, especially in summer.
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F.143
The restaurant and 
cocktail disco-bar Baja, 
Trastevere

5.3 Past and future of the Navigli 

Milan cannot count on a large river, but it is surrounded by smaller 
rivers and streams for a total of a dozen natural waterways. 

The Romans were the first to put in place the city water system. 
Streams and rivers were conveyed and governed within the city, 
mainly due to military purposes. The Nirone and the Merlata both 
fed the ancient Roman moat as well as the Olona, but the water in 
the city came for all uses –for instance, the Seveso fed the Hercule-
an baths. Already in Roman times, Milan had a port within the city 
centre, which was reached through artificial canals. According to 
historians, the Vettabbia was the Roman navigable canal which flows 
into the Lambro, arrived in the Adriatic sea. Thus, Mediolanum was 
connected to the sea in the Roman Age. The Roman port was com-
pletely destroyed in the first century by a flood of the Seveso in the 
first century. With the fall of the Empire Milan loses importance in 
favour of Pavia, with the consequent ruin of the entire water supply 
network. However, in 1179, the construction of the Naviglio Grande 
began. The canal was starting from Somma Lombardo, fed by the wa-
ters of the Ticino, to reach Porta Ticinese. It was completed in 1257, 
becoming the first artificial navigable canal in Europe. Between the 
XII and XIII century were also built the Muzza (or Nuova Adda), east 
of Milan and the Ticinello, west. A branch of the Ticinello is known 
as Naviglio di Gazano. The advantages brought by the Naviglio Grande 

were countless: even leaving aside those from the use of water to irri-
gate fields and move factories, its navigation revolutionised trade. In 
1420 work began on the Naviglio di Bereguardo, built for the most part 
between 1457 and 1470 at the behest of Francesco I Sforza, Duke of 
Milan. It leaves the Naviglio Grande at Abbiategrasso and heads south, 
reaching Bereguardo near the Ticino, after about 19 km. In 1457 the 
derivation from the river Adda and towards the Cerchia dei Navigli of 
the Naviglio della Martesana began. The Naviglio della Martesana is also 
known as the Naviglio Piccolo to distinguish it from its more noble and 
older brother. In 1520 it was decided to extend the navigation to the 
Como Lake, through the Naviglio di Paderno, only 2.6 km long, but 
indispensable, due to an impassable stretch of the river Adda. In fact, 
the goods (wood, coal, wine) that came down from Lake Como had 
to be unloaded on the road for a few kilometrrs then reloaded on the 
Adda -and from there on the Naviglio della Martesana- to Milan. It was 
completed after many difficulties only in 1777. 
In 1603 the Spanish government built the dock of Porta Ticinese, also 
known as the “Darsena”, enlarging the existing laghetto di Sant’ Eustor-

gio. This little lake was built in 1177. Its basin collected water from 
the Naviglio Grande canal. The “Darsena” was used as freight dock until 
1979.
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F.144
The dock of Porta 
Ticinese (highlighted in 
blue) in a map of 1865

F.145
The Darsena in a 
Postcard, 1964

F.146
The System of the Nav-

igli between the XVIII 
and XIX centuries: the 

pre-existing canals in red, 
those built in this period 

in yellow (the Pavia 
canals and the Paderno 
canals). The irrigation 

canals are in blue

After a long and complicated history, studded with numerous modifi-
cations, the Naviglio Pavese was finally inaugurated in 1819. The first 
projects date back to the XII century and the first works started only 
in the second half of the XVI century.
The arrival of the railway in 1862 led to a significant decline in goods 
transported by water, but the traffic of boats, although decreased, did 
not stop. However, the destiny of the Naviglio Pavese was marked: in 
1933 the general town-planning provided for its coverage as an ob-
stacle to the further expansion of the city of Pavia. The progressive 
increase in the importance of road transport after the Second World 
War made it clear that the canal had made its time. In 1964 it was 
downgraded to a canal for irrigation purposes only; the last cargo 
boats passed through in 1965.
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F.147
Naviglio Pavese in the 
40s. Boats loaded with 
salt enter the dock in 
Milan. The sign reads 
“AGIT - Compagnia 
di Navigazione Interna 
- Milano - trasporti da 
Milano al Mare Adriatico 
e viceversa”. (Inland Ship-
ping Company - Milan 
- transport from Milan to 
the Adriatic Sea and vice 
versa)

The Navigli was a great hydraulic engineering system with overall 
development of about 130 km dedicated both to navigation and ir-
rigation. 
The great transformations experienced by the urban scene where the 
Navigli flowed, leading to the current situation, began in 1929 with 
the coverage of the Cerchia, the ancient moat dating back to the XII 
century. The last act of the cancellation of the Navigli consisted of the 
burial of the Martesana Canal at the end of the ‘60s.

EXPO 2015 was the excuse to re-invest in this interesting network of 
canals. However, despite the work done so, the final aim is to bring 
back to the city a part of the buried system. In fact, the real challenge 
regards the project about re-opening the Navigli. This project aims to 
recover the historic route of the late XIX century and realize a con-
tinuous system consisting of a canal with a cycle path aside, in order 
to bring urban quality inhomogeneous way connecting the periphery 
to the centre and the regional territories nearby. In Milan, the “Let’s 
reopen the Navigli” debate has been discussed since 2011, when a ref-
erendum that, among other topics, included the proposal to reopen 
the city old navigable canal network. The victory of the “yes” signed 
the beginning of the project and a lot of work has been done so far to 
understand how to develop the project. The first step was a study by 
the Politecnico di Milano, followed by the work of a group within the 
municipality that produced a detailed study. In 2018 a public debate 
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has been open with the aim to involve the citizenships in the project.
Lorenzo Lipparini, City Councillor for Participation, Active Citizen-
ship and Open data of the City of Milan, comment the project on the 
brochure77 of the project:

Il tema della riapertura dei Navigli è dibattuto da anni e ha visto nel 

tempo mutare la percezione e la sensibilità dei cittadini intorno a que-

sta opera, che fa parte dell’identità della città.

