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Participatory process for upgrading public spaces 

through sustainable mobility and social inclusiveness 

Leonardo Cameli1, *, Claudio Lantieri1, Cecilia Mazzoli2, Anna Chiara Benedetti2, 

Annarita Ferrante2, Roberto Corbia3  

Abstract: The EU project “CrAFt - Creating Actionable Futures” aims to 

promote participatory processes to support cities’ transition to climate neutrality, 

according to the “City as a Commons” approach. The City as a Commons 

framework, developed by the city of Bologna, provides a reference for designing 

and deploying Climate City Contracts (CCCs) that support innovative forms of 

inclusive, participatory governance and integrated urban planning strategies with 

increasing implementation of digital technologies and innovative management. 

Bologna is an example of a “collaborative city” that improves the principles of 

“urban collaborative democracy”. Tactical Urbanism is a process of urban 

transformation providing a cohesive activities package to support cities in 

realizing collaborative local governance models for reshaping urban spaces with 

temporary and not expensive elements. Citizens are involved by activating a 

feedback loop to collect their opinions about the regeneration intervention. For 

selected road sections, the Municipality of Bologna redesigned experimental 

pedestrianization projects through Tactical Urbanism to create new large spaces 

to be used for recreational functions. This experience, conducted by Fondazione 

Innovazione Urbana (FIU) in the city of Bologna, shows that this participatory 

and co-creative process allows for transforming poorly organized street areas into 

new spaces for sociality, mitigating the city's environmental impact. 

Keywords: tactical urbanism, sustainable mobility, social inclusiveness, 

participatory processes, public spaces, New European Bauhaus 
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1 Introduction 

The concept of an ideal city is a fallacy, as is the notion of a singular path to 

achieving climate neutrality or an ideal social innovation process. Each city is unique 

and has to find itself at a different stage in the trajectory toward climate neutrality. 

Despite the varying contexts, challenges often relate to well-known transition 

bottlenecks such as users’ behavior change, goal setting, funding, and overcoming 

regulatory barriers. The challenges differ in specific characteristics from one city to 

another, necessitating a standardized yet adaptable approach. The European 

Commission works in this way launching the New European Bauhaus (NEB) which 

wants to translate the European Green Deal into the ground, in buildings, in public 

spaces and also in fashion or furniture [1]. The CrAFt project aims to address these 

transition bottlenecks directly by providing a comprehensive set of activities to support 

cities in the development and implementation of collaborative local governance 

models, regardless of their starting point. The project seeks to co-create and test NEB-

inspired collaborative local governance models in three Sandbox Cities to identify 

stakeholder needs and match them with concrete opportunities. The Sandbox Cities will 

aim to document and optimize the real-life performance of the collaborative governance 

models at different stages of development, learning from and inspiring others while 

disseminating project knowledge. Within CrAFt, three Sandbox Cities and 60 

Reference Cities will contribute to refining and implementing a NEB-inspired Impact 

Model. The Impact Model will help identify essential leverage points for systemic 

change towards climate neutrality by incorporating all aspectual layers of sustainability, 

including ecological, infrastructural, social, cultural, economic, aesthetical, and legal 

considerations. The Impact Model does not replace the indicator sets cities already use; 

instead, it complements them by providing a guidance instrument to improve shared 

understanding and support cross-cutting decision-making between stakeholders from 

different sectors and disciplines. Recently, the Impact Model will support the Cities 

Mission in deploying Climate City Contracts (CCCs) by helping cities create and 

implement local collaborative governance models that leverage inclusiveness, 

aesthetics, and sustainability in the context of their specific city's transformation 

towards climate neutrality. Bologna is a Sandbox city and will be used as a test field. 

This city in the last years developed the city as a commons approach”. The City as a 

Commons approach is deeply interconnected with the concept of collaboration, 

collaborative governance, and democracy. Additionally, it is based on participatory 

processes in which co-creation and “living labs” are valuable tools. 

The City as a Commons approach is founded on the capacity of the city to adapt, 

transform, make, and remake according to the citizens’ needs and requirements. 

