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to protect itself from the afflictions of development, but the problem is far greater and 

complicated than fending off real estate speculators and gentrification: climate change is 

making Gowanus itself untenable as a residential, let alone commercial or industrial area. 

Political and economic factors do not compel addressing these problems, and in truth often 

contribute to compounding them.  

 

The need for more housing, especially for low-income households, is acute and obvious, but 

building in Gowanus will not address that problem. In fact, it will create other problems. It will 

displace existing local populations and absorb investment and resources that could be dedicated 

to development in more environmentally sustainable locales. Moreover, participatory planning 

is being used as a smokescreen to justify rezoning that benefits the wealthy and businesses. In 

the case of Gowanus, the local green voice has become a tragic paradox: its heart is in the right 

place but its head is misguided. The call for environmental cleansing of a polluted area has 

become a proxy for class cleansing of a neighbourhood coveted by elite interests, and 

participatory planning obscures this dynamic.  

 

 

5 Conclusion: Saving the local green voice: An informed dialogue on self-determination 

and sustainability 

 

While harmonizing the environmental justice agenda with the circumstances of participatory 

planning in Gowanus is challenging, there is nonetheless something tremendously valuable in 

the concept and practice of the local green voice. The issue is how to reclaim this agenda, to 

ensure it embodies the local as well as reconciles with ecological necessities. I conclude with 

ideas to facilitate self-determination and sustainability through greater knowledge of areas 

being considered for rezoning and to improve participatory processes. 

 

At the outset, a structural revolution in orientation is required: the motives behind the driving 

force of development should be exposed and the right to the city should be acknowledged. As 

Peter Marcuse states, profit should be eliminated as the primary means and motivation in the 

political sector and planning, and the role of the elite should not overshadow the public decision 

making (Marcuse, 2012: 39). In terms of the nuts-and-bolts of deliberating and determining 

development, the first step is to gather more information on a neighbourhood. Beyond data 

collection, this involves an approach that understands that a neighbourhood is not merely the 

sum of housing, water, sewer infrastructure, and power grid, but also a different kind of 

infrastructures that are critical to residents (especially those on low incomes), namely affordable 

shopping, as well as parks, recreational space, and other places for socializing and building 

community. In this way, measures of priorities of rezoning must include community well-being 

by setting “indicators as barometers of community well-being” (English et al., 2004: 194). 

 

One important method for gleaning this knowledge are “sitewalks,” guided tours organized to 

bring together designers/planners and locals before the actual design process starts, which was 

employed in Waterfront Toronto project’s participatory strategies. Locals can highlight 

significant places and attachments. Other interactive methods include “neighbourhood use 

maps, transect walk maps, timelines, resource flow charts, daily routine graphs, and role 

playing” and photographical documentation done by residents (Seitz, 2001: 10). Participatory 

mapping such as on OpenStreetMap (an open source model) can be used to map essential 

community resources by the users themselves. NYC Planning’s tool Plan Gowanus is an 

important asset and should weigh heavily on the rezoning plans. Additionally, it is important to 

develop channels for participation that are not so constrained by time-specific, time-intensive, 
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cost-inducing conditions. One possibility are surveys. Online questionnaires can be developed 

to collect data on users, their behaviors, preferences, and problems with the existing community 

resources, open spaces, public spaces, and to also evaluate the potential of these places. A 

second option is to enable the participation of low-income families at public consultations by 

providing childcare, other social services, or compensation. These alternatives advance equity; 

the local green voice will then not only be sensitive to neighbourhood concerns and 

sustainability but also contribute to equality. These learning practices play a social-political role 

in cementing the utility and popularity of development projects. As Seitz (2001: 10) points out, 

interactive “methods are best learned by doing; the greatest benefit comes from their practice 

and analysis within the group. The sharing of knowledge and discussion that takes place is of 

greater value than the finished product.” 

 

To validate the process of civic participation, planning must produce development that reflects 

neighbourhood knowledge, experience, and engagement. Neighbourhoods are not objects 

around which development is built, but subjects to be involved in determining development. 

The hand of public participation must be seen in planning and development; the process must 

drive the outcome. It is only when the local green voice is discernibly heard that any 

development has a chance to be environmentally and social-politically sustainable.  

 

 
Zeynep Turan, The New School and John Jay College, City University of New York, New York, USA 

(zeynept7@gmail.com) 
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Abstract 

Urban acupuncture actions are small-scale, bottom-up projects that foster community building. The 

approach provides an alternative to investor urbanism and motivates residents of neglected neighbourhoods 

to engage in place-making. The playground in Ljubljana’s suburb of Zalog is a perfect example of an 

intervention that converted a neglected site into a main meeting point of the neighbourhood. The needs of 

youngsters were inquired about and considered; they became active partners in the transformation of public 

space. Urban acupuncture is a valuable tool for place-making in locations where market forces overshadow 

the residents’ ability to make decisions about their own right to the city.  

 

Keywords: urban acupuncture, place-making, investor urbanism, neighbourhoods, participation 

 

 

1 Introduction 

 

In the suburbs of Central European cities we are witness to a lack of activities available 

to youngsters in spite of the fact that public spaces have been reclaimed for mixed use. 

The capacity of young people to participate in the public life of their neighbourhood is 

diminishing. New forms of social structures and relationships among city dwellers have 

produced an unequal distribution of political power, which is not indicative of a promising 

future for European cities. Smith (2002) argues that gentrification has become a global 

urban strategy, influencing local urban environments around the world. Global capital 

accumulates in urban centres and accelerates the speed and scale of gentrification in large 

cities. In contrast to large-scale investment projects, urban acupuncture is a small-scale 

practice applied in micro urban environments, intended to engage local residents in the 

creation of their public space. It is a strategy for approaching urban renewal or 

development projects that acknowledges the needs of locals and other stakeholders and 

puts an emphasis on creating shared common spaces, accessible to the local population. 

Application of urban acupuncture includes research into local residents’ needs and 

consideration of their perspectives in the planning process. Targeted actions are then 

carried out to change public space and improve the residents’ quality of life. This paper 

presents an example of urban acupuncture, implemented in the Zalog suburb of Ljubljana 

which was specifically articulated to meet the needs of youngsters.  

 

A lack of communication among stakeholders in urban environment can cause a 

disconnection between suburbs and the city centre. Marginalized suburban 

neighbourhoods become abandoned, vandalized, and neglected, lacking all appropriate 

programmes. Neglect is connected with unmitigated urban sprawl. Investor urbanism 

mode of operation is currently one of the most prominent reasons for weak local 

communities. Direct implementation of investment capital interests leaves little room for 

communication. Urban acupuncture is a method of intervention and resistance that can 

disrupt and influence profit-driven investor urbanism in action and, through the 
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participation of the public, tip the scale in favour of public interest. It influences 

community building by inspiring residents to acknowledge common ownership of a 

particular public space and use it to express and reinforce their local identity. Insisting on 

discussion and creating concrete urban interventions in neglected spaces is an important 

aspect of community building. 

 

The focus in Ljubljana was on youth, defined here as the generational group between 8 

and 25 years old. The use of new communication tools and methods made distribution 

within a wider group of users easy. Different new methods were used to involve the youth 

in collaboration as the approaches previously used to attract their participation had failed.  

 

In a top-down setting of the power city, contents are dictated by investors or developers, 

and urban dwellers are not considered important as the capital reshapes the city in pursuit 

of profit. Investor urbanism represents a form of spatial development in which investors 

and/or politicians make decisions about a city’s development without giving residents or 

other community representatives any opportunity to provide their input. The only 

objective is to maximize profit through the implementation of corporate design that 

invariably affects the community. Investor urbanism has been especially prevalent in 

countries undergoing transition between different political regimes, where urban 

development is subject to corruption and real estate manipulation. 

 

The rise of investor urbanism, as described by Lefebvre and Harvey in the 1970s, laid the 

fundaments for the expansion of the capitalist system. According to Lefebvre, the 

development of the contemporary city is a product of the capitalist system, where the state 

uses space for social control (Patel, 2015). Investor urbanism is part of capital 

accumulation and class relations. As the capital accumulation strategies moved away 

from productive sectors in the late 1970s and 1980s, the production of built environment 

emerged as a viable alternative to mop up surplus capital. Governments in cooperation 

with the private sector passed business-friendly laws and regulations, turning profit-

driven urbanism into the main site of capital accumulation. This sort of top-down projects 

usually results in privatization of urban commons and disregard for public interest in 

favour of private gains.  

 

According to Harvey (2008), since the 1970s the solution to the issue of surplus capital 

has been solved by urbanization, absorbing capital by restructuring, renovation, 

expansion, and speculation. Harvey (2008) argues that the city and the real estate market 

are produced by capital accumulation governing present-day economy. Vives Miro 

(2010) describes how “since the nineties, the expansion of neoliberalism has involved the 

entrepreneurial turn of local governments, by playing a new role in the urban governance. 

Local governments, in conjunction with private agents and urban elites, have turned into 

promoters of developments, producing the city based on competitive logics, in order to 

scale positions in the global urban hierarchy. In this sense, gentrification policies have 

been one of the main urban strategies that have driven cities towards success in the global 

market.” The rise of investor urbanism causes the adaption of space to gentrification 

policies, as already described by Florida (2003) in The rise of the creative class. His 

theory is based on the notion that attracting creative people to a city will strengthen its 

economic performance. Riegler (2013) states that, instead, gentrification is sugar coated 

in terms like urban renewal or urban regeneration. Policy makers can hide behind 

Floridaʼs theory and promote an environment in neighbourhoods favourable to the young 

urban creative elite but completely bypassing all consideration of the current residents’ 
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needs. In a recent podcast (Chamberlain, 2017) Florida expresses a concern, discussed in 

his new book, of a new urban crisis concerning the growing poverty in the suburbs. The 

reason for this crisis lies in the fact that people who move to the suburbs are nowadays 

often the disadvantaged that have been pushed out from the city centre. This is a new 

facet of the growing spatial inequality. The new urban crisis is a term describing the 

growing spatial inequality and a simultaneous decline of the middle class in city 

neighbourhoods.  

 

An alternative possible approach to improvement of a certain neighbourhood, city or 

region involves the process of place-making where dwellers become involved in all 

aspects of projects that reinvent public space as the centre of their community (White, 

2001). In a collaborative process public space can be shaped in such a way as to maximize 

its shared value. It is not the urban design, its products or authors, but the use of specific 

action patterns to create spatial, cultural, and social identities that define a place. 

However, when place-making is shaping public spaces through a participatory process, it 

is important to increase the values attached to those spaces by citizens. “Keeping the high 

quality of places over time can be a real challenge, especially in times of austerity. Place-

keeping offers some solutions for local authorities to face these challenges” (Schmoch, 

2017).  

 

To understand fully the difference between the top-down approaches and urban 

acupuncture, we shall examine concrete examples from two former Yugoslavian cities: 

Koper and Belgrade. Both cases demonstrate how city dwellers cannot participate in top-

down projects. Czepczyński (2008) states that socialistic urban typologies and strategies 

defined the space of the former communist cities in central Europe in a way that is 

difficult to react to. In Koper, Slovenia, a project was started in 2007 when municipal 

councillors approved the construction of a building that would house an Olympic centre, 

including a swimming pool, wellness and conference centres, offices, and municipal 

administration, in a central location near the historical city centre. More than ten years 

later the construction remains unfinished. When the construction company went 

bankrupt, work in this prominent location was discontinued, and the unfinished shell still 

stands there after a decade of decay (Figure 1). 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The unfinished construction at the entrance of the historical city of Koper (photo: Boštjan 

Bugarič). 
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Figure 2: Shopping mall in Koper shares its parking lot with the city prison (photo: Domen Grögl).  

 

As a case in point, the Koper municipality councillors also approved the construction of 

the shopping mall right next to the city prison, which is isolated from its surroundings. 

The prison planed in the 1980s thus shares a parking lot with a commercial area 

constructed after the lot was sold to private investors in the 2000s (Figure 2). In Koper, 

inclusive design of public spaces that takes the needs of residents’ into account is severely 

limited and municipality politics plays the decisive role in urban planning. The public is 

disempowered and does not express disagreement with the city’s investments in public 

space or architecture. A public primary school, for example, was equipped with a plaque 

that celebrates the political victory of the mayor (Bugarič, 2010). There has not been any 

public reaction to the plaque since the school was built (Figure 3). 