Nel 2011 451mila cittadini, il 94% dei partecipanti, dissero sì al quesito 

referendario che chiedeva la risistemazione della Darsena e la gra-

duale riattivazione idraulica e paesaggistica del sistema dei Navigli 

milanesi sulla base di uno specifico percorso progettuale di fattibilità. 

Da quella data abbiamo visto rinascere la Darsena e si è avviato un 

intenso lavoro di studio che ha visto lavorare fianco a fianco i proget-

tisti e un Comitato Scientifico di tecnici e accademici. Il risultato è un 

progetto di fattibilità tecnico-economica che affronta la riapertura in 5 

primi ambiti urbani.

Abbiamo scelto di presentare questo progetto seguendo le regole di un 

Dibattito Pubblico, istituto che va consolidandosi nelle grandi opere.

È stato selezionato un professionista, Andrea Pillon, che lo coordini e 

ne sia garante imparziale, messo a punto un sito internet, una mostra, 

dei materiali e un calendario di incontri. Questa attività ha lo scopo 

di consentire la partecipazione informata di tutti coloro che vogliono 

discutere ed esprimere un parere sul progetto. L’obiettivo è raccogliere 

osservazioni di qualità che possano definirlo al meglio affrontando le 

criticità. L’esito sarà patrimonio della città, da cui partire per affronta-

re tutte le successive fasi.

77 Translation: The issue of the reopening of the Navigli has been debated 
for years and has seen in the time to change the perception and sensitivity of 
citizens around this work, which is part of the identity of the city.
In 2011, 451 thousand citizens, 94% of the participants, said yes to the ques-
tion referendum which called for the reorganization of the dock and the grad-
ual hydraulic and landscape reactivation of the Milanese Navigli system on 
the basis of a specific feasibility design path. From that date we saw the resur-
rection of the dock and began an intense work which has seen the designers 
and a committee work side by side. Scientific of technicians and academics. 
The result is a feasibility project technical-economic that addresses the re-
opening in the first 5 urban areas. We have chosen to present this project 
following the rules of a Public Debate, an institution that is consolidating 
itself in the great works. The professional Andrea Pillon, has been selected to 
coordinate and is an impartial guarantor of this, developed a website, an ex-
hibition, materials and a schedule of meetings. This activity aims to to enable 
the informed participation of all those who wish to discuss and give an opin-
ion on the project. The objective is to collect quality observations that can 
best define it by addressing the criticality. The outcome will be the heritage of 
the city, from which to start to address all the subsequent stages. 
Available at: https://progettonavigli.comune.milano.it/incontri-pubblici/
avvio-del-dibattito/
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I Navigli, che hanno avuto un ruolo cruciale nella vita 
dei milanesi per oltre ottocento anni, e che furono coperti 

tra il 1929 e gli anni Sessanta da via Melchiorre Gioia alla 
Darsena, oggi possono essere riaperti con un progetto che 

guarda al futuro e ad uno sviluppo qualitativo della città 
per la realizzazione di un grande spazio pubblico.
Questo intervento di recupero, già condiviso dalla 

maggioranza dei milanesi, è fattibile dal punto tecnico, 
urbanistico e finanziario ed è compatibile con un piano di 

riorganizzazione del traffico urbano. 

I Navigli saranno riaperti seguendo il 
senso dell’acqua, da Cassina de’ Pom, là 

dove il Naviglio Martesana oggi si infossa 
sotto via Melchiorre Gioia, verso la Cerchia 

dei Navigli fino alla Darsena.

Otto chilometri di Navigli in Milano per 
ripristinare il grande sistema idroviario 
milanese e lombardo, restituendo alla 

Lombardia la navigabilità dei suoi canali 
dal Lago Maggiore e dal Lago di Como 

fino all’Adriatico.

La realizzazione della nuova  rete dei 
Navigli rappresenta una straordinaria 

occasione  per riqualificare la città. 
Sarà fonte di nuova attrattività 

internazionale. Garantirà lo sviluppo 
dell’economia del tempo libero e 
della cultura. Farà di Milano una 

città più giovane a dimostrazione 
che una diversa idea di città è 

possibile.
Con la riapertura dei Navigli, 

Milano potrà sviluppare la 
propria vocazione turistica 

facendo riscoprire il valore dei 
propri monumenti, dell’arte 

e del suo paesaggio.
I nuovi Navigli potranno essere 

realizzati utilizzando risorse private, 
ricorrendo al project financing e a 

sottoscrizioni popolari.

RIAPRIAMO
I NAVIGLI CHE 

HANNO CHIUSO

Guarda come e perchè su www.riaprireinavigli.it

Via Ozanam, 9 - 20129 Milano
info@riaprireinavigli.it
www.riaprireinavigli.it
 Riaprire i Navigli a Milano

Approdo al Parco 
delle Basiliche

Via 
Francesco 
Sforza

Via Fatebenefratelli

Tumbun 
di San Marco

Inizio da
Cassina
de’ Pom

Termine 
alla Darsena

Conca 
dell’Incoronata

Via Melchiorre 
Gioia
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F.148
Advertisement of the 
project “Riaprire i Navigli”

F.149
‘Barcone’ carrying sand 

in Milan

5.3.1 Boats today on the Navigli
The history of Italian inland navigation doesn’t differ too much from 
the other European experiences if not for its smaller scale. 

The distances covered daily by the boatmen on the Italian network 
never required the presence of families on board. This is probably 
one of the reasons behind the lack of houseboating development in 
Italy. Indeed Italian houseboating must have had a different and more 
modern origin. Italian cargo boats weren’t designed to allowed life on 
board, not even for the crew. Thus even after the Second World War, 
when around Europe narrowboats, Dutch barges and péniches were 
starting to be inhabited, Italian hulls couldn’t be used as dwellers. 

The main boats in use before the declining of Italian inland waterways 
were commonly called “barconi” (literally meaning ‘big boats’). These 
boats had different names according to their territory for instance, 
they are called “barcùn” in Milanese dialect, and they were mainly 
cruising from Venice to Milan on the Po, his tributary rivers and the 
Navigli canal system. These long boats were usually hulls made out 
iron, without any kind of superstructure. Sometimes their freight was 
protected with canvas covers.