Participatory processes, such as co-creating, co-designing, and co-governing, are 

promoted by the cooperation between local administrations, municipalities, citizens, 

and other facilitators, such as local associations, economic actors, and other 

stakeholders, to convey the concept that the city consists of urban commons everyone 

takes care of and enables regeneration practices.  The “City as a Commons” concept is 

linked to cities' openness and capacity to make, remake, adapt, and transform 

themselves according to their inhabitants' needs and “to compete for the people and 
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goods that help to grow and sustain them” [2]. The governance model of “urban 

collaborative governance” focuses on social and economic equity or inclusion. The 

term participation is related to empowerment in order to support inclusiveness, 

diversity, and democracy. It’s necessary to deal with persistent problems such as social 

exclusion, spatial dichotomies, and segregation. In the innovative social theory, the 

bottom-up processes are a significant tool for the activation of the communities. 

Furthermore, participatory processes are conceptualized as “self-organization”, civic-

initiated action to influence the urban environment [3], [4]. Co-creation is part of 

participatory practices. In urban development, co-creating relies in part on the 

knowledge and experience of private sector processes, which are applied to public 

service delivery [5]. In addition, this term refers to the general knowledge about citizens 

and their experience with public services. Citizens can actively contribute through their 

knowledge and ideas in order to create new collaborations. In particular, the concept of 

co-creation is a “mosaic” of ideas and norms from varied research traditions and 

activities, as well as sectors such as urban planning, design, innovation, marketing, and 

management. The City as a Commons model proposed by Foster and Iaione [6] comes 

from the research of Elinor Ostrom [7], whose design principles need to be adapted to 

rethink the governance of cities according to the City as a Commons. The innovative 

perspective offered by the City as a Commons proposes a different insight into the city 

administration based on co-creating, co-designing, and co-governing practices. This 

governance model is called “urban collaborative governance” and focuses on social and 

economic equity or inclusion. In this system, the state is a facilitator and a relational 

state, which redistributes its decision-making power and influence to the public. In this 

vision, municipalities have to engage their citizens and foster collaboration between 

them and public authorities to convey the idea that the city is a common resource 

everyone should take care of. In this regard, Bologna can be considered an important 

example of implementing the City as a Commons approach and a “collaborative city” 

that used and still uses the language of the commons according to the principles 

mentioned above of “urban collaborative democracy”. 

In this way, the municipality of Bologna, has activated tactical urban planning 

policies in different areas within the city. These are particular interventions for the 

transformation of poorly organized road areas, designed to obtain new spaces for 

socializing and mitigating the environmental impact of the city increasing the 

functional and architectural quality of urban space. Past and current experiences in 

Bologna offer an innovative lesson in terms of governance, collaboration and caring for 

common goods, but they are part of a process that is still ongoing.  

2 The support of the district lab for the sustainable mobility 

The "COVID-19" emergency has imposed and continues to impose, to live in the 

city and its spaces in a different way, in particular the space focused on social relations 

and mobility. In this situation, the dimension of "proximity" and the presence of public 

spaces spread throughout the city, represent an enormous value in the qualitative 

dimension of people's lives. Bologna in the future, from this point of view, can only 

confirm and strengthen the path taken through the planning tools it has equipped itself 
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with in recent years, accelerating implementation times and implementing some actions 

also of an experimental nature. In responding to the needs and requirements that have 

emerged and been mapped in the various parts of the city in recent years, these will 

immediately affect the reconfiguration of spaces, thus giving answers to citizens. Since 

the publication in 2014 of the Regulation on Collaboration Between Citizens and the 

City for the Care and Regeneration of Urban Commons[8], more than 800 collaboration 

pacts have been signed between the Municipality, local associations and citizens to 

promote the realization of regeneration actions in defined urban areas. The Municipality 

of Bologna, together with the Urban Innovation Foundation (FIU) and the University 

of Bologna (UNIBO) have participated in and fostered many collaborative initiatives 

through laboratories in the districts where the citizens, local associations, and 

stakeholders can join and start a shared path based on listening, dialogue, and 

prototyping. Bologna was the first city to implement the city as a Commons approach 

and the “co-city” protocol, articulated in the following phases: “cheap talking” (meant 

as dialogue interaction), mapping, practicing, prototyping, practicing, and modeling.  

