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Cultural heritage-led initiatives for urban regeneration. 

Pilot implementation actions in Bologna public spaces 

Andrea Boeri *, Danila Longo**, Valentina Gianfrate***, Rossella Roversi **** 

 

 

 

Abstract    

This paper deals with the research experience nurtured during the “ROCK- Regeneration 

and Optimisation of Cultural heritage in creative and Knowledge cities” project (EU Horizon 2020 – 

Grant Agreement n. 730280) and with the initiatives carried out during its first two years of 

implementation. In particular, the contribute focuses on the use of Cultural Heritage as a catalyst 

for urban regeneration and on reactivation actions of public spaces in Bologna, aiming at fostering 

collaborative practices, social cohesion and innovation. 

Parole chiave: Rigenerazione Urbana, Patrimonio Culturale, Approccio Circolare, Partecipazione, 

Verde Urbano  

Keywords: Urban Regeneration, Cultural Heritage, Circular Approach, Participation, Greening  

Introduction 

According to EU and UNESCO, cities are the strategic factors to foster European economic 

strength, wealth, social opportunities and innovation (European Commission Directorate General, 

2015; EEA, 2017, UNESCO 2016). However, at the same time, cities represent the places where 

conflicts, inequalities and exclusion are more evident.  The growing of population is increasing 

year-by-year the urban density, leading to the exacerbation of challenges related to sustainability 

and urban management. Social exclusion, lack of identity, waste management, traffic congestion, 

air and water pollutions, fuel poverty, constitute some of the main problems, that need 

sustainable solutions in a long-term perspective (Hajer Maarten, 2014). In compliance with the 

recommendation of UNESCO Reports 2016 and 2017, Cultural Heritage (CH) is assumed as a 

fundamental resource for sustainable urban development: preserving urban quality of life, 

protecting urban identities, valuing local cultures, promoting cultural expressions are the pillars 

for making cities more inclusive and liveable.  
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Cultural Heritage is the main topic of the ROCK - Regeneration and Optimisation of 

Cultural heritage in creative and Knowledge cities project. It is a three years Research Innovation 

Action (RIA) project funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation 

Programme (call H2020-SC5-2016-2017, Grant Agreement N. 730280). This project, currently at 

the beginning of the third year, is coordinated by Bologna Municipality with the technical-

scientific assistance of the University of Bologna. Its general objective is developing a systemic, 

multidisciplinary, collaborative, circular and replicable approach aiming at urban regeneration, 

especially in historic contexts affected by social exclusion, lack of accessibility and integration with 

the rest of the physical and relational space of the city. ROCK focuses on historic city centres as 

privileged action fields for inquiries and actions, intended as extraordinary laboratories to 

demonstrate how CH can be a unique and powerful engine of regeneration, sustainable 

development and economic growth for the whole city. CH, considered both as tangible (buildings, 

squares, streets, districts) and intangible (creative and artistic arts, productions and services, 

people skills and abilities) forms, is often underused and under known by citizens themselves:  

ROCK intends to provide new ways to access CH and to promote transparency and perception of 

shared heritage as collective property.  

ROCK aims to support the transformation of three historic city centers, situated  in 

Bologna, Lisbon and Skopje (Replicator Cities), into creative and sustainable districts, by 

implementing a repertoire of successful heritage-led regeneration initiatives related to 7 Role-

Model selected cities (Athens, Cluj-Napoca, Eindhoven, Liverpool, Lyon, Turin and Vilnius) through 

a continuous knowledge/experiences exchange process. The replication potential and 

effectiveness of the tools and policies developed in the Role Model cities are tested in the three 

Replicator Cities, taking their specific historic context and local needs into account. 

The quality of public spaces is the first element that marks the separation between, on 

the one hand, a chaotic, non-functional, socially critical settlement and, on the other hand, a well-

organized, safe city with effective services and social integration. Thus, in particular, ROCK aims to 

test actions, strategies and tools to foster  the usability of public spaces to all, improving CH 

functions from a user perspective, defining key policy issues, integrating emerging spatial, 

temporal and virtual structures of the knowledge-based society, to support cohesion and develop 

a sense of belonging to places.  