In the 1979 inland waterway transport was abandoned as so its cargo 
boats. The Darsena was emptied and used as a parking lot, however, 
few boats remained in use on the Naviglio Piccolo, converted into bars 
and restaurant since the ‘80s. After several restyling and a complicated 
history about their right to be moored along the canal, in 2018 they 
have been definitively removed and auctioned by Milan City Council.
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F.151
View of the Naviglio 

Piccolo and its 
“barconi”, ‘80s

F.152
One of the four boat-pub 
on the Naviglio Piccolo in 

the ‘2010s, on page 210

F.150
Picture form the ‘80s, 
floating bar’s terrace on 
Naviglio Piccolo

In 1995 it was established that the Navigli canals’ system was an asset 
of “industrial archaeology” motivating another injunction to elimi-
nate these barges. After years of protests and legal battles, in 2009 the 
City of Milan refused the regularisation of concessions because the 
barges had been considered incompatible with the monumental ‘qual-
ity’ of the site and that they were an obstacle to the tourist navigation 
and to the works of the arrangement of the canal banks.
Despite their legal right to be there or not, these four boats have been 
on the Naviglio Piccolo for almost 30 years and they were part of the 
cityscape. 

Some of the old exemplars of local boats used for inland transport 
arrived at today. Indeed, the last two boats carrying sand and gravel 
from the quarries to the Darsena in Milan had been left on the bank of 
the Naviglio at Castelletto di Cuggiono during the last 30 years. One of 
them, the barge called “Nibbio” was brought to the Darsena in 2015, 
where it was used as a lounge island for concerts and other celebra-
tions during the EXPO and, in 2016, as a location for a series of events 
during the Design Week.
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F.155
Concert on board an ex 
cargo boat in the ‘80s, 
nearby the Darsena

F.156
Concert on board the 
Nibbio, 2015

Despite the presence of the boats docked on the Naviglio, have been 
contested for decades by Milan city council (that finally won), this op-
eration is not so far from the one made by some local entertainment 
activates since the ‘80s on the same kind of boats.

Starting from 2003 and then in view of Expo 2015, the navigation on 
the Naviglio Grande has been partially reopened, mainly for tourist 
purposes.
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F.153
On page 211: 
The Nibbio, plate 
6L-3118, class 1955 the 
old cargo boat weighing 
30 tons, 37 meters long 
and 5 wide

F.154
On page 211: 
The Nibbio moored in 
the Darsena working as 
fancy location used to 
host several events in 
2015 and 2016.

F.157
Itinerary example: 
Darsena/Naviglio 

Grande 
(http://navigazi-

onenavigli.it/itinerari/
itinerario-darsena/)

F.158
‘Verdi’ on the 5

Naviglio Grande

Today, there are five tourist itineraries, based on routes of different 
mileage to rediscover different aspects of tourism in the area, from 
culinary specialities to artistic and historical beauties. A tour of Milan 
city centre along the Naviglio Grande (Darsena Itinerary) will take 
around 55 minutes.

This tour is made on board two identical pontoon boats, Cinquantana 

and Verdi, with a maximum capacity of 55 people.
The other itineraries are mainly around Milan and they take half a 
day without including visits to monuments on land. These tours are 
operated on board the Rigoletto, a pontoon boat having a capacity of 
45 people.
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F.159
Exterior and interios of 
Rigoletto, “Delizie” itinerary

The possibility of a mini-cruise in Milan has also been translated into 
a floating version of the city sightseeing tour Milano, on board a more 
classic boat, decorated with the colours of the brand.
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F.160
City sightseeing Milano

The re-opening of the Darsena brought another old boat into the 
centre of Milan, the so-called “barchètt de Boffalora”78. This boat was 
used to transport passengers along the Naviglio Grande and it is usu-
ally docked in Boffalora Sopra Ticino, the destination of one of the 
itineraries on the Navigli.

78 In 1870, Milan inaugurated the new headquarters of the Teatro Milanese 
with the first performance of the dialectal comedy “El Barchett de Boffalora” 
written by Cletto Arrighi, which will have a great following with about 2400 
replicas over time. The success of the comedy favoured the definition ‘Barchett 

de Boffalora’ aimed at all the courier boats sailing on the Naviglio to and from 
Milan.
In 1906, the year of the Great International Exposition of Milan, the jour-
nalist Achille Tedeschi (of “The 20th Century), accompanied by 1906, the 
journalist Achille Tedeschi (of “The 20th Century” newspaper), accompanied 
by the photographer Adolfo Croce, undertakes with a group of “boffaloresi” 
the legendary trip to Milan on the Barchetto, commenting on the delights 
of navigation along the Naviglio in a hilarious chronicle of time. in 1998 the 
Historical Association LA PIARDA realized a realistic copy of the most famous 
of the Barchett. In 2000, on the occasion of the 130th anniversary of the pre-
miere of “El Barchett de Boffalora” the Boffalorese theatre company “Il Cornice” 
represented the comedy (his last official representation was in 1963). Since 
1998, every year, “La Piarda” with the Barchett de Boffalora evokes testimonies 
of a culture no longer present, but that will continue to build the true mean-
ing of Buffalora history and deep-rooted traditions. 
AA.VV.(2011). Scoprire Boffalora. [ebook] Boffalora Ticino: Litografia Gra-
ficaperta di Boffalora Ticino, pp.8-18. Available at:      
https://www.boffaloraticino.it/download/Scoprire%20Boffalora.pdf [Ac-
cessed 4 Feb. 2017].
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F.161
The “barchètt de Boffalora”

F.162
Il Corsaro dei Navigli in 
the Darsena

Since 2016 the tourist and entertainment offer on the Navigli, in-
cludes also a Venetian style water taxi, “il Corsaro dei Navigli”. 
The project was created by Neiade Immaginare Arte, and Corsi Corsari 
in collaboration with the Consorzio Navigare l’Adda. This classic boat 
is a multi-functional product that is used as a location for shooting or 
that can be rented for special occasions such as anniversaries, parties 
or even weddings. The elegant style of this boat made by fibreglass 
and precious wood finishes perfectly matches with Milan as a back-
ground.