 

 
 
Figure 3: The inscription “63.3 hvala” on the facade of the Koper primary school refers to the support (in 

percentage points) that the mayor’s side received in the referendum on the construction of the school (photo: 

Boštjan Bugarič).  

 

A very similar process on a much larger scale is happening in Belgrade, where an urban 

design for Waterfront was proposed during the 2012 municipal election. During the 2014 

parliamentary election cycle, the project was promoted as a way to improve city life. 

However, the public was not informed about the fact that the Waterfront project was 

subject to foreign capital investment and primarily a profit-making venture, not a city 

improvement scheme. The project includes plans for the construction of 6,178 housing 

units that will bring anticipated revenue of approximately EUR 2.5 billion.  
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Vilenica, Sekulić, and Čukić (2015: 5) describe how “urban planners started looking at 

the space owned by the city not as a resource and a control mechanism to sustain equality 

in future development, but as a source of fast profit.” In 1985 the planning legislation was 

modified to simplify granting approval to profitable development projects. In this way 

urban planners catered to investors’ wishes. Investor urbanism is taking place on different 

scales. The sites of urban renewals are presented as future attractive locations that promise 

to attract further investments in line with the Bilbao effect. Namely, in Bilbao, popularity 

and financial growth were brought to a rundown city area in economic decline with the 

construction of an architectural landmark, the Guggenheim Museum.  

 

The reaction of civil society to large-scale projects is protest. In Belgrade, 20,000 people 

gathered in the streets. In Koper, people express disagreement with discussions in daily 

and social media, through art, and activist actions such as VIVAT LOGGIA! The two 

examples show a similar reaction of the local population to a top-down approach. We 

employed a bottom-up approach and small-scale urbanism, following the methodology 

described below.  

 

 

2 Methodology 

 

2.1 Cultural Acupuncture Treatment for Suburbs project 

 

European suburbia develops in borderless landscapes on the outskirts of historical 

centres. Kádár (2012) outlines how neighbourhoods are considered suburban in their 

given socio-cultural environments. Different extra-urban typologies, such as favelas in 

South America, high-rise housing estates in Russia and Hong Kong, and the sprawl of 

detached houses for the upper classes in the United States are becoming new ways of 

suburban living for the lower social classes. Central European cities annexed suburban 

villages during the 20th century and started the process of suburbanization, which “lead 

to the formation of the first upper-class suburbs, where the rich escaped to from the 

centres and their noise, pollution and the more and more visible working class. These first 

suburban areas were originally characterized by mono-functional living environments” 

(Kádár, 2012). But a long-lasting mono-functionality of these areas and the absence of 

diversity produced deserted suburbs lacking any identity.  

 

In the scope of the project Cultural Acupuncture Treatment for Suburbs (Culburb), 

financed by the Education and Culture DG - Culture Programme with the support of the 

European Commission, six cities were involved in the implementation of urban 

acupuncture interventions. The project was organized and coordinated by the main 

coordinator, the Centre for Central European Architecture (CCEA) in Prague and co-

organized in Vienna, Bratislava, Budapest, Warsaw and Ljubljana. Between 2010 and 

2013, a suburb area in each of these cities was identified and targeted with urban 

acupuncture strategies by local coordinators. The selected locations were associated with 

problems such as economic hardship/shortage of jobs, commuter areas with people 

commuting to the city centres for work (byproduct of mono-functional environment), 

tensions with immigrants, and growing anti-immigrant and nationalist sentiments that 

disrupt the harmony in local communities. 

 

Growing anti-immigrant and nationalist sentiment is the most common cause of 

disruption of the harmony of suburban communities with their development. This 
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problem was tackled in suburbs, including Ljubljana. Zalog is located at the east end of 

Ljubljana. While part of Yugoslavia, the area experienced a high rate of immigration from 

other parts of the common state. In consequence, the present-day generation of youngsters 

has a very diverse mix of cultural backgrounds. Slovene population is in minority and it 

has proven difficult to integrate youngsters into the city. Instead, the youth have 

developed their own urban identity. Zalog is located outside the Ljubljana ring road, 

which makes the area feel remote in comparison to other parts of the city. Due to the 

collapse of industry in the area, there is a serious shortage of jobs, so many people 

commute to work to the centre. 

 

2.2 Urban acupuncture: A case study in Zalog, Ljubljana  

 

Urban acupuncture fosters interactions among inhabitants of a neighbourhood to cultivate 

community life (Culburb, 2013). Gruber (2012) talks about urban acupuncture as “a set 

of actions based on an inductive reading and physiological understanding of an urban 

milieu. It identifies neuralgic points for focused interventions that promise to add-up to 

more than the mere sum of their parts. Only then urban plans might be implemented also 

bottom-up and incrementally through constant feed-back and re-adjustments.” Urban 

acupuncture evokes the points of engagement of dwellers within a local community in 

small actions in micro urban environment, with the purpose of creating diversity of 

content in public spaces. Understanding the residents’ needs is important; they must be 

studied before starting any urban acupuncture action. Implementation requires continuity; 

only continued feedback loops allow the necessary readjustments and building of trust 

within the community. The process of urban acupuncture implementation is structured in 

three phases: research, content observation, and action planning. Generally, an 

independent stakeholder (most often an NGO, in this case KUD C3) connects dwellers’ 

(in this case the youngsters’) perception of space with stakeholders. Over the course of a 

long-term process, a methodology based on solidarity values and collaboration was 

developed. The result of this process was renovation of a public space – the playground 

Plata – and the creation of a new meeting point of the neighbourhood (Figure 4). 

 

The Zalog case study was focused on possible changes to the local landscape that could 

be made without large investments and without relying on the city government or 

municipality. The youngsters in Zalog were invited to communicate their needs in relation 

to their direct surroundings. The goal of the community building was to actively involve 

them in the shaping of their environment according to their needs in order to overcome 

their usual passive critical attitude towards public projects that often undervalue their 

creative potential. The reconstruction of the vandalized sports-field in Zalog emerged as 

an opportunity for a common project initiated directly by the local youth and affecting 

their immediate environment. This location had been a favourite meeting place for the 

young people of Zalog. It had a long-standing problem of weathered and destroyed 

benches, no access to drinking water, and inadequate lighting for playing sports in the 

evenings. Ljubljana, in particular its suburbs, is characterized by a relatively large 

population of second-generation immigrants, descendants of newcomers from other 

cultures (Džokić et al., 2011). Most of Zalog youth are descendants of immigrant parents 

from Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Urban acupuncture implementation was 

developed in the four-year process with participation of the Zalog community. The Zalog 

project involved the collaboration of the City Municipality of Ljubljana, the Youth Centre 

Zalog Čamac, a neighbourhood retirement home, the local community of Polje and the 

Zalog primary school, and was coordinated by the cultural association KUD C3. 
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Figure 4: Action planning – renovation of the water well on the playground in Zalog as part of urban 

acupuncture process (photo: Domen Grögl). 

 

2.3 Project implementation 

 

Project implementation started in April 2010 and concluded in June 2013. KUD C3 

association took on the leading role in the project, establishing communication between 

different parties. During the first phase – research –, KUD C3 initiated the partnership 

with a local stakeholder, the Zalog youth centre. Working together and gradually building 

trust yielded the basic concept of spatial development in the selected micro location (Plata 

playground), developed together with the city municipality and the local primary school. 

The renovation began in 2010 as a cooperation between the local youth and 

STEALTH.unlimited, brought together by KUD C3. In parallel, research started and 

continued throughout the implementation of the project; results were presented in a 

manual “This place exist only while we are here” (Džokić et al., 2011), an attempt towards 

creating effective means of involving young dwellers in the shape of their local built 

environment through diverse forms of engagement. On December 2011, the Building 

Public-ness festival was organized at the Museum of Modern Art in Ljubljana, at the 

Zalog primary school, and in several other public venues in Ljubljana. The event brought 

together architects, artists, designers, sociologists, cultural anthropologists, writers and 

curators. Through lectures, discussions, art interventions, exhibitions and workshops the 

participants encouraged the users of public space to start actively participating in the 

shaping of the environment they live in and to define its contents. Local and international 

institutions took part in the festival, including Centre for Central European Architecture 

(Prague, Czech Republic), University of Primorska (Koper, Slovenia), Academy of 

Design (Ljubljana, Slovenia), Academy of Fine Arts (Vienna, Austria), Parsons New 

School for Design (New York, USA), Association for Interdisciplinary and Intercultural 

Research (Zagreb, Croatia), Soho in Ottakring (Vienna, Austria), STEALTH.unlimited 

(Belgrade/Rotterdam, Serbia/The Netherlands), and Press to Exit Project Space (Skopje, 

FYROM). 

 

The second phase focused on observations of space content. Youngsters communicated 

directly with experts at the youth centre and through social media channels. In this way 

the new content was defined according to the needs expressed by the target group, 

youngsters aged between 8 and 25 years. This phase took place during the first year of 

project implementation: KUD C3 established a connection with the youth centre in Zalog 

and other potential partners (City Municipality of Ljubljana, Local Community Polje, 

community centre, primary school, neighbourhood retirement home). KUD C3 conducted 
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weekly meetings with different stakeholders and observed the needs of the young people 

over an extended period of time. Approximately 85 youth were involved in the project, 

as well as around 700 other people from the Zalog neighbourhood. The project was 

presented at other institutions and in other cities, among them the Parsons New School 

for Design in New York, the Faculty of Architecture in Belgrade, the Faculty of 

Architecture at the University of Ljubljana, the Deutsche Architektur Zentrum in Berlin, 

and the Architekturzentrum in Vienna. Observing the suburb content included feedback 

from social media, weekly interviews and hangouts at the playground, together with 

observations of the behaviour of youth gathering in the neighbourhood. Conclusions of 

our observations were distributed via social media, live conferences and different 

platforms, with the aim of attracting as many individuals as possible from the local 

community and informing the largest possible audience. Communication with youth and 

collaborative work with the Zalog community was always in the forefront of the working 

process. Distribution of information via social media assured that the youth were 

continuously involved in the process in real time. 

 

The third phase focused on the development of the action plan. The regeneration of Zalog 

public space put its main focus on Plata, the local playground that was ‒at the start of the 

renovation–mainly used by local drug dealers. During the following five years, between 

2011 and 2013, Plata was transformed into a community meeting spot. The playground 

was outfitted with lights, new benches and water fountains. In addition to young people, 

the space eventually attracted the elderly and mothers with children. They all played a 

role in transforming a once-vandalized area into a community gathering space. During 

this time, five artist residency programmes, coordinated by KUD C3, were conducted in 

the Zalog neighbourhood.  

 

 

3 Results 

 

The final results of urban acupuncture strategies implemented in the scope of Culburb 

were presented and evaluated at the Forum Acupuncture Conference in Ljubljana in April 

2013. Six local coordinators and authors presented their projects from six different cities. 

In Zalog, urban acupuncture was used to engage local youth in the urban design of their 

neighbourhood. 

 

The first urban acupuncture intervention was designed as a cooperation between 

youngsters and experts (Figure 5). Collaborating in the renovation of the abandoned 

playground by using recycled materials gave the local youth a larger sense of 

responsibility towards their environment. The young people’s attitudes changed from 

those characteristic of a consumer society to those marking a society with a higher 

awareness of spatial, ethical and ecological aspects of their environment. During 

collaborative work carried out by the KUD C3 expert team and youth from Zalog in 2011 

and 2012, the participating youngsters gained experience and knowledge on the subject 

of water recuperation. 
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Figure 5: Urban Acupuncture - Down by the Water (photo: Domen Grögl). 

 

The second urban acupuncture intervention was organized in December 2012 in 

collaboration with the architect Daniel Diaz Vidaurri from Mexico City (Figure 6). The 

organized workshop stimulated communication among the youth and encouraged them 

to design their ideal city, while simultaneously illustrating the way they perceive public 

space and the way they would like to break down the social and physical barriers between 

their neighbourhood and city areas they do not usually frequent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6: Urban Acupuncture - Design Your City (photo: Domen Grögl). 

 

The third urban acupuncture intervention was carried out by artists Yane Calovski and 

Hristina Ivanoska with the creative collaboration of Anette Lundeby, designer and 

researcher from London. The artists engaged locals in a dialogue about their personal and 

collective expectations regarding public space through a collective performance entitled 

Stone Soup. The performance was a participatory action designed to draw out the youth’s 

opinions on public space. This intervention was conducted in March 2012 at the Zalog 

primary school (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Urban Acupuncture - Conversation (photo: Domen Grögl). 
 

