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ROME —The mayor of Venice has come under fire for approving a controversial sponsorship deal with Coca-Cola that will allow the soft drinks multinational to install vending machines in the city centre in exchange for a generous injection of cash into empty municipal coffers.
    The existence of the deal, which is expected to be finalized soon, was revealed on Monday by the Turin daily La Stampa. “In exchange for euros 2.1 million (pounds 1.8 million) over five years, the drinks giant is preparing to invade the city with automatic vending machines for canned drinks, snacks and sandwiches,” the paper reported.
    Paradoxically, visitors would be allowed to buy snacks from the machines despite the fact that local bye-laws ban people from eating in the open in the area of St Mark’s Square, La Stampa said.
    Massimo Cacciari, the left-wing mayor who earlier this month travelled to Rome to brief foreign reporters on the city’s grave financial crisis, reacted angrily to the criticism. “I’m astonished at the polemics that are erupting over a partnership project between the city council and one of the biggest and most prestigious brands in the world,” Mr Cacciari said.
    The mayor recently revealed that the city has run out of money for its regular maintenance programme and many of its priceless churches risk falling into disrepair. The Coca-Cola deal was no different from similar sponsorship pacts with companies such as Lancia, Swatch and Bulgari, which had provided money for restoration projects in exchange for promotional opportunities, he said.
“This financial strategy is indispensable for the preservation of our monumental and artistic heritage and is exactly in line with the recommendations of the Culture Ministry,” the mayor said. Public-private collaboration would be crucial to the city’s management strategy for the future, he said. Critics should have the decency to suggest alternatives or cough up the money themselves, Mr Cacciari added.
    The mayor’s assistant, Maurizio Calligaro, said there was no question of the vending machines tarnishing the city’s image. They would not bear the famous Coca-Cola label and would be placed discreetly on the main ferry piers, in the car-park and in outlying areas of the city, Mr Calligaro said. “It’s a territorial marketing deal, similar to what has been done in many other cities,” he said.
    Under the agreement, 38 vending machines will be placed on ferry piers around the city, while other machines will be available inside public buildings and on the larger ferries serving the northern lagoon, officials said.
    In return for its money, Coca-Cola will also be allowed to use two historic buildings for two company dinners a year and will have privileged hospitality rights at the annual Historic Regata. It will also, naturally, feature among the “Friends of Venice”.
    Not everyone has welcomed the deal, however. Bar owners and vendors operating open-air food and drink stands are particularly irate at what they see as unfair competition.
    Maurizio Franceschi, the secretary of the regional retailers association, said he could understand the need to raise funds for Venice’s enormous maintenance bill but was not convinced that Coca-Cola sponsorship was the best solution.
    “It’s not just business people who experience this as competition, but the citizens of Venice who see the presence of international brands such as McDonalds as a violence against the city,” Mr Franceschi said. “I see this as having a major impact and I don’t see it in a very positive light.”
Anna Somers Cocks, the chairman of Venice in Peril, expressed outraged at the mayor’s fund-raising scheme. “I think it’s an absolutely appalling decision. Cacciari is not worthy of being mayor of this incredibly beautiful city,” Ms Somers Cocks told London’s Daily Telegraph.
    The head of the British committee for the preservation of Venice said the Coca-Cola deal was as misguided as the huge advertisements put up recently in St Mark’s Square. “Cacciari is going for the easy options to raise money. It’s so easy to make money by prostituting the city. It doesn’t matter how they camouflage them, vending machines shouldn’t be outside, and they will only add to the refuse problem,” Ms Somers Cocks said.
The amounts of money being earned by the city for both the huge ads and the Coca-Cola deal were simply not worth the sacrifice, she said. “It’s extremely bad business.” 
Her criticism was echoed by Pietro Bortoluzzi, a city councillor for the right-wing National Alliance. The city was being prostituted for the miserable sum of euros 500,000 a year, Mr Bortoluzzi said. The council had demonstrated a lack of professionalism and obtained a paltry financial result, he complained.
La Stampa also poured scorn on the idea that there was a single corner of the city that would not be aesthetically impoverished by the presence of the vending machines. “Not even the night has been spared. Venice’s tireless marketing office is ready to sell you an illuminated gondola, a triumph of the horrid, for publicity purposes: you buy the space and the gondolier will row up and down in the dark, illuminating the Grand Canal with your brand name,” the paper said.
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