All these concepts and practices are the basis for a new form of civic engagement 

called “living labs”. These labs got popular, especially under the heading of smart cities 

and inclusive activities. In Living Labs, citizen and user involvement is central, and 

innovation takes place as a result of bringing together complementary knowledge, skills 

and resources in real-life experimentation. About 7,000 people participated in the 

District Labs in 2017-2018 through neighborhood public assemblies and online topic 

meetings, which resulted in 60 projects for participatory budgeting. In this way, the 

Regulation on Collaboration Between Citizens and the City for the Care and 

Regeneration of Urban Commons was the first regulation for care and regenerating the 

urban commons identified as mostly public spaces, abandoned buildings, 

infrastructures, and urban green areas. The Regulation identifies the collaboration pacts 

as the legal instrument for establishing public-community partnerships between 

citizens/local inhabitants, local officials/PA, local NGOs and local businesses. In 2014-

2016, 261 proposals were developed, and 245 collaboration pacts were signed within 

the municipal territory regarding different fields: maintenance of green spaces, public 

spaces, and schools; interventions to improve bicycle paths, roads and squares and 

elimination of architectural barriers. The first two years of implementation of Bologna 

Regulations positively affected the city in terms of the number of collaborative 

initiatives but, at the same time, highlighted the importance of creating a network of 

stakeholders and collective economic institutions that could provide significant 

financial support, acting at the neighborhood level and throughout the entire city. 

Additional valuable tools as implemented in the City as a Commons in Bologna are:  

• Towards the Urban Innovation Plan with District Laboratories [9]: the Plan started 

in December 2016 with the aim of tracing a transversal innovation perspective for 

the Municipal Administration of Bologna. The process of territorial engagement 

was grounded on the “District Laboratories”, spaces for discussion and decision-

making, whose main objective is to connect policies and decisions with the 

networks. 

• Tactical Urbanism: it is a process of urban transformation that allows the use of 

space to be quickly changed with temporary and not expensive elements, analyzing 
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their effectiveness and defining the final adaptive design following the users' 

reactions to the space. The aim is to understand how experimentations work and 

identify, directly from citizens' reactions, which aspects need to be changed 

according to the final intervention. The areas, chosen for this process, typically 

have traffic and environmental problems and the implementation of tactical 

urbanism usually regards the temporary pedestrianization of this type of area. The 

key to tactical urbanism is that the final design should better respond to the needs 

of the inhabitants and the environment because people have already had the 

opportunity to experience the space through temporary experimentation and 

opportunities to suggest improvements. 

For these type of actions, the municipality of Bologna has provided the experiments of 

tactical urban planning of via Milano, via Procaccini, explained in the following 

paragraph. In addition, new areas of experimentation have already been identified in 

March 2023. In particular, these are experimental interventions for the construction of 

school squares, aimed at solving the problems of viability affecting the conflict between 

cars and pedestrians in the hours of entry and exit of students. These projects involve 

the reorganization of the flows of vehicles and people, stimulating diversified ways of 

accessing the school complex. In particular, "kiss & ride" areas will be created at 

different distances from the building to prevent the concentration of cars in front of the 

school. 

3 The pedestrian temporary area: the case study of Bologna 

The new pedestrian areas are conceived as experimental interventions of 

pedestrianization of road sections now used for car traffic or parking, through creative 

interventions of tactical urban planning, aimed at creating new large spaces to be used 

for recreational / sports / cultural proximity functions [10]. Pedestrianization has been 

imagined with different gradients and intervention characteristics.  Some may be 

continuous, others are limited to certain times. In addition to those directly related to 

the requests of traders for the dehors, will be of three categories: 

a) Spaces for pedestrians near school entrances with widening of spaces near schools, 

the transformation of road or parking areas into pedestrian areas moving the missed 

parking, speed limitation, etc. 

b) Design of playground with the insertion of urban furniture even green and any 

physical game elements (sitting, planter, baskets etc.) 

c) Urban regeneration through tactical urbanism. 

