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Introduction 

 

This work attempts to analyse a topic that is often present in the current public and academic 

debate, as well as a controversial one: the commons.  

The following chapters represent, therefore, the effort to reconcile various points of view on the 

idea of commons and the issues raised by their governance. Given the complexity of the matter, 

an historical analysis of the economic thought on the theme of commons and their governance 

was outlined, followed by the description of the results of a field study of the current situation, 

that are connected to the governance of the commons by some sectors of civil society active in the 

city of Rome.  

The research was faced, therefore, with all the difficulties and limits that can be met when trying 

to analyse together various perspectives and ideas coming from various historical periods, 

situations and perceptions. The result of such work allowed to highlight the strength with which 

different ideas, people and contexts can be gathered in a common debate, fuelling new ideas and 

finding new and individual perspectives, as well as contingent factors that, from time to time, 

allow to shed a different and sometimes new light on the same ideas.  

The first issue in the research was, in fact, to find a definition of the word ―commons‖. 

The text analysed, starting from the work of Elinor Ostrom, seemed not to offer a specific 

definition of such concept. This is the reason why the decision has been made to carry out a 

backwards analysis, by trying to understand how the theme of commons and their governance had 

been dealt with over time by the economists. It appeared interesting to analyse who were the 

authors, the interrogatives and the steps that preceded Elinor Ostrom‘s work and influenced her 

studies. Furthermore, it appeared interesting to go through the evolution of her research on the 

topic, which is now a very important one in the current economic debate. It also fuels practices 

and social imaginary of numerous collectivities. 

In fact, the complex nature of the theme of ―commons‖, that includes, in a single concept the 

relation between resources, groups and institutions does not allow a unique definition of the term. 

Commons have a multiple definition, ranging from that of common assets to that of common 

goods
1
. Their ―fluid‖ definition is the reflection of the ―fluidity‖ characterizing the forms of today 

                                                           
1
 In a 2008 essay, Charlotte Hess, researcher and co-founder of the IASC (International Association for 

the Study of the Commons, former IASCP - International Association for the Study of Common Property) 

mapped the new commons, showing the vastity of forms and perspectives included in this idea:  



2 

 

and the continuous social transformations currently taking place. Hence, an ―epistemological 

defiance‖, with which the present work had to come to terms and coexist. More than a definition 

of commons, it seems possible to attempt an analysis of the approaches and perspectives from 

which they are observed, moving from the definition of the object to that of the subjects, thus 

putting the issue of commons at the core of a perception of knowledge as an understanding of the 

various perspectives on reality itself and not of the objectivity of what is real.  Such approach 

redefines and gives new space to the discussion on economics as the study of the perspectives 

involved in the analysis of economic problems. This allows to come out of economic determinism 

and from its trans-historical laws, trying, instead, to analyse the influence of cultural, social and 

economic contexts on the economic thought and the deriving definitions, models and research. 

Given the multiplicity of perspectives involved in their definition, commons represent the way to 

reintroduce, therefore, narration and politics in the economic field: those are not to be looked at 

from a deterministic perspective characterising economic sciences in their own classical meaning, 

and put at the core of the economic debate the value of the human philosophical approach to 

economics, at the same level of the technical one.  

The object of the analysis carried out by the author of Governing the commons were the essential 

resources to the communities in specific contexts of study (huge natural resources as reservoirs, 

forests and lakes, as well as the resources deriving from them, such as water, animals, and fruits 

of the earth) and the study carried out by the author focused on the analysis of the various modes 

in which the ―groups‖ defined rules and agreements for the distribution of duties and benefits 

deriving fron the management of said resources. In fact, it is around such resources – considered 

indispensable to life and its quality – that institutions and norms aimed at granting their protection 

and regulating access and use are created. The studies of Elinor Ostrom represent, in fact, the 

result of a constant dialogue between theory and field study, and between various social sciences‘ 

disciplines. Her masterpiece Governing the commons is a collection of case studies analysing the 

processes of choice, the individual incentives and the kinds of agreements that are developed for 

the governance of the commons. Her research represents an economic, sociologic and political 

study that employed various methodologies, moving from the tools offered by the game theory to 

the ethnographic method of anthropological research. Starting from such rich experience, 

Ostrom‘s research paths, as well as those of her co-operators, examined both the complexity of 

the socio-ecologic system and the multiple variables defining such contexts and the individual 

reasons and mechanisms of interaction emerging from collective action. Such perspective on 

                                                                                                                                                                             
―This overview includes a survey of the physical resources, the user communities, the literature, and 

some of the major collective action activities. Tacking new commons over several years has demonstrated 

that this vast arena is inhabited by heterogeneous groups from divergent disciplines, political interests, and 

geographical regions that are increasingly finding the term ―commons‖ crucial in addressing issues of social 

dilemmas, degradation, and sustainability of a wide variety of shared resources. The resource sectors 

include scientific knowledge, voluntary associations, climate change, community gardens, wikipedias, 

cultural treasures, plant seeds, and the electromagnetic spectrum‖ (Hess, 2008:1) 
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complexity made her win the Nobel Prize for Economics in 2009, almost thirty years after the 

first edition of her volume. It is such complexity, from the attention to the relation between the 

context and the actors, from the individual and ―objective‖ perspective that the importance of the 

theme of commons emerges as well as its creative capacity to find new research perspectives and 

social imaginaries.  

The commons become the pretext and the catalyser for a further study on the collective action and 

the evolution of the institutions. In the present study, conflicts on resources are, of course, taken 

into account, as they are the reason for the emergence of new ―institutions‖ for collective action, 

defined by Bowles as ―laws, informal rules and conventions that give a permanent structure to 

social interactions among members of a population (Bowles, 2009: 47-48). 

It is therefore normal that the debate on the commons, today, triggers practices and gives new 

meanings to concepts, interrogating the world of economics itself on its functions and limitations.  

In fact, starting from the extension of this concept to numerous domains and interdisciplinary 

research perspectives, the theme of commons and the collectivities organized for the management 

of common resources influenced the development of political ecology on the study of 

environmental conflicts and fueled the legal debate on the matter. In an article published on 

―Capitalism, Nature, Socialism‖ in 2006, Mc Carthy wrote about ―Commond as 

counterhegemonic projects‖, underlining the strong political implication linked to this idea and 

the emersion of social movements around the commons which reminded the movement to protect 

society described by Polanyi in the Great Transformation (1944). 

Political ecology started to highlight the relation between material inequalities and inequalities in 

treatment among different levels of ―governance‖ of resources. Such multi-scale vision of 

relations (from the micro to the macro level) and of the territory as a mixture of connected socio-

ecologic systems, already present in Ostrom‘s work, reminds of the ―substantial‖ vision of 

political economics as a relation between human beings and natural resources (Polanyi, 1957) and 

of economics as a process (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971).   

 

In a context of transformation of the institutional situation and of redefinition of the institutional 

boundaries as well as their rights, linked to the crisis of debt of the states, born as an economic 

crisis, the emphasis on the commons became more and more the subject of debate and action by 

numerous informal groups and movements. As Ostrom‘s natural resources are commons beyond 

their legal condition, be it public or private – as in the author‘s work the definition of Commons 

did not regard public or private property and was, instead, centered on the form of governance 

(Schlager and  Ostrom, 1992) – so the groups that, today, discuss and outline practices on the 

urban commons analysed in this work, start from the common management of urban spaces as 

common resources necessary to the achievement of  the social and ―inalienable‖ welfare of the 

community. Even if such reasoning can be considered as a distortion of Ostrom‘s model, it 
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actually proves how the mechanisms used by the author when outlining the relation between 

systems of resources, governance systems and actors involved in the management of common 

resources represent an interpretative pattern that can be extended beyond the study of natural 

resources, and applicable to various ecological contexts and social systems. In order to manage 

such extension, however, it is necessary to analyse an ample group of exogenous and endogenous 

factors, actors, perspectives and historical episodes playing a fundamental role in the creation of 

agreements, rules and mechanisms of self-organisation developing in such complex systems.  

In light of this perspective, the second part of the work was developed. It was dedicated to Rome, 

a system of urban resources, and to the communities that, in such complex ecologic system, 

reflected and developed practices on the commons. Through an historical analysis and the use of 

social research methods, the study attempted to reconstruct a system of factors of context 

connected to the emersion of such communities. It has been attempted to draft a narration on the 

development factors that, on many levels, influenced the evolution of the city (economic pressure, 

urban and socio-economic development, cultural and social factors) to reach the issue of the 

governance and management of Rome‘s urban commons. In such terms, the decision has been 

made to conclude the research by focusing on a specific case study, the occupied and 

multifunctional social centre S.Cu.P., established in Rome in an interesting period for this work, 

that of the economic ―crisis‖, to highlight some specific features and raise questions on a possible 

governance, in Rome, of commons and urban spaces.  

 

To make the dissertation as organic as possible, the analysis is divided in two parts. The first 

(chapter one) attempts to highlight the issues related to the definition of commons and  

reconstruct the debate on the theme of collective resources in the history of economic thought. 

This is the part in which the attention is drawn on how various cultures and historical contexts 

have influenced the answers provided by the economists to the problem of the management or 

governance of commons and collective goods. In the same chapter, the contributions and the 

questions that influenced the development of Ostrom‘s work have been underlined, as well as the 

issues related to the various governance systems, that, currently, the theme of commons raises, in 

a period of deep transformation and change.  

It is starting from such remarks that the second part of the thesis is developed. It is dedicated to an 

analysis of the commons through current theoretical perspectives and embedded in the activation 

processes of a part of the civil society (chapter two). This second part is dedicated to the case 

study of Rome, its socio-economic and urban development and to the narration on how such 

context influenced the social practices on the ―urban commons‖. Lastly, the following chapter is 

dedicated to the description of a specific case study, that of the multifunctional social centre 

S.Cu.P, to show the mechanisms that led to the activation of a community around the 

management of a urban common, giving new meaning to the concept. 
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1. The Commons: the impact of culture on economic concepts 

1.1  Introduction  

 

The theme of the present chapter has various interpretations and a hugely diverse history. 

Therefore, in order to provide the reader with a clear idea of the issues dealt with in this chapter, 

the structure of the analysis will be as follows: firstly, the issues regarding the definition of 

Commons will be addressed, and support will be given to the idea of Commons as a floating 

signifier (Levy-Strauss, 1950). Such idea will allow the analysis to introduce the paragraph on the 

tragedy of Commons, in order to show the various perspectives from which the economists dealt 

with the issues regarding the collective management of ―common resources‖. It will be soon clear 

that the Commons are strongly intertwined with public and collective goods. In this respect, they 

are a sub-group of the problems of collective action (Ostrom, 2002) and show, therefore, as the 

various perspectives and ―cultures‖ of the authors have defined the various solutions to the 

problem of the conflict between personal and collective interests. The main aim of this chapter is 

to highlight the perspectives and ideas of the economists that created and gave meaning to new, 

poietic concepts throughout history. Today, the idea of Commons and that of federalism – often 

linked together – raise new questions while promoting the creation of new scenarios and 

transformations in the political, economic and social organisation systems. 

Every economic concept derives its meaning from the historical, social, cultural and political 

circumstances in which it grows. The ―Commons‖ can be conceived as a topic historically related 

to a main ―substantive‖ economic problem: the relationship between human beings and resources, 

which determine processes of decision and rule-making associated with use, access, withdrawal 

and ownership of resources. It is basically linked with three features: resource, groups and 

environmental-social externalities. 

Due to the high number of issues and fields involved and intertwined with this subject, which 

connects facts, theories and policies in a complex bundle of perspectives, long before the 

appraisal of Hardin‘s "Tragedy of the commons"
2
 and Ostrom‘s studies on Common Pool 

Resources, many authors tried both to address the problems of the collective goods and the 

                                                           
2 ―In the article ―The Tragedy of the Commons‖ of 1968, about the issue of the overlap in relation to the shortage of the 

resources of the planet, Hardin outlined the following situation: imagine an open pasture, shared by a number of 

herdsmen (Commons). Imagine that one of the herdsmen asks himself what is the good in adding another cattle to the 

livestock he pastures there. In order to solve the problem, the hardinian herdsman, created on the model of the 

marginalist homo oeconomicus, will simply make a cost/benefit analysis. The benefits are those deriving from the 

earnings coming from the new cattle: since he keeps them all for himself, his positive unit is about +1. The costs, 

instead, are linked to the overexploitation of the pasture, determined by the appearance of the new cattle.: in this case, 

though, the negative effects are shared by all the herdsmen sing the pasture, therefore the negative unit will be a fraction 

of -1. By adding the two partial components, the rational herdsman will think that, for him, the only rational decision to 

make will be to add one more cattle to his livestock, then another, and another… until the destruction of the good (the 

―tragedy‖ mentioned in the title).‖ (Coccoli, 2013:14). 
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Commons and to define them, swinging between private and public goods. For this reason, this 

issue developed alongside history and economic literature as an evolving concept: the Commons 

are linked with the political and economic themes of resources, their distribution and the 

externalities of the ―economic‖ processes, spreading the seeds for fruitful interdisciplinary paths 

of research. Furthermore, as it will be discussed in the next sections, the Commons and the 

governance of the Commons arise the issues of rules, legitimacy and power. 

The next chapter starts with an attempt to reconstruct the perspectives on the commons and 

collective goods and on some problems raised in this matter throughout the history of economic 

thought. 

The definition of Commons outlines a cultural approach linked to various conceptions, changing 

according to the idea one has of individuals, society and the role of the State and the market. On 

this, two issues are outlined: firstly, a reconnection of the economics to the social sciences is 

needed, in a multi-focused, interdisciplinary, constructive perspective. Secondly, history must be 

linked to the current situation, and two (but not only two) government or management systems for 

the Commons must be outlined. Of course, since the variety of experiences does not allow to 

outline a system and create an ideology, this work wants to outline a point of view on the possible 

paths, even in light of the current experiences. No ―one size fits all‖ definition of the Commons 

exists, since this concept is evolving over time, enriching itself of multiple meanings on the basis 

of new experiences and practices. 

Various points will be explained and addressed as follows: 

- Commons do not have an unambiguous definition. As a concept of the economic thought, 

they derive from the public and collective goods; 

- Common, public and collective goods are, theoretically, characterised by the non-

exclusion, and considering the free-rider issue, can be considered as sub-systems of the 

problems of collective action (Ostrom, 2002); 

- Many economists dealt with the present issue starting from their perceptions on 

individuals, the role of the State and the market in the solution of governance and 

management issues regarding such goods; 

- They were also influenced by the historical context in which they developed their theories 

on the Commons and on the way to deal with their management problems; 

- Since systems based on common resources give birth to a flow of units of resources that 

provide collective goods, it is interesting to notice how the same reasoning can be linked 

to the theories on public economy and to the mechanisms of contribution and provision of 

collective goods. In this regard, a part of the chapter will analyse the perspectives of 

Musgrave and Tiebout. 
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- In particular, the theme of Commons rises three macro-questions: 

1) The problem of the relation between individual action and social results,  

2) The problems regarding the coordination of various levels of ―government‖ in the running 

of the externalities and for the provision of benefits for the community, 

3) The conflict between levels of government and communities in the use of common 

resources. 

Clearly, the aim of this chapter is not to solve such problems through the praise of the concept of 

Commons. The objective is to highlight the importance of historical, cultural and social contexts 

in the definition of the answers provided by the economists dealing with such issues.   

The contribution provided by Ostrom allowed to widen the economists‘ perspective in other 

fields, drawing the attention on the important aspects of the organisation needed to manage 

resources. Such perspectives can not be considered in stringent econometric models. In particular, 

the studies carried out by Ostrom gave new importance to ―contexts‖ and ―relations‖, showing 

how: 

o Contexts and representations shared by the communities give birth to the self-

organisation processes for the management of systems of resources providing 

units of resources that are considered scarce. 

o The existence of implicit local rules and rules of the local culture allows the 

creation of new rules, applied on the basis of shared representations and 

objectives. 

If all that can seem to be scarcely relevant in the field of economic theories, it is important to 

highlight that this theme and the interdisciplinarity required in its analysis mark a epistemological 

passage: knowledge is  more and more linked to the interaction of ―various kinds of knowledge‖ 

and the focus of knowledge moves from the objects to their perspective, in a more and more 

complex vision. 

Currently, Commons are not defined in a single way, moving from the object to the 

subject and from knowledge as ―objectivity of the real‖ to the ―study of the involved 

perspectives‖. This is a phase of transformation, in which Commons are a paradigm, a point of 

reference for the new ways of management of common resources.  

From this perspective, the idea of merit goods presented by Mugrave and that of the institutional 

design of Tiebout are interesting, for two reasons: 

o To go back in time and analyse the evolution of the public sphere through the 

eyes of various authors, whose perspective was influenced by the social and 

cultural context in which they formed their thought, until the work of Ostrom, 

today, in light of the recent institutional transformations. 

o It is useful to analyse why the operative rules and the institutional transformations 

have produced effects on the distribution of resources (economic, ecologic and 
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social – transformation of territories and welfare) as well as on the reasons why 

communities organise themselves according to their own collective action 

―rules‖. This element will be further analysed in chapter 2.  

 

 

1.2 The Commons: a “floating signifier” linking politics and economics  

 

There is a wide economic literature about the commons and collective action problems (Olson, 

1965; Buchanan, 1965; Hardin,1968; Ostrom, 1990). As an issue, the Commons and the collective 

action problems are basically linked to diverse conceptions of human beings and society. These 

are indeed the foundations of every economic model and system, because each perspective is born 

and develops in a specific historical, cultural, social and institutional environment (Jessop, 2010). 

Such influences on the key to interpret phaenomena obviously regard this work too. In short, we 

might say that the contexts
3
 often arise problems and issues that determine experiences and 

practices to address them. These practices and experiences give meaning to concepts that 

influence new experiences, re-shaping contexts in an evolutionary circle.   

To enrich this sketched idea, we can also introduce the concept of the social imaginaries by 

Taylor (2004) : 

―Our social imaginary at any given time is complex. It incorporates a sense of the normal 

expectations we have of each other, the kind of common understanding that enables us to carry out 

the collective practices that make up our social life. This incorporates some sense of how we all fit 

together in carrying out the common practice. Such understanding is both factual and normative; 

that is, we have a sense of how things usually go, but this is interwoven with an idea of how they 

ought to go, of what missteps would invalidate the practice‖. (Taylor 2004:24) 

When a crisis occurs, the social imaginaries may change on the basis of the responses that 

individuals and communities give to the problems they perceive. This is an issue on which I will 

return later. For now, it is sufficient to say that the kind of management of the commons over time 

have always reflected a balance of power: it mirrored a ―social imaginary‖, cultural repertoires 

that motivated people and that determined a particular state of society.   

The Commons are known in particular from the work by Elinor Ostrom, who won the Nobel Prize 

in economics in 2009 with her work ―Governing the commons‖ published in 1990 with a 

collection of studies about commons and their management by communities. 

These ones occur from the changing context of the threefold crisis (economic, social and 

ecological): diverse visions of individuals, society, role of the market and state lay in the cultural 

                                                           
3 The word ―context‖ comes from the Latin contextus, from the verb contextere which means "weave", "weaving 

together". It is the series and chaining of events that make up a writing, from which flows the whole concept and the 

real intention of the writer. (Cortellazzo, 2004)  
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approaches that shape the definitions of the Commons and that influence practical outcomes. The 

definition of the Commons provided by Ostrom is related to the ―Common pool resources‖: 

 

―common-pool resources - CPRs - are natural or human-made facilities (or stocks) that 

generate flows of usable resource units over time. CPRs share two characteristics: (1) it is costly to 

develop institutions to exclude potential beneficiaries from them, and (2) the resource units 

harvested by one individual are not available to others‖ (Ostrom, Gardner, Walker 1994) 

 

The Digital Library of the Commons
4
 provides an alternative definition: 

 

―The commons is a general term for shared resources in which each stakeholder has an equal 

interest. Studies on the commons include the information commons with issues about public 

knowledge, the public domain, open science, and the free exchange of ideas - all issues at the core 

of a direct democracy.‖ (Digital Library of the Commons) 

 

These two definitions of the Commons and of Common pool resources demonstrate how very 

different definitions and examples are applied to similar concepts: from the one side the 

Commons as Common Pool resources are described as non-excludable and rival resources, from 

the other side the Commons are linked to the issue of public domain, information and public 

knowledge. Another definition is: ―common pool resources are composed of resource systems and 

a flow of resource units or benefits from the system (Blomquist and Ostrom, 1985). The resource 

system (or alternatively, the stock or the facility) is what generates a flow of resource units or 

benefits over time‖. So also land and the socio-ecological and economic systems are commons, 

whose ―development(s)‖ produces a flow of resource units and benefits.  

To highlight how multifaceted is the actual meaning of ―the Commons‖ it could be sufficient to 

mention that the first Italian translation of Elinor Ostrom‘s masterpiece ―Governing the 

Commons‖ was ―Governare i beni collettivi‖ (literally ―Governing collective goods‖). Actually, a 

unique definition of the Commons does not exist. Anyway, the issue of their definition is 

important and politically relevant because different visions of the same concept can start from 

diverse insights which can critically influence social and political outcomes. In this perspective, 

we might argue with Coccoli (2013: Introduction) that the Commons seem to identify a ―floating 

signifier‖ (Lévi Strauss), whose importance in the political discourse has been highlighted by 

Ernesto Laclau (1996)
5
. According to Levi-Strauss ―everywhere, these kinds of notions intervene, 

                                                           
4 Retrieved from: https://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/contentguidelines  

5 ―Briefly, and not going into detail, what is needed is a signifier whose meaning is largely imprecise. At the same time, 

however, this allows it to function as an attraction point for various signifiers (sometimes even those with opposite 

meanings), reuniting them in a common discursive order, that is a notion «representing an undetermined value of 

signification, void of meaning in itself, therefore open to receiving one» (Coccoli, 2013: Intro) see Laclau,E. (1996). 

https://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/contentguidelines
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a little like algebraic symbols, in order to represent an undetermined quantity of signification, in 

itself void of meaning and thus apt to receive any meaning, whose unique function is to bridge a 

gap between signifiant and signifié, or, more exactly, to indicate that in a specific circumstance, 

on a specific occasion... a relation of inadequation is established between signifiant and signifié to 

the detriment (prejudice) of an earlier complementary relationship‖ (Levi-Strauss, 1950 (1987): 

55). 

To confirm this, we can highlight how Elinor Ostrom has given meaning to this concept by 

her experience of research and studies about collective goods and local government by herself and 

her husband Vincent. Vincent Ostrom worked on this issue with Robert Warren and Charles 

Tiebout in 1961, addressing the issue of public good provision by local governments and 

institutions. So, historically the concept of the Commons by Ostrom stemmed from the literature 

on collective and public goods, which are interlinked concepts. Indeed, Commons, public and 

collective goods are subset of problems of collective action (Ostrom 2002:39). As well as the 

concept of the Commons, also public and collective goods raised one of the main problem of 

political, philosophical and economic literature - the conflict between private and collective 

interest.  

In summary, the problem of the commons is linked to: 

- the problem of the relationship between individual action and social outcomes; 

- the coordination dynamics between different levels of government in managing 

externalities and in the provision of benefits for the community; 

- the conflict between levels of government and between groups or ―communities‖ for the 

use of common resources.  

The debate on  the Commons and the public and collective goods derives from the same origin: 

the use of common resources and the issues connected to the free-riding incentives. Those give 

birth to a common action problem, the solution to which is provided by the organisation of the 

social systems and institutions for the redistribution of costs and benefits. In such terms, 

economics are not to be considered as a science regulated by trans-historical and natural laws, but 

as a system of perspectives and relations continuously changing and interacting. One aim of this 

work is to verify that the perspectives of the economists (and, consequently, the developments of 

economics as a science) were influenced by the culture and historical context of reference. That of 

economics is the field in which beliefs and cultures come into play. To those are linked 

institutions, politics and social sphere: economics are historically determined and evolve on the 

basis of the beliefs and the spirits of the time. The world id evolving towards more and more 

complex and interconnected systems, in which an analysis of the various perspectives is necessary 

in order to address the problems regarding the management and redistribution of common 

resources. The theme of Commons, already highlighted in the introduction to this work, moves, 

therefore, the attention from the object (Commons) to the subject: more than a definition of 
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Commons, one could try to provide a definition of the approach and perspectives with and from 

which they are analysed, moving from the definition of the object to that of the subjects, thus 

putting the theme of the Commons at the core of that of knowledge as understanding of the 

perspectives on reality and not of the objectivity of the real.  

Therefore, Commons provide the third dimension of the subjectivity to the two variables of space 

and time, normally considered in epistemology (see also Conti, 2012) . This way, they put the 

reasoning on economics in the social and political reality.  

What is the reason why public, common and collective goods are united in one analysis? The 

absence of a univocal definition of Commons and the institutional transformations operating 

today, in the aftermath of the economic crisis are the reason of such renewed interest towards 

such themes. Today, the attention towards the forms of government and the needs from which the 

public and collective interests ride becomes higher by the day. One of the reasons why Ostrom is 

so famous is because he emphasises the complex systems and the necessity of coordination 

characterising our time. The theme of Commons is not new. However, new is the perspective that 

is taking shape in light of the above mentioned reasons and the interest we put today, mutatis 

mutandis, in analysing it. The second chapter is an example of interpretation of the Commons in 

light of the abovementioned theoretical/epistemological premises.   

The definition of public, collective goods and the Commons and the debates about their provision, 

consumption, the exclusion of potential beneficiaries( ..) are part of a wider process in which the 

issues of legitimacy, sovereignty, the role of market, State and society all interact and come into 

play.  

The commons are therefore a floating signifier, whose content is filled with the emerging 

practices that occupy it and give it meaning. This change of perspective, is also acknowledged by 

Fennel while referring to ―Ostrom‘s law‖: ―A resource arrangement that works in practice can 

work in theory‖. The concept stems from the issue of common resources and the ―tragedy of the 

commons‖, for which the focus is on which "institutions" may emerge to prevent the tragedy or to 

manage the use of such resources against the attempts of the free-riders. But it is also historically 

intertwined with  the topic of local public goods and of collective goods. As the commons, 

following Ostrom, can be considered "system of resources" collectively managed,  often to 

address deficiencies of their public or private management, the problems of public finance 

questioned economists about the mechanisms of redistribution and optimal allocation of certain 

assets which, because of their characteristics of non-excludability, posed similar collective action 

problems. While the works on collective goods and the systems of provision of public services by 

Tiebout and Musgrave focused on the analysis of systems of local and national government and 

the distribution of these resources by the design of political institutional organization, Ostrom 

analyzed the emergence of "new" institutions starting from the "shortcomings" of the public or 

private management of common resources. These deficits have motivated the adaptation or the 
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self-organization of communities with interesting results. Probably, among the most relevant 

features of Ostrom's work, there is the attention given to "contexts" (Wall, 2014). The case study 

further analysed in chapter 2 will make reference to such Ostrom‘s approach: 

- Contexts and representations shared by communities give life to the processes of self- 

organization for the management of resource systems. Collective action is more likely to happen 

when users perceive a scarcity of the resource. 

- The existence of local implicit norms and of local culture allows the rules to be enforced on 

the basis of social representations (Moscovici, 1961
6
) and of the possibility to devise common 

working rules and institutions. 

 Ostrom‘s study somehow retraces the history of institutions and their emerging "from below" 

and  it also highlights the conflict between top down regulation and the existence of effective 

working operational rules on the field. From these considerations emerge interesting insights 

about the reasons for the appearance of self-organized or self-governing communities / coalitions, 

about the organization of the systems of resource management, the harmonization among the 

levels involved, the integration of different perspectives and the reasons of conflicts upon 

resources.  

This is one of the reasons why the debate and research perspectives on commons mainly 

developed on two main threads: 

- The first is the one linked to the management of common resources according to the 

studies started by Ostrom. In Governing the Commons, Ostrom identified eight recurring 

principles in succeeding experiments of shared management of common resources. Those 

were then expanded by further research. (Cox et al., 2010) and defined as follows: 

1A. User Boundaries: Clear and locally understood boundaries between 

legitimate users and nonusers are present. 

1B. Resource Boundaries: Clear boundaries that separate a specific common pool 

resource from a larger social-ecological system are present. 

2A. Congruence with Local Conditions: Appropriation and provision rules are 

congruent with local social and environmental conditions. 

2B. Appropriation and Provision: Appropriation rules are congruent with 

provision rules; the distribution of costs is proportional to the distribution of 

benefits. 

3. Collective-Choice Arrangements: Most individuals affected by a resource 

regime are authorized to participate in making and modifying its rules. 

                                                           
6  Social representations are the result of socially shared beliefs, values and ideas largely spread in our cultural 

system. They help giving meaning to the world, to the environment surrounding us. (see also Wodak and Meyer, 

2001:21)  
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4A. Monitoring Users: Individuals who are accountable to or are the users 

monitor the appropriation and provision levels of the users. 

4B. Monitoring the Resource: Individuals who are accountable to or are the users 

monitor the condition of the resource. 

5. Graduated Sanctions: Sanctions for rule violations start very low but become 

stronger if a user repeatedly violates a rule. 

6. Conflict-Resolution Mechanisms: Rapid, low-cost, local arenas exist for 

resolving conflicts among users or with officials. 

7. Minimal Recognition of Rights: The rights of local users to make their own 

rules are recognized by the government. 

8. Nested Enterprises: When a common-pool resource is closely connected to a 

larger social-ecological system, governance activities are organized in multiple 

nested layers. 

- The second is the political approach. It regards common goods as a paradigm or the 

activation of ―citizenship
7
‖, also through the analysis of the phases of capitalism and neo 

liberalism (Harvey, 2005;  Hardt and Negri, 2010). Such approach determined 

productivity as for subjectivity, rights and discourse. 

Those two approaches do not exclude one another and can be linked. To make and example, 

Ostrom‘s eight principles were enriched and criticised by other studies on the field (Cox et al., 

2010), and the study on the emersion of institutions for collective actions (De Moor, 2012; Curtis, 

2013) highlighted a series of motors, reasons and conditions that historically influenced the 

emersion of collective action institutions. 

According to De Moor (2012), stimulants (motors), necessary but not sufficient to the emersion of 

institution for collective resource management in pre-industrial societies were: 1) population 

pressures on resources and; 2) commercialization. Beyond these external factors, De Moor 

recognizes reasons pushing people opting for collective management institution, such as risk 

avoidance and sharing, advantages of scale and transaction costs (De Moor 2012: 280). She also 

underlines three favourable conditions - presence of a ‗tolerant state‘, the ‗space for non kinship-

based relationships‘, and ‗legal recognition of the alliances‘ – that needed to be met if collective 

action was to happen (Curtis 2013: 211). 

The actual situation seems to have ―something in common‖, with some of the elements listed 

above. We live in an age of development of global markets, demographic pressure on resources 

(OECD), dilemmas related to the purchase of natural resources (energy, food, and the climate 

change problem). These criticalities enlighten the need for institutions which may assure an 

effective governance and a coordination in order to face global and local problems related to the 

                                                           
7 In particular in the second part of this work,  I will mainly refer to a broad concept of citizens/citizenship which 

includes all the individuals who live in a specific social-ecological context.  
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commons, in a context of state and markets failures (Ostrom 2000; Barnes, 2006). As Dietz et al. 

(2003: 1907) pointed out: 

―In the absence of effective governance institutions at the appropriate scale, natural resources 

and the environment are in peril from increasing human population, consumption, and 

deployment of advanced technologies for resource use, all of which have reached unprecedented 

levels.‖ 

The discourse on the commons should be also contextualized in this situation of growing 

global interdependence and risks (Beck and Levy, 2013). Looking at the economy in its 

substantive meaning, it is possible to simplify the vision of global interdependence as both an 

economic and ecological phenomenon. 

Primarily, economic interdependence imposes itself as a constraint, and demonstrates its 

potentially destroying effects through the consequences of the spread of the crisis. As an 

economic phenomenon, it shows also its effects on the political side, reducing boundaries 

separating internal and external dominion of states, and weakening them in their attempts to 

realize objectives determined by the national decisional level, or to protect from exogenous 

shocks of financial markets. 

Moreover, global interdependence is raising broader questions on theoretical strongholds of 

economic theory: the meaning of externality applied to economic systems provides an example, 

externalities representing not more exceptions but systematic practices (Masini, 2011).  

As De Moor (2012: 269) pointed out ―In a world where markets and the state have started to 

reach the limit of their capacities to govern resources in a sustainable way, society is turning 

increasingly to‗joint resource management‘; more and more, collective initiatives of 

‗stakeholders‘, trying to reach their economic and social goals via collective action, are popping 

up in the developed world.‖  

It is interesting to note how the general definition of ―goods‖, in economics, originated by that of 

―necessity‖ or ―need‖ (like social wants and collective wants). However, from individual and 

collective needs, regarded to as essential and imperative, rights are originated. Maybe this is the 

reason why, given the lack of a definition of commons and the emersion of various practices 

connected to the collective use of some resources that are more and more subject to the 

marketization and the market itself, the issue of a definition of commons was raised, even from a 

juridical perspective.Ostrom‘s work on institutions, like the one of institutionalist economics in its 

own way, highlights again the combination between economics and law. Therefore, the 

importance of culture should be underlined (a collective culture, more oriented to the market and 

individual profit or to the common good, on various levels) in showing what approaches and 

perspectives can be envisaged towards ―common resources‖.  
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For the abovementioned reasons, the following paragraphs will be dedicated to analysing the idea 

of commons in the history of economics, focusing on how the economists referred to the idea of 

commons, to the ―tragedy of commons‖ and to the issue of the contrast between individual actions 

and social results. The following part provides an analysis of common and public goods through 

the analysis of the various perspectives and solutions provided by the economists from time to 

time to solve the problem of free-riding, a key point of the ―tragedy of commons‖ as well as of the 

problems related to the provision and contribution of public goods. Such analysis will allow to 

show, one more time, how economics have always been a place for a political debate with various 

perspectives which were not objective and immutable, but subjective and dynamic. The third part 

is, consequently, focus on Ostrom‘s contribution and to the various currents that influenced her 

thoughts and theories. On this matter, moving from the analysis of governance and government 

systems for the management of common resources, a further analysis of forms of governance will 

be provided. As common goods represent an ―empty signifier‖ between public and private goods, 

government and governance forms alternate between the idea of a polycentric and de-structured 

organisation and that of a multy-layer, concentric one, federal, one could say. 