The fourth urban acupuncture intervention was carried out between November 2012 and 

June 2013. The site of the intervention was a grass patch next to the playground where a 

meeting place for the local youngsters was constructed (Figure 8). The youth were 

partners in the creation process; they became proud owners of a new public area that they 

could take care of. During the workshops they were encouraged to talk about the area 

needs, construct models and make good choices, which gradually lead to concrete formal 

decisions. The intervention included the collaboration of local artisans and businesses 

that sourced the necessary materials and showed the young the way to initiate other 

processes in turn and source the materials themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 8: Urban Acupuncture - The Meeting Stripe (photo: Domen Grögl). 

 

The fifth urban acupuncture intervention in Zalog took place between January and April 

2013. Organization Womenspace executed the intervention in different public spaces; 

asking different questions about the relationship of women towards public space in Zalog 

(Figure 9). Within a series of workshops, women of different ages and backgrounds talked 

about their involvement in public space, their experiences, and the accommodations they 

need and wish for in public space. The workshop coordinators assembled their input in 
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the form of stories, drawings, and maps into a mental map of the suburb. Such maps can 

serve as tools for improvement of public space for women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Urban Acupuncture Womenspace (photo: Domen Grögl). 

 

Yet another activity was related to the local youth centre. It took place in the centre of the 

neighbourhood where a former neighbourhood community centre had been demolished 

to make room for a new commercial building. The construction of a new shopping mall 

on the site and the incompatibility of the programme forced the youth centre to move out 

and look for another seat. It is now located in the building previously used as a library, 

situated on the fringes of the neighbourhood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10: The new commercial building in Zalog in oversized format (photo: Domen Grögl). 

 

For a better understanding of how urban acupuncture affected the Zalog community, the 

neighbourhood, and public space, we summarize the most important results in Table 1. 

The communication development, impact on public space, and investment of residents 

have been mapped and evaluated.  
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Table 1: Urban acupuncture in Zalog and its impact on the community (2011 - 2013). 

 

 
Communication 

development 

Impact on public 

space 

Involvement of local 

residents 

Down by the Water 

Excellent: 

connection of youth 

centre and 

stakeholders 

 

Excellent: 

reconstruction of the 

playground 

Youth, age 11-25 

Elderly, age 60-70  

Design Your City 

Very good: 

connection of youth 

centre, stakeholders 

and international 

institutions 

 

Very good: definition 

of dangerous spaces 

and spaces related to 

identity of the 

neighbourhood 

Youth, age 15-20  

Conversations 

 

Very good: 

connection of youth 

centre and primary 

school 

 

Good: educational 

impact 
Children, age 8-11 

The Meeting Stripe 

Excellent: 

connection of youth 

centre, primary 

school, and local 

stakeholders-

craftsmen 

Excellent: definition 

of the meeting point 

for dwellers 

Teenagers, age 11-18 

Womenspace 

Excellent: 

connection of youth 

centre with local 

activists 

Excellent: definition 

of safe spaces for 

women in the 

neighbourhood 

Women, age 10-60 

Note: Users’ needs were studied between 2010 and 2013. 

 

 

4 Conclusion 

 

The nature and dynamics of urban sprawl in Central Europe take on different dimensions: 

infrastructure-related sprawl can be observed around Athens (Salvati & Zitti, 2017); post-

socialist city sprawl is taking place in Warsaw and Ljubljana; sprawl based on second 

homes can be encountered in Austria (Couch, 2008). Many needs of Central European 

suburban residents, ranging from infrastructural to cultural and communal, remain 

unfulfilled. “To start with, a unique yet common relation with their living environment 

would be needed to define in a steady way the notion of ‘home’. Some qualities of these 

undefined, transitional landscapes should be discovered, and reformulated to give a new 

sense of place to these often non-places. The traditional urban planning policies will not 

work here. The efforts to tie these areas to the cities are too big and expensive to be 

feasible; while the population migrating to the suburbs will probably create new ones if 

these areas will become neatly urban” (Kádár, 2012). Development of neighbourhoods in 

post-transition Eastern European countries is strongly influenced by neoliberal 

distribution of capital. Investor urbanism disregards content diversity and promotes one-

way communication of interests from the political elite and capital investors to the 

developers. Combatting investor urbanism is not constructive; rather, we should work 

towards improving the communication within the community, and thus create a self-

sufficient micro urbanism. There is a necessity for civil society organizations to amplify 

the voices of the community, lobby against investor urbanism interests, and counteract 

some of its destructive effects.  
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The article presents urban acupuncture, a bottom-up method of urban intervention that 

represents an alternative to profit-driven, investor urbanism projects. The concept of 

urban acupuncture is an alternative form of small-scale “place-making” that is based on 

human relations and prioritizes public interest. Urban acupuncture influences community 

building by providing the residents with a sense of common ownership of a particular 

space and promotes the use of this space to express and reinforce local identity. An 

important aspect of community building is enforcing the discussion and creating concrete 

urban actions in neglected spaces. Using urban acupuncture at the level of a 

neighbourhood enables resistance to capital investments and relies on emotional 

investment of residents of neglected areas into public space. Resilience projects are based 

on community needs; they simultaneously create new forms of active participation and 

open possibilities for intergenerational collaboration in the neighbourhood. The diverse 

contents included in the Zalog urban acupuncture implementation clearly show that it is 

possible to build a community and develop intergenerational relations but only over a 

longer period of time, and with experts working in close association with the community. 

The open public space of the Zalog playground is an example par excellence of the 

potential of such interventions – it transformed a neglected and dangerous space into a 

neighbourhood community meeting point.  
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Abstract 

Wide areas in urban peripheries are made up of the council housing, i.e., neighbourhoods provided by public 

authorities. Diverse in building forms and types, these areas are frequently equipped with large open spaces: their 

“public” dimension, in physical and social terms, which is currently in crisis. The aim of this article is to discuss 

two issues arising from this fact: how the sharing of food-related processes can have a strategic role in the 

redevelopment of the “public city”, and how the “implicit planning” of these processes may provide useful insights 

to update planning tools and define new types of public spaces. A multiplicity of reflections leads to the conclusion 

that public spaces have declined, primarily, due to their inability to represent an increasingly fragmented and 

diverse society. In this respect, food recreates the primaeval sense of sharing, which encourages new forms of self-

promoted public spaces. An innovation of these spaces can be found in the ability to activate or enhance not only 

social but also economic and cohesive social relationship networks that can break down the mechanisms leading 

to isolation, closures and marginality often affecting peripheral council housing neighbourhoods. 

 

Keywords: food spaces, food providing & distribution, open spaces, urban design, “public city”, creative 

practices. 

 

 

1 Food and the cities: An urban question 

 

For some time now, the relationship between food and city has been at the centre of research 

and investigations promoted by organizations, government agencies, non-profit associations 

and the like. Most importantly, it has been the core interest of different disciplines, not least 

architecture and urban planning. Since the mid-1990s, with the Second United Nations 

Conference on Human Settlements (Istanbul, Turkey, June 1996), scientists have become aware 

of how intense phenomena of global urbanization are closely related to an increasingly 

unsustainable agricultural production. Many studies have essentially shown the relationship 

between urban population growth and soil depletion, resource consumption and desertification 

phenomena. More generally, the significant role of cities has emerged in the intensification of 

climate change issues, food poverty, human safety and health, etc. 

 

The argument that these researches contribute to, outline and support is clear: sustainability and 

urban spaces survival are strongly linked to food production and distribution cycles (Cheema et 

al., 1996; Mougeot, 2005, 2006; Morgan, 2009; Food and Agriculture Organisation of the 

United Nations, 2009, 2011; Steel, 2013; de Zeeuw & Dreschel, 2015). The “food system”– 

understood here as both the processes related to its production and distribution, and the practices 

related to food knowledge, accessibility and consumption–is therefore considered as a major 

urban issue intertwining with problems related to mobility, social inequalities and the 

environment (Secchi, 2010, 2013; Calori & Magarini, 2015). The premise on which the 

different positions in a broad and disciplinarily heterogeneous debate converge is clear: if the 

current food production system cannot guarantee the future sustainability of urban populations, 

it is obvious that cities should begin to deal with agriculture, at different scales and at different 

levels (Cheema et al., 2001; Morgan, 2009). In recent years, the relationship between food and 
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city has been dealt with across general and global issues. Ultimately, we could say that this 

question has polarized around three major lines of reflection and research, including different 

variants. 

 

The first line focuses on food security issues. Powerfully emerged in the international debate 

since the 2008 global economic crisis, this strand has brought the focus back to the urban 

problems associated with the increasing social inequalities and poverty in cities (Food and 

Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, 2004). The investigations and studies spurred 

by these issues are rooted in the hypothesis that integrating the food system into the urban 

processes can contribute in various ways to counteract poverty and food insecurity phenomena 

(Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, 1996). Having access to proper and 

healthy nutrition is not only a way to improve people’s lifestyles, but can also offer job 

opportunities, social emancipation and the establishing or strengthening of collective 

collaboration and social support networks. 

 

The second strand which the food-city relationship can be traced back to refers to environmental 

issues and climate change: in this case, the attention focuses on the soil as a resource and the 

problems linked to desertification processes, fertile land reduction, and land-grabbing 

phenomena (Fiamingo et al., 2016). Emphasis is generally put on the critical issues connected 

to the industrialization of the agricultural sector, not least those of landscape simplification and 

impoverishment. These affect many territories, including Italy, and carry cultural and identity 

questions with them, together with the more obvious environmental ones (e.g., Baccichet, 

2016). Local cultural traditions, in fact, can help preserve and defend the environmental quality 

and ecological wealth of territories. The studies that investigate this field draw on the hypothesis 

that rethinking agricultural production cycles, even when they are close to the city, can be a 

way to safeguard and enhance the agricultural landscape, restore its peculiar traits and make 

our territories more resilient to climate change (de Zeeuw et al., 2011; ICLEI, 2013). 

 

The third line, closely connected to the previous ones, reinterprets and rethinks cities from an 

agricultural perspective. This field has to date produced the most stimulated proposals and 

design themes, starting with the definition of “urban countryside” (Donadieu, 1998) and 

recovering those approaches in the history of architecture and urbanism which have imagined 

the rural dimension as an integral part of cities. Among them, let us mention Ebenezer Howard’s 

Garden city (1898), F. L. Wright’s Broadacre city (1934-35), and, more recently, Andrea 

Branzi’s Agronica (1993-94) or Aldo Cibic’s proposals presented at the 2010 Venice Biennale 

(Cibic, 2010). In other words, the relationship between food and city in the urban planning 

domain has brought renewed attention to ”city design”, including new landscape utopias such 

as the urban countryside itself, endorsed by the desires and needs of diversified and cross-

cultural social groups pushing for a country’s return into the city (Donadieu, 2005). The most 

recent and well-known projects for Le Grand Pari(s) (2007), Agropolis München by Jorge 

Schröder and Kerstin Hartig (2009), as well as Active Nature by Soa Architects and Agence 

Babylone (2007), all envisage future cities as places where agricultural areas and built spaces 

are reassembled into new urban forms, even if they are perhaps too easily pictured in a peaceful 

and “natural” coexistence (Pellegrini, 2015).  

 

It goes without saying that these thematic fields can help us rethink the relationship between 

food and city only if taken together. On the other hand, thus distinguished, they are a way to 

focus on some key issues integrating the “food system” and the “urban system”. In addition, 

the very attention paid by some big cities’ administrations (in the global North and South) to 

these issues has contributed to the achievement of Urban Food Planning, an opportunity to 
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integrate food-related policies with other urban policies in the sector (Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 

1999; Ferrario, 2013; Calori & Magarini, 2015; Dansero & Nicolarea 2016). Only recently, 

however, the way in which food-related policies and strategies could renew the themes and 

tools of public space design and, more generally, of open spaces, has been questioned. From 

this point of view, is it possible for us to put forward another research question: can the “food 

system” help define new fields for urban design? Some scholars have already pointed out that, 

since 2005, urban agriculture has progressively shifted from being only a policy subject to being 

a design subject, too (Viljoenet et al., 2015). There are many instances confirming this trend. 

To date, for example, the Carrot City website (Internet 1) has collected more than 100 design 

experiences related to urban agriculture, highlighting the wide variety of proposed solutions: 

from community initiatives, housing, and rooftops up to the designing of individual 

“components” that can enrich and diversify open space configurations and uses. 