Urban regeneration of open spaces are an opportunity to overcome spatial discontinuity, 

redesign and complete existing urban fabric, to include a mixitè of users and to enhance 
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environmental and cultural quality, while strengthening local identity and communities’ sense of 

belonging.  A change of paradigm, also helped by the introduction of new dynamic tools, 

strategies and enabling technologies are necessary to activate integrated city improvements, 

starting from place-making approach to foster the involvement of communities in the process of 

re-appropriation of the shared spaces and portions of the city. 

- Approach and methodology: ROCK Urban circular system for Creative and Sustainable districts 

ROCK approach is based on a circular urban model in which CH already in use for specific 

activities, can express other unused potentialities if framed in a less specialized and elitist idea of 

culture: a value-sharing process that must steer city changes both in terms of physical 

environment and of mindset. ROCK approach assumes the historic city, and in particular the 

underused hotspots, as resources that can be re-introduced into a continuous positive 

development cycle that preserves natural capital, optimizes resource yields, reduces system risks 

and regenerates existing resources, while preserving and conserving the intrinsic value of its CH. 

The circular urban system concept, which represents the theoretical backbone of ROCK project, is 

mutuated from the “circular economy” concept (Wolrd Economic Forum, 2019) and considers  CH 

as a resource, applying the same principles of saving and reuse. “ROCK circle” (fig.1) connects and 

moves sub-systems of actors, processes and technologies in several domains, assuming historical 

centres CH transformation, adaptation and reuse into Creative and Sustainable Districts. The aim 

is to encourage virtuous flows within the system and to create the conditions for a shared, safer, 

more equal and more suitable places for the communities to live and work.  

Within this framework, the project follows a Research-Action-Research approach, 

intended as an iterative process based on the following scheme: 

1. Research. The first research activity is aimed at screening the initial status by identifying needs, 

key stakeholders, key areas and key actions and enablers, in order to properly prepare the field 

for the concrete action planning and implementation. 

2. Action which is embodied by the implementation of pilot actions according to the first drafting 

of themes, topics and proposals emerged from the participatory inquiry. This first implementation 

can arise more needs, the adjust actions, revealing the presence of unforeseen barriers that need 

to be addressed. Therefore, the process foresees a second research activity. 

3. Research. ROCK actions are a mix of bottom-up and top-down initiatives that involves different 

levels of stakeholders and communities. The complexity needs a second phase of research to 

define more precise and detailed scenarios, which includes not only foreseen actions and tools 
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application, but also considerations about new assumptions to be taken into account, new 

barriers and risks, new stakeholders, the connection and clustering of specific actions with new or 

more precisely identified target groups. The application of the methodology is meant at the urban 

scale, nevertheless ROCK proposes a smaller approach though pilot actions at the 

district/neighbourhood scale: the micro-scale experimentation ground offers an intermediate 

dimension useful for implementing projects and monitoring results effectively; the district is also 

recognisable by its citizens in term of identity and sense of belonging (Gaspari, 2017).  

- The ROCK ongoing process of implementation in Bologna 

Bologna is one of the three Replicator City, chosen because it is a knowledge based city 

thanks to the strong presence of the oldest European University, it is included in the UNIESCO 

creative Cities’ List, and by the strong effort of the Municipality about collaborative approach. At 

local level, the first step of the project regards the building of a process of community 

involvement to create a local Ecosystem of Stakeholders, comprehensive of citizens, business and 

associations, University and Public Administration, in order to define a shared general framework, 

policy apparatus and medium-long term vision, and specific actions for the urban transformation 

of the demo area. The selection of the actions is the result of a co-designed process that has led 

to three topics, strictly related to public spaces: accessibility, sustainability and new 

collaborations.  