On this, there are contrasting views as for the issues related to the redistribution of resources and 

to the cultural models orientating the actions of individuals as for collective action problems. 

Here, the discourses on ―common goods‖ and welfare meet. In this sense, Musgrave and Tibout‘s 

perspective on public finance and their institutional designs on the narration on commons and 

emersion of institutions are linked.   

It is the crisis of the public sphere in the support to welfare that interrogates, today, on the forms 

of government of common goods. 

1.3 Seeking the origins of a concept: the “tragedy of the commons” in retrospect  

The problems associated with governing the commons are an old topic in economic thinking. 

Even in 1740, in his Treatise on Human Nature, Hume argued that men are led by their own 

specific interest that often does not extend beyond the strict circle of their nearest friends and 

acquaintance, even though it is in their own interest to preserve peace in society following the 

rules of justice (Hume, 1740: bk3, part 2, sect. VII). 

 

―The only difficulty, therefore, is to find out this expedient, by which men cure their natural 

weakness, and lay themselves under the necessity of observing the laws of justice and equity, 

notwithstanding their violent propension to prefer contiguous to remote. It is evident such a 

remedy can never be effectual without correcting this propensity; and as it is impossible to change 

or correct any thing material in our nature, the utmost we can do is to change our circumstances 

and situation, and render the observance of the laws of justice our nearest interest, and their 

violation our most remote‖ (Hume, 1740, book 3, ch. 2, sect. VII)
8
 

                                                           
8 From this stand, Hume defined the origin of civil government and legislation in the hand of some men to preserve 

society. Indeed, Hume assumed that men‘s ―nature‖ can‘t give them any possibility to escape the ―law‖ of individual 
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The issue of public and collective goods in economic literature addresses exactly this (human) 

problem. 

It is clear then that every definition of public and collective goods and the solutions provided to 

the free-rider dilemma derive from perspectives about human beings‘ nature or ontology, and that 

different perceptions determine different results. 

Well before Hardin raised the question of the ―tragedy of the commons‖ in 1968, economists 

tackled problems concerning the optimal provision of non-private goods at local and national 

levels, when no democratic body was assigned the right to make choices on them. As Hardin 

himself argues, the free-rider problem associated with the provision of such goods were long 

recognized during the previous centuries. 

The ―tragedy‖ stems from the lack (or weakness) of rules concerning the use of the good, which 

tends to be over-consumed, therefore impoverishing the whole community and future generations. 

According to the early (before the18
th
 century) literature, this depends on the lack of specific 

property rights and the problem would be solved assigning the right of consumption to one single 

subject who is declared entitled to possess it and who, allegedly, would avoid over-exploiting his 

own property. In the pre-State societies, the ―commons‖ were the goods available on the territory 

without a specific owner. It was therefore obvious that the simplest solution was to find someone 

who would rule their use, even preventing the community as a whole from exploiting them. The 

solution was the enclosures, the privatization of the commons. The problem was solved changing 

the nature of those goods, which are no longer collective and become private. 

In these terms, the commons is always connected with the transformations of society. A part of 

this history have been described by Neeson (1993)
9
: persons who occupy the common-field lands 

in England during the 18° and 19° century shared common pastures on ―waste‖ lands with those 

who live in the cottages. Herders found pastures for cattle and they could collect wood and food 

                                                                                                                                                                             
interest, and that, for these reason government is required. In brief, a number of men are to be assigned to a position to 

make other people respect the laws of justice and preserve society.  

9 Some considerations from an historic on the movement of enclosures are given by Neeson, 1993. 

From the first page of ―Commoners‖: ―Commoners is both a social story about the small landholders and users of the 

commons in the XVIII and XIX century and a powerful re-evaluation of the British rural history of the time. For the 

main part of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth century, in England, all those occupying the Ie common-field lands and 

many of those who used to live in the cottages used to share pastures on the common fields and on the wastes, desolate 

lands. In the forests and in the fen manors (swamp estates) as well as in other common uncultivated spaces or well-

defended customs, even landless herdsmen could find pastures, harvest wood, find the food and materials they needed. 

Here, common rights ensured survival, until the ―enclosure‖ Parliamentary Act, that ―fenced‖ the local farmers, whose 

social relations were, in part, determined by their free access to the land, common agriculture and shared use rights.  

Commoners describes some of such villages. At entitlement to commons, the cooperative regulation of common 

lands and pastures, and the harvest from the common and un cultivated lands. It seems to suggest why and where the 

common right survived until the enclosures, and it is about the current debate on social implication and common rights 

and the issue of public policies at the heart of the enclosure. It describes a strong opposition to the enclosures and the 

significant decline of the small landholders when the common lands were fenced.  

In summary, Commoners describes the shared use of land as a prism through which to look at both the economies 

and the social relations in the common fields‘ villages. It also tries to challenge the interpretation according to which 

England did not have a farmer class or the idea that such class disappeared before industrialisation: in fact, it shows 

how the enclosures modified social relations, increasing antagonism and gave popular culture a widespread sense of 

loss.‖  
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in common lands that were not cultivated. According to Neeson (1993), the enclosures acts 

represented an ―enclosure‖ of commoners and of their social relationships, that were organized 

around the management of the commons.   

In a perspective, from the end of the 17th century, landlords who carry on the enclosure 

movement, begun to be supported directly by the law of the rising modern State. This new entity 

feared its dissolution by the pushes for autonomy of the different communities and thus it jointly 

proceeded to the absolutization of the institution of private property rights and of State power. 

The known corollary was the destruction of the sphere of ―the Common‖ (see also Coccoli, 

2013:10) . 

  

In the 18
th
 century Hobbes, Mandeville, Smith (arguing in very different directions

10
), continued 

to recognize the crucial relevance of the relationship between individual unfettered freedom and 

social results. They nevertheless neglected the problems related to the commons. Their main 

problem was to understand to which extent the State was either detrimental or of any help to 

individual freedom and the commons where deemed to be less and less relevant in this discussion. 

The reason for this is probably dependent on the fact that, with the consolidation of nation-States, 

natural resources without any specific owner underwent the process envisaged in the earlier 

centuries, being ―enclosed‖ and privatized or coming to belong to the State. This also changes the 

nature of those goods because State ownership does not imply collective governance but propriety 

exercised by the government through a set of rules enforced by police. 

Only David Hume ([1739-40] 1978, bk. 3, part 2, sect. 8, p. 538) explicitly dwelled on the 

question of collective action, distinguishing the commons according to their consumption scale: 

when they can be consumed by only a small group of people, territorially concentrated, it is easier 

for the group to understand the negative collective consequences of individual overconsumption 

temptations and some collective choice is likely to be enforced through moral incentives (not 

juridical but social norms); when the group is larger and free riders not easily recognizable, the 

social incentives to behave in favour of the common good weaken. 

Something changes in the 19
th
 century, due to two main processes. The first concerns the 

increasing role of the nation-State as monopolist of public interest and public violence. The 

second is the greater urbanization that changes the perception of collective goods which are 

deemed necessary for urban communities. 

Given these trends, the first point to stress is the emerging attitude in the economic literature to 

challenge States as monopolies of public authority. The public intervention into the economy is 

                                                           
10 Thomas Hobbes claimed that only a leviathan, a central power with effective capacity to enforce the laws, is able to 

compose individual behaviours in a socially acceptable way. Bernard de Mandeville believes that individual greed may 

become socially positive, but only thanks to an accurate and illuminated guidance by politicians. Adam Smith‘s 

invisible hand implies that individual desires and behaviours may be not socially detrimental but everything crucially 

depends on the visible hand of a juridical system that limits individual freedom in a few but fundamental fields (public 

goods). 
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more explicitly articulated (both in positive and normative terms) on two levels of government: 

local and national. This leads to a reconsideration of the role of the national government and 

leaves some room for reflecting on how to allocate the authority over goods that are local in 

nature. A tension between local and national levels of governance is increasingly manifest. 

The lack of a unique level of government opens the way to problems of coordination and the 

economists enquire into the different nature of local and national public goods. A two layer 

system of public provision of collective goods is envisaged, depending on the extent of the 

external effects such goods imply and on the ―merit‖ nature of some of them, as we shall soon 

illustrate. The two most representative economists who deal with these topics are probably Alfred 

Marshall from Cambridge and Edwin Cannan from London. They extensively dwell both on 

collective goods which should be locally or nationally provided in order to guarantee an increase 

of national welfare and also on some new commons which are left to self-organizing bodies like 

charity associations, cooperatives, etc. Before we turn to them, it may be worth having a look at 

some earlier contributions.  

In particular, it might be interesting to quote Mill, who identifies some natural resources as 

commons and seems to be convinced of which role the government should play:  

―is there nothing recognized as property except what has been produced? Is there not the earth 

itself, its forests and waters, and all other riches, above and below the surface? These are the inheritance of 

the human race, and there must be regulations for the common enjoyment of it. What rights, and under what 

conditions, a person shall be allowed to exercise over any portion of this common inheritance cannot be left 

undecided. No function of government is less optional than the regulation of these things, or more 

completely involved in the idea of civilized society‖ ([1871]1909: 797) 

Nevertheless, he underlines, the question is more complex than we can imagine. Moving on a 

field which is very similar to Hume, Mill singles out an area of overlapping interests between 

individuals, which he identifies as conflict (for example, two or more individuals may have 

conflicting interests in the use of a natural resource). As Medema (2009: 36) argues, for Mill the 

existence of such area of conflict ―is not in itself sufficient to justify government intervention‖. 

And this is because there is a sort of moral restraint. As he recognizes, ―whenever … there is a 

definite damage, or a definite risk of damage, either to an individual or to the public, the case is 

taken out of the province of liberty, and placed in that of morality or law‖ (Mill [1859]1992: 147). 

If the law is not called to intervene through government when externalities are present, this means 

that a room for morality exists where community governance may be effective. As we shall see, 

this is actually a very modern approach to governing the commons, which would acquire 

academic status in the last fifty years. 

Another author to be cited is Sidgwick (1897), who identifies regulation, rather than direct 

management, as specific role of the government. In his own words:  

―And the reasons above given largely explain the extent to which in modern States the provision of 
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utilities—other than security from wrong—is undertaken by Government in the name of the community, or 

subjected to special governmental regulations, instead of being left to private enterprise; on the ground that 

the interests of the whole community will be better promoted by this arrangement. Thus certain portions of 

the surface of the globe—the original raw material and instrument of industry—have always been held in 

common, as obviously more useful when open to common use and enjoyment, and under common 

management, so far as management is needed: and the labour required to keep them in good condition has 

been imposed or provided by Government. Roads, and commons for recreation, come under this head: also 

seas and large rivers, in which navigation and fishery have been common to all, under governmental 

regulation; also forests to a considerable extent.‖ (Sidgwick 1897: 144-5) 

Contrary to what happened a century earlier, the problem was to limit private property on the 

commons when this is detrimental to the attainment of public goals: 

―Further, in modern civilised communities generally, the private ownership of land is held to be 

limited by a general right of the community to take compulsorily the land of any individual, when required 

for the most economic attainment of an important public utility, at the value that it would have had apart 

from this public need.‖ (Sidgwick 1897: 145) 

At the same time, the specific nature of some natural resources requires a public intervention 

against risks of depletion: ―in a perfectly ideal community of economic men all persons concerned 

would doubtless voluntarily agree to take the measures required to ward off such common 

dangers‖. But given the absence of an ideal society, the government must intervene.  

1.3.1 Public goods and collective goods from Marshall to Pigou 

Some time later and building on some of these arguments, Marshall makes three fundamental 

points. The first is the importance of publicly financed merit goods and their relationship to those 

who are privately financed. The second concerns a sort of ―theory of clubs‖ based on the 

theoretical apparatus used for international trade. The third is a concept of public goods based on 

externalities and allocated to different authorities according to the impact they have upon 

territories. 

As concerns the first point, we should recall that Marshall‘s interests and reflections were 

rooted in post-Victorian England and, in particular, in the cultural milieu prevailing since 1874, 

when Disraeli came to the power. 

The industrialization and urbanization processes occurred in the second half of the 19
th
 

century had created new goods and bads which were previously unknown. Poverty, begging, 

unemployment, smog, lack of green spaces were for Marshall not just the price to be paid to have 

a wealthier nation. Quite the contrary: they were bads whose negative effects impacted the quality 

of life of everybody, although in different degrees, therefore on labour efficiency and, in the end, 

also on national competitiveness. The Fabians had already stressed the importance of community 

governance of specific common problems, such as poverty, social peace, urban beauty. As 

concerns the way such commons (although he does not use this definition) should be provided (or 

avoided) Marshall is first inclined to rely on private associations and funding, as is shown by his 
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interest and participation into the Garden city movement, the Society for the promotion of 

industrial villages and in charity organizations financed by private individuals. Later on, he 

becomes disillusioned by this kind of voluntary arrangements and considers the services they 

were supposed to provide as merit goods that local and national authorities should provide 

(generally speaking, with shares of 25% and 75% respectively). 

As relates to the second point, what he called a ―Theory of clubs‖, an important contribution 

by Marshall concerns his attempt to build a theory of labour market bargaining, which is supposed 

to be collectively ruled (a duopoly of trade-unions and manufacturers‘ association), upon the 

analytical apparatus of ―trading bodies‖ in international trade. Although this attempt is bound to 

fail, it testifies of a corporative concept of society, where influential groups are key-actors in 

determining some important economic features. In the same logic, we should also recall the 

importance of cooperatives for Marshall (along the reflections of Owen), and some of his writings 

on industrial districts, hinting at firms and industries as a sort of collective goods. 

The late Marshall would become more and more sceptical also about the efficacy of these 

kind of big clubs and come only to trust the State, in his double layer architecture (local and 

national), as provider of collective goods.  

This is how we turn to the third point, on which Marshall only gave some hints, which were 

followed and made a matter of scientific reflection by Pigou, in particular as concerns consumer‘s 

and producer‘s surplus and their relationship to the national dividend. As is well known, for Pigou 

(1912; 1920), externalities cause a divergence between private and social marginal net products, 

requiring a government intervention to rebalance the cost-benefit balance. It is interesting to 

underline the influence that probably have the solidity of British institutions in Pigou‘s thought, 

who assumed ―well-ordered public institutions and organisations‖ (Sturn, 2010: 282). The 

commons require central arbitration and government and are therefore to be fit into the category 

of public goods.  

1.3.2 Mapping the lines of two different conceptions: Cannan and Robbins 

Moving from Cambridge to London, a very different point is made by Edwin Cannan and 

Lionel Robbins. For Cannan the society is a multilayer system of groups and even property is a 

concept that should be reflected upon accordingly: ―I do not say Individual Property, because a 

great deal of property is the property of groups of persons – groups of more or less magnitude 

from Nations downward (Cannan 1914: 78). He even labels it ―group-al property‖ (whose story 

Cannan explains 1914: 81 ff) to distinguish it from individual property (83). 

Cannan‘s main problem was to understand ―how the activities of separate governmental 

authorities, operating within a larger community, could be so directed as to tend to the common 

interest‖ (Robbins 1937: 250). There is a question of coordination failure among several layers of 

government that requires some forms of governance. 
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As Robbins (1937: 252) synthesizes, Cannan‘s idea is that a local authority should consider 

itself as ―the custodian of the fixed resources within its area‖, which would simply be inefficiently 

managed by some other authority. It is goods whose pricing is difficult, or where it is not easy ―to 

secure spontaneous cooperation between the owners of different pieces of  the earth‘s surface‖, 

goods which a private enterprise has no incentives to provide. The solution is the following: ―The 

different authorities, whether ‗national‘ or ‗local‘, should pursue such policies as, without 

restrictions, should give the greatest value to the resources permanently fixed within their 

jurisdictions‖ (Robbins 1937: 251). 

Some decades later, Robbins builds on Cannan but takes a more radical stance: some 

collective goods are too important to rely on a simple mechanism of weak governance to provide 

them; they need a government. Where externalities substantially coincide with existing 

administrative jurisdictions, it is their role to tackle the problem of choices and provision of such 

goods. When externalities go beyond such jurisdictions and overlap, a higher (which means 

bigger in terms of constituency, including the people and territory of all the overlapping 

jurisdictions) governmental body should take the burden to provide that good. For example, ―the 

provision of water … involve the jurisdiction of areas of intermediate size. And the co-ordination 

of such activities where they overlap again involves a hierarchy of decentralized governmental 

bodies.‖ (Robbins 1937: 253). 

In this way, any common is perfectly attributable to a given constitutional system of 

concentric authorities, from local to regional and national (even international) ones and does not 

require any special agency. 

As concerns the optimal size to which some goods should be assigned (at sub-national level), 

Robbins highlights two diverging tendencies:  

 

―when it is a matter of improving by governmental action the value of fixed resources (that is, of 

supplementing the principle of private property) the smaller the area of administration the better, 

when it is a matter of organizing what may be called communistic relief (that is, of supplementing 

the principle of family responsibility) the contrary principle applies. The wider the area of 

administration, the more equitable the burden of taxation, the more economical the distribution of 

resources‖ (Robbins 1937: 255). 

 

As concerns the supra-national level, in line with the need to have governments matching the 

dimension of collective goods, Robbins identifies global commons requiring international 

government. 

 

1.3.3 Groups, collective goods and collective action  

Since the debates on economic planning in the Thirties and after WWII, there were important 

innovations in the concept of both collective goods and action.  
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It became rather manifest that policy-making was strongly influenced by powerful lobbies 

and interest groups. The idea of the Government as a welfare maximizing collective agent acting 

in the interest of the majority of the constituency was dramatically challenged. This also led to a 

reconsideration of several aspects concerning the role and extent of public intervention in the 

economy, eventually culminated in the Public Choice School.  

As J.R. Commons noted as early as 1950: 

 

―This is an age of collective action […] collective action is the general and dominating fact of 

social life. Human beings are born into this process of collective action and become individualized 

by the rules of collective action. Thus an institution is collective action in control, liberation, and 

expansion of individual action.‖ (Commons 1950: 23) 

 

―Groups‖ come to be considered a third subject between the market and the State. But 

contrary to what might be expected, given the role of corporatism in pre-WWII Europe, after the 

war they were mostly judged as exerting a positive influence on welfare maximization. The 

problem is not how to defend the public sphere by sectional interests expressed by influential 

groups (as it was in the Thirties) but how groups can help solve government failures. 

 

1.4 Public goods, collective goods and the Commons : sub-classes of collective action 

problems 

 

As seen, the perception of the collective goods and the route they should be best delivered swing 

within a range of perspectives. The discussion about the definition of the Commons lies within the 

bigger debate about the definition of public goods, which is still open. Indeed, there are several 

connections between the two concepts: first of all, public goods and the Commons share the 

problem of non excludability or of the high costs of exclusion.  

A definition of the Commons, if possible, still requires a reflection on concepts of exclusion and 

efficiency, an effort to compare positions about their qualitative meaning, as features leading the 

economic and social practices linked to provision, contribution and management of public and 

collective goods. The reason behind the absence of a single understanding of the Commons is the 

existence of multiple perspectives and experiences related to them : in order to analyze this 

category, a retrieve of epistemological relativism  and curiosity towards the diverse expressions of 

common management are required. 

On the same line, according June Sekera (2014), ―The market-centric definition of public goods 

underpins the anti-public, ‗free market‘, vocabulary that dominates public discourse, motivating 

and justifying the marketization of government and governance‖. The same statement can be 

applied to the issue of the Commons: like public goods, the Commons can represent a conceptual 
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basis for public and collective action
7
 and for institutional transformation. The complexity of 

experiences and perception of public, collective goods and the Commons influence the debate 

about social, political and economic organization. For instance, the concept of public goods and 

the knowledge of the efficiency criteria address the concerns about ―the justification of the public 

sector, its tasks and its institutional boundaries vis-à-vis the private sector‖ (Sturn, 2006:43). As 

we will see, these considerations are also related to the debate on the Commons nowadays. 

Earlier authors focused on non-excludability and the free-rider problem (Sturn, 2006: 40) and in 

Smith (bk. V; ch.1; part III), this feature justify 

―The third and last duty of the sovereign or commonwealth, (..) that of erecting and maintaining 

those public institutions and those public works, which though they may be in the highest degree 

advantageous to a great society, are, however, of such a nature, that the profit could never repay the 

expense to any individual, or small number of individuals; and which it, therefore, cannot be 

expected that any individual, or small number of individuals, should erect or maintain. The 

performance of this duty requires, too, very different degrees of expense in the different periods of 

society.‖ 
 

The ―market failure approach‖, that stresses the non-excludability of public goods, even in these 

early authors brings to an envision of a residual role of the State, and in particular ―it is 

compatible with the idea that state in general, and tax financed provision in particular, is an evil 

that can and should be kept to a minimum, rather than being an alternative institutional mode of 

provision depending on a different mode (non-rivalry) in which benefits become available‖ 

(Sturn, 2006:44). 

Public goods, collective goods, local public goods and the Commons raise questions about the 

subjects that should sustain them and the systems of organization, rule-making and legitimacy of 

the ―institutions‖
11

. The concept of Commons is born along two parallel envisions of the public 

sector and of public and collective goods provision that streamed in the course of history.  They 

are set at the edge of public goods definition, being object of the ―various attempt of couching the 

works on the public sector in terms of the institutional logic of the private sector‖ (Sturn 

2006:45). The definition of commons is not linked to that of property systems. However, in order 

for a common good to exist, there must be a community taking interest in it. If such community is 

or is not part of a definite political jurisdiction or an informal grouping of people or various 

actors, there is nothing specific in the definition of commons that can tell us. Given the high 

excludability cost resources and rival ones, as per definition of common pool resources, it must be 

added that excludability is clearly intended as a normative concept (given that exclusion can be 

put in practice through the law of control, for example, which depends on the shared culture in a 

community or on the system of forces at play) and the rivalry in the consumption of a resource is 

                                                           
11Not surprisingly, two main different envisions of the public sector are related to the issue of collective goods 

provision and contribution. We will linger on it in the further pages. Whether considering the commons, local public 

goods, rival resources or merit goods, the problems of their public-collective provision and contribution remains, as 

well as the problems of the different layers and systems involved in their provision and touched by their ―externalities‖ 
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always a relative concept, depending on the perception of usability of the good. Such reasoning is 

interesting for those who study the emersion of ―institutions‖ connected to the use of resources 

and the realisation of a more widely distributed welfare. Even more so as, today, power is divided 

among a wide number of subjects that require to have a voice and access to the debate on the 

management of resources, also thanks to the use of new communication technologies almost at a 

global level. The proximity among common goods, which do not share a common definition, and 

public goods is even more relevant if it is taken in to consideration that the creation or use of tools 

to exclude some subjects from the use of a public good and grant an allocative efficiency of 

resources was one of the core points in the debate among the economists, from Samuelson
12

 until 

the theorisation of club goods by Buchanan, to which Ostrom made reference (Ostrom, 2011a).  

If economics tried to understand what better systems can help an efficient allocation of resources, 

politics wonder towards what direction such efficiency should go. If the goal of efficiency is the 

distribution of a more shared and sustainable distribution of welfare, it is clear that economics 

cannot consider some immaterial dimensions of welfare less essential (such as, for example, 

social and environmental welfare). However, the effort to put everything in an effective and 

controllable computational model produced a perverse effect on reality: it made essential 

resources ―goods‖ to be exploited, the ―intangibles‖ ―tangible and controllable‖ and limited the 

ability of politics and humanities to have a say in the debate on development. It would be much 

easier to separate an economic definition from a political one for common goods, by assigning 

each ―knowledge‖ its own field of action. However, probably, such elusive category of ―goods‖ is 

there just to interrogate on the distortion operated by the reductionist logic of economics in the 

interpretation of reality. 

The problem of the Commons can thus be associated to the problems of public finance and 

public/local public goods provision, and nowadays in particular for two main reasons: the first is 

an occurring institutional transformation of the public sphere and of the public sector, which is 

increasingly devoluting its functions to the private sector. As it will be evidenced in the second 

part of the work, this process is not always accompanied by a parallel distribution of public 

resources over local authorities. Lacks in the welfare sector are now providing for new emergent 

                                                           
12 Desmarais- Tremblay (2015) reports an unpublished passage by P. Samuelson about the problem of exclusion in 

public goods:  

―Samuelson‘s argument to convince Musgrave is already clear: In the case of a good which can be provided at zero (or 

small) marginal cost, even if exclusion was feasible, it would not be Pareto optimal to impede another user from the 

benefit of the good. Hence, it is ―jointness in demand‖, or ―external economies‖ (Samuelson, 1954) or ―decreasing cost‖ 

(Samuelson, 1955) which account for the market failure of public goods according to Samuelson. This argument would 

be stressed by Samuelson over and over again. In an unpublished draft (1959) intended as a friendly criticism of 

Musgrave, he argued: ―The important question is not whether we can exclude someone from use or enjoyment of a 

public good, but rather whether in excluding it from one man we thereby make as much more of it available to other 

men. What makes bread a private good is that when a loaf goes into my stomach, it thereby becomes unavailable for 

your stomach. [...] Of course, we could put a toll collector on an uncrowded road and charge fees. But should we?‖‖ 

(Desmarais- Tremblay, 2015:24) (emphasis mine) 



25 

 

self-organized communities who claim for the commons to access merit goods and rights. The 

second and related reason is that, given this precondition, public finance is becoming such as a 

commons problem, namely a (multi-scalar) problem of collective action.  

It is on this strand that a new interest raises over the debate over public goods and commons 

definition. Ostrom herself (2002:29) traced the problem of ―common goods‖ to the debate on the 

classification of public goods associated with ―major policy issues over the role of government in 

allocating resources‖ (ibidem.).  Indeed, ―common pool resources and public goods are different 

sub-classes of collective action problems‖ (Ostrom, 2002: 33).  

The free-rider problem is a shared concern in public goods and the commons issues. The accent 

over this problem manifest another time the influence of the cultural and historical context on 

economic thought:  differences in perceptions are evident for instance between the early 

supporters of voluntary exchange theories of public finance of the late XIX century (Lindhal, De 

Viti De Marco) and Musgrave (Desmarais-Tremblay, 2015:13). The different weight given to the 

free-rider problem – as a major or relative concern  for economics- definitely envisaged the how 

economic science influence and was influenced by the spirit of time:  

― What eventually became the rational behavioral response could still be considered a pathological case in 

the thirties. As Fontaine (2014:361) argues: ―the phenomenon of free riding gained widespread recognition 

once it was viewed as the typical behavior of people placed in certain circumstances rather than the 

exception confirming the rule that people should pay for what they get‖. What happened, in the meantime, 

was the ―increasing permeation of society by self-interest‖ (ibid., p. 371) and the concomitant evolution of 

social sciences‖. (Desmarais-Tremblay, 2015:13) 

The same discourse apply for the local and global commons nowadays, when externalities of 

financial unbounded activity and of production (and consumption) patterns are posing major 

threats to the economic, social and ecological realms. The increasing interdependences in the 

globalized environment make externalities of economic activity not more an exception but the 

rule. In these terms the study of economics cannot pretend to be separated from the evaluation of 

the political and social dimension implied in its activity. That‘s the reason why it is interesting to 

reconstruct a part of the basic assumptions which laid behind different conception of public 

goods, commons and of the ways by which economists tackled problems of non excludability and 

free-riding. Far from being ―natural‖ or ―neutral‖ stances, also all these envisions had a context-

dependent background and cultural-political beliefs which supported them.  

Starting from the precondition that the differences among the perspectives are not so rigid and 

should not be generalized, we will try to give an overview of some main assumptions that come 

into the issue.



Operating a simplifying reduction of the complex frames and features involved in this issue, we identify two main 

streams of thought that lay behind different conceptions of the commons and of collective goods: 
The first is characterized by 

 
The second is characterized by 

1. An emphasis on individuals‘ capability to freely 

self-organize on the basis of shared norms and 

representations. For this reason  Government is  

not always strictly required (Hume); since a sort 

of moral restraint enable individuals to self-

organize for community governance on common 

resources and shared interests (Mill). 

2. The local level allows for control over the 

resources and determines the capability by 

individuals to devise working rules for the 

management and provision of local public goods 

and collective goods (Cannan – Tiebout – 

Ostrom) 

3. For this reason, groups play an important role 

and it is possible to imagine that they can act as 

the best custodians of their resources within the 

boundaries of their own jurisdictions. In order to 

do so it is important to enforce group-al property 

(Cannan – Demsetz) 

4. Society can be organized in clubs (the first 

Marshall , Buchanan and Tullock)  that interact 

one another in competition or cooperation. 

Through a mechanism of competing preferences 

and voluntary provision of local public goods, it 

is possible to gain efficiency by applying market 

mechanism to public service economy 

(Tiebout). The transformation of political public 

authorities into entrepreneurial governments 

enable provision and management of local 

public goods which fits individual preferences, 

needs and possibilities. 

5. Commons can be conceived as goods that can be 

appropriated by communities, who can manage 

them better than market and State on the basis of 

their local knowledge through mechanisms of 

governance. 

6. Decentralized polycentric systems of 

governance are deemed useful mechanisms that 

enable the self-ordering of the complex social 

(economic and political) reality. 

7. The diffusion of power through a polycentric 

organization defines a dynamic process in which 

forces and rules can be always discussed and 

reformed: as in the dynamic of capitalism, there 

is a process of ―self-corrective institutional 

change‖ (Ostrom) 

 

 

 

1. An emphasis on individual‘s incapability to 

self-organize on wider scales.  For this reason, 

Government is always required to correct or to 

plan the unintended outcomes of individuals 

unfettered freedom (Hobbes). Since an ideal 

society would not exist, the govern of the 

commons require definite rules and 

enforcement that are only possible through a 

government (Sidgwick) 

2. The relation between the local and the national 

spheres suggests that collective goods should 

not be provided by clubs and groups but by the 

State on different levels (Marshall) 

3. The government is legitimated to remove 

effects of externality due to individuals 

uncoordinated action that result in unintended 

outcomes (Pigou 1924; Robbins 1937; 

Musgrave 1937; 1939; 1941; 1959). 

4. The model of voluntarily provision is fragile 

(Cassel, 1919). The provision of public goods 

by mechanism of competition among local 

constituencies suggested by Tiebout reflects the 

competitive market. Opposite to this vision, 

there is a need of social goods (namely public 

goods) provided by the state and of merit goods 

that the state should provide irrespective of 

consumers' demands and of firms‘ supplies 

(Musgrave). The attempt is that to avoid a rush 

to the bottom of public goods provision. 

5. Collective goods and the commons cannot be 

left to the fragility of spontaneous solutions, so 

―to secure spontaneous cooperation between the 

owners of different pieces of  the earth‘s 

surface‖: 
―when it is a matter of improving by governmental 

action the value of fixed resources (that is, of 
supplementing the principle of private property) the 

smaller the area of administration the better, when it 

is a matter of organizing what may be called 
communistic relief (that is, of supplementing the 

principle of family responsibility) the contrary 

principle applies. The wider the area of 
administration, the more equitable the burden of 

taxation, the more economical the distribution of 

resources‖ (Robbins 1937: 255). 

6. Society can be politically organized on a multi-

level, in a system of concentric jurisdictions 

that  are legitimated to operate to solve the 

problems on different scales, through bottom-up 

and top down mechanisms. 

7. Social-ecological systems, like concentric 

systems may be organized conciliating 

polycentrism and monocentrism through shared 

fora of discussion as coordinated entities 

organized on multiple levels. (Ostrom) 
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1.5 Different visions, different outcomes: Musgrave and Tiebout 

Another important point is the evolution in how the relationship between public goods and 

public authority is perceived. As concerns the theoretical apparatus conceptualizing public 

(national) goods and public (national) action, the Samuelson (1954) - Musgrave (1939; 1959) 

solution to the question concerning the optimal provision of public goods, implying externalities 

that are assumed to concern the whole (nation)State, is the need for a (national)governmental 

provision, in order to avoid free riding problems. In the pigouvian tradition (Musgrave 1988: 

244), Musgrave and Samuelson were trying to understand how to make the State efficiently solve 

market failures. 

After WWII, public goods are increasingly and more widely accepted as a multifaceted 

system of collective goods assigned to concentric levels of government (Commons 1950; Tiebout 

1956; Musgrave 1959). 

At the same time, it is recognized that certain goods are not easily assigned to – or efficiently 

provided by – administrative jurisdictions and a different direction of research is taken (Ostrom 

1990). We will consider the former in this section and the latter in the next one. 

The starting point of the subsequent flourishing of the literature on this issue is Tiebout 

(1956). He challenges the idea of a mono-dimensional nature of ―public‖ goods, identifying also 

―local‖ public goods whose consumption (and therefore supply) patterns are at sub-national level. 

It is not (only) a matter of local nature of government, but also of the goods themselves. 