 

We need to consider the food system as a “device” to rethink collective spaces in ways that are 

innovative and different from the well-known “urban gardens”. Food can be recognized as an 

opportunity to rediscover the value of public space in cities and to start positive processes for 

the reactivation and regeneration of larger urban areas. 

 

 

2 Some research issues: Food as a regeneration instrument 

 

From this premise, the purpose of this article is to formulate and discuss two hypotheses: 

(1) The first hypothesis is that the processes linked to food production and consumption can 

contribute to the requalification of council housing neighbourhoods and restart a reflection on 

the transformation of their open and built spaces, in order to enhance their inhabitability. The 

food system can help reconfigure the relationships that exist between residents and property 

management boards, as well as social and health services and “third parties” often involved in 

the management and administration processes of the same districts. 

(2) The second issue deals with the possibility that the relationship between council housing 

neighbourhoods and food-related processes can contribute to enrich the contemporary city 

public space debate as well. The “food system” can, in fact, have interesting spatial 

repercussions, and can offer a chance to rethink the forms of public space sharing, as well as its 

design. 

 

2.1 Field definition: Some premises  

 

In this reflection, references will be made to specific areas of urban peripheries, namely those 

shaped by the “public city” in the Italian context (Di Biagi, 1986; Di Biagi, 2001). This phrase 

refers to the urban areas created by the public operator to meet residential needs of individuals 

who cannot access the private home market. The building interventions that make up the “public 

city” emerge today in the urban continuum as morphologically and typologically connoted 

“parts”. Together, they offer a wide and diversified repertoire of urban forms: from organic 

neighbourhoods (e.g., Borgo San Sergio in Trieste, Falchera in Turin) to large single 

compounds (e.g., Corviale in Rome, Rozzol Melara in Trieste). These forms translate different 

ideas of inhabitable space and its relations with the city on the ground, exemplifying different 

planning seasons and approaches (Di Biagi, 2001; LaboratorioCittàPubblica, 2009). In the 

variety of these cases, what unites these parts is generally the wide endowment of open and 

collective spaces, today often marked by a spatially and symbolically “promiscuous” nature: 

their “public” side is deeply in crisis. Here, as elsewhere, this contributes to turning these 

blocks–especially in big cities–into difficult contexts where social problems are accompanied 
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by problems related to the very open space and building degradation. These problems have only 

fostered different types of stigma and prejudice towards the public city, exacerbating its 

separation from the city and the exclusion from the city’s dynamics. 

 

In recent years, however, studies and research conducted on some Italian cities (including 

Milan, Rome, Bari, Trieste, Naples, and others) have started to show how these urban parts are 

not only critical places but also spaces rich in resources, especially social and environmental 

ones (LaboratorioCittàPubblica, 2009; Infussi, 2011). These surveys have reconsidered public 

peripheries, seeing them as creative workshops for inserting innovative retraining paths and 

testing new forms of design (Infussi, 2007). Since then, many investigations have explored the 

possibility of promoting “research-action” lines in those districts (Cognetti, 2016; Cognetti & 

Ranzini, 2017), involving not only residents, administrations and public bodies, but also 

cooperatives, non-profit associations, etc. On aggregate, the coordinated actions of these 

subjects have favoured not only renewed regeneration processes but also required completely 

new design tools: for example, guidelines, metaprojects and scenarios (Laboratorio Città 

Pubblica, 2009; Lambertini, Metta & Olivetti, 2014; De Matteis, 2015). 

 

It is within the limits defined by these investigations that we will try to relate food and 

neighbourhoods in the public city. More precisely, our focus will be on how the reorganization 

of food-related processes can contribute to renewing the meanings and values of the open and 

public spaces in neighbourhoods. First, by considering how the spaces of food and the food-

related practices (linked to food production, preparation, consumption, education, etc.) can 

favour the processes of rooting, affection and care of the inhabitants in relation to the places in 

which they live. The public value of the food spaces is therefore recognizable, in the first place, 

in the capacity they have to renew shared forms of use of open spaces in the public city, 

contributing to their redevelopment. These are forms of sharing that take place mostly in 

everyday life (Di Biagi, 2013; Basso, Di Biagi, 2016), linked to rituals that, even if they are 

limited to a restricted sphere of intimacy (Bianchetti, 2015), can nonetheless promote paths of 

awareness and autonomy in weak and disadvantaged subjects. 

 

This aspect reinforces and strengthens the hypothesis that the public value of food spaces can 

be recognized also and above all in their social usefulness (Caravaggi & Imbroglini, 2016), 

where it is precisely through these spaces that conditions can occur for affirming fundamental 

rights and reducing inequalities and social distance. Finally, it is not to underestimate a more 

widely held public function of these spaces, that is, the value that they have in affecting the 

broader sustainable suburb management cycles, bringing benefits that the entire community can 

enjoy in terms of health, informed use of resources, strengthening of ecological and 

environmental networks and systems, etc. (Mininni, 2012, 2017). 

 

2.2 “Public city” and food safety: Spaces, rights and justice  

 

Observing public peripheries through the “food” lens could help us bring unexpected potentials 

of original and innovative projects to the surface. Neighbourhoods can be seen as the areas in 

which to recombine the city-food relationship while fighting for social justice and urban 

democracy within them and together with their residents. Food spaces and processes can work 

as devices to redesign and reinforce relationship networks, even economic ones, both at a large 

and a small scale. They can reconfigure and reactivate forsaken places. They can also modify 

people’s routines while driving them to an awareness of the use or re-use of their living spaces, 

ecologically re-adapting them and increasing their resilience.  
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The relation between food and council housing areas in Italy seems to be in need of thorough 

exploration. However, clues from a variety of spheres seem to indicate that an attention to food 

can be a way to activate shared processes of physical, social and urban re-qualification of these 

urban areas. Small yet significant experiences recorded through surveys in Italian “public city” 

neighbourhoods (LaboratorioCittàPubblica, 2009; Lambertini, Metta & Olivetti, 2013; 

Lambertini, Metta & Olivetti, 2014) show us how food can foster human rapprochement, soften 

diffidence and promote conversation and exchange. Food can become a way of undoing the 

established mechanisms of isolation and closures, be they internal to a neighbourhood or related 

to the prejudices about its spaces and inhabitants. 

 

For quite some time, in other contexts, “food security” and “affordable housing” have been two 

areas where public institutions, associations and dwellers collaborated in synergy towards 

initiatives aiming at re-qualification of their neighbourhoods. Great Britain, the United States 

and Canada, with a heavier presence of eating habits problems (with serious consequences on 

public health and economy), identify in the food concept one of the levers for improvement of 

living conditions in low-cost dwellings. Some of the good practices put in place in the cities of 

these three countries, which have been for some time successfully promoting their food policies, 

show how much potential there is in strengthening the relations between food and the “public 

city”. Even though these experiences have been conducted in culturally far apart contexts, they 

nonetheless suggest useful indications to initiate a regeneration process in the suburbia of our 

cities. In New York and London, as well as in Vancouver and Toronto, research reports, 

investigations, surveys and guidelines (e.g., The Food Commission, Sustain, 2005; Ostry, 2012; 

Population Health, 2013; Meisenheimer & Emerson, 2015) have highlighted a close 

interdependence between food insecurity and council housing neighbourhoods, where people 

with a low income end up cutting down on food expenses in their monthly budgets. The urban 

issue that ties food and low-cost dwellings can be reconstructed through the relations existing 

between security (food and social), justice (social and health) and public health (prevention and 

reduction of risks in elderly people, children and poor families). Reading these documents can 

provide us with enough elements to reassemble the terms and suggest, in addition, possible 

solutions towards shared paths of social and urban re-qualification, starting from the food 

question. 

 

Food insecurity (Ostry, 2012; Population Health, 2013; Meisenheimer & Emerson, 2015) is 

here reduced to only two types of factors. One is individual, i.e., insufficient background 

knowledge and competence in order to adopt correct eating habits. The other is environmental: 

for example, lack of money, absence of shops selling fresh food in the area (as in the food 

deserts), physical impossibility of reaching a point of sale due to the lack of public transport, 

or, more generally, physical barriers that make it impossible for people to travel every day to 

buy their food. These elements, defining a socially, physically and economically precise 

disadvantaged condition, are then compared to a more general framework, where the risks of 

climate change and scarcity of resources (energy, water, etc.) urge us even more to recognize 

food as a field where we can intervene to increase the sustainability and quality of urban spaces, 

as well as improve living conditions in cities. The problem can be then described as part of a 

more complex urban question: “Now, more than ever, we need to grow more food, closer to 

where we live, that is tasty, wholesome and nutritious, than enhances rather than destroys the 

environment we depend on, and that satisfies people’s needs for a secure and trusted food 

supply” (Sustain, 2008:1). 

 

If we accept these premises, accessing wholesome and quality food should be recognized as a 

right that compels us to put food security and food justice on a par, and consequently, to 
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consider food as an implement to obtain some forms of social justice. Community-based food 

initiatives can therefore help reduce exclusion and inequality (The Food Commission, 2005). 

What appears relevant is how these initiatives, more or less directly, act upon the many spaces 

in the different neighbourhoods and cities: from the big open spaces to the small ones, from the 

empty shells of buildings to the roofs and our everyday life vicinities, such as balconies and 

windowsills. Thus, the interlacing food and physical transformation practices can converge in 

the bigger and more integrated neighbourhood regeneration processes. Public bodies and 

institutions, associations, cooperatives and, more importantly, dwellers can participate in these 

processes involving actions influencing their daily lives at home, and find in these rituals and 

the other food sharing opportunities the most important success factor to their initiatives. 

 

2.3 Community food projects: Spaces and procedures  

 

Different “Community food projects” (The Food Commission, 2005; Sustain, 2008) promoted 

in urban neighbourhoods have been structured principally in order to configure inclusive 

regeneration procedures, open to the whole city. In detail, initiatives have hinged on various 

actions such as physical space transformation, involvement in the food-supply processes, 

activities for the spreading of good practices, integration of disadvantaged people and 

reassessment of scale economies. 

 

Physical space transformation initiatives had a double goal. The first is the re-qualification of 

the abandoned public spaces within council housing neighbourhoods that were physically and 

socially degraded. The second is the implementation of different strategies to involve 

inhabitants in the transformation of these spaces, in order to spark off a process of identification 

together with an “appropriation” and care of the spaces themselves. 

 

They acted on different scales and aimed to reconfigure spaces as collective meeting or public 

spaces. They included city farms, intended as places with a strong educational mandate 

translated into a variety of events, such as volunteers’ welcome celebrations, school trips, etc. 

The traditional allotments, on the other hand, are small cultivable patches set in urban contexts, 

which were rented out by the council authorities to residents with the objective of improving 

the access to fruit and vegetables and satisfying even less common tastes determined by 

different ethnic origins. Garden plots and edible landscaping required less extensive areas and 

could be managed by nearby residents both individually and in association (e.g., Figure 1). 

Finally, there are the smaller and more common ornamental borders, “left-over” edges where it 

is possible to cultivate edible or ornamental plants. In many cases, the transformation of a 

neighbourhood’s open spaces became an opportunity to open up its borders and find new 

(social) relations with the urban context into they are set. 
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Figure 1: Brookwood Edible Garden, London (source: Internet 2). 
 

As an example, let us take the Brixton Abundance project in London. The vague land 

surrounding the buildings has been used as a space to plant vegetable gardens for local citizens. 

The success and the wide interest raised by this initiative have opened the question of the 

involvement of non-residents, too, and of how to manage and distribute the produce (e.g., 

Figure 2).                                                                                                                                                                                      
 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Abundance project: urban agriculture demonstration plot on social housing estate maps the way forward 

for community food. Brixton, London (source: Internet 3). 
 

On a smaller scale, together with the more popular roof gardens and window boxes, there were 

other colonization actions of domestic spaces closer to houses. The London Food Up Front 

initiative has helped the residents of a council housing area cultivate lettuce and other edible 

plants on their balconies and terraces, as well as on the front steps of the houses. Each family 

enrolled in the programme received a cultivation box including compost, seeds and a how-to 

guide, while street volunteers gave support with their expertise and advice on sowing and 

harvesting (Internet 4). 

