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Palermo summer camp: Civil Passion 

Period of involvement: 31 July – 3 August 2015 
 
 
 
 

 

Background 
 

On 1-5 October 2014, the island of Lampedusa in Italy hosted the SABIR Festival - a Festival of 

Mediterranean Cultures – bringing together several international solidarity associations, including 

Emmaus Italy. The Migrants and the Mediterranean themed festival was the chance for Emmaus Cuneo 

to meet with Libera, an Italian anti-mafia organisation. The two associations have different origins but 

share common values such as the rule of law, caring for the environment and more generally 

commonly-held resources, advocating solidarity, defending the rights of the weak, and combating all 

causes of social injustice. The idea of pooling experiences and creating a shared environmental project 

therefore took shape - the Civil Passion summer camp - in Palermo from 5 July to 30 August 2015. 

 

Aims and 

objectives 
 

The aim of the 2015 Palermo summer camp was to awaken social consciences about the environment 

and about protecting/redeveloping commonly-held resources in conjunction with the Emmaus 

Movement’s own values and reuse work. Palermo is unfortunately notorious for its environmental 

problems, namely several dilapidated and disused public places and for its malfunctioning waste 

collection service. The city of Palermo and a number of its neighbourhoods were selected as the venue 

for our initiative for these reasons. 
 

 

Why Palermo and the Fiera del Mediterraneo? 
 

The activity coordination centre was set up in a symbolic venue in the city of Palermo - the Fiera del 

Mediterraneo. This 86,000m² construction was built in 1946 and for many years was used as a leisure 

and events venue for Palermo and the surrounding area. The venue fell into disuse a decade ago and 

has been the victim of deliberate damage. The City of Palermo granted Emmaus and Libera a 

temporary free concession to use some of the building until September 2015.  

 

Our partnership with Libera was vital in terms of being awarded concessions and for running activities on 

the ground, as the local association has in-depth knowledge of the local social dynamics and situation. 

 

 
The shop at the Fiera del Mediterraneo                The meeting with the anti-mafia prosecutor Di Matteo
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Some 40 – 70 volunteers a week, mainly from Cuneo and the town’s Emmaus group, but also from 

other regions of Italy and the world, took part in the following activities: 
 

-     Raising awareness and social activities in the city’s neighbourhoods, and collecting and selling 

second-hand items. 
-     Organizing / taking part in meetings with local government. 

 
I was personally involved in collecting and selling goods in the charity shop set up in the Fiera. 
Each group of volunteers stayed in the neighbourhood in which they were working. It is worth 
highlighting that these are underprivileged neighbourhoods in which economic deprivation is both a root 
cause and consequence of criminal and mafia activity. 
 
The neighbourhoods of Ballaro, Guadagna and Zen are high-risk areas offering few services to 

residents. They are effectively ghettoes and are developing community socio-economic self-

management dynamics. The Emmaus volunteers ran activities every day in these areas: 

 
-     Educational activities (environmental and legal education). 
-     Leisure activities (DIY, football, creative workshops). 
-     Literacy and Italian lessons for migrants. 

 
N.B. Once again, Libera’s presence was important for the grassroots activities and in order to establish 

a climate of trust in the various neighbourhoods. 

 
Emmaus has long-term aims and objectives, focusing on supporting the local communities so that they 

become independent and empowered, without receiving handouts. The meeting with Antonino Di 

Matteo, the anti-mafia prosecutor, proved highly relevant in this context. 

 
Outcomes 

 

The Palermo summer camp initiative proved to be a resounding success among the volunteers aged 17-

25 and also among the adults involved (specifically teachers, engineers, legal experts and retired 

people). Several local associations cooperated with the project and helped organise the activities, 

particularly Caritas, which provided two meals a day for the volunteers.  

 

The project was relatively well received by the local communities, particularly in the different 

neighbourhoods, despite there being some misgivings. Following a difficult start, notably due to the 

camp coinciding with the summer holidays and a reluctance to buy second-hand goods, sales 

picked up and brought in €500 a day on average. The charity shop received constant publicity as 

leaflets were handed out in the city’s neighbourhoods, several articles appeared in the media and it was 

also publicized on the social networks. 

 
Plans to create an Emmaus community in Palermo are currently being considered, given that Emmaus’ 

work in the city is achieving results.  

New initiatives are also being considered, notably a close partnership between Emmaus Cuneo and 

Caritas, working with migrants and in the Port of Palermo, in order to provide them with an initial 

reception service. Special training has been planned for the volunteers delivering the reception service. 

The initiatives in the neighbourhoods listed above will continue throughout the month of August and 

even beyond.  