Actually, although the common reading of his writings is very differently interpreted, 

Tiebout‘s concern is to allow for government competition, making local governments as mere 

producers of goods which can be priced and chosen on the market. Certainly, it is a very special 

market, requiring a choice of mobility from the consumers, who ―vote with their feet‖. If the 

individual does not agree with collective choices he just exits the community, in search of a 

different group where his preferences are better matched. 

A look at the assumptions of his models may be interesting. The first is that the collective 

good the individual is seeking to consume has externalities that coincide exactly with local 

constituencies (Tiebout, 1956: 419), which is very unlikely. The second assumption is that an 

alternative provider of local public goods may always exist (at small transaction costs). But this is 

not always the case: I may be attracted by a lower income tax jurisdiction where some collective 

goods which previously were provided by the outgoing jurisdiction are not provided at all by the 

new one. 

The third assumption is that any individual can change local constituency but he is not 

allowed to form a trans-jurisdictional group: no civil society association is envisaged as a possible 

provider of collective goods. Only administrative jurisdictions, competing with one another, are 

allowed to provide collective goods. This implies that competitiveness is the only mechanism 
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required to provide incentives for public policies. Local jurisdictions will compete to match best 

the preferences of the individuals they want to have. No coercion is necessary but a rush to the 

bottom in the provision of collective goods and an uneven distribution of wealth between 

localities is a probable outcome. 

A very different approach from Tiebout is Musgrave (1957, 1959). The first point concerns 

the existence of some collective goods that should be provided by the government not because 

they are difficult to price or to exclude, but because they satisfy some basic needs which should 

not be dealt with by market mechanisms. It is the idea of ―merit goods‖
13

. They should be 

provided by the government irrespective of consumers demand and of firms supply (education is a 

typical example). This rests on the assumption of self-interested utility-maximizing agents who 

are nevertheless unable to fully understand all the social and inter-temporal consequences of their 

choices. The government can provide these kind of public goods (which would not be provided by 

firms) because it can force people to pay through general taxation. If it were not for taxation there 

would be no public good and viceversa. 

The second point is fiscal federalism. Fiscal federalism fully recognizes that the provision of 

public goods is dependent on different constituencies, as in Tiebout. But contrary to Tiebout‘s 

model, fiscal federalism recognizes the existence of externalities among political constituencies 

and is designed to solve problems of incoherence between the extent of externalities and the 

extent of the governing body legitimated to choose on those externalities. 

As was the case for Robbins, fiscal federalism assumes that every collective good can be 

provided by a specific level of government: no overlapping situations can exist because when 

externalities arise from the consumption or production of a particular good, the provision of that 

very good is assigned to a greater constituency. Public authorities, through their concentric and 

articulated structure, match all the requirements for goods and services of the society. No 

common is left. It is not by chance that this kind of approach to fiscal federalism has been 

criticized as tending to centralize too many functions and it is precisely in this critique that the 

Ostroms‘s analyses find a favourable ground for growth. 

Before we turn to them, it might be interesting to recall the more radical perspective (although 

in line with Musgrave) illustrated by Olson (1965: 2), who underlines that: ―unless there is 

coercion or some other special device to make individuals act in their common interest, rational, 

self-interested individuals will not act to achieve their common or group interest‖. 

                                                           
13 To be precise, a definition of merit goods was provided by Musgrave in 1959 and a distinction was made between 

those and public goods. Firstly, Musgrve‘s merit goods come from the notion of ―merit wants‖, different from the 

―social wants‖/‖Public goods‖. In his 1959 book he defines merit wants as something ―considered so meritorious that 

their satisfaction is provided for through the public budget, over and above what is provided for through the market and 

paid for by private buyers‖ and ―The satisfaction of merit wants, by its very nature, involves interference with consumer 

preferences‖ (1959:13) see Ver Eecke, 2003. 
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Incentives can play a role, but the problem with them is that it is difficult to find a mechanism 

that provides incentives to all the members of the community, therefore needing either an 

individually based weight system or a Pareto sub-optimal solution. This is not necessarily a 

problem, but it is not clear why the market should be more legitimated than a democratic council 

to decide who should bear the onus of financing the collective good. For Olson, pressure groups 

are detrimental to the provision of the more general, public goods.  

On a very different side we have Demsetz (1967), who considers communities as 

independent, sovereign authorities on their territory, not as agents of the central government:  

 

―By communal ownership, I shall mean a right which can be exercised by all members of the 

community. Frequently the rights to till and to hunt the land have been communally owned. The 

right to walk a city sidewalk is communally owned. Communal ownership means that the 

community denies to the state or to individual citizens the right to interfere with any person's 

exercise of communally-owned rights.‖ (Demsetz, 1967: 354) 

 

Paradoxically, but perfectly in line with his claims against the interference of (central) 

government on the allocation of property rights (think of his perspective in the Pigou vs Coase 

controversy
14

), he claims that individual property rights defend the rights of future generations 

better than communal ownership: 

 

―In effect, an owner of a private right to use land acts as a broker whose wealth depends on how 

well he takes into account the competing claims of the present and the future. But with communal 

rights there is no broker, and the claims of the present generation will be given an uneconomically 

large weight in determining the intensity with which the land is worked. Future generations might 

desire to pay present generations enough to change the present intensity of land usage. But they have 

no living agent to place their claims on the market. Under a communal property system, should a 

living person pay others to reduce the rate at which they work the land, he would not gain anything 

of value for his efforts. Communal property means that future generations must speak for 

themselves. No one has yet estimated the costs of carrying on such a conversation.‖ (Demsetz, 1967: 

355) 

 

The paradox relies on the idea that ―Communal property rights allow anyone to use the land.‖ 

(Demsetz, 1967:356) It is exactly what the early authors criticized about the commons. Indeed, 

Demsetz is right: if communities do not want to risk anarchy and overconsumption, they need to 

regulate the use, actually against the desires of all the individuals. Hence another paradox: 

community governance requires a  great enforceable rule to fetter individuals‘ freedom! 

 

As just outlined, public goods, collective goods and the Commons are interlinked concepts. The 

                                                           
14As known, while according to Pigou, the solution stood in letting the government own the resources and levy tax 

extraction, Coase alleged that these conclusions were based on artificial premises, namely the absence of monitoring 

and enforcement costs and a perfect knowledge of appropriators‘ preferences. Opposite, Coase argued that all type of 

governance have costs, that private contracts may achieve greater efficiency, and that depending on the transaction 

costs, the market, the firm or the government would represent the best governance mechanism.  
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Commons stemmed from the literature on public and collective goods, addressing the free rider 

problem as well as problems of the externalities and ―market failures‖. Several authors tried to 

deal with these issues designing systems or mechanisms to solve them
15

 and trying to evaluate the 

social effects entering the relation between externalities, ―appropriability‖ (Arrow, 1970:1) and 

exclusion (see Arrow, 1970). From theories on public expenditure and critiques towards voluntary 

exchange theories in public economy (Musgrave, 1939) to theory on club goods (Buchanan, 

1965) and local expenditure (Tiebout, 1956), much effort has been spent in tackling the free rider 

problem. The authors provided solutions based on ideal working rules and institutions via 

mechanisms of collective competition or cooperation: the different actors (State, community, 

private sector) and the ways (redistribution, cooperation, competition) through which public 

goods were to be provided according to the authors, constitute the same pieces of a wider 

framework in which social and political cultures are confronted. Each solution originated from a 

conception of human beings‘ ontology (or nature) and of individuals‘ intrinsic motivations and it 

was rooted in a dialectical vision of market and state as mechanisms to address individual 

attempts to socialize costs (or minimize private cost) and to privatize benefits in the process of 

contribution to and consumption of public or collective goods.  

By way of example, contrasting conceptions of the world underlying the notion of collective 

goods are clearly evident in the comparison between Musgrave and Tiebout. Their perspectives 

about public economy represent two ideas of an institutional design that should promote 

efficiency in allocating resources. They can be seen as following steps of the evolution of 

institutions: from the central State to the local authorities up to Ostrom‘s self-organized 

communities. The institutional thought streams from the envision of a central state distributing 

efficiently the benefits of public finances by the use of its three branches (Musgrave, 1959
16

), to 

the mechanism of inter-local competition which would have efficiently provided local public 

services, through competition among local jurisdictions (Tiebout, 1956 and Tiebout , Ostrom, 

Warren, 1961). In Musgrave, the objective of this efficiency did not forget structural imbalances 

nor social problems of inequality –that‘s the reason why he introduced the normative concept of 

merit wants and of merit goods. In Tiebout‘s model, efficiency should be the outcome of a 

                                                           
15  (Samuelson 1954; Musgrave 1939, 1957; Strotz 1958; Davis and Whinston 1967; Head and Shoup; 1969; Mishan 

1969; Auster and Silver 1973; Marshall 1890; Pigou 1924; Young 1913; Knight 1924; Commons 1931; DeViti de 

Marco 1936; Musgrave 1939; Hicks 1940; Kuznets 1948; Commons 1950; Meade 1952; Scitovsky 1954; Tiebout 1956; 

Marschak 1959; Coase 1960; Buchanan and Stubblebin 1962; Demsetz 1964, 1967; Thompson 1968; Mishan 1969; 

Arrow 1970; Mc Guire 1972, 1974; Deacon and Shapiro 1975) 
16 As reported by Desmarais-Tremblay (2015:17) ―At the annual convention of the Econometric Society, Musgrave 

presented a paper in which he set forth the basic structurehis normative Theory in 3 branches (the service branch, the 

distribution branch, and the stabilization branch) corresponded to the three main functions of the public budget. Each 

branch make its function on the assumption that the two others will meet their objective. For the service branch, which 

is responsible for determining the goods and service that must be provided to satisfy public wants, this means that a 

―proper‖ state of distribution has been secured by the distribution branch and that full employment is guaranteed by the 

stabilization branch. This implies that the service branch can balance its budget, or that public services can be provided 

according to the Benefit Principle which links revenues and expenditures together. With the exception of merit wants 

which arise out of a problem of separating the service and the distribution branch in the case of transfers in kind.‖ 
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market-system applied to public economy. Tibout started his analysis by the presumption of the 

existence of some goods which, following Musgrave's classification, exhibit non-excludability but 

they are partially rival (or partially non-rival): the local public goods. The existence of such goods 

and the related problems of congestion, determines the need to devise some rules or tools to solve 

the problem and guarantee their availability and usefulness over time
17

. Somehow, the problem is 

that to assure their economic sustainability over time. ―Tiebout's model is one in which each local 

community or jurisdiction provides a mix of public goods.  Those who live in the jurisdiction 

receive the benefits of these goods and pay for them through a tax levied equally on each 

taxpayer. There are no interactions between jurisdictions‖ (Nowlan, 2015) 

Such discourse on the rivalry between public and local goods (be them substantiated in a school, 

etc.) is, in fact, not related to the access to goods. It is related to the access to welfare and to the 

right in the perspective of common economy. Both in Musgrave and Tiebout‘s work, the idea is to 

provide a system that regulates the access to the goods produced by the public sector (to the 

common resources). However, the rivalry in the access to education depends on the number of 

schools actually existing on the territory, on the average quality of those schools in training, on 

the possibility to build new ones and provide a service – education, that Musgrave put in the 

category of ―merit goods‖. All those issues are related to those of public finance and politics. How 

are such goods for which, basing on the supply, can generate competition in their exploitation, 

funded? Through what devices? 

Musgrave‘s ―merit goods‖ were considered as goods whose provision should be guaranteed by 

national and/or local authorities irrespective of consumers demand and of firms supply. This 

consideration was mainly based on the conception of individuals as people normally ―unable to 

fully understand all the social and inter-temporal consequences of their choices‖ (Costanza, 

Masini, 2013: 9) and then on the task of the government to provide these merit goods, through 

general taxation.   

Tiebout‘s perspective, on the contrary, was focused on ―local public goods‖ (1956), public goods 

whose provision and consumption could have been better realized through the local dimension. 

For the former, the solution laid in the provision of ―merit goods‖ by public/collective institutions, 

for the latter, collective goods should be provided by the local government for the individuals who 

decide to belong to the community, in order to better match individual preferences and create a 

virtuous path of competition in their provision. Looking at collective goods on a range between 

public goods and private goods, the characteristic of non excludability of public goods is 

maintained then more with Musgrave‘s merit goods, for which these problems had to be solved 

                                                           
17 ― A city park, a stretch of roadway, a fire department, a school; these are available to everyone in the community, but 

for any given level of infrastructure the more people who use the facility the more crowded it becomes and the less it is 

available or useful to others‖ (Nowlan, D. M. A Short Essay on Local Public Goods, Retrieved from : 

http://homes.chass.utoronto.ca/~nowlan/papers/lpg.htm) 

 

http://homes.chass.utoronto.ca/~nowlan/papers/lpg.htm
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within the public-political framework, than in the conception of collective goods by Tiebout. 

According to the latter indeed local governments can act as entrepreneurial governments which 

may have goals that are independent of the welfare of their citizens (Oates, 2006), and thus they 

can try to attract some inhabitants and exclude some others. Local government can fix the set of 

public goods and services and the tax system. Individuals choose their community according to 

their preferences of public service consumption. Although this will reveal consumer preferences 

and willingness to pay, the model does not take into account individuals‘ ability to pay nor that, in 

the long run that the social and economic results of these choices can bring to polarizations, which 

can exclude some ―groups‖ of potential beneficiaries (Stiglitz, 1982).  

As above stated, Musgrave thought that such ―goods‖ are to be considered in the public budget, 

and that they should be funded by the government for the positive social externalities they can 

produce on the long term, regardless of their demand or possible private supply. Tiebout, by 

defining them local public goods, thought the community should have the possibility to sustain 

them through local taxation. Since, currently, even the management of those considered as 

essential public services are more and more delegated to the local private sector, many essential 

public services could be studied within the area of the local public services funded by the 

community or that of the common goods, given a regression of the national public sector in the 

provision of such services. Given this collective cultural orientation, it is possible to interpret such 

phenomenon from Elinor Ostrom‘s perspective. The flaws of the public sector trigger the action 

of the private market and/or the collective management of such resources, giving birth to 

conditions such as those outlined by Elinor Ostrom. 

The origins of the two envision are probably related to the historical and cultural contexts to 

which these authors belonged.  

Musgrave came from Germany, he studied at the university of Munich and of Heidleberg and then 

he moved to Rochester university in 1933 after having received a scholarship. With the turn of 

events in Germany, he decided to stay in the US, moving to Harvard the year after (Colander and 

Landreth, 1996), where he obtained a MA in Economics in 1936 and a PhD in 1937 (Desmarais-

Tremblay, 2016) 

His approach was strongly influenced by his knowledge of the continental public finance studies 

and the interdisciplinary perspectives which had characterized its studies in Germany. Moreover, 

he comes into the U.S. in the middle of the experience of the New Deal, when the issue of public 

expenditure was a great concern in the economic and political debate. More a theoretical than a 

mathematical economist, he find himself in the need to provide practical advises to economists 

and politicians, also profiting from his methodologically pluralistic perspective which combined 

insights form law, sociology, history and neoclassical and Keynesian economics  (Desmarais-

Tremblay 2016: 2).  
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On the other side, Tiebout (born in 1924) grew up in Greenwich, Connecticut. After a brief period 

at the Wesleyan University in 1941 he dropped out and joined the Navy, where he stayed until the 

end of World War II (Fischel, 2006). When he came back, he also picked up his studies from 

when he had left them with newfound motivation. He graduated with honours in Economics and 

became a campus leader in a number of organisations.   

Once received his Wesleyan BA in 1950, he move to Michigan University. Here, Tiebout came 

into contact with Musgrave, following his seminars about the ―Theory of Public finance‖ for 

graduate students. He thus took from Musgrave‘s lessons the insights and the points which gave 

birth to its theory of local expenditure, which he developed in its PhD. While Musgrave proposed 

a political solution to the problems of contribution and provision of public goods, Tiebout 

responded with the idea of a non-political alternative to this problem. It is possible that the 

different experiences and ages of these two authors determined the way by which they saw the 

role of the public sector and the mechanisms to solve this ―collective action‖ problem. The first 

individuated in coercion and taxation the way by which individuals‘ unfettered freedom should be 

restrained to achieve an efficient redistribution of collective resources, the other individuate in a 

market-mechanisms and spontaneous/voluntary contribution the right mechanisms by which 

every individual should be free to move, to contribute and to ―consume‖ her/his desirable amount 

of ―welfare‖. 

Somehow, Tiebout‘s ―A Pure Theory of Local Expenditure‖ takes a similar perspective to 

Hayekian ―The use of knowledge in society‖ (1945) (Stansel, 2012) and it developed in a context 

of faith in spontaneous self-regulation, distribution of knowledge and information through 

decentralized, polycentric self-regulated systems similar to a market mechanisms. In contrary, 

Musgrave‘s conception (1957) is rooted in the discourse about the impossibility of spontaneous 

decentralized solutions by Samuelson (1954), in the attempt to avoid a ―rush to the bottom‖ of 

public goods provision due to tax competition among local costituencies (see then Musgrave 

1959, 1997). 

On the other side, Tiebout‘s (and then Warren‘s and Vincent Ostrom‘s) perspective seems to 

derive from two hayekian visions of individuals and society: the first as distrust in the inter-

subjective dynamics and imbalances among individuals which can be only neutralized by market 

forces and perfect competition, the second as a belief in human capabilities, since everything has 

its source in individuals‘ actions and thoughts, rather than in those of collectivities, leaving no 

space for the conception of ―social phenomena‖
18

. Similarly to a ―second‖ Hayek, Musgrave 

                                                           
18 This is a real interesting point of perspective about the issue at stake: in fact, even though social phenomena are 

considered as unexpected outcomes of expected actions, which role do cultural beliefs play within this framework? 

Even though social phenomena and then cultures are results of individuals‘ aggregate efforts, from this stand, social 

phenomena do not exist and individuals are responsible of the disordered outcomes of society, and so a paternalistic 

approach is required, rather, from the opposite perspective, individuals are able to change society thanks to their own 

isolated effort, and so a push for competition is required. This elimination of social phenomena, even though motivated 
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started from a vision of the limits of human rationality with individuals as people normally 

―unable to fully understand all the social and inter-temporal consequences of their choices‖ 

(Masini, Costanza 2013), and thus he argued that this justifies state intervention to collectively 

supply public and merit goods, instead of leaving choices and responsibility for their production 

upon individuals‘ shoulders
19

.  

Musgrave wrote his PhD thesis (1937) criticizing the voluntary exchange theories on the basis of 

the idea that was necessary to acknowledge collective needs apart from individual will. Even if 

his vision was modified in time (Desmarais-Tremblay, 2015:9), his perspective was that a 

reunification between social and individual needs was imperative (probably similar to Smiths 

theory of moral sentiments, according to which is in the interest of each individual that the society 

is able to flourish). Collective needs were, for him, a social interpretation of individual ones. 

Thanks to this idea, he was able to elaborate such theory and distinguish merit goods, that must be 

distributed by the service branch of economics following the parameter of efficiency, from public 

goods (social wants). Merit goods are produced on the basis of the idea of efficiency, aimed at the 

realisation of the greatest possible welfare, widely shared, to the benefit of the entire 

society.There is a significant level of information failure, in terms of both the private and the 

external benefits resulting from consumption of merit goods. Those are, therefore, necessarily 

provided by the State, regardless of them being individual consumers‘ desires, since they create 

positive social externalities on the long run, and regardless that consumers see an immediate 

advantage in their consumption (significant time-lags exist in deriving the benefit of a merit 

good). Their allocation in a market system would be therefore widely insufficient.  

Even though apparently we set Musgrave and Pigou on the same path, as Sturn underlined, 

Musgrave‘s economics of the public sector differs from Pigouvian Public finance for two main 

aspects. In Pigou the concept of externality per se (that is shared with the Commons because of 

their non-excludable nature, according to Ostrom‘s definition) represents the basis for public 

intervention and he only informally discusses the potential imperfections of the public sector. On 

the contrary, these are absolutely considered by Musgrave who, not casually, drove its ―agenda‖ 

to ameliorate and to improve the mechanisms of service, distribution and stabilization of the 

public economy (Musgrave 1959). Opposite is Coase (1960), who supported an autonomous 

governance of externalities based on free market or ―contracts‖. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
by fear of totalitarianism and of Schmitt‘s conception of democracy, is artificial, because also environment properly 

influences individuals and shapes individuals‘ actions (Hodgson 2000, in Wall 2014: 186). This is evident in particular 

looking at Ostroms‘ methodological approach(es). 
19  The path through which Musgrave developed its conception of social wants and than social goods started from the 

envision of collective wants as ―socially interpreted individual wants‖(Musgrave, 1937:335). Later on the author 

provided an envision of collective needs starting from individual-based needs 



35 

 

On this path, if we look to Musgrave through Sturn‘s looking glass
20

, we might acknowledge the 

strict interdependence of market and State in the German envision
21

 each of which represents and 

supports two different kinds of human agency: the first (State) pushes for public agency, 

interested in promoting common interest, whilst the market represents the  fragmented agency,  

working through the lever of competition of the market sector
22

:   

 

―market competition with its private decentralized mode of decision-making triggers a different type of 

agency. According to this view, the challenges of modernity include an unavoidable plurality of roles 

and modes of agency of the individual in different spheres  (…) if political bodies play a role within 

those frameworks, they are certainly not quasi-markets providing a framework for the bargaining of 

conflicting interests. They are arenas for the reconciliation of different perspectives, for the deliberation 

of citizens  and/or the aggregation of their judgment.‖ (Sturn 2006: 286) 

 

Discussing  a bit more about Musgrave‘s perspective on collective goods offers a better insight on 

the proposition on the Commons ―beyond Market and State‖ by Ostrom  and the polyvalent 

perspectives involved in Ostrom‘s thought about the management of the Commons. She 

frequently spoke about the important presence of ―arenas to settle controversies‖ that are at the 

same time ―bargaining roundtables‖, situation in which citizens, coordinating their interests and 

objectives, can govern resources and collective goods through negotiation. Therefore, the solution 

lays in a governance based on ―contracts‖, or even to political bodies for the reconciliation of 

                                                           
20 To be more specific, we might recall with Sturn (2006) that Musgrave‘s perspective on collective goods originated 

also from Hermann‘s subjectvisim.  According to Sturn, ―Musgrave gives impressive overviews of important writers of 

German Staatswirthschaft such as Hermann and the writers of the aforementioned ‗triad‘ as well as Sax, von Wieser, 

Wicksell, and Lindahl, who applied marginal utility analysis to the theory of public expenditure‖(Sturn 2006: 41).  

Hermann is the reference for a ―non-atomistic subjectivism‖ that provide a basis for Musgrave conception of State.  

Hermann emphasized the role of the subject of action and their development, and his subjectivism was not utilitarian, 

focusing on how in the process of socio-economic development individuals define and increase cognitive skills, 

motivations and needs.. According to this author, ―self-preservation was the basic motivational assumption and source 

of needs‖ (Sturn 2006:52). The family is the basic—social condition of self-preservation, since it primarily addresses 

specific needs, motivations and activities defining the spectrum of collective needs and joint consumption20.  The 

process of civilization enlarges the objective of self-preservation and defines new collective needs beyond the level of 

the individual or the family. These collective (joint) needs (at least in Sturn‘s perspective) define collective goods. The 

necessity of this goods at a wider level motivate the intervention of the State and the public sector. Indeed, similarly to 

Musgrave, collective needs define collective goods that need the existence of State/government. Hermann discussed the 

conditions under which impure public goods are better supplied on a voluntary basis by some intermediate institutions 

sustained by the public spirit or the government20 and Sturn reports in a passage by Hermann an envision of market and 

State that strongly reminds Musgrave‘s conception and also the literature by Adam Smith, Robbins, and Ropke.  

‗Presupposing all the social means of securing and enhancing industry and trade, and assuming moreover sufficiently 

educated citizens, one may well admit that, as a rule, the individual‘s own advantage is the best guide to the kind and 

method of his industry, whereas constraints are rather harmful than useful‘  (Hermann (1832: 13)) 

In brief, laissez-faire is not ‗the general rule‘ but a rule based on ‗artificial‘ premises.  From this stand I hope to have 

made a bit more clear Musgrave perspective and the passage that brought from the set of collective needs to the 

envision of collective goods by Hermann and merit wants and social wants  by Musgrave (Fiorito, 2005).  
21 If we look at Musgrave‘s work from Sturn‘s perspetctive there is, in the German vision, a direct correspondence 

between State and market (that gave birth to a form of German cooperative State that currently influences the welfare 

and bargaining models)  (footnote p. 285, summary p.287) 
22 It is worth to add, that, according to Sturn, the concept of merit wants by Musgrave, is rooted also in a distinction 

between homo oeconomicus and homo politicus by Colm and thus within the distinction between market and political-

fiscal process. Other perspectives attempted then to integrate merit wants within Arrowian Social Choice theory.  

―Colm emphasized the conceptualization of the judgments of homo politicus as referring to overarching national goals 

(e.g. defense or education policies) in a specific way. Arrow‘s individual ―values‖ (complementing the tastes of 

consumer theory) refer to aspects of social states other than individually consumed quantities of goods‖(Sturn, 2015: 

303) 
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different perspectives. It is therefore the context, the prevailing culture, that seems to orientate the 

choice towards one solution or the other. The common goods beyond the state or the market seem 

therefore to cancel dichotomies and seem to attribute to ―local common sense‖ the definition of 

rules for the resolution of controversies and the conflict between public agencies and fragmented 

agencies (one could also say collective and private interests) of individuals. In this blurry sea of 

solutions, the fear that he time for institutional mediation of opposite interests and that the interest 

of ―the strongest‖ is destined to prevail is as strong as the hope for an evolutionary leap towards a 

collective culture based on the attention to understanding and mediation of the numerous 

perspectives involved in the collective action problems. This is, at least at a first glance, an 

extremely democratic solution to the problems that involved people and communities. But it is 

important to highlight that communities can act like private atomized individuals through 

competition.  

1.6 Different visions, different outcomes: addressing the free-rider problem 

As just outlined, behind each perspective about commons and public goods and the route they 

would be best delivered, lay different perspectives and beliefs about individuals, systems of 

governance and role for market and state. Looking back to the previous literature on public and 

collective goods, the emphasis on exclusion has been supported by Davis and Whinston (1967), 

on the path outlined by Buchanan (1965), according to whom ―physical exclusion is possible 

given sufficient flexibility in property law, in almost all imaginable cases, including those in 

which the interdependence lies in the act of consuming itself‖ (Buchanan 1965:13).  

In particular Davis and Whinston (1967) emphasized the idea of market neutrality and the 

―weight‖ of market failures related to public goods provision. In particular, the authors underlined 

the individual loss due to the contribution to public goods, since ―for a consumer actually to make 

a payment would be nothing more or less than an act of pure charity‖ (Davis and Whinston 1967: 

362). In order to address this problem the authors raised two points. The first is the need for a 

constitution of property rights for every exchange, control and exclusion over the public good or 

service. The second is the relevance of technological characteristics of the goods or service for the 

design of a market for these goods, and a vision of law and institutions as technological devices to 

create conditions for exclusion in order to support a market for public goods (Davis and Whinston 

1967: 366). Recalling previous considerations, this vision fits an Hayekian conception of 

atomized individuals whose efforts require the market as path of competition to neutralize 

unbalances in power, and a role of law and state in supporting the construction of these markets. 

This discourse similarly applies to Demsetz‘s perspective based on the strengthening of contracts 

and assignation of property rights to address externalities and free-riding behaviors (in particular 

Demsetz, 1967). Anticipating Hardin‘s ―Tragedy of the Commons‖, Demsetz forcefully raised the 

free-rider problem in communal property, arguing that the only solution lays in a strengthening of 
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private property rights. 

Now it is necessary to mention that widely acknowledged contributions in these debate have 

come from Elinor Ostrom and the Bloomington School, in particular concerning their field studies 

on how local communities can best deal with the problems of non excludability and free-riding, 

by creating local formal or informal contracts and jurisdictions
23

. 

In Ostrom‘s vision, individual and collective interests are considered as potentially 

overlapping, due to the local dimension of the problem, thanks to a direct participation in the 

creation of working rules, their collective enforcement - also through mutual control -, and the 

possibility to create local arenas to settle controversies. 

In particular, Schlager and Ostrom (1992) focused on individuals‘ ―bundle of rights‖ 

associated with the access, use, withdrawal, exclusion and alienation of the resource units. This 

perception insists on a framework designed by the previous authors (Davis and Whinston, 

Demsetz..), through the assignation of rights on resources in order to avoid the tragedy of open 

access regimes . 

To better articulate this point, let‘s look to the definition of the Commons provided by Ostrom 

as common pool resources. These are 

―natural or human-made facilities (or stocks) that generate flows of usable resource units over time. 

CPRs share two characteristics: (1) it is costly to develop institutions to exclude potential beneficiaries from 

them, and (2) the resource units harvested by one individual are not available to others‖ (Ostrom, Gardner, 

Walker 1994) 

 

The Commons are non excludible and rivalrous. 

 

Assigning property rights, or bundles of rights (for access, use, withdrawal, exclusion, alienation) 

to individuals seems to solve the problem of management of the commons through these rights, 

e.g. through the institution of common properties (even though Ostrom (2000) insisted on the 

definition of the commons as different from common property regimes). So, in many cases, the 

                                                           
23 Notwithstanding these features, it is important to note that the literature on the commons by Ostrom, also for 

biographical reasons, is strictly connected with the literature by Buchanan on club goods (1965) and then by Demsetz 

(1964, 1967) on enforceability of contracts through property rights (Masini, Costanza, 2013). In a sense, this approach 

is similar to the perception of human beings and rules in society by Hume, for which three main ―laws‖ are needed for 

the constitution and stability of any society even without any formal government: ―stability of possession, translation by 

consent and the performance of promises‖ (Hume 1739, book 3, part 2, sect.VIII, p. 277 and in general all part 2 sect. 

II, VI, VIII). These ―laws‖ are necessary to avoid Hobbesian ―state of nature‖ and to guarantee against violent acts of 

appropriation, via mutual formal or informal agreements. Nevertheless, formalizing these laws in order to assure the 

preservation of the commons generates a practical problem, since they do not provide a better assurance to the stability 

and protection of the society if power imbalances are the basis of the same society. 
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solution to the problem of rivalry is found in adding the characteristic of excludability to rivalry 

via assignation of individual rights (for enforceable contracts) on the common. From public 

goods, non excludable and non rival, treated in the local context as rival by people directly facing 

the problems of scarcity of such resources, the solution to rivalry in consumption consists in a 

―privatization‖ of the common, transforming it in a club or private good. 

 
 

In complete opposition to some of Ostrom‘s conclusion (2012), this idea is based on a vision 

of individuals as consumers-citizens, instrumentally behaving; a perception of government as an 

institution needed to support a market of property rights on resources; and of communities acting 

as isolated competing atoms. Indeed, considering the issue of ownership and property rights, 

Demsetz saw communal ownership as "a right which can be exercised by all members of the 

community"(Demsetz, 1967: 354). The idea of community by Demsetz is notably that of groups " 

oriented to private property" (ibid.). From this perspective, whilst the private owner internalize 

the externalities of her/his work for the benefits of her/his grandchildren, ―acting as a broker 

whose wealth depend upon how well he takes into account the competing claims of the present 

and the future‖ "(Demsetz, 1967: 355), the contrary is held by ―commoners‖. According to 

Demsetz, for this last category, the incentives to privatize benefits of the common, will result 

indeed in a socialization of costs without taking into account the effect on future generations and 

neighbors. 

 

Binding this logic with the objective of preserving resources and the commons, and of 

designing useful frameworks for their governance, this argument finally supports Tiebout‘s theory 

of local expenditure (1956, and Ostrom, Warren and Tiebout 1961), looking at communities as 

providers and customers of services, managers of their proper resources, organized on the basis of 

their working rules in autonomous - ―feudal‖ or ―corporative‖ - units. This approach is oriented to 

group-al ownership and competition, stressing again how theories on the Commons and collective 

goods have important and even contrasting implications on facts and policies. 

1.7 The innovations by Ostrom  

From what we have just sketched, it is evident that the definition of the Commons is not just 

an ―economic‖ problem that can be isolated but it concerns and involves the fields of citizenship, 

society and politics. For this reason, it is important to look at the roots of their conception, also in 
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order to imagine potential outcomes motivated by the understandings of the concept. 

1.7.1 The Commons by Ostrom: methodology, conceptions of individuals and 

systems of governance in transition 

To cope with this impasse we need to recall some further contributions by Ostrom and the 

Bloomington School, and to add some considerations about the relationship between public goods 

and the Commons. 

Three interconnected innovations from Ostrom‘s works and the studies by the Bloomington 

School can be highlighted. These are related to methodology, conceptions of individuals, and 

systems of governance. 

(I)  Methodology 

Ostrom and the Bloomington school always conducted their research ―back and forth from 

theory to practice‖, via field studies, in an attempt to deal with complexity and to overtake strict 

disciplinary dichotomies. Researchers took methods and assumptions from the different 

approaches of Public Choice, Institutional and Behavioral economics, field research on local 

public economies, local government, anthropology and ecology. This interdisciplinary 

contamination between political sciences and economics (Ostrom, 2012) was one important 

aspect in Ostrom, highlighting the importance of the political, cultural and social dimensions of 

the economy(/ies). It is also true that these methodological conceptions are rooted in 

methodological individualism and echo the Hayekian conception of knowledge and information 

as dispersed within the society, with a focus on field research about individual behaviors in social 

dilemma situations. Also, they maintain a distinction between theoretical and practical parts of 

economic science, as for Menger (Cubeddu, Vannucci, 1993), observing outcomes of individuals‘ 

actions and related cultures supporting their actions, without aiming to provide recipes for policy 

intervention. 