217

F.163
Gondola on the Navigli

Contributing to a Venetian atmosphere, an original gondola offers 
slow romantic tours on the Naviglio Grande. This boat was brought 
to Milan by a group of passionate people who though to offer an al-
ternative to the mini cruises around the Darsena and the Navigli on 
board one of the most famous Italian craft. According to its owner, 
Umberto Pagotto, the idea is to bring on board those who have never 
experienced a Gondola tour in Venice, while offering an unexpected 
background. At the same time, a Gondola in Milan is a surprise ele-
ment that should awake curiosity in tourists and locals minds. 
Umberto Pagotto brought the first gondola in Lombardy in May 
2016. The renting service is still managed by the Canottieri San Cris-
toforo of Milan. These are the comments made by Umberto Pagotto 
about his gondola on the Canottieri San Cristoforo website:

“Il suo arrivo ha da subito riscosso un successo enorme per la stranezza 

della sua presenza al di fuori di Venezia e per il fatto che molti non 

avevano mai provato l’ebrezza di un giro sula barca più bella del mon-

do. […] 

Francamente sono talmente innamorato di quella barca che, anche solo 

l’idea ce qualcuno la considerasse “fuori luogo” o “inadatta”, non mi 

sfiorava nemmeno. La gondola è la regina delle imbarcazioni e nel mio 

anno di esperienza come gondoliere ho capito che chiunque ci si acco-

moda si sente un privilegiato e viene pervaso da un tale senso di pace e 

serenità che in quel momento dimentica che il contesto geografico in cui 

si trova non è il più esatto per quella imbarcazione.

[…] Nel vederla uscire gocciolante dall’acqua un misto di eccitazione e 

malinconia; la consapevolezza che quella gondola non avrebbe mai più 

rivisto la sua Venezia i cui canali aveva solcato in lungo e in largo nel 

corso della sua lunga esistenza. Ma se l’alternativa sarebbe stata finire 

come legna da ardere di sicuro meglio in Darsena a Milano circondata 

dall’affetto di chi nostalgicamente coltiva la passione per queste imbar-

cazioni e quel tipo di voga e dall’ammirazione di tutti coloro che mai si 

aspetterebbero di vederla a tanti chilometri da Venezia.” 
78
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F.164
The floating edition of 
Cinema Bianchini

Since the restyle of the Darsena and the Navigli, another entertain-
ment offer appeared: a floating cinema. It is called ‘Cinema Bianchini 

in Battello’ and it is part of the Cinema Bianchini brand owned by the 
“Gruppo MilanoCard”, which already manages the tourist card of the 
same name in the city of Milan and various other cultural realities. 
This project, presented as “the coolest cinema in Milan” offer a selec-
tion among the most famous films of the last 50 years while sailing on 
the Navigli, warmed up by a cup of tea.79

79 Translation: “His arrival was immediately a huge success for the strange-
ness of his presence outside of Venice and for the fact that many had never 
experienced the thrill of a ride on the most beautiful boat in the world. […]
Frankly, I’m so in love with that boat that, even if someone thought it was 
“out of place” or “unsuitable”, it didn’t even touch me. The gondola is the 
queen of boats and in my year of experience as a gondolier I understood that 
anyone who sits there feels privileged and is pervaded by such a sense of peace 
and serenity that at that time forgets that the geographical context in which it 
is located is not the most exact for that boat.
[…] Seeing her dripping out of the water a mixture of excitement and mel-
ancholy; the awareness that that gondola would never see again its Venice 
whose canals had crossed far and wide during its long existence. But if the 
alternative would have been to end up like firewood, it would certainly have 
been better in the Darsena in Milan, surrounded by the affection of those who 
nostalgically cultivate their passion for these boats and that kind of rowing 
and the admiration of all those who would never expect to see it so far from 
Venice”.  Umberto Pagotto (http://www.canottierisancristoforo.it/perche-
la-gondola-a-milano/)
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After the one of 2017, the 2018 edition was apparently a huge success 
for the group (95% of occupancy, 98% of satisfied spectators) and a 
new season is already planned in autumn 2019. This floating cinema 
is hosted on board the same pontoon boats used in spring and sum-
mer for daily mini cruises along the Navigli, giving them a second 
purpose during colder seasons.

On the enthusiasm of the several projects about waterways requalifi-
cation presented for EXPO 2015, a real estate website tried to wonder 
about the arrival of houseboating on Milan canals. 
This un-official report was then shared on other four websites dedi-
cated to real estates and lifestyle trends, showing a potential interest 
into this subject, comparing the price per meter of houses in the area 
of Navigli, restructured or not, and the price of houseboats in the rest 
of Europe. Looking at the success of all the floating initiatives on the 
Navigli network it is possible that this idea will spread around. 

However, Milan actually had its houseboat – at least fictionally- ac-
cording to the movie  “un povero ricco”, also known as “Rich and Poor”. 
Indeed, in this Italian comedy, filmed in 1983, a houseboat made on 
a local working boat of those times, similar to the Nibbio, appears 
twice. The movie ends with the protagonist renting the houseboat on 
the Naviglio, where he will starts a new life with his new girlfriend. 
The scene was actually filmed in Gaggiano, south of Milan. 
Unfortunately, there is no information about the fate of the house-
boat used for the shooting of the film. However its style remaind the 
“floating house” designerd for Airbnb “night at” campaing in London 
in 2015 (images at page 230-231).

