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ABSTRACT
L’IMPATTO DELLE BASI NATO/U.S.A NEL NORD EST 

ITALIANO
La fine della Seconda Guerra Mondiale nel 1945 sancì l’inizio di una nuova era in 

Europa, un’era di ricostruzione possibile solo grazie all’apporto degli Stati Uniti 

d’America, i vincitori incontestati del conflitto. Il Piano Marshall e la nascita della 

NATO rappresentarono i primi due passi per la risalita verso il ripristino e la 

salvaguardia degli interessi degli U.S.A. e degli stati europei che si trovavano al di fuori 

della sfera d’influenza sovietica. Infatti, la vicina Unione Sovietica cominciò a essere 

percepita come una notevole minaccia per il capitalismo americano. Per questo motivo 

gli U.S.A. decisero di incrementare la propria influenza geopolitica in un’area 

assolutamente strategica e cruciale come l’Europa Occidentale, prendendo in 

concessione le maggiori basi militari grazie ad accordi speciali della NATO. Questi patti 

tutt’ora prescrivono, in sincronia con le leggi nazionali, le principali regole da seguire 

da parte dei soldati che risiedono all’interno delle basi, che tante volte provengono da 

varie nazionalità. Con la stipula di diversi tipi di accordo che regolano lo status delle 

unità all’estero, si è riusciti a fare in modo che i soldati vengano inviati in Stati facenti 

parte della NATO. Data la vicinanza con la Yugoslavia socialista di Tito e la prossimità 

con “la cortina di ferro” che sostanzialmente divideva l’Europa dagli U.R.S.S., l’Italia 

divenne automaticamente una zona prioritaria, soprattutto nell’area del Nord Est. Sin 

dalla nascita della NATO, le strutture militari in Italia sono state poste sotto i riflettori 

per una serie illimitata di motivi.

Anche se l’America a giocato un ruolo chiave nell’aiutare l’Italia a riprendersi da una 

situazione post bellica complessa a livello politico ed economico, l’arrivo di eserciti 

stranieri nelle basi italiane ha rappresentato un acceso motivo di discussione a livello 

locale e nazionale, sin dalle prime operazioni U.S.A. nella penisola, che per la 

stragrande maggioranza sono avvenute in nome della NATO. I temi più discussi 

riguardanti le basi militari in Italia spaziano dalle leggi speciali in vigore alla protezione 

diplomatica dei soldati che si trovano all’interno del campo militare fino alle decisioni 

di ampliare le strutture all’interno delle stazioni e al tema delle armi atomiche depositate 

in queste aree belliche. Allo stesso tempo, gli U.S.A. hanno rappresentato per l’Italia un 
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partner fondamentale per il mantenimento della sicurezza nazionale e internazionale, 

assieme a quella globale, in un mondo gerarchicamente sempre più difficile da 

inquadrare. A prescindere dai cambiamenti politici nei governi e nelle politiche estere di 

Italia e U.S.A., lo status delle basi militari NATO in Italia ha rappresentato un punto 

essenziale da segnare nelle proprie agende. Nessuno dei due paesi ha intenzione di 

compromettere la duratura alleanza che ha caratterizzato la loro storia.

Ad oggi, l’Italia è al secondo posto in Europa per numero di aree militari concesse alla 

NATO, dietro soltanto alla Germania. Il Nord Est italiano ospita Aviano e Caserma 

Ederle, due delle basi più importanti sul pianeta specialmente da quando sono diventate 

di proprietà della NATO dal 1950 in poi.

Quella di Aviano, situata nel Friuli-Venezia Giulia, rappresenta una delle più moderne e 

sofisticate basi aeree al mondo al di fuori dei confini statunitensi. Solo recentemente, 

con il completamento di una serie di progetti di ristrutturazione, che vanno sotto il nome 

di Aviano 2000 e hanno interessato la maggior parte degli impianti all’interno dell’area, 

si è riusciti a migliorare la qualità delle infrastrutture e aumentare il prestigio della base. 

Aviano, assieme alla base militare di Ghedi, funge da deposito di armi nucleari, 

tecnicamente è proibito ma in questo caso è stato eccezionalmente autorizzato.

Nel vicino Veneto, nella rinomata città di Vicenza, la Caserma Ederle ospita un gran 

numero di soldati americani. Questa base è diventata il centro della prestigiosa South 

European Task Force nel 1965. Le missioni principali che sono partite da Vicenza 

annoverano spedizioni durante la Guerra Fredda, interventi nella Guerra del Golfo e nei 

Balcani negli anni ‘90 e molto più recentemente trasferte in Nord Africa e in Medio 

Oriente. Dopo numerose proteste, sit-in e petizioni da parte della popolazione locale, la 

base del Dal Molin, un ex-aeroporto civile di Vicenza di proprietà dell’Esercito Italiano, 

è stata convertita in stazione militare e ceduta agli Stati Uniti, nell’ambito di un 

programma di rafforzamento dell’esercito a stelle e strisce nell’area mediterranea, con 

un occhio di riguardo al Medio Oriente. L’inaugurazione ufficiale della base dovrebbe 

avvenire nel 2013. Abbiamo a che fare con due esempi di basi del Nord Est in mano di 

eserciti stranieri, geograficamente vicine, che apparentemente hanno molto in comune, 

ma che in realtà presentano numerosi aspetti discordanti.

In tutti e due i casi, il ruolo che giocano dagli abitanti si è progressivamente rivelato 

decisivo e ampiamente riconosciuto come un’assoluta priorità per poter convivere in 
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maniera armoniosa. Ciononostante non sempre è servito farsi sentire per risolvere le 

questioni inerenti a queste basi militari. Ad Aviano, la popolazione è rimasta 

prevalentemente neutrale davanti alle recenti mosse di ampliamento della stazione, 

soprattutto perché vi è sempre stata una tradizione di aviazione in città. Solo nel 1998, 

un caso di diritto internazionale creatosi in seguito al purtroppo noto incidente del 

Cermis, quando un aereo americano di Aviano causò la morte di 20 persone in una 

località sciistica, ha fatto aumentare i dubbi dell’effettiva utilità della presenza della 

base americana nel territorio. 

D’altra parte Vicenza ha attraversato due fasi di diverso orientamento nei confronti della 

presenza americana in città. Dopo la Seconda Guerra Mondiale, gli U.S.A. erano 

riconosciuti come i salvatori della patria dopo uno dei periodi più bui della storia 

vicentina e per questo motivo dovettero accettare per forza di cose la presenza degli 

americani all’interno della propria comunità. Solo negli ultimi anni, la nozione di libertà 

importata dagli U.S.A. si è trasformata, a detta di molti vicentini, in qualcosa di 

paragonabile ad un fenomeno di sottomissione e dominio. Da quando si è deciso di 

militarizzare ulteriormente la città di Vicenza, oltretutto protetta dall’UNESCO, la 

maggioranza della popolazione ha espresso il suo dissenso contro l’aumento della 

presenza dei soldati, armi e servizi di intelligence nel proprio territorio. La ragione di 

questa disapprovazione è in qualche modo collegata a una mentalità pacifista e alla 

mancanza di trasparenza da parte delle autorità italiane e americane nel fornire dettagli 

sul nuovo progetto del Dal Molin, che ha generato rabbia e confusione nelle teste dei 

cittadini. Oltre a queste tre basi principali, nel Nord Est sono presenti altri centri militari 

concessi agli U.S.A. e alla NATO. In molti casi sono stati scoperti depositi di armi e 

centri radar in aree che apparentemente erano state chiuse per inattività.

La tesi si concentra sulle origini della presenza militare U.S.A. e NATO, sugli accordi 

generali che la rendono possibile e sulle principali conseguenze dell’impatto delle basi 

NATO e della conseguente presenza americana in Italia. In più viene analizzato il 

rapporto tra i soldati che vivono e lavorano all’interno della base e i cittadini che vivono 

a ridosso di queste stazioni militari, attraverso il confronto dei diversi punti di vista sui 

temi che citati precedentemente, grazie all’apporto di varie fonti giornalistiche, 

documenti e interviste di alcuni politici coinvolti nella questione.
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L’intento di questa tesi è quindi quello di esaminare e comparare le situazioni createsi 

nelle città di Aviano e Vicenza, per comprendere se effettivamente la presenza della 

NATO ha prodotto effetti positivi oppure può essere considerata come un’intrusione 

nella politica e nella società italiana. La domanda importante che ci si pone è se ha 

ancora senso ospitare queste basi militari in Italia, e in particolar modo nel Nord Est. La 

verità è che se anche trovassimo una risposta a questa domanda non risolveremmo 

nulla, visto che realisticamente non riusciremmo a trovare nessuna soluzione allo stato 

di cose attuale. Come vedremo nell’esempio specifico di Vicenza, l’azione di molti 

cittadini che si sono ribellati e hanno cercato in ogni maniera di esprimere la propria 

resistenza nei confronti dell’aumento di unità militari in città ha portato scarso, se non 

nessun effetto.

La maggior parte delle informazioni riguardanti il modo in cui funzionano le basi è 

considerata ancora top  secret. Infatti una serie di trattati bilaterali siglati dall’Italia con 

gli U.S.A. sono stati resi pubblici solo decenni dopo l’effettiva ratifica. Allo stesso 

modo, la ragione politica di questa particolare cooperazione bellica rappresenta ancora 

un motivo di dibattito: per questo motivo tenterò di comprendere gli aspetti chiave per 

capire il rapporto tra l’Italia e l’America. Purtroppo sembrano non esserci soluzioni 

disponibili per cambiare le carte in tavola e poter intervenire nelle fasi antecedenti alla 

stipula di un accordo tra i due governi. Storicamente, nel dopoguerra l’Italia non è stata 

in grado di opporsi alle proposte americane. L’unica carta che rimane è quella della 

pressione dell’opinione pubblica nei confronti del governo italiano, in modo che si 

possano perlomeno comunicare ai propri cittadini informazioni più esplicite sul tema 

delle basi militari. Questo rappresenta un punto di partenza, dato che sono gli stessi 

cittadini italiani che pagano una percentuale delle spese di mantenimento per queste 

aree belliche. Questo è il prezzo che l’Italia continua a pagare, da quando è terminata la 

Seconda Guerra Mondiale.
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ABSTRACT
THE IMPACT OF THE NATO/U.S. MILITARY BASES IN THE 

NORTH EAST OF ITALY
Following the end of World War II in 1945 a new era was about to begin in Europe, an 

era of reconstruction that would only be possible with the support of the United States 

of America, the incontestable winner of the conflict. The Marshall Plan and the North 

Atlantic Treaty  Organization were the main resolutions adopted to restore and protect 

the interests of the U.S. and of the European states outside the recently developed 

Communist influence. As a matter of fact the neighboring Soviet Union was perceived 

as constituting the greatest threat to the rising American Capitalist world. The U.S. 

therefore had decided to increase its geopolitical influence in the strategic and crucial 

area of Western Europe by  taking over some of the major military bases under the 

NATO agreements. These accords established, in relation to the national regulations, the 

main rules of conduct for the soldiers stationed in the camp, who happened to be of 

different nationalities. With the signing of a number of agreements regarding the status 

of forces agreements, military forces were allowed to be deployed and relocate in 

foreign countries within the NATO sphere. Due to its proximity  to Tito’s Socialist 

Yugoslavia and being situated on the doorstep of the “Iron Curtain” that divided Europe 

from the influence of the U.S.S.R., the Italian situation, and in particular the prominent 

Northeastern territories, drew particular attention. Ever since the birth of NATO, 

military facilities in Italy have remained under the spotlight for countless reasons.

Even though America has played a key role in assisting Italy in recovering from a 

complex situation of post-war political and economic crisis, the introduction of foreign-

managed military  bases in Italy has caused a great deal of debates and criticism at local 

and national level since the earliest  U.S. operations, that for the most part have been 

running under the NATO flag. The most disputed issues concerning the Italian military 

bases have included the special jurisdiction and diplomatic protection for officers 

operating in the military bases, the decision to enlarge the size of the bases and the 

nuclear weapons situated in their basements. At the same time, the U.S.A. for Italy has 

represented a fundamental partner with regards to maintaining domestic and 

international safety, along with protection and a trustworthy landmark in the fast 
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changing global landscape. Regardless of the political changes in the Italian and 

American domestic and international policies in the last 60 years, the status of NATO 

military bases in Italy  has remained a priority  on the agenda of both countries. Neither 

country  is willing to jeopardize the long lasting alliance that has characterized their 

relationship historically.

Italy is today the second state in Europe in terms of number of NATO military  bases, 

where only Germany can count on more throughout its territory. The North East of Italy 

currently hosts two of the most  important military  stations on the planet, Aviano and 

Camp Ederle, especially since they were taken over by NATO during the 1950s. 

The Aviano Air Base, located in the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region, is one of the most 

advanced aviation bases in the World outside the US. It came under the sphere of NATO 

as part of a bilateral agreement between Italy and the US. Just recently, the completion 

of a series of modernization projects that have affected the majority of the facilities 

inside the site, also known as Aviano 2000, which represents the biggest investment in 

history by NATO for a military base, have given the possibility to improve the quality 

of the infrastructures and increase the prestige of this location. Aviano, is also one of the 

two bases in Italy  that functions as a deposit for nuclear weapons, which is technically 

prohibited but in this case has been authorized. 

In the neighboring region of Veneto, in the important town of Vicenza, military  forces 

were moved to Camp Ederle in great numbers. Camp Ederle became the headquarters of 

the South European Task Force in 1965. Some of the major missions that were assigned 

to the military  personnel stationed in these bases were to protect the independence and 

sovereignty of European states during the Cold War, to intervene in the Balkans and in 

the Gulf War in the 1990s and most recently to oversee the revolutions in North Africa 

and in the Middle East. After several protests, sit-ins and petitions held by the local 

population, the Dal Molin base, the former civilian airfield in Vicenza now converted 

into a military site, which was used by  the Italian Army, was ceded to the U.S.A., as part 

of a stars and stripes program to strengthen the presence of their Army, in order to be 

the main supervisors in the delicate and strategic Mediterranean area, primarily in the 

Middle East. The official inauguration of this highly  controversial site is meant to occur 

in 2013. These are two examples of foreign governed defense settlements, 
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geographically very close to each other and apparently sharing similar vicissitudes, 

which in reality offer numerous contrasting aspects. 

In both cases, the role being played by the inhabitants has been progressively significant 

and widely recognized as an absolute priority  for both to cohabit harmoniously. 

Nevertheless those who have been determined to display their consensus or not for these 

sites, have not always been able to obtain their goals. In Aviano, the population has 

rather stood neutrally  behind the recent expansion trends to their station, mostly because 

of the aviation tradition that has characterized the small city’s past. Only  in 1998, a 

noteworthy  dispute of International law that was generated by the infamous Cermis 

tragedy, where an American jet stationed in Aviano caused the death of 20 people in a 

ski resort, pressured the locals to start questioning the effectiveness and moral principles 

of the purpose of the base. 

On the contrary, Vicenza has undergone two different phases of orientation towards the 

American presence in their town. After World War II, the United States was seen as the 

main liberator from one of the town’s darkest periods ever registered and therefore the 

population was relatively forced to accept this fact. Only in the past years, the imported 

American notion of freedom in Vicenza has shifted into something that is comparable to 

dominion and superiority. Since the decision to additionally  militarize the city of 

Vicenza, which is protected by UNESCO, the majority of the population has expressed 

its opposition to the growth of U.S. soldiers, weapons and intelligence service in the 

bases. The reasons for the general disapproval in this case have been mainly related to a 

stronger pacifist mental attitude and to the lack on transparency of the details that have 

influenced the spread of news on the installations. Along with these three main stations, 

many more minor military stations, that play different strategic roles for the USA and 

NATO, are distributed in the North East of Italy. In many  instances it has been 

discovered that supposedly closed down spots were actually  hosting tactical U.S. 

property ammunition deposits.

This thesis will focus on the origins, legal foundations and main repercussions of the 

establishment of NATO bases and the consequent U.S. presence in Italy. It will also 

analyze the relationship between the individuals living in these military installations and 

the nearby Italian communities by confronting different point of views on the issues 

mentioned above through an examination of various newspapers, documents and 

VII



politicians’ views together with other sources. The purpose of this dissertation is 

therefore to examine and compare the situations and evolution in the cities of Aviano 

and Vicenza. On top  of this we will try to understand if the presence of NATO has had 

an overall beneficial effect or rather it  should be considered a damaging intrusion in 

Italian politics and society. The main question is whether nowadays it still makes sense 

to host these military  stations in Italy, and more specifically  in the North East. The truth 

is that even if a conclusive answer is found to this question it is essentially futile, since 

it realistically  would not bring about any sort of improvement to the current situation. 

As we will see in the specific example of Vicenza, the insurgence of local citizen, who 

have widely expressed their opposition to the supplementary  military presence in town, 

had little, if any, positive effects.  

Most of the information regarding the way these bases function is considered top secret. 

Several bilateral agreements between Italy and the United States have been unveiled to 

the public decades after their first ratification. However, the social and political reason 

of this particular military cooperation have remained a reason for discussion and 

research, and I will inquire on the key aspects in understanding the relationship between 

Italy and the United States. There seems to be no solution available to alter the way 

these pacts have taken place between the two governments. Historically, Italy has hardly 

been able to counter U.S. proposals. However what is possible to do is to start 

pressuring the Italian Government to deliver a clearer approach to the communication of 

details and information on this subject to citizens. This represents a starting point, on 

those people ending up paying for a notable percentage of maintenance expenses of 

these bases. This is the price that Italy has paid and will continue paying, in the 

aftermath of World War II.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Being born in the United States and having spent almost all my life in Venice, Italy, 

while traveling back and forth in the summer holidays to America, I have developed an  

unquestionable passion for these two similar yet very  different cultures. In fact, it was 

an Italian explorer who discovered what would later become the United States of 

America, arguably  the most powerful country in the World in the XX century, until the 

recent Financial Crisis. However, since this period, the balance has drastically changed 

in the geopolitical sphere, with the U.S. over taking several Mediterranean territories, 

which has, to a certain extent, contributed to the escalation of America’s success 

worldwide. Since the beginning of World War I, the United States has been spreading its 

presence and influence by acquiring major military bases and taking advantage of 

several extraterritorial benefits, especially in Western Europe. In my dissertation, I will 

focus on two of the most advanced, modern and at the same time disputed examples of 

NATO sites on Earth, which are predominantly  managed by the invisible hand of the 

United States. Ironically both of these places are located in the North East of Italy, 

situated only 150 km from each other. One in the small town of Aviano, in the region of 

Friuli-Venezia Giulia whilst the other is in the Veneto region, in the renowned and 

UNESCO-protected city of Vicenza.

Having been denied the possibility to access either one of these facilities, in particular 

their internal archives, mostly due to the post-9/11 antiterrorist restrictions, I will try to 

display  the main features of these settlements, which remain unknown to many people. 

Moreover I will question the present and future utility  of these military  stations in Italy. 

Despite the difficulty of retrieving detached information regarding these military bases, 

yet with the support of various newspapers and magazines, especially thanks to the 

information given to me by  the two main local newspapers1  that have dealt with the 

individual stations, I will explain how these two analogous cases have experienced 

significantly different  outcomes, especially in terms of business, legal issues and 

integration with the local community. The aim of this study is to compare these two 

1

1 Il Messaggero Veneto (Aviano Air Base) and Il Giornale di Vicenza (Caserma Ederle and Dal 
Molin).



operative realities, by exploring different sides that have marked the history of these 

sites.

In the first part of my thesis, the attention will be centered on the general presentation of 

these camps, to lay  the foundations for further arguments that will cover more specific 

characteristics regarding these camps. In the third chapter I will analyze the treaties that 

regulate different details that enable NATO and the U.S. Army to be operative in Italy. 

Furthermore, the fourth chapter will cover several different aspects focused on the 

repercussions linked to integration with the local communities that have derived from 

the concession of these bases to foreign military  forces, with a specific emphasis on the 

evolution of the presence of American soldiers in the Northeastern area of Italy. The 

fifth chapter will highlight different facts connected to the controversial multi-

millionaire dollar restoration projects that took place in both the headquarters, as well as 

a brief outline of the economic and social impact on the whole territory  surrounding the 

camps. The results show how dissimilar the effects have been for each of these cities, in 

particular in Vicenza, where the population’s relationship with the American troops in 

the town has been problematic. In the final part  of the dissertation there will be a review 

of a popular case of international law, the Cermis disaster of 1998, which involved the 

United States and Italy, and sparked rife international criticism.
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2. THE BASES

2.1 Aviano Air Base
The city  of Aviano, a provincial town of Pordenone, located in the region of Friuli-

Venezia Giulia, hosts one of the most influential American military  bases overseas. It is 

one of the biggest and most up-to-date technological aviation bases outside the U.S. 

borders. As of 2012, there are 3,430 military units serving inside The Aviano Air Base, 

along with 194 U.S. Department of Defense civilians and 393 non-military  employees 

who work inside the base.2 

In July of 1910, the Aviano runway track was officially  activated and soon after that, in 

1911, it became the first  aviation school in Italy.3  It was an immediate success and it 

attracted people not only  locally  but also from abroad. In 1919 the air base finally  had a 

name: “Aeroporto Pagliano e Gori”, from the two aviators, Maurizio Pagliano and Luigi 

Gori, who during a mission in World War I, tragically  died.4  They were posthumously 

declared national heroes and their names were labeled and scarred into the history of the 

air base.5  The Italian Air Force6  along with the German Luftwaffe, were the main 

operators of the air base during World War II. During these years, the airfield and the 

surroundings suffered plenty of bombings and were partially demolished.7  With the 

Germans and the Italians being defeated, the RAF8 took control of the Aviano Air Base 

in 1945 for a couple of years, until 1947 when the Italian Air Force regained control of 

the site.9  The year of 1954 represented a crucial moment for the Italian and American 

3

2 Base Structure Report 2012, http://www.acq.osd.mil/ie/download/bsr/BSR2012Baseline.pdf, 
consultation date 12 June 2012.

3 N. A. Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 
2005, [n.s.], Aviano, 2005, p. 1.

4 Ibidem.

5 Ibidem.

 6 Aeronautica Militare, ITAF, has been officially active in Italy since 1923 although its ancestors, 
the Regia Aeronautica, started serving the Country around the end of the 1880s.

7 Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 2005, p. 
2.

8 The British Royal Air Force.

9 Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 2005, p. 
4.

http://www.acq.osd.mil/ie/download/bsr/BSR2012Baseline.pdf
http://www.acq.osd.mil/ie/download/bsr/BSR2012Baseline.pdf


partnership, as a result of the treaty that converted the Aviano Air Base into a NATO 

site.10  In 1955, USAFE11  finally  established itself at Aviano and began contributing to 

present and future NATO missions.12  The first step was to improve the technical and 

structural conditions of the installation, which had suffered a great deal of damage 

during World War II.

During the Cold War the base of Aviano played a secondary  role compared to other 

NATO military sites in Western Europe. In fact it was being used mostly as an army 

warehouse, without having a stable aviation unit. The curious nickname it was given 

during the Cold War, due to its idleness, was “Sleepy Hollow”.13  Germany, that was 

considered a high-risk target by the Soviet Union, was given finances to invest in the 

strengthening of its military sector. Nevertheless, with the end of the Soviet’s empire 

many changes were made in Europe by  America, with conspicuous cuts of the troops in 

certain areas, up  to the closure of several military bases that had played an essential role 

in the previous decades. The growing tensions in the Balkans and in the Middle East, 

made Aviano a key actor in conflicts like the Gulf War and in the U.S. intervention in 

Bosnia and in Kosovo, thanks to its strategic location.

In 1990, with the invasion of Iraq in Kuwait and, therefore, the beginning of the first 

Gulf War, the U.S. began its military operations in the Persian area by deploying the 

first troops in Saudia Arabia.14  America considered this specific location as vital and as 

a place to safeguard, especially  for its alliance and special attention for the oil 

industry.15 In the opening of “Operation Desert Shield” and in the following “Operation 

Desert Storm”, Aviano played a crucial role in offering temporary accommodation to 

the troops and supplying with ammunitions and other military material, the main U.S. 

4

10 Ibidem.

11 United States Air Force in Europe, was established in 1945 and its main task is to manage 
aviation operations mostly in Europe.

12 Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 2005,, p. 
5.

13 Nation Master, Aviano, http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/Aviano, consultation date 
13 June 2012.

14 N. A. Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 
2005, Aviano, 2005, p. 6.

15 Wikipedia, Saudi Arabia-United States relations, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saudi_Arabia-
United_States_relations, consultation date 13 June 2012.

http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/Aviano
http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/Aviano
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saudi_Arabia-United_States_relations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saudi_Arabia-United_States_relations
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Army squads involved in the Persian War.16  The role of the base, until the end of the 

conflict, in 1991, was strictly supportive but at the same time very significant and 

eventually acquired other primary tasks.

At the end of the Cold War, Spain decided to remove the majority of its American-

administered bases due to protests against warfare and to the Nation’s shift in 

geopolitical interests and foreign policy.17  Initially, the plan was to move these air force 

squads in some area in Southern Italy, but the U.S. and Italy had eventually agreed on 

choosing Aviano.18 This crucial moment, that at first seemed as an insignificant type of 

move, turned out to represent for the Aviano Air Base a way to became a decisive 

setting for the U.S. Army  missions overseas. It slowly grew bigger than the U.S. 

command at the Ramstein Air Base in Germany, that was considered at the time as the 

number one NATO installation for aviation assignments overseas.19

What was considered to be a temporary soldier station became promptly a permanent 

one, with the beginning of the war in the Balkans, especially for the simple 

accessibility20  from Aviano to the Yugoslavian territories. This change of events had 

major consequences in the functions of the Aviano base. The first one was the 

settlement in 1992 of the 401st Air Fighter Wing21  and a couple of F-16s Fighter Wings 

from the Torrejón Air Base.22  Soon after, also the 603d Air Control Squadron made its 

entrance in Aviano, directly  from another U.S. installation in Germany, where it was 
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16 N. A. Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 
2005, Aviano, 2005, p. 6.

17 Guerra & Pace, “Lʼombra della basi”, 2007, p. 57.

18 N. A. Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 
2005, Aviano, 2005, p. 7.

19 Wikipedia, Ramstein Air Base, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramstein_Air_Base, consultation 
date 13 June 2012.

20 According to the vice commander-in-chief of the 31st Fighter Wing during the Balkan War, 
Richard Brenner, the estimated flight time for a F-16 from Aviano to Sarajevo in Bosnia, was half 
an hour.

21 The squadron was based in Aviano for only 2 years, until 1994.

22 N. A. Waller, Fifty Years of Friendship and Cooperation, A history of Aviano Air Base 1995- 
2005, Aviano, 2005, p. 7.
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integrated to the main 31st Fighter Wing.23  Nowadays the Aviano camp hosts 60 F-16C/

D aircrafts24 which belong to the 31st Fighter Wing25 .26

The 1990s had proven how NATO’s and America’s main tasks had suddenly shifted 

from Germany to Italy. This decade has represented for the Aviano Air Base a 

significant upturn of prestige, but at the same time it has been affected by a number of 

logistics problems inside the area.27  The full capacity  of the base was reached around 

the end of 1993, as a consequence of the U.S.’s recent decision to add extra aircrafts and 

troops.28  There were way  too many jets for the limited size of the airstrip and the 

housing situation became unbearable since some of the soldiers were forced to find 

accommodation outside of the camp. This provoked a constant traffic congestion in the 

streets of the city of Aviano and complaints from local italian residents. In 1996, the 

Italian militia that had been stationed in the base, was transferred to a nearby military 

campsite29, which will later be part of an upgrading program called Aviano 2000.30

The Aviano Air Base became the leading headquarters for missions in 1993 and 1994 

with the USAFE officers supervising a United Nation’s no-fly zone operation in Bosnia-

Herezegovina and triggering assorted air and field attacks in the Balkan region.31  With 

the achievement of peace in 1995, Aviano supported another primary NATO mission in 

1999 in the Balkans, this time in Serbia.32  The 31st Fighter Wing, that reached its staff 

and aircraft peak in that year, fired almost 10,000 raids against the Serbian Army, in 

order to stop President Slobodan Milosevic atrocities in Kosovo.33  Nevertheless, with 
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23 Ibidem.

24 Military jet fighter aircrafts that have the ability to drop nuclear bombs.

25 31st FW, a U.S. Air Force subdivision commissioned to the USAFE. Has been present in 
Aviano since 1993.