(II) Conceptions of the individual 

Ostrom‘s results challenged the strict assumption of homo œconomicus, deepening in the 

description and study of behaviors in complex situation observed on the ground. 

These ―discoveries‖, associated with Herbert Simons‘ model of individual bounded rationality 

(1957)  and studies in neurosciences and economics (Kahneman,2011) determined changes of 

patterns in the field of economics. The shift from homo œconomicus to patterns of homo 

reciprocans (Fehr and Gatcher, 1998), homo ecologicus (Becker 2006), homo politicus (Faber et 

al., 2002) ..., united to a catalogue of studies about communities‘ capacities to craft working rules 

and institutions by Ostrom (1990), have severe implications in the political and economic 

domains. 

The first implication is the recognition of the capacity of the civil society to define working 
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rules and institutions for the management of common resources, many times with greater results 

and ―efficiency‖ than using market mechanisms or state intervention. The second is the clear 

acknowledgement of the complexity of societies, systems and institutions that need to be 

addressed overtaking the temptation to give systematical and universalistic solutions in policies, 

approaches and theories. 

(III) Systems of governance  

These stances imply theories of governance beyond government, based on polycentricity and 

coordination, rather than on direct State intervention, opening paths of research both in economic 

and political fields. Ostrom referred to two main widening perspectives: the Social- Ecological 

System (SES) framework  (Ostrom, 2007, 2009) and systems of polycentric governance  (Ostrom, 

2009a, 2010). The first is a useful framework designed to organize systems of governance of 

nested, concentric systems of resources for their sustainability. The pattern of the Social 

ecological system includes arenas to address instances from the bottom to the top, and vice versa, 

potentially it includes subsidiarity, and it gives a prominent role to multiple levels of government. 

The second is composed of a net of entities, decentralized and coordinated and is more anarchic, 

competitive and potentially de-structured (Aligika and Tarko, 2012; 2013: 2). These models recall 

both Robbins‘ constitutional federalism (Masini, 2012) and what Samuel Bowles (2009) named as 

―the Capitalistic Utopia of decentralized coordination‖ (see also Alchian and Demsetz, 1972: 777) 

. The issue at stake here is the ―choice‖ concerning a range of different kinds of governance 

related to different cultures and practices, underlining the importance of the reflection about the 

definition(s) of the commons in economics and perceptions about individuals as human beings. 

 

1.7.2 A  definition of the Commons in relation to public and private goods 

It is worth concluding this part considering other three perspectives from which the commons can 

be conceived. The first deals with the fact that, according to Ostrom (2000), the commons must be 

distinguished from the system of resources that generates them. For example, an irrigation system 

or a basin managed by a local community within a village is a common, whilst the wider water 

system is not (Ostrom, 2000). Similarly, the Mediterranean sea is a resource system generating 

stocks of fish – units of resources. As fishermen compete for the limited stock of fish, they define 

working rules and institutions for accessing and withdrawing the resources. According to Ostrom, 

rivalry is embedded in the commons. 

Notwithstanding this point, if we consider the same sample in a wider perspective - fish in 

oceans and seas as systems of resources, theoretically non excludable and non rival -, then we 

should speak about resource systems as global public goods and not as commons. But in fact, this 

resource (or system of resources) is necessary for human survival on earth, for the stability of 
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ecosystems, and rivalry in consumption exists and agreements and institutions are required at 

global level, to allow the global community to collectively manage resources. From this 

perspective, the systems of resources – fish, oceans, seas – can be conceived as global commons. 

It is now worth taking into account the relationship between the production of private goods 

and the commons: considering a private good, e.g. bread, does not prevent us looking the 

resources upon which bread production depends (land, water, seeds, clean air) as commons. This 

moves the definition of the commons, closer to that of merit and essential goods, leading us also 

to an ―economics of non-market goods and resources
24

‖ (Bateman, 2014). 

Even though these perspectives are oriented towards the practical part of economic science 

and could be ―accused‖ of normativity (for their focus on what ―should be‖ than on what ―will 

be‖ as in the critique by Auster and Silver (1973)), it‘s worth remembering that each perspective 

has a philosophy and a set of values at its basis. The same critique in fact could be applied to 

Davis and Whinston (1967) who, following a path linked with Hayek and Mont Pélerin Society‘s 

conception of the State sustaining the market (Mirowski and Plehwe, 2009), claimed that law 

should be used as a tool to support markets for public goods, if excludability was impossible 

through the use of technological devices. 

1.7.3 Governing the commons: the Ostroms’ contribution 

Olson‘s idea is that when the decision-making mechanism is not framed within a juridical context 

where democratic legitimacy (and certainty of a final decision) is constitutionally enforceable, the 

most plausible result of collective choice is the status quo, where no choice at all is taken (Sen, 

1970). If this can be socially optimal from a Paretian point of view, it usually implies the under-

provision of essential collective goods whose lack may undermine the very existence of the 

group. 

One solution may be to build a constitutional rule obliging stakeholders to take a decision; 

and to make this decision work without any veto rule. This means having a governmental body to 

which the competence over the production of that good is assigned, as is the case of Pigou, 

Robbins, Musgrave and Olson.  

Another possible solution is to single out some mechanism whereby individuals may have the 

incentives to provide the collective good in sufficient amount and with no free-riding. The latter is 

the key point of the research project pursued by Elinor Ostrom. As Coase (1960) contrasted Pigou 

on the need of Government to tackle externalities, Elinor Ostrom suggests that different solutions 

                                                           
24 ―such as those provided by the environment or via public expenditure. This broad category includes a diversity of 

goods ranging from recreation in open-access wilderness areas to health and safety improvements and across resources 

as different as the global climate system, the ozone layer and clean water. These are the goods and resources which 

determine so much of the quality of life and upon which the sustainable continuance not only of the market system but 

life itself depends.‖ Source: http://www.springer.com/series/5919 
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from the constitutional, governmental one can be found to problems of collective action in context 

of non-enforceable provisions.  

In 1990, her book was published by Cambridge University Press titled Governing The 

Commons – the Evolution of Institution for Collective Action, and allegedly helped the Author be 

awarded the ―Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel‖ in 

2009. The Nobel was said to mark a double innovation: the first woman honoured with Nobel for 

economics and first prize assigned to a research in a branch outside mainstream financial 

economics. The second point is more controversial than it might seem, as we shall illustrate. 

The interest by Elinor Ostrom for collective goods and their governance, is rooted in the early 

works of her husband Vincent Ostrom. Building on the literature on local government and 

collective action by Tiebout (1956), in 1961 Vincent Ostrom, Tiebout himself and Robert Warren 

published a work titled The Organization of Government in Metropolitan Areas : A Theoretical 

Inquiry. The problem raised by Tiebout was later developed in an article titled An Economic 

Theory of Fiscal Decentralization, probably (Fishel 2000:8) influencing the Economic Theory of 

Clubs by Buchanan (1965) since the model of local government by Tiebout seems a basic 

example of Buchanan‘s theory (even though there is no mention of the article in the work).  

Tiebout and Vincent Ostrom met at the University of Los Angeles, California, where  Tiebout 

had moved in the‘50s and Ostrom had received his PhD in political science (UCLA, 1950). 

Robert Warren was Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of Washington. 

Tiebout‘s analysis provided the theoretical background for the study they made together in 1961.  

In that work, they argue that it is possible to bring the  principle of excludability (typical of 

private goods in Samuelson‘s analytical framework) into public goods, generating collective 

goods, whose provision and consumption should be considered as confined to (geographical or 

membership) parameters of access within a local community: ―a public good on a neighbourhood 

or community scale can be viewed as "packaged" within appropriate boundaries so that others 

outside the boundaries may be excluded from its use.‖ (Ostrom, Tiebout, Warren 1961: 834)25. 

The large scale implied in the State risks to miss people‘s preferences, thus leading to the 

overshadow of the public while many of the interest of smaller publics might be suitably arranged 

within a smaller political community: 

―interests of smaller publics might be properly negotiated within the confines of a smaller 

political community without requiring the attention of centralized decision-makers concerned with 

the big system. This task of recognizing the smaller publics is a problem of "field" or "area" 

organization.‖ (Ostrom, V., Tiebout, M., & Warren, R. 1961:838)  

                                                           
25 ―Viewing the boundaries of a local unit of government as the "package" in which its public goods are provided," so 

that those out- side the boundaries are excluded from their use, we may say that where a public good is adequately 

packaged within appropriate boundaries, it has been successfully internalized. Where externalities spill over upon 

neighboring com- munities, the public good has not been fully internalized.‖(Ostrom, Tiebout, Warren 1961: 835) 
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In order to better design the appropriate boundaries of government in dealing with the 

problem of scale connected with public goods, the authors draw political frames as structures to 

deal with the problem and define criteria of control, efficiency, political representation and local 

self-determination assuming that public goods can be internalized.  

Their first suggestion is to build a polycentric political system within the public dimension, 

through a model of multiple jurisdictions reflecting a multiplicity of interests in various public 

goods demanded by the inhabitants of a metropolitan region.  

Secondly, the polycentric system is based on the satisfaction of the needs of a broader 

community - beyond the geographical or functional limits of each of the formal entities within the 

metropolitan region. Therefore the authors argue that polycentric governance is also supposed to 

provide a variety of public goods with many scales of organization and in supplying optimal 

arrangements for the production and consumption of public goods:  

―With the development of quasi-market conditions in production, much of the flexibility and 

responsiveness of market organization can be realized in the public service economy.‖(Ostrom, 

Tiebout, Warren 1961: 839) 

It may be interesting to dwell a bit longer on the intellectual foundation of this line of research on 

polycentric governance. The paper of 1961 clearly echoed many previous debates on the concept 

of government (Wagner, 2005), in particular the controversy on the economic calculus in a 

socialist economy (Austrian school) and the debates on methodological individualism, 

information and knowledge dispersion within the society that are in accordance with Ostrom‘s 

views of self-governance, polycentrism (Wagner, 2005) as well as with his methodological and 

epistemological approach. 

1.8 The Commons and the systems of governance 

 

1.8.1 Polycentric governance: a history of the capitalistic utopia of decentralized 

coordination  

 

It is interesting now to understand the roots of the concept of polycentricity, that is the core of 

polycentric system of governance attributed to the commons. Here I will refer to the important 

and interesting work by Aligica and Tarko (2012). The concept of polycentricity is well 

acknowledged in the works by Michael Polanyi (The Logic of Liberty, 1951) and Hayek, even if 

with differences among the two authors. They shared the struggle against state-authoritarianism 

that gave birth to socialism and Nazism that affected lives of millions of people since the dawn of 

the 20
th
 century. Socialism translated the social systems in command and control economies, with 
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a centralized power legitimated by the manifest want to coordinate actions of individuals to reach 

an ideal homogeneous social justice and redistribution.  

The distortions/contradictions deriving by power concentration, the lack of liberty and the 

oppressing burden of ideology, pushed the authors to draw a diverse pattern of the ―system‖ 

structured upon liberty, heterogeneity and complexity. The work by Michael Polanyi concentrated 

on the aversion of centralism through a conception of the nature of knowledge and information 

dispersed within society; Hayek‘s methodological individualism hammered on the importance of 

―market-neutrality‖ and competition to destroy the mechanisms of oppression and the imbalances 

of power among individuals in State-control-centrally-driven society. Their liberal approach to 

knowledge and to society flowed into models of decentralization and polycentricity, somehow 

finding the best way to change a content by changing the organizational structures and its modes 

of re-production. As Aligica and Tarko (2012) underlined, the work by M. Polanyi which aimed 

to avert the socialist model of centralization drove ―analogies between scientist trying to discover 

the truth and entrepreneurs trying to discover the best way to make profit.‖ (Aligica and Tarko 

2012: 238). The market become the ideal mechanism to deliver the optimal distribution of goods 

and the optimal production processes (i.e. to reach a Pareto equilibrium), while the market failures 

were motivated by a lack of perfect information and by the externalities involved in human 

activity.   

These considerations are rooted in the debate about the problem of socialist calculation addressed 

by the intellectuals of the Austrian School (among them also Karl Polanyi, but with a very 

different insight from his brother Michael), that streamed through the Mont Pélerin Society
26

 into 

the neoliberal thought. With the end of the WWII, like every structured utopia, neo liberalism 

rapidly became an ideology. It gave prominence and importance to the role of markets as system 

of resource allocation and devices of social organization: the individual preferences of 

consumption were translated into the focus/concentration on mechanisms of voluntary provisions 

of public and collective goods by according to  the Public Choice School. The ―neoliberal thought 

                                                           
26  ―The Mont Pelerin Society was founded in 1947 when state ascendancy and Marxist or Keynesian planning were 

sweeping the globe. 

Principal organizer and longtime MPS president was F. A. Hayek, who stressed that MPS was to be a scholarly 

community arguing ideas against collectivism while not engaging in public relations or propaganda. At the first MPS 

meeting in Switzerland were Hayek, Karl Popper, and Lionel Robbins of the London School of Economics, Milton 

Friedman, Aaron Director, and George Stigler of the University of Chicago, Leonard E. Read and F. A. Harper of the 

Foundation for Economic Education, Henry Hazlitt of Newsweek, Ludwig von Mises of New York University, Bertrand 

de Jouvenel of Paris, Trygve Hoff of Oslo, and 27 other devotees of a free society. 

The MPS declaration of aims included ideas on reaffirming and preserving private property rights, a moral code for 

both public and private activity, intellectual freedom, state behavior limited by the rule of law, and ―the right of each 

individual to plan his own life.‖ 

Prominent MPS members who advanced to policy positions included Chancellor Ludwig Erhard of West Germany, 

President Luigi Einaudi of Italy, Chairman Arthur Burns of the U.S. Federal Reserve Board, and, currently, Prime 

Minister Vaclav Klaus of the Czech Republic. Eight MPS members, including Hayek, Friedman, and Stigler, won 

Nobel prizes in economics. And according to Martin Anderson of Stanford‘s Hoover Institution, of 76 economic 

advisers on Ronald Reagan‘s 1980 campaign staff, 22 were MPS members, including Anderson himself.‖ From 

Peterson‘s review of Hartwell, R M. (1995) History of the Mont Pélerin Society , (ed) Liberty Fund, London, p. 250. 

Retrieved from:  http://fee.org/freeman/detail/a-history-of-the-mont-pelerin-society. 
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collective‖ (Mirowskyi and Plehewe 2009) supported a progressive transformation of culture that 

leaded to profit-oriented, market-driven society of atomized consumers that depleted political 

collective action.  

Indeed, the conception of polycentric governance could be linked also to the conception of 

government by De Viti de Marco‘s First Principles of Public Finance (1936) (Wagner, 2005: 

179): a government far from intervention in the economy and mainly used as a concept to define 

polycentric processes of human interaction.  According to Wagner, this approach is the same of 

Buchanan who, as is well known, wrote part of his doctoral thesis in Italy and was influenced by 

public finance theorists (Boettke, Coyne 2005:153). Buchanan and M. Polanyi were both 

members of the Mont Pélerin Society. It is worth noting that Ostrom was a representative of the 

Bloomington School, one of the three leading centres for Public Choice theory
27

, together with 

Buchanan‘s and Tullock‘s Virginia School of Political Economy and Riker‘s Rochester 

University (Boettke, Coyne 2005:147). 

On this path, some years later Alchian and Demsetz (1972) stated: 

―The mark of a capitalistic society is that resources are owned and allocated by such non governmental 

organization as firms, households, and markets. Resource owners increase productivity through cooperative 

specialization and this lead to the demand for economic organizations which facilitate cooperation.‖ (Alchian, A. 

A., and Demsetz, H., 1972: 777). 

 

We are not arguing that Elinor Ostrom‘s thought embraced an idea of markets as the best 

mechanisms of resource allocation nor are we saying that her work aimed to support the 

distortions of neoliberalism, but it is important to throw light on one side of the history of 

economic thought that brings to her commitment to polycentric system of social organization and 

to self-regulating mechanisms of collective management.  

These presumptions belong also to the parallel strand of re-definition of the concept of 

―institution‖ (from J.R.Commons, 1931 to the evolutionary economists
28

 like Gintis, Bowles et al, 

2005). 

During the sixties, Vincent Ostrom developed several works on public policy and decision-

making mechanisms, in particular related to the problem of water resource management (1963a; 

b; 1964; 1967).  

In that period,  the conventional perception was to find a mechanisms of economic and social 

integration for large communities of a metropolitan region. In line with the ―mainstream‖ of that 

time, the existence of overlapping competing jurisdictions over the same area and the extreme 

                                                           
27 Reflections about the two levels of Public Choice theorized by Buchanan – the initial level of choice of the 

constitution and the post-constitutional level – lead to the publication of the Journal of Constitutional Economics, and 

marked a step towards the embeddedness of government in economic calculus even though with several differences 

from Buchanan‘s perspective, also the work by V.Ostrom has been characterized by commitment to definition of good 

governance underlining the importance of constitutional and institutional arrangements, since ―institutional 

arrangements can affect the content of practice, which in turn can affect the content of the moral imagination‖ (Wagner 

2005: 175) 
28 See also Wall, 2014:52. 
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multiplicity of political units posed a problem of effective government on the region (Aligica and 

Tarko 2012: 241). According to Aligica and Tarko, these considerations reflected once again the 

socialists‘ pressures for a command-and-control strategy of centralization, a position against 

which the Ostroms ―hammered the crucial fact that the optimum scale of production is not the 

same for all public goods and services‖ (Aligica and Tarko, 2012: 241).    

From this perspective, the work by Ostrom, Tiebout and Warren could be seen as an 

affirmation of the primacy of individuals and small communities over the government (State) 

through the lever of competition and the idea of society as a market order: 

 

―Patterns of competition among producers of public services in a metropolitan area, just as 

among firms in the market, may produce substantial benefits by inducing self-regulating tendencies 

with pressure for the more efficient solution in the operation of the whole system.‖(Ostrom, Tiebout, 

Warren 1961: 838). 

 

A polycentric organization of the public sector and of society came to become a shared interest of 

research. In 1973, at UCLA, the Ostroms founded the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy 

Analysis aiming to create an intellectual effort in order to deal with the interconnection of 

theoretical and practical problems in public policy (Boettke, Coyne 2005:147). The workshop had 

an interdisciplinary approach since its main focus was the ―development of political theory as an 

analytical tool to be used in the design and conduct of empirical research and in the study of 

public policy problems‖ (Jagger et al. 2009). Their aversion to model-thinking, as well as the fact 

that ―the research agenda of the Ostroms draws significantly from the ideas developed in the first 

half of the 20th century by Knight, Mises, and Hayek‖ (Boettke, Coyne 2005:157) are interesting 

features to evidence. 

In his work Polycentricity for the 1972 Annual Meeting of the American Political Science 

Association, presented by Vincent Ostrom as a development of the previous co-authored work of 

1961, the author writes: 

 

―Polycentricity is not confined to market structures but can apply to the organization of diverse 

political processes and by implication can apply to the political process as a whole. A polycentric 

political system will be one where each actor participates in a series of simultaneous games and 

where each act has the potential for being a move in simultaneous games.‖ (V.Ostrom, 1972: 8) 

 

The Ostrom shaded light on the evidences of empirical field research arguing that there was not 

just one solution to the problems of governance of local public goods and common pool 

resources. Moreover a polycentric system and its self-correcting mechanism would transform the 

public policy making by an innovating process of trial and error thanks to a direct control by the 

citizenship on the institutions: 

 

 ―While all institutions are subject to takeover by opportunistic individuals and to the potential for 

perverse dynamics, a political system that has multiple centers of power at differing scales provides 
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more opportunity for citizens and their officials to innovate and to intervene so as to correct 

maldistributions of authority and outcomes. Thus, polycentric systems are more likely than 

monocentric systems to provide incentives leading to self-organized, self-corrective institutional 

change‖ (E. Ostrom, 1998 in Aligica and Tarko, 2012: 246) 

 

For this reason ―polycentric order‖ is welcomed: 

―Ostrom taught that examples and cases of polycentric order (in economy, law and politics) show 

that a polycentric order means more than just a matter of different centers of decision operating in 

competition with each other in a specific domain or area. Polycentricity is a complex system of powers, 

incentives, rules, values, and individual attitudes combined in a complex system of relationships at 

different levels. Even more important, one may detect a very interesting dynamics at work. Market 

polycentricism seems to entail judicial polycentricism, judicial polycentricism to entail political 

polycentricism, and political polycentricism to entail constitutional polycentricism. If one accepts the 

hypothesis of the existence of such a systemic logic, one may visualize the entire social system shaped 

by underlying currents originating in pulsating polycentric domains. Any island of polycentric order 

entails and presses for polycentricism in other areas, creating a tension toward change in its direction.‖ 

(Aligica and Tarko 2012: 247). 

 

It is evident that polycentricity is intrinsically linked with an ideal spontaneous order: like in the 

market model of perfect competition, spontaneity is based on three main conditions (Aligica and 

Tarko 2012: 246): freedom to enter and exit in a system; enforcement of general moral rules that 

offer a legal framework for a polycentric order, formulation and reformulation of basic rules 

defining the framework of the polycentric order. In brief, a well-functioning polycentric system 

need two prerequisites: procedural and cognitive. The first is the presence of rules on changing 

rules, the second is the understanding about the relationships between particular rules and the 

effects of these rules under given conditions (Aligica and Tarko 2012: 247). Policetricity is built 

on polyarchy, presumably the most democratic (or anarchic?) solution ever.   

Polycentricity requires thus collective action, a very essential force to reach the ―capitalistic 

utopia of decentralized coordination‖. In chapter VI of his book, Bowles (2009)  initially 

describes how the collective action could represent the solution to privatization and ―enclosure‖, 

thanks to individuals‘ capability to solve collective problems by using their means and act 

together. 

Nonetheless, these statements raise some problems: an idealized polycentric system does not 

consider the effective possibilities of citizenship to participate in collective action. Further, the 

problem is information and knowledge within society. Even when having access to a given 

amount of information that increase the knowledge of complexity and the possibility to choose, 

polycentricity does not define per se a useful frame work to level information, to share objectives 

and to self-organize. On the contrary, an excessively dispersive polycentric system risks to create 

atomism and absence of coordination, a puzzle whose pieces always risk to remain dispersed 

without converge into common solutions.   
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Polycentric systems as the utopia of decentralized coordination lay on the presumptive attribution 

of capabilities to individuals, who are supposed to be always capable to get information, gathering 

together and to self-organize for the ―best‖ management of the commons resources.  

But as it was for the critique to Tiebout‘s model: will this mechanism work in distributing 

welfare, if it lays on structural inequalities?  

 In the example provided by Bowles in ―Microeconomics‖, after the ―enclosure‖ of a public park, 

that was historically open to all, the citizens decided to raise money and bought it, restoring its 

public use. Indeed, this case considers self-conscious and well informed individuals, organized at 

a local level, who possessed (material and cognitive) means to self organize, to inform other 

people, to prioritize the actions and to raise funds to buy the park. But if a society lays on strong 

inequalities, both in terms of material conditions and access to rights, (that means a lack of time 

that would be spent in information and organization for collective action) this situation could also 

demonstrate how market mechanisms applied to social organization can determine stronger 

inequalities, through an enhancement of those that already have power and a weakening of those 

who have none. 

Without some basic prerequisites, instead of give birth to a vivid (institutional?) dynamism, 

polycentric systems of governance through collective action can result in a paralysis or in a 

strengthening of polarizations and pre-existing inequalities. 

For this reason, spontaneous decentralized solutions that characterize polycentricity can also lead 

to crises and to a collective disempowerment and impoverishing.  

Moreover, when every community is supposed to be the ―owner‖ or protector of a resource, 

irrespective of the effects that the use of that resource imply on a wider scale, if there is a lack of 

coordination among the different communities in common arenas collectively recognized, and if 

there is a pre-existing condition of power unbalances, a probable outcome is to maintain the status 

quo, or, at worst, a condition of marginalization of the weaker parts of society.  

 

 

1.8.2 Concentric systems, multilevel governance and social ecological systems: a 

federalist structure to govern the commons? 

  

Until now, we have only told a part of the story. The other part firstly requires to focus on an 

Ostrom‘s important ―contribution‖ from field research: the recognition that ―no-one size fits all‖ 

solution exists. This is not only a suggestion for public policy, but also a moral and 

epistemological indication. In line with it, we can draw the limits of authors‘ conclusions about 

governance or government of commons and (local) public goods, and we can look at them as 

different pieces of the same whole.  
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At the same time, what we have sketched in the previous pages is an attempt to reconstruct 

the main features of a debate that still resonates nowadays ant that can have also important 

outcomes in terms of power and wealth distribution, well-being and welfare. 

For this reason we can analyze the issues of the Commons, collective goods and the role of 

government or governance from two perspectives: the first is the institutional level, the second is 

the level of the social imaginary, cultural repertoires
29

. The two levels are obviously linked, since 

individuals and society play important roles in the development of institutions, through the 

cultural changes that can be activated (in particular  when factors like ―crises‖ occur). We 

continue to discuss the institutional organization in this section, in order to add another part of 

Elinor Ostrom‘s perspective. 

Consistently with the ―no-one size fits all‖ principle, in her husband words (as reported by Aligica 

and Tarko (2012: 244)) :  

―A predominantly monocentric political system need not preclude the possibility that elements of 

polycentricity may exist in the organization of such a system.‖ Conversely, ―the existence of a 

predominantly polycentric political system need not preclude elements of monocentricity from 

existing in such a system‖ (Ostrom, 1972 in McGinnis, 1999:52) 

 

Ostroms‘ works were always organized moving back and forth from theory to practice and Elinor 

Ostrom strongly attempted to delineate paths of research for practical solutions to match local 

needs and requests. The assumption for which  ―human existence cannot be reduced to a factor or 

a set of factors‖ (Wall, 2014: 53) inevitably leaded to a pluralistic epistemological approach,  

giving rise to reflections about the definition(s) of ―Institutions‖ and to the construction of the 

Institutional Analysis and Development framework (IAD
30

). In brief, it is possible to provide 

different solutions in addressing local needs. In this process, the Ostroms underlined through the 

Institutional Analysis and Development framework the importance of understanding the existence 

of rules in use, rules in form and working rules. But this analysis cannot be circumscribed to a 

local dimension: ―the Commons‖ claims for ―cure‖ by individuals and society in respect of wider 

social and ecological systems, and we can definitely indentify the Commons as material and 

immaterial resources that are necessary for human survival on earth, for the stability of 

ecosystems, for which rivalry in consumption exists and agreements and institutions are required 

at global level, to allow the global community to collectively manage resources. From this 

                                                           
29 As we have seen in the first part of the work, commons and public goods can be conceived differently and so, 

―cultures‖ represent the perspective by which people participate and orient collective action. The pattern of cooperation 

or competition that will result depend on cultural aspects and values that motivate individual actions and point 

collective action. 
30 In Ostrom's (2010a) words:"The IAD framework is a general language fro analysing and testing hypothesis abouut 

behavior in diverse situations at multiple levels of analysis and concerns analyses of how rules, physical and material 

conditions, and attributes of community affect the structures of action arenas, the incentives that individuals face and 

the resulting outcomes". see also: Ostrom, E. (2011). 
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perspective, the systems of resources – like for istance oceans, seas – can be conceived as global 

commons. 

Which structure or model can thus conciliate multiplicity and unity, a respect of the differences 

and pluralism with coordination? Ostrom (and her fellow students) provided a General framework 

to analyze the Social-Ecological Systems (Ostrom, 2009). 

This framework aimed to organize findings, isolated knowledge and concepts from different 

disciplines and to make them communicate: an application of her discoveries ―on the field‖ about 

the primary role of communication to advert the tragedy of the Commons. The framework 

underlined the combination of polycentrism and monocentrism: a system that is characterized by 

a set of unities which can stay isolated or work together. Resource systems, Users, Resource 

Units, Governance System  all interact and generate outcomes and externalities on different 

levels. As underlined by Armitage (2008:8): 

 

  ―Recognition that governance of the commons is a complex systems problem (Dietz et al. 2003; Berkes 

2006; Wilson 2006) draws attention to social and ecological system properties not amenable to conventional, 

top-down decision making. These properties include cross-scale dynamics and feedback, self-organization, 

multiple domains of attraction, emergence, uncertainty and change (Gunderson and Holling 2002; Berkes et 

al. 2003). Many of the new concepts shaping commons governance are thus emerging from recent bodies of 

scholarship, most notably from the literature on ‗resilience‘ in social-ecological systems, and related ideas 

from complex systems theory (Levin 1999; Gunderson and Holling 2002;Walker et al. 2006).‖ 

 

In order to deal with the complexity of social and ecological systems, the framework remarks an 

organization of society  based on the interaction between the local stakeholder and the wider 

system. 

According to Anderies, Janssen and  Ostrom (2004): 

 

―A SES is an ecological system intricately linked with and affected by one or more social systems. An 

ecological system can loosely be defined as an interdependent system of organisms or biological units. 

―Social‖ simply means ―tending to form cooperative and interdependent relationships with others of one‘s 

kind‖ (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary 2004). Broadly speaking, social systems can be thought of as 

interdependent systems of organisms. Thus, both social and ecological systems contain units that interact 

interdependently and each may contain interactive subsystems as well. We use the term ―SES‖ to refer to the 

subset of social systems in which some of the interdependent relationships among humans are mediated 

through interactions with biophysical and non-human biological units. A simple example is when one fisher‘s 

activities change the outcomes of another fisher‘s activities through the interacting biophysical and non-

human biological units that constitute the dynamic, living fish stock. Furthermore, we restrict our attention to 

those SESs where the cooperative aspect of social systems is key, i.e., where individuals have intentionally 

invested resources in some type of physical or institutional infrastructure to cope with diverse internal and 

external disturbances. When social and ecological systems are so linked, the overall SES is a complex, 

adaptive system involving multiple subsystems, as well as being embedded in multiple larger systems.‖ 
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The ―nested‖ structure of this framework for the management of the commons through collective 

action shows how the Commons retrieve the ―substantive‖ meaning of economy by Karl Polanyi 

(1957: 243-270) re-embedding the realm of economics in its environmental and social 

setting/roots, and giving a renewed interest to the subjects rather than to the objects of the 

economic discourse. 

Moreover, this focus on sharing information and knowledge on different levels and among diverse 

―stakeholders‖ strongly evidences: 

a. At an institutional level, the importance of the existence of fora of discussion organized in 

concentric and multi-level systems of decision making. This structure can associate the 

dynamism of polycentricity with the advantages of coordination on higher ―monocentric‖ 

levels, through a bottom-up and top-down dialectic.   

b. At the individual level, the essentiality of participation and collaboration of people in the 

construction of changes, dealing with complexity. This is not an easy task, since, as it will 

be considered further, the attribution of legitimacy to institutions depends by reciprocal 

acknowledgment and by an overlapping of (at least a minimal part) ―representations‖ of 

reality that give sense to shared ―rules‖.  

 

The image of Ostrom‘s SES Framework for the analysis of the socio-ecologic contexts tries to 

weight the existence of opposing interests and different perspectives that can find solutions 

through various levels of agreement and bargaining. Its form or structure is very much in line with 

a federal organisational structure of governance. At the same time, here takes place the shift from 

the institutional organisation to subjects. In line with Ostrom‘s relativism towards intervention 

solutions and policy making, it is not yet known if the institutions dedicated to the governance of 

common resources are public authorities, private companies or local, national, supranational 

communities. It is clear that the solution is to be found on the basis of the level in which the 

problem of the management of common resources and externality arises, but, at the same time, it 

is not yet clear what are the rules (or power relations) regulating said governance, the attribution 

of rights and the possible use and exploitation of the resources. The answer seems to lay in the 

dominant culture that succeeds in orientate individual behaviours towards a common goal. If the 

culture of values at the basis of the society are oriented towards natural and immaterial resources 

(such as knowledge or relations), merely trading and exploiting said ―resources‖ on the basis of 

particularistic interests, it is clear that common goods can transform in private goods or State 

goods or private goods for specific groups (élites, enterprises, collectives) to be exploited to 

generate immediate profit, most of all in increasing economic pressure contexts. In this 

perspective, shared resources (from collective finance and deriving welfare support to natural 

resources and ecosystems from which the life and welfare of population depends) become trade 

goods for the generation of income instead of ―sacred objects‖ to be protected to the advantage of 
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the present and future generations‘ wellbeing. Those represent, therefore, a cause for cultural 

clashes, or are regarded to as a representation of the rational limit of economic thought and the 

presumption of economics and the market as dominant paradigms of the collective culture. The 

principle of the appropriation of property for the realisation of a well-functioning capitalism does 

not challenge the competitive mechanism or the myth of productivity, that risks to undermine the 

capacity of resilience both of the natural resources and of individuals and communities. In this 

respect, the theme of common goods does not solely raise the problem of governance systems: it 

lays at the very core of the problem of inequality, of redistribution, of access to welfare. 

It should be rather evident how the issue of the Commons is strictly linked with the provision and 

enjoyment of public and collective goods at the local level and beyond. What is more interesting 

is that, the commons, common goods and resources may represent an essential element in the 

analysis of welfare. What we are underlining here is the change in the representation of welfare 

and well-being through the concept of the commons, which enlarge the perspective about the 

subjects who can be considered entitled to participate in the identification of the features which 

characterize a multi-dimensional well-being.  The rights to beauty, nature, and culture that 

characterizes an envision of the commons as ―shared‖ material and immaterial resources upon 

which human existence depends (like collective needs and merit wants) define a call to re-orient 

the ―meaning(s)‖ of welfare and the following action of governments, individuals, communities 

and societies. Radical questions are ―conceived‖ in the Commons, that are the role and legitimacy 

of governments and institutions as well as the individuals‘ capabilities to cooperate to achieve 

shared objectives. We will linger on the issue of inequality and redistribution as issues linked with 

the priority to nurture and support the sustainability of a common heritage. 