F.165
A - The houseboat at the 

end of the movie with 
the main characters
B - Houseboat main 

view 
C - Naviglio during the 

shooting and nowadays

A
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As it can be noticed since 2015 Milan water is a melting pot of crafts. 
Being the capital of fashion and worldwide known for its Design 
Week, the expectations are surely high. However, the style of the 
pontoon boats used to promote tourism on the Navigli is quite disap-
pointing. Looking beyond the Alps, better solutions would have been 
suggested, at least in terms of beauty. Such a nautical country like Italy 
should be able to offer something more good-looking even in terms 
of inland navigation.
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6 _ Conclusions

6.1 The future of houseboating in Europe

Living on board is still an emerging trend, as shown by the new ur-
banization of waterways across Europe. Nowadays, houseboats are a 
permanent presence in many neighbourhoods in Amsterdam, Lon-
don and Paris, as well as many other cities in Europe, and they surely 
represent new flourishing business. 
Houseboating is a bottom-up phenomenon, but even if the first 
settlers were mainly spontaneous users, with the rising number of 
houseboaters a change in the European metropolises started to take 
place, including necessary top-down actions. New services and fa-
cilities arrived on the waterfronts, simplifying life for the boaters 
in these water-friendly cities that cannot ignore thousands of their 
floating residents. Elsewhere, cities like Berlin, don’t understand the 
business hidden behind this practice. Authorities are strict and house-
boat communities get sabotaged, if not dedicated to a tourists-only 
business confined in specific areas of the city. Concessions are usually 
denied and mooring is forbidden mainly due to the fact that –despite 
potential incomes- the costs to guarantee life afloat safe from what 
may concern the authorities (quality of the water, mooring facilities, 
regular maintenance of the waterways) are too high. In the specif-
ic case of Berlin, different factors are not helping the houseboating 
development. Gentrification aside, issues related to the possibility to 
offer standards of safety in terms of quality of the waters is just more 
complicated than ban the boats’ presence, even in a location where 
they have been for years ignoring the risks. This kind of action is not 
only a defeat for the residents but also a failure for the city itself.

Houseboats are a cultural enrichment not only in terms of living ex-
amples of a nautical tradition, but also as tourist attractions. In fact, 
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many little communities of enthusiasts helped their own suburbs to 
gain popularity, attracting the curious to witness this charming life-
style, sometimes even spending a night on board through Airbnb. 
In this regard CRT ‘continuous cruiser’ licenses are a very interesting 
solution. Not only they are very democratic, leaving the possibility to 
all to enjoy the best spots in London, even if for a little while every 
now and then, but it is also a great idea when talking about the offer 
of a dynamic cityscape. In fact, because of these licences, houseboaters 
are forced to move around the city, offering a constant moving show 
to the users of the towpath. Tourists, as well as Londoners, can enjoy 
the slow cruising of traditional narrowboats all year long, while the 
canals are kept populated and so alive.

After an initial reluctance, “landowners” had to admit that the pres-
ence of houseboats is actually making certain areas safer (Bonnet, 
2011) and more enjoyable, assuring from both sides a re-appropria-
tion of the waterfront, with an improvement in terms of quality of life 
for the whole neighbourhood.
However, in those cities where the presence of houseboats increased 
enormously in a few years – as it is happening in London – the situ-
ation is getting more complex. On one side the inexorably growing 
demand of mooring space and on the other the claim of protected 
piers separated by the public walkways created some private “floating 
suburbs” with entrance gates and security systems: basically, luxury 
floating peninsulas symbolising a fracture with the waterfront more 
than an expansion of it. 
When residential ports started to run out of place and mooring rules 
got stricter, gentrification complicated things, pricing people out and 
forcing a lot of boaters to jump ship. 
It must be remembered that the first who move on board were very 
passionate people, with a strong desire to protect their waterways and 
preserve the right and ability to navigate them. Doing so, these urban 
pioneers were contributing to safeguarding canals and riversides, im-
proving their accessibility for all. For a certain period of time, those 
who decide to live afloat are more often pushed by the idea of saving 
money rather than being attracted by life on water. Nowadays, licenc-
es and taxes are rising in terms of costs, making houseboating a bit 
less affordable than it used to be. Against any prognostic, and London 
is a clear example, this was not a simple glamour phenomenon, but it 
is a more complex settling choice that can hide misery under bridges 
or in suburban districts as well as housing on the land. Waterways 
gained popularity during their second golden age because they have 
offered relief from the housing crisis, but without good management 
they are quickly becoming another symptom of it (Monks, 2018). As 
said by Richard Parry, CRT chief executive, to The Guardian, «Canals 
are almost linear villages, you have services and communities grow-
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ing along the canal. We have to make sure it is done legitimately and 
doesn’t become an impediment to other users» (J. Meikle and P. May-
nard, 2014).
Living afloat is a kind of dwelling – not only a fancy form of slow-tour-
ism – that cannot be ignored as an insignificant market niche any-
more. While designing the cities of tomorrow it is now impossible 
not to wonder about this kind of settlers, and integrating houseboat 
communities represents a new challenge for architects, designers and 
urbanists. 

According to a report on the urban planning potential of living on 
water, the BBC recently interviewed Koen Olthuis, the founder of 
Waterstudio, an architecture firm specialized on floating homes, and 
co-author of the book ‘Float! Building on Water to Combat Urban 
Congestion and Climate Change’. For some time now, Olthuis ex-
plained, he has observed that the original defensive attitude of city 
authorities has turned into support. «They’re [houseboats] becom-
ing more interesting to municipalities, because they’re treating them 
as real estate, which generates property taxes». Olthuis envisions a 
buoyant future for water living as urban congestion increases and 
climate change brings on stronger rains and more flooding. […] In 
addition, Olthuis contends […]: «Cities will need to brand themselves 
and make themselves more interesting, and water living will be just 
the thing to attract young, high-net-worth individuals… and floating 
communities will only increase the functionality and flexibility of cit-
ies» (Wysocky, 2016).

In the 2018 Revision of World Population Prospects, the UN reports 
that 54% of the world’s population lives in urban areas – and that fig-
ure is expected to increase to 66% by 2050, so it is clear that many 
metropolises are meant to acquire new citizens. 
In Italy country areas and medium-size cities will be left mainly in 
favour of Rome and Milan. Considering that in the city of Amsterdam 
there are about 5,000 people living on board their 2,500 houseboats, 
and more than 10,000, in London (even 15,000 according to some 
newspapers), the need of living space can be solved – even if only par-
tially – colonising waterways. It is important to highlight the role that 
houseboats can play in medium-term urban development planning. 
In a city with limited space, residential boats can satisfy the “right to 
the city” (Nelson, 2018) of new inhabitants and, at the same time, of-
fer a good opportunity to create exclusive domiciles.