 

The Vacant-Land project, active in London since 2007, has transformed 21 sites in the British 

capital’s peripheries. Here the re-use of bin-lining bags, normally employed for the collection 

of masonry waste, has allowed colonizing empty spaces in the city’s suburban areas, 

transforming them into socialization, playground, cultivation and collective barbecue areas 

(Internet 5, Internet 6). In sum, these initiatives also appertain to the notion of “accessible 
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health”: many of the activities involving regular outdoor physical activity can, in fact, improve 

the health conditions of the residents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3a, 3b: Vacant Lot: Construction waste sacks used as containers for vegetable gardens and gardens in the 

Samuel Lewis Trust Estate district, Amhurst Park Road, Hackney, London (3a). They are modular elements used 

to make seats, containers for water collection and distribution, huts for tools, platform roofs, basins for ornamental 

plants and composting, etc. These elements redefine empty interstitial spaces in public housing neighborhoods 

(3b) (source: Internet 7). 
 

The initiatives for the involvement in the food processes aimed to affect food distribution, 

access and selling cycles in a way that could favour the people. For example, they intended to 

constitute new groups, either self-organized or associated with existing circuits, to reduce the 

commercial brokerage between producers and consumers. This was in order to favour the access 

of poor and disadvantaged consumers to quality food. These projects included food co-

operatives and share-a-car and food delivery schemes, all oriented to process involvement 

activities like cooperatives to buy wholesale fruit, vegetables and food; shared transports to 

reach marketplaces; food distribution, including the delivery of vegetable boxes and fresh food 

with lorries adapted for mobile food service (Internet 8). 

 

Other initiatives were applied for a more equitable and efficient functioning of food production, 

distribution and access cycles. In this case, the initiatives aimed at disseminating the 

background knowledge and awareness of food consumption and distribution processes and of 

their environmental relevance, as well as opening up new job opportunities for unprivileged 

subjects through actual educational activity. In many cases, these initiatives have created 

opportunities to recover empty or under-used spaces in council housing buildings that could be 

then fully accessible also to non-residents and be turned into venues where likewise different 

distribution (lunch club) and education activities could take place. Such open activities can 

assume the form of breakfast clubs, cook-and-eat demonstrations and share-a-recipe meetings, 

as well as training meetings on the waste reduction of low-cost or given-for-free food. Breakfast 

club is a programme involving the distribution of low-cost breakfasts for school-age children 

to improve their health, reduce delays, prevent absenteeism and provide a basic, low-cost health 

care. Cook-and-eat demonstrations are generally led by nutritionists and their aim is to enhance 

competences and ensure healthy nutrition, that is, actions that can eventually lead to vocational 

training and occupation. Together with the exchange/sharing of recipes, they can help people 

share and partake in experiences (Meisenheimer & Emerson, 2015). Other examples of the kind 

are the community cafés, started by social businesses and managed by charity organizations, 

where it is sometimes possible to organize food service training courses.  
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Inclusion strategies have been oriented, on the other hand, to facilitate the inclusion of 

disadvantaged people (unemployed, immigrants, disabled people, etc.) in the community 

through the sharing of food production, distribution and consumption experiences. In other 

cases, their goal was to promote the integration of people of different ethnic origins, food 

handling being a possible common ground for mutual exchange and even friendship. The 

Bolton at Home association and the Social Housing Arts Network have started their Growing – 

Cooking – Sharing project, focussed on social housing. Artist Sarah Butler engaged the 

inhabitants and new residents (especially those from immigrant backgrounds) of Breightmet, 

Bolton, in a “getting to know your neighbour” experience through activities like cultivation of 

vegetables and cooking of traditional dishes belonging to the various national cuisines (e.g., 

Figure 4a, 4b). An exchange of experiences and contextual knowledge has promoted social 

closeness and reduced the distance among cultures, even those very distant from each other 

(Internet 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4a, 4b: In the Growing | Cooking | Sharing project, the exchange of recipes (4a), the cultivation of vegetables 

(4b) and the preparation of ethnic dishes become a way to encourage the inhabitants of different ethnic groups to 

get to know each other (source: Internet 9). 
 

The activities for the reassessment of scale economies helped to activate collaboration networks 

and “economic solidarity”. These networks can become a potential support for innovative 

business projects based on ethical micro-economies linked to their contexts, the same food 

production, processing and distribution cycles and other food-related products. Many of the 

previously analysed documents concerning the relationship between food and council housing 

neighbourhoods strongly underline the importance of the weaving of relations between public 

subjects and associations, since this improves their ability to attract funding and start new 

economies. Additionally, they consider the ethical background of many of these initiatives, 

which pressed companies to take on increased social responsibilities and offer real opportunities 

for the regeneration of local economies through new jobs and education (The Food 

Commission, 2005). Of course, these documents very often also highlight that efficient projects 

require an integrated approach where different actions converge in order to raise the 

simultaneous interest of the different actors involved (The Food Commission, 2005). 

 

 

3 Food and suburbia: What spaces? 

 

What can we learn from these experiences and what do they imply? Firstly, these “public city” 

spaces should be looked at from a new perspective. Seen through the food filter, these spaces 

reveal new potentials and opportunities for original and innovative projects that can in turn 
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reshape the places to be shared by the people, and render them potentially eligible as new public 

spaces for the whole city to enjoy. 

 

The first perspective brings food preparation and consumption, intended as practices building 

relations among the inhabitants, and between the residents and the environment, close to the 

many empty spaces characteristic of today’s neighbourhoods. Originally destined for public 

services and facilities, they should have secured the habitability of the new city areas as well as 

their necessary urbanity: places where social interactions among inhabitants should have taken 

place. Currently, collective spaces are actually even more of a problem in many 

neighbourhoods, either because they were never realized or were left unfinished, or because 

they were run down by the passing of time, the social evolution of the residents or the shifting 

of their needs and expectations. Pulled down shutters and barred or walled up doors are the 

signs of the emptiness and neglect following changes of populations and conventions, as well 

as of the progressive physical and social degradation of such places. In many cases, we talk 

about ground floors where the proximity services that should have made these neighbourhoods 

vital formerly existed. Furthermore, there are interior spaces originally destined for a shared 

use, today the symbol of an inevitable decline. The idea of reusing them is by no means a new 

one: in many instances, these spaces are already being reused by house assistance services for 

elderly people who are lonely or sick. In Trieste, for example, the experience of the “Habitat-

Microaree programme”, started in 1998 through a partnership between Trieste City Council, 

ASL (the local health authority) and Ater (the local social housing authority), is significant. 

Among the many services running, a “social concierge” hosted in the neighbourhoods’ 

communal spaces offers help and support to citizens (Internet 10). 

 

Correspondingly, why not rethink these spaces as aggregation places where people invited may 

rediscover food as a trigger for education and socialization? They could become spaces where 

people from different classes and ethnic origins can mutually learn to know one another through 

the cooking and preparation of food, or where children can discover and handle it in full 

awareness. Why not rethink them as spaces where the elders can give new value to their 

traditional food culture while passing it down to the younger generations? These closed up and 

forsaken places can then potentially turn into generators of a new urbanism, diluting the rigid 

borders between the inside and the outside, the public and the private, the individual and the 

collective; thus expanding domesticity into the external space.  

 

The second perspective creates a dialogue between food spaces and mediation, in-between 

neighbourhood spaces. They often have neither a role nor a name, are inactive and neglected, 

and quite often misappropriated or misused by residents (Di Biagi, 2013; Basso, 2015). 

However, it is in their informality (also intended as “absence of form”) that we can see their 

potential modification, even if a transient one, able to graft ideas of possible alternative and 

shared uses. Here we do not mean only the “in-between spaces” made available for virtuous 

uses by environmental permeability (the most frequent case in point being land destined for 

vegetable gardens), but also the materially hostile, non-ecological spaces like hard concrete 

surfaces that could host practices linked to food consumption or communication. These surfaces 

can turn into a support for playful and creative activities hinging on food and its sharing. 

 

The third, final perspective interprets food spaces as devices for rebuilding the relationship 

between neighbourhoods and city, as well as between neighbourhoods and large natural areas. 

Today, agricultural practices can redesign and liven up the torn edges of towns. Urban vegetable 

gardens, as well as other local traditional forms of cultivation, offer themselves as opportunities 

to redesign relations of proximity with the natural systems often lying close to town quarters. 
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Food production spaces would thus earn a chance to become the devices for a “social 

approximation”, but also for an approximation to a natural dimension, mostly dormant or 

denied. This could be the cue to reflect on the constitution of territory-wide, ecological-

environmental, even production networks: an invitation to imagine the neighbourhoods of a 

“public city” as “markets” where to rediscover local produce.  

 

An additional perspective, intersecting the previous ones, suggests the possibility of considering 

food places as fields for conquering (or re-conquering) “spaces of rights”, in both the “public 

city” areas and elsewhere. We are referring to a right not only to dwell in a place but a more 

general right to the city (and to citizenship), here intended as the possibility of sharing spaces 

and resources, the access to their fair use and the ability to act upon them with responsible use, 

care and management. 

 

 

4 By way of conclusion: A reflection on design for a new idea of public space  

 

Observing council housing neighbourhoods and their spaces through the “food lens” is also an 

opportunity to articulate another, more general reflection on the form and nature of public 

spaces in contemporary cities. The examples and hypotheses put forward so far agree in 

acknowledging a “public” character to the spaces where practices and processes connected with 

food (production, processing, education, consumption, sale, etc.) take place, here interpreted as 

being potential “accessibility devices”. Thinking about the public space in these terms means 

to appreciate its meaning and value as a place offering opportunities to share: 

- Practices (collective or individual), here intended as practical ways for the recovery, 

transformation and maintenance of different inhabitable places: from residential threshold 

spaces to peripheral spaces located between neighbourhoods and urban countryside; 

- Forms of knowledge about food and food-related processes. “Food system” education can 

offer a chance to obtain individual or collective emancipation, which can develop into the 

affirmation or widening of the rule of law, starting from the right to a healthy and balanced diet, 

and expanding into the rights to dwell, to work, etc.; 

- Resources, that is, the creation of an opportunity of managing and using landscape, 

environmental, cultural and food resources for various ends linked to, for example, the 

economy, free time, individual subsistence, etc.; 

- Construction of (social and economic) innovation paths, able to positively affect new 

economies: for example, through the setting up of short economic chains configuring peripheral 

neighbourhoods and their related spaces as nodes in “zero-km” food production and sale 

networks, involving citizens, non-profit organizations, social cooperatives and public and 

private subjects. 

 

However, how can these varieties of public space interpreted in terms of “accessibility devices” 

interface with innovative design forms? Our first move may be to try to outline some potential 

design research topics in the form of provisional conclusions. 

 

4.1 Three possible design research fields 

 

A cross-reading of reference cases, experiences and literature requires the translation of the 

relationship between food and public city spaces into a first, provisional definition of some 

design fields (Infussi, 2009). 
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A first design field can be identified considering food spaces as an opportunity for constructing 

a complex urban welfare infrastructure (Calori & Magarini, 2015; Dansero & Nicolarea, 2016), 

where policies and projects focussed on the “food system” are mixed in a new perspective of 

social sustainability. As we have seen, food can become in effect a device to start or strengthen 

active, rather than passive, welfare networks in marginal areas often burdened by problems 

affecting spaces and citizens, the latter often belonging to weak social categories (elderly, 

unemployed, occasional workers, families on the poverty threshold, etc.). A likely solution can 

be a “proximity welfare”, where inhabitants play an active role in the enhancement of their 

living and environmental conditions, and where they directly concur in the definition of mutual 

support networks. The welfare infrastructure here referred to can find its concrete translation in 

a set of different spaces able to shape systems that can be read on different scales. In the 

planning of these systems, the open spaces of council housing neighbourhoods can carry out an 

important and strategic role exactly because of their accessibility potential. Concretely, such 

systems can be designed as:  

- open spaces networks and sustainable transport networks, linking the neighbourhoods 

to the city, its surroundings, centricities of interest, etc., 

- productive agricultural spaces networks ranging from urban vegetable gardens to wider 

urban agricultural systems, 

- networks, spaces and devices for a sustainable use of resources (e.g., collection and 

recycling of water, recycling of waste, etc.), 

- “microcentres” networks, such as markets, community cafés, etc., where people can 

meet and share their food-related experiences. 