 

To sum up: 

1) We might refer to SES as a sort of federalist structure to govern the commons  

2) From a vision, the SES framework raise the debate about the subjects who are legitimized or 

entitled to enter in the discussion about the commons 

From this perspective, two remarks can be made: 

1) The federalist organisation does not only include economy-related problems, but 

also those related to the governance of public goods and common resources. The same 

concept (federalism) can lead to different outcomes, depending on the values supporting 

it. Such idea will be further dealt with in the next paragraph through an analysis of the 

ordoliberal and Hayekian visions of federalism. Such perspectives are also useful to 

understand some of the envisions that, today, in the wake of another crisis, are considered 

as new ways to the problems related to the management of resources.   
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2) On how the theme of inequalities keeps the current systems modern, thus 

generating a reduction in the access to knowledge and, consequently, an effective 

regression of the subject considered able to define and access to welfare. 

 

As for point number two, a paragraph is dedicated to underline how Tiebout‘s perspective, that 

inspired Ostrom‘s work, can lead to effective results, by increasing both polarisations and 

marginalisations. 

1.8.3 Federalism and inequality: a premise 

 

From an institutional perspective, it appears that a federal structure can be the right choice to 

manage the commons, since it is both complex and specific. The same federalism can take various 

shapes and lead to different results on the basis of the powers animating it.  

The ―dominant‖ culture determines the redistribution and communication among the various 

levels of the federal structure. In this sense, two points must be taken into consideration: firstly, in 

her work, Elinor Ostrom highlighted numerous cases of failure of self-government. Secondly, it 

must not be forgotten that Ostrom was awarded with the Nobel price together with Williamson.  

Both could represent the answer of the economic governance to the problems of the political 

conflict. However, without attempting any further interpretation, it must be underlined that 

Tullock said that neoliberism is characterised by a shift from the political dimension to the 

economic one (this, too, implicitly normative) and that if it is primarily the economic logic to 

prevail, it is possible that those who held the majority of resources define the rules of the game, in 

particular when inequalities and polarisation increase. All this will be further analysed in the 

following chapters. 

 

1.8.4 Institutional framework: considerations about two perspectives on federalism 

 

Useful to the aim of this work is to take the issue of the classification of public goods, collective 

goods, local public goods and commons again into consideration. It may be possible to provide 

some food for thought on the ―types‖ of federalism potentially connected to the governance of 

public goods in a wider perspective, as the European one for example. 

This work started with Musgrave‘s classification of public goods, based on the principle of non-

excludability and non-rivalry. It was underlined that such themes were debated on among the 

economists. In particular, the debate on the public goods and that on the common resources lead 

many economists to interrogate themselves on their own task (see Desmarais-Tremblay 2014:24), 
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to elaborate new and, somehow, normative, concepts (club goods) that are also constructive 

(regarding club goods it is possible to look at their reflection in the urban zoning theories). 

If the (fictitious) distinction of Musgrave and Tiebout is taken into account once more, it  is 

possible to find that their vision on the institutional organisation can be also traced in theories 

prior to international level federalism. Such theories date back to the issues and questions raised 

before due to the 1929 economic crisis, and then to the social and political turmoil that 

characterised the time of the Second World War. Musgrave started from the idea of a non-

atomized individual (see Sturn, 2006). As stated above, he shared the idea of the impossibility to 

find decentred, spontaneous solutions, and, for this reason, theorised that the central state should 

be the one to entrust the branches of the public sector with the redistribution of resources. 

Musgrave identified public goods and collective needs as something for which the state‘s 

constraint was necessary. Regarding this, the provision of merit goods was disconnected from the 

―economic‖ functions of the state, one would say today ―outside of budgetary constraints‖, due to 

their meritorious nature. In such a case, even the provision of local public goods was not based on 

the taxpayers‘ voluntary provision.  

His vision of a possible local governance, today, would probably be connected to that of a 

multilayer government, organised on multiple levels and concentric jurisdictions. Perhaps, this is 

a closer vision to the ordoliberal one of the German cameralism and Robbins‘ constitutional 

federalism. 

On the other hand, Tibout starts from a strong methodological individualism and from an idea of 

individuals as consumers of services on an institutional market. As mentioned above, he applies 

the theory of the firm to the local authorities, something that mirrors an idea of local public goods 

as services that can be offered on the basis of a voluntary contribution on the institutional market. 

Shifting such vision to the one regarding the governance of common resources, it is clear that a 

federal structure for the management of common resources, as it will be further analysed in the 

next paragraph, would be purely a tool to maintain market‘s competitive structure. It would, in 

fact, generate what was defined as structural federalism à la Hayek (Masini, 2012).  

In both cases, the public authority must be kept to a minimum, leaving instead to the spontaneous 

market structures the ability to stimulate the efficient production of those services and local 

welfare that better fit the consumers‘ preferences. 

In light of the considerations to which reference has been made, even the self-government  and 

self-management of common resources (urban, natural) by the communities can be aimed at 

eliminating a conflict with those who possess, be it the State or another actor. In the first case, a 

―structured‖ government of commons can be guided by an ordoliberal vision of the society, 

according to the European social capitalism (Germany): similar to such perspective of social 

economy is the emphasis on the subsidiary role of society in supporting the public sector. In the 

second case, the governance of the commons can be oriented by a libertarian vision of the 
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apologists for the free market sustained by a State there to protect it. Such vision is similar to the 

one of common goods as resources to be provided to the best organisations/communities for their 

effective management (regardless of them being public authorities or private companies, since all 

subject are limited by the same pressures and economic ties) following a competitive model. 

 

The perception of reality as structured in concentric levels that characterize Ostrom‘s framework 

for analyze sustainability of social-ecological systems could fit with a federalist structure that mix 

polycentrism and monocentrism in the organization of governance or government of the 

Commons.  

Federalism represents the attempt to collect the advantages and richness of diversity and pluralism 

(and so to coordinate anarchies?), but it represents also a multi-level structure that may allow for 

decentralized choices within a ―central strategic unity‖ (Masini, 2014:51). 

Instead of imagining a centralization of power in the bureaucratic mechanism of the State, it is 

possible to conceive the integration between the local and the national/supranational level through 

federalism. 

In these terms, Robbins‘ push for federalism represents the attempt to organize the complexity of 

social needs and wants through the constitution of sovereignty that is not exclusively attributed to 

the State. 

As Masini wrote, from Robbins‘ perspective:  

―The economy is in fact founded on the production and consumption of private and public goods. 

As concerns the former, they need to be produced and exchanged in a plurality of territorially 

concentric markets because each good and service is provided to satisfy the needs of more or less 

wide groups of individuals. Each market for each good needs to be backed and guaranteed by 

specific rules and juridical systems.
 2

 Similarly, there are collective and shared needs that require 

the production of public goods which are not to be provided necessarily at the national level. In 

both cases, the economy needs an institutional, political and juridical system which has to be 

structured from the local to the global dimension, following a principle which we would now call 

subsidiarity . According to Robbins ( 1937a , 1937b , 1939a , 1939b , 1940 ) the most adequate 

constitutional framework coherent with these urges is the federal one. Federalism provides an 

optimal constitutional equilibrium between decentralization and centralization, between local and 

global. ‗Independent Sovereignty must be limited‘ (Robbins, 1939b : 104) and ‗the national States 

must learn to regard themselves as the functions of international local government‘ (Robbins, 

1939a : 105).‖ (Masini, 2014: 50- 51) 

The government on the Commons and on collective goods would thus require a coordination 

between several layers which go from the local (we add even ―self-organized‖) level to a 

supranational or transnational level (see also Montani, 2005).  
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It is worth to recall that, like Hayek and M.Polanyi, also Luigi Einaudi (but only after 1937) and 

Lionel Robbins were both members of the Mont Pélerin Society, and so their contributions 

coursed into the neoliberal thought.   

From the commons to federalism and concentric systems of multi-level government there is a line 

that could link Ostrom to Robbins, Einaudi and Europe. This is the line of the neoliberals and of 

ordo-liberals of the Freiburg School (and) of Social Economy by Ropke, that flowed into 

European Social Capitalism. Also Wilhem Ropke was a member of the MPS.  Ordoliberalism 

born after the 1929 crisis and its aftermaths of 1933 in Germany, and so it shared both the fears 

that influenced the other members of the MPS, and the will to construct a good society or a 

―Civitas Humana‖. As Ralf Ptak (in Mirowsky and Plehwe 2009: 99) brilliantly evidenced : 

―Ordoliberalism is substantially less different from other streams of neoliberal thought than many 

have thought, although the German tradition  of a strong state certainly extends throughout the 

history of German ordoliberalism. But Ordoliberalism had more to offer to the international 

evolution of neoliberalism than mere reiteration of a parochial German understanding of the 

state.‖ The starting assumption of this stream is that both individuals and States, when left free to 

follow their intrinsic logics would inevitably generate perverse effects. The individual would 

generate a wild individualism or a bad pluralism, while the State would create totalitarianism and 

oligarchic concentration of power. For this reason they aimed to support a socially embedded and 

well-functioning competitive order, set in a anthropological-social framework that may allow for 

a State liberal interventionism (Ptak, 2009). They individuate a third way in the principle of 

subsidiarity, as a constitutional principle of a ―non-chaotic‖ pluralism. This  ―safe‖ pluralism is 

based on the articulation of society on different spheres that interact each other without any 

having predominance on the others. According to the analysis by Carlo Galli
31

(2015) in 

ordoliberalism, ethic-political freedom and economic freedom are constantly interacting. The 

relationship between ethic-political and economic freedom is neither of absolute separation (as it 

was for Croce, 1928) nor of total identification (as it was for totalitarianisms). The practical 

outcome in economic policy is thus a liberal interventionism: the State do influence economy 

through the building of a framework of regulation thanks to which the animal spirits can be 

influenced and regulated. This multifaceted stream of thought relay upon an envision of the 

distinctiveness of liberty supported by the market economy, a refusal of the anarchic order of 

market as well as a refusal of the totalitarian or paternalistic state. This approach gave birth to the 

social economics by emphasizing the social framework of a market economy
32

.  

                                                           
31 Here I report the lecture by Carlo Galli  at the International Conference on ―Riformability or irriformability of 

capitalism‖  promoted by Fondazione Basso on February, 19th-20th 2015. Lectures available at  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHe6mbynvg8  (accessed March 13th 2015) 
32 It is interesting to acknowledge some introduced in the first part of ―A human economy‖  when Ropke openly 

asserted. ―the vital things are those beyond supply and demand and the world of property. It is they which give 

meaning, dignity, and inner richness to life~, those purposes and values which belong to the realm of ethics in the 

widest sense‖ (Ropke, 1960:11) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHe6mbynvg8
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On the other side, Hayek‘s instrumental federalism stemmed from the disillusion about 

international democratic institutions after the end of WWII (Masini, 2012). Its former envision, as 

described by Masini, was that of an international federal organization which should defend 

citizens from the State‘s intromission in the intervention of the public authority in the economy. 

In his reflection on what the attempt to stir the individual will towards social results that do not 

damage the others should be, he came to the conclusion that the power of new international 

authorities should be similar to the one of the ultra-liberal laissez faire State. 

 ―The need is for an international authority which, without power to direct the different people 

what they must do, must be able to restrain them from action which will damage others. The 

powers which must be devolved on an international authority are not the new powers assumed by 

the states in recent times, but that minimum of powers of the ultra-liberal „laissez-faire‟ state. 

And even more than in the national sphere, it is essential that these powers of the international 

authority should be strictly circumscribed by the Rule of Law. […] The form of international 

government under which certain strictly defined powers are transferred to an international 

authority, while in all other respects the individual countries remain responsible for their internal 

affairs, is, of course, that of federation‖(Hayek 1944: 172-3). However, Masini observed that, 

later, given his disenchanted attitude towards the post-war international bodies, he developed a 

liberalistic and federalistic attitude similar to Mises‘. 

Hayek‘s approach to federalism, then would develop into a ―more radical concept of federalism 

where the federal authority is a sort of functional, technical organism constraining national policy-

making into narrow paths of public spending, as would later be for Friedman (1962) and 

Buchanan‖(Masini 2014: 49).  

The idea is that the superior institutions are not and should not be the field for democratic 

concentration but frameworks in which to fight against the public intervention in the economic 

system. Everything must be left to the forces of a spontaneous market and a spontaneously 

regulated society. As Masini writes: 

―Hayek completely abandoned any reference to federalism à la Robbins and went on pursuing a 

neoliberal agenda (à la Mises) where economic freedom is not the by-product of a worldwide 

constitutional arrangement based on the federal principles but is a goal in itself, to be pursued in 

each national political arena and coordinated worldwide. 

In synthesis, apart from a very short period in his life, not only could Hayek‘s political liberalism 

be labelled as ―instrumental‖ (Kley 1994), but also his claim for political federalism can be said to 

be instrumental to an economic and social Weltanschauung aimed at preserving the spontaneous 

social order expressed by the market from the interference of any collective political body.‖ 
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―The main problem with Mises‟s liberalism from below and with Hayek‘s instrumental 

federalism is that any effort to design some international institution is only devoted to elicit 

national State sovereignties from interfering with the 

operation of the free market, not at creating a new, supranational public authority endowed with 

the enforceable power to provide global public goods (such as free trade, monetary stability but 

also conflict resolution)‖. 

 

Therefore, from a vision based on an organicist state capable of collocate choices on concentric 

levels as well as to stir and regulate the market to meet the needs of the citizens/civitas humana to 

an idea of the institutional organisation as something with the task of freeing the competitive 

forces of the subjects through its support to free competition, there is a vast spectrum of 

perspectives to meet human needs and manage resources, all for the same goal. 

 

What is not clear is what is, today, the subject whose task is to define such goal. It is also not clear 

if said subject is one or a group of stakeholders. Furthermore, another matter of controversy is 

how the rights to the use or to the management of resources are given. Robbins‘ federalism 

eliminates conflict through an institutional design in which institutions are places for discussion 

and mediation of conflicts, according to an ordoliberal vision. Hayek‘s federalism gives to 

competition the task to free the energies of the society and the power to cancel the conflict an 

mediate through an economic dimension of the market. 

So, even federalism, as the idea of the commons, can start from and generate various forms of 

organisation and concentration of collective choices on the basis of the different cultures that 

constitute it. Those two perspectives were highlighted in this work because they represent an 

historically localised attempt to solve – alas, without positive results – the ―conflict‖, a central 

theme of the government of common resources. 

 

1.8.5 Tiebout’s model and the problem of polarizations 

 

 

Another important perspective to look at when analysing the issue of the commons and the 

support to their management is that of the institutional design outlined by Tiebout and the 

problem of inequality. Both the idea of the communities competing among themselves for the 

provision of the best public services and the vision according to which communities are self-

organised and able to manage together collective resources raise some questions on the effects of 

such management forms on a larger scale.  
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 The relation between local public goods and common goods has been already dealt with 

in this chapter, as well as how both goods have generated a whole system of thought concerning 

the institutional organisation or the management, by the various groups, according to the visions 

of the economists in the studies by Elinor Ostrom (one example is that of the management of the 

water basins in California, reported in Governing the Commons). 

 All these themes can now be taken into account by analysing the effect of the interlocal 

competition model by Tiebout, able to determine and maintain unbalances beyond the effective 

distribution of resources, according to the preferences of citizens ―voting with their feet‖. The 

issue related to Tiebout‘s model, as further analysed in the following paragraphs, is that of the 

increase in polarisations and inequalities linked to local federalism. Indeed, starting from these 

structural inequalities, another vision of commons and communities that emerge for their 

management can be determined. Tiebout thought of a competitive system of institutions whose 

task is to provide public services on a wider market. This way, his aim was to define an effective 

result independent from the political solution of the problem, through the effective allocation of 

people in their ―favourite‖ jurisdictions. Consequently, Tiebout‘s model was based on the idea of 

economic support to the services according to the local taxation rate and the freedom of 

movement of the citizens-consumers. This way, it would have been possible to obtain a system of 

preferences, able to orient the market of local public services towards the efficient production of 

such services for the citizens. Also, starting from the application of his model to land market and 

land property tax (Oates, 2006) , ―many studies take full capitalization as a premise and use 

differentials in local property values to measure what people are willing to pay for a wide variety 

of local amenities‖ (Fischel, 2001: 45). 

Tiebout‘s model was often connected to Buchanan‘s club theory. He makes a reference of his 

colleague in a 1965 paper, (Oates, 2006): the condition of efficiency ensured by these two models 

(mainly the second one) in dealing with the problem of rivalry through the construction of barriers 

to exclude had significant effects in terms of policy. 

Tiebout‘s model was useful to imagine how, on the basis of one‘s tastes and preferences 

connected to one‘s income (actually, to one‘s revenue, since one of the ideas at the core of 

Tiebout‘s model is that citizens do not have to move from one locality to another to be able to 

work, thus the cost-opportunity evaluation is not necessary in terms of commuting from one place 

to another) the citizens that can freely move tend to gather in homogeneous communities. The 

theory of clubs outlined by Buchanan ended up supporting the idea of coexistence of the use of 

local taxation to provide local public services, showing the advantages of the efficiency of such 

system also in solving the potential rivalry problems. Starting from the merge of such theories, a 

series of policies were developed. 

As reported by Oates (2006:41) on Tiebout‘s model: ―While it is true that it promotes efficient 

resource use through the stratification of communities by demands for local services, this very 
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stratification has some unappealing distributional consequences. A world composed of high-

income communities walled off by zoning ordinances that effectively prevent entry by lower-

income households is troubling. In particular, it precludes much in the way of local redistributive 

programs, since the wealthy and poor tend to live in different jurisdictions. The response  of some 

economists is simply to note that redistributive measures are not suitable to local government 

anyway. Aggressive measures by a local government to redistribute income from rich to poor will 

inevitably set in motion forces inducing the rich to exit and the poor to enter- forces that, in 

practice, will serve to limit efforts at the local level to devise and introduce redistributive 

measures (Brown and Oates 1987). Redistributive policies, in short, are really not the business of 

local government.‖ The inter-local competition mechanism outlined by Tiebout had already 

generated some criticism and questions in the Eighties, by Stiglitz (1982). 

In a work of 1982, J. Stiglitz analyzed Tiebout‘s model of local public expenditure of 1956. 

First of all, according to the author, local public goods are characterized by an element of 

―privateness‖: in fact, ―while within the community the good is a pure public good, between the 

communities it acts like a private good‖ (Stiglitz 1982:3-4). Extending this to our previous 

considerations about the Commons, we might also say that communities may act as private 

owners of  local public goods, even if the externalities of these local public goods accrue not only 

the community, but extend beyond its boundaries . The model by Tiebout is twofold: in a case, it 

assumes that individuals can belong to only one community in which they live, work and spent 

their time in all their activities; in the other interpretation an individual may belong to many 

groups and thus she/he can work in a community while living in another and so on. In his paper, 

Stiglitz considers Tiebout‘s model to address the question on what implications has the ability of 

individuals to choose a community on the provision of public goods. As we‘ve seen,  Tiebout‘s  

idea was that local governments can act as firms to provide public goods to their inhabitants. 

Since the main assumption of his model is the freedom of movement, individuals are considered 

customers that reveal their preferences through their moving toward the communities which fit 

with their tastes. We‘ve already asserted that the principle of ―voting by feet‖ is sufficiently 

unlikely. But what is more controversial here, is the problem of redistribution and the role that 

externalities (do not) play. Stiglitz (1982), Zodrow and Mieszowkski (1986) underlined the effect 

of tax competition into a rush to the bottom in taxation and the consequent underprovision of 

public good,   beyond the typical problem of wealth polarization linked to local federalism.  

At the same time, local taxation, decentralization and subsidiarity partly would solve the tendency 

to concentrate power and spending upwards, and they allow the creation of local self-correcting 

mechanisms (as seen also in the previous reflections by Ostrom about polycentricity). According 

to this consideration, since big entities (like cities) are considered too big to fail, to set a maximal 

spending by the State could not be per se a solution to limit their deficit (because they would be in 

the position to not respect it), and thus local or common pool financing is deemed the answer.  
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But for Bouton, Gassner and Verardi (2005) the Common pool problem would limit the 

redistributive effect of fiscal policies inducing low levels of redistributive spending. In situation 

of commons financing, according to them, the national public good (which produces externalities) 

is replaced by local public goods (that would produce no externalities in the model).   

It is not impossible to imagine that a similar system such as the one described above would 

aim a management of common goods that can leverage the full potential of the community. The 

state is less and less the protector of rights, even through redistribution, and it delegates its tasks 

to the networks and entities defined as ―stakeholders‖. Those inherit the role of suppliers of such 

protection through bargaining and self-organisation for the management of common resources for 

the supply of goods and essential public services. On the other hand, even the economic support 

on projects on goods and common resources is delegated to a series of economic actors that can 

influence – on the basis of new rules and balance of power – the way to manage resources as the 

result of collective efforts on the governance of common resources. The limits and potential of 

such vision on the management of commons are apparent: if, on the one hand, this scenario allows 

the communities to access a social and shared use of common resources, on the other, this runs 

the risk of leaving the burden of managing said resources on the groups dealing with them, thus 

running the risk of polarisations among communities that are more or less capable of coping with 

the needs related to the management of resources.  

From this model, therefore, growing and worrying degenerations linked to the polarisation of 

inequalities can be caused. In a world where, as Fischel (2001,45) notes "Everything seems to be 

capitalized, including environmental amenities, crime rates, accessibility, and many other features 

of the local landscape‖, the capitalisation of local public goods can generate various models of 

exclusion, based on the idea of access to public goods and rights (public goods as the social wants 

and merit goods) on the basis of the affiliation to a group, based on income, most of the time. 

When the common goods are classified as resources to be exploited by a community, their use or 

access to could replicate the dynamics of appropriation and exclusion based on the interest to 

exploit to one‘s own exclusive advantage resources that can be regarded to as legally property of 

the community. 

Now it is worth to present Stiglitz‘s perspective about the issue of inequality and local public 

goods provision in relationship with Tiebout‘s hypothesis of freedom to move: 

―One of the most noted aspects of community formation in the United States is the important role that 

income—wealth differences play. This is not surprising: individuals with different incomes are likely to 

have different attitudes towards public and private goods. There are, however, two important implications 

of free migration related to wealth differences. 

First, we noted in our basic result on the optimality of the local public goods equilibrium that there was 

effectively no scope for redistribution. Any attempt by a community to redistribute income away from some 

group would simply induce migration. Although the assumptions of that model are extreme, it is clear that 

the power to redistribute income locally with free migration is severely limited. Secondly, in situations 

where in-migration cannot be restricted, and discriminatory taxes against the poor cannot be imposed, then 



62 

 

there may be some incentive for the poor to migrate into the rich communities. In the case of pure public 

goods, this may be of little concern: there is no extra cost associated with the poor being (relatively) free 

riders on the rich provided that the political structure does not lead to an allocation of resources to the 

public good which is different from that which the rich would have chosen by themselves, and provided 

there are no congestion effects. If there are, then the rich may still wish to exclude the poor. 

In the case of publicly provided private goods —— like education —— there is a real cost to the rich 

of having more poor individuals within their community. They will thus attempt to exclude them. There are 

a variety of exclusion devices; e.g., requiring large minimum size lots, having a very high tax rate (so the 

poor cannot "afford" to live in the community); or having a very low tax rate with a very low level of public 

services (both the rich and poor substitute private for public goods, but the poor can do this less well). 

Although such exclusionary devices clearly create "distortions"' relative to the first best optimum, 

where poor individuals could be directly excluded or discriminatory taxation could be imposed, the 

existence of these exclusionary practices does not imply that the local public goods equilibrium is not a 

constrained Pareto optimum, taking into account the restrictions which are, in fact, imposed on the set of 

instruments which the communities can employ to discriminate. Moreover, further restrictions on the set of 

exclusion devices (e.g., not allowing certain zoning requirements) may simply lead to the substitution of 

less efficient and desirable exclusionary devices. Such restrictions may lead to a Pareto inferior 

equilibrium.‖ (Stiglitz, 1982: 29-30). 

The attempt to avoid free-riding by some individuals determines, according to Stiglitz, 

exclusion practices among the communities.  Therefore, the way to reach an agreement on shared 

governance rules that can be monitored to the benefit of all is not through bargaining arenas. The 

community takes hold of a good and shares its benefits to the detriment of a wider community. 

This is exactly what determines the exclusionary zoning practices in the cities: 

 ―Exclusionary zoning refers to land use regulations that discriminate against some types of people, 

especially those with low incomes. Whereas all zoning exists to exclude specified land uses from certain 

areas, exclusionary zoning separates particular people from certain areas. Exclusionary zoning works to 

limit the amount and pace of residential development, thereby rendering housing in a local jurisdiction 

unaffordable for low income residents‖ (Garber, J.A. in Huchinson, R.  2010) 

In particular, it must be underlined that such behaviours generate twisted effects also from the 

point of view of economic theories on the social capital.  

The rules that can lead to a shared and sustainable governance of the resources mainly need 

that the entities recognise each other: as already highlighted by some authors (Bowles among 

others), material inequality is a fundamental factor that impairs communication, therefore the 

possibility to relate, share and confront ideas in ―shared fora of discussion‖ that, in Ostrom‘s 

perspective, are regarded to as essential for a ―management‖ of common resources able to grant 

sustainability.  

Inequality and redistribution are relative to access to both material and immaterial ―wealth‖, like 

knowledge, information and relationships. Inequality strongly negatively affects welfare also via 

lack of communication, trust and reciprocity (Bowles & Gintis, 2002)  that generates a deficit of 

knowledge and information, an impossibility to devise common working rules and to 

understand/recognize each others‘ perspective. In this perspective,  it is important to evidence 
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how power imbalances are also the outcome of economic imbalances, in terms of access to both 

information, knowledge and material resources.  

 The study of the application of Tiebout‘s hypothesis, that took into consideration market 

of land, housing and taxation on land property, showed that the consumers‘ freedom of economic 

choice generates polarisations and marginalisations  through the spontaneous behavior of said 

consumers (regardless of regulations favoring the phenomenon of zoning, Wheaton, 1992). As it 

will be underlined in the second part of this work, starting from such considerations, a political 

and conflictual perspective emerged on the theme of ―commons‖ as something that cannot be 

solely relativized to stringent economic ties for their social use. 

In Hirschman's terminology (1970), Tieboult‘s model focuses exclusively on the "exit" option 

and ignores completely the "voice" alternative. The idea of ―exit‖ in Tiebout‘s model, therefore, 

in a reality of stringent economic ties, translates in the forced migration of those who cannot 

afford the level of taxation required to access local services. The shift towards the favourite 

communities and the marginalization of the ―poor‖ is the possible result of a system of inter-local 

competition, even more so when it is possible to establish a set of exclusion practices that allow 

the restriction of access to some local services, to avoid congestion. 

From a political and collective action perspective, however, this idea is different if considered 

from a different perspective: the inequality provides a third way, an answer to the concentration of 

political and economic power that finds on the social force its very existence. The notion of 

―Common‖ and the radical democratic perspective emerge, in fact, from that very same structural 

inequality that characterizes those societies that relegate ―weaker‖ subjects to the margins.  

 

1.8.6 Constitutional Rules, Collective Choice Rules, Operational Rules 

According to Ostrom (1990), in general, rules change less often than individual strategies and 

generate consistent expectations. 

Communities can, in some cases, avert the tragedy of common resources better than the 

government‘s regulation of the market. Decisions made at a local level have the ability to create 

rules that can be effectively shared and applied. There is a difference between de jure rules and de 

facto ones. Ostrom studied the de facto rules in the management of CPRS. 

 

Considering institutional change, it must be acknowledged that rules are always to be considered 

within wider contexts that define the rules to modify them (for example, the Constitution, as a 

primary source of rules, states that the principle according to which authorisation and legitimacy 

to govern is awarded is that of democratic elections. It also sets the rules to be followed to achieve 

this result): 
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According to Ostrom (1990:52) 

– Changes in the rules followed to demand action on a certain level take place 

within a ―clear‖ set of rules on a deeper/higher level. 

– Changes in deeper level rules are usually more difficult and challenging to make, 

thus increasing the stability of reciprocal expectations among individuals that 

interact according to a given set of rules. 

Actually, more levels of definition and enforcement of rules exist. Those influence each other and 

determine the end results in the management of resources. For every level there are formal and 

informal processes and arenas that determine the evolution of rules and institutions.  

The operational rules can be easily modified than collective choices rules. Similarly, collective 

choice rules are easier to change than constitutional ones.  (Ostrom 1990:53)  

 

Figure 1 Linkages among rules and levels of analysis (Ostrom, 1990:53) 

Generally, there are various 

contexts within which the 

rules of the game are 

changed. According to 

Ostrom (1990), if the 

operational rules in use are 

changed, those changed 

because at a higher level 

(collective choice), in formal 

and informal discussion fora, new operational rules are defined.  

On a lower level, the application of such rules is controlled trough monitoring activities as well as 

formal and informal enforcement. 

Figure 1a. Relationships of formal and informal collective choice arenas 
and CPR operational rules (Ostrom, 1990:53) 
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What happens when ―informal‖ rules are those influencing the production of formal rules? That 

is, what happens in those contexts in which the application of higher level rules (constitutional or 

collective choice) is not enforced on the basis of other ―operational‖ rules in use that trouble the 

―stable expectations‖ of individuals? What happens if, for example, an élite takes hold of the 

collective advantages of the political action to the detriment of citizens?
33

 

The dynamic of informal operational rules that take place of the high level formal rules is 

currently present due to the effects of the economic crisis and it increases the conception that the 

commons are ―counter hegemonic‖ projects: when the informal rules and the misbalances of the 

market prevail on the formal and theoretically constitutional rules, communities can be willing to 

self-organise and reorganise the management of resources at their disposal. In particular, de jure 

public or private resources, however de facto abandoned. Ostrom highlighted the existence of a 

dichotomy between properties and the use of some resources. Moreover, in some cases, self-

government models can be ―spontaneous‖ means of economic unbalances in the access to 

resources that can be ―scarce‖ for a whole community. 

The de-structured and polycentric governance system outlined by Tiebout can be, today, 

considered as one of the causes of the creation of a third vision of commons and communities. 

Briefly moving from the perspective on the institutional design to the one on the subjects, it 

appears evident as, currently, the reflection on property and the shared access to resources is 

connected to Ostrom‘s insights on the ability of the subjects to cooperate
34

. 

                                                           
33 As it will be underlined in the following chapter, such factors influenced the urbanand socio-economic development 

of Rome. In some cases, the operative rules, or the ―kidnapping‖ of the public sector by oligopolistic interests generated 

―conflicts‖ on an urban scale, and lead informal groups of people to define ―other‖ operational rules and self-

government models of urban spaces (abandoned areas, unavailable property of the state).  An example, in Rome, is 

provided by the so called centri sociali, social centres. The research underlines that a part of them was born in the 

districts and areas of the city ―abandoned‖ by the institutions (former borgate). 
34 It is useful to take into consideration the concept of forms of integration by Karl Polanyi, an author often referred to 

in the literature on economic and institutional transformations. 

Karl Polanyi (1957) individuated through the notion of ―forms of integration‖ a synthesis of  the tasks and patterns 

leading the ―institutions‖ of State, market and community. Forms of integration are also ways to  map  the flow of 

material means through society (Schaniel & Neale, 2000).  As Castaldi (2008)  synthesized : "Polanyi identifies the 

dominant form of integration of any given society as the one to which land and labour are subject (10). But he also 

suggests that different forms of integration may coexist regulating different areas of activity of social life. 

(...) Polanyi stresses the specific relationship between the forms of integration and the social organization. 

Reciprocity requires a symmetric social organisation.(...) Redistribution requires the centralization of the economic and 

political authority to claim the goods produced and to redistribute them. Finally exchange requires the market, although 

not necessarili a self-regulating one. But the existence of a given social structure does not necessarily imply a given 

form of integration an vice-versa.(...)All forms of integration are based on institutions that are not concerned with 

production alone and with an economic motive alone (Polanyi, 1944:56). This explains why "in the absence of any 

indication of societal conditions from which the motives of individuals spring, there would be little, if anything, to 

sustain the interedependence of the movements and their recurrence on which the unity and the stability of the process 

depends" (Polanyi 1957:249) (Castaldi, 2008: 67-68) 
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Inequality produces two different results: as for social capital, it undermines the heterogeneity and 

the capacity of self-organisation of the communities in defining new and operational rules 

interacting with different actors for the shared management of common resources, thus generating 

growing polarisations. At the same time, from inequalities come commons and practices of 

commoning that attempt to redefine the terms of property in the shared, social use of resources 

and, at the same time, try to redefine in a political perspective – not exclusively economic – the 

terms of discussion. Such perspective on the commons tries to redefine an ethic of relations, based 

on sharing, as well as on the idea of common and ―enlarged‖ community in the political and 

economic discourse. That is why it is difficult to disconnect the theme of the economic 

management from the political and juridical theme. For the same reason, the various perspectives 

will be further analysed in the second part of this work 

―The fundamental rights of people identify the very conditions of that «free and dignified» 

existence that can be freed from the tyranny of commodities. The first consequence of such idea is 

the new taxonomy of goods, which puts common ones first. A possible definition of commons is 

that making reference to «things that express utility, functional to the fundamental rights as well 

as the free development of one‘s personality». The second consequence is a «non naturalistic» 

consideration of commons, that present themselves as an historical and social concept, making 

reference to the constitutional foundations of a set of laws. 