 
Fig. 1  Bologna Living Lab: stakeholders, process, numbers and results. 
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The ROCK demonstrator site is located inside the historical city centre in a highly dense 

artistic and cultural district. It is distributed along a major street, via Zamboni, that connects a 

system of public spaces whose nodes are represented by five squares: piazza Ardigò, piazza 

Rossini, Piazza Verdi, Piazza Scaravilli e Piazza Puntoni. The area hosts a multiplicity of university 

headquarters and ceremonial buildings, cultural facilities and gardens, and it is characterized by 

the presence of the typical Bolognese porticos. Piazza Verdi is the main geographical and social 

centrality of the demo site, named “Zona_U” (fig.2), deriving from the huge presence of university 

buildings and students.  

The growth of the student population (about 80,000 students), the change in the number 

and composition of population in the centre, due to migration phenomena (15.000 new residents 

each year, of which 9.000 Italian) and the effects of the growing new tourism dynamics, have not 

been integrated and absorbed in the area, whose public spaces capacity is limited. These 

dynamics has generated phenomena of social conflict between different categories of users and 

triggered decay and disturb. In particular, the presence of the students, vital and positive per se, is 

turned into a problematic issue for the coexistence with the other actors of the area. The Zona U 

stands out as the main place where population (expecially students) of excluded people from 

urban dynamics gather and meet every day. 

 
Fig. 2  The “Zona U” demonstration area in Bologna (in red). 
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In designing and implementing actions,  each of the public spaces included in the demo 

area is intended in correlation with the others, with the purpose to create a system of places, 

where actions are complementary and concur to achieve integrated targets and objectives, 

balanced according with the vocation of the single space, the results of the participatory process, 

and the perceived needs. In the system of places composed by the 5 squares along Via Zamboni, 

different typologies of action have been carried out during the two years of ROCK project:  some 

of them are currently ongoing and others are in the planning stage.  

Below, a description of three significant initiatives already implemented, as examples 

extracted from the coordinated set of heritage-led regeneration initiative actions held in the Zona 

U public spaces: U-lab, Malerbe, New Lightscape.  

- U-LAB: co-designing and implementing actions of revitalization  

U-Lab is an approach based on workshops of participatory practices dedicated to Zona U. 

It involves the Municipality of Bologna, the University of Bologna, the Rusconi Foundation and the 

Opera House and is coordinated by Foundation of Urban Innovation Bologna. U-Lab is configured 

as a transversal activity aimed at coupling the design of the regeneration of the area, developing 

new ideas for the enhancement, unconventional use and creation of services and promoting 

some experimental actions. U-lab started in 2017 with the local stakeholders mapping and is 

developed through two main lines of action. 

 The first line is dedicated to listening, co-designing and collecting ideas and proposals 

during an articulated path of meetings involving the various actors (institutional and not), 

stakeholders and users of the area.  

The second line is dedicated to experiment and implement actions involving public 

spaces. A call for proposals has been launched on December 2017. The groups proposed new 

forms of animation for the area. The proposals have been implemented during spring and 

summer months and contributed to revitalise and bring new audiences in the experimental site. 

A third phase started at the beginning of 2019 together with a reflection on the technologies 

to be applied to the urban environment: lights and sounds instruments, urban green technologies 

and others, to respond to the necessity emerged during the previous phases. A focus on 

“accessibility” is included, as one of the main topics emerged during the co-design and discussion 

phase developed in 2018. The ambitious goal of the new phase of U-Lab is hence to make some of 

the stakeholders’ necessities concrete and develop a new inclusive service for the Universal 
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fruition of CH and to attract new visitors in the area, with particular attention to people with 

disabilities (U area for all, fig.3). 

 
Fig. 3  U-Area for all 

- Malerbe: transformation and greening of public spaces  

Thanks to Malerbe initiative, Piazza Scaravilli has been transformed from a car park into a 

dynamic garden, where cultural activities, aggregation and entertainment can be carried out, for a 

continuative use of space (fig.4). Malerbe combines the pursuit of two objectives: the 

environmental sustainability matched with the mitigation of climatic effects through an action of 

urban greening, and the cultural and social use of public spaces, allowing the re-appropriation of a 

underused square and its reinterpretation as relational node in the Zona U system of places. 