 

A second design field regards the relations between open and built spaces and considers food 

spaces as an opportunity to reconfigure the composition schemes of “public city” areas. Among 

other problems, many neighbourhoods face the buildings’ indifference to the surrounding 

environment. The missing relationship with their contexts can be noticed in their shells, flat and 

lacking definitions not only of orientation but also of configuration and possible uses of the 

nearby open spaces. This design theme connects to a question that Kevin Lynch had already 

raised in his last reflection on the environmental problems posed by the rears of buildings 

(Lynch, 1991). Even before Lynch, the German architect Leberecht Migge (1881-1935), a 

landscape architect ahead of his time, considered the vegetable garden as a planning device fit 

for articulating the space outside the house in space sequences, comprising threshold and living 

spaces that extended the criteria of functionality and habitability of the house to the outside 

(Haney, 2010). He experimented upon this principle in his collaboration with Ernst May on the 

construction of the “new Frankfurt”, building public housing neighbourhoods (e.g., in the 

settlements Praunheim and Romerstadt, Nidda Valley). 

 

The legacy of this thought can now be revitalized thanks to the spreading of practices of 

appropriation, use and care of the neighbourhoods’ residential areas proximity spaces. These 

spaces have been undergoing enhancement and redesign in the wake of numerous projects 

based on the active participation of residents (Cognetti & Conti, 2012; Lambertini, Metta & 

Olivetti, 2013; Metta & Olivetti, 2016). The question of the rears of buildings opens up to not-

so-trivial design issues that can shake up the composition principles of these areas and even the 

relations between the internal, intimate and private spaces of lodgings with the open spaces, 

promoting the care and activation of places that otherwise risk to remain vague, penalized by 

their indefinite design. The American artist Fritz Haeg, drawing upon Migge’s and Lynch's 

lessons, has shown how his edible gardens could become a powerful device to subvert the 

anonymous and repetitive order of the American grid (Haeg, 2008). Other projects (Paans & 

Pasel, 2014), focusing instead more on the re-qualification of council housing neighbourhoods, 
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suggested that the re-designing of rears could contribute to improved habitability and 

attractiveness of common spaces if one adequately deals with their compositional items: fences, 

access systems, vegetation borders forming permeable filters between different settings, etc. 

 

The relation between built and open spaces can also be assessed from a design point of view by 

considering building shells and ground floors as “mediation spaces” where more or less 

expanded forms of sharing can take place. For instance, corridors and communal galleries can 

be transformed into vertical gardens where aromatic herbs can be cultivated. Empty rooms at 

the ground level can be converted into communal kitchens or community cafés, and so on. 

Collectively used minimal spaces are able to significantly improve the everyday, ordinary 

experience of living, amending in the process the anxiety generated by the inevitable hostility 

of the transition zones that lead from a private dimension to the vagueness and anonymity of 

external areas. 

 

Finally, a third design theme highlights the power that small productive spaces in 

neighbourhoods have in giving birth to new ecological systems, even at larger scales, and in 

exploring contextually new ecological declinations of open spaces. Thanks also to currents such 

as landscape urbanism and ecological urbanism, today we are urged to look at open spaces in 

different ways. Concepts borrowed from botany and ecology such as corridor, margin, 

threshold, and gradient (Dramstad, Olson & Forman, 1996), are currently useful descriptive 

categories to try to reinterpret the multiplicity of spaces in the contemporary city and to restore 

the wealth and the potential of those present in the public city. At the same time, these concepts 

offer opportunities to work on design forms fit for thinking (food) city spaces as places of new 

urban ecologies. 

 

 
Sara Basso, University of Trieste, DIA Department of Engineering and Architecture, Trieste, Italy 

(sara.basso@dia.units.it) 
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Abstract 

The paper deals with the issue of non-core areas in Italy by investigating the role that publicness and socio-cultural 

values of landscape can play in triggering development process in these contexts. Local communities have 

historically been the main producers of the cultural landscape. Nowadays, the importance of involving 

communities and sharing responsibilities together with policy makers and stakeholders is increasingly recognized. 

Their involvement is particularly valuable for processes that aim at safeguarding publicness and cultural values of 

places as well as for achieving social needs, carrying out economic activities, and promoting cultural assets. This 

research looks at Italian non-core areas in order to investigate the role of the “landscape community” in 

collaborative regeneration strategies. The aim is to highlight the power of landscape as a catalyst of civic activation 

and as the place in which to improve social practices for local development, competitiveness and attractiveness by 

using territorial capital and by strengthening territorial cohesion. For this purpose, Alta Irpinia, in Southern Italy, 

has been selected for empirical research. Preliminary evidence indicates the presence of bottom-up initiatives for 

reusing the historical Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway to promote the cultural landscape of the area and 

contrasting its marginalization. The main output of the ongoing research activity is the definition of the “action 

arena” to rearrange fragmented and conflicting perspectives and to start a collaborative process for local 

development in which the landscape could be recognized as driver. 

 

Keywords: non-core areas, landscape, community, bottom-up approach, action research 

 

 

1 Introduction 

 

Regeneration strategies of non-core areas constitute a relevant challenge to mitigate territorial 

inequalities that exist in many national contexts. Progressively deprived of basic services, these 

areas are often prone to abandonment, decay, emptiness and depopulation: a marginalization 

process that increases the gap between core and non-core areas (Barca, 2009). In Italy, these 

areas amount to about 60% of the national territory, and to about 25% of its population. They 

are often characterized by the presence of un(der)used built environment, infrastructural 

heritage, environmental, historical, cultural and socio-economic resources, “[…] much 

untapped natural and human capital, seen as strategic for the recovery and growth of Italy’s 

economic system” (UVAL, 2014: 3), as highlighted in the National Strategy for Inner Areas. 

These characteristics pose a question of high social relevance, namely which places and 

resources must be mobilized to enhance territorial capital and social relationships and especially 

to strengthen social cohesion, which are the main goals of the National Strategy (Barca, 2016). 

In these contexts, social relationships, conviviality and leisure take place not only in the small 

villages but also in the open spaces of surrounding landscapes. For this reason, it is necessary 

to widen the field of investigation, including parks, natural reserves, rural pathways networks, 

and eco-museum systems to recognize their publicness and socio-cultural values. These open 
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spaces need to be built taking into account public’s needs to reconnect with the natural 

environment, to provide places for recreation, to give an equal public access and to provide 

places where diverse population can meet and interact (Németh & Schmidt, 2011). 

 

Against this background, authors explore whether the landscape in marginalized areas can be 

intended as place of publicness, as place of communities, as place of memory and collective 

identity but also as place for well-being, leisure, social interaction, and conviviality. In this 

perspective, the starting point is to share knowledge of the “territorial capital” (Camagni et al., 

2009), involving all the local key actors in recognizing landscape resources, values and 

opportunities in terms of local development in order to strengthen or build “landscape 

community” (Ita. Comunità di paesaggio) (Carta di Siena, 2014). For this purpose, the research 

questions are: What role can the local community play in sharing responsibility for reversing 

marginalization processes in non-core areas? Can the landscape be the catalyst of social 

practices to activate new cultural, social, economic dynamics for a regeneration process of these 

areas? 

 

Starting from these questions, the research deals with regeneration strategies in Italian non-core 

areas based on a collaborative approach that considers landscape as a common good: a socio-

economic, cultural and healthy environment (Makhzoumi et al., 2011; Settis, 2013) that 

catalyses civic activation (Magnaghi, 2006; Poli, 2015). Specifically, the paper reports on the 

first steps of the ongoing research for building an action arena as support for a collaborative, 

co-design process through Action Research (AR). The aim is to improve the interpretation and 

representation of cultural landscape by taking into account “the value attached by each heritage 

community to the cultural heritage with which it identifies” (Council of Europe, 2005, article 

12).  

 

The selected case study is Alta Irpinia in Campania Region (Southern Italy). In the last years, 

the area was characterized by bottom-up initiatives and civic activism, which focused on the 

landscape as key factor for contrasting the marginalization process (Oppido et al, 2017). The 

historical Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway, disused since 2010, crosses the 

exceptional landscape of this area. Evidence from the case highlighted a wide network of civic 

activism, enthusiastic for enhancing the historical railway as a driver to revive the cultural 

heritage of the area. This activism preceded and urged the subsequent institutional initiatives 

for the reuse of the railway (Oppido et al., 2017). Considering both the characteristics of the 

case study and the aims of the research, AR has been selected to engage with local actors and 

communities; share knowledge, problems and aims with them; and involve them in an 

interactive, collaborative and learning-based process to reverse the marginalization of the area. 

 

 

2 Collaborative processes for landscape  

 

In the European context, a cultural change has been registered in the ways the landscape issues 

are being dealt with. This change is based on the recognition that landscape “has an important 

public interest role in the cultural, ecological, environmental and social fields”, that it represents 

“a key element of individual and social well-being and that its protection, management and 

planning entail rights and responsibilities for everyone” (States of the Council of Europe, 2000: 

1). This contemporary approach regards the landscape as a cultural and socio-economic 

construction that is strongly related to society, thus overcoming an aesthetic approach and 

linking territorial heritage, community and local identity.  
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The scientific and cultural debate on landscape issues draws on approaches and experts from 

different disciplines – such as architects and planners, geographers, sociologists, economists, 

anthropologists, landscape ecologists – and highlights many studies focused on functions and 

values of landscape, investigating the contribution of landscape to cultural identity and 

diversity, and to ecological system (Stephenson, 2007, 2008). In the European Landscape 

Convention, landscape is understood as the result of the relationships that the inhabitants 

established with the territory along centuries, pointing out that “culture and identity are 

therefore not just about social relationships, but are also profoundly spatial. Inappropriate 

landscape development can change or obliterate locally distinctive characteristics and cultural 

meanings, creating a break between communities and their past” (Antrop, 2005: 22). This 

current debate also points to the social demand for landscape, both by insiders and outsiders: 

different groups can recognize different tangible and intangible values and ask for different uses 

(Selman, 2006). 

 

The emphasis on the landscape as a primary source of territorial identification and quality of 

life, resulting from the relationships that people established with their territory, highlights the 

role of local communities that historically produced it and which today may constitute the key 

actors for its maintenance, conservation, and enhancement (Bonesio, 2007; Magnaghi, 2010a; 

Becattini, 2015). The role of community is also emphasized by the Explanatory Report of the 

European Landscape Convention (Internet 9), which regards the landscape as a matter that 

affects all citizens and which must be dealt with in a democratic way. This means that citizens, 

together with policy makers and stakeholders, must share responsibilities about decisions on 

conservation/transformation issues, not only in order to safeguard the quality and the identity 

of places but also to achieve social needs, carry out economic activities, and promote cultural 

assets (Carta di Siena, 2014). The issue of public participation is both a goal and a challenge 

highlighted by the European Landscape Convention and its implementation in practices bring 

up several critical points that need to be addressed (Jones & Stenseke, 2011). 

  

At European scale, networks have been founded for promoting cooperation among sectoral 

subjects aimed at implementing the Landscape Convention, such as the European network of 

universities (UNISCAPE), the European network of local and regional Authorities (RECEP-

ENELC) and the European network of civil society organizations (CIVILSCAPE). 

Nevertheless, in a local perspective, the cooperation should be applied in a collaborative process 

among key local actors and researchers aimed at sharing local and expert knowledge, 

recognizing resources and values and planning actions for landscape management and 

sustainable development (Attardi et al., 2014; Clemente et al., 2015; Cerreta & Daldanise, 

2017). Therefore, the local community is fundamental to building consciousness of the place, 

to identifying and assessing its tangible and intangible resources (Dematteis & Governa, 2005; 

Magnaghi, 2010a; Esposito De Vita et al., 2016), thus considering not only physical elements 

but also collective memories, meanings, and identities (Cerreta et al., 2014).  

 

Local communities can be involved with interviews, questionnaires, personal stories, or 

participative mapping in order to turn shared values into a decision-making process and thus 

integrate local knowledge with the expertise of researchers (Antrop & Van Eetvelde, 2017; 

Oppido et al., 2019). This place-based approach (Pugalis & Bentley, 2014) is based on 

improvement of local partnerships, on the involvement and the empowerment of local 

community in decision processes for co-planning, co-designing and co-evaluating of the 

landscape. Besides, this approach is consistent with the National Strategy for Inner Areas in 

Italy, which is aimed at increasing development, competitiveness and attractiveness by using 

territorial capital and by strengthening territorial cohesion (Camagni et al., 2009; Atkinson, 
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2013; Camagni & Capello, 2013). Territorial capital is here understood as consisting of local 

resources of an area, thus including communities and local know-how.  