26 F. Di Ernesto, Portaerei Italia, Roma, Fuoco Edizioni, 2010, p. 17.

27 Ibidem.

28 Ibidem.

29 Caserma Salvatore Zappalà.

30 Di Ernesto, Portaerei Italia, p. 17.

31 Ivi, pag. 8.

32  Ibidem.

33 D. Bortolin and E. Lisetto, Aviano USA, Pordenone, Edizioni LʼOmino Rosso, 2007, p. 69.



the end of the conflict  in June of 1999, Aviano’s contribution to the Balkans cause was 

massive and was mainly focused on peacekeeping operations until 2004, when the 

aircrafts made their final return to the air base in Italy.34  The the governing of the 

situation in Kosovo was engaged by the European Union External Action Service.35

After these successful assignments, the focus was shifted to the Middle East, where 

Aviano’s 31st Fighter Wing took part to the Joint Task Force in Southwest Asia36, mainly 

monitoring the skies in Kuwait.37  In 2003, Aviano collaborated with SETAF, stationed 

in Vicenza at Caserma Ederle, by providing its airfields for additional spaces and 

assistance for the U.S. Army’s duty  in Iraq.38  The most recent NATO task has taken 

place in Libya and in this case the Aviano Air Base has once again conducted, between 

2011 and 2012, more than 2,000 Air activities.39 In 2007 a USAFE division40  was sent 

from Aviano to the U.S. base of Kunsan in South Korea, as part  of a tutoring procedure 

in Asia.41 It  is very unusual for a U.S. Army wing overseas to be sent outside of its area 

of competence, but at the same time it proves the flexibility of the American military 

supremacy in the World.

On top of all these missions, the priority since 9/11 for the Aviano Air Base, along with 

Caserma Ederle, has been to focus on dismantling potential terrorist movements, largely 

concentrated in the Middle East. The base in Aviano is one of the first U.S. managed 

military installations in Italy and, because of this, the components of the army have 

always been extremely mixed with the local population and its social structure. Only 

recently  there have been moments of edginess between the two parties. In the 
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34 Wikipedia, Kosovo Force, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kosovo_Force, consultation date 14 
June 2012.

35 Ibidem.

36 Part of the Southern Watch Operation that was lead in Iraq, from the First Gulf War until the 
war of 2003.

37 Wikipedia, 31st Fighter Wing, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/31st_Fighter_Wing, consultation 
date 14 June 2012.

38 Ibidem.

39 Wikipedia, 2011 military intervention in Libya, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
2011_military_intervention_in_Libya, consultation date 14 June 2012.

40 The 555th Fighter Squadron.

41 T. Barela, “Wing supports Operation Deny Flight”, Air Force Print News Today, 25 September 
2007.
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mid-1990s an arguable project, called Aviano 2000 was approved. It  was a NATO 

sponsored program aiming at converting the Zappalà campsite area into a series of 

infrastructures that would host the relocated U.S. Army units coming from Torrejón and 

take advantage of new spaces to expand the base. After a number of complaints against 

this project, the local population was able to persuade the Italian Government to invest 

part of the funds on a road network confining the area.42 Another reason of concern was 

the fact that with the creation of an even larger and, from this time on, self-governing 

camp, many Italian businesses in Aviano were slowly  losing all of their clients, which 

were predominantly American.43

Another important date related to Aviano is February 3 of 1998, when the tragedy of 

Cermis shocked many Italian citizens.44  On that day an aircraft belonging to the Aviano 

base slashed the cable of a cableway, killing 20 people that were inside.45  Immediately 

after this disastrous event there has been a controversy  on what jurisdiction46  should be 

chosen to put on trial the four marines that were on the plane.

The Aviano Air Base is known to contain several atomic reserves. This is a delicate 

theme because according to certain laws the presence of nuclear warheads is forbidden.

In the beginning of the 1990s it hosted the AWACS47, a very sophisticated electronic 

system based on a radar that was designed to launch aviation surveillance missions for 

tactical and communication reasons in the Adriatic Sea.48  It has been tested afterwards 

and located on the powerful E-3 Boeing Sentry. AWACS is the most accurate system in 

the World for this specific task, since it can spot aircrafts up to a distance of 500 Km.49
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42 Bortolin and Lisetto, Aviano USA, pp. 76-77.

43 Ivi, p. 81.

44 Di Ernesto, Portaerei Italia, p. 18.

45 Ibidem.

46 Either the Italian or the American.

47 Airborne Warning and Control System.

48 Di Ernesto, Portaerei Italia, p. 17.

49 NATO, The NATO E-3A Aircraft, http://www.e3a.nato.int/eng/html/organizations/aircraft.htm, 
consultation date 15 June 2012.
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2.2 Caserma Ederle
The other main military base in the North East of the Italian Peninsula is Caserma 

Ederle50. It is located in Vicenza, one of the most important cities in the region of 

Veneto, and distanced only 8 Km. from the beautiful Renaissance Palladian city  center. 

A report from 2012 states that 2,804 soldiers are present in the base, along with 694 

U.S. Department of Defense civilians and 1,135 non-military  employers.51  While the 

percentage of the actual military components is higher in Aviano compared to Vicenza, 

this last statistic shows us how there are three times more U.S. DoD52  units and non-

military civilians in Vicenza compared to the ones stationed in Aviano. Caserma Ederle 

is distributed on a 1,408,840 square foot53 land, with 219 buildings, while Aviano is set 

on a 805,245 square foot54  area and owns 112 structures.55  These numbers do not yet 

include all those soldiers that  will be deployed at the end of the works in the other 

military base of Vicenza, the Dal Molin base.

The base has different functions, starting from its main office of the U.S.’s Army 

Garrison under the denomination of United Stated Army Installation Management 

Command56, which is an essential institution that supplies quality assistance to all army 

units.57  Caserma Ederle is the home of the 173rd Airborne Brigade Combat Team58  and 

of the United States Army Africa59  also previously known as the Southern European 
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50 Also known as Camp Ederle.

51 Base Structure Report 2012, http://www.acq.osd.mil/ie/download/bsr/BSR2012Baseline.pdf.

52 Department of Defense, Pentagon.

53 130,885 - 518 square meters (Base Structure Report 2012).

54 74,809 - 708 square meters (Base Structure Report 2012).

55 Ibidem.

56 IMCOM, started running in 2006 and aims to incorporate every sort of benefit for people 
involved in the U.S. Army soldiers and their families.

57 Wikipedia, Caserma Ederle, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caserma_Ederle, consultation date 
16 June 2012.

58 Also known as “sky soldiers”, military units operative since 1915 that have also served in 
World War I. The brigade played a massive role during the Vietnam War and more recently it 
has been actively present in the Iraqi War of 2003 and in Afghanistan from 2005 until late 2010. 
It operates in Vicenza since its function restoration on June 12 of 2000.

59 USARAF, part of the United States Africa Command (AFRICOM), was established in 2008 
and replaced the former SETAF.
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Task Force60, as part of the U.S. Army in Europe, that operates mainly in missions in the 

Mediterranean area.61  Overall, the base is specialized on sending standard troops for 

wars on the battlefield, lead by airborne squads and bombardier squads with nuclear 

activation system knowledge.

Since the beginning of the 1940s, when it was built, up  to the mid 1950s, Caserma 

Ederle was only used to give hospitality  to a squad of Italian soldiers and later to an 

artillery brigade.62 The name of the settlement was given in memory of Carlo Ederle, a 

former soldier born in Verona who died at the age of 25 during World War I, who was 

awarded a medal of honor for his brave expeditions.63  Finally on September 20 of 1955, 

as part of the plan established by NATO with the SETAF in Northern Italy, the 

Carabinieri64  in the installation welcomed the first American troops, the 350th Infantry 

Regiment, who were previously serving in Austria.65  This specific U.S. Army  was also 

the one that had previously freed Vicenza from the Nazi occupation, and therefore the 

decision to host this squad was considered as a strategic maneuver to highlight the 

glorious gesture done by  the Americans and to minimize any  sort of tension that could 

arise from the very traditionalist population living in a town like Vicenza. The 5th 

Battalion 30th Field Artillery, another distinguished military unit, operated in Caserma 

Ederle from 1963 until the mid 1970s.66  The main peculiarity of this battalion was its 

missile system that  functioned with a very sophisticated launching apparatus for that 

period.

In 1965, SETAF’s main office was eventually placed in Camp Ederle, after a series of 

foreign military budget and unit cuts made by U.S. President Eisenhower, registering 
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60 SETAF, became active in October 25 of 1955 in Camp Darby (in the middle of Livorno and 
Pisa, Italy). Its headquarters was then moved to Verona and finally to Caserma Ederle in 
Vicenza.

61 Ibidem.

62 Ibidem.

63 Wikipedia, Carlo Ederle, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carlo_Ederle, consultation date 16 June 
2012.

64 The Italian police.

65 G. Lanaro, Gli americani a Vicenza (1945-1965), Storia di una convivenza fredda, tesi di 
laurea, Università degli studi di Venezia - Caʼ Foscari, Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia, Corso di 
laurea in storia, a. a. 2006-07, rel. A. Castellato, p. 6.

66 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook (25 October 2005), pp. 4-5.
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the first major case, in 1970, of unemployment inside the Vicenza military site.67  The 

soldiers were now 2,500 and the employment fell down 70%.68  At the same time this 

gave the possibility to the Italian Army to gradually settle themselves inside the base 

and start  a solid partnership with the Americans. The beginning of the 1970s 

represented for Caserma Ederle a turning point in NATO’s operations, with a 

strengthening in relations with other U.S. combat teams in delicate areas such as Greece 

and Turkey.69  In the following decade, towards the end of the Cold War, the 3rd 

Battalion, 325th Airborne Infantry  Regiment70  settled in Vicenza.71  Their aim was to 

penetrate into the enemies airfields, in this case the Soviets, and they  were known to be 

one of the most skilled aviation military  teams in Europe.72 The 3/325 ABCT trained in 

harsh conditions, usually  with snow, in the North East Swiss Alps, but also in Italy and 

Germany.73

With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the ending of the U.S.S.R, the U.S. and NATO 

inevitably reshaped their geopolitical assignments and shifted to more localized tasks, 

such as peace operations programs. For example in 1991, the 3/325 ABCT was sent to 

Iraq, in the Gulf War, providing assistance to the persecuted Kurd population.74 

Furthermore, a significant humanitarian mission in Uganda was launched from Vicenza 

in 1994. As a matter of fact, a couple of thousands of U.S. troops were sent off to the 

East African States, to stop the emergency that had sparked from the internal conflict in 

Rwanda, causing many civilians to flee to Uganda and Zaire.75  This assignment was 

subsequently  taken over by  the United Nations. In the following year, SETAF’s division 

shifted from Camp Ederle to the direction of Bosnia-Herzegovina, in the heart of the 

11

67 Ibidem.

68 Ibidem.

69 Ibidem.

70 3/325 Airborne Batallion Combat Team, 3/325 ABCT, better known as “Blue Falcons”.

71 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook, pp. 4-5.

72 Ibidem.

73 Ibidem.
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warfare in the ex-Yugoslavian territory.76  During the Balkan War, the base of Vicenza 

hosted one of the Combined Air and Space Operations Centers77, a futuristic system that 

provided strategic information to the U.S. Army and a full scale picture of the situation 

in the sky and grounds for selected territories.78  In this case it was aimed to Bosnia, 

ending up being very helpful for the development of NATO’s strategies in that area. In 

2001, the system was suspended from its activities in Vicenza.79  With the peace 

agreement signed by the end of 1995, the U.S. squad made its successful return in Italy 

by 1996.80  In the same twelve-month period, other two expeditions were accomplished, 

one in Liberia, which thanks to SETAF ended a seven-year civil war period, and the 

other one back in Rwanda and Uganda, where a severe refugee calamity was solved.81

In 1997, SETAF headed again to Africa, in the Republic of Congo, conducting a series 

of peacekeeping operations, while in 1999, following the Task Force Hawk82, SETAF 

took part of a Joint Task Operation83  in Bosnia-Herezegovina and in Kosovo.84 The JTF 

was a system that was originated to be prepared in case of any sort of crisis that may 

occur in the selected area of interest of SETAF. 

With the opening of the new century, the station of Vicenza had greatly upgraded its 

military potential by  establishing, after a long period of inactivity, the glorious 173rd 

Airborne Brigade Team in its headquarters and by  reintroducing the 503d Infantry 

Regiment, memorable for its triumphs during World War II, and was assigned to the 

main 173rd Airborne Crew.85
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76 Ibidem.

77 COAC, was revealed in 1996 and is subject to a close collaboration between NATO and the 
Pentagon.

78 Wikipedia, Air and Space Operations Center, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Air_and_Space_Operations_Center, consultation date 19 June 2012.

79 Ibidem.

80 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook, pp. 4-5.

81 Ibidem.

82 A successful massive division that was created in the summer of 1999 for NATO bombing 
operations in Yugoslavia.

83 JTF, a term to describe the fusion and collaboration of multiple military components.

84 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook, pp. 4-5.

85 Ibidem.
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A couple of years later, in 2003, two big operations in Liberia and Iraq took off from 

Vicenza.86 In the West African State of Liberia, SETAF was designated as the head team 

to coordinate a preemptive mission to a revolutionary movement87  and an imminent 

famine catastrophe.88  After 2 months, with more than 5,000 units that had gathered up 

from Caserma Ederle in a Joint Task Force, SETAF contributed to the suspension of 

hostilities in Liberia.89  The signing of the treaty  was the result of an arduous job done 

by the soldiers stationing in Vicenza. The other mission in Iraq90  lasted 11 months and 

were overall harder but a huge success. The 173rd Airborne Brigade, together with the 

31st Fighter Wing of the Aviano Air Base, garrisoned in the Northern area of the Middle 

Eastern Country. In the end they  were able to: occupy one Iraqi city 91, take control of 

strategic military sites as well as natural gas platforms, block the Iraqi troops and 

terrorist groups and finally deliver assistance to the Allied Insurgent Forces.92 On top  of 

that, the division was able to introduce, in collaboration with certain local authorities, 

the first democratic political organizations, making an epoch-making impact in the Iraqi 

history.93

In early 2005, Caserma Ederle witnessed another assignment, this time in Afghanistan.94 

SETAF’s units, were transferred to the Bagram Airfield95 in a specific campaign against 

terrorism, designed by the U.S. President George W. Bush, functioning as a protectorate 

engagement for the local population, located in a seriously unstable territory.96  In 2011 
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87 After a first Civil War from 1989 until 1996, in 2003 a democratic guerrilla group had assaulted 
the capital Monrovia.

88 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook, pp. 4-5.

89 Ibidem.

90 Operation Iraqi Freedom.

91 Karkuk, or Kirkuk, situated in the North of Iraq. The inhabitants if this town are mostly Kurds 
and the city is famous for its rich concentration of oil fields.

92 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook, pp. 4-5.

93 Ibidem.

94 Ibidem.

95 The biggest U.S. military installation in Afghanistan.

96 “SETAF: Through the years today”, SETAF Outlook, pp. 4-5.



U.S. units were sent from Caserma Ederle to Libya, to play a supportive role to the 

injured local insurgents and plan future U.S. interventions and solutions for the Libyan 

society.97  Camp Ederle is also the main establishment of the 223nd Area Support 

Group 98, a massive communication center for NATO and hub for the military 

management of the entire camp.99  There are two ASG’s for the U.S. Army in Europe, 

however, the one in Vicenza is the main coordinator for support and transportation 

activity in Italy.100

The base in Vicenza has been recently involved in a controversial project of expansion, 

not within its own perimeter but in the Dal Molin Airport, another base which is located 

in the North of the city. This has been the main airport for Vicenza until 2008, when it 

was temporarily closed down. Ever since the disclose of the plan there have been 

multiple local groups that have been fiercely protesting against the execution of the 

conversion of the Dal Molin space into an American base.
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98 ASG. The leader of the 22nd ASG is nicknamed “the mayor of Caserma Ederle”.

99 Di Ernesto, Portaerei Italia, p. 19.

100 Ibidem.



2.3 Other Military Sites in the North East of Italy
There are many more military installations, such as logistic infrastructures and 

detachment support groups controlled by the U.S.A and NATO in the North East of 

Italy, that don’t enjoy the same popularity in the media of Aviano and Vicenza. Most of 

these sites, located in the regions of Veneto, Friuli-Venezia Giulia and Trentino-Alto 

Adige, are unknown to many people living in Italy. Some of these locations belong 

entirely to Italy, while some others have been conceded to NATO and the United States.

The region with the highest density of U.S./NATO bases is the Veneto, with 19 sites in 

the cities of Venice, Verona, Vicenza, Padua and Treviso. In the area of Vicenza, besides 

the popular Camp Ederle and Dal Molin, there are two underground caves ammunition 

supply points in the Fontega base in Tormeno and in the Site Pluto in Longare.101  Both 

are structurally interconnected and believed to contain atomic weapons along with other 

special ammunition102. In Site Pluto the U.S. Army has been covertly depositing these 

weapons since 1954, creating a big mystery on the contents of these caves and criticism 

about the presence of dangerous substances such as plutonium.103  Site Pluto contains a 

tunnel that is connected with the close antiaircraft defense military base of San Rocco di 

Longare.104  This camp is managed on the outside by  the Esercito Italiano105 and in the 

inside by  the American Army, which formed by  500 soldiers and represents a back-up 

team for Caserma Ederle.106  In 1992, with an official ceremony, Site Pluto was declared 

inactive but still under the U.S.’s property.107  There have been local reports that other 

unauthorized missions have been taking place in the following years, which have raised 

the general concern on the presence of radioactivity in the district.108
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103 Comitato No Dal Molin, Site Pluto, ieri, oggi, domani, http://www.sitepluto.com/dalmolin/
20070518sitepluto.pdf, consultation date 15 July 2012.

104 Ibidem.

105 The Italian Army.
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In the proximity of Treviso there are four military  points. While in Oderzo and Codognè 

there are two ammunition storages and in the base of Ciano a powerful radar and hub 

for communications with NATO, in the air base of Istrana109, where in 1999 several 

missions were launched towards Serbia, there is a branch of the U.S. Aviation Army.110 

Verona is the home of the Command of the Allied Land Forces of Southern Europe111  or 

LANDSOUTH and the Air Operations Center of USAF, that plan out various 

assignments to prevent wars.112  Just recently  in 2010, 22 Km. away from Verona, the 

West Star113  bunker, in the city  of Affi, has been shut down due to recent NATO 

programs to cut military expenses.114  In the past, the West Star secret bunker of 

LANDSOUTH, has served as one of the most important transmission and broadcasting 

centers for the U.S.A. and NATO especially during the Cold War.115  The other sites in 

the province of Verona are in Lughezzano, in Erbezzo and in Sant’Anna d’Alfaedo.116 

The first one includes a NATO radar that is administered by the U.S. Space Command, 

the second one is an important radio station house also known as Joint Combat Centre, 

supervised by the U.S. Defense, while the third one hosts a Wullenberg antenna, a 

different type of radar from the above mentioned, which is able to recognize any type of 

signal.117  Near Padua are situated other U.S. and NATO property radar sites, in Monte 

Venda and in Conselve.118
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The main NATO establishment near Venice is in Lame di Concordia Sagittaria station, 

that is equipped with a RAT-31 DL/M 119 radar.120  The base of Lame has been a key 

location during the Cold War for sky-monitoring operations and is now recognized as 

one of the top three radar locations in the North East of Italy.121  The other American 

managed radar base in the Venetian territory, more specifically  in Ceggia, has been 

closed down at the end of the 1990s, after a series of law suits that claimed that the site 

was producing radion, a radioactive substance.122

The second region for number of American installations is Friuli Venezia-Giulia. 

Besides the Aviano Air Base and the Caserma Zappalà, the Caserma di Roveredo, near 

Pordenone, and the San Bernardo base, close to Udine, both work as a weapon and 

ammunition depot and as a supplier to the nearby  Aviano Air Base for any sort of 

necessity.123 The remaining ones are scattered around the area of Udine. The Rivolto Air 

Force Base, home of the popular aerobatic aviation team of the Italian Frecce Tricolori, 

is often used as an alternative airport  of the USAF. Near Pordenone there is a shooting 

range, il Poligono del Dandolo, situated on top of the hills of Maniago, which is used by 

the American Army for practice.124  There are many  another minor shooting ranges in 

the North East of Italy, and only recently  there have been talks between the Italian and 

American Departments of Defense to allow the U.S.A. to take over some other areas to 

build new facilities, for the most part in the region of Friuli.

In the territory  of Trentino Alto Adige, some other minor USAF radar and 

communication sites can be found, like in Monte Paganella, which is only a short 

distance from Trento, and in the base of Cima Gallina, near Bolzano. Both of these 

places have played a significant undercover role during the Cold War due to their 

proximity with the Iron Curtain.125
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3. INTERNATIONAL TREATIES

3.1 The Agreements
The most delicate topic is to outline and figure out what actions are permitted and those 

which are considered to be forbidden to the American military  divisions in these 

military sites in Italy. The bases in Aviano and Vicenza still fully belong to Italy, 

however, at the end of World War II, several bilateral agreements were reached for the 

concession of European military sites to the Americans and NATO. The North Atlantic 

Treaty126, which represents the foundation of NATO, sets those rules that must be 

followed by its allied members. Especially with the recent plans of expanding both of 

these installations in the North East of Italy, it  has come to the attention of the Italian 

population what truly lays behind the laws that regulate the presence of these foreign 

armed forces in their Country. 

The first essential detail to keep in mind is the fact that neither NATO nor America pay 

some sort of rent  to the Italian Government for the concession of these military bases. 

Italy’s contribution for security sums up to 366 million dollars a year, where 3 million 

dollars are given straightaway to the U.S., while the remaining money  is generated from 

a series of preferential treatments granted to America, that consist of fiscal downsizing, 

utility  cuts, cheaper gas and phone calls for the soldiers, and mostly  the complimentary 

lease of the settlements.127  The 41% annual total cost of these military  bases is financed 

by Italy.128 Overall, only Germany and Japan pay more for their defense fee.129  In other 

words this means that Italy does not charge any fee for the rent to the foreign military 

divisions stationed in their camps and, on top that, they  hand over additional money to 

the United States of America, for unknown reasons. Furthermore, an agreement that was 

reached on February 2 of 1995, the Memorandum of understanding between America 
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128 Ibidem.

129 Ibidem.
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and Italy130, foresees that if a U.S. base in Italy for any reasons was closed down, the 

Italian Government has to compensate the Americans for all the improvements that 

were brought by the United States to the installation.131  We could define this as a sort of 

warranty, that ends up being advantageous only for the United States of America.

Many people have been debating if these military areas should be considered as a 

communal space, which reflects NATO’s ideology, or a private quarter managed by  the 

United States. Usually, a military  area hosts American and NATO infrastructures and 

troops, and some times it also incorporates Italian ones. Some military bases in Italy 

combine different divisions, while others, like Camp Ederle in Vicenza, concede their 

space to permanent NATO forces, which in the majority of times corresponds to the 

U.S. Army. The reality  is that there has never been a significant  debate about the costs, 

the usefulness and the genuine missions related to the domestic interest for these bases 

in Italy. What we can register, though, is the existence of two opposite factions in Italy: 

those who are favorable to the fact that these sites are managed by foreign troops and 

the other who are totally against this idea. Therefore, the common trend of associating 

these allied military bases with the United States of America has restricted the dispute 

between pro-Americans and anti-Americans. Both the Italian and the American 

Governments have tried to keep this topic outside of the spotlight to avoid new protests 

that could possibly question the position of both countries in this field. That’s why it’s 

necessary  to interpret  the secrecy of these bilateral agreements, that work as a set of 

fundamental principles in installations like in Aviano and Vicenza. Since it’s extremely 

complicated to come across reliable sources on this subject, we find ourselves 

navigating through a sea of confusion where the few information available keeps being 

decoded in different ways. For this reason several critics have been able in these years 

to express themselves without having a valid motivation to prove them wrong. The 

inevitable consequence has been the unintended creation of misconceptions about these 

bases, where some people have either considered them as extraterritorial, and therefore 
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not belonging to any jurisdiction, or have stated that certain bilateral agreements after a 

period of time become inactive. However, the most frequent trend ,especially from the 

media and on books, is to associate these bases with both NATO and the United States. 

Like other agreements on other military sites in European territories, these military 

bases are technically  supervised by the national police, so in this case by the Italian one. 

The agreements behind the cases of Aviano and Vicenza, along with the other bases in 

Italy, don’t have an expiration date, which means that talking about rental bases to the 

U.S. or NATO is a mistake. However the regulations can be modified by the willing of 

one of the two Governments by updating certain aspects of the agreement or, in the 

worst case, the hosting country can decide to interrupt  the concession of its installations 

to the foreign divisions, although this is uncommon.

The aftermath of World War II and the sudden start of the Cold War, brought  Italy from 

a devastated national condition to a fresh and decisive political and military  location in 

the middle of the two divergent blocs. The military bases present in the Italian territory 

became the symbol of defense for the North Atlantic allies, without having to invest on  

new expensive infrastructures. In the Western coalition, relationships between allies are 

developed in two paths, the multi-cooperative and the bilateral with America. This is the 

main reason why we can distinguish between an Italian military  site conceded to the 

U.S.A. and one to NATO. When we speak of those ones associated to the Northern 

Atlantic Treaty sphere of influence we have to separate the ones that are common for all 

the allies, like headquarters, radar and telecommunication installations, and those that 

for necessity are handed over to NATO for a specific warfare task, like during the war in 

Kosovo.132  Italy’s tendency in the past has always been incline to concede its military 

installations for these type of missions.

Another development that came to light in the beginning of the 1990s133 is the presence 

of nuclear weapons in these military  areas and if this is compatible or not with the 

treaties that regulate Italy’s position towards this issue. Finally, the most argued matter 

is the legal status of these bases, whether in the event of a dispute they fall under the 
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Italian, NATO or American jurisdiction. The truth is that the majority of the Italian 

population is unaware of the specific fact, but there are certain agreements made in the 

past by the Italian Government that for many  years were considered top-secret. Italy is 

the only country in the European Union to have classified accords with the United 

States, since other Countries like Germany for example, have the possibility to track 

down these agreements by  searching in a simple school textbook.134 It is also true that it 

is extremely difficult to distinguish between a military  base in Italy, that is fully 

managed by NATO or by the United States. The Italian Northeastern ones are 

essentially  run by the American Army on the day-to-day basis and then for the primary 

missions they are supervised by  NATO, although it is common to have different 

opinions on how the dynamics of these hierarchies operate. The mainstream idea is that 

the initial NATO commitments were the ones that provided a connection with Italy and 

its bases, but with the end of the Cold War the U.S. Army has progressively taken a 

radical increase of control in the management of these installations. Since the beginning 

of this North Atlantic alliance, we can’t forget how the purpose of these reconverted 

soldier camps in Italy is supposed to be exclusively a matter of NATO, as stated on the 

actual treaty.135  The most recent critics have been forwarded by some historians that 

affirm that because of a NATO Summit in Washington D.C. during the month of April 

in 1999, in the moment of climax of the War in Kosovo, a document136 was approved, 

and has enabled the Secretary General of the Atlantic Treaty to encode future operations 

in regions that were not located inside their sector of responsibility, hence those tasks 

that were not covered by article 5137  of the NATO Treaty.138  The reality is that  these 

global regulations are constantly  being redefined, so it is getting problematic to clarify 

certain situations regarding these bases managed by a foreign party.
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135 The North Atlantic Treaty, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_17120.htm, 
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136 The Washington Declaration of 1999.

137 Enables joint defense, should a member of the North Atlantic Treaty be subject to an armed 
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view_news_html?news_id=natoconcept99, consultation date 6 August 2012.
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Within NATO, the only way to be eligible to send troops or take control over a military 

site from a member of the North Atlantic Treaty to another member State is to sign an 

agreement with the future hosting Country, that must be scrutinized by the North 

Atlantic Council139.140  Among the major NATO States that host foreign units141  in their 

territories, only France, back in 1966 with its President Charles De Gaulle, decided to 

cancel any further two-sided collaboration accords with NATO.142

According to the North Atlantic conception, we have to distinguish between foreign 

military bases managed by NATO and those ones lead by the U.S.A., since they 

negotiate different types of deals.143  However it is incredibly  complex to do so, since 

certain information regarding these bases is confidential and mostly because these 

protocols are rarely advertised to the citizens. The truth is that these specific locations 

are hybrid, seeing that the actors and the operations that take place are mixed or also 

disjointed. This indefinite situation is common in other NATO bases outside of the 

Italian borders too.

Nowadays there are eight official armed forces sites in the Italian Peninsula under the 

U.S. authority  and therefore subject to a written consensus between the U.S.A. and Italy.  

On the contrary the NATO and the U.S. partnership follows article 3 of the NATO 

Treaty, which functions as an ethic code to strengthen the independent and mutual 

support of the members of the North Atlantic Alliance in case of threats or attacks.144 It 

is also frequent that a fully controlled Italian military  installation145, thus not related to 

NATO or the U.S., may offer its facilities to foreign troops.146
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139 NAC, where in the making of an agreement, a Commission must be built to represent both 
States.

140 The North Atlantic Treaty.

141 For the most part Americans.

142 NATO, 1966 Summary, http://www.nato.int/docu/update/60-69/1966e.htm, consultation date 
6 August 2012.

143 The North Atlantic Treaty.

144 Ibidem.
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Given that the American military is the strongest in the World and is relatively isolated 

from Europe and the core of modern conflicts, the U.S., more than any other Country, 

takes advantage of the possibility to profit from the relocation in overseas bases to 

improve their involvement with NATO. This is why  we can affirm that America is the 

main managing director behind the NATO. The formal agreement is the main source 

where we can find the index of commitments and rights that the foreign lodgers must 

conform to, with a strict connection to the national laws applied by the State hosting the 

base. It goes without saying that in the Italian jurisdiction, these agreements represent 

the reference point for both the U.S.A. and NATO.