The third is about the dislocation of commons from property and market terms to that of the 

predominance of people and their fundamental rights. 

A fourth can be found in the constitutional limit that is, so, imposed to the legitimacy of «closure», 

not accettable when it can generate conflict with the dimension of fundamental rights. 

In conclusion, we are not facing a simple association of fundamental rights and commons. We are 

facing the production of commons through fundamental rights. This way of looking at common 

goods reacts on the overall redefinition of the entire category of goods, of which commons are 

just a part. This is not a way to lessen the importance of the problem. Instead, it is a way to 

highlight how the arena of goods not following individualistic logics of the market is not entirely 

covered by the common goods. Therefore, the aim is not just to avoid inflation, voiding the 

category of commons in its specificity. The aim is to exclude forms of shrinkage of responsibility 

for public entities, which have the task or the «necessary duty» to manage a series of goods. The 

new taxonomy of goods, that starts from the acknowledgement of the founding role of commons, 

produces an important system effect, making a redefinition of the recognition of the modalities of 

use of public and private goods necessary.‖ 

However, even acknowledging a previous real right to use, its practice is precarious if such right 

and the definition of its rules are separated from one another: the right to use has no effect if it is 

voided of the right to co-produce the rules of common use; consequently, it is an ineffective right 
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to use one‘s individual part of a «good», whose fate depends on the good will of its owners, or, at 

best, as a right to «manage» an «asset» that remains under the strict control of an entity which 

autonomously decides‖.(Rodotà,  2015
35

) 

 

Ostrom‘s analysis is aimed at seeking to define some principles that, from time to time were 

regarded to as ―convenient‖ in the management of common resources by local groups (Ostrom, 

1990; Cox et al., 2010). On the other hand, what strikes as important in her work is the idea of the 

creation of rules and the internal changes to such rules.  

The commons are an empty signifier, for now, and they rise problems such as free-riding, to 

which the economists answered elaborating economic concepts and public finance models that 

were important from a normative and constructive point of view. As for Tiebout‘s theory and the 

fiscal federalist processes through competitive taxation, and as for to Buchanan‘s club theory and 

the theories of zoning, the risk is that this very concept, that of the commons, is read in light of 

the problem of economic efficiency, and that it can lead to the definition of self-government 

forms that generate further ―spontaneous‖ polarisations, based on the vision of an individual-

consumer. 

Even if Ostrom‘s theory defined eight principles and referred to federalism, starting from 

Vincent, it can still reflect the neo liberal dynamic of a regression of the state that sees, in the self-

governing forces of the citizens, the antidote to the regression in the provision of rights and public 

services (acquired on a global provision market).  

However that of the commons is an idea economically linked to that of the non-excludability 

and competition, it must be highlighted that: 

1) Tiebout‘s idea of local public goods and his model for an institutional design was limited 

and did not take in consideration the problem of congestion (thus of rivalry) that could 

emerge from the shared use of local public services. This happened because, probably, he 

would have delegated the local government through the creation of barriers (such as 

taxation), or the citizens trough their exit, creating compensation means for the system. 

2) Such problem was taken into consideration by Ostrom. By shifting the attention from 

theory to practice and from economics to ―politics‖, she underlined how citizens are able 

to deal with rivalry issues by defining a set of norms for the granting of a series of 

property, use, withdrawal rights on resources. Said ―rights‖ are nothing but forms of 

exclusion from the use of the resource, established by local actors. They are said to be 

those able to decide. This way, Ostrom delegates the burden of collective decision from 

the classic central or institutional actor to the local one and to the communities. Ostrom‘s 

is not a normative concept, however it can have some weight. If in philosophic terms this 

                                                           
35 Rodotà S. (2015) ―Quale spazio per i beni comuni?‖, Introduction to Laval and Dardot (2015). Trad. By F. Piccirilli.  
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is the greatest democratic solution, it must be acknowledged that communities work on 

the basis of shared interests and norms, and if this can be a good thing, depending on 

what are the norms internal to the community (Gintis and Bowles, 2002). 

 

The culture shared by a community that has to manage a common good is the approach with 

which common goods are commonly managed.  

If the prevailing culture is the point of reference, and if it is based on an increasing capitalisation 

of all things, a governance of commons oriented by this culture based on the importance of 

property and of exploitation runs the risk to raise a problem already known to those debating on 

Tiebout‘s federalism (Stiglitz, 1982). Once the task of redistributing resources and provide goods 

and services is transferred from the state to the local government on the basis of a federalist 

mechanism, and once the government is turned into a local enterprise, an extension to the 

reasoning leads to state that property enterprises, owners of their own resources, could define the 

best uses and services necessary to their survival, on the basis of their capacities and preferences. 

When this reasoning is inserted in a scheme of interpretation oriented to efficiency and economic 

sustainability as principal objectives to which each community must orient to survive, the risk is 

for the tragedy of the commons to take place as soon as attention is diverted from the single object 

of action to the community, to the social context of which it is part
36

. Maybe this is also why 

Ostron developed the framework of analysis of SES, to extend the perspective of the shared 

management of resources within a specific group resource and deal with the problems connected 

to externality, in particular through discussion arenas and an nested units based organisation. 

Through the idea of nested units, Ostrom showed that it is possible to create a virtuous process of 

organisation and mediation of conflicts born on the externalities. However, such vision remains, 

for now, one of the possible scenarios among the many that can take place. The challenge, now, is 

to have the ability to recognise each other among people and various communities and the 

―shared‖ culture that can be born from that. This is the reason why the focus of analysis moved 

from the object of commons to the analysis of the subjects (free-riders or commoners?) that 

developed practices of self-governance in Rome, moving to the investigation of the 

socioeconomic development of the city.

                                                           
36 The distribution of ties, the possibility to donate in its three-folded matrix (not of a two-folded exchange, and without 

the blackmail of debt) (see Godbout, 2007), of mutual recognition, regardless of the individual interest, developing 

constructive and multiplicative synergies for a widely shared welfare is, perhaps, the main cultural challenge of current 

times.  



2. Urban Commons: narratives and evidences from the field 

 
 “These intelligent farmers he did not visualize as owners of their land, but as free from all interference 

from landlords, from whom they would rent, for long periods, large lots of land—cleared and equipped with 

buildings—in order to do with them as they pleased. Commons should be dissolved and let to individuals 

like the rest of the land; feudal rights and duties—in particular the right to hunt on farm land—should be 

abolished; so should internal and external customs that hamper disposal of products, and taxes that 

discourage effort (one of the practical reasons for the single tax that was to be paid by the landlord); the 

countryside, as it were, was to dissolve into a swarm of prosperous enterprises, left to their own devices, 

selling at high prices, buzzing with energy themselves, and energizing the whole of the national economy.
6
 

Now, if the reader visualizes this particular type of program, he will immediately see that its success 

presupposed fulfillment of three conditions: first, that these farmer-entrepreneurs should actually buzz with 

energy, a condition that Quesnay took lightly because, being a typical child of his age, he did not attach 

much importance to the problem of innate qualities of personnel; second, that this farmer‘s paradise should 

not be undersold from abroad, a condition about which, in eighteenth-century France, it was not necessary 

to worry; and third, that there should be plenty of capital—cheap capital— available for these essentially 

capitalist farmer-entrepreneurs‖  

(Schumpeter, (1954) 2006:236) 
 

 

In the first part of this work I criticized the alleged neutrality of the concept of the commons, 

analyzing its origins and developments in the history of economic thought (from the concept of 

public goods, to collective goods, local public goods and merit goods). The evolution of different 

socio-political perspectives starting from the analysis of these "ambiguos goods" swinging 

between public and private goods, witnessed the diversity of perceptions/envisions about 

individuals and system of government/governance of collective resources by economists such as 

Tiebout, Musgrave and Ostrom. Questions about the evolution of institutions for collective action 

(which can emerge by the management of common resources (as stocks) or in the provision of 

collective goods (as flows)) are still open and on top of economic and political debate in a present 

of great transformations and changes.  

In this chapter, the aim is to describe the process by which the economic crisis and the policies 

adopted by governments have been reflected in Italy in a widening of inequalities that motivated a 

response from the community in defense of the "Commons". Inequalities considered in this 

approach, concern not only the increasing economic gaps, but the progressive shift away in terms 

of access to rights and opportunities to participate effectively in political and social life. 

A feature of Tiebout‘s (1956) social design was the possibility for individuals to ―exit‖ 

communities and territories that did not respond to their needs in order to physically enter 

communities that better matched their preferences of consumption. This model, based on the 
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application of a competitive system among local authorities in the provision of local collective 

goods, would ensure greater efficiency in the distribution of material and immaterial resources in 

the area and, allegedly, would benefited the society as a whole. However, the model of inter-local 

competition realized, generated very different outcomes in the globalized world. Outside of 

models, the economic and social systems are characterized by far greater complexity. From the 

one side, Hirshmann‘s critic to Tiebout‘s theory hold: high-income and better educated people are 

more able to afford to exit, and these people can also most effectively use ―voice‖ (Dowding, 

John,  2012: 52). As it would be highlightned in the research, as well as high-income households, 

also high-income entrepreneurs can be able to devise operational working rules in agreement with 

the administration: sometimes this can create perverse incentives in the provision of public 

services and in urban planning.  Despite such evidence some communities of citizens in Rome 

organized in collective action, claiming public and private resources as ―commons‖. 

Notwithstanding their efforts anyway, the opportunity they have to effectively exit or voice often 

remains constrained by the same structural factors of inequality which motivate their actions.  

 

This means that, beyond the functional organization of the public sector for the provision of merit 

goods and public services, there are many other factors which indeed play a role in determining 

the efficacy of redistributive policies and which motivate citizens‘ self organization or even their 

self-government.  Indeed, the studies by Elinor Ostrom on the commons and the management of 

common resources by communities, highlighted a number of intervening variables not to be 

underestimated. This path of research shaded light  on the importance of cultural factors and of 

specific contexts in the management and distribution of resources (being them natural resources, 

spatial resources, public service provided..). By this way, they encourage to rediscover the weight 

of social representations (Moscovici, 1961) and of cultures in supporting systems and in ensuring 

the survival of these "institutions"
37

. Self-governing institutions and collective action often arise 

facing public ―deficits‖ and private élites‘ interests in the management of resources or in their 

distribution, and this can also happen when local knowledge, needs  and cultures are disregarded 

by the public or the private sector. This has been widely acknowledged by the studies on systems 

of natural resources.  Both the system and the resources provided (collective goods) can be 

objects of arrangement and conflict among different actors, but the same can be applied also to 

systems of urban resources. These can supply streams of collective goods, and they both can be 

objects of agreement and conflict in the urban landscape and beyond. That‘s the reason why, in a 

context of perceived scarcity like  the economic crisis (scarcity of economic resources to address 

public and social needs by the public welfare sector,  scarcity of urban free spaces and of green 

                                                           
37 Respect to the construction of Tiebout's theoretical model, Ostrom reassessed the focus on complexity, multiplicity 

and specificity and she refused models as ―one-size-fits-all‖ solutions divorced from socio-ecological contexts and 

always valid. Her awarding with the The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences brought to the fore the political 

scope of the economic science. 

http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/economic-sciences/
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areas for collective use due to urban sprawl and to the selling of urban resources motivated by 

municipal budgetary restraints, scarcity of time and space for leisure, social activity, political 

engagement due to the increasing competition in the job sector)  the issue of the Commons raised 

with greater intensity.  

Different ―communities‖ provide different solutions to manage such resources beyond market and 

State (Ostrom, 1990 ) Just in a changing context, by the issue of the Commons the political 

philosophy finally resurfaced alongside the economic discourse, raising the challenge to the 

neoliberal economic and institutional model which manifestedly appeared in crisis in 2007.  

Systems of Commons give rise to social-ecological systems which consist mainly in the 

interaction among the commons, the community and the collective action (known also as the 

practice of ―commoning‖) (Marella, 2015). 

According to Marella (2015:4) 

 ―In the Italian experience the commons (common goods) have mostly represented a battleground 

for economic and social transformation: the common goods movements - not differently from 

analogous social movements in other parts of the world – have been struggling against the new 

enclosures of common spaces and resources ranging from tap water to cultural spaces - such as 

theaters or cinemas - subtracted by public or private owners to the public access for the benefit of 

private profit11. Accordingly, in the Italian debate – which from those social movements has 

largely profited – the common goods do not have a predefined substance: not only environmental 

resources or the cultural heritage of a country are biens communs. Common goods can be 

anything. A private cinema or a public farm can be(come) common goods. Such a notion therefore 

implies a non-naturalistic attitude which characterizes the Italian experience as a whole. On the one 

hand a non-naturalistic notion of common goods emerges from the social movements‘ practices 

which have shown that the biens communs come out of social struggles, such as the referendum 

campaign against the privatization of tap water in 2011, and are created through the practice of 

commoning, as the many occupations of cultural spaces have pointed out. On the other hand, the 

social movements‘ approach to the common goods matches with and is strengthened by the 

theoretical elaboration of a group of Italian legal scholars also known as the Rodotà Commission.‖ 

The Commons thus reactivated emerging contestations, conflicts and craft.  

Far from the desiderata of Tiebout-Warren-Ostrom's model (1961), the path of a new global inter-

local competition result in a different outcome nowadays.  

With the occurring economic crisis and political transformations, inter-local competition resulted 

in marketization of territories and of resources,in urban transformations which activated a  

progressive marginalization of individuals who have a desire to "get out" or change their 

economic and social context, and an imposition of measures that establishes the primacy of 

certain "communities" on others. It is in this context where legality appears - often ex post - to 

have been used as an instrument to legitimize inequalities, that ecological and social conflicts 

emerge. The communities react by claiming public, private and collective goods as "commons" 

and by activating shared paths and practices to manage them.  

 



72 

 

The following chapter is a collection of cases and perspectives on the commons starting right 

from action research methodology and from the study of recent ecological and social conflicts in 

particular in urban areas.  

I wondered why did self-organized communities around the management of urban commons 

emerge in Rome. Since contexts and perceptions influence and motivate social imaginaries and 

practices, I tried to inquiry which international, national and local factors influenced the rise of 

these specific communities. Abandoned public and private premises and urban forgotten spaces 

became urban commons managed by communities: like common pool resources, they produced 

also flows of scarce material and immaterial resources which addressed local needs.  

The governance of these commons and the government of the urban land as a common-public 

good brought to the emergence of several attempts of regulation by either citizens‘ networks 

either public administrations.  

 

When do urban commons and related communities emerge? Which mechanisms of governance 

are necessary to govern the urban commons today? I started my research to address these simple 

questions and I found much more ―going back and forth from theory to practice‖. The 

exceptionality and the complexity of the field of research provided ineludible features of the 

socio-ecological context that influenced collective action and self-organization.  

As it will be evidenced in the present work the communities claiming the commons arise from 

conflicts for redistribution and recognition.  

Economy, as social science, is the result of human interactions, institutions and cultures, and it is 

necessarily linked to the study of the relationship among men and nature, as key components of 

every economic processes. From this perspective its methodology include mathematics, statistic 

quantitative approaches as well as qualitative approaches and the study of philosophy, humanities 

economic thought and economic history.  

If there is agreement upon these two preconditions, then contributions concerning the commons, 

ecological and social conflicts, size and factors of their development should receive some 

attention by political scientists as well as by economists. 

 

 ― Le esigenze private invece, si possono sintetizzare nella corsa di ogni proprietario di suolo a guadagnare 

dalla utilizzazione intensiva del proprio ―fazzoletto‖ un massimo di quattrini, e nella tendenza delle società 

immobiliari a sostituirsi ai primitivi proprietari agricoli del suolo ponendo in essere tutti i possibili 

accorgimenti per poter sfruttare le leggi al fine di valorizzare sul mercato delle aree i metri quadri 

posseduti‖  

(F.Sullo, 1964:3) 
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2.1 The experiences of the urban commons: a perspective on crisis and commoning 

 

According to the OECD Report ―Using well-being indicators for policy making‖ (2014a: 8)  

―Intermediate levels of governments such as states and provinces are looking to identify and 

measure development beyond traditional economic indicators such as gross domestic product (GDP). 

In doing so, they are defining territorial development strategies that incorporate objectives of 

improving well-being and reducing inequalities, alongside economic growth objectives. Given the 

multi-dimensional nature of well-being, policies aiming to enhance it require meeting complex, cross-

sectoral objectives and a complementary approach to public policy making. Moreover, the success of a 

well-being strategy is linked not only to the appropriate selection of well-being indicators, but also to 

an inclusive dialogue with all stakeholders and a continuous engagement of citizens, and strong co-

ordination and clear allocation of responsibilities among the different levels of government involved . 

The Province of Rome offers a good example of the role of well-being metrics to support a territorial 

development strategy and highlights the importance of an inclusive process and political will for its 

sustainability.‖ 

 

Notwithstanding these positive acknowledgments, other perspectives depict reality in a different 

fashion. By the time the research started, many interesting facts occurred both related to the 

metropolitan government of Rome as well as the national government, which strongly influenced 

the policy making in Rome and the access to services and safety for the people living in the 

―Eternal City‖. These events represented a stimulus for citizenship‘s self organization reclaiming 

urban common spaces and rights (Mc Carthy, 2005).  

Through this perspective, on the one side, I will try to highlight the importance of the social and 

ecological context in informing the actions of individuals and in motivating practices of self-

organization for collective action. On the other side, I will focus on the importance of the 

individuals‘ and group‘s culture in determining their choices and actions in terms of participation, 

active citizenship, lifestyles and consumption.  

As for Musgrave‘s and Tiebout‘s conceptions of collective goods, the outcome of self-organizing 

processes around urban commons strictly depends upon the ―culture‖ shared by individuals and 

groups. From this stand, I decided to try to describe first the setting and the wider ―social and 

ecological system‖ in which these experiences grew, since context, problems and their 

―representation‖ (like social imaginery) often orient experiences and practices to address them.  

The issue of urban commons strongly emerged as a response to the crisis and as an outcome of the 

transformations of our time. In contrast with an idea of the commons as open access resources 

inevitably destined to tragedy and to overconsumption, some experiences by social movements 

denounced a ―tragedy of the commons‖ in the ―structural crisis‖ generating social disruption, 

increasing inequalities and poverty.  

I will introduce the issue with a theoretical focus on urban commons and the perspective of 

neoliberal urbanism by Peck et al. (2009). The neoliberal perspective is based/insists on the 

envision/construction of society as a spontaneous market order. According to this perspective, the 

market society would best address its needs by the liberation of its competitive forces and by the 
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progressive dismantling of the State and the emergence of small governments acting like firms on 

the market. Far from being a spontaneous process, the transformation of society passes by the 

disestablishment of current institutions and the role of the public sphere. The problematic point is 

not the decentralization of State functions and the subsidiary mechanisms of government: it is the 

parallel dominion of market competitive forces (and thus capitals imbalances) which crowds out 

the culture of collective solidarity and the role of redistribution and social support of the public 

sphere. Far from being an imperative of the market, it must be acknowledged that State action and 

legislation are the main actors of this change
38

.  

In this terms, nowadays, the growing emphasis on the role of ―governance‖ strongly evidences the 

shift from a political-public paradigm to a potential economic-driven management of resources.  

As a matter of fact, crises provide incentives for institutional transformations, but the direction of 

this process strongly depends by the ―culture‖ which characterizes economic life and shapes 

social imaginaries. This is exactly what Peck et al. describe in their conception of the processes of 

neoliberal urbanization. The table by Peck et al. (2009) will offer us a perspective about the 

―City‖ and its transformations by a process of ―creative destruction‖. Data about the effects of 

rescue measures on municipalities, a perspective on the Italian case and the facts occurred in the 

government of Rome nowadays, will hopefully give the importance of the issue at stake.  

 

The role of self-organized communities, which will emerge afterwards in the work, poses 

interesting questions about the results of neoliberal policies in terms of social transformation.  

What I analyze in the work are political emergent communities who spontaneously self-organize 

to address a lack of institutional and material support to address their ―basic‖ needs (housing, 

sociality, environment, knowledge and information, leisure, time). But self-organized 

communities can also be not interested in raising issues of collective and individual rights at a 

wider public level, nor to promote a cooperative culture of integration and inclusion. Their self-

promotion can also be addressed to the attraction of resources for their self-sustain: this way, they 

are functional actors of a reorganization of society as a market-order, in which communities 

replace firms in competition and rights are recognized as results of their ―merits‖ and 

―achievements‖.  

On the opposite, when and if communities and individuals are supported by a public sector which 

guarantee basic rights (instruction, health, environment, water, social and civil rights), social 

protection and support, communities self-organization by local information and knowledge, share 

                                                           
38 The cultural shift which supported this change is rooted in the experience of the Mont Pélerin Society and in the anti-

collectivist effort by Hayek before the institution of MPS. When this happened in the late‘70es and ‗80es in U.S. with 

Reagan‘s claim to ―roll back the State‖, new economic (and institutional) reforms were deemed necessaries by the new 

board of economic advisors which came from the MPS ( Leeson, 2015 ) to change the paradigm of capital accumulation 

and the balance of powers between the trade unions. 
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of competences and responsiveness can be a motor of individual and collective ―evolution‖ by 

―general intellect‖ (Marx‘s Grundrisse). 

 

2.1.1 Urban commons, regulatory slippage and the neoliberal urbanization 

 

Sheila Foster, from Fordham University, defined urban commons as places that share with 

Hardin‘s idea of the commons the characteristic of open access.  

In these terms, they result similar to ―classic‖ non rival and non excludable public goods, but 

indeed, according to Foster (2011) urban commons share the characteristics of ―public goods‖ up 

to a point. This point is the presence of a regulatory slippage, when ―the local government 

oversight of the resource significantly declines, for whatever reason‖ (Foster, 2011:59 ). 

According to the Author, in this situation a variety of actors ―whether they are ordinary 

pedestrians, opportunistic criminals, or frequent park users‖ can be tempted to overuse or 

appropriate the resource ―in ways that degrade the value of the resource for other types of users 

and uses‖ (ibid.), and thus the shared urban commons become subject to the tragedy depicted by 

Hardin (1968). 

From this stand, we now add another perspective. We can start asking ourselves what does it 

happen when the tragedy (due to neglection by policymakers or to a regulatory slippage) leads to 

an over-consumption or waste by the public or by the private sector, and thus groups of citizens 

decide to take the ―common‖ and to self-organize for its management for the local community. 

Sometimes, indeed, processes of self-organization by the civil society represent a provisional 

answer to a regulatory slippage that would lead to a waste of the commons, to its clearance/sale 

by the public sector to a private company, irrespective of its potential cultural and social. Another 

point is that regulatory slippage can represent a vehicle for creativity by civil society. This is 

witnessed by many experiences of urban common management that started in absence of/ out of 

the rules of local government (among them, one of the most famous is the experience of 

―Christiania‖ in Copenaghen
39

). 

In some cases, this leaded to a re-regulation of the public spaces thanks to bottom up processes 

activated by the citizenship, with a re-descovering of the social value of public goods open access 

and fruition
40

. This occurred in Rome after a new wave of occupations of public and private 

                                                           
39 See Hansen, 2011. 

40 In this terms, Commons do not only constitute material and quantifiable resources. They are also symbols and 

contexts producing innovative thinking , practices and imaginaries activating a General Intellect - Marx ―Grundrisse‖  

"Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electric telegraphs, self-acting mules etc. These are products of 

human industry; natural material transformed into organs of the human will over nature, or of human participation in 

nature. They are organs of the human brain, created by the human hand; the power of knowledge, objectified. The 

development of fixed capital indicates to what degree general social knowledge has become a direct force of 

production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social life itself have come under the control of 

the general intellect and been transformed in accordance with it; to what degree the powers of social production have 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fixed_capital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_knowledge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Productive_forces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Productive_forces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_relation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_production
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buildings and parks during the years of the economic crisis, facing the challenge of a new wave of 

―neoliberal urbanism‖. In order to consider them, it is worth to deepen the concept of ―neoliberal 

urbanism‖ . 

 

2.1.2 Neoliberal Urbanism 

Neoliberal urbanism is a concept introduced by Peck et. al (2009) concerning the transformations 

of urban context as a consequence of neoliberal policies. According to these authors ―Cities have 

become increasingly central to the reproduction, reconstitution and mutation of neoliberalism 

itself since the 1990s.‖ (Peck et al, 2009).  

In the first part of their work the authors provide a outline of the issues occurring with 

neoliberalism:  

―Neoliberalism first gained prominence during the late 1970s as a strategic political response to the 

declining profitability of mass production industries and the crises of Keynesian-welfarism. In 

response to the breakdown of accumulation regimes and established systems of governance, 

national and local states throughout the older industrialized world began, if hesitantly at first, to 

dismantle the basic institutional components of the postwar settlement and to mobilize a range of 

policies intended to extend market discipline, competition and commodification throughout 

society. In this context, neoliberal doctrines were deployed to justify, inter alia, the deregulation of 

state control over industry, assaults on organized labor, the reduction of corporate taxes, the 

downsizing and/or privatization of public services and assets, the dismantling of welfare programs, 

the enhancement of international capital mobility, and the intensification of interlocality 

competition.‖ (Peck et al, 2009: 50)  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
been produced, not only in the form of knowledge, but also as immediate organs of social practice, of the real life 

process."Marx, K. (1973 [1858]:706). 

―But to the degree that large industry develops, the creation of real wealth comes to depend less on labour time and on 

the amount of labour employed than on the power of the agencies set in motion during labour time, whose ‗powerful 

effectiveness‘ is itself in turn out of all proportion to the direct labour time spent on their production, but depends rather 

on the general state of science and on the progress of technology, or the application of this science to production. (The 

development of this science, especially natural science, and all others with the latter, is itself in turn related to the 

development of material production.)‖ Marx, K. (1973 [1858]:704) 

―La natura non costruisce macchine, locomotive, ferrovie, telegrafi elettrici, filatoi meccanici, ecc. Questi sono prodotti 

dell'industria umana; materiale naturale, trasformato in organi della volontà dell‘uomo sulla natura o del suo operare in 

essa. Sono organi del l‘intelligenza umana creati dalla mano umana; potenza materializzata del sapere. Lo sviluppo del 

capitale fisso mostra in quale grado il sapere sociale generale, la conoscenza (knowledge, vers.orig, ndr..), si è 

trasformato in forza produttiva immediata, e quindi fino a che punto le condizioni del processo vitale stesso della 

società sono passate sotto il controllo dell‘intelligenza generale (general intellect vers.orig, ndr.), e rimodellate in 

accordo con essa. In quale misura le forze produttive sociali sono prodotte, non solo nella forma del sapere, bensì come 

organi immediati della pratica sociale; del processo reale della vita‖ (Marx, 1976 [1858] 718-719).  

―…. nella misura in cui si sviluppa la grande industria, la creazione della ricchezza reale viene a dipendere meno dal 

tempo di lavoro e dalla quantità di lavoro impiegato che dalla potenza degli agenti messi in moto durante il tempo di 

lavoro, la quale a sua volta - questa loro poderosa efficacia – non sta in alcun rapporto con il tempo di lavoro immediato 

che costa loro la produzione, ma dipende piuttosto dallo stato generale della scienza e dal progresso della tecnologia, o 

dall‘applicazione di questa scienza alla produzione‖ (Marx, 1976[1858]: 716). 

 ―il lavoro immediato cessa di essere, come tale, la base della produzione, poiché per un verso viene trasformato in 

un‘attività prevalentemente di sorveglianza e regolatrice; ma poi anche perché il prodotto cessa di essere il prodotto del 

lavoro isolato immediato, ed è piuttosto la combinazione dell‘attività sociale a presentarsi come il produttore‖ (Marx, 

1976[1858]: 722.). 

 



77 

 

The outcomes of these policies determined a process of neoliberal urbanization by mechanisms of 

―creative destruction‖.  

The market provision of basic public goods and services, when left to self-regulating tendencies 

of the markets and freed from any regulation, results into oligopolies, increasing polarizations and 

the disruption of the social fabric. Like firms on a market, individuals (and communities) are 

trapped in mechanisms of destructive competition to survive or to maintain their positions. As a 

matter of fact, this strengthens an ethic by which the positional role determines the level of one‘s 

merits, and eventually, of one‘s rights. The austerity measures that flowed into a decrease of 

public service provision, poverty (in terms of material wealth and access to public services or 

merit goods) , growing inequalities and the transfer of welfare state to mechanisms of private 

provision, represent factors of pressure for people claiming the commons through a bottom-up 

counter-movement.  

The Authors describe the phenomenon of neoliberal urbanization by i. a recalibration of 

intergovernmental relations; ii. the retrenchment of public finance, iii. the restructuring of the 

welfare state, iv. the reconfiguration of the institutional infrastructure of the local state v. the 

privatization of the local public sector and collective infrastructures. They highlight also 

mechanisms of reorganization of vi. urban housing markets, vii. labour market and viii. strategies 

of territorial development. (see Table by Peck et al 2009, below)  

In this framework, the ―City‖ not only depicts a scenario of human interactions but it shapes 

human relationships and urban culture(s). Neoliberalism is in fact a ―multiscalar phenomenon‖ 

since it ―reconstitutes scaled relationships between institutions and economic actors, such as 

municipal governments, national states and financialized capital; and it leads to the substitution 

of competitive for redistributive regulatory logics while downloading risks and responsibilities to 

localities.‖ (Peck et al, 2009: 51) 

Even though neoliberalism was depicted as an ideology of free market self regulation, nowadays 

the importance of State intervention through the ―device‖ of law is apparent also in the 

dismantling of the welfare state: ―whereas neoliberal ideology implies that self-regulating 

markets generate an optimal allocation of investments and resources, neoliberal political practice 

has generated pervasive market failures, new forms of social polarization, a dramatic 

intensification of uneven spatial development and a crisis of established modes of governance.‖ 

(Peck, et al, 2009: 49) 

Urban context reflects the process of neoliberalization, through a market-driven socio-spatial 

transformation that influences relationships, interactions and possibilities of self-organization and 

collective action. Put in brief: 

a. the changes occurring in terms of growing multi-dimensional poverties and inequalities 

weakens the social fabric for a participatory democracy, collective solidarity at broader 

scales. These events mirrors a cultural dismantling of the concepts of the ―public‖ sphere. 
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The process of neoliberal urbanization insists on the creation of ―interlocality 

competition‖. Interlocality competition is linked to the issues of governance and local 

public goods that we previously analyzed comparing the models and conceptions of 

collective goods by Tiebout and Musgrave (for the concept of competition in Tiebout‘s 

model I refer to Stiglitz [1984:10]
41

) 

                                                           
41 ―The concept of "competition's which is relevant for the analysis of local public goods equilibrium is not obvious.  

Three assumption will be employed in the subsequent analysis. 

(a) Utility Taking. Each community faces (or believes it faces) a perfectly horizontal schedule of individuals of 

each type. Each community is, in other words, a utility taker. This is the natural extension of wage—taking or price 

taking behavior for economies in which there are only private goods. 

(b) Free Entry. Any entrepreneur can propose a new community, with a new set of rules. 

(c) Monopolistic Competitive. Just as there is a widespread view that, when there are fixed costs of producing 

different commodities, a monopolistically competitive model may be more appropriate than a perfectly" competitive 

model, so too here. Although there are many towns (firms), no town (product) is a perfect substitute for any other. 

There may be systematic biases in the number and variety of towns in the local public goods equilibrium, just as there 

are biases in the number of firms and the variety of goods they produce in the private goods equilibrium (Dixit—Stiglitz 

(1977), Stiglitz (forthcoming), Spence (1976), Salop (1979), and Lancaster (1975)).‖ (Stiglitz 1984:10) 
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In order to adhere to the mechanism of inter-locality competition to attract resources, the cities 

became like products on a market, somehow transforming themselves with brands and labels, they 

need to marginalize or hid poverty and to use big events to renew their fashion and to attract new 

capitals and investors.  

The neoliberal competitive culture transforms the social relationships within the urban context 

also through the instrumental use of the voluntary and spontaneous reaction of the citizenship to 

urban neglect. The culture of competition transforms the creative and positive push for 

requalification of the urban context into a factor of increasing profitability of investments in real 

estate market and business activity in peripheral areas. While the public squares are transformed 

into private and consuming-oriented ―non places‖ like business centers (Augé, 1992), the 

requalification of peripheral areas by artists increases the value of houses and rents, enables the 

setting of middle classes in these renewed areas (gentrification) and a progressive marginalization 

of those who lived there before. The emphasis is thus shifted from the right to use, to house, and 

to live into a restored, beautiful place thanks to public policies of redistribution (addressed by a 

social shared objective of equal opportunities), to a right to live based on property and the interest 

to restore places by the lever of profitability of housing market. 

At a public-policy level, the contradiction stands in the profit-oriented use of the voluntary push 

of participation of citizens to improve the material conditions of the city. The social strength to 

better the living condition of an area is considered instrumentally and the citizens‘ participation is 

canalized and ruled to lower the level of conflict over the government of the city. In this 

perspective, the progressive selling or ―securitization‖ of portion of the city to private banks (like 

PNB Paribas in Rome) and the eradication of the experiences which aim to create critical and 

radical thought about the transformations of the city and which criticize the competitive culture of 

valorization of the urban context as an asset, represent facets of this process of neoliberal 

urbanism. 