 

For this purpose, the main challenge is the construction of a widespread collaborative arena 

among institutions, experts, stakeholders, local communities and key actors for sharing 

knowledge and responsibilities in order to contrast marginalization process, starting from local 

heritage and specifically, from multidimensional values recognized in the landscape (Innes & 

Booher, 2002; Bailey, 2010; Bee & Pachi, 2014; Horizon 2020 Expert Group on Cultural 

Heritage, 2015; Monno & Khakee, 2016; Ferilli et al., 2016; Sager, 2016). 

 

3 Research design  

 

3.1 The non-core area of Alta Irpinia: Issues and opportunities 

 

Authors have selected the Alta Irpinia non-core area and have focused on the Avellino-

Rocchetta Sant’Antonio historical railway and on initiatives around it. The main goal is to study 

the proactive role already played by local communities (Oppido et al., 2017), and also to set out 

the potentialities these communities could have in recognizing and promoting the non-core area 

landscape as driver for territorial regeneration. The case is characterized by:  

– The excellence of the landscape distinguished by agricultural landscape, industrial landscape, 

protected natural landscape, and cultural and historical landscape; 

– The historical railway linking Campania, Basilicata and Apulia regions; 

– The length of this railroad (119 of 380 km of the unused railway in this region) and its 

engineering and architectural value;  

– Civic activism initiatives against the closure of the railway;  

– The introduction of the railway into formal protocols and regulations. 

 

Additionally, Alta Irpinia has been selected as pilot area by the Italian Territorial Cohesion 

Agency among four non-core areas of Campania Region to test the Regional Strategy for Inner 

Areas (Agenzia per la Coesione Territoriale, 2016). This region of southern Italy, located 

between the Apennine Mountains and the Tyrrhenian Sea, is characterized by heterogeneous 

morphology, with relevant natural and cultural heritage, including UNESCO World Heritage 

Sites like Amalfi Coast, Naples historical centre, and Herculaneum and Pompeii archaeological 

sites. In this representative territory, Alta Irpinia is characterized by historical, cultural and 

natural resources, but not adequately appreciated. This area, bordering on other two non-core 

areas of Basilicata and Apulia regions, is part of the Avellino Province administratively divided 

in Alta Irpinia non-core area and Area Vasta (Figure 1). This latter is aimed at identifying 

common requirements for a homogeneous development of the 38 member municipalities 

(Furno, 2015; Internet 1).  
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Figure 1: Territorial framework, Avellino Province and closest non-core areas (illustration: Serena Micheletti, 

source: Internet 1). 

 

The main reason for strong criticisms of Alta Irpinia has been its fragmented and conflicting 

socio-political context due to the presence of 25 different municipalities that make disjointed 

decisions for local development. Conversely, the Regional planning identifies two 

homogeneous systems, one characterized by rural manufacturing sector (17 municipalities), 

and the other one by natural resources (8 municipalities). 

 

In this wide territory of 1,118 km2 there are heterogeneous orographic configurations 

(mountains, valleys, caves, lakes, river-heads and rivers) that have determined different soil 

uses. These latter have generated several typologies of landscape such as agricultural landscape, 

including several Protected Designation of Origin products (wine, hazelnuts, chestnuts, olive 

oil, “Annurca” apple and wheat) (Internet 2), industrial landscape (wood, tanning, wind), 

protected natural landscape (sites of community importance, special protection areas, natural 

reserves and ecological networks and corridors), and cultural and historical landscape (Figure 

2). 

 

 

Figure 2: (a) Historical centre of Calitri (photo: Sabino Battista); (b) Conza Lake seen from the train (photo: 

Stefania Ragozino). 

 

Despite the richness of this heritage, data show the on-going marginalization process of the area 

threatening the landscape heritage: from 2000 to 2011, the population decreased by 5.8%, 

exceeding both the regional (1.4%) and the national (2.3%) average in non-core areas. In 2011, 

23.7% of the population was over 65 years old, exceeding the regional and national average for 

non-core areas (Agenzia per la Coesione Territoriale, 2016; SNAI & ISFORT, 2016). In 
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addition, in the last years there was increased soil consumption (11% of regional territory in 

2016, exceeding the national rate of 7.6%) (ISPRA, 2017; Internet 3).  

 

3.2 The Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway as strategic resource for Alta Irpinia  

 

Among the factors affecting the marginalization of Alta Irpinia non-core area, the 

ineffectiveness of the accessibility system is one of the main ones. Specifically, the inadequacy 

of road network and infrastructural system has been increasing in the last years. The situation 

was worsened by the suspension of the Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway in 2010. The 

role of this railway was double: not only it linked the city of Avellino with the non-core areas 

within the province, but it was also a strategical infrastructure that connected three neighbours 

regions – Campania, Basilicata and Apulia – from west to east of southern Italy. 

 

The Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway was inaugurated in 1895 and it is 119 km long. 

Due to political and orographic reasons, it is characterized by an irregular track (Maggi, 2008; 

Pane, 2008); it is a non-electrified single-track network with two terminals, connected to the 

main hubs of urban poles, and 31 stations almost all replaced by prefabricated buildings after 

the 1980 earthquake (Internet 4). A complex engineering infrastructure was required to 

overcome both variable altitude – from 217 meters of the Rocchetta Sant’Antonio to 672 meters 

of Nusco – and to overpass the Sabato, Calore and Ofanto rivers, as highlighted in the Figure 3 

(Società Italiana per le Strade Ferrate del Mediterraneo, 1898; Internet 5).  

 

 

Figure 3: Stations and altitude (illustration: Serena Micheletti). 
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Figure 4: (a) Viaduct on the Sabato River (source: Internet 6); (b) Principe bridge (photo: Sabino Battista). 

 

Among the other artworks belonging to industrial archaeology, 58 bridges and viaducts in steel 

or masonry are included in the infrastructure, such as the curvilinear viaduct on the Sabato 

River, with significant landscape value, and the Principe Bridge on the Calore River, renowned 

for its technological and dimensional features (Figure 4).  

 

Since year 2000, the use of the railway declined, due to the considerable distance between 

stations and built-up areas, the low integration of railway system with mobility system, the 

incorrect planning of route schedules, the lengthy transit times for freight and passenger trains. 

Nevertheless, the local communities have protested against the definitive closure of the railway 

and have thus obtained its temporary suspension starting from 2010. Specifically, activists 

linked to the Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway became more consolidated during 2009, 

when the most active association, called In_Loco_Motivi, was founded by a group of small 

associations (Amici della Terra Irpina, Irpinia Turismo, RossoFisso, Irpinando), organizations, 

citizens and a labour union observatory. In order to keep a spotlight on this historic railway, 

they organized several activities (Internet 6). Among the discussed reuse options, they strongly 

opposed the possibility to turn it into a greenway (which would mean eliminating the railway) 

and preferred its tourism reuse. During 2009-2010, they organized several holiday packages to 

discover the territory and its resources through the historical railway. The initiative was named 

Irpinia Landscape Train (Ita. Treno Irpino del Paesaggio) and covered two Sunday train trips 

per month with excursions, lunch, cultural entertainment and guided tours. These trips attracted 

2,051 visitors during 27 excursions (76 visitors per trip). Of these, three were organized for 

educational purposes (63 students per trip). The association rented an historical train, bought 

the tickets from the National Railway Agency (Ita. Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane), and designed 

a holiday package for visiting the landscape of Irpinia. Every visitor paid 15-35 Euros per 

package, including the trip in one or more of the 17 small villages crossed by the rail and some 

of more than 30 monuments of the area (In_Loco_Motivi archive). Due to the suspension of 

the railway line, the initiative was halted on December 13, 2010. In the last years, civic activism 

has preceded institutional actions: in fact, not until 2016 has this railway been included in 

formal protocols. 

 

3.3 Action Research: A collaborative method for marginalized contexts  

 

The challenging reuse of the Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway is an opportunity for the 

authors to reflect on the role of the community in regenerating publicness and cultural values 

of marginalized landscapes. They have selected this railway and the community around it in 

order to be part of the change by building new useful relationships through creating a stronger 
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network for the locals to nourish social practices aimed at strengthening the sense of belonging 

and at sharing responsibilities for local development. Action Research (Bradbury-Huang, 2010; 

Reason & Bradbury, 2001) is “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing 

practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory 

worldview which we believe is emerging at this historical moment. It seeks to bring together 

action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical 

solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of 

individual persons and their communities” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001: 1). This method seeks 

to rearrange fragmented or conflicting perspectives (Kaneklin et al., 2010) and starts change 

from the bottom up by creating a reflecting and proactive community, which includes public 

and private stakeholders, associations, citizens, and researchers. The innovative element of the 

AR consists in the deliberate, mutual influence between research and action and context. The 

core of the practice could be summarized as trying to turn “a house into a home”, whereby the 

conjunct work of local actors and researchers is brought forward within an organization or 

enterprise or, as in our case, within a consolidated group of people involved in a territorial issue 

(Kaneklin et al., 2010). Importantly, the AR is specifically used for working with marginalized 

communities living in unequal and vulnerable conditions. It has been argued that improving 

self-organization and collective learning is one of the best ways to obtain possible forms of 

emancipation, understood as ways to achieve social equity (Luhmann & Febbrajo, 1990; 

Maturana & Varela, 1991; Saija, 2017). Additionally, in contexts in which physical 

vulnerability, social marginalization and institutional gridlock challenge the quality and the 

sustainability of social relations, this method reinforces linkages and strategies through 

reciprocal collaboration between researchers and local actors.  

 

In order to apply the method, literature and practice suggest three main phases of work: start-

up, continuation, and results. For this research, these established steps have been extended to 

include peculiarities of the reuse case of historic railway of Avellino-Rocchetta Sant’Antonio. 

The amended phases are: action research questions (1); inside out (2); arena (3); action (4); co-

evaluation (5). Each is characterized by different stages of work and tools (Figure 5): 

– Action research questions: The first phase is devoted to the construction or consolidation of 

the research questions. AR allows both questions previously formulated by researchers to be 

shared with the community and questions to be formulated together with the community. In this 

phase, the researcher has the responsibility to identify the demands of the community or to 

recognize unexpressed desiderata. Possible tools include focus groups, interviews, 

questionnaires and participation in meetings through which latent or already recognized issues 

may be identified and defined. 

– Inside out: During the second phase, issues that have been previously recognized are further 

specified through listening and interaction campaigns, during which researchers organize 

and/or participate in roundtables, focus groups and workshops with local actors and experts in 

order to discuss priorities, to overcome conflicts and to program the next steps. Researchers 

improve their knowledge of the territory through site visits promoted by the local associations. 

One of the tasks is to further stimulate the debate about the territorial values through sharing 

visual devices to illustrate the territory, highlight conflictual or positive dynamics and possible 

future scenarios. One of the selected tools is the community map.  

– Arena: In this fundamental phase, general and specific objectives, including strategies, 

actions, and responsibilities are defined. Conflicts and overlapping interests usually emerge in 

this phase. The role of the researcher is to facilitate the communication and the interaction 

among the different actors. A permanent territorial laboratory is built, as a physical and 

symbolic place dedicated to the process of change. The goal of the laboratory is to create 
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thematic working groups. Tools include roundtables, assemblies, focus groups, consultations, 

and simulations of scenarios. 

– Action: Actors develop and promote strategies of change through thematic meetings, direct 

actions, and alternative initiatives of reuse of the territory. Community maps are the tool of 

choice for stimulating the community to express itself in a proactive way. 

– Co-evaluation: in this phase, researchers and the community develop an assessment plan. It 

is structured in two stages: one of co-evaluation (Panaro, 2015) of the process and its results, 

and one of evaluation led by the researchers about validity of the research. The latter stage also 

seeks to identify takeaways for practice and research reports. At the same time, this reflection 

may also open up new questions for further research. 

 

As highlighted in figure 5, this five-phase process is characterized by an iterative structure that 

provides continuous feedbacks from the field and coming back to previous phases of work in 

order to improve, enrich and frame them on the basis of the acquired information.  

 

 
Figure 5: Methodology frame (illustration: Stefania Ragozino). 

 

4 Action research on the marginalization of Alta Irpinia  

 

This research started in January 2017. In May 2018 the authors implemented the first two 

phases and are now developing the third one. In the first phase, authors consolidated the pre-
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existing research questions and defined one question to be put to the community of Alta Irpinia. 

The first two are “What role can the local community play in sharing responsibility for reversing 

marginalization processes in non-core areas, starting from the reuse of the historical railway?” 

and “Can the landscape be the catalyst of social practices to activate new cultural, social, 

economic dynamics for a regeneration process of these areas?”.  