If we analyze the sections of the NATO Treaty, there is no comprehensible position 

regarding the use of bases in a foreign country of the Alliance. The only useful 

information we can obtain is from two articles of the treaty. In article 3, as mentioned 

before, in the event of an armed assault, the treaty binds the members of the alliance to 

intervene on their own or assist each other.147 But in article 9, where the NATO Council 

comes into play, a request for cooperation between two member States of the Alliance is 

required and runs apart from certain conditions enclosed in a bilateral treaty.148  It is 

important to underline the fact that a partnership between two associated States does not 

imply that one of them must allow the permission to use a military base in its territory. 

The bilateral agreement is therefore the essential element to negotiate a deal with an 

army base.

In the case of Italy, the legal order provides for two different ways to arrange an 

international agreement. The first  one is the conventional way, where a deal is sealed by 

being discussed in the Italian Parliament and eventually approved by  the President of 

the Italian Republic through a specific law that is created at the moment and those 

conditions.149  Then we have a simplified procedure150  that allows the agreement to be 

instantly formalized right after being signed by the representatives of the government 
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150 Although not being utterly regulated by the Italian Constitution, this method is still a common 
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committee.151 Article 80 of the Italian Constitution lists a group of deals, predominantly 

political152, that must be subject to the Parliament for a further endorsement while the 

simplified agreements disclose technical issues.153  All the traditional arrangements are 

supposed to be published in the official journal of record of Italy 154, including the 

simplified ones.155 The odd fact is that several arrangements that were made concerning 

the military bases in Italy  have either been issued after a number of years or sometimes 

have never been published. On the contrary  all the other deals involving members of 

NATO have always been released.156 A crucial example of a simplified agreement is the 

one secured on October 20 of 1954157, between the U.S. and Italy, the Bilateral 

Infrastructure Agreement158. This deal has never been published or ratified by the Italian 

Parliament.159 The B.I.A. is significant because it regulates the position of the American 

bases in Italy  and mostly it  specifies the maximum number of U.S. Army troops that are 

allowed to be deployed in the Italian sites.160 

The other equivalent agreement concerning the status quo of the foreign military  units 

in Italian installations is the 1995 Shell Agreement161, which is a simplified agreement 

as well, that has remained undisclosed for three years.162  Only  in 1998, after people 

invoked transparency of the Tragedy of Cermis that involved an American aircraft 
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152 But also deals that involve tax burdens, alterations and arbitration in the Italian territory.

153 La Costituzione della Repubblica Italiana, http://www.governo.it/governo/costituzione/
principi.html, consultation date 12 August 2012.

154 La Gazzetta Ufficiale (See footnote 165).

155 Ronzitti, Dossier: le basi americane in Italia - problemi aperti, p.1.

156 According to laws 80 and 87, section 8, Italian Constitution.

157 In 1954, other two important practical agreements were reached. One on the aviation status 
in Italy on June 30 and a naval one on October 20.

158 B.I.A., also known as “Umbrella Agreement” or the Secret Agreement between the U.S.A. 
and Italy. It was signed by the Ambassador for the U.S. in Italy, Clara Booth Luce and Giuseppe 
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161 See p.19.
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stationed in Aviano, the details of the pact were revealed by the Italian Prime Minister 

of the time, Massimo D’Alema.163 

Both the Shell Agreement and the Umbrella Agreement, even if simplified deals, should 

have been published in the first  place.164  The controversial decision to keep certain 

details hidden from the citizens, that  in a way violates to the Italian Constitution, living 

in a democratic system like in Italy, could be explained with the intention to preserve a 

Nation’s security  in foreign policy affairs. Still the Constitution should always work as a 

guarantee of commitment and genuine values, and as a benchmark that should never be 

questioned. That is why the citizens should, in any case, have the possibility  to be 

informed about certain decisions made by their government. In the future, the chances 

are that the tendency  in this field will not change and these bilateral agreements will still 

maintain certain details top-secret but at  least the principles of the arrangement should 

be processed through the legislative mechanism and be published in La Gazzetta 

Ufficiale165.

The most important kind of conventional deal concerning the foreign military units in 

Italy is the NATO Status of Forces Agreement166, signed on June 19 of 1951 in London 

by all the North Atlantic Alliance members.167  This specific SOFA deal defines all the 

rules regarding the conduct of military and civilian personnel, the residence permit and 

the application of regulations on fiscal and custom matters.168  In the Italian case this 

protocol, that was approved by the Parliament and the Head of State, disciplines soldiers 

and civilian personnel operating in American or NATO bases in Italy.169  Needless to say 

that this document is fundamental to comprehend how these specific army sites in Italy 
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operate. If the foreign State, stationing in the hosted nation’s facility, decided to change 

any sort  of aspect regarding the conceded base, another agreement would have to be 

reached in order to make those adjustments possible. A further hint to understand the 

activities in the military sites in Italy is provided by the Convention on the Status of 

NATO, national representatives and the international staff170, that mainly sets the 

regulations for the personnel during missions abroad.171

Other important documents are the NATO Protocol on the Status of International 

Military Headquarters, signed in 1952, and the Bilateral Agreement172  between the 

Italian Government and the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe that clarifies the 

position of international military sites in the Italian territory.173 For the Aviano Air Base 

the situation is slightly  different, since the activities inside this base are regulated by a 

Memorandum, dived into 13 articles, that was modified in 1993, following the new 

relocation of the American F-16’s inside the base.174  The Memorandum, which is 

considered valid only  during peacetime, formally tells us that Aviano is under the Italian 

property.175  The coexistence of the U.S. military sites in Italy was strengthened by the 

Memorandum of 1995, that in this case also disciplines the functions inside Caserma 

Ederle.176  Any training operation, assigned to a specific unit, taking place in these bases 

has to be previously notified by  the American leading officer to the Italian authorities or 

delegates, in order to be able to coordinate the chosen strategies.177  The Italian 

commanding officer, present in these installations that have been conceded to the United 

States, has full power on the decision making process, also from a juridical 
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perspective.178  When a plan has been approved by the Italian officials then it becomes 

the U.S. officer’s responsibility  to make sure that all operations are running smoothly. In 

the event that  a requested action by the U.S. officer is not considered congruent with the 

Italian laws, a further consultation between other Italian authorities can be requested.179

To have a clearer image of the compatibility of the laws in Italy  and these international 

arrangements, an answer can be found in the Italian Constitution. In fact by analyzing  

article 11, we learn that some restrictions to the Italian authority are allowed to maintain 

justice and peace among States and for this reason an incentive is given to global 

organizations like NATO.180 At the same time the Constitution forbids warfare against a 

nation.181 The Italian Court of Cassation182 has defined NATO183 as a protective alliance 

that aims at generating and promoting peace in the World, through the usage of 

selfdefense.184  Therefore this statement does not clash with the Italian Constitution’s 

declaration of forbidding an unmotivated military  attack towards another Nation and at 

the same time it  authorizes an action of selfdefense if necessary. Speaking of the above 

mentioned restrictions to the Italian governmental power connected to the dynamics 

within the military infrastructures in Italy, selfdefense is considered as a prerogative by 

the U.N.185  that in turn authorizes groups like NATO to promote justice and achieve 

peaceful scenarios.186

Looking at the NATO Treaty we can state that the military bases in Italy that are run by 

the U.S.A., cannot be examined as an independent case because these sites are 

inevitably linked to NATO. Consequently the presence of NATO in Italy is not only 

guided by the treaty of NATO but additionally to article 11 of the Italian Constitution 
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and as a result of the recent developments it must be considered inside the new 

geopolitical ideology established with the signing of the 1999 Washington 

Declaration.187  This document has represented a big upgrade for NATO’s sphere of 

influence in operations outside the alliance’s virtual borders. The Washington 

Declaration, which is not legally binding, as an example of soft power, covers mainly 

assistance operations188  such as peacekeeping, post conflict and peace building, peace 

support and various humanitarian tasks.189  There is no real contradiction between 

NA5CRO and article 11 of the Italian Constitution, since these operations meet the 

regulation of the international law. We have only some interpretational uncertainty  on 

when to apply these non-Article 5 operations, as in 1999 when the U.N. Security 

Council wasn’t consulted before the decision to start the mission in Serbia.190 

Before any of these operations, any  member of NATO can decide to not  take part in the 

assigned task if they  think it is complying with the international law.191 This plays a big 

role in the use of the military bases abroad. It is possible that in the future a nation 

belonging to NATO could decide not to allow external troops in its military sites. The 

main explanation is because the State might think that the operation has nothing to do 

with NATO’s duties or the traditional international law and therefore is not obliged to 

concede its bases. The NA5CRO’s outcome essentially depends on the agreement or not 

between the members of the alliance.192

Since the mid-2000s, NATO’s operations have mostly been directed towards solving 

emergencies, gradually becoming a leading protagonist in the geopolitical arena. We can 

affirm that the idea of alliance operating only within its Northern Atlantic frontiers is 

out-of-date. This shift had several effects on the status of the American military sites in 

Italy. It cannot be said that these U.S. bases function completely on their own and the 

reality is that they are still linked to NATO.
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3.2 What Really Goes on Inside These Bases
After having explored some of the international regulations behind the management of 

military sites in another Country, the idea many people could get is that these bases are 

used only  in case of an assault. The truth is that these facilities in Italy, for example, are 

being used for other purposes. NATO has changed its idea of maintaining peace by 

launching preemptive operations against possible threats that could escalate into armed 

attacks. Since 9/11 most of missions have been focused on the growing phenomenon of 

terrorism. A more detailed description is needed to unravel the activities taking place in 

the military sites of Italy. 

A selfdefense action can be initiated in case of an assault by another State or by non-

State actors, such as a terrorist group.193  According to the NATO Treaty194, if any 

member of the alliance is under attack, Italy is compelled to make sure that its military 

bases are operative and should never obstruct the operations.195 The unavoidable risk for 

Italy by conceding its military bases to other States or organizations, during specific 

operations in certain territories, is that this will probably  increase the opponent’s 

antagonism for the Nation backing the activities.

The category of peace-enforcing and peacekeeping operations is delicate and must be 

assessed by the NATO Council.196 The primary inquiry done by the board is to confirm 

that a definite mission is considered as a licit NA5CRO.197  Looking at the past, 

peacekeeping operations can be accepted simply with the hosting Nation’s approval and 

with no particular need of having of a U.N. ratification.198  On the contrary, a peace-

enforcing operation normally  requires a double authorization by  the Councils of NATO 
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and the United Nations.199  In the beginning of the 1990s a peace-enforcing mission200 

was adopted in Bosnia-Herzegovina, which allowed the Allies to preserve the no-fly 

zone in the Balkan region.201

The NATO Treaty is a guideline on the employment of military  bases in other territories 

and any  operation apart from an Article 5 one and a NA5CRO shouldn’t  be permitted. 

The reality  is far distant from this, as it  became ardent during the Iraqi War. In 2003, 

Caserma Ederle in Vicenza launched several missions in Iraq despite Italy’s decision not 

to participate into this war.202  This is the inevitable consequence of conceding military 

sites to a foreign authority. In this case, for Italy, it was impossible to find a compromise 

even if the geopolitical strategy of the Nation had changed.

Another crucial deal that involves American bases overseas is the Berlin Plus 

Agreement203  that enables the European Union in case of necessity to benefit from 

NATO’s possessions, especially  from the military bases.204  The controversial issue 

drawn by the Berlin Plus Agreement, hence a NATO and E.U. partnership, is to figure 

out where the U.S.A. stands in the European Union context and if any mission launched 

by the E.U. from an American base would be considered legitimate or not.205

One of the most common mistakes is to define Aviano, Caserma Ederle or Dal Molin as 

foreign military bases while in reality  they are Italian. Their international status doesn’t 

imply a loss of hegemony and control over these sites. The base can be considered at the 

same level of a diplomatic office, where the foreign State enjoys certain privileges but it 

also subject to limitations and possible legal repercussions within, in this instance, Italy. 

The exterior of these military bases is supervised by  the Italian police officers while the 

inside is handled primarily by  foreign officers, although there must  always be an Italian 
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police officer in the location to display the national authority.206  In fact, the SACEUR 

Agreement affirms that the allied police must administer these military infrastructures 

with total respect towards the hosting Country’s police.207 The actual concession of the 

property  of the bases in the North East of Italy is granted to the foreign administration, 

but deep down it is still classified under the Italian property. In the event that the U.S. or 

NATO decided to construct a new building, they  would first have to have their project 

accepted by a joint committee.208  In this case the final decision to modify the structure 

of the military site is up to the Italian Government but  even with an authorization the 

possessions would still be Italian.209 The SACEUR Agreement also defines the activities 

that are permitted inside the bases, from the warehousing to the nautical responsibilities 

in the seas, although this is not the case of the ones in the North East of Italy.210

According to a report of the Council of Europe211, the Aviano Air Base has been used 

for an irregular rendition operation212, and involved with the Abu Omar213  case. This 

man, a suspected terrorist, was kidnapped by  the C.I.A. in Italy, brought to Aviano and 

eventually sent to Egypt where he was supposedly tortured.214  The extraordinary 

rendition missions are not allowed inside the bases; what’s more, it is considered 

inhuman and illegal by  the international law. These operations are strictly forbidden 

even if the country hosting the military sites authorizes it.215
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3.3 Weapons in Italian Bases
Aviano is reported to have nuclear warheads belonging to the U.S. and NATO in its 

basements, since the beginning of the Cold War.216  With the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, many have been questioning the benefits of maintaining these weapons still 

active. The Non-Proliferation Treaty 217 challenges the presence of nuclear weapons in 

Italy and in most parts of the World. The NPT establishes the presence of five nuclear 

States, which are allowed to have atomic weapons in their territory as a deterrent: the 

United States, Russia, France, the U.K. and China.218  These States have decided to 

create supplementary storages in other member territories of NATO and Italy is one of 

them.

The U.S. as a nuclear weapon State has the authorization to possess nuclear weapons 

but also the duty to not relocate these in any State that is considered non-nuclear.219 

Italy, as a non-nuclear State, cannot obtain any of these weapons or even produce them 

on their own.220  The solution that was found to solve the issue was the introduction of 

the two-man rule221, where the U.S. still remains a nuclear State but in any moment they 

can decide to use it or transfer it in another State like Italy.222 In this case it is legitimate 

only if Italy gives the official authorization, therefore the atomic presence in Italy  is still 

fully  regulated by the United States, making it compatible with the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty.

There are no official informations on the specific articles of the two-man rule but the 

general idea is that since the 1960s Italy has been part of this deal and that in the future 

if necessary it will be up to the Italian Government and the U.S. to produce an 

agreement, yet the opening decision will always come from America. It  wouldn’t be 
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possible for the United States to unilaterally decide to handle atomic weapons in the 

Italian territory, that  is located in a non-denuclearized area which means that it is 

eligible to hold nuclear warheads. The important element is that the atomic affair in 

Italy has to be entirely supervised and taken in charge by the American authorities.

The main intention of the NPT, with the nuclear States and the non-nuclear ones 

affiliated with the treaty, is to maintain stability and discourage any sort of attack 

against States that don’t possess nuclear weapons in their region.223  This gives Italy a 

series of motivations to feel safe about the presence of atomic weapons in its territory.224 

What really  counts is not  the partnership with a State that has nuclear power in their 

territory but the alliance with a nuclear State. That’s why Italy’s decisional power in this 

sector is extremely  limited because it’s a non-nuclear State. The International Atomic 

Energy Agency225 board, that is responsible in undertaking periodic inspections226, has 

never had any objections on the U.S. nuclear weapons situated throughout the Italian 

territory.

In 1996, the International Court of Justice delivered a judgement on the legitimacy of 

the use or threat concerning atomic weapons, that clearly states that the employment of 

these weapons is subject  to the humanitarian international law.227  The Additional 

Protocols of the Geneva Conventions228  of 1949 technically forbid the use of a nuclear 

attack against another State, but the members of NATO before signing the Protocol had 

decided to allow the possibility  to reformulate, if necessary, a mutual decision on the 

use of atomic weapons with a statutory reserve.229 This, in a way, nullifies the influence 

of the protocol on nuclear weapons manipulated by NATO. The opinion of the 

International Court  of Justice and the Geneva Protocol have sparked several disputes on 
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the matter in question, because NATO has the power to bypass a set of regulations that 

are supposed to be the same for everyone.230 Italy is one of those States that has adhered 

to apply the protocol to conventional weapons and to not take a stand on the nuclear 

topic, that therefore has remained juridically unsettled.231 With the International Court’s 

statement, the statutory  reserve adopted by NATO on the analysis on when these nuclear 

weapons should be used, has to be abolished. The only thing to do is to come up with a 

new coherent resolution, with no special shortcuts for anyone.

Another issue at stake is the employment of other types of weapons in Italy, a part from 

the nuclear ones. There are international agreements that either ban the possession of 

certain weapons or impose a complete disarmament. If both the State that is conceding 

its base and the foreign one located in the hosting Country are part of a same agreement 

that establishes limitations on a category of weapons, then there is no issue to be 

solved232. But in case one of the two Countries involved in a military partnership, has 

agreed to a different deal, then an interpretation has to be made. The best example is the 

Anti-Personnel Mine Ban convention, signed in Ottawa in 1997, that outlaws the use of 

land mines.233 In this case Italy  is part  of this treaty  while America is not. Italy took the 

obligation to eliminate any  sort of land mine within four years since the official entry  of 

this weapon category  in the Italian region, even through a foreign Country  like the 

United States.234  However, this gives a possibility to reinterpret article 4 of the Italian 

Constitution, by establishing a new bilateral deal between Italy  and the U.S.A. that this 

way would allow the presence of these weapons in Italy, to avoid interference with the 

Ottawa Treaty.235

When it comes to arms limitation there are international documents that set  explicit 

rules for the examination standards that have to be adopted, like the challenge 
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inspections236. In any moment a Country that is suspected of breaking the laws 

designated by the CWC can be reported by  another State to the Organization for the 

prohibition of chemical weapons237, that will conduct further investigations.238 If either 

the Aviano Air Base, Caserma Ederle or Dal Molin were to be inspected, then there 

would have to be a distinct deal between Italy and the United States or NATO that 

would allow this procedure. Every inspection has to follow the rules of the Chemical 

Weapons Convention.

Whatever policy the Italian Government plans to adopt, especially  for the nuclear issue, 

the attention has to be focused on the safety  of the population living near these military 

bases, and not only, in order to avoid disasters like Chernobyl and Fukushima.
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4. LOCAL HISTORY AND IMPACT ON THE TERRITORY

4.1 Aviano
The city  of Aviano and the nearby area of Pordenone were quite a calm location for a 

busy  military base, especially when it  started welcoming the first  American troops after 

the end of World War II. This works out perfectly  for the soldiers and the staff 

considering that many times these installations are specifically designed to be built in 

areas either in the middle of nowhere or in a not extremely populated location. 

During the Cold War the real particularity and utility of this base was the extreme 

closeness to what Winston Churchill had defined the Iron Curtain, or border line with 

the Communist  Block. The decision of taking over the large base of Aviano was 

calculated as a strategic move because of its imperceptible position that was considered 

as a perfect action plan for stealthy attack, to the Soviets satellite territories. The truth is 

that unless you had the correct  address it would be highly difficult to find the base or 

spot it from a distance. Only recently  there have been private shuttle buses that run from 

the Marco Polo Airport  of Venice239, the most important one in the North East of Italy, 

directly to the Aviano Air Base.240

Through the years, the Aviano Air Base has always tried to keep a discrete attitude 

towards the surrounding area and is considered by locals as a low-profile site, for 

example compared bases in Vicenza. The presence of American troops has been 

reshaped during the years. As it was mentioned earlier, the Aviano Air Base, along with 

Caserma Ederle and Dal Molin from Vicenza, has gained more strategic importance in 

the military game after the end of the Soviet Union. The base itself has always been 

located in one of the most important positions for the U.S. and NATO interests. With the 

end of the Cold War, the danger in the 1990s target moved quickly to another zone, the 

Middle East and to the Balkans. After solving the situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina, the 

red-hot bull’s-eye returned, and is still in progress, predominantly to the Middle Eastern 

area. In the last  two decades the North East of Italy  has represented a fundamental 

starting point for the missions in the geopolitical World. Since then, there have been 

several many structural changes in the arrangement of soldiers serving in Aviano:
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Source: Base Structure Report

The diagram indicates that  in the 1990s, the soldiers stationing in the base have 

increased by 103,3%, going from 1824 in 1991 to 3709 by the end of 1999. It is also 

interesting to notice the cut of Department of Defense civilians241 by almost 180%. The 

base of Aviano has after this first initial reshaping gone through a stable trend of units in 

the 2000s. In February  of 2012, U.S. Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta, announced that 

the Obama administration and the Pentagon intend to withdrawal 11,000 American 

soldiers from military sites in Italy and Germany by the end of 2017.242 In the next  five 

years the American armed forces in Europe, that are currently  81,000, are going to be 
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trimmed to 30,000.243  At the same time the number of U.S. troops throughout the World 

is going to experience a downsizing from 565,000 to 490,000.244  According to the plan, 

the base of Aviano is expected to send back to the United States about 850 soldiers.245 

Just one month before, in January  2012246, Philip  Gordon247, Assistant of Secretary of 

State Hillary  Clinton, had denied rumors that the Aviano Air Base, along with the U.S. 

base in Naples, would be soon shut down, because of the planned cuts to the military 

spending.248  Gordon, in reality  aimed at reinforcing the Transatlantic alliance and the 

strategic importance of these sites.249  It seems as if the war in Libya, that was taking 

place in that period, was the main reason why the U.S. did not want to give up these 

sites, which are located so close to the Middle East. Furthermore Gordon’s statement set 

the stage to the above mentioned U.S. army downsize overseas. 

Before these recent and widespread developments, back in the initial years of 

conversion of the base into a U.S. and NATO ownership, Aviano’s popularity was low 

and mostly remained out of the spotlight, to minimize the use or construction of new 

infrastructures. There had never been an intricate street system around the location, 

flashy light system, bilingual street signs or anything that could be considered as 

ostentatious, such as the American style of doing things.250  It was rather preferred to 

maintain things conformed to the tranquil district of Pordenone. However the 

dimensions of the installation and the remodeling of the Zappalà area have been hugely 

modified with Aviano 2000, and inevitably  the appearance of the military  bases in town 

is not as secretive as it used to be in the past. For anybody  seeking for a stereotypical 

hype American locality going to Aviano and in the surroundings, this might turn out  to 
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be a major disappointment. Nevertheless the activities that take part inside the base are 

far from calm.

The traditional way to arrive to the Aviano Base is to catch a train and stop at the 

Pordenone main train station, where nearby you can spot a sign that says “NATO 

personnel only” and that gives directions on how to be formally  welcomed and escorted 

to the site, although it is more common that a meeting is arranged before travelling from 

the United States to Italy.251 This is valid for most part for soldiers or personnel that will 

be stationing inside Aviano. Before 9/11 it was possible to enter the base as a visitor 

through a connection inside the base, but after the New York attacks took place it has 

become increasingly more problematic to get a pass to enter the facility unless having a 

sponsor that would cover the daily  access.252 Since the road system surrounding Aviano 

and the close villages are small compared to other towns of the region of Friuli-Venezia 

Giulia, it is likely to get stuck into a mixed traffic jam of tractors and cars. The easiest 

way to distinguish an American vehicle from an Italian one is throught the “AFI”253 

driving license plates.254  The local Italian population doesn’t mind anymore for the 

increase of bottleneck situations that occur on the street and can be considered fairly 

integrated with the American community, which has to be considered as a crucial 

achievement for an Italian district. One of the primary complications for an American 

serving in Italy, along with the language, is the driving style divergence. If you’re lucky 

enough or passionate about cars you might run into one of typical yellow American 

school buses or the 1984 Tucker Sedans or other iconic stars and stripes cars. The 

natives of Aviano and in the surroundings, especially  those who have seen the American 

relocation in the base, are not too informed about the exact circumstances that linked to 

the history of the base, like the first exact Italian handover of the military base to the 

Americans or the current operations taking place inside the site. The air base is a 

secondary  topic of discussion among the residents, unless there are major missions 
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reported from the media that are departing from Aviano. For the most part it continues 

to be a training zone in case of necessity. 

The Aviano Air Base is comparable to a little city with almost 10,000 people living 

inside the military site, which include American and Italian troops, various types of 

squadrons, Department of Defense officials and families of the units.255  Colonel Brian 

Pukall256, the commander of the 31st Mission Support Group, is comparable to the 

Mayor of any town you would find in Italy. His job is to manage the life inside the base 

and the municipality  he serves for is the Mission Support Group. Unlike Italy, where 

mayors are elected every  5 years, in this case the American version one of the Aviano 

military base is chosen every couple of years.257 In a way, the curious fact is that the city 

of Aviano, where 9.270258  people live, finds itself with two mayors, an official Italian 

one that  works for the city council outside of the base and another stars and stripes one 

that governs inside the military site, which is almost the same size of the actual city of 

Aviano.259

Since the Aviano 2000 plan was initiated, the base has been progressively set 

independent with the introduction of chain stores, fast-food restaurants and other 

facilities260 that  most of the times can’t be found in Europe.261  In other words, it’s like 

living in the United States and this gives the people working inside the base a sense of 

being back home and this facilitates the transition in a new reality. Aviano 2000 has 

brought the United States to relay almost entirely on U.S. domestic sources for the 

installation, not contributing as much as it used to, to the integration with the local 

people that live in the vicinity  of the base. However some U.S. families residing in 

Aviano decide to raise their children in Italian schools so that they can get the best  of 
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both worlds, to take the most of the Italian culture, language and the free educational 

system.262

The territory around the Pordenone region is rather particular, since it’s shaped in a rare 

ramification system that is typical only in certain parts of the valley 263 that  covers the 

Center and Eastern side of Northern Italy. This distinct  landscape, filled with small 

communities, is completed with the massive presence of the Alps, that suddenly 

obstructs any type of view beyond that  point. The decision by the American strategists 

to settle in a base with these features in the surrounding areas is not coincidental. 

Instead of relocating the troops and all the other affiliates to the air base in the 

inconvenient little towns outside of the military  site, Aviano hosts all of the units inside 

its perimeter. We can speak of a legitimate city  inside of a military  base, equipped with 

the most technological establishments compared to any city of the Friuli-Venezia Giulia 

territory. There is also a directive within the Aviano Air Base that has established the 

maximum limit of American inhabitants in each Italian municipality  in order to avoid an 

uncontrolled immigration phenomenon that could jeopardize the general local Italian 

communities.264  Another topic of discussion is the real estate situation in the whole 

town of Aviano, that is around 25% owned or run by Americans, creating a case of 

social coercion: between the Italian and American properties there are 65 food-related 

businesses and 13 hotels in a town inhabited by 9.250 people.265  This is unusual for a 

city of these proportions, considering that the other municipalities adjacent to Aviano, 

that averages nearly the same number of inhabitants, can count on the half of the 

enterprises that Aviano has. The curious fact is that the majority of the businesses in this 

military town are named after popular American sport celebrities and movie actors or 

just decorated with legendary  licences plates proving once again how this city  is 

somewhat harmoniously integrated to the native community  and culture.266  Most of the 

times this is just an image detail, since the products served and the employers inside 
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these places are still Italian, except for some minor exceptions.267  The rest of the 

businesses in Aviano, mainly  the bars, reflect the typical local style that you would 

easily find in the Friuli region or in the North East Italy. These American styled 

restaurants, that somewhat recall the idea of the breweries in the Southern part of the 

U.S., are still the most popular among the Italians living in the district, showing how the 

integration of these two cultures in Aviano is very advanced. Some shops run by Italians 

also incorporate large signs in English on the window display, almost as if their 

customers were more Americans than local.268  With or without signs in English the 

businesses outside this area were really healthy, until the Aviano 2000 project  had 

begun. The curious fact is that paychecks inside the military camp are given on a 

weekly base, unlike for Italy, so it makes it easier for the soldiers to spend them.269 

The housing situation has always been a delicate topic for the local Aviano population, 

being disputed among the small group of anti-Americans and all the other ones that are 

favorable to the base. The problem is that  the value of real estate has become exorbitant 

and obtaining a permit from the municipality to build a new property is problematic.270 

The few bids that have been made available by the Aviano city council have been 

largely won by American construction sites, that have a considerable interest in 

acquiring real estate in the region.271 It is hard for the Italian businesses to compete with 

the American ones, especially when money  is involved. Several projects272  regarding 

the construction of 500 more affordable houses in the towns near Aviano have been 

completed since the end of the 1990s.273 The base itself has a limited capacity  to host a 

certain number of units, while other unlucky  units have to settle for a location outside 

the military site.
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Except for the financial aspect, the official American reports released by the base 

indicate a rather limited interrelation with the Italian community.274  It  looks like the 

U.S. military divisions present in the base operate in their own independent path from 

the Italian troops and population living in the area. Regardless to the apparent 

bureaucratic lack of interest  it is worth to outline that  the connection between the 

American authorities and the local population of Aviano is strong compared to other 

military bases in Italy, like Camp Ederle and Dal Molin in Vicenza. If you ask an elderly 

local, walking in the streets or just resting on a public bench, what they think about the 

Americans that have lived in Aviano, they  will most likely  tell you that they are just 

different from Italians and that their way of showing interest to a different culture would 

be the same in another country hosting their military base.275  On top of that they will 

also tell you that the new generations are less friendly compared to the first troops that 

settled in the base.276 

We have to consider the fact that the language barrier is a psychological barrier that is 

hard to overcome and can lead to being introverted. Also, for many young soldiers this 

represents their first  visit outside of the U.S. borders, which can sporadically lead to a 

complicated approach to the integration with the natives. This is the reason why the 

base contains every type of commodity that you would find in the United States, to 

make sure that the newly arrived units feel comfortable, almost  as if they were in their 

hometown. There are also some Americans that  after serving in the Aviano Base decide 

to keep living in Italy, mostly for either business reasons or love affairs.