 

The interventions in most cases will be born with a first phase of experimentation, a 

subsequent evaluation, and, if this is successful, an implementation for a definitive 

transformation of the public space. In order to enhance the urban contexts of 

intervention, from the environmental point of view will apply design solutions that 

encourage sustainable mobility, implement the presence of vegetation also cultivable, 

include the use of mineral materials as well as clear paints to reflect the sun’s rays or 

where and when possible, provide for de-paving and water use. At the same time, 
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interventions will have an impact on local actors, urban communities and people 

enhancing the identity of these places through the creation of comfortable and balanced 

spaces that use innovative and creative urban furniture, the creation of unconventional 

play spaces, the pedestrianization of today’s driveway or unused spaces. To ensure that 

the interventions dialogue deeply with the social context in which they are inserted, it 

will be necessary, especially in the comparison that will lead to the realization of the 

final works, provide for listening and involvement of schools, parents of schools, local 

traders and urban communities. The guiding criteria for the choice of areas of 

intervention were poor availability of public space, presence of other projects in 

progress or attractive poles that can be of support to the success of the intervention, 

criticality analysis and feasibility assessment without works (for experimentation) or 

with reduced works (floor painting/light furniture) and sustainability of the intervention 

in terms of use and management. Based on the results of the technical evaluations, a 

first selection of potentially feasible interventions was made, which were subsequently 

submitted to the competent assessors and the opinion of the districts. Two research 

cases, that express the application of tactical urbanism in Bologna has reported. 

 

3.1 The pedestrianization of Via Milano 

The area consists of an 80-meter-long pedestrian route in a driveway (intersection of 

Via Milano and Via Corrado Mazzoni) [11]. This zone is marked by the presence of 

public housing sectors, where traffic primarily consists of pedestrians, bicycles, 

scooters, and wheelchairs.  The main objective is a decisive transition towards 

sustainable mobility. This action wanted to explore alternative ways of using public 

space through an innovative temporary set-up that would allow public space's cultural, 

recreational and sporting functions to maximize its potential.  The intervention was 

designed to accommodate people of different ages and potential interests in the use of 

space, but pre-established functions are not identified. The various elements (Figure 1) 

can be interpreted by those who live and enjoy them.  
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Fig. 1 Aerial photo of the transformed urban area located in via Milano © Margherita Caprilli, 

FIU 

The colors, materials and compositions used aim to encourage curiosity, supporting 

people to participate in the area transformation process. Observation and monitoring of 

the public space were conducted using methods that are based on empirical evidence 

obtained using rigorous analytical tools. The goal is to understand the impacts of an 

intervention on people and the urban context.  Each tool has its own characteristics and 

a protocol through which it was employed. Specifically, the tools used for the 

monitoring activities were the count of the number of people and vehicles in the space, 

questionnaire through various channels, and interviews. The results show that the urban 

renaissance activities were effective in creating an inclusive public space, 

demonstrating a significant increase in the number of visitors and users of the area. 

Furthermore, the monitoring showed a 60% reduction in vehicular traffic in the area 

with an increase in the perception of safety by the people in the area. The report also 

highlights the positive impact on commercial activities and property values in the area, 

thanks to the transformation of public spaces. Overall, the monitoring has shown that 

the urban renewal project has had a positive impact on the quality of life of citizens, on 

the quality of public spaces, and on the reduction of environmental and vehicular traffic 

impacts. 

 

3.2 The first schoolyard of Via Procaccini 

Another urban tactical action consists of the realization of the first schoolyard near 

the middle school in via Fioravanti [12]. This experiment aimed to offer a new 

pedestrian space, guaranteeing students greater autonomy and safety in the paths 



 

8 

 

between home and school and new areas dedicated to play and meeting. The 

experimental and temporary intervention involved the creation of a schoolyard with 

elements dedicated to the students and, generally, to all the people who attend the area 

(Figure 2).  