 

These two research questions are useful to analyse facts and perceptions, implement theory 

about community-based and bottom-up initiatives in reversing marginalization processes, and 

to identify the potential role of the landscape in social activation. The question addressed to the 

community of Alta Irpinia is: “How can we reuse the historical railway in order to enhance or 

reinforce its publicness and socio-cultural value for the whole territory of Alta Irpinia?” This 

bundle of questions has led different phases of AR.  

 

Having understood the pivotal role of the In_Loco_Motivi association and its potential in 

organizing the reuse of the railway (Oppido et al., 2017), the authors first got in contact with 

the association. During the first meetings, the research group appreciated the heterogeneity of 

local representatives and the association’s proactive role within the reuse process. Researchers 

were welcomed and included in organizational meetings (open to outsiders) in order to discuss 

the objectives of the AR. Together they examined the research questions, and they specifically 

focused on the publicness and socio-cultural value of the historical infrastructure and its 

potentials as a driver for local development. Local actors were interested in these contents and 

in finding new ways to bring launch the process. They also agreed on the proposed research 

questions and signalled the need to sustain their bottom-up initiatives. In order to do so, they 

introduced researchers to other important actors in the process: representatives of regional and 

local governments, scholars who had done previous research on the railway, professionals, 

school headmasters and local associations.  

 

In the inside out phase, the authors deepened their analysis (Oppido et al., 2017) by conducting 

new site visits, consulting literature on the socio-economic history of the area, socio-

demographic data and reports, planning documents, scientific dissertations, promotional 

brochures, official website, and reports of initiatives produced by institutional bodies and non-

institutional actors (Maggi, 2008; Pane, 2008; Gargiulo, 2009; Cerreta et al., 2012; SNAI & 

ISFORT, 2016). They collected and systematized this material into technical and thematic maps 

supported by GIS, in order to analyse environmental, productive, cultural and socio-economic 

layers of the relevant territory and worked as a “neutral” starting point to open the debate and 

stimulate participants to draw their own maps. Community maps (Magnaghi, 2010b) were used 

to help participants represent their territory, landscapes, knowledge and traditions. Community 

maps can be arranged as tools to nourish a process of collective and personal self-representation 

to restore the sense of place by enabling the community to describe its territory as it perceives 

it. For these reasons, these maps contribute to guide researchers in the process of decoding of 

what is perceived as valuable. In this phase, researchers took part in local meetings and carried 

out interviews, selecting actors in order to cover the different categories and roles played by 

public and private stakeholders within initiatives concerning the railway. They contacted the 

national supervisor of the National Strategy for Inner Areas, executives of FS Foundation, 

Region of Campania, Superintendence of Avellino, Municipality of Avellino, Touring Club, 

Alliance for Slow Mobility (A.Mo.Do.), as well as local associations, headmasters, and 

professionals (architects, engineers, geologists, estimators). They informed the participants 

about the purposes of the research and sought to meet stakeholders, in order to identify roles 

and interests and to collect information about other actors involved in related initiatives.  
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Since May 2017, researchers enlarged the actor network by including institutional subjects. The 

meeting held in Calitri was the first institutional event to which researchers were invited as 

experts. This was the first occasion to hear local politicians speak about the obstacles and 

projects for the development of the area. In July, the researchers were invited to participate in 

an expert task-force whose goal was to prepare a “Study Day” about the Avellino-Rocchetta 

Sant’Antonio Railway in November 2017. Researchers were also invited to collaborate in the 

design of the Masterplan for the sustainable local development in the area of the Avellino-

Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway. Specifically, they were asked to give methodological support 

for the construction of the Masterplan. In August 2017 the research group took part both in the 

official opening and in the first trip on the historical train from Lioni to Rocchetta Sant’Antonio 

and back, held at the fifth edition of the “Sponz Fest”. This festival is a rich, one-week 

programme of music, dancing and theatre events, performances, readings, meetings, movie and 

walking events, which in 2017 attracted 35,000 people. Through participation researchers were 

allowed to observe the tourism fluxes and the local civic engagement attracted by this event 

and to appreciate the potentialities of railway reuse in terms of cultural promotion of the Alta 

Irpinia, creation of new linkages between isolated villages, landscape and core-areas, and 

construction of a tourist destination, which can determine a new demand of accommodation 

services and facilities. Central and local governments and private bodies participated in the 

opening event, including representatives of Italian Parliament, FS Foundation, Campania 

Region and mayors of municipalities that use the railway. Researchers met the CEO and a 

member of the FS Foundation and initiated contact with this private body in order to frame the 

community-based reuse proposal within the FS Foundation strategy. 

 

In the Arena phase the Municipality of Avellino invited the researchers to work as experts in 

several technical meetings with the Superintendence and In_Loco_Motivi members. The goal 

of these meetings was the definition of a draft Masterplan to be presented at the Study Day in 

November 2017. Anticipating new funds from the Campania Region and aiming at a 

collaborative planning, the Municipality of Avellino repeatedly met with mayors of 

municipalities crossed by the railway to collect proposals and desiderata about possible 

scheduling of cultural events and initiatives for recovery and reuse of local cultural heritage. 

Learning from several unsuccessful attempts at involving the local mayors, the Municipality of 

Avellino sought to lure them by leaving more room for their own ideas and projects for the 

reuse of the railway. In these contexts, researchers observed political and social dynamics 

among local actors, listened to different desiderata and proposals, and presented successful 

examples of already developed practices of railway reuse by focusing on applicable methods 

and tools, such as focus groups, territorial laboratories, cultural mapping and locative media. In 

this phase, during May 2018, the entire railway was renewed and launched with an official two-

day trip in which the researchers participated and where they observed the local communities 

affection and the real potentialities of the whole infrastructural system enhancement. 

Conversely, researchers reported the lack of necessary services along the track in terms of 

hospitality and narration of the territory. On the other hand, only some subjects took the 

advantage of this event for spontaneous promotion of their local products. 
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5 Findings and discussion  

has contributed to the marginalization process, although this same condition of segregation has 

protected the areas from negative aspects of the homologation processes that have affected the 

core areas. 
 

Figure 6: Barycentric position of the railway in the cultural resources system surveyed by the Italian Touring Club 

(illustration: Oppido et al., 2017; source: Internet 7). 

 

From a socio-economic and political point of view, this phase has revealed the pivotal role that 

civic activism in general, and the In_Loco_Motivi association in particular, plays in creating 

This section collects first findings related to the first three phases of the method presented 

previously. They mainly deal with obstacles and opportunities of physical context, and socio- 

economic and political sphere.  

 

First findings emerged during the observation of the Alta Irpinia territory – supported by the 

technical GIS mapping and implemented through interaction with local actors. They can be 

summarized in two points. The first one relates to the strength of the railway, which is barycentric 

with respect to the Alta Irpinia resources. In fact, the proposed buffer area includes 

archaeological, historical, cultural, environmental and productive sites that could be easily linked 

to the railway line (Figure 6). Conversely, the second point relates to weakness in terms of 

logistics, because the distance of the historical villages from the railway stations is problematic, 

especially in a view of the complex orography of Alta Irpinia. Many historical stations were 

demolished after a violent earthquake in 1980 and have been replaced with low quality 

prefabricated buildings. During the first site visits, researchers reported critical conditions of the 

railway stations and a real lack of an integrated system for the accessibility to the local resources, 

even if during the special events bus transfers had been provided. The low level of accessibility  
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local spontaneous arenas. This forerunning association has demonstrated in advance the 

potentialities of railway tourism, which are confirmed by the nation-wide increases of this 

sector in the last years: 45% in terms of visitors and 39% in terms of historical railway trips 

since 2015 (Internet 4). 

 

In_Loco_Motivi has attracted local associations, citizens, school executives, experts and 

universities, and has motivated the sustained commitment of the FS Foundation. This network 

has allowed an effective engagement with the issue of railway reuse through a wider 

collaborative arena; in detail, the FS Foundation has progressively recovered the Avellino-

Rocchetta Sant’Antonio railway by including it in its national project for conservation and 

touristic reuse “Timeless Tracks” (Ita. Binari senza tempo; Internet 8). 

 

The analysis of the social and political process and the visualization of the bottom-up and top-

down actions have shown a near absence of the local governments and entrepreneurs until the 

summer of 2016. As shown in Figure 7, the interest and the engagement of local activists had 

already started in 1995. Institutional actions started only in 2016, when FS Foundation signed 

the Memorandum of Understanding for the opening of the track for touristic purposes. The only 

action carried out before this date was the Declaration of Cultural Interest of the historical 

railway: recognition of its engineering, historical and cultural value, which constitutes the 

starting point for the protection of this heritage. This public action has a nation-wide relevance 

as this was the first time that a Declaration of Cultural Interest targeted a whole system and not 

merely a single element 
 

Figure 7: Civic activism and public action timeline (illustration: Serena Micheletti). 
 
 

Importantly, the official opening of the first renewed part of the railway was the first tangible 

proof of cooperation between the FS Foundation and central and local governments. The train 

trips were included in the program of the Sponz Fest (Internet 8) and expressed the community’s 

strong sense of belonging to the area. Local communities and visitors played an active role of 

cultural participation and animation by organizing a dense programme of activities on the train 

(performances, traditional music sessions and comedies) and in the stations during the train 

stops (traditional music sessions and welcome committees). The initiatives that were organized 

for the inauguration of the track showed the richness of the traditions of Alta Irpinia and the 

locals’ affection for them (Figure 8). 

 

 



138 

 

 

Figure 8: Photos from the reopening of the first part of the railway (photo: Stefania Ragozino). 

 

During the active observation sessions, researchers intercepted relevant subjects to introduce to 

the arena for a collaborative process. They could be divided into four main categories, related 

to civic activism, public action, private initiative and research activity (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: Actors and actions of the collaborative process (illustration: Serena Micheletti). 
 

Additionally, these first phases allow for a presentation of preliminary reflections about the 

publicness and socio-cultural values of landscape. On one hand, the scientific debate highlights 

these values among those recognized in the landscape by current multidisciplinary approaches 

(Stephenson, 2008; Makhzoumi et al., 2011; Settis, 2013; Antrop & Van Eetvelde, 2017). On 

the other hand, these values have been catalysts for activism initiatives inspired by the richness 

of the Irpinia landscape to enhance its role as common ground for redeeming marginalized 
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areas. The initiative “Irpinia Landscape Train” is aimed at telling, sharing and improving 

collectively the local identity, identified as driver for regeneration processes. A further step, 

already incorporated in the AR agenda, is to transfer this theme into institutional decisions, first 

of all the Masterplan for the sustainable local development in the area of the Avellino-Rocchetta 

Sant’Antonio railway as well as in the construction of a community destination. 

 

As we are in the middle of the AR, we can conclude with a preliminary consideration about the 

awareness of the potentialities offered by landscape. Specifically in the case of Alta Irpinia, the 

landscape could be considered as a driver for local initiatives but also as a structural element 

through which to build a regeneration strategy for the territory. This reasoning has been 

validated by the mapping process that has highlighted the consistency and the quality of the 

landscape, as well as by the bottom-up and top-down initiatives that have confirmed the 

acknowledgment of the landscape as an element of local identity with a strong value of 

publicness. Additionally, the exchange of competencies and experiences, and the participation 

of researchers in local initiatives have contributed to new awareness of the concept of 

landscape. Specifically, researchers highlighted the potential role of the landscape not only as 

tourism asset but as driver to reverse the marginalization process in Alta Irpinia. 

 

These first findings of the AR enable researchers to start a wider reflection on the publicness 

of the landscape in the non-core areas. The main challenge in these areas is the strengthening 

of the territorial cohesion (Barca, 2009), and the AR method allows for sharing of a knowledge 

system and decisions for local development, and thus of responsibilities for the future of the 

areas. This way of working is adequate to emphasize the publicness of landscape by activating 

an equal process of regeneration based on collective commitment to co-planning and co-design 

actions. The main goal is to rebuild ties between community and territory, and among different 

local actors, by activating self-recognition and self-organization of development processes 

(Oppido et al, 2019). The hardest challenge for these areas is related to the governance both in 

the phase of territorial resources interpretation and in the phase of planning. Indeed, we should 

strive for a method that would interpret the public value of the landscape and valorize it as 

community heritage for the social cohesion, instead of slipping into the heritage marketization 

drift. 
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