The city council of Aviano, in collaboration with the other municipalities in the area, 

tried in many ways to get closer to the Americans inside the base, by organizing sport 

and musical events that would incorporate U.S. thematics, but the results have been 

limited and in most cases the presence of Americans attending these meeting has been 

inadequate.277  There are no actual cultural associations that make arrangements for 

events that bring together the two communities, but the reality is that the military 
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divisions inside the air base largely arrange their own exclusive ones278, with a few 

exceptions like the popular Italian American Friendship Festival that takes place in 

September.279  The festival is typically  held in the town of Maniago which is located 

approximately at 16 Km. from Aviano.280  The first edition was inaugurated in 2001, 

following the World Trade Center attacks, and since then it  has been taking place every 

year in the main square of Piazza Italia.281  The festival includes a series of 

gastronomical, sporting, musical and other memorial proceedings, mostly  related to 

9/11, between the units working inside the base, the local Italian populations and the 

Fire Department of Pordenone.282

Rather than the cultural aspects, the Americans choose to give prominence to the 

religious side. In fact, there are several places of worship inside and outside the base 

that preach in English, where the units from Aviano along with any other international 

guest can go to confess.283  Usually each religious site is either run by former soldiers or 

by religious missionaries, and they  include hundreds of members and to participate in 

these rituals, the soldiers or the DoD civilians must pay a monthly  fee.284  There is no 

actual reason behind the decision of creating these places of worship in the exterior of 

the military site, anyhow these places function under complete discretion. Apart from 

the internal Aviano Air Base Chapel, the most  popular ones located outside of the base 

and in nearby  towns, are the Aviano Baptist Church, the Calvary Baptist Church and the 

Aviano Center285, that officially  collaborates with the Military  Chaplains Association of 

the United States.286
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The beginning of the 1990s have represented the spark to a series of plans that aimed at 

enlarging the size of the airfield, which meant making use of additional lands in the 

area. With the doubled number of units present in the base in 1993, the chosen project 

that would create a sense of local tension towards the American policy, was Aviano 

2000, especially because the surrounding territories, in the first place, did not receive 

money  or real incentives.287  Along with NATO and the U.S.A., the plan was funded by 

Italy as well. The remodeling, that the base underwent with Aviano 2000, has been 

massive and it  has had a huge impact on the countryside terrains, in an area right next to 

the municipal road that connects Aviano to Pordenone. This appears contradictory 

compared to the preliminary idea of the U.S.’s strategy of keeping a military base in a 

hidden spot. The area expansion had profound repercussions mostly for the 

municipalities in the Pordenone area, where the public services like the telephone 

network, the garbage collection and the road systems have been enormously affected.288 

For example the National Cancer Institute289  of Aviano, was not able to connect to the 

public drainage system because it was wholly engaged by the new super-base. After 

receiving no clarifications on the subject  from the base authorities, a large group of the 

city councils teamed up, along with labor unions specialized on military affairs in Italy, 

to deny the local agreements that would enable the progress of the project and on top  of 

that organized a demonstration to occupy several building sites.290 The protest shook the 

Italian Government291 to directly intervene at the origin of the problem by providing the 

municipalities a sum close to 12 million euro292, that would improve the entire public 

system in the area.293  This was a big achievement for the local institutions, although the 
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sum was in all probability not enough to cover the expenses of a reformed public 

network. This episode created some frictions between the U.S. and Italy. 

Because of Aviano 2000, also the quantity of local trash rose in an exponential way, 

especially compared to the average of the municipalities in the region of Friuli-Venezia 

Giulia, which means that local citizens in Aviano were obliged to pay more taxes on the 

garbage collection, mostly because of the intense activities inside the base.294

The other issue that keeps provoking tension is the incessant noise that is produced by 

the planes departing and landing from the airstrip. For many locals living in the vicinity 

of the base, the blazing sound of the military aircrafts flying in the airs of Aviano has 

become something so ordinary.295  Dozens of flights are operated every  day and when 

there is a serious mission in progress there numbers abruptly  increase.296  Many  elder 

local people have been trying to assert  themselves, without any  remarkable results. 

Iolanda Vicenzini, an 82-year-old lady from Pordenone once tried to call the police 

wondering if there was any solution possible stop flights leaving after 9 PM, because 

she could not get back to sleep anymore, but the answer she got was negative.297  The 

police is not able in this case to modify the regulations concerning the air traffic of an 

air base with these characteristics.298 The old lady’s plea was considered touching by the 

media and many fellow citizens have displayed their solidarity.299  Not only the noise 

pollution but also the air pollution generated by these jets is considered a major problem 

by many local and Italian citizens, who are becoming progressively worried for the 

environment. Many people living in the military  surroundings, to bypass the problem, 

opt for a simple pair of ear plugs.300

Besides from these minor episodes of edginess, the local’s opinion on the American 

presence in Friuli is overall positive. By interviewing people in Pordenone and in the 
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city of Aviano, the majority thinks that the base represents a reason to be prideful.301 

When the Americans started moving inside the air base, the reaction was extremely 

enthusiastic. The best indicator came since the beginning of the 1960s, when from 

certain regional radio stations a regular broadcast in English from the United States was 

being transmitted in the North East of Italy.302  This new reality was deeply appreciated 

by the Italian population, that this way  started having a further direct perception of the 

American supremacy  in the World and could practice their English language skills.303 

This specific radio station304  was initially intended to broadcasted in both the bases of 

Aviano and Vicenza, and not really for a public use. So anyone outside of the base that 

was technologically  capable of intercepting the channel or just had one of the most 

modern radio devices, in all likelihood produced in the U.S., was considered lucky. 

Since the first  arrivals of Americans in Aviano, the influence on the way Italians 

lifestyle has been massive. Learning a new language was considered by the locals as an 

innovative incorporation to an exceptionally  traditional territory, but what really 

affected the population was the unmistakable American style. The whole stars and 

stripes fashion, becoming trendy with the first Hollywood movies, was now detected as 

a more intimate factor in the local’s day-to-day life.305  The hairdos, the music, Levi’s 

jeans, aviator jackets and sunglasses and the combat boots are just a few of those items 

that became in vogue and that inspired several young generations, starting from Friuli-

Venezia Giulia to then expand in other regions, mostly in Northern Italy.

The U.S. and NATO’s impact in this territory has been impressive, especially if we 

think of the impoverished conditions Italy  was going through when America took over 

Aviano. The living conditions have improved drastically since the Americans have set 

foot in Italy  and this has given the opportunity to the ones who have gone through a 

difficult period of reconstruction to realize how vital the American presence has been, 

regardless from some arguable decisions in the recent years that have been made.
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The general idea of people living in Aviano or in the area of Pordenone is of an 

American community that has integrated itself quite well into a different reality like 

Italy.306 Every region in Italy that hosts an American or NATO military  base has a whole 

different story  in terms of local population and mentality towards sharing their territory 

with another culture and peculiar situation. Despite the project of Aviano 2000, the 

decision to keep supporting missions against terrorism and wars in the Middle East, the 

Cermis tragedy and some other minor negative affairs, the base in Aviano remains one 

of the few authentic examples in Italy of integration between locals and military  guests. 

Sure, there have been protests, but  most of the residents still consider the base to be a 

part of their indelible past that has given them a great deal of influence and support to 

become who they are. Unlike other communities in Italy dealing with a similar 

situation, people in Aviano have decided to underline their special relationship with the 

different generation of Americans that have lived in their land. Even if the expansion of 

the base has certainly brought even more secrecy to NATO and U.S. operations, the 

locals rather then finding intolerable the presence of foreign military basements in their 

territory, prefer to be disinterested and embrace a neutral standpoint. This how we will 

see further on, is divergent compared to the situation between locals in Vicenza and 

Caserma Ederle. 
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4.2 Vicenza
The population of Vicenza has gone through a bittersweet relationship  with the 

American troops living in the Caserma Ederle. We have to go back to 1943 when still 

during World War II the allied troops, run by the Americans, were attacking several 

Italian towns307, and Vicenza was one of these. The town had gone through a series of 

devastating air strikes that killed hundreds of people, wounded other thousand and 

provoked destruction to the majority of the urban area, including schools, hospitals 

churches and theaters.308  This was certainly not the best first impression for the 

Americans who were ready to dive into a new reality, and interact with a different type 

of community compared to the one of Aviano. In fact  many people still associated with 

the Fascist party and anti-allied forces, as soon as the Americans started moving into the 

military site in the mid-1950s in Vicenza, began to cover the whole city with graffiti that 

included deriding messages towards the United States of America’s theory of 

liberation.309  However this was only a minority of the inhabitants, while most of the 

people that lived in Vicenza considered the arrival of the Americans, in many ways, as a 

great occurrence for their entire territory, almost  like a miracle. There are some Italian 

movies that prove the joyful feeling of locals greeting the American troops. The films 

gives us an idea of a euphoric crowd that discerns the foreign soldiers as the saviors of 

Italy.310 

Those living in Italy before 1945, who were against Mussolini and Hitler had little 

possibilities of changing their destiny and living a better life. This is the main reason 

why the U.S.’s and NATO’s successful efforts in terminating the war, were seen as a 

promising reality  for a steady recovery of Italy and in this case Vicenza. This feeling of 

appreciation for the North Atlantic Treaty and the United States continued for at least a 

couple of decades, until the mid-1970s, primarily from members of the Italian Christian 
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Democratic Party and part of those311  who were committed during World War II to 

defeat any sort of Fascist or Nazi movement in Italy.312 

Before choosing Vicenza as the designated military site after the end of World War II, 

there were several other options, located in the region of Veneto, that the Italian and 

American Government were discussing about, like Treviso and Bassano del Grappa.313 

Eventually Vicenza was picked314  by Paolo Taviani, the Italian Minister of Defense315 

for various strategic reasons.316  First of all, Vicenza was historically considered at the 

time as a highly conservative city and this certainly helped the Governments to reach a 

compromise. Many believed that the town’s relation with the Christian Democratic 

Party, lead by the politician Alcide De Gasperi317, would have contributed to an easier 

integration of the American soldiers in the area. In the first post-World War II phase the 

local population, which was seen as the main possible obstacle concerning the arrival of 

U.S. troops in Caserma Ederle, reacted pleasantly to the presence of their new fellow 

inhabitants. Furthermore, the social integration in the military field of America and 

NATO into a devastated part of Italy suggested rapid and beneficial repercussions from 

the political and financial points of view. The end of the war represented a milestone for 

the majority of the people living Vicenza, that could now count on the best ally in the 

business and could finally start safely planning their future, which was something 

impossible during the Fascist regime. Along with the first  funds flowing in Italy  through 

the Marshall Plan, since the beginning of 1950, other capitals were destined to aid the 

conditions of Vicenza thanks to the establishment of Camp Ederle.318  The military 

assistance in Italy substantially helped improving the low salaries in 1950 and 1951, and 
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Vicenza’s military base was conceived as the primary source to economically  recover 

back to a normal state of welfare.319

In September of 1955, around 50 U.S. Army units belonging to SETAF officially 

stepped inside Caserma Ederle to ensure that the Umbrella Agreement was operative.320 

On September 29, the other large portion of soldiers that was expected to arrive from 

Austria in a second stage, finally made its way through to Vicenza. This day  was 

considered321 as a decisive day  for the community, where the Italian people gathered by 

the military site manifested their curiosity and affection for the newcomers, while many 

of those who were not present at the welcoming of the troops were still wondering and 

hesitant if this whole plan was going to be rewarding for the population or not. The 

public display of care from the American side came from SETAF’s Colonel Willard W. 

Hawke322  who expressed his pleasure for being responsible of his division in Vicenza 

and was extremely  pleased to be able to deal with the local hospitality and was 

committed to establish as soon as possible a connection between the military  units and 

the Italian residents.323 Similar observations were coming from the mayor of Vicenza324 

in those days, who assured the population and members of SETAF that Caserma Ederle 

would become a symbol of friendship and cooperation that would connect the U.S.A. 

and Italy.325  The mayor gave some advises on how to quickly adapt to the Italian 

lifestyle and encouraged the troops to shop only in stores that visibly displayed prices 

on items.326 Many Italian businesses in the area surrounding Camp Ederle were trying to 

take advantage of the Americans by defrauding them many items.
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The reason why the American troops were coming along in different stages was mostly 

because the expert consultants of the base did not consider the recently established 

Caserma Ederle ready to host a massive amount of units all at once, but the idea was to 

gradually incorporate them in a longer-range time span. The base, in the beginning of 

the 1950s had just undergone massive changes and was partially redesigned to fit to the 

American and NATO standards.327  Caserma Ederle was still believed to be located in 

the outskirts of Vicenza, but this conception has gradually changed. This gave time to 

organize and plan out the logistic conditions concerning the installation. Many U.S. 

soldier’s families were initially  discouraged to move as well to Italy, predominantly 

because the local population in Vicenza was urgently  looking for new housing and 

therefore there was a common sense decision to make sure that the first arrivals of the 

U.S. troopers in the region would not interfere with the convalescent situation that was 

affecting many towns in the North East of Italy. The decision of allowing foreign 

soldiers to station in Italy, hence in Vicenza and Aviano, was part of the post-World War 

II North Atlantic Treaty, and this minimized any sort of serious critics. An obstacle to 

the NATO’s plan and their subsequent arrangements in Italy was represented by the 

PCI328, which was against the idea of a joint-State organization, because it was rumored 

that it would have profited on the wrecked social and urban circumstances that had 

affected Italy.329  In this specific case, Vicenza was an unpopular town for this political 

party, especially  compared to other cities in the Italian peninsula, and as a result the 

preoccupations for possible protests were minimal. The Italian adhesion to NATO was 

the only possible solution after many years of tension.

The establishment of SETAF’s military  division in Vicenza did not alter the local’s 

public opinion. For those who were skeptical about this innovation, the American 

presence did not represent  at issue, and to tell the truth a great deal of them began 

getting familiar with their new neighbors. The inaugural ceremony, that was held on 

October 25 of 1955, actively  involved the residents of Vicenza, and consisted in a 

public greeting to the district and a series of events that were set in different areas 
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around town.330 The general spirit was festive and proved a preliminary positive but yet 

premature impact of the Americans in Vicenza.331 Since the first  arrivals of these troops 

from overseas, many events have occurred bringing a change to the relationship 

between the U.S. Army and the local population. Tension these days is extremely 

strong, mostly because of the remodeling of an additional military base in Vicenza that 

will additionally  inflate the number of soldiers in town. This graphic helps us 

understand to a greater extent the amount of troopers in town:

Source: Base Structure Report

The charts indicates a massive number of DoD units working in Vicenza in the 

beginning of the 1990s, that was downsized in the following years. In 2005 we can 
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notice a peak of soldiers stationing in Caserma Ederle and in the provisional Dal Molin 

airfield. With the close completion of the renewal project of the Dal Molin base, 2012 

has registered the highest peak of soldiers in Vicenza, with a 32,9% increase compared 

to 2011.

Italian and U.S. authorities in connection to the base, launched several initiatives, 

mostly  concerning issues derived from communication to field trips with the local 

inhabitants, to soothe the integration of the American Army in a new tough reality.332 An 

information office that deals with public affairs is situated in the base, whose task has 

always been to arrange various sort of events.333 In the first years of SETAF serving in 

Caserma Ederle, the office mostly  aimed at educating its fighters to the Italian cultural 

factor, also by organizing expeditions in various areas in the North of Italy.334 Getting to 

know the cities, the natural resources and the history that confined the military  base 

were considered as a priority  by the U.S. officials. These days the public office is more 

concentrated on other issues, like managing news updates coming from the national and 

international media and justifying any position that the divisions undertake inside and 

outside of the base, although they cultural activities connected to the Italian community 

are still relevant but less frequent. Back in the day, for example, the commanders of the 

division decided to involve their troops in visits with the nearby orphanages to 

encourage creating a first degree of friendship between the Americans and the 

Italians.335  The soldiers were either starting basic conversations or donating items. 

These sort of occurrences were already standard back in the United States and this 

refined the process of acculturation and fellowship.336

Another important initiative was an unofficial practical guide, that included as well an 

Italian phrasal book, was handed out to the units in order for them to get familiar with 

the typical expressions that could be heard walking around the city.337  The language 
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barrier was considered as one of the biggest impediments for the soldiers arriving in 

Italy. The level of English language spoken in Vicenza, and in Italy, was poor compared 

to nowadays, which certainly  did not help the U.S. troops. The guide that was 

distributed to all the units, mostly in the North East of Italy military installations, and 

for some strange reason it did not even refer to Vicenza at  any  point in the text.338 After 

a few years of familiarization with the county’s territory, SETAF started arranging 

annual festivities that included the participation of the locals and largely  the main 

authorities of Vicenza which year after year conferred an increasing amount of prestige 

to these events.339 

Since the beginning of the 1960s the initiatives of collaboration between SETAF and the 

Italian administration increased, mostly  with basic concessions of U.S. troops and 

aircrafts to give assistance to some difficult situations that would develop in the villages 

near Vicenza. One of the most significant episodes of cooperation occurred in October 

of 1963, when part of the Vajont dam340  overspilled creating a huge mixed wave of 

water and debris that killed almost 2,000 people and destroyed many  small towns, in 

particular the towns of Longarone, Casso and Erto creating a red alert situation in the 

whole area.341  This infamous episode for Italy represented, on the bright side, for the 

American military  divisions in the North East of Italy  a decisive possibility to 

demonstrate their devotion to their hosting country. In fact most of the units from 

Aviano and from Vicenza were involved in a serious of rescue missions to aid the Italian 

Army, the firefighters and other volunteer groups. In particular SETAF launched several 

missions involving jets and rescue helicopters, taking advantage of the impressive 

technological repertoire that was available at Caserma Ederle.342  The U.S. mission 

included the deployment of soldiers, food and other emergency devices. SETAF’s Army 

effort was massive and was recognized with the grant of an honorary citizenship by the 
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communities that were implicated in the tragedy.343  The American intervention was 

crucial and gave the proper motivations to leave behind the catastrophe and focus on a 

promising future.344

On the other side also the local population showed its respect to the American cause, 

when U.S. President John Fitzgerald Kennedy was killed in 1963. In this case the city 

council of Vicenza printed and displayed posters all around the city  along with other 

demonstrations345, to pay tribute to the loss of the beloved President in Italy and mostly 

in the U.S. and in the American community in Vicenza. The death of JFK, like a bolt 

from the blue, marked a change in policy of the SETAF division in Vicenza, in 

connection with the Italian community. The terrible episode had strong repercussions on 

the U.S. Army that made the Caserma Ederle act mistrustful towards any relation 

outside of the base.346  The activities inside the military site became progressively  more 

autonomous from the Italian ones, especially concerning businesses. Caserma Ederle 

could now count on facilities like schools, hospitals, shops that reduced episodes of 

integration between the American and Italian community. The aftermath episode of 

JFK’s death, in a way, has many similarities to what happened in the wake of 9/11, 

especially for the U.S.’s isolationist tendency to handle relations from the allies and the 

hosting countries in its overseas bases. The U.S. divisions in the base went through a 

phase of “americanization” inside the base and self-sufficiency, way earlier compared to 

the one that matured in Aviano.347  The mid-1960s represented the first moments of 

growing tensions with the locals.348  Nevertheless it  was unthinkable that such a 

powerful country like the United States could entirely relay  on an impoverished and 

newly established Republic of Italy, mostly because they already were auto-sufficient. 

That is also why not many Italians were focusing too much on the relationships that 
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could develop with the Americans, but yet it is a key factor that can definitely  affect the 

functioning of a foreign military base in a hosting country.

The newcomers arriving in Vicenza were supplied with a little introductory guide in 

English, written by the base’s information office, that would explain how Caserma 

Ederle was structured and all the other essential facts.349  Over the years the base has 

undergone several logistic and governance changes, so this guide has always been 

updated depending on the modifications. Nowadays it is much easier for an American 

soldier to retrieve all the useful information he might need prior to his departure to Italy, 

by simply just visiting the official website of the military site350. Back in the day the 

guide was not as detailed as it is currently  but yet it provided all the indispensable 

points that a newcomer should be aware of. 

The main facts underlined in the guide are related to the several facilities like clubs, 

bars, movie theaters, baseball fields and restaurants that were located inside Caserma 

Ederle, along with the events that were organized by  SETAF within the installation.351 

One of the most popular places in Camp Ederle has always been the megastore that sold 

every  sort of good, ranging from snacks to clothing, that an American would want and 

could not find in an Italian boutique.352  In some occasions it was possible for Italians to 

access the base and buy rare products for their domestic market, although recently  this  

practice has been unattainable, due to the current restrictions353 on welcoming guests.354 

Probably the most significant aspect to be notified about, was the legal status of a 

foreign soldier stationing in another country. As we have discussed in the previous 

chapter, in Italy, like in all the other NATO Allied member States, a trooper is subject to 

the domestic regulations355. The agreement technically allows the possibility to defend 

oneself from a legal action in front of an American judge, although the priority is that in 
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the event of a felony the offender must stand a trial in an Italian court. The reality  is that 

the past and the present have taught us in several occasions that the juridical system in 

Italy has showed its distinguished weaknesses and has had several problems managing 

or solving situations involving American troops, as confirmed with the case that took 

into account the U.S. pilots incriminated in the Cermis episode. The guide also warned 

the soldiers to handle carefully  any sort of transaction associated with Italian dealers, 

particularly regarding settlements that imply contraction of debts or paying for 

something in installments, mostly  because this practice was not as common in America 

as it was Italy, beginning from post World War II years, and maybe because the general 

idea was that the U.S.A. considered some Italian entrepreneurs as swindlers.356  Many 

troops before moving inside the base were previously stationed in the other minor or 

NATO or U.S. affiliated military sites in the North East of Italy, so the guide this way 

represented a helpful tool in terms of orientation and integration inside a new reality. 

The whole plan of converging the predominance of the financial circuit in the core of 

Caserma Ederle, in a way, had automatically jeopardized potential deals and 

partnerships involving the local businesses. By promoting its national products, 

SETAF’s indirect message to the units was to stimulate the purchase of the base’s 

goods. Only a small share of Italian products were dealt with the local companies in the 

vicinity  of the site, mostly either food or dressmaking related.357  This was perceived in 

the town of Vicenza as an obvious negative sign and worsened the already shaky 

relationship  between the base and the locals. Compared to Aviano, where at least the 

divisions were more keen on dealing with the businesses surrounding the base until the 

creation of Aviano 2000, Caserma Ederle has almost  entirely  focused from the start on a 

different policy that has privileged other economic factors rather the social ones and this 

will be one of the elements. 

The real problems with the local population of Vicenza started occurring a few years 

following the concession of the military site to SETAF, roughly in the 1960s, when the 

troops stationed in Caserma Ederle began getting involved in a series of negative events 
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for the American Army’s reputation in the Italian peninsula.358  The most popular cases 

were associated to alcohol abuse, car accidents, involvement with prostitution scandals 

and different type of brawls, that were being reported on Italian newspapers on a 

regional and national scale.359  It seemed as if the early glorious soldiers, that had come 

to rescue Italy during the war, had vanished and were replaced by a reckless generation 

of newcomers from the U.S. who had lost the perception and the essence of the whole 

mission in Europe. It’s hard to say if the whole fault should be blamed on the 

recruitment of armed forces personnel from low-class areas suburbs of the United States  

and therefore with a closed mentality  compared to the ones living on the coasts of 

America, or the inhabitants of Vicenza were not as patient compared to the communities 

residing in Aviano. The reality is that there was not  a big difference from the units 

stationing in Caserma Ederle, Aviano, Italy  or in the rest of the NATO allied States. 

What plays a big role in these situations are different factors, in the main related to the 

hosting city’s tradition, either cultural, political or religious. Of course we should not 

forget to highlight the sometimes immature conduct of some young American troops, 

trying to kill the time from a training session to another. 

The issues related to excessive drinking were considered by the locals as the most 

frequent among the troopers outside of the base. Several people from Vicenza began to 

complain, usually through the local and regional newspapers, like Il Giornale di 

Vicenza, reporting and condemning episodes of vandalism that sometimes affected 

monuments and political centers360 and disorders throughout the city.361 In particular an 

unknown letter for “Mister Joe”362  of 1957, written in Italian, reveals the point of view 

of a local citizen who denounces the disrespectful behavior of some Americans through 

his city, often getting into fights with Italian either for political reason or simply just for 
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the sake of it.363  He blames most of the actions of the units on the heavy drinking, 

something that apparently from his words was very common among the soldiers.364 

What is denounced is the disrespect for the Italian tradition and the low devotion to a 

country  that is hosting them and giving the young soldiers a possibility to live an 

incredible experience overseas. Also, some other older people that had experienced 

living in those years have confirmed around Camp Ederle, have confirmed these 

delinquent episodes.365  In the nights outside Caserma Ederle, the soldiers were used to 

going with prostitutes, and many times at the end of the sexual intercourse the 

Americans would get into fights or discussions, mainly because they didn’t want to pay 

for the service.366 Sometimes these episodes would also end up in court.367 

Car accidents involving American military  units, were another issue at stake during 

those years. The notorious Vicenza military post guide had previously warned the 

newcomers that driving in Europe and especially  in Italy could have represented for 

some of them a new tough experience, concerning narrower local streets, no massive 

highways like in the US and high density  of bikers and pedestrians.368 If these incidents 

are still common nowadays due to the high number of soldiers in the base and of drivers 

in the streets, back in the day  they were even more frequent. Even in this case the 

excessive consume of alcohol was a major factor in these negative episodes.369  Other 

causes were related to the lack of technology in the vehicles and on the street system, 

the different style of driving compared to the United States. In 1955 SETAF’s Sergeant 

Kenneth Nobbs was involved in a car accident that killed an Italian farmer.370 What was 

later discovered was that the Sergeant was driving under the influence, and was arrested 

inside Caserma Ederle. Nobbs was judged by an Italian criminal court and has was 
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charged with manslaughter.371  It was typical in the first years of the U.S. Army service 

in Vicenza that if soldiers were engaged in car accidents were used to hit-and-run in 

order to avoid juridical consequences. In case of an accident, the American troops were 

subject to different types of sanctions depending on a serious of factors.372  For example 

if the soldier was driving with a standard American drivers license, then the authorities 

would proceed with the same path that would be adopted with an Italian driver. The real 

issues would arise if in a crash the driver with a U.S. military passport driving a vehicle, 

property  of the army, in this case the request to trial them had to be forwarded to 

SETAF’s commanders that would then apply the regulations made between the U.S. and 

Italy.373  To stop  this deadly phenomenon, SETAF decided to set up  driving instructive 

classes mainly focusing on the Italian road structure and hired a panel to make 

researches and investigate on the way Americans were driving in the roads in the area of 

Vicenza and Veneto.374 The program was mostly directed to the U.S. citizens, but also in 

part to the Italian ones to sort of create a mutual understanding of rules to be respected 

on the streets. Also the local police officers375 printed and distributed a handbook giving 

tips for the soldiers of Caserma Ederle, on how to prevent other cases of car 

accidents.376  The police also dedicated some days to a responsible and healthy  style of 

driving, willing to persuade drivers to be safer while at driving.377  The process of 

integrating the newcomers on the road took a long period of time to be considered 

operational, but it was certainly one of those issues that the population cared about. 