Malerbe is the result of a path started through the activation of a co-design laboratory 

with 18 students of Architecture, Design and Advanced Design of the University of Bologna, 

managed by the researchers of the Department of Architecture, BAGstudio and a local association 

(Centro Antartide), and aimed at the construction of a public space to support both the student 

and the resident population, so combining the need of the two social groups that used to exploit 

that space in different and often conflicting ways. Malerbe has involved some of the associations 

(Giardino del Guasto, Bologna Vivibile, Comitato di Piazza Verdi) already operating in the area in 

the planning and design phase. The participatory implementation and the light intervention 

composed of modular, temporary and reversible elements, resistant to possible management 

model, based on collaboration and dynamism, want to make "Malerbe" a real "dynamic garden" 
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to promote biodiversity and sociality. The Malerbe project has led to the creation of a vandalism, 

where the "weeds", find their place (figg. 5 and 6).  

This kind of interventions can offer significant potential for regeneration of open spaces 

such as internal courtyards, abandoned residual micro-areas, interstitial spaces between 

buildings: the redesign and differentiation of paths, the inclusion in ecological networks and 

corridors allow to include these micro-areas in an integrated environmental system.  

The choice to refer to urban micro-design seems particularly effective because it is 

economically sustainable in a period of scarcity of public resources that traditionally finance 

interventions on the public spaces of the city. As in the Malerbe case, micro-design solutions 

often refer to bottom-up initiatives, through collective support for the initiative or in other cases 

are the result of mixed approaches involving unconventional associative forms and financial 

schemes for implementation (Gianfrate, Longo, 2017). 

 

 
Fig. 4  U- The Malerbe workshop for urban transformation and greening.  

  
Fig. 5 e 6 Malerbe and SLAB, a temporary architecture co-design by students installed in Piazza Scaravilli. 



DIVERSEcity | RIGENERAZIONE URBANA

471

- New lightscape: highlighting hidden treasures and increasing accessibility  

New lightscape is the experimentation of an innovative lighting concept. It is a pilot 

project that involves Via Zamboni, to test effective lighting solutions to improve accessibility, 

security and valorisation of CH. The project integrates technical competences, based on the study 

of Viabizzuno S.r.l. (a technology partner provider of ROCK project) and on the co-design 

guidelines elaborated during the participatory process of U-Lab.  

 
Fig. 7 New Lightscape in Via Zamboni  

The lighting project intends to test the transformation of the city into an art gallery 

facilitating its accessibility and fruition also during the night, modulating the lighting system into: 

light to meet, light for break, light for architecture and art, and light for sleeping. The light is 

conceived as a detector of hidden treasures and points out their presence (fig. 8). The initiative 

includes the conservative restoration of the historical lantern and of the old notice boards, and 

new display-cases for art works (fig. 9).  

                      
Fig. 8 e 9  Lighting project for Piazza Rossini and the Via Zamboni porticos, with display cases for temporary exhibitions. 



DIVERSEcity | RIGENERAZIONE URBANA

472

- Further developments 

In order to develop the ROCK approach in a site-specific effective strategy, to be managed 

also beyond the project lifetime, the research include the building of a tool for the long-term 

planning, implementation and management of actions, relying on bottom-up participatory 

approaches and sustainable development models that are consistent with the specificities of the 

places and communities that inhabit them. The tool is an Integrated Management Plans (IMP), 

drafted on the UNESCO existing literature about management plans. The Replicator Cities 

analysed the UNESCO Management Plans as a repertoire of virtuous experiences to follow up with 

new integration/upgrades resulting from the Research-Action-Research approach that regulates 

the ROCK project. This tool is based on the expertise acquired thanks to the pilot actions already 

built up in the three Replicator Cities (Bologna, Lisbon and Skopje) 

Thus, the legacy of ROCK project wants to overcome the experimental dimension of the 

specific actions by structuring a general methodology that can be replied, as a step-by-step 

approach, also in the future and in different EU cities.  

The Bologna University team, together with the ecosystem of stakeholder, is testing the 

effectiveness of the IMP through context-based pilot interventions, focusing on CH as common 

good and principal resource for revitalisation actions of public spaces as places of inclusion, 

cohesion and social innovation. 

 

ROCK project is funded by European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme (call 
H2020-SC5-2016-2017, Grant Agreement N. 730280). 
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