In 2015 London-based Baca Architects has developed a floating pro-
totype with British company Floating Homes, for a housing competi-
tion to seek solutions to London’s housing crisis hosted by think-tank 
New London Architecture (NLA). According to some interviews, the 



226

F.166
Floating suburb in 
London. Rendering, 
Baca Architects

prototype, named ‘the Chichester’ had been inspired by the design 
of canal boats and houseboaters lifestyle. Moreover, Baca Architects 
has developed a number of concepts that aim to move growing urban 
populations into floating communities. These concepts follow the re-
cent surge of interest in floating buildings, which respond not only 
to the rising sea levels but also to the lack of housing solutions on 
overcrowded cities.

This boxy floating house, characterized by a replicable design, was 
installed on Chichester Canal (southern England) in 2016 as a demon-
stration of how it could be widely exploited across London’s water-
ways. The project aims to install prefabricated floating housing on 
disused space along rivers and canals in London. According to the 
Baca Architects press release, the scheme could deliver up to 7,500 
affordable homes –at £150,000 for a two-bed unit – in the city centre. 

As a consequence of the development of inland waterways naviga-
tion systems promoted by the European Community and the spread 
of the so-called tourism “fluvestre”, houseboating will keep on raising 
its popularity in the name of the “Little Venice” dream… and it will 
play a key role in the future urban design of European waterfronts.  
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6.2 Designing Houseboats for Italian inland 
waterways

A report80 published by British Waterways and English Heritage ex-
plains the key behind a successful waterside project.

The added value that a waterside location can bring is now wide-
ly understood by those who seek to develop land adjacent to wa-
ter. However, ensuring that the water is seen as more than just a 
backdrop to development is vital to the successful regeneration 
of our towns and cities. In order to achieve real success, the ap-
proach to waterside development must be based on treating the 
waterspace as an integral part of any proposals. This will ensure 
that all opportunities to create a unique environment for living, 
working and leisure can be maximised; and potential conflicts 
can be designed out. Development should seek to make any as-
sociated waterspace attractive to all waterway users, providing 
appropriate space and facilities to sustain waterway activity. 
Good design and effective management of the waterspace are 
integral to the development process – how, why and when the 
waterspace will be used must be understood in order to ensure 
it can be integrated successfully with the surrounding develop-
ment. A Waterspace Strategy can be a useful tool in understand-
ing the local waterway context and boating requirements and, 
where necessary, providing new or enhancing existing facilities.
British Waterways aims to enable the creation of distinctive and 
desirable places on the waterway network, whilst maximising 
the potential of their settings and heritage features. In this re-
spect, it is essential that individual waterside developments are 
viewed in the context of the wider network and not in isolation. 
Well integrated waterspace can be used to maximise the devel-
opment potential and unlock the economic, social and environ-
mental benefits of waterside land, as well as generating a vibrant, 
attractive and sustainable waterway corridor. Getting the right 
uses on the water to complement the waterside development, 
and vice versa, is a key consideration. In considering potential 
waterspace uses, the value of areas of open water should also be 
recognised, in balance with areas of moorings and other water-
way use, with long views and reflections adding to the appeal of 
a waterside location. 

These statements are the bases of a coherent and good design work 

80 England’s Historic Waterways: A working heritage. (2009). [ebook] 
British Waterways and English Heritage, pp.29-30. Available at: https://
canalrivertrust.org.uk/media/original/619.pdf?v=344b40 [Accessed 22 May 
2018].
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related to both the waterfront and the waterway, considered as a vi-
tal contributes to the project. Unfortunately, these considerations are 
not at the base of many Italian projects, maybe due to general myopia 
affecting not only the designers but more often their clients, stake-
holders incapable to see further. The report goes on also claiming 
that:

Complementary new development can create distinctive, con-
temporary landscapes when informed and inspired by the legacy 
of a robust, workmanlike past. The aim is to create sustainable, 
desirable places whilst safeguarding and enhancing heritage val-
ue. […]
Balanced with the value of open waterspace, activity on the water 
is a vital component of successful waterside development. This 
may include traditional boating activity (including living and 
working afloat), with colourful craft coming in various shapes 
and sizes, as well as other more unusual water-based attractions. 

Talking strictly about inland waterways, “Activity on the water” is ex-
actly what is missing in Italy, a country with wonderful natural land-
scape and rich in cultural sites, elements linked by rivers and canals, 
often itineraries without the audience they deserve. A perfect exam-
ple is the project about the re-opening of the Navigli. 

Indeed, all along the project presentation, the canals are always emp-
ty, a simple background for bike tracks, instead of being promoted as 
main character of a change capable to offer an alternative way to visit 
and enjoy the city, both to tourists and locals. The only exception in 
19 pages and 12 rendering views is one view that shows an unidenti-
fied boat cruising around.

F.167
Cover pager of 
“Progetto Navigli” 
program

F.168
Rendering views “Pro-

getto Navigli” program
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F.169
Plan of “Progetto Nav-

igli”

Planning life on the Navigli, and not only on their shores, should be 
a part of primary importance of the project, but it looks like nothing 
will happen on those placid waters. There are no activities on the 
waterway and there are no projects of a proper fleet that will be used 
to cruise around as a form of urban transport or as a touristic one. 
Houseboating hasn’t been considerate at all. What can be learnt by 
European countries is that, even if houseboating always appears as 
spontaneous phenomenon, regulations are needed as soon as floating 
communities take place. Work of anticipation means to be prepared 
for a possible development of this housing practice. Be ready to face 
this possibility can contribute sensibly to the diffusion of house-
boating, guaranteeing benefits on different points of view, not only 
economically, but also socially. If nothing happens on the water, the 
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whole system will loose appealing. Even if some areas will be attended 
during the day, the same places may be dark and desert areas at night, 
compromising a safe atmosphere. It is demonstrated that the presence 
of houseboats bring back light, life and energy to areas normally emp-
ty, helping to diffuse a sense of security along the canals 24h a day.