A part from the social factor, which was not the best, at least the financial impact in the 

first years of the arrival of SETAF in Vicenza was positive. The fact of choosing a city 

full of history like Vicenza among other possible destinations, was certainly  related to 

valuable logistic matters, to a better transportation and road system, but at the core the 
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choice was strictly connected to economic reasons mostly for the proximity of the town 

to newborn local industries and businesses. Before Caserma Ederle became virtually 

auto-sufficient, the U.S. Department of Defense strategists saw Vicenza as the ideal 

place to place one of their army division as a solution to improve profits.378 

The fear of Communism, the creation of NATO and the introduction of the Marshall 

Plan all became a synonym for the spread and likeliness in other States of favoring the 

American economy, the most powerful in the world. The image overseas of the United 

States after World War II and with the beginning of the Cold War was perceived as the 

wealthiest and most productive. The Italian Government’s investment in a city like 

Vicenza, with the prestigious partnership of NATO and the U.S.A., was considered the 

most advantageous scenario especially looking at the potential creation of opportunities 

on every scale, especially with new jobs available. The people from Vicenza where not 

only welcoming the same ones who had saved Italy  from Fascism and Nazism at  the 

end of the war but also were welcoming a great economy. Housing was the most 

affected sector in the surroundings of Caserma Ederle by  the American impact.379 

Although in most cases the soldiers would only  be renting these houses, not for 

financial problems but mostly  for timing reasons since their deployment was based on 

short-term stays. Buying a property  was not considered a convenient option and what is 

interesting to notice is that this matter had also affected the people of Vicenza. The war 

had impoverished the majority of the Italian families, leaving these to settle for rent as 

well. With the increasing number of units coming from the States after 1955, it seemed 

as if the Americans were exercising their own real estate monopoly. Houses were given 

away on a temporary  basis, creating a continuous phenomenon of reoccupation of the 

same houses involving the future newcomers.380  The Italian landlords preferred to 

sublease their property to Americans rather than to locals, because this way they  were 

able to receive a stable income from the soldiers depending on the term that had to be 

served and mostly  they could increase the monthly  rent tariffs.381  This last case was 
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frequent especially when new soldiers would in town to replace the previous ones and 

were not aware of the current price for housing. In the first years of SETAF in Vicenza 

there were many landlords that tried to take advantage of the Americans moving into 

town, known to be very wealthy in those years, by charging them a substantially higher 

rent compared to the local average ones.382  For this reason, an agency inside Caserma 

Ederle was established to monitor fraudulent activities to protect the incomers.

The establishment of Villaggio della Pace certainly isolated many of those Americans 

stationing in Vicenza from the local population, but it also sparked a match for the raise 

of average rents in town and in all the other communities nearby.383  The U.S. 

Government sponsored384  the construction of a series of houses just outside Vicenza, in 

an area distant 1,6 Km. from Camp Ederle, reserved to American soldiers, Department 

of Defense units and their families stationing in the base. The project was launched to 

find a solution to the poor conditions of Italian houses available after the war and to the 

quick overcapacity of the Caserma. This aggregation of houses was established after the 

arrival of SETAF and is set  on an area of 326,710 square meters, with a perimeter of 

2.627 Km. Works began in 1958 and lasted approximately 2 years, when finally  it 

started to host the tenants on July 4 of 1960. A solution to the numerous and pending 

request for housing were being satisfied only in the beginning of the 1960s.  Nowadays 

the village features 273 lodgings and is considered a restricted area and exclusively 

conceded to the Americans.385 The idea behind the Villaggio della Pace was to resemble 

the concept of a typical U.S. residential area, usually  located in the outskirts of bigger 

towns. Another point  that  was considered crucial was the fact that this village was not 

meant to be isolated from the center and the locals, but in the end it inevitably turned 

out to be. This complex of houses is furnished with all sorts of facilities such as schools, 
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pools, hospitals and basketball and other playgrounds.386  Around the city there are as 

well now 360 places situated in the surrounding territory, which are controlled by the 

Government.387

The opening of Caserma Ederle was the biggest boost for the local economy not to 

mention the national one. The real estate sector was, as mentioned earlier, one of the 

most affected by the strong American dollars, but also in the little municipalities near 

Vicenza. The prototype of accommodation that Americans usually  aimed for was above 

standards compared to those that locals would choose, mostly for their favorable 

financial situation. Furthermore, in those years many homes were being built following 

the American standards and the luxurious style, fulfilling the U.S. requests. Who was 

lucky  enough would be able to live in the base or in Villaggio della Pace but some 

others would have to relocate in these more distant cities. SETAF’s idea was not to 

concentrate all of the soldiers in one area, but slowly, with the growing number of 

newcomer from the U.S., to locate them in these towns that were considered close to 

Vicenza. In those days the street system was not the most improved, which meant that 

commuting would take longer or would considered less pleasant compared to the 

modern ones.388  By spreading the families in other parts of town gave the possibility to 

not shock the housing market which was starting to go frenzy since the U.S. arrival.

The urban planning of Vicenza was hugely influenced by the U.S. presence, especially 

the some road system interconnected with the base. Some streets surrounding the base 

were renewed and fully financed by the Americans, since they  had been ruined by the 

circulation and traffic of tanks and other heavy military  vehicles.389  The arrival in 1955 

of the first SETAF troops was certainly an improvement for the local activities.390  The 

investments were mainly  directed to Italian construction companies as an incentive for 

these businesses to increase their profits and help develop the city. The houses available 
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in Vicenza in 1951 went from 17.520 to almost 20,000, in 1954.391  Along with these 

numbers the general demand for other accommodation was of other 2,000 places. With 

the arrival of SETAF’s units 1956 The number of houses went up to 21.701 while the 

request had gone down to 1,000, meaning that the American requests for housing 

outside of the base were slowly  being fulfilled.392  However, the integration in town of 

foreign troops has represented as well a decisive factor in the downfall of the city’s 

economy and relationship with the local population.
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5. SUPERSIZING IT: DAL MOLIN & AVIANO 2000

5.1 Dal Molin - Before Reaching a Deal
The expansion of the U.S. military presence in Vicenza has been one of the most 

discussed topics in Italy  and in America. What makes this case more interesting are the 

different phases that the project has undergone, from the rumors to the agreement and 

finally up to the recent  developments connected to the completion of the project. There 

have been many  critics and several insurgent groups were created to contrast the 

progress of works, mostly due to the lack of clarity concerning the intentions of the 

Americans taking over another military site in town, besides from the existing Caserma 

Ederle. The expansion of the airfield, the creation of new houses and a massive storage 

area, the potential environmental pollution, the traffic outside of the base and the 

demolition of existing the rugby field are just a few of the topics that  have been under 

the spotlight since the introduction of the plan. 

The Dal Molin affair is nowadays well known, but in the beginning of the agreement 

the situation was quite different, mostly because of the undercover negotiations that 

took place between Italy and America. This new U.S. military site in Vicenza, which in 

this case is not related to NATO, is the result of a growing process of militarization. The 

new American base will be one of the most  powerful military sites on Earth, thanks to 

its weaponry, a significant number of tanks and the highest level of intelligence 

systems.393  All of this will develop in an area that is distant only 1,3 Km. from all the 

distinguished Palladian masterpieces, that also happen to be protected by UNESCO.394 

The new Dal Molin project will host SETAF military  infrastructures and buildings for a 

total of 350,000 square meters inside a 700,000 square meters territory.395

In this case the media has played a big role in the spread of information regarding the 

status of the Dal Molin airfield. In the first articles that  were released, back in 2003, 

when the first  talks between the U.S. and Italy started, the coverage was predominantly 
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regional with the most  relevant Il Giornale di Vicenza396. Another free newspaper, Il 

Vicenza, was able to contrast the main newspaper in town and investigate deeply on the 

information related to the Dal Molin case. Only recently, in the January 2011, the 

editorial group that published Il Vicenza went out of business.397 Only in 2006, when the 

Dal Molin arrangement was settled and the Pentagon revealed all the details concerning 

the base, the case gained visibility on a national and international level. Several 

mistakes and incorrect details were published in the national Italian newspapers, some 

caused by  bad sources and some due to a report manipulation. By analyzing certain 

information published in the newspapers in Italy, we will see how certain points were 

not discussed and examined as much as they should have, mostly because they were 

considered hot topics and therefore probably difficult to offer to the locals of Vicenza. 

In certain occasions, like in those involving military  agreements between Italy and the 

United States, some issues connected to Dal Molin were not even mentioned by 

newspapers and were only discovered afterwards mainly through independent reporters. 

Before the recent completion of the project, to better comprehend the background we 

are dealing with, the Dal Molin site was a military airport divided into two sections: the 

East section of the airfield was reserved for civilian uses and was managed by a local 

Italian air transportation company while the West part belonged to a division of the 

Italian Air Force and was used from the mid-1950s until 2001, involved with NATO 

operations.398  The Italian Air Force was dismantled from Dal Molin at the end of 

October of 2003.399 The war in Bosnia-Herzegovina represented an essential mission for 

the history of the Dal Molin Airfield, since it directed and coordinated several 

influential air missions that took place in the Balkans.400  Still in 2003 the general idea 

transpiring from the leaders of the site had virtually decided that the airfield would be 
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closing down, between 2006 and 2007. All of this up  until the Americans made an 

official offer to take over the site.

The first negotiations between the U.S. and Italy  regarding the conversion of the 

outdated Dal Molin airfield into another American military  base, took place in 2003.401 

SETAF’s division in Caserma Ederle started lacking of housing availability  for its 

newcomers and had to deal with the increasing number of troops ready  to serve in the 

war in Iraq. The idea was to unify in Vicenza the other units belonging to the 173rd 

Airborne Brigade, that were at the time stationed in Germany. Approximately 2,000 

soldiers were meant to be deployed in the newly remodeled base. The first 

preoccupations came from the people living near the Dal Molin airfield, who after 

discovering the gossip, started getting concerned about the integration and a 

complicated compatibility between a military and a civilian sector within a base. At the 

same time the owners of Dal Molin, such as the Vicenza city council, the provincial 

Council of Veneto and the Chamber of Commerce, pictured the potential U.S. offer as 

an advantageous opportunity on every  scale, for the city, the growth of working 

opportunities for local businesses and for the modernization of the airport itself. On top 

of that the possibility  of leasing the site to the American Army and function under 

Italian regulations was considered the best option.402 

In late 2003 talks and meetings began between Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi and the 

Mayor of Vicenza Enrico Hüllweck403, who confided on Berlusconi’s friendship with 

U.S.’s President George W. Bush to enter as soon as possible into negotiations and 

formalize a deal containing favorable conditions for the city as well as for the Mayor’s 

image.404  Only the following year, in mid-2004, Il Giornale di Vicenza reveals that the 

deal between the Italy  and the U.S.A. has been reached, confirming the arrival of the 

2,000 soldiers that were expected to arrive in the first place but in different phases and 

not all at  once.405  For the first time other details are described involving the conversion 
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of the Dal Molin site, from the spaces that would be conceded to the U.S. Army 406 up to 

the redistribution of the troops starting from Camp Ederle. As of 2004 the coverage of 

these negotiations is not yet documented on national or international newspapers, but 

only on a regional scale. In October of the same year the amount related to the Dal 

Molin affaire was disclosed, with 10 million dollars ready  to be deposited in the city 

council along with another sum around 400 million dollars that would be generated in 

the following years with the stimulus of activities in the surrounding of the site.407

In the era of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, in 2005 the first opponents to the Dal Molin 

expansion project started gathering up and having people sign petitions to stop the 

progress of the project.408  This is the first time that Il Giornale di Vicenza published the 

opinion of those against the Dal Molin situation. The letters arriving at the newspaper 

editorial staff, accused the city  council of earning money  as a priority and being the 

main responsible of the possible death of an artistic city  like Vicenza and for 

transforming it into a military town.409  Right after this, further confirmations on the 

reached agreement for the base came from Mel Sembler, the American Ambassador to 

Italy.410 Sembler remarked his happiness for the imminent official agreement for the new 

U.S. presence in Dal Molin by  affirming that: “This is going to be a very  good thing for 

Vicenza”.411  For one of the first times we are able to own different newspapers such as 

the national Italian newspapers and magazines along with international ones such as 

Stars & Stripes412, that covers issues based on a global scale, compared to the regional Il 

Giornale di Vicenza and newly established Il Vicenza. From now on, there will be a 

general increased visibility  for this case and possibility to diversify the sources and 

points of view to analyze the developments with the project. 
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Finally in 2006 the Dal Molin topic became a widespread matter of interest in the 

domestic news, also appearing in other newspapers and media outside of the Italian 

peninsula. Several political parties opposed to Berlusconi’s political party, Forza Italia, 

battling for the elections413, started promoting useful information on the Dal Molin 

subject not so visible to the population. According to some facts based on certain 

documents divulged by these unions, Italy would be expected to pay 37% of the 

expenses from the resettlement of the U.S. troopers in the renovated military site.414 The 

whole point was to show the people in Vicenza the possible implications deriving from 

the approval of the plan, in this case the Italian citizens would end up indirectly  paying 

for a foreign military base in their town. 

After speculations on a possible withdrawal of the Americans from the state of affairs, 

on May 26 of 2006, the project is officially presented to the Vicenza city  Council and 

the townspeople, this time with attachments of virtual graphics of Ederle 2.415 From now 

on this will represent the moment where the two main newspapers covering the whole 

Dal Molin storyboard will end up in clash while publishing certain articles. We can state 

that Il Giornale di Vicenza, which started writing about the affair since the very 

beginning, started undertaking a defensive position towards the preservation of the plan 

and minmized the coverage of protestants and unhappy citizens. Il Vicenza instead, a 

newspaper with a much smaller editorial staff and fewer financial possibilities 

compared to Il Giornale di Vicenza, tried to offer a different  perspective on the reality of 

Dal Molin by making reportages on site that could underline the flaws of the updates 

coming from the rival paper and clarifying certain points. Since its free distribution and 

before its recent  closure, Il Vicenza has functioned as the popular newspaper, and has 

aimed at standing close to those people in Vicenza that started to question the 

legitimacy  and advantages of the new Dal Molin design. The environmental concerns 

that would derive from a new military base and the questionable fact of boosting the 

quantity of soldiers, in a town that already  counts one of the largest amounts of U.S. 
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units in Italy, are just a few of the most relevant themes that the newspaper has given 

space to. Il Vicenza, on presentation day, had described the whole situation by saying: 

“the Dal Molin is getting ready to go off to war”.416  Both papers had described the 

common reaction of the people and of a number of politicians, present at the 

introduction of the project, as unenthusiastic. The main disappointment was connected 

to the messiness of certain details and the absence of certified documents or agreements 

reached between U.S.A. and Italy. The possibility of creating a purely informative 

referendum on what people think, has been featured and supported in many articles by  Il 

Vicenza, while Il Giornale di Vicenza has slowly considered this option as a waste of 

time and money. The official welcoming summit for the Dal Molin project, between the 

representatives of SETAF and the Vicenza city Council administration took place on 

May 31 of 2006.417  The anomalous detail in this case is how the Mayor Hüllweck had 

invited only journalists of Il Giornale di Vicenza and another local TV station418, 

probably  considered as the only  reliable sources of information that would back up  the 

city’s decision to remodel the base and therefore increase the military presence in the 

city.419  It’s interesting to add how both the Mayor and Il Giornale di Vicenza have 

denied this mutual favorable treatment.420  This way, the other newspapers covering the 

progress of the project, like Il Vicenza but also other national scale ones, were not given 

the possibility to access the conference room inside of the building hosting the press 

release.421  The consequences were major, since we experienced a legitimate case of a 

somewhat censorship or limitation in a freedom of information. The perception is that 

the Mayor of Vicenza and all the people involved in the affair, clearly  did not want to 

publicly expose certain irresolute themes related to the plan such as the environmental 

pollution, the exact costs of the whole operation or the possible problems related to an 
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excessive militarization of the city  and the fact  that the citizens would end up paying for 

almost 40%422  of the remodeling of the Dal Molin site. The questionable move in this 

case aimed at securing the friendly media that would in any event  be a devoted ally  in 

such a confusing and doubtful situation.

In the beginning of June 2006, we start witnessing the first statements coming from the 

Italian Government and in this instance by Francesco Rutelli, the Minister of Cultural 

Activities and Welfare, who expresses his ideas on the whole base situation and in this 

case it  is suggestive to notice how the main newspapers of Vicenza analyze his 

words.423  Il Giornale di Vicenza reported that Rutelli had affirmed how an agreement 

between Italy and the United States had already been reached and it  was just a matter of 

time before it would have gained national visibility.424  On the other hand, Il Vicenza 

underlined that the Minister’s inclination was to open to a popular referendum in order 

to truly  understand where the idea of the locals standed in this project.425  The clash 

between the two newspapers is clearly  visible, especially since Rutelli’s interview took 

place the same day and not on separate occasions. Furthermore, just a few days after 

this, to make things even more complicated than they  were at that point, Il Vicenza 

publishes some brand new statistics linked to the Dal Molin issue. Among the several 

numbers displayed in the article, the most significant  is related to the total costs for the 

plan that now, according to the newspaper, will reach 800 million dollars426, almost 

three times more compared to the first estimates.427

Only in July of the same year, we register the first  pacific demonstration organized by 

the “No Dal Molin” members, the recent established group of citizens opposed to the 

plan. At this event, Il Vicenza had announced that 1,000 people were present at the rally 

to send out their reluctance to the base development program while Il Giornale di 
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Vicenza had cut the number down to a half, demonstrating again the evident dispute 

between the two newspapers.428 

As a result of the protests and the Italian’s Prime Minister in charge at the time429 

intention to reexamine the position of foreign military presence in the country, the Dal 

Molin project experienced a period of prolonged stalemate.430  Even Giancarlo Galan, 

President of the Region of Veneto, had expressed his intention and commitment to await 

for a final resolution from the Government in Rome on the Dal Molin deal in order to 

reveal the Region’s requirements related to the Americans offer.431  The local’s 

insurgency movements had played a major role in the definition of the Dal Molin game 

and became the new influential actors which represented a threat to the city  authorities 

agreements. Minister Prodi’s aim was to reconsider certain details connected to the 

airfield expansion and offer a different point of view to the many unsatisfied citizens 

affected by  this situation. With a new government in Italy  lead by a different political 

party, there had been plenty of rumors concerning a possible sudden dissolution of the 

whole American-Italian deal of Dal Molin. In opposition to the rebel group, we have to 

register the establishment of another one that this time was favorable to the project.432 

The so-called “Si Dal Molin” committee was created by a portion of the population of 

Vicenza, that after hearing about the potential breakdown of the creation of Ederle 2 got 

together to make their voice heard.433 This council claims that the expansion of the Dal 

Molin airfield would represent a continuation to the bilateral cooperation between Italy 

and the United States.434 The pro-Dal Molin group focused its attention on themes like a 

profitable partnership  with the Americans, the maintenance of the U.S. Army and NATO 

tradition in town and all the other future repercussions that would derive from the 
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alliance with the States, rather than on topics such as the excessive militarization and 

the environmental pollution.

The following months are characterized still by a number of unanswered questions. One 

of these was referred to the anomalous fact that SETAF, according to the media, had not 

yet officially  asked for the permission to use the civilian airport but only for the military 

sector. It seems as if the Pentagon had been privately  discussing terms in the first place 

with the Italian authorities for a full employment of the airfield by the U.S. Army 

division, because it’s hard to believe that the Dal Molin was going to be used just for 

offices and accommodation for troops and families. Another dilemma was represented 

by the transition and possible change of plans connected to existing agreement for the 

expansion of the airfield, from Berlusconi’s political party that had at  first begun 

negotiating with the U.S., to the center-leftist coalition at the Government. In late 

September, one of the most relevant Italian magazines, L’Espresso, took part to the 

growing group of media covering for the Dal Molin case and leaked some interesting 

information on the agreement.435  The weekly magazine dedicated its cover page and 

exclusive articles on what  these journalists were able to find out through some intricate 

investigations. Most of the data available in this reportage has been considered 

scandalous considering the lack of clarity and reliable news that was published in the 

previously. In this case, L’Espresso pictures the U.S. authorities that had been 

discussing a deal with Vicenza, as firmly convinced about their plan of increasing the 

military presence in a key territory  like Italy and underlines the will to transform the 

city into the main point of departure for missions in the Middle East.436  Furthermore, 

the Americans had requested the whole space of the Dal Molin site and had planned to 

furnish the new Ederle 2 with a devastating set of weaponry that would include more 

aircrafts and tanks, compared to the proposed deals that  had appeared on the local 

newspapers, along with the most  reliable intelligence services.437 All of this information 

was contained and described in detail in a booklet made by  the Pentagon and given to 
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the Vicenza city Council.438 The idea was to make out of Dal Molin and Caserma Ederle 

the strongest U.S. military bases in Europe and therefore make Vicenza one of the most 

important military  towns outside of the North American borders. In substance, by 

analyzing the articles in the magazine, it seemed as if America and Italy had been 

discussing this massive deal for years and the yet city of Vicenza had done little or 

nothing to inform its citizens and ask for their opinion. We know for a fact that Mayor 

Hüllweck’s effort to inform the population on the features of the agreement were 

inadequate and definitely came too late. The general opinion of the people from 

Vicenza, close or affiliated to the “No Dal Molin” committee, has been dissenting 

towards the administration of their town, the Government in Rome and the Americans. 

As soon as most of the information, released from the edition of L’Espresso, was later 

mentioned in several Italian tabloids, both SETAF and the city Council and the 

Pentagon had rejected the rumors that were disclosed in the volume of L’Espresso.439

The Dal Molin project attracted even more visibility when on October 26, the official 

reunion between the parties was televised, finally  giving an opportunity  to the 

population of Vicenza to witness talks that  would change the future of their town.440 The 

live conference was anticipated that day by an article of La Repubblica which 

anticipates that the deal with the Americans had been found way back in 2004 thanks to 

Berlusconi and Hüllweck who met the Dick Cheney 441  in Vicenza, while the local 

citizens were totally unaware of this fact.442  The article also confirms that the 173rd 

Airborne Brigade stationing in Germany would be transferred to Dal Molin soon after 

the completion of works.443  Not even the release of an Italian Chamber of Commerce 

booklet444 that aimed at demonstrating the progress and done by the Americans in all 
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these years and visible the U.S. spirit in the city  of Vicenza, was enough to change the 

opinion of the population on the reconversion of the base. A poll that was published 

prior to the meeting of the televised meeting, had shown how more than 60% of 

people445 were against the base expansion and an 84% of them wanted the possibility to 

express their idea with the referendum.446  However, during the city Council live 

conference, the project will be approved447  leaving the last decision to the Government, 

creating an inseparable fracture between the city and the people. 

The first recognized demonstration by the “No Dal Molin” group took place on 

December 2 of 2006 and had created a certain alarm in the city for possible public 

disorders. Around 30,000 people gathered up and marched throughout the city  of 

Vicenza starting from the operative base of Caserma Ederle up to Dal Molin.448  The 

message that was delivered from the protest was against further militarization and 

actually aimed at convincing the Prodi government to rethink the position of Italy in the 

geo-political world and remove the foreign soldier presence from also the bases located 

in peninsula.449

The year of 2007 was decisive for the destiny of the Dal Molin project. It  all started 

when the U.S. Ambassador to Italy 450 on January 9 paid a visit to the one of the most 

important banks of Vicenza, where he met the Mayor and other important local 

entrepreneurs.451  The following day he went to Rome to meet Prime Minister Prodi, 

giving them an ultimatum for a finalization of the deal, especially  because Germany  had 

made an offer to unify its military bases the 173rd Airborne Brigade, stationed in Camp 

Ederle.452
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The turning point occurred on January  16, when Prime Minister Prodi during an official 

visit in Bucharest, had surprisingly announced that the Italian Government’s intentions 

were to support the U.S. offer for the Dal Molin deal.453  The decision had swept away 

all of the pressures and rumors that had imagined Italy declining the American proposal 

because of the new political administration in charge of the country and Germany 

making a bid to host the SETAF division. Prodi had also added that the possibility  of 

creating a referendum for the population of Vicenza and express their opinion was not 

up to the Government but rather a matter that had to be dealt  by the local 

administration.454  The Minster had specified in the interview, that the delay had been 

caused by unsolved issues related to the territory  and the urban area and not for political 

problems, like some had imagined.455  The rival and former Prime Minister Silvio 

Berlusconi had accused Prodi, right before his announcement in Romania, for disrespect 

towards the North Atlantic alliance and the friendship with the United States of 

America.456  In the end the decision made by Prodi was overall expected, especially 

looking back at the history of cooperation between the U.S. and Italy. What prevailed in 

the final resolution for the benefit of the Italian cause were aspects like the increase of 

activities around the Dal Molin area, the creation of new jobs and the established 

partnership with the Americans in Camp Ederle and in the North East of Italy. What 

appeared to be puzzling was the fact that Prodi had declared prior to his trip to 

Bucharest, that he would have waited until his return to Italy to reveal his position on 

the Dal Molin situation. In reality the Prime Minister’s decision, which did not involve 

any signing of documents but just an oral agreement, was secretly taken days before.457

With the recent escalation to popularity  of Wikileaks and its publications, we are able to 

add significant pieces to recreate the puzzle that clarify  Prodi’s different levels that 

brought him to take this decision. 
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In late 2011 Wikileaks publishes a cablegram458  dated January 17 of 2007, titled “Fried 

presses Prodi on Afghanistan, Dal Molin Base”.459  In this report, U.S. Ambassador to 

Italy Ronald Spogli and Daniel Fried, a U.S. diplomat specialized in transatlantic 

relations, pressure Prodi, during a summit between Italy and America, to come up with a 

final resolution on the Dal Molin case. Prodi suggests that: “what he could offer was a 

location 30 miles from Aviano, where there would be no overcrowding issue, no local 

opposition” instead of the Dal Molin airfield.460 Spogli later reminds the Prime Minister 

that an agreement with the authorities in Vicenza and from the Region of Veneto had 

already been reached.461 The cablegram also adds that: 

“the Ambassador said we have been in Vicenza for 50 years. We went to the previous 
government, said we wanted something close to Camp Ederle, and this is what they 
offered. In addition to the assurances of the last national government, approvals had 
been obtained from both the regional government and municipality. We've been working 
on the project  for two years and have spent $25 million on planning. Going somewhere 
else, like Aviano, loses the benefit of collocation of forces. Since we're so far down the 
road, at this point we either have expansion at Dal Molin or not at all. We'll take the 
project to Germany, because the Army wants the two 173rd Airborne groups 
together.” (Fried Presses Prodi on Afghanistan, Dal Molin base)

What Romano Prodi underlines in the cablegram is that the biggest obstacle is 

represented by a part of the local population which is against the expansion of the base 

and that his will is to cooperate until the end with America. Another issue is the fact that 

the newly established government is not considered by Prodi as adequate yet to make a 

decision on this delicate matter. The possibility of deploying the soldiers to a base in 

Germany instead of Vicenza is rejected in the article by  Prodi. Ambassador Spogli 

finally adds that:

“This is not a threat, the Ambassador said, it's just a statement of fact. If we do not 
move forward, Congress could pull the money back in a matter of days. There would be 
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over a billion dollars invested, much of it to local  contractors, with annual spending on 
the local economy likely rising from $170 million to over $300 million annually. The 
head of the local industrialists group had told the Ambassador he was planning to send a 
message of support to the PM.” (Fried Presses Prodi on Afghanistan, Dal Molin base)

The end of the cablegram announces that Prodi will do “one last effort and provide the 

Ambassador with his answer within a few days”.462  We know how things went 

afterwards.

The second official demonstration organized by the “No Dal Molin” group was held on 

February 17. This time the people reunited to march through the city until Dal Molin, 

there are almost the double or triple of compared to the first demonstration with 70,000 

to 80,000 people according to the Prefecture of Vicenza and 200,000 according to the 

organizers of the protest.463  This rally was described as the most remarkable in the 

history of the city, with an attendance of people higher than when the Pope John Paul II 

visited Vicenza in 1991.464  The newspaper Il Vicenza, had dedicated 11 pages of its 

issue, to underline the composed atmosphere and the legitimate march of the locals, 

defining these people as “the population of peace” who started using the rainbow flag 

with a white print of “pace” on it as their motto.465

On June 9 a third protest was organized by the “Dal Molin” faction mixed with the “No 

War” committee, this time in Rome with almost 150,000 people, on the day that 

President of the United States George W. Bush arrived in Italy to hold a press 

conference with Romano Prodi.466 This demonstration was not as peaceful like the other 

ones, in fact 6 people were arrested, 10 people wounded and a bank window 

destroyed.467  The Bush-Prodi interview touched many different themes like the war in 

Afghanistan, other specific situations in the Middle East and global warming, while the 

Dal Molin topic was not even mentioned during the discussion and actually only at the 
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end of the conference.468  Prodi revealed that there was no need to further discuss with 

the President about the details of the project because it had already been arranged.

The first  Italian Government official Dal Molin document specifying the details of the 

program were released after Bush’s visit in Italy. Paolo Costa, former Minister of Public 

Works was nominated in Rome as the external administrator, to follow closely  the 

developments of the new military installation.469  The agreement anticipates massive 

works of redeveloping in the area470  of the airfield and aims at inaugurating the base by 

2011.471  A joint union between two major Italian companies in the business472, were 

awarded with a contract to take charge of the clearing up operations from possible 

explosives from the past wars and redevelop the area into what would soon become the 

new American base in Vicenza along with Caserma Edele.473 The U.S. Army had chosen 

this enterprise group  among many others in Europe without a public competition, basing 

their decision on an arguable purely monetary factor and on the fact that they had 

worked  in the past for the Italian Government and for the Americans in various 

redeveloping tasks connected to other military bases in Italy 474. Also in this case, Paolo 

Costa and the commissioned companies did not reveal any sort of details on the plans 

linked to the Dal Molin, reinforcing even more the distrust of the entire situation.

