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Segnali di fumo (Smoke Signals)

The southern tip of Sicily, the province of Ragusa, has long been defined by a series of unique
characteristics that distinguish it from the rest of the island. An “island within the Island”’ that
clearly reveals singular differences rooted in the historical division between eastern and
western Sicily. Agriculture — historically the primary economic driver of the province of
Ragusa — particularly the cultivation of fruit and vegetables, has profoundly transformed this
geography, giving shape to a unique phenomenon known as the Fascia Trasformata (“Transf-
ormed Belt”). Constantly expanding since the 1960s, with approximately 5,700 hectares of
utilized agricultural land (UAA)? — around 75% of the regional total and 30% of the national one
— this territory includes 3,330 agricultural enterprises, 80% of which are dedicated to
greenhouse tomato cultivation, generating an annual production of 120,000 tons of tomatoes.
The Fascia Trasformata is the result of a kind of “state of exception”a: a space that has evolved
according to its own rules, continuously producing progressive and substantial transforma-
tions independent from urban Iogic4.

This harmful exploitation of the land stems from a rupture within an environmental system of
extraordinary value. In fact, the construction of the greenhouses required the leveling of the
terrain, flattening the dunes, which were reduced to small fragments trapped within the vast
plastic landscape of the Fascia Trasformata’.

Among the most significant effects of monocultural practices is the progressive deterioration
of the soil caused by the systematic use of pesticides and chemical fertilizers since the 1950s,
which has gradually compromised both the quality of the agricultural substrate and its regene-
rative capacity. Thisis compounded by the impact of increasing waste production, a direct con-
sequence of the hyper-intensive agricultural model and the agro-industrial supply chain asso-
ciated with it. Within this context, environmental criticalities are part of a broader framework of
climate urgency, highlighted by several phenomena, the most visible being the fumarole: a
system of uncontrolled waste combustion that has become a widespread practice for the
illegal disposal of materials deriving from greenhouse cultivation.

llegal waste burning is a criminal offense under Article 256-bis of Italian Legislative Decree
152/2006. Penalties include imprisonment from two to five years for non-hazardous waste and
from three to six years for hazardous waste. Offenders are also required to restore the affected
sites, compensate for environmental damage, and cover remediation costs. Despite this, the
practice remains widespread and structurally embedded within the Fascia Trasformata, revealing
a significant gap between formal regulation and the actual management of waste materials.

To understand the persistence of this phenomenon, it is necessary to trace the historical evolu-
tion of local production techniques. The first plastic greenhouses built in Sicily — experimented
with at the end of the 1950s in Contrada Pezza Filippa, between Scicliand Donnalucata — intro-
duced a production system based on the use of slow-degrading synthetic materials, requiring
the cyclical replacement of plastic sheets, ropes, and technical support components. Over
time, this infrastructural system generated an increasing mass of heterogeneous materials,
difficult to separate and integrate into conventional recycling processes.



The variety of plastic waste produced forms a true inventory of technical elements: greenhouse
covers, mulching films, nylon threads, clips, irrigation hoses, polystyrene trays, pesticide
containers, and residual microplastics. These are materials largely invisible to final consumers,
yet collectively they represent a significant pollutant burden. According to recent surveys, each
cultivation cycle generates approximately 160,000 tons of vegetal residues and more than 480
tons of plastic components inseparable from organic matter, much of which is destined for
combustion or illegal burial. Waste disposal difficulties — aggravated by the lack of adequate
support policies — are further intensified by the high costs of legal disposal, which can exceed
€3,000 per hectare when collection, transportation, and treatment are considered.

Uncontrolled combustion produces complex mixtures of pollutants — including dioxins, furans,
and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons — that disperse into the atmosphere and settle into the
soil, contributing to the disruption of biogeochemical processes, the loss of fertility, and the
progressive reduction of the regenerative capacity of agricultural substrates. The spread of
smoke columns along the coastline, driven by sea winds, amplifies the territorial dimension of
contamination, affecting highly sensitive coastal and peri-urban ecosystems.

The persistence of the fumarole therefore reveals a systemic criticality: the Fascia Trasformata
produces waste more rapidly than it is capable of managing it. The causes are multiple: the
absence of efficient collective infrastructures, the lack of public planning in agricultural
recycling systems, and the persistence of informal practices that are widely tolerated. Institutional
fragility and economic pressure contribute to consolidating an operational model situated
within a grey area between legality and productive necessity.

From this perspective, the fumarole emerge as ecological and territorial indicators of the crisis
affecting the current agro-industrial model. Their recurring and visible presence within the
landscape takes the form of a signal: an emergent manifestation of a system exceeding its own
capacity for sustainability and calling for a profound revision of production processes,
employed materials, and environmental governance tools. The black smoke columns rising
from Contrada Alcerito, Macconi, and Marina di Acate become true smoke signals originating
from the territory itself, highlighting the urgency of activating strategies of renaturalization,
waste reduction, and agroecological transition.
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