Life on a boat have been tested everywhere there is water, except in 
Italy and especially in Venice. As said before the examples of house-
boating in Italy can be counted on one hand. Houseboating is some-
thing that doesn’t belong to Italian culture but somehow Italians - 
sometimes foreigners living in Italy- dream about it, but only few 
brave and patient people accomplished this dream. In Italy there are 
no laws to regulate life afloat. A clear example is the one of the Danish 
Michael Kiersgnard, who finally had to abandon his vaporetto, where 
he was living with his family, after more than 10 years of life aboard. 
However his idea encouraged some other people, but seen the end of 
his story, they all are now discouraged. 

In 2010 a rare article81 on the topic of houseboating, was showcas-
ing reconverted boats belonged to the Actv fleet, the journalist was 
showing some very good examples of refitting, concluding in a very 
disappointed tone that the company prefer to demolish his boats (a 
rare heritage talking about boats built at the beginning of the XX 
century) rather than sell them. Apparently, Italian “smart” behaviour 
have to be blame, because the company defend its decision saying that 
they had to stop selling parts of the old fleet when they found out that 
some privates were restoring the boats to make private tour of the 
lagoon, stealing their clients. Even believing the improbable compe-
tition of the two services –public transport from A to B against hours 
long tourist tours in the whole lagoon- the worrying part regards the 
existence of a law that encourages the scrapping of these boats, elimi-
nating any remaining doubt about their possible trade. This is making 
harder even for those few highly motivated enthusiasts to give a sec-
ond and dignified life to these historic boats. Despite the lost heritage 
demolished by the help of the State, a restored and converted Vapo-
retto is still on working as a houseboat in Paris, enjoying the view of 
the Tour Eiffel, abroad but safe.
It is absurd that mainly foreigners –or Italians abroad- are the only 
responsible for caring about Italian traditional boats, saving them 
through a second life, manifesto of the good design of some boats that 
can still play an interesting role in the world of floating houses. 

81 Antonini, A. (2010). Case, studi e ristoranti vado a vivere in vapo-
retto. Corriere del Veneto (Venezia - Mestre). [online] Available at: 
PressReader - Corriere del Veneto (Venezia e Mestre): 2010-05-25 ... 
https://www.pressreader.com/italy/corriere-del-veneto-venezia-e-mes-
tre/20100525/282694748389400 [Accessed 25 Jan. 2015].
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F.170
Vaporetto Mb 20VA 
in Paris (Source G. 
Penzo)

According to what Italians are used to see along the Tiber, projects 
like the Baca Architects prototype on Chichester Canal will even 
look too fancy. Surely the first argument after a similar proposal in 
Italy will be that rivers are unpredictable and there is a high risk of 
floods all around the country. After having seen houseboats inhabited 
all year long in countries like the UK, best known for its rain or the 
Netherlands were the rising level of the sea is already affecting their 
landscape, how a country of sailors, fatherland of Leonardo da Vinci 
–among the others- with one of the smallest river network in Europe 
can’t be able to make it possible?  
The rest of the world designs sustainable amphibious and floating 
buildings, while Italy seems to prefer concrete constructions on land, 
moving on with the same delay and myopia shown towards inland 
waterways transport and fluvial tourism.

The few visionaries who invested into houseboats business in Italy 
were simply bringing foreign riverboats and business models about 
fluvial tourism from abroad, often ignoring the local potentials in 
terms of traditional boats and the existing link between houseboat-
ing as a form of permanent housing and tourism on board rentable 
houseboats. 

Talking about the Milan area, as said before, on the enthusiasm of the 
possible reopening of the Navigli system, houseboating may appear as 
a new business to invest in. Comparing the price per meter of houses 
in the area of Navigli, restructured or not, and the price of houseboats 
(brand new, refitted or to be restored) in the rest of Europe, it is clear 
how living afloat may be more affordable than a house in the same 
area of Milan. In particular, there are the four “barconi” now on sale 
at a very interesting price (starting offer: 10,000 €), which may be re-
stored and transformed into original floating houses for private use or 
to be rented on Airbnb, exactly as it happened in the Netherlands, UK 
and France. What it is hard to predict are the costs of restoration or 
the mooring permit and all the required paperwork, since houseboat-
ing doesn’t appear in any document related to the Navigli. However, 
a similar operation will not only bringing company to the Nibbio, but 
it will also save other pieces of a not so far history, forgot for decades 
and recently rediscovered.

If design and architecture students would be asked to image a house-
boat for Milan, surely someone will start from the local working boats 
or from traditional riverboat of the Po area to be refitted, while others 
will prefer to image a brand new floating structure perhaps inspired 
by the most modern floating home projects based in the Netherland 
such as the ones of +31 Architects.  
The others will probably work on brand new concepts, like the one 
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F.171
 Watervilla WPZ I 
by +31Architets, 
Amsterdam, 2015

made by the students of RUBIKA; showing a want for more modern 
riverboats, with interiors reflecting a kind of “Scandinavian” taste that 
nowadays the Millenials seems to like.

Back in 2012, Spijker Selmar, alumni of the Master degree in Cruise 
and Vessel Design82 designed a houseboat for his final project. His 
project, titled EWE - European Waterway Explorer, is a houseboat 
characterised by a fresh design. This kind of concept boat will per-
fectly fit all over Europe since it is not related to specific traditional or 
local styles. However, detailed research, allowed the designer to make 
good choices in terms of hull shape, general dimensions and internal 
volume, being competitive in the houseboat market deeply described 
in the dissertation. In one of the final renderings, the houseboat back-
ground is Milan, and the whole picture is very interesting, showing 
how houseboating on the Navigli may look like.

This concept boat is not the only houseboat presented as a final dis-
sertation in the Master degree in Cruise and Vessel Design. In fact, 
in more than 10 years since the existence of this master degree, many 
other projects about houseboats and even water taxi and water-buses 
for Milan new Navigli network were presented as final projects.

82 The Master Degree in Yacht & Cruise Vessel Design (Design Navale e 
Nautico) is offered by the University of Genoa interuniversity with Politec-
nico di Milano and interfaculty between the faculties of Architecture and En-
gineering.