Looking at the plan itself, several structural changes were made to the initial proposed 

one, mainly with a redistribution of the buildings to limit  the visible effect and place the 

entrance in the Southern part  of the site.475  The Dal Molin had been transformed from a 
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limited space destined to soldier activities into a full-on military campus, progressively 

being shaped to Caserma Ederle and and with its same functions.

In September of 2007, the first  “No Dal Molin” festival was celebrated with almost 

30,000 people who attended at the event in front of the base.476  Around 200 of these 

were able to get inside site and had planted 150 trees as a symbol of freedom in an area 

that would soon become a complex of buildings for the U.S. Army.477

Just when things seemed to be all set up, in November 2007, the project was modified 

once again by  a meeting between SETAF, the Mayor of Vicenza and Paolo Costa and it 

was unanimously  decided to build all the new infrastructures on the West side of the Dal 

Molin airfield, mostly to cut the expenses for the population and reduce the 

environmental pollution while the civilian side of the airport would remain active even 

if it  the size of the strip  would be shorten.478  According to the article the beginning of 

works was planned to start in June 2008.479 For the umpteenth time, another rally staged 

by the opponents of the Dal Molin project in the end of December, with a presence of 

30,000 people, although the organizer counted almost 80,000 units.480  During the 

demonstration a bomb exploded in a phone booth, creating panic among the locals.481

In the beginning of 2008, the technicians of the commissioned building firms, began 

clearing up operations in order to dismantle possible explosive devices present 

underground, linked to the World War II era. Il Vicenza had forecasted that these 

activities would take almost 9 months and therefore there would be a good deal of time 

before the licensed works would begin.482
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An additional fact that inflated the anger in all the people against the plan, was the 

announcement made by the Italian Government that in March 2008, the civilian section 

of the Dal Molin airport would close down for good, after almost 80 years of activity.483 

After the withdrawal of the Italian soldiers, the airfield in Vicenza was increasingly 

losing all of its authentic elements, just for money. The initial design to remodel the 

civilian airstrip was therefore abandoned, sparking the critics of the Aviation Clubs 

present in Dal Molin who had accused the Mayor, Paolo Costa and all of the 

administrators of Vicenza of being the main people to blame for this decision.

While the official statements, the rumors and the protests now kept occupying every 

newspaper, Il Vicenza, unlike the rival Il Giornale di Vicenza, had started investigating 

to a greater extent and had stated that the works inside the Dal Molin airfield had 

already began, even though there was no trace of official document giving the 

authorization to do so, and the citizens for the most part were unaware of this.484  The 

main local committees had demanded for a clearer and more reliable source of 

information for the population, along with a higher responsibility by the city  council of 

Vicenza to take care of the evolution of the base and make sure operations were rightful.

Months later, in the summer of 2008, with still no sign of the completion of the 

program, Silvio Berlusconi who in the mean time was reelected Prime Minister of 

Italy485, had confirmed his intentions to maintain the promises made regarding the 

international agreements with the United States, that had also been confirmed by  the 

Prodi government.486  While the newly  appointed Mayor of Vicenza, the center-leftist 

Achille Variati487, who had accused both Berlusconi and Prodi of disregarding the actual 

situation of the Dal Molin in town, had indicated to once and for all launch the infamous 

referendum in order to involve the citizens in the decision making process.488  Variati’s 
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announcement and promise were made in an interview that goes back to February of 

2008, when the candidate was battling to become the Mayor of Vicenza.489  The new 

Mayor’s actions have to be classified as a set back compared to Hüllweck, who had 

always declared to be favorable to the Dal Molin project and tried all he could to pay 

little attention to the requests of the population. In May, Mayor Variati had met the 

commissioner of the project, Paolo Costa, to reinforce his position close to the annoyed 

citizens and to order a stoppage to the Dal Molin clearing up operations up until the 

population would be informed on the dynamics of the project  and express its opinion.490 

Paolo Costa, at the meeting, had only expressed his discontent for a new delay for the 

beginning of the working campaign in the site. He added that he would have referred to 

the Government in Rome what the official intensions of the city  of Vicenza were 

concerning the Dal Molin situation.491 Just a few months later Costa had declared, after 

more than four years of arrangements, that the idea of organizing a referendum was 

pointless since the Ederle 2 project would begin shortly and it  would only damage the 

relationship  with the Americans along with the credibility of Italy for any sort of future 

deal.492

Between June and July of 2008, two controversial circumstances added even more 

disorder to the Dal Molin case. On June 20, the Regional Administrative Court of 

Law493  of Venice had determined that the preliminary works in the Dal Molin area 

would have to be suspended, after Commissioner Costa had given the authorization to 

start the operations.494  Codacons495, the Italian association for protection of consumer 

rights, had appealed to the Court because the Committee for the Ederle 2 project had not 
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exchanged views with the population, which was planned by the Italian-American 

memorandum.496  Therefore the Court had promptly ruled that the procedures were 

unconstitutional and the redeveloping activities had to be stopped. Furthermore the 

Court’s decision was supplemented by the fact that the environmental dossier released 

by the Region of Veneto was considered inaccurate as well as Prodi’s questionable 

verbal agreement with the U.S. for the opening of operations, in such a delicate 

matter.497 On top  of this, the TAR of Venice had determined that a referendum had to be 

taken in October, as recommended by Mayor Achille Variati.498  Just when things 

seemed to be solved, approximately one month later, on July 29, the TAR’s decision 

was abruptly  reversed by the Italian Council of State499  based in Rome.500  In this case 

the Government along with the Region of Veneto had appealed to the State Council 

against Codacons, the “No Dal Molin” committee and the city council of Vicenza for 

the decision pronounced by the TAR of Venice regarding the suspension of works in the 

Dal Molin area. The Council of State had ruled that all the acts related to the project 

were licit  and consequently  the East side of the airfield could be eventually handed to 

the Americans and to the construction companies.501  The explanations disclosed in this 

sentence by the Council were multiple.502  First of all the Dal Molin project follows the 

1954 BIA Agreement503  signed by  Italy and the United States of America, adopted 

within the North Atlantic Alliance framework, where the U.S. is expected to bear the 

expenses for any program, giving them a great deal of immunity from Italian laws. 

Additionally  the agreement between the two countries means that an administrative 

judge is competent to formulate a definitive verdict. Finally, in the secretive 
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documentation related to the Dal Molin project there is no trace of obligation to consult 

the population and there appear to be no environmental-related issues connected to the 

Ederle 2 project. There is also a series of formal permits that had been granted by 

Romano Prodi, George W. Bush and Dal Molin Commissioner Paolo Costa, which 

further validated the carrying on of operations. The decisions coming from the Regional 

Court were overturned and gave the possibility  to SETAF and the Americans to have 

full access to the base and start working on the East section of the base. The operations 

would resume from the redevelopment of the area to then proceed to the demolishment 

of the former Italian buildings. Achille Variati, had reacted to this sentence by 

expressing his disappointment but at the same time confiding in the possibility of 

changing things another time.504  The Mayor had stated that  he would respect the 

Council of State sentence and that the order did not jeopardize the actions done since 

the new Vicenza administration had been in charge.505 Variati confirmed once again that 

the popular referendum would take place regardless in October.506

The referendum was taken on October 5 of 2008, organized by the city  Council of 

Vicenza and the results were suggestive since 95% out of 24,094 of the people had 

voted “No” and therefore against the Dal Molin project, 3% had voted “Yes” while the 

rest of ballots had remained blank.507  Only  29% of the population of Vicenza had 

decided to vote therefore it gives the idea that those who were favorable to the project 

had simply decided to not attend this debatable procedure.508  The quorum, or legal 

number to overturn a ruling, set by the judges of the the Regional Administrative Court 

of Law of Venice was of 35,000 voters, but still this wouldn’t have made a difference. In 

fact just  four days before the poll took place, the Council of State had ruled that the 

referendum was not going to considered valid and just ended up remaining a statistical 
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tool.509  The Council in Rome had actually  cancelled the date of the referejdum, hence 

every  effort Achille Variati had done during his electoral campaign and his days in 

office in Vicenza had vanished. The Mayor had sent 87,000 electoral ballots to the 

citizens, spending around 120,000 euro.510 The main motivation given by the Council of 

State was that there were not sufficient reasons to arrange this “survey” mostly  because 

the Dal Molin project was considered ready to go.511 Variati had decided to adhere to his 

initial plan and arrange the referendum regardless from any  decision. After the results 

the Mayor had expressed his joy for demonstrating to the Country that was able to teach 

a lesson of democracy. This whole situation shows how no matter all the popular 

propaganda that can be made to interrupt something this vast, what counts is what one 

person decides and in this case it’s the Italian Prime Minister. When leftist politician 

Romano Prodi was elected, those who were against the Dal Molin project had imagined 

and hoped for a radical change of views and for a detaching approach from America’s 

proposals. The reality is that it is unlikely  that any present and future Italian leader 

would refuse to cooperate with the United States. The last controversial episode of 

diplomatic dissent between the U.S.A. and Italy  was the Sigonella Crisis512, which goes 

back to 1985 when Italian Prime Minister Bettino Craxi had refused U.S. President 

Ronald Reagan’s requests to extradite four suspected Palestinian terrorists, one of which 

was Abu Abbas, leader of the Palestine Liberation Front, who had hijacked an Italian 

ship513. The airplane that had captured the terrorists had been diverted to NATO military 

base of Sigonella in Italy, where subsequently Abu Abbas was sentenced, denying the 

possibility of being convicted by the Americans.
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5.2 Dal Molin - Beginning of Works and Recent Developments
The year of 2009 has represented the final turning point to this endless Dal Molin story. 

On January 20, almost 200 people made their way inside the base and stationed in the 

civilian side of the airfield for almost four days.514  The owners of the site, ENAC515, 

had surprisingly decided to leave the base-opponents deliver their message in a peaceful 

way, avoiding tensions to rise and any other possible incidents. Just three weeks later, a 

similar blitz was organized but this time the police was authorized to respond and the 

outcome was different.516  The rebels had blocked a couple of trucks that were involved 

in the redeveloping works at  the site, sparking the reaction of the Vicenza police 

headquarters that ended up arresting 14 people.517  The permanent “No Dal Molin” 

presidium, camping outside of the base, had justified their actions to Il Giornale di 

Vicenza, as a way to delay the operations taking place inside the airfield.518  The 

insurgents had also asked for help from their Mayor, in order to reestablish a sense of 

democracy in the Dal Molin affair.

Ten days later this last hectic demonstration, on February 21, the Italian Ministry of 

Defense519, through Commissioner Paolo Costa, had announced that the final project 

had been officially approved, setting the beginning of activities inside the Dal Molin 

domain.520 The definitive project foresees the building of a complex of 25 buildings for 

military use that would be situated on the West side of the Dal Molin site and in an area 

of 75,000 square meters.521  These new American owned buildings were meant to 

coexist with other structures belonging to the former base. As expected, Mayor Variati 

87

514 D. Neri, “Duecento No Dal Molin con un blitz occupano lʼala civile dellʼaeroporto”, Il Giornale 
di Vicenza, 21 January 2009, p. 10.

515 Ente Nazionale per lʼAviazione Civile.

516 D. Neri, “Una giornata di proteste, denunciato tutto il corteo”, Il Giornale di Vicenza, 11 
February 2009, p. 18.

517 Ibidem.

518 Ibidem.

519 Through the Direzione Generale dei Lavori e del Demanio (GENIODIFE).

520 G. M. Mancassola, “Ederle 2, via libera finale. Base pronta in tre anni” Il Giornale di Vicenza, 
21 February 2009, p. 11.

521 Ibidem.



hadn’t given up, defining the Dal Molin project as a “historic mistake” had promised to 

“use his authority to prolong the construction, or even stop it outright” and said that he 

“believed a majority of the city’s people oppose the U.S. using the Italian military 

facility”.522  Not even the environmental assessment, that had been conducted by the 

members of the Dal Molin committee and presented by Paolo Costa, had convinced 

Achille Variati, who had that it defined the examination inadequate to change people’s 

opinion on the plan. The final date announced at the Dal Molin ratification-day for the 

beginning of works was set for April of 2009.523

After the opening of the construction site in the airfield and a massive “No Dal Molin” 

demonstration on July 4, notorious for being Independence Day in the United States of 

America, other problems started rising.524  This time it was mostly the people living in 

the surrounding of the site, not always necessarily sympathetic to the committee against 

the expansion of the base, who started complaining about the dust generated by the 

scrapping of the former buildings along with the noisy labor, caused by  truck transit and 

by the sound of drilling, mostly  starting from 6:30 in the morning.525  Once again, 

Achille Variati, stood close to those who had been most affected by this whole situation 

and appealed to the Regional Agency for Protection and Prevention of Veneto526, along 

with the commissioner of the project Costa, demanding for scrupulous inspections of 

the decibel level coming from the construction site.527

After just a few months since the beginning of operations in the new Ederle 2 project 

and the deployment of thousands of U.S. troops from Caserma Ederle in Afghanistan, 

Stars & Stripes, the finest  U.S. Army newspaper, had reported that around 465 million 

dollars had been spent by America for the achievement of the various projects in 
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Caserma Ederle, Dal Molin and in Villaggio della Pace.528  The construction site’s total 

value inside the base was estimated at  375 million dollars.529  The U.S. magazine had 

highlighted the rapidity  of working operations inside the site, where eventually  the 

remaining division of the 173rd Combat Brigade would be relocated from Germany into 

Vicenza, and on top of this had estimated the official opening ceremony for the fall of 

2012.530  On a slightly different note, the newspaper Il Giornale di Vicenza, which had 

always been a bit critical towards leftist Mayor Variati, had underlined the fact  that the 

city council of Vicenza had only invested 1,4 million euro in 2009 for town planning 

fees, less than a half compared to what was spent in 2008, wanting to show how little 

trust the local administration had towards such a big project and soon to be reality in 

their town.531

After several disagreements, the Italian Government and the city council of Vicenza 

found a deal to come up with recurring updates that  would include documents 

describing the operations and timing for labor activities inside the base, for an improved 

transparency, along with additional public works connected with the new Dal Molin 

infrastructures, financed by  Italy.532  To enter more into detail, Costa and Variati’s 

agreement foresaw the drawing of the definitive project for the citizens, the removal 

from that State ownership  of the Eastern section of the airfield and the funding of a 

beltway and an electric-based bus system in the surroundings of the Dal Molin area.533 

The Mayor of Vicenza had inevitably given up  to the Italian subjugation to America’s 

power in these type of international dealings but nevertheless has shown his spirit of 

fighting for something bigger than his and the whole city. 
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In one of the first  editions of The Outlook534, the weekly magazine published by  the 

American military  community of Northern Italy, the Major General of SETAF535  and 

Colonel of U.S. Army Garrison536  both in Caserma Ederle had stated that “by the end of 

2012, Dal Molin will be the most modern and environmentally-green installation in use 

by any  U.S. military  command” and that “the Vicenza Military Community will soon 

encompass the second largest U.S. Army community in all of Europe”.537  Both the 

Commanders had also confirmed the rumors regarding the details of the projects taking 

place inside the Ederle 2 construction site, to improve lifestyle for the Americans 

stationed in Vicenza which included “a new Ederle indoor swimming pool, the Ederle 

gym expansion, a world-class expanded health and dental center and state-of-the-art 

elementary and middle schools at  Villaggio (della Pace, Edit)” along with a “build to-

lease housing in multiple Vicenza communities”.538

Part of the “No Dal Molin” committee stationed outside the Dal Molin base had 

reported, to the city council in early 2010, that some the wells in the proximity of the 

airfield contained brown water and therefore had suspected that the causes were related 

to the construction site works coming from the military base.539  Another issue 

emphasized, this time by  the Department of Archelogical activities of the Veneto 

Region540, was the discovery  of prehistoric ruins from the Roman era in a section of the 

construction site near the airfield.541  This had inevitably sparked the reaction of all the 

rebels against the Dal Molin, who tried to use this as an additional excuse to stop the 

project. However, the real issue at stake was represented by  the aquifer in some areas of 
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the base.542  The problem was documented by a number of “No Dal Molin” volunteers 

on January  31, who had illegally entered inside the facility, taking advantage of the fact 

that the works had been temporarily suspended since December 2009, and had taken 

pictures around the construction site, which had proven that certain areas were 

completely flooded and in some cases had frozen because of the rigid temperature.543 

The photographs were later handed to Mayor Variati, who had initially condemned the 

fact that the people had accessed the base without permission but afterwards had 

expressed his concern for the situation that had developed all of a sudden.544  The 

activists had supposed that the cause of the inconveniences was related to the thousands 

of poles that had been installed in the ground as a foundation for certain buildings and 

had therefore created a dam effect without giving the possibility to the aquifer to drain 

off in the Bacchiglione river545. It was later reported that 37 people belonging to the 

“No Dal Molin” group had been reported to the police for cutting the fence and 

abusively entering inside the installation.546  Achille Variati had decided afterwards to 

send a letter to Commissioner Paolo Costa to have some clarifications on the possible 

causes of the aquifer.547  The Mayor was mostly worried of the conditions of the water 

since it could have possibly flowed into the public aqueducts.548 In the end of March of 

2010, ARPAV, in collaboration with the city  Council of Vicenza, had partially  confirmed 

what the activists had theorized, where the main fault was given to the 3,800 poles in 

the ground which had created a barrier for the water to down flow in the river.549 

Another alarming fact that was highlighted from the tests of the water in the Dal Molin 

construction site was the high presence of trichloroethylene, a toxic substance that had 
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not been yet found in the chemical test prior to June 2009.550 During the development of 

these issues, the local company that manages the water supply  in Vicenza551  projected 

that the U.S. Army would have to pay the Dal Molin administration an annual water bill 

of approximately 400,000 euro, were around 500 to 700 cubic meters of water would be 

consumed per day by the Ederle 2 site, based on a population of 2,000 people.552

Meanwhile the actual remodeling works in the base at  the Dal Molin Airfield were 

regularly taking place, in summer of 2010, other problems related to future housing 

started to be emerge. The planned date for the reunification of the 173rd Brigade from 

Germany 553  had been postponed to a date to be defined554  because of the limited 

capacity in the imminent accommodations being built in the Dal Molin and assigned to 

the American troops. Out of 2,000 soldiers coming from Germany, only 1,200 would be 

relocated in the facilities inside Ederle 2, which were designed largely  for single 

people.555  Most of the U.S. families would still be placed in residences around little 

towns of Vicenza. This logistic problem had become critical in 2007 especially  after a 

project aiming at recreating a new Villaggio della Pace this time in Quinto Vicentino556 

was declined by the local urban administration.557  With a 2 year span left before the 

opening ceremony  of the base, U.S. officials had started worrying about the 

functionality of Ederle 2. This happened mostly  due to the high expenses for such a 

plan, since the Americans did not want to buy the houses, but would have rather rented 

them out, option that was turned down by the locals. The Italian construction companies 
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weren’t completely against  the project, but had an obvious preference in having the 

Americans invest on a long-term contract for housing investments.

A part from the “No Dal Molin” committee, even the notorious labor unions CISL558 

and UIL559  that up  until that moment had not lined up against the foreign military  bases 

in Italy, decided to align themselves to the activists after the Dal Molin base had not 

published a competition to hire Italian citizens for the site.560  Instead, the redundant 

workers from the foreign bases in the south of Italy561  were given priority for 

employment in the upcoming opening of Ederle 2, compared to those in Vicenza who 

had relied on the promises made by the Americans for new job openings with the 

redevelopment of the site. The Italian trade unions had believed that  there was a limit to 

tolerance and it  had unequivocally been crossed with this event.562  Another factor that 

was considered discouraging was the fact that the Americans were looking for personnel 

with experience in the sector and therefore the probabilities of hiring someone who had 

worked in another military site had more possibilities to be recruited in Dal Molin. 

CISL and UIL had previously calculated that with the launch of the new site in Vicenza, 

around 300 people would be qualified to be hired, instead the idea being delivered was 

divergent and frustrating, especially because several new job opportunities were 

guaranteed in the first years of the presentation of the project.563

In an interview published in the fall of 2010, by Il Giornale di Vicenza, of Paolo Costa, 

who had just  been reconfirmed for his fourth year as the Commissioner of the Dal 

Molin project, many of his statements had appeared debatable.564 First of all, Costa had 

affirmed that since the creation of the plan, many things had changed and that people 

from Vicenza and surroundings had changed their mind in a more positive and 

consolidated way  on the perspective of having another foreign military  base in their 
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city.565  He had also given most of the credit to the municipality administration of 

Vicenza, for working along with the Italian intentions in an international standpoint and 

therefore the city had helped the State maintain a global credibility for coming 

agreements.566  As for the recent local employment issue, Paolo Costa had replied that 

the chances of being unable to hire people from the regional territory were true and had 

added that he would have done all he could to make sure that the relationship with the 

people from Vicenza would not be jeopardized.567  He had also manifested limited hopes 

to the national financing of the beltway and the park568  that were supposedly designed 

to arise next to the Dal Molin area.569  When he was asked about the possible 

employment of employees from other American bases in Italy he said that he had to still 

get in touch with these military sites.570  Finally  Costa had remarked that the buildings 

inside Dal Molin were to be considered fundamentally complete and he had confirmed 

the date571  that he and all the staff involved in the project, had already predicted for the 

finalization of works.572

To prove that the situation between the administration involved with the project and the 

population of Vicenza was still somewhat tense, unlike Paolo Costa had affirmed in the 

interview, another demonstration was organized by the “No Dal Molin” committee, on 

January 16 of 2011, this time as a torch-light procession with more than 1,000 people573 

who gathered up throughout the city.574 This specific date is significant because in 2008, 

Prime Minister Prodi had announced, in a general state of uncertainty, that the Italian 

Government was willing to fulfill the promise made with the Americans, confirming 
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that the works base in Vicenza would be accomplished. In this case as well, a protest 

demonstration had taken place. In the 2011 one, the activists had given up on the 

possibility to stop the works in the base and had decided to fight  even harder for other 

issues like the environmental one which primarily concerned the flooding in the Dal 

Molin area.

In this crucial period for the completion of the project, new Wikileaks cablegrams 

involving the Dal Molin affair were disclosed, generating even more mystery  on the 

case. In July of 2008, in preparation of a meeting of former Deputy Assistant  of the 

Secretary of Defense for African Affairs575  with the Italian Government, U.S. 

Ambassador Spogli had prepared a rundown on a number of topics that would be 

useful.576  The main topic of the discussion will be the negotiation with Silvio 

Berlusconi, who in the mean time had been reelected577 Italian Prime Minister, and with 

Gianni Letta578, for a creation of a department of the United States Africa Command579 

in Vicenza. In this case Letta had appeared to be favorable to the idea of hosting an 

AFRICOM Department in Italy, rather than in other places, such as Spain, that were 

proposed as an alternative.580  However from the cablegram we can decrypt that Spogli 

appears a bit aware of the risks from the idea of having to discuss terms about 

AFRICOM:

In addition to securing political support, the Embassy expects there will be complicated 
legal issues arising out of the 1954 Bilateral Infrastructure Agreement (BIA) that 
governs the U.S. military presence in Italy. The BIA (Bilateral Infrastructures 
Agreement, Edit) only authorizes U.S. use of facilities "within the spirit and framework 
of NATO collaboration" unless otherwise agreed to by the GOI (Government Of Italy, 
Edit).  Using U.S. Forces based in Italy for non-NATO missions is sensitive.  In the 
past, Southern European Task Force (SETAF) in Vicenza has, however, been able to 
deploy  troops on humanitarian and peacekeeping missions to Africa after obtaining 
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concurrence from the MOD (Ministry Of Defense, Edit) on a case-by-case basis. CNE 
Naples has exercised command-and-control functions for U.S. Navy humanitarian and 
capacity-building operations in Africa (Africa Partnership Station). To move from a 
case-by-case basis to permanent ongoing operations will put us in uncharted legal 
territory.  There could also be potential difficulties with regard to obtaining Italian visas 
for African trainees, since they would not be eligible to enter Italy  under the NATO 
SOFA. Should we decide to base the AFRICOM  Command HQ here, a full bilateral 
agreement on its presence and operations may be required. (Scenesetter for visit  of DASD 
Whelan: AFRICOM, 3.)

The perception is that Ronald Spogli had already  in his mind a solution to secure an 

AFRICOM deal, bypassing the potential conflicting bilateral regulations in Italy. He 

also points out that the priority was to make sure to separate the two topics, the 

infamous Dal Molin one and the potential AFRICOM one, to avoid additional disorders 

with the population of Vicenza. Just a few days later, from another cablegram of July  29 

of 2008, Spogli had underlined that the summit with the Italian Government had been 

encouraging, however he had added that “the devil will be in the details”, which is 

referred to the fact that the project  involving AFRICOM and Vicenza were somehow 

shaping up into an illegal agreement.581  The Ambassador had described the Italian’s 

reaction to the proposed plan this way: 

The GOI has made very clear their desire to host the off-continent AFRICOM  HQ 
(headquarters, Edit).  Italy seeks to increase its influence in Africa given its geographic 
proximity, and sees a synergy  between U.S. goals in AFRICOM and the GOI's strategic 
goals in Africa.  Letta told DASD (Deputy Assistant  Secretary of Defense, Edit) Whelan 
and the Ambassador that he hoped the U.S. would seriously consider Italy given its 
geographic proximity to Africa, the history of strong U.S./Italy bilateral relations, and 
most importantly  the excellent U.S./Italian mil/mil relations especially with respect to 
basing. Letta emphasized the GOI's history of providing operational flexibility for U.S. 
forces and the GOI's intent to continue to do so. Furthermore, as the proposed home to 
two of the service component commands, he argued Italy would be a natural location 
for the HQ. (Italy: proposed way forward on AFRICOM, 5.)

Spogli had eventually  addedthat it was urgent, for any  of the U.S. people in charge of 

the negotiation, to pressure Italy on a final decision, considering the Country’s slow-
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moving tendency to handle international agreements, such as the Dal Molin case.582 The 

Ambassador at the end of the document seems to have faith in the fact that Berlusconi 

could be the key-factor to a prompt unlocking and positive resolution of the affairs.583 In 

a cablegram of November 2008, Ronald Spogli kept praising the fact that Prime 

Minister Berlusconi was the principal person to rely on for these agreements, despite his 

unfashionable ways of describing U.S. Presidente Obama584  and his openings to Iran 

and Russia, not compatible with the American policy.585  Finally Spogli had advised  

Assistant Secretary of Defense Theresa Whelan that:

Your visit will provide an opportunity to highlight our cooperation on Africa through 
Italy's hosting of portions of AFRICOM. GOI officials were initially hesitant to sign off, 
due to concerns over how and under what circumstances U.S. forces in Italy  might 
deploy  to potential conflict zones in Africa. The GoI eventually agreed to the 
establishment of AFRICOM's Army and Navy subcomponent commands in existing 
facilities in Italy on October 1, but asked us to delay announcing the move (ref b).  The 
South East Europe Task Force (SETAF) in Vicenza has assumed the Army component 
functions and a component of NAVEUR in Naples is now fulfilling the naval functions.  
Italian concerns focused on SETAF and hinged on two issues -- one legal and the other 
local and political.  The classified 1954 Bilateral Infrastructure Agreement (BIA) limits 
U.S. basing in Italy  exclusively to troops deployed for NATO purposes.  After long 
negotiations, the GOI accepted our broad interpretation of the BIA and the NATO 
SOFA as applicable to the AFRICOM subcomponents due to their role in supporting 
NATO Operations in Africa and their availability for other NATO missions as required.   
But the GOI asked for us to delay public announcement of the shift due to local 
controversy  over the expansion of the base in Vicenza to the Dal Molin airfield. 
(Scenesetter from your december 3 visit to Rome, 10.)