 

2.2 Where does the struggle for the urban commons comes from? 

The following scheme synthesizes the process that I followed in describing the dynamics leading 

to the re-appropriation of the Commons by communities as a form of social response to the 

neoliberal culture. 
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The Commons and collective action often emerge in response to situation in which State and 

market fail in their redistributive/allocative functions, thus reflecting dynamics of power among 

these three entities. 

What will be outlined 

in the further 

paragraphs can be 

summarized in a few 

points and describes 

mechanisms 

occurring in 

particular since the 

‗90es in Italy and 

boosted by the 

economic crisis. i. 

The economic crises 

demanded a 

retrenchment of ublic 

finance. ii. To get 

resources, government intervene by ―emergency‖ decree-laws which enable the transformations 

of previous norms and regulations by the will to response to a particular ―contingent‖ situation 

(i.e. crisis). iii. Decrees are used to ―rationalize public finance‖ and to reactivate the economic 

cycle by the push for the realization of big infrastructures, by facilitating the injection of credit 

through the lever of the building sector, by the privatization of sectors of the public services.  

In a context of progressive administrative decentralization, the transfer of the welfare tasks of the 

State to the local level and the lack of resources motivates: a. the devolution of welfare service 

provision to the private sector and b. the attempt by local authorities to compete to get resources 

from financial markets and by private investors, through the selling and securitization of land, 

properties and heritages. 

iv. This transformation progressively creates factors of social pressure, in a context of institutional 

vacuum and retrenchment of the public sphere. In addition, v. the scandals related to the waste of 

public finances in the realization of big infrastructures constitutes another factor of progressive 

disestablishment of the role of the institutions. These factors are elements of pressure for citizens‘ 

reaction and activation, self-legitimateness and self-organization, even in spite of social norms 

and law: active citizenship and communities re-appropriate the Commons, to launch a claim for 

merit goods and rights also in spite of legal rules. There is another reason for this reaction, which 

stems from the critic of the competitive culture ―imposed‖ by the ―conditions‖ of the economic 

crisis.  

Figure 2 International and local factors of pressure pushing for communities’ self-organization 

around the  "Commons". 
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The mechanism of inter-local competition to face shrinking budgets induces the dismantling of 

collective heritages, the securitization of public goods and resources and their valorization by 

conversion into marketable assets. 

In this competition, local authorities (communities) which have ―better‖ capabilities, skills and 

resources to advertise their projects will probably get finance to support them and maintain a 

higher standard in the provision of local service. 

On the opposite, communities who do not have material and immaterial (information and 

cognitive) resources to promote themselves risk to decay or should ask help to private 

philanthropists or investors to succeed in their projects.  

Somehow, this fact marks a cultural shift from peer-solidarity among ―equal‖ citizens in the 

public sphere to a culture of charity and maybe  a ―meritocratic narcissism‖ based on individual 

will, power and position. The mechanism of competition and charity promotes a culture which is 

based on individualism, in contrast with a culture of solidarity and cooperation.  If solidarity is 

based on a principle of reciprocal recognition by peers, on the opposite charity and voluntary 

finance provision is founded over the free will to choose the project into which invest, with a 

potential rush to the bottom of equal public service provision and distribution. Moreover, this 

fund raising mechanism needs ―voluntary‖ provision of money (by investors) or time (by citizens) 

who ―freely‖ decide about the priorities to be addressed. The eventual imbalances in information, 

resources and time risks to leave aside the ―worst‖ communities, thus creating further inequalities 

and new polarizations.  

Albeit differently conscious of it, some communities decide to ―illegally‖ re-appropriate the 

commons, in order to question the development of neoliberal culture in shaping the cities and the 

territories and to raise the issue into the public and political debate. 

The case of Rome wants to provide an evidence of the changes in the city and the answers by self-

organized communities around urban commons to claim for a different model of government for 

Rome.



2.2.1 The recalibration of intergovernmental relations and the imposition of fiscal 

austerity measures 

 ―Many of the terrible deprivations in the world have arisen from a lack 

of freedom to escape destitution. Even though indolence and inactivity 

had been classic themes in the old literature on poverty, people have 

starved and suffered because of a lack of alternative possibilities. It is the 

connection of poverty with unfreedom that led Marx to argue passionately 

for the need to replace ‗‗the domination of circumstances and chance over 

individuals by the domination of individuals over chance and circumstances (Marx, 1845–1846/1977, 

p. 190)‖ (Sen, 2005:155) 

 

Since ―crises cannot be reduced to ―gaps‖, miscalculations or false decisions, but as burgeoning 

references to 

Galbraith, Minsky or Keynes indicate, crises are endogenous to financial practices: no institutional setting 

can ‗secure‘ financial markets ‗forever‘. The set of regulations in place will induce avoidance strategies by 

market actors. They try to evade regulations by developing new techniques, models, or products. However, 

new financial 

instruments, rearrangements in the constellation of actors, and new ways of calculating prices will 

inevitably produce new systemic risks ‗unanticipated‘ by authorities.5 To accept this ‗dialectics‘ of stability 

and crises, however, implies that crises actually point to a social dimension of global finance. Whether we 

look at price formation,6 valuation processes,7 the calculation of risks,8 or the ‗embeddedness‘ of financial 

markets: economic phenomena are not reducible to solipsistic decision-making, but rather they are 

constituted by the system of mutual, intersubjective expectations that inevitably touches upon questions of 

legitimacy, authority, and polycontextuality.9 

What is thus needed is a ‗social‘ political economy (SPE) that breaks with the quasinaturalistic 

understanding of finance that stands behind positivist mainstream approaches in political economy and 

economics alike. 

(Kessler, 2012)  

 

It is worth considering the case of Rome and the claim for the Commons by a perspective on the 

economic crisis and the effects of the rescue measures adopted by the States.  

According to the Authors, neoliberal urbanism is characterized by a mechanism of recalibration of 

intergovernmental relations which starts by the dismantling of earlier system of support by central 

government to municipalities and defines a devolution of tasks to them (Peck, Theodor & 

Brenner, 2009).  

In years of economic crisis, choices on the national level have been driven by political will to 

pursue a neoliberal agenda . European States followed austerity policies to reduce public debt by 
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limiting public investments for welfare
42

, while escaping to rule international finance – if possible 

(see Kaldari, Masini 2010) - by the Tobin Tax or the Tax on Financial Transactions (proposed by 

the European Commission in 2011 and then postponed from 2014 to 2016
43

).  
This was due to the lack of a supranational politically integrated organization of Europe able to 

overwhelm national sectional interests, and so the structure of the European Economic 

Governance determined an apparent prominent role of financial markets expectations in driving 

European austerity policies.   

Studies by Leisink and Bach (2014) evidenced a correlation between financial vulnerability of the 

countries (in terms of public debt, public deficit and GDP growth) and the application of austerity 

policies. The higher the level of vulnerability the deeper the cut to public spending that resulted 

into cuts to transfers from the State to municipalities (Leisink and Bach, 2014). Allegedly, the 

imposition of these imperatives is devised by economic ―constraints‖ upon an already weak 

political will which results in a top-down approach, confirming the thesis a functionalist and 

economic-driven construction of Europe and subsidiarity
44

 (Bartl, 2015). Far from pursuing the 

constitutional democratic principles inspiring the idea of a European federalist construction (by 

Spinelli, Rossi, Colorni, Ursula Hirshmann and those who contributed to the collective thought of 

the Manifesto di Ventotene), the European dynamics of power reflected a culture of efficiency, 

growth and competition which identifies in national sectional interests and in the expectations of 

speculative financial markets the moral imperatives to design the political agenda. It would be 

interesting to enquire to what extent the retrenchment of the public sector open paths for new 

markets and profitable investments on the long run, and to what extent this mechanism can be 

inclusive, redistributive and able to sustainably produce public goods at a European level. Outside 

the rhetoric of the insufficiencies of markets in providing a socially distributed welfare, the 

question here is the horizon towards which public institutions are orienting their political choices.  

Austerity measures
45

 and national policies and legislations strongly affected the local level, in 

particular via ―severe cuts in transfers from central governments, severe constraints on 

                                                           
42 Scholars have already underlined how the ―efficiency thesis‖ about the relationship between the welfare states and 

globalization results detrimental to economic growth in face of the ―compensation thesis‖, based on a regulated 

globalization and the expansion of the welfare state (Tridico, 2014)  
43 European Commission: http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/taxation/other_taxes/financial_sector/index_en.htm 
44 According to Bartl, (2015: 25) ―Subsidiarity is said to encompass two types of concerns. On the one hand, it consists 

of an economic dimension (‗comparative efficiency‘), which determines the choice of the most efficient level of 

government for accomplishing a particular task. On the other hand, subsidiarity also possesses a democratic dimension, 

which captures concerns related to the proximity of decision making and the right to self-government. These two sets of 

normative concerns have enjoyed unequal legal status. The economic dimension became hard law through the inclusion 

into (today‘s) Article 5 TEU and Protocol 2 to the TFEU. In contrast, the democratic dimension was assigned a ‗softer‘, 

aspirational, place among the recitals of the EU constitutional documents.‖  
45 ―The recipes of austerity policies were similar among countries, ―consisting of a mixture of quantitative measures 

such as cuts in jobs and wages, and qualitative or structural measures such as privatization and outsourcing (Vaughan-

Whitehead, 2013). Though measures vary between countries, these variations are often confined to the severity of the 

measures and their speed of implementation, linked to the financial vulnerability of each country (Bach and Bordogna, 

2013; Lodge and Hood, 2012). By studying local government it is possible not just to examine such concrete choices as 

restructuring, downsizing or outsourcing but possibly also to look at investments in new initiatives and restructuring 
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expenditures due to the Internal stability pact‖ (Leisink and Bach, 2014: 332) and decreases in 

terms of quality of the services provided and lower service levels (Leisink, Bach, 2014).  

The limitation of the right to access public services by citizens, also by disadvantaged categories, 

made the use of austerity as ―an opportunity to rewrite service delivery provision‖ (Leisink, Bach, 

2014: 338) in a context in which more than 120 million of people are at risk of poverty or social 

exclusion according to the European commission
46

 and the data from the Red Cross and Red 

crescent Societies (IFRC, 2013) denounce 43 millions of European citizens in condition of 

―absolute poverty‖
47

.  

The redistributive role of the public sector (whose coercive exercise of tax collection is 

theoretically legitimized by the provision of ―public benefits‖ to a wider community of ―equal‖ 

individuals) seemed thus culturally abolished, in order to embrace a new model of local voluntary 

provision of collective goods and services, with a potential renewed prominent role for charity.   

So, the economic constraints and pressures of financial crisis reshaped the institutional 

organization and the provision of collective resources by the device of laws of national 

governments. The problem of collective voluntary provision stands in the existing imbalances in 

opportunities, capabilities, resources and skills among different communities. Once each 

community should provide by itself the funds to sustain its survival by attracting investment 

through competition on a market,the  polarizations in local service provision and welfare 

inequalities are likely to appear. 

In Italy, the Government took a primary role in redefining the relationships among institutions, 

with a great power in the determination of the process for the creation of laws by decrees and 

confidence votes. In this framework, at least formally, the Parliament lost its ability to weight the 

political game (OpenPolis, 2014, see tables reported in Note)
48

, with a decrease in effective 

                                                                                                                                                                             
measures with the potential to enhance public service provision and alter public service employment relations‖ (Leisink 

Bach 2014: 329)  
46 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=751 
47 Report by IFRC, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (2013),Retrieved from 

https://www.ifrc.org/PageFiles/134339/1260300-Economic%20crisis%20Report_EN_LR.pdf 
48 ―In the italian political system the Government has taken a role so central that it forced to redefine the relationships 

between institutions, severely stretching the balance set out by the Italian Constitution. A proof of this, is the power it 

now has to determine the process for the creation of laws.  

The strong shift in the balance of power obviously forced somebody to lose its ability to influence the political game, 

and that somebody turned out to be the Parliament. There are different comparative analyses that can be made.  

In the period taken in consideration 80% of the laws have been proposed by the Government and only 20% by 

Members of Parliament. It is also interesting to look at how the success rate varies according to the proposer, if one side 

Government proposal have a 30% success rate, the drafted bills by Members of Parliament have a success rate way over 

1%.  

Another often brought up topic is the duration of the legislative process, and even in this circumstance we need to 

distinguish between Government proposal (that usually take up just over 100 days to get approved) and Parliament 

proposal (way over 330 days necessary). These astonishing results were obtained without a formal recognition of more 

power for the Government, so italian voters witnessed an extensive use of votes of confidence by the executive branch. 

Not only on particularly heated debates - 8 votes of confidence were necessary to approve the Fornero Job Reform -but 

also as a method to test the solidity of the majority and to limit the debate in both Chambers. The ratio between 

approved laws and votes of confidence reached new heights under the Renzi and Monti Government, both around 45%. 

Both Houses of Parliament also have the task to monitor the activity of the Government, usually by presenting official 

parliamentary inquiries and questions either to the Council of Ministers or individual Ministers. The response rate is 
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usually very low, and in total only 35% of inquiries received a response, with the lowest percentage during the Renzi 

government, well under 25%..‖ (Open Polis (2014) Government in time of crisis. Retrived from: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByZ65N5BuOCtM21SckJhV1ZhUm8/view 

Main Tables: 

 

  

 
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByZ65N5BuOCtM21SckJhV1ZhUm8/view
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citizens‘ democratic power. In 2011, Monti government appointed by the President of the 

Republic Napolitano, vote for the modification of the 81
st
 article of the Italian Constitution, in 

order adhere to the Stability and Growth Pact and gain credibility over financial markets. 

The effects over the transformations in public service provision are also highlighted by the 

statements of the Italian Court of Auditors (―Corte dei Conti‖). In 2015, January 9
th
, the ―Corte 

dei Conti‖ denounced that effects of the spending review on public services would determined a 

lowering of the services provided, then the Court argued for the importance of citizens‘ 

(voluntary) ―support to public service provision‖ after only six months, in June 25
th
 2015.  
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In 2014, the new regulation for local authorities (TUEL - Testo Unico per gli Enti Locali) marked 

a step in the process of administrative decentralization of the State. This event enhanced a new 

proliferation of literature and projects on the commons fueled by the idea of the subsidiary role of 

civil society. But the gains in efficiency guaranteed by the new organization of the State – due to 

the accessibility of local information, the capability to devise well-suited policies for local 

context, and the possibility to audit the realization of local policies and to voice by the citizens – 

were not enabled by a complementary distribution of wealth to local authorities. In time of crises, 

the design of integration among different levels of institutions from the bottom to the top, resulted 

in a retrenchment of finance at the local level and the difficulty to voice at higher levels both for 

citizens and for local authorities.  

The lack of resources due to the crisis motivated the transformation of the welfare public system 

towards a voluntary provided and privately sustained welfare, and the subsidiary role of people 

and communities in providing welfare services in Italy seem to design a progressive organization 

of these services on the market
49

. 

In a neoliberal perspective, after the privatization of the public economy by the transformations of 

the banking sector, of the industry, of public assets, real estate and of public utilities (water, gas 

and electricity), the need to privatize services and social assistance is progressively resulting by 

the dismantling of the public sphere.  

The question is if this will effectively provide gains in economic efficiency and at which expense 

of equity and sustainability. Far from thinking that the State would inevitably lead to a perfect 

provision of services – in particular through a centralized organization- the core question remains 

if it would be possible to guarantee equity by using the tool of the market.  

The subsidiary role of society in promoting welfare is recognized by different perspectives in the 

debate on the commons and it constitutes an object of political reflection about the role of the 

State and of civil society in designing and realizing policies. Far from being a ―neutral‖ concept 

then, the ―commons‖ and the ―community‖ engagement in the process of ―resource management‖ 

                                                           
49 The Testo unico per gli Enti Locali, 2014, is, for many, the point of reference for the regulation on the commons and 

for the principle of subsidiarity. The administrative decentralisation that took place over the years, however, generated, 

on the one hand, a deeper awareness of the local context and of the administrative capacity of the municipalities, on the 

other, a bottle-neck mechanism as for resources. Instead of looking at the local entities‘ system as an integrated one, the 

result of the cuts was the first to have an impact on the local finances, requiring the same activation of the social fabric 

and of the free energies, without compensating for the losses. Even if the subsidiarity principle taken in to account in 

the news laboratories on the commons such as the LabSus (ww.labsus.org) gives value to the capacity of citizens and 

the promotion of organisational contexts and of activation of citizenship, it is on a different level than subsidiarity, 

mutualism and solidarity provided in ―centri sociali‖ and communities for the urban commons that will be presented in 

this work.  

Those communities are political ones, for which the theme of ―conflict‖ is central. The subsidiarity and the proximity 

relation with the citizen are not aimed at supporting the State but to support a more autonomous dimension of thought, 

as a factor that moves and boosts the new energies of the society. 



90 

 

conceived different perspectives, approaches and outcomes in the redefinition of the public sphere 

after economic crisis
50

. 

The issue of a centre-periphery imbalance in terms of power and economic relationships in 

Europe it is reflected in the dynamics that underlie the centre-periphery divide in urban city:  

―On the one hand, cities today are embedded within a highly uncertain geo-economic environment, 

characterized by monetary instability, speculative movements of financial capital, global location strategies by 

major transnational corporations and intensifying interlocal competition.13 In the context of this deepening 

global-local disorder, most local governments have been constrained, to some degree independently of their 

political orientation and national context, to adjust to heightened levels of economic uncertainty by engaging 

in short-termist forms of interspatial competition, place-marketing and regulatory undercutting in order to 

attract investment and jobs. Meanwhile, the retrenchment of national welfare-state regimes and 

intergovernmental systems has likewise imposed powerful new fiscal constraints upon cities, leading to 

budgetary austerity in the face of profound socioeconomic dislocation and new competitive challenges.‖ 

(Peck, Theodore, Brennan 2009:58) 

In this perspective, the cities mirror an idea of governance based on dismantled fabrics of 

social relationships in which power unbalances can dominate. The redefinition of urban planning 

is justified by the requirements of the fiscal compact, with an effect on the guarantee to access to 

public services and ―merit goods‖ by citizens . Since public services represents freedom to access 

both material and cognitive resources, their under provision represents a decrease in capabilities, 

in particular for those who are not able – for whatever reason- to self-organize. This fact 

progressively determines a wider social divide and a general disaffection to political issues
51

, 

disempowering civic engagement and civic control over institutions, and often empowering 

criminal organizations
52

. In Rome, this idea was represented by two dramatic facts that occurred 

during 2014: the ―case‖ of Tor Sapienza (12
th
 November) and the scandal of ―Mafia Capitale‖. 

The first was a violent remonstration by citizens against migrants and refugees hosted in a center 

in the peripheral area of Rome of Tor Sapienza. The other is the enormous scandal about direct 

relationships between criminal organizations, municipal administration, entrepreneurs and 

                                                           
50 The concept of the commons is linked unavoidably to the social and political transformations of our time. As a ―new‖ 

concept which echoes the idea of individual participation into a collective shared project, it attracts attention and 

voluntary engagement of an active civil society. But at the same time it poses on a misleading presumption : the 

communities‘ capability to harmonically self-organize and to coordinate a multiplicity of perspectives to provide the 

―better‖ solutions for the wider social and ecological system. It thus involves the plan of ―culture‖ and ―ethic‖: the 

cultural pattern according to which communities and individuals interact defines strength and limits of a system based 

on the commons. It is thus not a case that the commons and urban commons represent ―spaces‖ of activation and 

participation in a context of growing inequalities and perceived abandoning by the public sphere.  
51 see Crisci, Gemmiti, Proietti, Violante (2014) and the research on American neighborhoods by Widestrom 2008 
52 As reported by Widestrom, A.M. (2008) in her study about civic engagement in the low-income American 

neighborhoods: ―the commonly accepted notion that low-income citizens do not vote because of their individual 

economic status misses a significant point: low-income citizens are increasingly finding themselves living more 

exclusively with other low-income citizens, which means that individual disincentives for voting due to economic status 

are enhanced by an impoverished neighborhood context and social interactions with similarly disempowered citizens. 

As a result, voter turnout in segregated impoverished communities declines across all types of elections--national and 

local. This understudied and complex dynamic of increasing economic segregation and declining political participation 

and mobilization suggests a vicious cycle of political behavior and public policy, one in which the capacity of low-

income Americans to hold elected representatives accountable and to shape the policy agenda may be severely 

diminished. This may subsequently result in policies that neglect entire communities and perpetuate a cycle of 

economic inequality, segregation, and loss of political voice‖ Widestrom, (2008: 112)  
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political institutions, particularly in the sectors of social care and assistance to disadvantaged 

categories (homeless, migrants, refugees, Roma people), and in the sectors of urbanization and 

building infrastructures, resulting in selling and speculation upon territories and people (a very 

interesting case is that of Best-House Rom in Rome
53

). 

If the Commons could be understood as a concept of activation of citizenship, it is worth 

acknowledging (though oversimplifying) the strict bond between the private and the public 

spheres (companies and public administrators), and the organization of associations and 

committees against the disruption of territories and the speculation over the lives of people by 

these two entities. In a sense, we can make a parallelism between financial markets unregulated 

imbalances resulting in economic crises, and the economic speculation over territories and people 

in Rome. Both are based on a culture of commoditization of two substantive elements of 

economy: nature and human beings.  

In the description of the dynamics of emergence of local communities around the Commons as 

counter-hegemonic movements (McCarthy, 2005), it is worth to linger on some data about the 

situation of poverty and social exclusion and the ―rescue measures‖ adopted by the Italian 

government that motivate a reaction by social movements and organizations of the civil society in 

Italy. 

2.2.2 Rescue measures, the strategy of emergency and the decree-law 133/2014 : a 

perspective  

 

According to ISTAT (National Statistics Institute, Dataset of 2013) more than ¼ of people 

residing in Italy is at risk of poverty
54

 and of social exclusion, in a situation of increasing 

inequalities where the richest 20% of families hold the 37,7% of total income, whilst the poorest 

quintile hold the 7,9% (level of absolute poverty), and 10,048,000 people lives in conditions of 

relative poverty (with is equated to less than 1000 euro for month for families of two 

components). 

Different institutions and organizations
55

, like CNEL (National Council for Economics and 

Labour) and Caritas denounce an alarming situation of economic poverty and social exclusion 

                                                           
53 https://www.senato.it/leg17/1383?documento=2511&voce_sommario=90 

In 2015, January 26th a delegation of the Commission for Human Rights visited the center ―Best House Rom‖ with the 

city coyuncilman Riccardo Magi, Carlo Stasolla (association ―21 luglio‖) and the assessor to the social policies 

Francesca Danese, who stated her committment to close the center and give a fair solution for the families living in the 

center. See also 

http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2015/01/27/news/scandalo_best_house_rom_in_288_nell_ex_deposito_buio_sporcizia

_e_degrado-105852397/ 
54 Percentage of people at risk of poverty, with an income equivalent to less than or equal to 60% of the median 

equivalent income of total residents. (source: BES project: http://www.misuredelbenessere.it/index.php?id=26#link3) 
55Some information can be retrieved from http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/144093; http://www.misuredelbenessere.it/; 

http://www.miserialadra.it/il-dossier/; http://www.miserialadra.it/wordpress/wp-

content/uploads/2014/10/dossier_miseria_ladra_ott_2014.pdf ; 

https://www.senato.it/leg17/1383?documento=2511&voce_sommario=90
http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2015/01/27/news/scandalo_best_house_rom_in_288_nell_ex_deposito_buio_sporcizia_e_degrado-105852397/
http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2015/01/27/news/scandalo_best_house_rom_in_288_nell_ex_deposito_buio_sporcizia_e_degrado-105852397/
http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/144093
http://www.misuredelbenessere.it/
http://www.miserialadra.it/il-dossier/
http://www.miserialadra.it/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/dossier_miseria_ladra_ott_2014.pdf
http://www.miserialadra.it/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/dossier_miseria_ladra_ott_2014.pdf
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related to the increase of unemployment rate (13,4% - January 2014 - ISTAT) and of the 

phenomenon of working poors (CNEL, 2014) in Italy. The Report Caritas 2014
56

 shows data 

collected from 135.000 people attending the 814 center of social assistance (the so-called 

―listening centers‖) scattered all over the country. The people attending these places in 2013 were 

migrants and Italian citizens, particularly women, who were asking assistance principally for 

problems of economic poverty (59,2%), work (47,3%), housing (16,2%). The report 

acknowledges the high risk of a shift from temporary to chronic conditions of need and 

progressive social exclusion
57

.  

If the Commons and their change into private or public goods characterized the historical dynamic 

of governing the commons, nowadays it is apparent how inequality represents a fundamental 

dimension of the struggle for the commons. Material inequality is obviously only one of the 

elements of a collective impoverishment in terms of access to resources, knowledge, information, 

interest and participation to the public sphere. These factors determine people‘s difficulty to claim 

for their rights (to health, to education and work) or ―merit wants‖, with an easier access for 

corporations, often in accordance with the governments, to profit from 

a.  a lack of control over their operations upon territories, sometimes with strong negative 

externalities for the health of the local population and for the sustainability of the 

environment.  

b. the dependency by local collectivities for global public goods like energy and 

telecommunication, safe air and water, that are already identified as marketable resources 

and managed by multi-utilities and big corporations.  

 

When the State and the Market fail in their redistributive/allocative tasks, the struggle for the 

Commons emerges. These two entities lose their ―theoretically‖ universal role and behave in 

oligopolistic ways like communities of interests, by supporting sectional interests in devising 

public policies and strategies of development which have strong externalities both at local and 

national level. When the evaluation of these policies poorly regards the impact of these 

―externalities‖ and do not include the perspectives of broad sectors of the civil society, 

communities self-organization come out to ―reappropriate‖ the commons and to act and voice for 

                                                                                                                                                                             
http://s2ew.caritasitaliana.it/materiali/Pubblicazioni/libri_2014/Rapporto_poverta/Sintesi_Rapporto2014_impaginato.pd

f ; http://www.caritas.eu/sites/default/files/caritascrisisreport_web.pdf ; 
56 Caritas Italiana (2014) False partenze. Rapporto 2014 sulla povertà e l‘esclusione sociale. Retrieved June 24th , 2014 

from: 

http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su

_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html 
57 ―A livello complessivo si conferma la presenza di una quota maggioritaria di stranieri (61,8%) rispetto agli italiani 

(38,2%). La quota di italiani è più forte nel Sud (59,7%). Si tratta in prevalenza di donne (54,4%), di coniugati (50,2), 

disoccupati (61,3%), con domicilio (81,6%). Hanno figli il 72,1%. Sono separati o divorziati il 15,4%. Il 6,4% è 

analfabeta o completamente privo di titolo di studio. Nel corso d el 2013, il problema-bisogno più frequente degli utenti 

dei CdA Caritas è stato quello della povertà economica (59,2% del totale degli utenti), seguito dai problemi di lavoro 

(47,3%) e dai problemi abitativi (16,2%). Tra gli italiani l‘incidenza della povertà economica è molto più pronunciata 

rispetto a quanto accade tra gli stranieri (65,4% contro il 55,3%).‖ Caritas Italiana (2014) 

http://s2ew.caritasitaliana.it/materiali/Pubblicazioni/libri_2014/Rapporto_poverta/Sintesi_Rapporto2014_impaginato.pdf
http://s2ew.caritasitaliana.it/materiali/Pubblicazioni/libri_2014/Rapporto_poverta/Sintesi_Rapporto2014_impaginato.pdf
http://www.caritas.eu/sites/default/files/caritascrisisreport_web.pdf
http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html
http://www.caritasitaliana.it/home_page/area_stampa/00004776_False_partenze___Rapporto_Caritas_Italiana_2014_su_poverta_e_esclusione_sociale_in_Italia.html
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a ―public interest‖. Albeit differently, these communities strive not only for the redistribution of 

material resources (which are often addressed by the use of public choice tools, like the 

mechanisms of monetary compensation or by rhetoric of job creation) but also for the 

redistribution of public goods and rights, spatial resources, environmental safety and protection of 

public health.  

In this perspective, the theme of the Commons represents a struggle for both recognition and 

redistribution
58

 raising the issues of inequities and inequalities in treatment among different actors 

or ―communities‖ – be them marginalized groups, political or economic influent elites or local 

communities. As reported by Avallone and La Torre (2014):  

―The majority of conflicts therefore exploded in relation to a strong presence of settlements and in 

areas in which the territory was subjected to strong exploitation. This may explain the wide 

distribution of these phenomena on the Italian territory.The advance of the economic crisis has 

probably affected the growth of the phenomenon and has modified the boundaries of labour 

systems, but the general structure of the Italian urban system has maintained its fundamental 

traits.To analyze the phenomenon, we have to consider the peculiarity of the Italian case, that 

consists in huge areas of ecological crisis caused by criminal behaviours, which are not controlled 

by the government structures. According to the Bank of Italy‘s studies, the costs of construction 

of public works are very high throughout the country, construction of public works is very slow, 

and benefits of achieving them are often very far from those expected. The construction of an 

infrastructure lasts almost twice the original financial plan and costs more than double than 

expected (Banca d‘Italia, 2012
59

). This seems to confirm, as a part of supporters of neoliberal 

policies has sustained, that the State has maintained a central role in the development policies, 

regulating and financing investments, especially oriented towards public facilities and 

infrastructures and mega projects. It must be said, however, that it also emphasizes how the 

programming of the central state takes greater account of the demands of the big companies than 

those of the local population.‖ (Avallone and La Torre, 2014:73) 

Among the rescue measures that government brought up in the years to face the economic crisis, 

main operations were set by public investment in big infrastructures and in the energetic sector by 

the 133/2014 decree-law. 

The decree-law  133/2014  

To confirm what mentioned above with regards o the problem of the commons connected to 

the theme of 

-  the coordination dynamics between different levels of government in managing 

                                                           
58 On this issue see Fraser, N., & Honneth, A., 2003. 
59 Banca D‘Italia (2012). L‘ Efficienza della Spesa per infrastrutture, Seminari e Convegni. Retrieved July, 2015 from. 

https://www.bancaditalia.it/pubblicazioni/collana-seminari-convegni/2012-0010/efficienza_spesa.pdf  

https://www.bancaditalia.it/pubblicazioni/collana-seminari-convegni/2012-0010/efficienza_spesa.pdf
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externalities and in the provision of benefits for the community; 

- the conflict between levels of government and between groups or ―communities‖ for the 

use of common resources.  

and in order to better understand the perspective about the city of Rome and the governance of its 

urban commons nowadays, it is worth to consider a perception about the decree-law 133/2014
60

 

approved in 2014, 12
th
 of November by the Italian Parliament and the strong opposition that it 

received.  

It may seem naive to dwell in this part of our thesis on a perception of laws by some movements 

of active citizens, but this resulted necessary to highlight the payload and problematic involved in 

the concept of the commons by Ostrom.  

The case of the 133/2014 decree renews the issues of externalities, conflict, coordination and 

dialogue between the local and national level in the literature on public and collective goods that 

we described with authors like Marshall and Pigou. Even though some scholars underlined the 

absence of a political ground linked to the notion of the Commons, the issue of the Commons and 

their long run sustainability necessarily rises the themes of democracy, conflict and legitimacy 

(Wall, 2014). Territories and lands, sea, rivers and air are conceived as commons and collective 

goods which are deemed necessary at local, national and global level for people safety and 

interspatial and intergenerational well-being. Moreover, local knowledge of the context and 

information sometimes provide a better insight into the dynamics and direct effects of 

―government‖ or ―markets‖ interventions (Ostrom, 2000). Commons and knowledge ―on the 

field‖, narratives from localities are thus important features to be considered for the definition of 

national and international strategies of development as highlighted by the stream of Political 

Ecology (Martinez Alier et al.).  

This results particularily relevant in a context characterized by the issue of ―emergency‖. As 

underlined by Adey et al (2015): 

 ―What characterizes emergency today is the proliferation of the term. Any event or situation 

supposedly has the potential to become an emergency. Emergencies may happen anywhere and at 

any time. They are not contained within one functional sector or one domain of life. (…) 

Emergency is treated as a problem for government that calls for the invention of new techniques 

or the redeployment of existing techniques.‖ (Adey et al. 2015:1) 

Formally the decree 133/2014 aims to promote economic growth in Italy through a set of urgent 

measures to simplify the process of economic restoration. But it is also a exemplary case of 

competition among the requests of the local level and the will of the national level: by underlining 

                                                           
60 ―Urgent measures on the opening of construction sites, the execution of public works, the digitalization of Italy, 

bureaucratic simplification, the hydrogeological emergency and the recovery of production‖ («Misure urgenti per 

l'apertura dei cantieri, la realizzazione delle opere pubbliche, la digitalizzazione del Paese, la semplificazione 

burocratica, l'emergenza del dissesto idrogeologico e per la ripresa delle attivita' produttive.») recently converted with 

amendments by Law no. 164 of November 11th, 2014. 
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the character of ―Urgency‖ of the norms due to the ―Emergency‖ situation of economic crisis and 

deficit of infrastructures, the decree stated passages of competences from the local to the national 

level, and decreased the weight of local participation in evaluation and auditing of the projects to 

be realized. This worsened the conditions of the subsidiary and bottom-up democratic 

mechanisms, in an already situation of progressive disempowering of of local authorities. The 

―Strategic‖ character of many interventions de facto crowded out the necessary role of control and 

participation by the lower administrative levels (Regions, Local Authorities).   

A point on which attention must be focused to highlight those dynamics is that of the comparison 

between the local levels and the national one, regarding the various elements of the decree. For 

example, article 38 ―Measures for the valorization of the national energy resources‖ explicitly 

states the aim to ―valorize the national energy resources and grant the security of the Country‘s 

supply‖ – justifying mode and content of the Government‘s intervention. Such objective 

supported the need for a normative intervention by the Government with an Emenrgency Decree 

(art. 76 of the Italian Constitution). Moreover, it supported the need to simplify procedures and 

authorize the ―centralization‖ of the administrative competence (on the procedures of Assessment 

of Environmental Impact) from the Regional administrations to the Ministry of the Environment.  