F.172
EWE, cross section 

rendering, Spijker 
Selmar, 2011/2012
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3D Cross section  

F.173
On page 236.
EWE, Sketches, 
Spijker Selmar, 2011/2012

F.174
On page 237.
EWE rendering 
with the Naviglio as 
background, Spijker 
Selmar, 2011/2012
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114 EWE european waterway exporer
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114 EWE european waterway exporer

178 EWE european waterway exporer
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F.175
Floating house in Lon-
don, Airbnb website 
2015

Airbnb or similar platforms may be interested in being the first to 
propose a unique hosting experience in Milan city centre, such as a 
floating home in the Darsena could be.  Indeed the company is not 
new to marketing campaign on water. In 2015 Airbnb launched a 
floating full-size house –with even a back yard- on the River Thames 
to promote its website in London.
The floating house was designed by TBWA London. The interiors 
are characterised by pastel bedrooms, a bathroom, and a sunny yellow 
kitchen and lounge kitted out with a mid-century style furniture. The 
entrance was accessible passing through a big back yard with plants 
and outdoor furniture.

This floating house was cruised along The Thames hosting events in 
Chelsea, Westminster and Canary Wharf before making its final stop 
at Putney Pier.
Airbnb set up a listings page, as part of the “night at” campaign, for the 
house, where users could enter a competition to stay in it for a night. 
The winning guests received spa treatments and had dinner cooked 
for them by Lima chef Robert Ortiz – a package that was cleverly 
designed to appeal to the Gen Y oriented target audience and was by 
nature immensely shareable through social media. This is exactly the 
generation that knows less about Italian inland traditions; they are 
not the right audience of the poor Italian fluvial tourism market, but 
they may be the ideal clients for urban houseboating as it is happening 
in London.

Airbnb is the largest hospitality business in the world without own-
ing a single room, however, they kept on building an increase above 
the line marketing presence around the world. 

F.176
Exteriors and interi-

ors of Airbnb floating 
house
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F.177
‘Night at’ campaign on 
Airbnb 

In fact, the floating house was one example in a series of unusual 
apartments from Airbnb. In 2014 the company teamed up with air-
line KLM to open an apartment in a plane grounded at Amsterdam 
Schiphol airport as one of the possible locations for the competition 
“night at”. 
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Beautifully decorated inside by Dutch design company TANK, to 
honour the plane’s retirement, the blue and white jet has been con-
verted into a luxury loft that sleeps a family of four.
Another location of the same campaign was, for instance, the apart-
ment in a cable car in the ski resort Courchevel in France.

Marketing campaign like this may help to spread a new fresh view 
about houseboating in Italy. First of all, a famous brand like Airbnb 
will guarantee a sense of confidence in this trend. Secondly, it will 
involve an international audience, most from generation Y and Z, 
which will boost the enthusiasm in a possible new lifestyle in a city in 
constant transformation as Milan is.
 
The concept could be easily translated and duplicated for other con-
tests such as Rome, Florance or the lake Como or Garda, helping to 
advertise by putting under a new light floating structures already 
available for rent in several marinas all around Italy.
Houseboating in Italy, in those areas where it exists it is always related 
to the image of retired people spending hours fishing along the Italian 
rivers. As it is already happening in big cities around Europe, this idea 
needs to evolve in order to become appealing to the eyes of younger 
generations.

F.178
Airbnb apartment in a 

cable car in Courchevel, 
France
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F.179
Bidwell Canyon 
Marina, Lake Oroville, 
California 

Some of the investments made in Milan around the EXPO 2015 re-
veal the wants of alternative and unique locations for many different 
activities and the Navigli can represent a new playground for design-
ers imagination and marketing experiments. As well as the Navigli 
future network, many of the rivers and canals between Lombardy, 
Piedmont, Emilia Romagna and Veneto can offer interesting itiner-
aries and brand new spots to look in.
In the north of Italy, there are many quarries now converted into arti-
ficial lakes surrounded by natural areas. Some are dedicated to fishing 
while others are looking for a ‘second life’. In the USA, many quarries 
and canyon lakes have been transformed into houseboats locations, 
holiday destinations where to spend weekends, sunbathing on a ro-
mantic floating home patio. For instance, Bidwell Canyon Marina 
offers a full-service gateway to all of the fun and beauty of Lake Oro-
ville, about 75 miles north of Sacramento, California.

The recreational variety offered by Lake Oroville includes camping, 
horseback riding, hiking, sail and power boating, fishing, swimming 
and so on. All those popular activities are easy to be offered or rec-
reated on artificial lakes too and houseboating may cover all those 
family oriented features that can transform any place into a holiday 
destination, simply emphasising the facilities on board, in order to 
design the experience on the boat as the main attraction.

As seen in chapter four, reports made by Canal and River Trust and 
VNF show the economic benefits related to the world of houseboat-
ing. On one hand, there are direct incomes regarding permits and li-
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censes (mooring or navigation permits, such as the French “vignette” 
and so on), usually managed by specific authorities or directly by the 
municipality. However, the main part of the economic benefits has to 
deal with all those extra services related both to navigation and life on 
board (from periodical maintenance expenses to the grocery) ensur-
ing positive economic repercussions at several levels -from the local 
territory to the whole country- not only related to fluvial tourism but 
also from who live afloat permanently. Floating communities around 
Europe are becoming a tourist attraction and sometimes even a “des-
tination”, according to new forms of hospitalities. Houseboating as-
sures incomes and -even more important- a constant use (that means 
assuring care and maintenance to the canals as well as the towpaths) 
of many Italian waterways, from the Tiber to the future Navigli sys-
tem.

In conclusion, many are the possibilities in which Italy can look for 
inspiration. With the right amount of investments and a big dose of 
foresight the first step into a houseboat friendly environment can be 
made all around Italy, both in terms of fluvial tourism and as an alter-
native to traditional housing, offering dwelling and hospitality solu-
tions for new generations.





245

The list of references is divided into four parts: bibliography, articles 
from newspaper and magazines, documentaries and websites. All the 
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