In December 2008, Caserma Ederle’s historic Divison of SETAF586 was converted into 

a section of the headquarters of the United States Army Africa587 , part of the 
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AFRICOM.588  Spogli had affirmed in his last days in office that nowadays Italy 

represents the “home to the most comprehensive set of military capabilities - from the 

173rd Airborne to cutting edge Global Hawks - that we have anywhere outside the 

United States”589  and that “with the establishment of AFRICOM, Italy has become an 

even more significant partner in our power projection calculations”.590  Meanwhile 

Vicenza was proceeding towards an unstoppable militarization of the city and was 

slowly destined to become the most populated town in Italy  by American soldiers. The 

most recent  official numbers of U.S. presence in Dal Molin, which were registered in 

September of 2011, sums up to 1,619 units, with 1,547 soldiers, 68 members of the 

Department of Defense and other 4 civilians.591

The works in the Dal Molin area continued and had finally seemed to be shaping in the 

right way for American and Italian administrators. In January  of 2012 David 

Buckingham, United States Army Garrison Commander of Vicenza, had denied592  the 

voices of possible cuts in the soon-to-be inaugurated Dal Molin base, since Barack 

Obama had began working a process of downsizing of personnel and funds in the U.S. 

overseas military bases. Yet, Buckingham had declared that the Pentagon’s intention 

was to cut 15% of the U.S. military  personnel in Europe The colonel had declared that 

the new base would open 275 working positions, 200 reserved for Italians593. Looking 

back at the preliminary settlements of the Dal Molin project, around 350 jobs were 

predicted of being generated with the new site, while now the possibilities of being 

employed in the new base were slowly diminishing, especially because other military 

camps in Italy were on the way of being altered by the U.S. cut policy, letting down 

expectations that had been created. Furthermore Buckingham had predicted that by the 
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end of works in Dal Molin, Vicenza would be hosting around 5,000 soldiers between 

the new base and Caserma Ederle.594 Sure, it is a difficult assignment to predict an exact 

estimate of potential jobs that could be created with a military  base abroad and most of 

all it is almost  impossible to predict a financial crisis with the entity of the one that 

began in 2008, but still it is comprehensive to end up having a majority of the 

population of Vicenza irritated by the own Government and America. The ones who 

have ended up making the most of the situation in Vicenza are clearly  the United States 

of America and once again it was proven that the powerless population was not able to 

modify state of affairs.

In April of 2012, David Thorne595, the successor of Ronald Spogli as U.S. Ambassador 

to Italy, had paid tribute to the Italian hospitality and had underlined all the decades of 

partnership between America and the city  of Vicenza.596 Moreover Thorne had disclosed 

some numbers related to the latest status of the Dal Molin, which he had defined as the 

biggest American military base outside the U.S. borders: 311 million dollars invested 

for the creation of the base, a yearly  generation of more than 500 million dollars in 

incomes597, more than 2,000 U.S. soldiers a complex of 34 buildings598, 900 staffers599 

working in the construction site, a general raise in real estate activity in Vicenza and in 

the entire region and finally the opening ceremony of the site around the end of 2012.600 

In August of 2012, the press officer at  Caserma Ederle had expected the date of 

inauguration of the Dal Molin to be delayed to March 2013.601  Luca Zaia602, the 

President of the Region of Veneto, who was also present at the meeting with 
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Ambassador Thorne and Mayor Variati, had specified that the new base would generate 

almost 300 million euro.603

The most recent issue related to the base has been represented by the unanticipated 

announcement made by the Italian Commander of Caserma Ederle604  on the name 

change of the Dal Molin base into Del Din.605  Formerly the base was named after 

Tommaso Dal Molin, a pilot born in the province of Vicenza who heroically  died in a 

plane crash 1930. The decision was taken back in November of 2011, by  former Italian 

Minister of Defense, Ignazio La Russa. The new title of the base is connected to Renato 

Del Din, a partisan who died at the end of World War II, who was not born or has any 

relation to Vicenza. Perhaps the choice of naming a base after someone else from Dal 

Molin was a design to erase all the negative associations that had characterized the 

evolution of the project in the past years or maybe a nationalist like La Russa wanted to 

use someone who had taken part to the Resistance in Italy, like Del Din, as a symbol of 

a patriotism for the new base, for a work that seems to represent a patrimony for 

domestic defense. If we look at the way the plan has developed throughout the years, it 

is easy to think that  the United States have had full control on the whole Dal Molin 

situation from the start and it seems as if they could care less about the name that is 

assigned to the base. Mayor Variati, unaware of the changes, had also sent a letter in 

April of 2012 to the Italian Minister of Defense606, criticizing the fact that neither him 

or the citizens of Vicenza had been not consulted.607  One month later, the Minister’s 

spokesman had replied by saying that the property of the Dal Molin site, that formerly 

belonged to the Italian Air Force, had been taken over by  the Italian Army and therefore 

was entitled to modify  certain aspects of the installation.608  The decision of changing 
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the name of the base was defined by the representative as an unofficial move that had to 

be legalized before being considered validated.609 The spokesman had finally concluded 

that the chances of keeping the name of the Base in honor of Dal Molin were poor and 

city council of Vicenza had no authority in the decision-making of this case.610

The Dal Molin, Del Din or Ederle 2, however you want to call it, is meant to become 

one of the most crucial American military settlements in Europe. The proximity of the 

base to the Middle Eastern area is definitely one of the major reasons that has pressured 

the U.S. to heavily invest in the Italian peninsula. The people belonging to the “No Dal 

Molin” committee and those living in the surroundings of what is meant to become one 

of the most crucial bases in the Continent, have been remarkable for their constant 

efforts made in these years. In a democracy, the nation should always have the right  to 

express disapproval, in this case for a project that had never taken into account the 

residents of Vicenza for any  sort of decision. On the other side we have experienced 

how powerless, most of times, the actions of these people have turned out  to be. The 

fear of ending up  militarizing the ancient Palladian town is slowly becoming reality, 

especially because after the completion of the Dal Molin, a new defense project 

connected with the U.S.A. is set to be unveiled. As a matter of fact the Pentagon is 

ready  to invest 26,2 million dollars for the modernization of Site Pluto611, located at 

only 10 Km. from Vicenza, after several years of inactivity.612

If we consider the 500 million dollars in military investments made by  the United States 

in the city  of Vicenza in the last 10 years, it is easy to recognize the consideration and 

the strategic importance that the Americans have for this particular town.613  It is 

essential to keep in mind that also that the U.S. does not pay for all of the expenses 

related to these military sites overseas, in fact  the Italian Government finances the 
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existence of these bases.614  This is also one of the main reasons why the citizens have 

been so fierce about their protests against these camps. In this affair, the leading figures 

profiting are unquestionably the working companies, starting from those involved in the 

construction sector up to those which are in charge of the wiring that runs inside the 

base. These firms are the ones that receive the majority of the prosperous investments 

both from the United States and Italy. While the ones who are mostly affected are the 

unfortunate citizens that end up paying for the functioning of these installations. 

The environmental repercussions on Vicenza that  will be caused by the redeveloping of 

the Dal Molin area have been a critical and noticeably a popular topic among the 

activists. The energy, like gas615, water616 and electricity617, that will be used by the base 

is going to be of massive proportions, not to mention the fact that the city already can 

count another high-power consuming base such as Caserma Ederle. We have to picture 

this situation inside a framework where the United States had not taken part to the gas 

emission Protocol of Kyoto, which enabled them to pollute with no proper restrictions 

since the military site considering its status of extraterritoriality. Furthermore the latest 

decision in the 2011 climate summit in Durban618 to have America, China and India cut 

their carbon emissions is unlikely going to be effective for the protection of global 

warming and the environment. Sadly, on top  of this, Vicenza has been reported by 

Legambiente619  in 2012 as one of the top 10 cities with the most contaminated air in 
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Italy, with sky-rocket particle pollution levels in the PM10 and PM2.5620 

measurements.621

What has really played a key-role in the Dal Molin affair has been the press, that at the 

start has been impressively controlled by those who were in charge of the project, 

clearly  worried of the population’s opinion. The main goal, before it inevitably  became 

a primary  issue, was to make sure that such a controversial plan would not become a 

matter of national and international interest. The reality  is that the power expressed by 

the media is still so firm and this is clearly a sign of poor interpretation of a democratic 

society. Once again, the United States have displayed their influence in these type of 

affairs. Looking back at its glorious history, the aesthetic and internal appearance of 

Vicenza have been reshaped in such a way that will permanently scar the town’s future.
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5.3 Aviano 2000
Before the beginning of the 1990s, the military base of Aviano was merely used for 

minor tasks, such as a temporary airport for jets and for further NATO and American  

division deployments in nearby regions and was considered an obsolete camp. In those 

days there used to be less then two-thirds of the soldiers that are nowadays stationed 

inside the base. Currently we count almost  8,000 U.S. units in the station, which include 

soldiers, civilians and relatives of the troops, along with more than 1,500 Italian 

troopers and base staff members622. Prior to the expansion of the installation, whenever 

a military or property renovation mission took place inside the base, locals would 

considered it almost as an extremely rare event. The perception was that the hangars in 

Aviano were almost too big for the number of activities that occurred inside the site. 

Rather than peacekeeping operations, which as a matter of fact began only after the 

beginning of Aviano 2000, the attention most of times was drawn by the sometimes 

arguable behavior, due to excessive drinking, of some soldiers in bars outside of the 

base. Now everything has changed. Since the enlargement of the military potential in 

the whole area, the air base has developed into one of the most modern and powerful 

NATO and U.S. headquarters overseas. Moreover, with the possibility of now counting 

on two major airfield sections, the role of the United States Air Force in Aviano, the 

prime branch based in the camp, has suddenly become prestigious.

Aviano has experienced a similar path to Vicenza in terms of modernization and 

expansion of its structure, but on the other side it has been surrounded by  fewer 

negative connotations compared to the Dal Molin odyssey. Aviano 2000, which is the 

name that was assigned to the restoration plan of the area, has been promoted by NATO 

and therefore the United States, facilitating the acceptance of the initiative, compared to 

Ederle 2 where the United States was the only tangible actor in the negotiations for the 

concession of the base. It’s important to keep  in mind that the Aviano Air Base is still 

property  of the Italian Government, which has decided to concede its belongings to 

NATO, that at the same time acknowledges the presence of the United States within the 

settlement. The project consisted in an expansion and improvement of all the active and 
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inoperative buildings and technologies, previously present in the air base of Aviano, for 

the divisions present in the camp such as USAF623 and the U.S. NAVY624.

In 1992, when the two F-16 Fighter Wing Squadrons were relocated from the Spanish 

base of Torrejón to the quiet site of Aviano, after a number of alternative military camps 

in the South of Italy were abandoned as a possible new settlement for the American 

Units, the first elements of a possible renewal of the decaying base in Friuli Venezia 

Giulia started to assemble. At  the time the choice of Aviano was not considered as a 

crucial move by either the American or the Italian Government, especially  because the 

base had no former permanent divisions inhabiting the base. The discreet lifestyle 

surrounding the area and the imminent departure of the Italian Army from the 

installation in 1995, had represented the major factors for the introduction of an 

additional U.S. presence in the North East of Italy. A few years later with the war in 

Yugoslavia there were no more doubts that Aviano had been the right choice in all 

respects. Ever since there have been a series of structural changes inside the base that 

are classified as the Aviano 2000 program and that are due to be ready in 2013.625  The 

proposals have been managed by  the 31st Civil Engineer Squadron, that has been able in 

these years, especially thanks to its leader Steve Rose626, to develop a number of 

innovative projects, that all combined are increasing the strength and will end upgrading 

the status of the military base of Aviano worldwide.

The investments made for Aviano 2000627  sum up to more than 530 million dollars, out 

of which 352 million dollars have been sponsored by NATO and 174 million dollars628  

from the U.S. Government.629  The Italian Government has also helped financing 12 

projects with 10 million dollars along with a 210 acre concession, which consisted in 
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the former Zappalà base, for terrain to be used for the assignments.630  This represents 

the second highest financing of all time for a military structure in the World and the 

number one modernization process implemented by NATO for a military base.631 

United States Air Force Colonel Gary LaGassey 632  was appointed as the managing 

director of the Aviano 2000 project. The fact  of having different actors sponsoring the 

creation of such a costly affair, has to be examined with a specific perspective. The risks 

of undertaking Aviano 2000 have been multiple: the different expectations, the requisite 

to coordinate operations between different leaders, the realization of having different 

laws into play  and communication problems due to different languages. We have to also 

picture this project as an interconnection between all the plans, that for example involve 

electric power, gas and water. This could have only created a knock-on effect in the 

event that any of the projects would experience a delay. Eventually  the projects 

undertaken were throughout exceptionally  successful, in part for the undisturbed local 

population atmosphere that never really attempted to halt the operations and also to the 

excellent partnership between the United States and Italy. These factors cannot be 

applied to the analogous idea in Vicenza behind the Dal Molin affair.

A total of 264 projects were foreseen and conducted by  a cooperation between 

American and Italian construction companies, even if out of these only 99 were 

classified as major, with 33 were that  have been managed by the Italian Air Force and 

the other 66 led by the United States Navy.633  Other 26 of these blueprints were fully 

funded by the U.S. Air Force.634  The U.S. Congress and NATO fundings were mainly 

divided in two directions, with about 460 million dollars destined to the F-16 division, 

while the remaining money was used to finance the rest of the expenses related to the 4 

square kilometers town inside the base that had been shaping up.635 
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The main particularity of this base is that it  is structured all around the city of Aviano 

and it is divided into 6 individual quarters, unlike many other military sites in the world. 

This resulted in a complicating factor for the architects. The first quarter, the former 

Aviano Air Base, which initially  had been notorious for having heavy traffic jam, has 

been reviewed.636  With the Aviano 2000 project, the area of what was once called 

Zappalà has been transformed in the main hub of the Aviano base, especially for its 

location outside the city center and therefore to prevent car congestions on the streets. 

This quarter has also become the center of many other projects, such as new dormitories 

for soldiers, logistic center, schools and all sorts of American style stores.637

The Aviano 2000 construction works began in 1995, in the sector of the former 

Salvatore Zappalà barracks638, in a delicate moment for the military base.639  There had 

been several rumors that asserted that there would have been a permanent closure of the 

site, until the U.S. and Italy reached an agreement.640  Unlike in the Dal Molin base, the 

planned works inside the Aviano area took place regularly, and were divided into three 

main projects that were executed progressively one at the time, due to the initial limited 

space of the base.641  These ideas started to become reality only in 1997, with the 

establishment of a complex of buildings that was intended to function as a mall with a 

Commissary  and Base Exchange assignment, a major building for logistic and 

management matters which was called Base Exchange, and finally a well-organized 

internal road system.642  The other “minor” projects include a 6 building 

accommodation643  complex to host the soldiers along with shared leisure facilities for 
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the soldiers, a brand new 31 meter earthquake proof watchtower644, different types of 

school, a movie theater, a post office, a playground area for the children.645  One of the 

main sectors of the base that has been modernized is the first hangar, where a modern 

Corrosion Control Facility was created, enabling the specialists of the division to 

personally paint the F-16’s.646  In 2012, the first  aircraft was air-brushed in the new 

Aviano base.647 The first hangar now also hosts a flight simulator, located in a basement 

on the opposite side of the airfield. This specific large storage building is commonly 

used for different types of ceremonies that include commemorations and the 

performance of the national anthem.648

The Aviano 2000 project has also made possible the creation of a shooting range, a new 

large storage area for the deposit of military equipment, and a specific structure that will 

facilitate the way pilots access the aircrafts and perform frequent flight  tests at any time, 

especially during critical weather. With the departure of the Italian divisions inside the 

base in 1995, four basements649  became available and were converted into 

supplementary  state for the 31st Fighter Wing division.650  Other Aviano 2000 projects, 

that were based in the remaining three hangars include the civilian terminal of the base, 

an area to refuel the F-16s and a brand new light system installed on the airstrip.651  On 

the social side, a substantial amount of funds were invested to make sure that the site 

would recreate a true to life feeling and atmosphere for families living far way from 

home, even in a critical place like a military camp. The base in Aviano, thanks to the 

expansion enterprise, can now count on a library, an assistance center for the newly 

arrived troopers, a housing office that functions as a real estate agency  to solve any  sort 
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of allocation problem involving the families living inside the base.652  The military 

divisions administrators inside the base have also the possibility  to modify and 

incorporate new projects. The General of the 31st Fighter Wing at the time653, Charles F. 

Wald, had affirmed that the way the project had smoothly developed was a clear sign 

that the American and NATO presence in the city  of Aviano was meant to be long-term 

and not just a temporary solution.654 

To deal with the possible protests of the population from the Aviano 2000, in 1997655 the 

Mayors of the local municipalities surrounding the site had collectively requested the 

Italian Government to financially  contribute to alleviate the sustainability  and 

environmental impact of a project with these proportions in the territory.656 Eventually a 

year later, in 1998, Italy had authorized the funding of a first draft that consisted in a 12 

million euro657 contribution that  would be destined to the districts as a stimulus to invest 

on public works.658  The main projects consisted in improvements to the streets, the 

sewerage system and waterworks, the developing of new suburban areas and the 

refinement of the real estate network.659  One of the priorities that was triggered with  

the initiation of Aviano 2000 and set by most local administrations, was to favor the 

American influence in the territory, from the private stars and stripes companies up  to 

the soldiers, and stimulate investments with Italian businesses.660 This is a curious fact 

considering that the population alongside to Aviano has never shown clear signs of 

opposition to the U.S. position in the area but has rather done a great deal of things to 

incentivize their presence, an example of civility  that cannot be applied to the case in 

Vicenza.

109

652 Ibidem.

653 Wald served in Aviano from May of 1995 until July of 1997.

654 Bortolin and Lisetto, Aviano USA, p. 74.

655 The negotiations had begun in 1995.

656 Bortolin and Lisetto, Aviano USA, p. 76.

657 That would be divided into six deferred payments.

658 Bortolin and Lisetto, Aviano USA, p. 76.

659 Ivi, p. 77.

660 Ibidem.



The primary problem in the first place that derived from the relocation from Spain to 

Italy of the Fighter Wings was represented by the housing situation of all the American 

families in the Aviano Air Base. The U.S. had initially  plotted to create a residential 

district reserved for its soldiers and relatives, such as Il Villaggio della Pace in Vicenza, 

but the idea had been quickly turned down by the local administrations that had given 

the option to build houses in shared areas.661  The agreement that was reached between 

the U.S. Air Force and the Mayors of the communities foresaw the fabrication of a 

series of homes with an Italian building design but also with American plant 

engineering.662  Even the Italian construction firms have been positively been affected 

by Aviano 2000 and the American and NATO capitals. The Italian President of Building 

Constructors663  for the city of Pordenone, Valerio Pontarolo, has confirmed this 

effective trend in the category, saying that the expansion of the base has given the 

possibility to many people to work thanks to the many building sites inside the base.664 

Furthermore Pontarolo has added that  the introduction of the American’s way of 

projecting and dealing with these type of projects is impressive and different from what 

normally occurs in Italy.665 For example, the United States approach to Aviano 2000 has 

consisted in paying a design engineer, who becomes in charge of the whole 

comprehensive project that is later subject to bids by the various building contractors. In 

this case, offering the most money does not necessarily mean that they would 

automatically become winners of the contract but there is also a voting system prior to 

the final decision that analyzes the conduct of the firms while making an offer. This 

method of selection is quite different compared to the Italian one, which instead begins 

from the definition of a financial plan that has to be obtained by the designer, and that is 

usually  modified by the construction firms. Even the American payment process while 

dealing with engineer projects is another aspect praised by Pontarolo.666  Unlike the 
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Italian mentality which in most cases chooses to carry out background checks on the 

appointed firms for an assignment, the Americans prefer to trust the companies since the 

beginning, because if anything went wrong there are certain conditions in the deal that 

enable to terminate the contract.667 The Americans involved in the Aviano 2000 project 

have been impeccable in fulfilling the terms that were established, making sure that all 

the deadlines regarding the completion of works of the project were met.668  Nothing 

compared to the situation that has been developing for all these years in Vicenza.

Nowadays these expansion projects in the base have been finished, not just in the city of 

Aviano, but also in towns in the province of Pordenone, and have not yet registered any 

sort of major problems between the Italians and the Americans living in the same 

districts. This proves again the cooperative spirit between the same actors, in a town 

like Aviano very close to Vicenza where there is still a debate that involves everyone 

and where there has historically been a struggle to reach consensual deals for similar 

causes. Nonetheless we have to register a number of episodes that have aimed at 

destabilizing activities inside the base. In September of 1993, three individuals 

belonging to the Italian terrorist organization of the Red Brigades669, had placed an 

explosive and shot multiple times at the dormitories, where the Americans were 

sleeping.670 There have been several attacks carried out by a local terrorist group.671 The 

most relevant episodes occurred in 1996, when a U.S. military vehicle was set on fire a 

day before the arrival in Aviano of former U.S. President Bill Clinton and in 1999 

another stars and stripes car is hit by a bomb.672 These incidents, along with some other 

minor terrorist attacks, that the NTA had later justified as a strategy of menace lead by 

political opposition against the United States, ended up playing a big role on the future 

way of acting of the foreign soldiers outside of the base. The administrators of the 

Aviano site had began encouraging their troops to keep a low-key and observant  attitude 
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outside of the air base. The first  actual measure that  was adopted, was the removal of 

acronyms from the plaques of the automobiles, that would have a connection with the 

military base of Aviano and the United States.673

The favorable impact of Aviano 2000 is now vanishing since the most part  of the 

projects have been completed. As a matter of fact, the growth plan that took place in 

Aviano has marked a line between a positive and a negative chain of events, especially 

for the local economy. Since 1955, when the first U.S. troops were being stationed in 

the peripheral base in Friuli Venezia-Giulia, until the mid-1990s, there has been an 

increasing beneficial effect thanks to the stars and stripes presence in the territory. Local 

sectors like real estate, increasing job opportunities and rising demand for 

accommodation and food provisions were among the few that profited from the foreign 

military addition to the district population. The beginning of the 1990s, the years prior 

to Aviano 2000, were described674 as a stabilized partnership  between NATO, which for 

the most part  meant America, and the local communities that  either worked inside the 

base as civilians or gained from the increased business spreading outside the camp.675 

Also social integration escalated, with many American families sending their kids to 

Italian kindergartens and elementary schools.676 Nevertheless, an ambitious remodeling 

assignment, like the one that took place in Aviano, corresponded, for instance, to a 

natural predilection for leading national and international companies rather than the 

local ones to be commissioned for the construction works. Furthermore, the 

simultaneous decrease in value of the U.S. dollar compared to the euro, that came along 

with the beginning of the expansion operations inside the base, and the growing fear and 

fight against terrorism launched by the United States after 9/11, have damaged the 

positive commercial trend that was originated with the relocation of the 31st Fighter 

Wing division in Aviano.677  However most of the complaints coming from the local 

businesses were addressed to the fact that the prices of general retail shops and 
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restaurants inside the military site after Aviano 2000 were competitive and slightly 

lower compared to the ones outside.678 This is a chart released that has been released by 

the Department of Commerce and Tourism of Friuli Venezia-Giulia:

Source: Region of Friuli Venezia-Giulia

We can notice the progressive decline of Americans in the appointed territory in terms 

of tourists. The data is based on reservations on hotels and who are not necessarily 

related to the military  site. The answer to these decreasing circumstances is associated 

to the effects that have developed since the expansion of the air base. In 2006 the 

number of U.S. citizens visiting the area has dropped down by more than 50%.

All of these factors combined, merging in the Aviano 2000 project, have brought the 

U.S. Army to gradually lean towards an auto-sufficient  status, knocking down many 

local hopes of establishing a fortified commercial partnership with America. The 

genuine mistake by the Italian side was to hand over spaces and multiple investment 

possibilities, that have somehow posed a threat to future local entrepreneurs, 

discouraging them from financing projects that could largely subsist on tourism. The 

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

0 22500 45000 67500 90000

Figure 3. Tourism in Friuli: U.S. presence in the municipalities of Pordenone
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administrators of Aviano and the surrounding communities, even if located in minor and 

supposedly insignificant towns, should emphasize on the “made in Italy” label, which is 

unique, widely recognized in the World and therefore in several cases a synonym of 

commercial success.

The Mayor of Aviano during the project679, Gianluigi Rellini, has been the most reliable 

witness to the slow decline of most of the businesses located around and in the 

proximity of the base. Many  of these restaurants, lodging and other various stores have 

not been profitable as much as the years before the camp’s expansion. Mayor Rellini has 

affirmed that the Aviano 2000 project has had two types of repercussions on the 

community.680  In the first place, when the works officially had initiated, nearly all the 

local occupations were subject to the enthusiastic impact of the U.S. aura in the territory 

and in the Friuli area, especially  thanks to the occurrence of a number of 

subcontracts.681  After a period of potential success, many businesses began registering 

losses, especially hotels, which originally  had embodied the prime category  capable of 

attracting foreign capital.682 According to Rellini, a great deal of them had to shut down, 

largely because they were unable to compete with the newly established housing inside 

the base.683  Therefore soldiers that had arrived recently in Italy  would rather establish 

themselves inside the cheaper quarters inside the base instead of temporary lodge in a 

county  hotel before finding an opportune accommodation, which was something 

popular before the development of the military site. Moreover, a massive build to lease 

housing project launched by the U.S. Government in the end of the 1990s, that foresaw 

the creation of 700 fully  furnished family apartments situated in 16 separate districts 

close to Aviano, specifically  for American soldiers, has impoverished the local real 

estate orbit.684  However after an initial successful trend, in 2011 only 530 of these 

projects were built  and due to the Financial Crisis, many  of these modern houses were 
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considered too expensive and in the most cases ended up being empty.685  Some Italian 

construction firms that had entered an agreement for these houses with the Pentagon, 

have been now trying to sell, most of the times with negative results, these properties.686 

The fact that these accommodations are being put up for sale doesn’t necessarily mean 

that the U.S. presence in the area is being reduced, instead usually there is a basic 

strategic relocation in the territory for future construction s along with a reduction of the 

capacity of these homes. 

The strengthening of the base in Aviano has been tremendous and was justified as an 

improved way to air-combat different complex situations and shall be considered as a 

support settlement in defense of the Southern area of the European sphere, with a 

priority in maintaining stability  in the Mediterranean region. Following a research on 

the economic impact of the stars and stripes bases overseas, made by  USAF and then 

presented to the U.S. Congress, we can observe some interesting statistics on the money 

and jobs that have been generated by the business interconnected to Aviano 2000.687 The 

study688 shows that 427 million dollars have been pumped in Aviano’s and surrounding 

economy. The majority  of these capitals, 199 million dollars, correspond to the 

spendings of the military staff outside of the air base.689  Furthermore 104,9 million 

dollars were produced by  the purchase of general equipment and tools, 47,3 million 

from the investment in construction and assembly proceedings and 16 million for 

functioning expenses.690  On the occupational side, with almost 60 million dollars in 

salary  retributions, 1,743 new positions were created thanks to the military base.691 The 

main concern related to the credibility  of this official data is the fact that there is no 

mentioning of the negative impact of the base with the local territory. More in specific 

we are talking about environmental and acoustic pollution, impoverishment of the 
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natural resources since the base is located in a tall Pordenone valley, heavy vehicle 

traffic, the buildup of residues and high risk of radioactive materials due to the presence 

of atomic weapons. Additional elements that increase the feeling of doubtfulness of this 

research are the unregistered contracts reached by the American Department of Defense 

and other local administrative delegations. Also the fact that there have been recent 

military cuts to the budget for military  bases outside the U.S. borders and that is 

arranged by  the Pentagon, which means that the number of accommodations inside the 

base will drop along with the average monthly lease. There have been certainly 

beneficial factors with the outcome of the improved base, but  the real risk stands behind 

the aspect of depending almost exclusively  on an economy  based on military revenues 

and therefore on the American presence in the territory. The main reflection of this idea 

is the massive increase of rents for houses in the district that surrounds the air base, 

which in a slacking economy means, for example, an increase of complications for a 

young couple to move into a place. The instantaneous generation of profits has 

provoked an inflation of the real estate sector in the community.

One of the most controversial topics related to Aviano is represented by the presence of 

atomic weapons inside the base, which is forbidden by  the law. Regardless from this 

veto, Italy is to be considered to all intents and purposes as a nuclear State. A secret 

agreement called “Stone Ax” was signed years later the end of World War II, between 

the 1950’s and the 1960’s, and was renovated in 2001 after 9/11.692  With the growing 

terrorism menace in the World, the details of the pact finally came to light. William 

Arkin, an American nuclear weapon expert, was the first person to reveal the existence 

of this bilateral agreement.693  It is estimated that Italy hosts 90 atomic warheads694, out 

of which 50 are situated in the Aviano Air Base.695  The decades of secretiveness of the 

accord show how the United States had clearly in mind a way to store atomic weapons 

in the proximity of the Soviet Union in the first place and after its dissolution at the 
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beginning of the 1990s and with the escalation of other types of operations, such as in 

the Balkans and in the Middle East, it became handy to continue relying on Italy, mainly 

on Aviano’s tactical setting. There is a massive sense of mystery in Italy that surrounds 

such a delicate issue.

What was considered in 1951 as an innocuous concession of a small-scale base by the 

Italian Government to the United States, has developed nowadays into a major deal. 