 

 

Fig. 2 Aerial photo of the transformed urban area located in via Procaccini © Margherita Caprilli, 

FIU 

This project planned to pedestrianize an area of about 300 square meters through the 

use of white paint on the ground, vertical signs and other elements for the pedestrians 

(benches, a game drawing and writings on the ground, tubular benches, wooden tanks 

and ornamental plants). The colors, materials and compositions used are chosen to 

foster curiosity and support people in imagining and practicing uses, thus taking part in 

the space's transformation process. In the morning, pedestrianization is active between 

7:40 and 8:10, while in the afternoon it is active between 13:50 and 14:30. At these 

times, the nearby shops are closed with barriers to close motor vehicles traffic.  

The intervention lasted about 12 months. The area was also the subject of the study 

conducted by Systematica and Transform Transport, aimed at monitoring pedestrian 

and vehicular flows during the pre and post-intervention phases [13]. Monitoring was 

carried out through observations supported by a video camera and automated image 

analysis techniques. The research produced a series of analyses related to the flows 

observed in the pre-and post-intervention area, in order to support the iterative design 

process based on the tactical urbanism approach. The monitoring was carried out 

through camera-supported observations and automated image analysis techniques. The 

study produced a series of temporal and spatial analyses related to the observed flows 

in the area (e.g., density maps, space use, average speeds, road crossing behaviors, etc.). 

Following these principles, the camera was installed on a pole at the corner of Via 

Procaccini and Via di Vincenzo (north side), at the height of about 3m and with a mean 

axis of framing parallel to Via Procaccini facing the area of intervention.  

The results of the analyses were elaborated in order to:  
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1. Identify the activation times of the study area before and after the redevelopment 

of the scholar square, through metrics describing the cumulative pedestrian density 

and the cumulative residence time;  

2. Define the global characteristics of space use, discretized on a 1m x 1m grid, 

through metrics related to cumulative dwell time and average speeds;  

3. Characterize the uses related to the study areas following the redevelopment of the 

square (e.g. roadway, square, furnishings, etc.);  

4. Calculate the overall difference in use before and after surgery.  

 

The results of the analysis showed a 43% increase in the cumulative residence time 

recorded in the area following the redevelopment intervention. In particular, the 

cumulative residence time in the square, transformed from a crossing area to a rest and 

play area, increased by +216%. Strong changes in the spatial distribution of pedestrians 

in the study area are also highlighted. New characteristics of use related to the 

furnishings in the square emerge, which present the most significant cumulative 

residence times in the area. The analysis of the results of vehicular flows shows a 

decisive reduction in average speeds near the turns with subsequent crossings, 

contributing to the safety of pedestrians who use pedestrian crossings.  

The presented analysis has made it possible to quantify the effectiveness of the urban 

regeneration intervention of Via Procaccini, confirming the transition from a crossing 

area to a comfortable and safe rest and play area for children. The study also confirms 

the proposed methodology, based on the use of sensors and innovative analysis 

technologies for the collection and analysis of data to support the design of urban 

regeneration interventions. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The research highlights the valuable experience gained from Bologna's collaborative 

city approach and the potential to integrate criticalities and potentialities within the City 

as a Commons framework. The involvement of citizens and local actors through 

participatory processes and laboratories is the core for promoting changes and urban 

transitions, and the collaboration pacts are the instrument that legitimate citizens' 

commitment to generating a transition. Overall, the City as a Commons approach 

highlights the importance of participatory processes and collaboration among 

stakeholders in urban transformations. The research analyzes the use of video analysis 

technologies for the evaluation of urban mobility experiments in Bologna. The 

importance of measuring the impact of urban mobility policies based on quantitative 

metrics is discussed, and it is argued that monitoring activities can be more effectively 

carried out using video analysis techniques. A concrete case study is presented to 

demonstrate the usefulness of this technology, highlighting how video analysis is able 

to provide detailed information on the effects of urban mobility experiments on 

mobility and the environment. The author concludes by emphasizing the importance of 

using video analysis techniques in the planning of urban mobility policies and in the 

evaluation of their results. The study found that video analytics can effectively measure 

urban mobility metrics such as vehicle speed, traffic volume, and pedestrian flow. It 
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also found that the technology can help identify areas for improvement in the city's 

transportation infrastructure. Considering the implementation nature of these 

interventions, the path taken can be a guide for future evaluations of other areas on 

which it is being decided whether to intervene or not. 
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