Perhaps the secrecy of the deal for almost fifty  years was an intuition by  those who had 

signed the agreement, that this was not just an ordinary deal. The more than 9,000 

residents of Aviano have been used for generations to the fact of sharing their town with 

the Yankees. As we have seen, the partnership and friendship between the two cultures, 

prior to the recent multitude of projects that have taken place inside the base, were 

noteworthy. However, since the beginning of Aviano 2000, more than integration 

between Italy and the U.S. in this area, it seems more accurate to say  that the Americans 

have overall lived their own life, within the walls of the air base and have done very 

little to amalgamate with the natives, especially  because the soldier’s duty  in the same 

station would not  last more than five years. Yet, the situation in Aviano, which is 

undeniably covered with a sense of mutual respect by the two parties, represents a 

clearer case of integration compared to Vicenza’s one. Nobody of the local population, 

at the time, would have thought that the relocation of the F-16’s from Torrejón to Friuli-

Venezia Giulia could bring NATO to undertake the largest investment in its history and 

deeply affect the fate of the city. From a peripheral military settlement, the Aviano 

expansion project has transformed the base into something that looks little by little as a 

firm. If we consider this conception, the air base is one of the most  important companies 

in the Western side of the region of Friuli, second only to Zanussi696  which specializes 

on domestic appliances.697  The unfair aspect of Aviano 2000 is that of all the funds 

supplied by NATO and the United States, none have been destined to the hosting city  or 

to the nearby municipalities.698 In fact the Italian Government has had to pay out of its 

own pocket all the necessary capitals to hush up any possible critics and support the 
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inevitable consequences of such a project. This is a major drag for a town that has to 

live with 4,000 foreign troops and civilians, which theoretically correspond to almost 

the 50% of the recent population of Aviano699. We can just think of the growth of 

garbage triggered by the modernization of the base, which means that the citizens have 

to pay more taxes to tackle the raise of these specific social expenses. It appears that the 

local administrators and Mayors of these districts have been pleased by the 

circumstances, mostly because the partner and the lobbying movement interconnected 

with the Aviano Air Base that  they have been dealing with are way to powerful to 

suggest a tenacious and self-determining decision. Even the few signs of protests, that 

hardly  end up being published in the newspapers, have been able to deface the state of 

activities.
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6. THE CERMIS DISASTER

6.1 A Transatlantic International Law Case
On February 3 of 1998, at 15:13 a sky gondola in the valley of the Cermis mountain, in 

the distinguished ski vacation spot of Val di Fiemme700, collapsed after a hundred meter 

drop to the ground and ended up killing twenty  people from several different 

nationalities701, who like many other tourists on that occasion had been taking 

advantage of the day for some skiing activity.702 The unfortunate incident was caused by 

a military American jet703  that had departed from the Aviano Air Base, which in that 

period underwent remodeling plans with the Aviano 2000 project, shearing the wire that 

connected the cable car from the bottom to the top of the rift. Compared to the safety 

regulations set for these type of planes, the aircraft  had been flying in the valley at a 

dangerously  low altitude. This episode, also known as the Cavalese704  disaster, has 

represented a negative turning point in the way  the Italian citizens evaluate the existence 

of American military bases in their country and raised concern on the actual dangers 

that are linked to these camps. A large part of the media in the World has given visibility 

to this inquiry, especially  those States that were affected by the loss of their citizens in 

this tragedy, along with all of those Nations that are part of NATO, since the base of 

Aviano nowadays represents one of its main defense headquarters. 

The Cermis disaster is an extremely problematic case to examine since it involves 

sections of international law and for this reason it has sparked all sorts of critics. The 

main topics of discussion have been the lack of collaboration with United States, the 

dubious discharge of the undisciplined American pilot of the jet and the disappearance 

of the evidence. Furthermore the lawyers representing the relatives of the Italian victims 

in the incident have experienced multiple difficulties to obtain a compensation and in 

their attempt, to verify the culpability  of the pilots and the assistants on board. Problems 
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such as having to cooperate with the U.S. attorneys, keeping alive the case in the media 

and being able to comprehend the Italian Government’s moves on the subject to avoid 

political exploitations are just a few of the inspirational talking points that can be 

gathered from this tragedy. The Cermis disaster has been a compelling two-year long 

legal battle, along with the considerable repercussions generated in the following years 

by this case, that eventually  has seen the parents’s victims partially triumph and the 

guilty pilots admitting their responsibility for the catastrophe, an unlikely scenario 

compared to the usual juridical cases in Italy.

The story of the captain of the jet, Richard Ashby, who had just turned 31 years old at 

the time, is gripping, as that tragic flight was supposed to be one of his last ones before 

returning to the United States.705 Many of the pilots in America destined to be stationed 

abroad had heard that  the Aviano Air Base was one of the prime locations to be assigned 

especially for the stunning and unique mountain scenarios that made training with their 

aircrafts even more stimulating, being used to the enormous and deserted valleys back 

at home. Flying at a lower than permitted altitude was considered as a hallmark among 

U.S. airmen, mainly because this gave the possibility  to prove to their superiors that 

they  deserved a better position, often leading them to promotions and therefore pilot 

more powerful airplanes.706 The other members of the Prowler that  caused the incident 

were Ashby’s co-pilot Joseph Schweitzer and other two commissioned officers707, 

William Raney and Chandler Seagraves.708 During the flight, Richard Ashby  performed 

a different maneuver compared to the premeditated itinerary, entering Val di Fiemme, 

where as a coincidence the unlucky aerial cable car was located.709 After this hazardous 

decision and due to the fact that the jet was moving at a speed of more than 400 miles 

per hour710, Ashby was unable to identify  clearly the view from his standpoint  and had 
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no more time to make an emergency change of direction.711  This lead the aircraft  to 

slash the wire of the cable car and trigger the tragedy. The damaged prowler was able to 

make its way  back to the Aviano base. After the incident, pilot Ashby  sent an e-mail to 

his mother, expressing all of his worries for what just happened and what could possibly 

be in store for him.712  In this rare message he reveals how he did not see the cable that 

connected the gondola and how he feared of becoming a scapegoat for the entire 

affair.713

If we could go back to the days that followed the tragedy, the first issue that would have 

emerged, was to determine whether it was the Italian’s or the American’s right to trial 

the pilots for the death of the 20 unfortunate people. Another problem that should be 

verified, was the legal responsibilities connected to the pilots’s conduct during the 

flight, but this was a minor issue compared to the above mentioned one. In this case, no 

trial can be motioned until the end of investigations. After that, since this case is 

classified as an international law dispute, the lawyers of the Italian victims, for example, 

would have to wait for the national Government’s decision to take action on the Cermis 

case. It was foreseeable that if the pilots were to be trialled in the United States, the 

most probable penalty  they would face would have been a disciplinary action, since 

historically the Americans had no intention to ruin their image and reputation outside of 

their borders and especially in a military-related event.

The indispensable element to consider in the event of military related incidents between 

at least two States is the SOFA Agreement714, which legally regulates all those 

litigations that may  involve NATO members. In the case of a negative fact occurring in 

the territory of the Country hosting the base, this 1951 pact foresees that the priority  for 

taking charge of criminal liabilities must  be handled by the court of law affiliated to 

those troops stationed abroad and thus involved in the accident abroad, while on the 

contrary, the public liabilities, such as pecuniary damages, should be taken care by the 
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Nation hosting the camp. The State that has the precedence to trial the guilty party, can  

in any moment decide to decline this possibility  and hand to the other State involved in 

the case to take full responsibility for the prosecution. A couple of weeks after the 

disaster, the Italian Government had expressed its will to persuade America to reject the 

option of proceeding against the pilots and have Italy  deal with the affair.715  This 

request will be turned down by the United States.716  The Cermis tragedy was provoked 

by a U.S. property aircraft stationed in Aviano, a NATO controlled air base, which in 

that particular period had been predisposed to intervene in the war in Bosnia-

Herzegovina and later in Kosovo. That infamous day of February, the flight was not 

authorized by NATO and was later discovered that this was just an ordinary training air 

trip.717 Looking at the regulations of the SOFA agreement and at the usual procedure in 

these circumstances, there were no doubts that  the United States would have agreed for 

a domestic trial of their pilots, mostly because the episode at first  gave the impression of 

being triggered by the reckless navigation of the airman rather than by a human casual 

misfortune. On top of this, if an Italian court  would have had the possibility to proceed 

against the pilots involved in the Cermis disaster, the punishment would have been in all 

probability  more intransigent compared to the American’s one. Nevertheless, article 7 of 

the SOFA Agreement asserts that the hosting country  has the priority to establish and 

remark any  potential violations from the incident, usually if it does not appear on the 

foreign country’s legislation.718 It’s doubtless that the U.S. had no intention to be unable 

to deprive of the possibility  of appealing for the jurisdiction and abandon their soldiers 

in such a critical moment for their foreign policy.

The investigations by the Italian police took place in the Aviano Air base immediately 

after the accident, where the Prowler EA-6B was considered to be the main source of 

evidence to incriminate the members of the aircraft.719 The particularity of this jet is that 
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it does not have a regular black box, like most  aircrafts. which in case of crashes is 

considered to be the foremost proof material.720  At the same time the Prowler is 

equipped with a recorder that traces all the movements registered by radars.721 However 

this device is renowned to quickly 722  lose track of this activity, so by the time the 

aircraft had returned to Aviano it had already  lost the potential useful material for the in 

investigators.723  The crew onboard that day had taken a photo camera and a video 

recorder with them, a procedure which was not allowed, to show their relatives back in 

the United States how their training missions were executed, as a little memory of their 

stay abroad.724  Ironically  the tape of the recorder was destroyed by Ashby and 

Schweitzer after the emergency landing, nullifying the possibility to have another 

valuable source of proof.725

On March 4 of 1999, during the first  official trial, Richard Ashby, was ruled innocent by 

the Court-martial, formed by a Marine commissioner officers board, which 

automatically meant that copilot Schwitzer was considered acquitted. Ashby  this way 

went from facing a possible 200 year punishment726 in prison to guiltlessness.727  The 

decision was considered controversial not only in Italy  but also in all those countries 

involved with the losses of the victims in the cable car.728 The first element that Ashby’s 

lawyers had advanced to prove their client’s innocence was that  the Mount Cermis ski 

gondola system was not indicated on the maps that were given to the crew and were 

found afterwards in the cabin of the Prowler that day, so therefore it was impossible for 
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the pilot or for the assistants to avoid the incident.729 The U.S. Army  system foresees the 

use of maps made only  in America, and not by  other countries which would be in all 

likelihood more detailed.730  The point is that the defense attorneys of the troopers had 

shown to the court that the map that the map  that was found in the aircraft, which was  

the same that was distributed to all of the American bases in Italy, did not include that 

aerial tramway in Cermis.731 If only a map curated by Italy would have been handed out 

to the U.S. soldiers, we might not even be here talking about this catastrophe and this 

international relations incident. The pilot’s attorneys were also able to demonstrate that 

the jet  was authorized to fly at an altitude of 500 feet732  from the ground733, while in 

actual fact it was intended to stay at a distance of 2,000 feet734 above the earth.735 In fact 

this height was settled in a new regulation that was adopted in April of 1997 by  the 

region of Trentino-Alto Adige.736  Richard Ashby was poorly  informed about the 

existence of this directive and eventually  stated that he thought that  the minimum 

altitude for flying in that sector was 1,000 feet737.738 Additionally, it was established that 

the in-flight radar739  that determines distance from legitimate and secure altitudes was 

not functioning correctly and therefore was unable to indicate the precise parameters to 

the crew. Perhaps the audacious maneuvers executed by  Ashby triggered the 

malfunctioning of the apparatus. Antonio Granero, the public Prosecutor’s office in 

Trento, who was in charge of the investigations, had proven that the altimeter was 
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perfectly  working.740  Granero had called for all the crew to be committed for trial, for 

manslaughter, negligent homocide and harm to transport’s security.741 However all these 

elements were not enough to incriminate the U.S. Airmen. So, if it was not Richard 

Ashby and the other components of the unit’s fault, then who’s was it? The Court of 

Camp Lejeune had acknowledged that the tragedy was caused by the fearless handling 

of the Prowler, yet they were punished with disciplinary  and administrative actions.742 

Technically, Schweitzer could have been judged with a heavy sentence, since his role of 

copilot designated him as the one in charge of communication with watchtowers and 

decisions related to air navigation.743  He should have been the one to advise Ashby  to 

maintain the route that was initially  established and he should have warned the pilot of 

the high speed, the low altitude and the imminent cable car in the valley. Instead nobody 

still up-to-date has been appointed as the attested responsible for this tragedy and they 

only ones who have paid have been those 20 innocent people that lost their life on that 

devastating day. Maybe it’s just the town of Cavalese’s natural association with a 

variety of tragic events. In 1976 another aerial tramway had suddenly dropped down to 

the valley killing 42 people744, in 1985 two dams had collapsed provoking 269 deaths745 

and in 2013 a snowmobile had fallen into a precipice taking away the lives of 6 russian 

tourists746.

In May of 1999, the Court-martial had stated that pilot Richard Ashby was guilty of 

handing to his copilot Joseph Schweitzer, the imaginable incriminated tape to burn it 

into a bonfire and replace it with an empty  one.747  Ashby was convicted to 6 months of 

125

740 Comola and Mioni, Cermis il prezzo di una tragedia, p. 60.

741 Ibidem.

742 Ivi, p. 61.

743 Ivi, p. 60.

744 Wikipedia Italia, Disastro della funivia di Cavalese, http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Disastro_della_funivia_di_Cavalese_(1976), consultation date 3 January 2013.

745 Wikipedia Italia, Disastro della Val di Stava, http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Disastro_della_Val_di_Stava, consultation date 3 January 2013.

746 A. Sciacca, “Cermis motoslitta finisce in un crepaccio; Morti sei turisti russi, altri due sono 
gravissimi”, Il Corriere della Sera, 4 January 2013.

747 R. Serrano, “Pilot in ski gondola accident convicted in tape destruction”, Los Angeles Times, 
8 May 1999.

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_funivia_di_Cavalese_(1976
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_funivia_di_Cavalese_(1976
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_funivia_di_Cavalese_(1976
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_funivia_di_Cavalese_(1976
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_Val_di_Stava
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_Val_di_Stava
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_Val_di_Stava
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disastro_della_Val_di_Stava


jail for obstruction of justice and plotting for his activity, a light sentence compared to 

the potential to the one748  he had been linked with, before the beginning of the inquiry 

in March of that same year.749  Both of the pilots were discharged from their Marine 

position.750  Schweitzer, in a 2011 personal interview with the Italian newspaper La 

Stampa, had admitted that the video they had been recording during the flight had 

started off as a game but then all of a sudden things had dramatically changed.751 

Furthermore he admitted his act of incinerating the tape because he did not want to end 

up on the popular CNN News, since in the video he was repeatedly smiling during the 

recording.752  This proves the state of problems that investigators had to go through in 

order to find a way to virtually rebuild the flight route and acquire further precious 

details.

Looking at the facts related to the topic of compensations for the families hit by the loss 

of those who died in the Cermis affair, we can notice some discrepancies. In February of 

1999, Italy  had supplied 65,000 dollars to each family, which was later refunded to the 

Italian Government by America.753  After an initial approval754, the U.S. Congress had  

eventually refused to pass a proposal that foresaw an aid of 40 million dollars for the 

relatives involved in the disaster.755  Finally, in 2000, a sum of 40 million dollars was 

recognized as the ultimate compensation for the relatives, with 2 million dollars per 

family.756 For the distribution of payments of the total amount of money, article 8 of the 

SOFA Agreement was applied:757
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e. The cost incurred in satisfying claims pursuant to the preceding sub-paragraphs and 
para. 2 of this Article shall be distributed between the Contracting Parties, as follows:

1. Where one sending State alone is responsible, the amount awarded or adjudged 
shall be distributed in the proportion of 25 per cent. chargeable to the receiving 
State and 75 per cent. chargeable to the sending State. (SOFA Agreement)

In this case, the United States ended up providing the 75% of the 40 million dollars, 

while the rest was financed by the Italian Government.758 The reaction from the families 

side was overall filled with disappointed.759  The Mayor of Cavalese had recognized that  

the reparations were legitimate but he had highlighted that the fact that pilots had 

remained unpunished was surely concerning.760

What appears odd is the rapidity by which the owning company761 of the aerial tramway 

were able in a few months after the tragedy to obtain a compensation of 20 million 

dollars from the U.S. Congress in order to rebuild the damaged components, while the 

relatives of the victims had yet to receive updates on any sort of compensation that they 

would be eligible for.762  The curious fact is that  the entity of the damages resulted in a 

sum of maximum 1 million dollars.763  Sure, we can understand the extra amount for 

moral recompense but frankly  19 millions sounds way too high. Even in this case it 

seems as if the United States were touched more by  the economic harm rather than the 

emotional side of all those families scarred by this event. 

The incredible part of the story is that only  in 2011, after 13 years of silence, a 

document dated March 10 of 1998764 and signed by  Peter Pace, the commanding Officer 

of the Southern European Marines Squad at the time, was unveiled to the public.765 This 

report shows Pace’s determination to undertake every step necessary to condemn the 
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crew of the Prowler for their irresponsible conduct, such as the speed of the aircraft and 

the negligence to respect the altitude limits imposed by the Trentino-Alto Adige 

region.766  Furthermore, the record discloses other useful information linked to the 

guiltiness of the pilots. In other words, the U.S. Marine Officer displays his 

objectiveness in the affair and declares his commitment to guarantee that the United 

States pay all of their dues that would eventually emerge from the trial.767  This 

document could have potentially represented a very useful tool during the lawsuit  to 

clarify certain arguments, especially  since it was revised by a very influential character 

in that military environment. Clearly  someone more powerful than Pace did not want to 

this chronicle to be exposed. On top of this, Richard Ashby has just recently admitted 

that the discharge of the Marines was already arranged before the actual verdict by a 

secret accord between the defense and prosecution parties.768 

The acquittal of Ashby and the Prowler crew sounds like the end of an unfair process 

that has once again given the possibility  to the United States to appear clean to the rest 

of the World, at least with the facts. The motivations given by  the lawyers of the 

Marines appear persuasive but lack of considerable association with the actual evidence 

discovered in the jet that was seized in Aviano. It seems as if that the thesis submitted 

by the defense attorneys had limited structural sense, almost as if the priority  was to 

object every source of proof formed in Italy. Despite the coverage of the case by several 

major international newspapers, the Cermis disaster was not considered as a crucial trial 

in the U.S. and has rather gained more visibility in Italy for its unjust  outcome. It was 

unthinkable that America would pronounce guilty  one of its soldiers for a case like this 

one, mostly  in terms of future military scenarios, where all the soldiers being stationed 

abroad would end up  living with the fear of committing a mistake like Ashby’s and 

ending up  in his same situation of legal agony. The outcome of the trial has inevitably 

changed the way many  Italians envision the U.S. presence in their country. The visible 

reality  is that Italy, from America’s perspective, represents nothing more than an 

outpost, almost like a former colony, and a fundamental virtual base to keep the 
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situation under control in high-risk areas like the Middle East. Still, if we question the 

existence and meaning of NATO bases nowadays, we have to think of the North 

Atlantic and America’s framework as a commitment that goes back to the end of World 

War II, which has unquestionably guaranteed a level of protection for the Italian 

population, but at the same time has increased the risks related to incidents connected to 

the military  sphere. Having the presence of such a powerful country like the United 

States in Italy means having higher possibilities employment and potential investments 

simultaneously  means that we will be unable to be part of the decision making, like the 

Cavalese tragedy, because America is always going to have the last word. It’s hard to 

accept but this is the reality. On top of that the behavior of the Italian Government in the 

Cermis disaster, along with many  other cases, has been quite unresponsive and distant. 

The truth is that the Italian skies are becoming the gyms for the U.S.’s training flights.
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7. CONCLUSION
The end of World War II and the intervention of the United States of America in Europe, 

determined the beginning of the end for Italy’s position in significant international 

affairs. Not that many more options were available after 1945, but Italy  has dug its own 

grave in terms of its future foreign policy. The geopolitical layout has drastically 

changed since the beginning of the 1990s and is still currently  evolving. Even the 

partnerships between States have advanced and in some cases have been modified. 

Since 9/11 the U.S., that  still represents the most powerful militaristic and financial 

power in the World, although incessantly  challenged by China, has been facing a global 

war on terrorism. America has consequently  conducted wars in Afghanistan and in Iraq 

by heavily depending on its conceded military stations in the northeast of Italy. The 

recent joint-operations in the Arab Spring, indicate that the future target is always 

behind the corner.

As we have seen in the study case confrontation of similar phenomenons in Aviano and 

Vicenza, the paradox is that  we end up having two different outcomes. This 

demonstrates the unpredictability of foreign managed installations in these Italian 

towns, coming from neighboring regions and distanced only  154 Km. from each other, 

that yet offer interesting and contrasting features. In both cases, the implementation of 

the recent restyling projects to the camps can be labeled as the most critical phase of 

tension, in divergent ways, between the community and the army divisions. We must 

underline how these programs, Aviano 2000 and Dal Molin project, are extremely 

analogous, since they have involved the modernization of additional military and 

civilian areas that  had fallen into disuse, which were implemented to the central base, 

extending the influence of NATO and the U.S. concessions in the district. 

On one side, the city of Aviano has experienced since the start an overall positive 

impact from hosting overseas units in its air base, mostly for its distinguished tradition 

for flights and piloting, along with the population’s enduring admiration for the 

American people. The negative factors have been related to the Cermis disaster, which 

has inevitably  scarred the reputation of the settlement and of the soldiers, and the slow 

vanishing of local businesses near the military quarters due to the growing autonomy of 

services by the Aviano Air Base. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 have unquestionably 
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raised the concern in every  U.S. Army possession and concession overseas. This 

explains the isolationist trend of gradually  leaning towards a more auto-sufficient 

attitude that has transformed the military  bases in Italy and negatively affected all those 

commercial activities that used to greatly profit from the American transactions. 

On the other side, Vicenza has never really  had a well-balanced relationship with the 

military contingents. The reasons are multiple, however America’s decision to acquire 

the Dal Molin airfield has been the trigger for the local inhabitant’s protests and rallies. 

Without  a doubt the importance of Vicenza, a town that hosts some of the finest historic 

buildings and cultural spots in Italy, which moreover counts on a population which is 

fifteen times more compared to Aviano’s769, certainly gains a more influential meaning. 

As a consequence, when a controversial episode occurs in Vicenza, this makes a 

significant impact on a domestic level. Being a moderately big and important city  also 

means that there is a higher chance of having disparate outlooks on the issue, that an 

opposition group is created, which is exactly what happened with the creation of the 

“No Dal Molin” committee. At the same time, the clash of opinions within the 

population has coexisted with a proper dispute between the main local newspapers that 

have reported and investigated on the affair, through a favorable or antagonistic view of 

these military bases. In substance, these popular sources of news for the citizens had 

just created even more confusion on the situation due to the discrepancy of 

informations. Even UNESCO, that has included Vicenza under its World Heritage 

Program since 1994770, has expressed its concern for the growing warfare presence in 

the territory, especially  because of the proximity  of both Caserma Ederle and Dal Molin 

to the city  center.771  Given these arguments, the people from Vicenza have had a valid 

point in their road to obtain a change, mostly  scared of having their city  shift from a 

renowned artistic image to a dominant militaristic one. Sadly, the people’s efforts and 

requests have been ineffective. More than on a local and regional scale, the issue stands 

at the roots of Italy and at  its unreliable Government, unable, as we have discovered, to 
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take a stand on this particular case and on the general matter concerning the concession 

of military bases to the U.S. and NATO.

It appears clear that the genuine interest  of the United States and reason behind these 

conflicts is justified by the energy  resources available in the Middle Eastern area. By 

looking at a geological map  we can easily  spotlight that the major oilfields are located 

in these lands, mostly those Countries that were attacked by America and its allies. The 

reasons why the U.S. has these many bases spread in Europe are constantly changing. 

However, if we want to visualize the way the United States evaluates its military 

stations abroad, these quotes from the Commission on Review of Overseas Military 

Facility  Structure, handed in 2005 to the President  and Congress, help  us comprehend 

many details:772

The U.S. overseas basing structure must serve both in the near term and for decades
to come. The global network of U.S. bases becomes the skeleton upon which the flesh
and muscle of operational capability will be molded. The bases themselves and the
agreements that govern them become both a reflection of and contributor to our
alliance relationships around the world. (III)773

The strategy further assumes continued influence and leadership in NATO despite
troop reductions in Europe. To the extent that significant U.S. forces remain in Europe,
leadership could remain. (F2)774 (Commission on Review of Overseas Military Facilities Structure 
of the United States)

This wipes out any possible doubts related to the American way  of visualizing these 

bases. Additionally these words prove that the stars and stripes military presence in 

Europe is necessary to deploy  soldiers in every territory  of interest and mostly it 

protects the U.S. directorship over Europe.

America will always consider the Italians as one of their most precious allies available, 

regardless from the President that ends up living in the White House. However, we 

would be daydreaming if we actually thought that the United States had in mind for the 

future a specific strategy connected to the economy, the environmental issues or the 
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political system exclusively  for Italy. It is more accurate to say that the relations 

between the U.S.A. and Italy  must be set in a wider pattern that includes all those States 

that typically are known to belong to the Western society. Sure, Italy could be 

navigating in much worse waters but the reality shows us that the Country has been 

relegated to a secondary  position for decades. Since the end of the Cold War there have 

been way  more unconstrained possibilities to take action and express certain thoughts. 

However, it is unlikely, if not  impossible, that Italian politicians would decide all of a 

sudden to have the country  stand on its own feet and abandon such a strong partner like 

the United States. Even if Italy would display some sort of hesitation towards potential 

American’s proposals, the U.S. would not end up  spoon-feeding a dissatisfied Italian 

Government and population. Only  if Italy  decided to create a specific problem, then the 

United States would then be forced to come up with a resolution. An extremely 

dangerous option that frankly should be avoided in all ways, for the sake of the Italian 

society. For instance, the no-global movements, largely present in Vicenza and 

representing the biggest opposers to the militarization of the city and the territory, do 

not represent an alternative choice to the current unconvincing political parties in Italy, 

especially in a moment where the State is experiencing, among many  other European 

ones, probably the biggest economic crisis of all time. Italy’s biggest misfortune is 

probably  connected to the fact that its peninsula is located in such a strategic 

geopolitical position. Looking back at the past, the Italian military bases have played a 

fundamental role in many operations. The Middle Eastern crisis, which does not appear 

to be anywhere close to a conclusion, means that these settlements in Italy, rather than 

being disregarded have to be reinforced and this exactly  what has happened. 

Considering that Italy is part of the North Atlantic Organization, it must comply with 

the agreements that were stipulated in the first place. Perhaps one day  when the 

emergency in the Middle East will be solved, then another NATO ally  might end up 

being in the same situation that Italy  has been living in the last years. In many ways, the 

general relations between Italy and other States are interconnected to the United States, 

because signing agreements with certain Nations that are not highly  regarded by the 

U.S. is potentially dangerous for the transatlantic partnership. Nonetheless, the 

impression is that some other States in Europe, certainly  living nowadays in a better 

overall condition compared to Italy, have been able to care less about certain friendships 
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and rather concentrate on other affairs, such as strengthening the European Union. It is 

inevitably impossible to please everybody, in fact the consequences related to making a 

certain decision will surely leave someone dissatisfied. The Italian Government after the 

Cold War, especially when Berlusconi was in charge of the Prime Minister position, the 

decisive era for the status of foreign managed military  bases in Italy, has focused on 

relatively unproductive issues, like focusing on the friendship aspect with other World 

leaders rather than suggest a plan that would gradually shape up a legitimate identity  for 

the whole country. A superpower like America has always traditionally looked for 

partners capable to make unfashionable commitments. In the past, Italy has remotely 

attempted to do this with a direct result of political disorder, uncertainty  and hesitancy. 

For the most part Italy is not considered worldwide as a prime Country for its sense of 

decision making ability. Perhaps it is unfair that still today the United Nations 

permanent Security Council members775 have not changed, yet it is improbable that any 

one of these would ever decide to renounce to its incontestable power. The truth is that 

elements such as the economy and the population do not represent the only elements 

necessary  to be respected in the international setting. The transatlantic connection 

should be pictured as an additional form of association in the international context and 

not as the essential one. The U.S. as well cannot dedicate itself completely  to the 

relation with Europe, since it relies on a multitude of other interconnections.

The concession of its military  bases and soldiers to the United States, may also be seen 

as the Italian Government’s way to gradually escalate to a higher position in terms of 

reputation. The first logical step for Italy would be to think differently from the 

mentality that links every action to the United States. This does not mean that Italy 

should abruptly end the relationship with America, but instead should focus on domestic 

aspects, which is in some way happening these days. The problem in this case is the 

lack of a serious and long lasting strategy that would incorporate national interests for 

Italy, such as a healthy economy along with a precise social and political framework, 

and a more audacious foreign policy, something complex to generate considering the 

civic disorder and monetary crisis. 
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Italy appears to most States as weak on an international level because the Country’s 

system is weak and because of its economic and political status. It is complicated to 

take any sort of action when your internal structure is not able to come up with 

decisions and administer them. Since the aftermath of the conclusion of Fascism, the 

Italian executive power has been understandably  poor. Thinking that just by having a 

governmental change in Italy would magically solve every problem in foreign policy is 

one of the biggest mistakes. By focusing on a development of a new image for Italy 

worldwide is another convincing aim, like the U.S. did with the shift from George W. 

Bush to Obama, which would display  to many  World leaders, and the U.S.A., the effort 

of willing to change. Italy  should aspire to be a Country with a solid project, capable of 

producing and working towards specific strategies, because only with the 

acknowledgement of hard-working and perseverance, this can become a reality.
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