The first paragraph sets the ―unique concession titles‖. Those allow to receive permits of 

exploration and research as well as permits of extraction, derogating the precedent norm of 

division of permits od exploration and research and extraction permits. Not only the various 

activities of ―exploration, research and cultivation of hydrocarbon and those of natural gas 

storage‖ are considered as one, but it also is regarded to as ―strategic interest‖ and they are 

considered ―of public utility and urgent‖.  

The second part states that among the ―authorizing decrees‖ must also be considered the 

―declaration of public utility and urgency‖ of the work as well as ―the preventive order for 

expropriation‖ of its goods, with a possible authomatic effect of ―urbanistic change‖ (2
nd

 

paragraph), if considered necessary.  

Paragraph 3 provided the Ministry of the Environment with the task to evaluate the environmental 

impact of the exploration projects, research and cultivation of hydrocarbons on off-shore projects 

on land
61

.  

Paragraph 4 regulated the Environmental Impact Assessment procedures active at the moment of 

the start of the decree‘s validity. Thus, the Regional Administrations in which the procedure was 

active were allowed to conclude the procedure within December 31, 2014. After such date, the 

Regional Administration had the duty to transfer the documentation to the Ministry of the 

                                                           
61This last reference to the on-shore platforms was made possible by a modification of the Code of Environment  

(Law decree 152/2006 - point 7 of attachment II to Part II) 
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Environment ―to carry out the necessary following procedures‖, while informing the Ministry of 

Economic Development. 

Deprived of their right to decide on their own territories, Regions, Municipalities and Local 

Entities could mainly make reference to tribunals to make their requests, as it will be further 

analysed.  

Moreover, the art. 10 of the decree insisted over the use of international financial sector to fund 

the creation of infrastructures by the emission of project bonds by Cash Deposit and Loans and its 

Investment Management Company ―CDPi‖ .  

The emission of bonds for the realization of public projects by the collection of resources on 

financial markets is absolutely not new, but the creation of ad hoc institutions and the growing 

securitization of land continue to pose some questions about the legitimacy of the process which 

definitely determines their use and destination. 

Investment in project bonds incentivizes the elaboration of projects which should guarantee 

profit-returns to investors. By this way, territories are prominently seen in terms of profitability, 

while the betterment of their social and environmental dimension (which may not forcefully result 

by their exploitation or productive use) is often considered as a (positive or negative) externality 

of the investment. The question here is to what extent the envision by the Government of land and 

common resources as marketable financial assets can improve the living conditions of local 

populations and guarantee socio-ecological sustainability.  

Moreover, when the political will retrocede and the State creates ad hoc institutions for the 

securitization of natural and cultural assets, the interests of the investors can definitely influence 

political and economic choices over the destination of local territories. The physical and material 

distance between international or national investors and the local communities is symbolically 

represented by the Investment Management Company whose primary task is the redistribution of 

dividends/shares among the investors.  

Those two examples show how, given the perception of a progressive centralization of powers in 

the hands of the State and a parallel decrease in local power, together with a shift from the 

political to the economic-financial sphere (securitizations, project bonds), citizens and groups 

organized in networks for collective action: in this case, the application of higher level rules 

(Constitutional, collective choice) was not possible, this given the existence of other ―operative‖ 

rules that hindered the ―stable expectations‖ of individuals. When market unbalances prevail on 

the formal rules of collective choices communities are more likely to organize themselves as an 

effort to maintain the possibility to have a say on the creation of the rules of access to the 

resources. 



97 

 

From this stand, according to movements of Italian civil society and organizations, this decree 

represents a way to delete basic political and civil rights. Italian lawyers and constitutionalists
62

 

consider it to be based on an illogical presumption: the idea that the interest in the realization of 

big works publicly financed could prevail on fundamental public interests guaranteed by the 

Constitution
63

(Maddalena, 2014) .  

The movements denounce also that the funds unblocked would be destined to realize public 

works in sectors where there was a high risks of intromission by the criminal organization like 

Mafias
64

. These public works concern, among others, the sectors of building infrastructures, oil 

extraction and waste management. Even if the law stated the interest in defending public health 

and safety (both guaranteed by the Italian Constitution), the characters of ―urgency‖ of the 

measures provided in the decree (see l.n. 164/2014) do not allow for studies and considerations 

about the externalities and the impact on environment, health and social well-being.  

Moreover, the actors involved in these interventions would be private companies in the field of oil 

extraction ( i.e. ENI in the COVA in Agri Valley, Southern Italy, Mog – Mediterranean Oil and 

Gas – in Ombrina Mare, Abruzzo, Central Italy). From this stand, 154 organizations of the civil 

society  rose up. They wanted to activate a dialectic between the local and national level about 

public interest, public intervention and externalities, denouncing how the characteristics of 

―urgency‖ and ―emergency‖ of the decree enable to dump or shift a series of ―norms‖ and 

―controls‖ by research centers and local observatories over the practicability of these interventions 

in terms of public health and safety
65

. They criticized that the competencies of feasibility 

                                                           
62 Among them the ex-vice president of the Constitutional Court Paolo Maddalena, the constitutionalists Gaetano 

Azzariti, Enzo Di Salvatore. 
63 ―ritenendo, ad esempio, che si possa anche prescindere da quanto rappresentato da ―una amministrazione preposta 

alla tutela ambientale, paesaggistico-territoriale, del patrimonio storico artistico o alla tutela della salute e della pubblica 

incolumità‖ (art. 1, comma 4), rimettendosi alle valutazioni del ―Commissario, che si pronuncia entro quindici giorni‖. 

(Maddalena, 2014. Fuori dalla Costituzione, in ―Rottama Italia‖ p.13-17, Retrived from: 

http://www.altreconomia.it/site/download.php?allegato=phpas4G6M4845.pdf. ) 
64 A typical example is the cases of waste management in the Campania region (Southern Italy), the realization of the 

EXPO (http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2014/03/23/expo-2015-prefetto-di-milano-la-mafia-partecipa-al-

banchetto/923815/) and other public works unlikely famous for the infiltration by enterprises belonging to criminal 

organizations. For a review of some of them, in particular in the field of waste management see Pierobon A. (2013), 

Mafia e Capitale, retrieved from http://asud.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/imp_mafia-e-capitale-WEB.pdf (Italian 

version only) 
65 Coordinamento nazionale NO TRIV, Forum Italiano Movimenti per l'Acqua, Coordinamento Nazionale Siti 

Contaminati, Abruzzo Social Forum, Forum Abruzzese Movimenti per l'Acqua, Rete per la Tutela della Valle del 

Sacco, Associazione A SUD, Stop Biocidio Lazio, Taranto Respira, Peacelink, WWF Taranto, NO Carbone Brindisi, 

Confederazione COBAS, Ambiente e Salute nel Piceno, Comitato Stoccaggio Gas S. Martino (CH), Comitati Cittadini 

per l'Ambiente di Sulmona, Associazione Nuovo Senso Civico, Comitato No TAP, Coordinamento nazionale No Triv-

sez Basilicata, Coordinamento Regionale Acqua Pubblica di Basilicata, Coordinamento dei Comitati contro le 

autostrade Cremona-Mantova e Tirreno-Brennero, Onda rosa, comitatino di mamme e donne del centro olio (ENI) di 

Viggiano, No Triv Sannio, Altragricoltura, Comitato per la Difesa delle Terre Joniche, Rete Forum Ambientale 

dell'Appennino, Comitato No Powercrop Avezzano (AQ), Circolo culturale "Ambientescienze" – Cremona, Comitato 

No al Petrolio nel Vallo di Diano (SA), Comitato "No Petrolio, Sì Energie Rinnovabili", Comitato Abruzzese Difesa 

Beni Comuni (Tortoreto, TE), Comitato Opzione Zero - Riviera del Brenta, Comitato per la Salute, la Rinascita e la 

Salvaguardia del Centro Storico di Brescia, Forum Ambientalista di Grosseto, Associazione Made in Taranto, Ola 

(Organizzazione lucana ambientalista), Rete dei comitati in Difesa del Territorio, Medicina Democratica Onlus, 

Associazione AmbienteVenezia, Cambiamo Abbiategrasso, Circolo culturale "AmbienteScienze" di Cremona, 

Comitato NO Corridoio Roma-Latina per la Metropolitana Leggera, Comitato sardo Gettiamo le Basi, Radio AUT per 

l'antimafia sociale, Comitato NOil Puglia, Rete della Conoscenza, Coordinamento Comitati Ambientalisti Lombardia, 

http://www.altreconomia.it/site/download.php?allegato=phpas4G6M4845.pdf
http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2014/03/23/expo-2015-prefetto-di-milano-la-mafia-partecipa-al-banchetto/923815/
http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2014/03/23/expo-2015-prefetto-di-milano-la-mafia-partecipa-al-banchetto/923815/
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assessment are transferred by decree from the regions to the central Minister and that components 

of the evaluative commission of the Minister of the Environment (VIA) result to be proprietors of 

enterprises interested in the construction of infrastructures
66

. 

The Minister activated project of research on local environmental conflicts called ―Nimbyforum‖ 

and funded by the major corporate group in the field of oil extraction, energy production and 

provision, water management (Edison, Trans Adriatic Pipeline, Falck Renewables, Terna, Enel)
67

.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Comitato SpeziaViaDalCarbone (La Spezia), WWF Potenza e Aree Interne, MEDITERRANEO NO TRIV, Comitato 

Verità per Taranto, Comitato 12 giugno Familiari delle vittime del lavoro di Taranto, Associazione ambientalista ―Clan-

Destino O.N.L.U.S.‖, Ass. Ravenna virtuosa, A.N.P.I. Sezione di Nova Milanese (Monza e Brianza), Assotziu 

Consumadoris Sardigna – Onlus. Comitato NO TUNNEL TAV Firenze, Ecoistituto del Veneto "Alex Langer", 

AmicoAlbero – Venezia, Movimento dei Consumatori, Collettivo Nonviolento Uomo Ambiente della BASSA - RE- 

Guastalla, L.O.C. - Lega Obiettori di Coscienza alle spese militari e nucleari, Milano, Coordinamento Campano per la 

Gestione Pubblica dell'Acqua, Brindisi Bene Comune, ATTAC Italia, Associazione ZeroWasteLazio, Associazione 

Alternativa@Mente, Rete Campana della Civiltà del Sole e della Biodiversità, Coordinamento regionale dei comitati 

NoMuos, Osservatorio sulla Repressione, Fondazione Lorenzo Milani, Associazione RAP Molise, Coordinamento No 

Triv - Terra di Bari, Coordinamento Nord Sud del Mondo, Mountain Wilderness Abruzzo, Associazione TILT!, 

Coordinamento Salviamo il Paesaggio Roma e Provincia, Legambiente Italia, Comitato FuoriPista, Associazione 

Bianchi Bandinelli, Forum Salviamo il Paesaggio, Difendiamo i Territori, Rete civica italiana, Consiglio Metropolitano 

Partecipato, Era Onlus - Associazione Radicale Esperanto, Laboratorio sociale "La città di sotto" – Biella, Associazione 

Rita Atria, L'Albero Vagabondo, Comitato Cittadini e Lavoratori Liberi e Pensanti, Fronte Sannita per la Difesa della 

Montagna, Forum Paesaggio Marche, perUnaltracittà-laboratorio politico Firenze, Associazione Oltre La Crescita, 

Comitato San Giorgio a Cremano, Coordinamento lavoratori autoconvocati - contro la crisi, Comitato La Difesa di 

Civitaluparella (CH), Fondazione Capta onlus, CIUFER (Comitato Italiano Utenti delle Ferrovie Regionali), Ass 

InFormazione InMovimento Legnano, Salviamo il Paesaggio Legnano Villa Cortese San Giorgio su Legnano e 

Canegrate, Movimento Legge Rifiuti Zero Legnano Altomilanese, Acqua Bene Comune per Legnano Altomilanese, 

Attac Legnano, Stazione Ornitologica Abruzzese ONLUS, Quorum Zero Piu Democrazia per Legnano 

AltomilaneseConsulta per l'Ambiente di Ferentino, Associazione di Bed and Breakfast "Parco Maiella Costa 

Trabocchi" – Abruzzo, Action, CSOA La Strada, Federazione nazionale Pro Natura, WWF Forlì, Comitato Difensori 

della Toscana, Associazione‖un Ponte per‖, Movimento nazionale "Legge Rifiuti Zero", Greenpeace Italia, Assise di 

Bagnoli, Associazione Vivai ProNatura, Associazione Ecomuseo Borgo La Selva (Casole d'Elsa, Siena), Legambiente 

Circolo Le Cesane di Urbino, Sinistra per Urbino, Pro Natura Abruzzo, Comunità Emmaus Ferrara, Pro Natura Torino, 

Comitato di Difesa del Territorio Colli Prenestini Castelli Romani, Comitato InBosa, Comitato WWF Montello-Piave, 

Comitato acquabenecomune Planargia Montiferro, Associazione "La Casa del Nespolo‖, Coordinamento Comitati 

Fuochi, Comitato NoTriv Val di Noto, Animalisti Italiani, Associazione LEM Italia, Coord. Agro Romano Bene 

Comune, Terra Nuova, mensile di ecologia, Centro Donna di Grosseto, ATTAC Grosseto, Associazione "Comitato 

SOS275", ISDE Campania, Comitato cittadini liberi della Valle Galeria di Roma – Malagrotta, Comitato di quartiere 

Roma (ex) XVI Pisana Estensi, Coordinamento Comitati Sardi, WWF Villorba (TV) Confederazione Sindacale Sarda-

CSS; Associazione Posidonia Porto Venere (La Spezia); Coordinamento provinciale Rifiuti Zero Pesaro-Urbino; 

Coordinamento provinciale Acqua Bene Comune ATO 1 Marche nord; Coordinamento Nazionale Alberi e Paesaggio 

ONLUS; Associazione Comitato quartiere Villanova di Falconara Marittima (AN); ONDAVERDE ONLUS - 

Movimento ecologista di Falconara Marittima (AN); Rete Nazionale NO Geotermia Elettrica Speculativa e Inquinante; 

Rete STOP BIOCIDIO Campania; Comitato Difesa Ambiente e Territorio di Spinea; Coordinamento Associazioni Area 

Grecanica - No Carbone; ISDE Medici per l'Ambiente Sezione di Napoli. 
66 A critical example is the Progin S.p.a. indirectly owned by a member of the Evalutive Commission. The member of 

the commission on environmental impact has 9% of Progin shares. Progin is controlled by another company, S.I.A. 

(Società Ingegneria Architettura) S.r.l., based in Neaples, that holds 52% of the shares. Therefore, Progin Spa is not 

controlled by S.I.A. srl, 91.64% of which is owned by this member of the Commissione di Valutazione di Impatto 

Ambientale. Moreover, he is sole administrator of the companies controlled by Progin S.p.A. According to Progin‘s 

buget the existence of numerous buisnesses with companies involved in the planning/construction of great works 

subject to scrutiny by the VIA Commission. For example, Progin took care of the planning phase of and intervention 

within the Obiettivo law for Italferr (railway line RHO-Parabiago and Y juncture), which was given an environmental 

compatibility certificate by the national VIA coomission, also signed by the VIA commissioner and sole administrator 

of SIA, n.1509 May 23rd, 2014».  

This case was reported by numerous newspaper, that underlined a series of coflicts of interest within the VIA 

commission (http://espresso.repubblica.it/attualita/2015/04/07/news/controllori-e-controllati-quanti-conflitti-d-

interesse-nella-commissione-via-1.207112) 
67 More information disposable on http://www.nimbyforum.it/sostenere-il-progetto-nimby-forum: 

Previous editions of Nimby fourm were funded by Actelios-Gruppo Falck, Alpiq, Amiu, Amsa, Associazione 

Consumatori Utenti, Assoelettrica, Autorità per l'energia elettrica e il gas, Autostrade per l'Italia, Banco Popolare 

dell'Emilia Romagna, Buzzi Unicem, C. m. c., Conai, Edison, Enìa, E.On, Federambiente, Ferrovie dello Stato, Gruppo 

Hera, Gruppo Italgest, Impregilo, Sei, Siemens, Sogin, Teseco, TRM, Waste Italia, Wisco. 

http://www.nimbyforum.it/sostenere-il-progetto-nimby-forum
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Considerations about the National Energetic Strategy devised by the Government within the 

decree conflated into a ―Call‖ by Italian researchers and Professors
68

. Firstly, they questioned in 

particular the measures provided by the artt. 36-38 which enable and fasten the plan of oil 

extraction in the regions of Emilia Romagna, Abruzzo, Basilicata and Sicily. Secondly, they 

propose the development of a sustainable energy plan that also includes consideration by the 

scientific, social, cultural and environmental perspectives and that should also promote the 

education of citizenship in the field of environmental sustainability. In these terms the requests by 

―local‖ committees should be considered in their relationships with other communities making 

oppositions to national projects of ―development‖. They question the typology and the procedure 

of ―development‖ in a very similar way in which some years ago, leaders of ―developing 

countries‖ like Thomas Sankara, were questioning the measures to pay the debt and a notion of 

development imposed by other countries and international institutions like IMF
69

.  

From this perspective, instead of seeing them as a collection of groups affected by NIMBY 

Syndromes, the links and networks among these realities constitutes a net of coordination asking 

for different notions of ―development(s)‖ and a not-only-formal consideration of a multi-

dimensional ―well-being‖ along the all national territory
70

.  

                                                           
68 To read the call: http://www.energiaperlitalia.it/appello/  

Promoters are: Vincenzo Balzani (coordinatore), Dipartimento di Chimica ―G. Ciamician‖, Università; Nicola 

Armaroli, Istituto ISOF-CNR; Alberto Bellini, Dipartimento di Ingegneria dell‘Energia Elettrica e dell‘Informazione 

―Guglielmo Marconi‖, Università; Giacomo Bergamini, Dipartimento di Chimica ―G. Ciamician‖, Università Enrico 

Bonatti, ISMAR-CNR; Alessandra Bonoli, Dipartimento di Ingegneria Civile, Chimica, dell‘Ambiente e dei Materiali, 

Università; Carlo Cacciamani, Servizio IdroMeteoClima, ARPA;Romano Camassi, INGV; Sergio Castellari, Divisione 

servizi climatici, CMCC e INGV; Daniela Cavalcoli, Dipartimento di Fisica ed Astronomia, Università; Marco 

Cervino, ISAC-CNR; Maria Cristina Facchini, ISAC-CNR; Sandro Fuzzi, ISAC-CNR; Luigi Guerra, Dipartimento di 

Scienze dell‘Educazione «Giovanni Maria Bertin», Università; Giulio Marchesini Reggiani, Dipartimento di Scienze 

Mediche e Chirurgiche, Università; Vittorio Marletto, Servizio IdroMeteoClima, ARPA; Enrico Sangiorgi, 

Dipartimento di Ingegneria dell‘Energia Elettrica e dell‘Informazione ―Guglielmo Marconi‖, Università; Leonardo 

Setti, Dipartimento di Chimica Industriale, Università; Micol Todesco, INGV; Margherita Venturi, Dipartimento di 

Chimica ―G. Ciamician‖, Università Stefano Zamagni, Scuola di Economia, Management e Statistica, Università; 

Gabriele Zanini, UTVALAMB-ENEA 
69 As quoted by Otive Igbuzor (2010) 

"Our Struggle will in no way be a limited struggle characterized by narrow nationalism. Our struggle is that of all 

peoples arising to peace and freedom. That is why we must never lose sight of the qualities and the just aspiration 

toward peace a just peace, dignity, and genuine independence of the peoples that surround us. Of course, they must 

carry out their historic duty. They must rid themselves of all the serpents that infest their territory, of all the monsters 

who rob them of their happiness. We have shouldered our responsibilities. Other people must do the same their youth, 

their patriotic and democratic forces, their civilian and military personnel, their men and women alike." Thomas 

Sankara (http://www.otiveigbuzor.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/PEACE-AND-SECURITY-EDUCATION.pdf) 
70 ―According to the European Environment Agency in Italy are located thousands of sites, of which 57 (39 today, after 

the downgrading of 18 sites of regional interest) are defined by strategic national interest (SIN) and included in the 

―National Reclamation Programme" on the basis of the extent of environmental contamination, health risk and social 

alarm (DM 471/1999). The health impact of polluted sites is the subject of epidemiological investigations of 

geographical areas at risk. Started in 2007, with funding under the Strategic Programme Environment and Health of the 

Ministry of Health, the Project SENTIERI (National Epidemiologic Study of the Territories and Settlements Exposed to 

Risk of Pollution) evaluate the epidemiological evidence causal association between specific causes of death and 

environmental exposures‖(brief from ―bio-cide‖) A typical example is characterized by the movements in Campania. 

For a review, see D'Alisa, et al. (2010). 

We can rapidly mention joint proposals made by the movements in Campania and Basilicata for local development 

based on sustainable tourism, biological agriculture, local economies, energy efficiency and renewable energy, waste 

reduction through law and market incentives also financed by (ESF) European Structural Funds for development. 
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The opposition to decree 133/2014 has been supported by an heterogeneous movement of the 

third sector composed by networks of local committees, non-profit organizations, forum of local 

and national associations working together on different layers and topics
71

. As in previous 

experiences of social organization around the commons, the issue of ―inequality‖ emerged also in 

this case. In particular, these entities often underlined the correspondence between ―inequities and 

inequalities‖ in decision-making concerning the destiny of territories and strategy for national 

development. This fact has been evidenced also by Members of Regional Office World Health 

Organization, in particular in the field of waste management in the Campania Region in Southern 

Italy (Martuzzi et al., 2010)
72

. They acknowledged that ―the patterns of association between 

mention waste-related environmental pressures and SES
73

 suggest that some of the observed 

inequalities in exposure and health represent a case of environmental injustice as they are the 

result of social processes and may be prevented, at least partly‖ (Martuzzi et al, 2010). 

 Six regions of Italy (Abruzzo, Marche, Campania, Puglia, Lombardia, Veneto) decided to contest 

the decree with an appeal to the Constitutional Court about the violation of competences of the 

Regions. In spite of the principle of horizontal subsidiarity, the decree stated the recalibration of 

intergovernmental relations, imposing some interventions through a top down approach that 

conflicts with the claims of an active civil society. 

In 2015, this movement proposed to 5 Regions to promote a referendum by resolution for the 

abrogation of comma 17 of art. 35 of the former decree 134/2012
74

 which allowed the process of 

oil and gas extraction and of art. 38 of law-decree 133/2014. The proposal was supported by 10 

regions in 2015 and was still debated in december 2015, since the Government decided to emend 

article 38 of the law decree 133/2014 (converted with amendments into law 164/2014), and the 

amendments were considered an attempt by the government to avoid going to the referendum, 

that should took place in spring 2016.  

 

                                                           
71 Listing some of the networks we can refer to ―STOP BIOCIDIO‖ in Campania, Southern Italy; the ―NO-TRIV‖ 

networks in Abruzzo, central Italy, and Basilicata and Sicily, Southern Italy; the ―NO-TAV‖ movement, the network 

―NO EXPO‖ Off Topic, PeaceLink (who proposed an alternative plan of development in the Puglia Region, southern 

Italy), the CDCA (Centre of Documentation on Environmental Conflicts), GreenPeace organization 

(www.greenpeace.org), the Forum of local committees ―Salviamo il Paesaggio‖ (here a maps all over the Italian 

territory http://www.salviamoilpaesaggio.it/blog/info_sul_forum/comitati-locali/) , ―ASud‖ association. Among them 

also FAI (Fondo per l‘Ambiente Italiano), WWF, Legambiente, MareVivo and GreenPeace, who proposed the Regions 

to appeal to the Constitutional court against the decree. 
72 Martuzzi, et al. (2010). Inequalities, inequities, environmental justice in waste management and health. The European 

Journal of Public Health, ckp216. http://eurpub.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2010/01/08/eurpub.ckp216.figures-

only ; other cases are those of the Roma people settlements in front of the Giugliano dump in Campania (set there by 

the local administration) and the assignation of houses in Via di Rocca Cencia (Rome) to the people who were waiting 

for social houses. Rocca Cencia is now sadly famous for the presence of a pharmaceutical abusive dump on its 

agricultural land. The land has been sequestered by the judicial authority. 

see also for the case of Taranto, Italy: Pirastu et al. (2013) and 

http://www.salute.gov.it/imgs/C_17_pubblicazioni_1833_allegato.pdf 
73 in this case ―Socio-Economic Status‖ 
74 Decreto sviluppo (D.L. 22 giugno 2012, n. 83, convertito con l. 7 agosto 2012, n. 134) which replaced the norm 

stablished by art.6 c.17 d.lgs. 152/2006. 

http://www.salviamoilpaesaggio.it/blog/info_sul_forum/comitati-locali/
http://eurpub.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2010/01/08/eurpub.ckp216.figures-only
http://eurpub.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2010/01/08/eurpub.ckp216.figures-only
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The committees and networks proposed a participatory development that would be focused on 

economic and environmental sustainability in the long run, in particular through the creation of 

workplaces in the fields of fair economies, waste reduction, reuse and recycle, community 

supported agriculture, the transformation and reconversion of industries and buildings into new 

places of sharing economies, sociality and collective work (An example of them is the experiment 

of the Ri-MAFLOW in Milan
75

. Concerning the area of Abruzzo the movement who claimed to 

stop the activity of research for oil extraction over the coast renewed the request of institutions of 

the Regional Marine Natural Park of ―Trabocchi del Chietino‖ to enhance a process of vitalization 

of a sustainable touristic sector, and they organized a campaign of lobbying on the Regional 

councilmen. This was a project for the preservation of the natural wealth of the territory and 

sustainable local development launched in 2010 by a network of associations and citizens‘ 

committees.  

Many other experiments shaped this culture and aimed at creating a new economy of the 

Commons, based on the re-appropriation and resilience of individuals‘ life-time, sustainability 

and relationships. 

 

2.3 From the commons to the Common: rediscovering cultural, social and political 

dimensions implied in economics  

 

―I nuovi proprietari convertirono i campi arabili in pascoli per ovini, da cui ricavare la lana che all‘epoca, grazie 

all‘espansione del mercato del tessile, garantiva guadagni molto elevati. È il processo che va sotto il nome di 

enclosures of the common. Com‘è noto, la pur brillante analisi marxiana tendeva a sopravvalutare l‘incidenza 

economica del fenomeno, ed era per di più limitata al solo contesto inglese. Quel che però ci interessa notare è la 

logica che presiede alla ricostruzione storica, gli schemi concettuali che se ne possono ricavare: l‘accumulazione 

originaria presuppone che le due sfere d‘azione che costituiscono la struttura stessa del mondo moderno – e cioè la 

sfera privata e quella pubblica/statale – nascano a partire dalla rimozione violenta di una terza dimensione, 

alternativa ad entrambe: quella, appunto, del Comune.‖ (Coccoli 2014, Dai Commons al Comune. Introduzione 

pag.10) 

 

To introduce the case study about Rome, now it is worth to focus on how the concept of the 

Commons streamed in political and economic practices by people and movements. Firstly, it 

merits to say that, as we have already seen, the definition of the commons streamed from a notion 

                                                           
75 According to Paolo Maddalena ―La grande proprietà privata è riconosciuta dalla Costituzione (art.42) allo scopo 

di assicurare la funzione sociale. Chi lascia una fabbrica abbandonata o una terra perde la tutela giuridica e lo Stato o 

anche un Comune può rilevare l‘immobile. Anche senza concedere indennizzo,perché la proprietà ha perso la tutela 

giuridica garantita dalla funzione sociale‖. The social importance of the reclamation of RiMaflow by workers 

questions the local administrations to find juridical institutions and laws that enable to these experiments of mutual 

sustain and of research of work dignity to stay alive. It also opens opportunities to safe ―wasted‖ building that can be 

given to the people, particularly the young and unemployed. (http://www.rimaflow.it/). 

http://www.rimaflow.it/
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of resource commonly managed to collective and local public goods, to private goods that should 

be delivered to individuals or to ―communities interested in private property‖ (Demsetz, 1967)  

who are able to devise their sustainable management. Here the point is not one of ideology, but 

one of practices shaping social imaginaries. When we speak about the commons, it is worth 

underlining that commons are strictly linked with socio-ecological context, thus with 

communities, contexts and resources. 

The management of the commons is so influenced by the shared culture of the community and the 

(heterogeneous) set of its values. But it also influences and questions about the levels of 

governance and government implied in the management of such resources. 

In a system of (real or perceived) scarcity (like the economic crisis) and complexity (the 

multi-layer dimension of interests and stakeholders which are involved in the externalities of 

every economic activity) the theme of the Commons: 

- Singles out the relationships of power which intervene among the different subjects which 

are interested by the ―externalities‖ deriving by the use of the commons;  

- Interrogates on the legitimacy of actors which make use of resources or claim their 

property; 

- Broadly speaking, poses attention on the role of cultural, social and relational factors 

within the economic discourse.  

Within this perspective, the commons activated the debate around legitimacy, constitutions, 

working and operational rules. The objective of the research was to inquiry this topic in its 

economic and political dimensions and outcomes. So it was necessary to mention some social, 

economic, cultural and institutional contexts which influenced the evolution of communities 

which refer to ―commons‖ today. Many of the experiences that will be described are considered in 

a narrative framework characterized by the abandonment or the waste of public, collective 

resources by the private owner or by the State, a condition of impoverishing and marginalization 

of some social categories, the attempt to re-take  the resources by groups of citizens. 

Some features about the economic and legislative evolution of the country, will provide a 

perspective by which inquire the evolution of those communities who destine public and private 

urban spatial resources to collective use today.  

In a context of economic, political-democratic and social crisis and in a complex and globalised 

environment, political ―resistant‖ communities questioned 

-  the ―values‖ which orient the ongoing paths of socio-economic development; 

- the redistribution of not only monetary, but also spatial (urban) and relational (public 

services and welfare) resources.  

By this way, a research about urban commons in Rome could not escape to consider the  

- developments of the socio-economic context,  
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- the mechanisms of assignation and redistribution of the spatial resources,  

- the internal debate and perceptions of self-organized communities.  

Political self-organized communities of Rome focused on the crisis of public welfare; about the 

usefulness of self-organized ―spontaneous‖ answers to public-institutional vacuums.  

These approaches link the theme of ―the commons‖ to that of the ―city as commons‖ and motivate 

the inquiry about practices and developments of socio economic systems towards a really 

participative dimension of the ―right to the city‖.  

The research aim to describe the evolution of these systems and the perspectives of these 

movements in a narrative framework, with the will to reflect upon the transformations of the 

public urban space and the answers given by the communities who activate themselves around 

urban commons.  

3. The Rome case study 

 

“Roma da almeno un decennio è al centro di un ampio dibattito e di un'intensa produzione di 

rappresentazioni e progetti che si sono contesi la possibilità di rimetterne in scena identità e 

prospettive. Questa mobilitazione di energie, al di là delle diverse amministrazioni, si è 

manifestata trasversalmente nel binomio centralità-perifericità. Di contro, una certa continuità di 

pratiche ha sempre privilegiato la mediazione di interessi e attori consolidati del panorama 

capitolino, in luogo di una partecipazione pubblica più evocata che reale. La città concreta del 

nuovo millennio si è costruita come vetrina del turismo, del commercio e dell‘economia 

immateriale, mentre contemporaneamente veniva riconfermando alcune delle sue forze 

economiche elementari, a partire dall‘edilizia residenziale, proiettando su nuove centralità 

esterne quel vecchio modello di sviluppo novecentesco fondato sul ―cemento‖. Si è contribuito 

così ad amplificare ed accrescere le differenze economiche fra le aree municipali, rafforzandone i 

confini materiali e simbolici e le loro logiche di esclusione‖  

(Pompeo,  2012: 55) 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In his publication about Ostrom‘s works and life, Derek Wall acknowledged the influence of 

Vincent Ostrom‘s and Searle‘s thought on Ostrom‘s reflection about institutions: ―Searle felt that 

facts have to be understood in context or they have little or no meaning. (…) Empirical studies 

have less or no meaning if not combined with an understanding of often invisible or semi-

invisible sets of rules.‖ (Ostrom, V. 1997: 179 in Wall, 2014:54-55) 

As underlined in the first part of this work, thoughts on the commons depend on the evolution of 

socio economic contexts and emerge from the reaction of the communities to the complexities 
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they are confronted with. The aim is to provide a perspective for the understanding of some 

factors and rules that are ―invisible‖ or semi-visible and that oriented the development of the city 

of Rome as well as the emersion of self-organized communities. 

3.1.1 Transformations of the Italian capitalist system and urban development  

The Table 1 (see Appendix)  has been reprised and transformed from the table by De Muro, 

Monni and Tridico (2011: 1215). It wants to highlight some links and factors of transformation 

and pressures from the international context to the local one, in particular by highlighting some 

steps in the transformation of the national regime of accumulation and regulation over time and its 

effects and links with the local level of the Capital.  

By this work, I tried to collect some historical, economic, demographic, social and political 

elements which influenced the socio-economic development of the city of Rome and shaped its 

urban conformation. For this reason, the table presents different elements which influenced the 

transformation of the city, namely international factors of economic and political constraints, the 

national regimes of accumulation and regulation, the local factors of accumulation and regulation. 

Beyond the division of the scheme by DeMuro, et al. I thus inserted information about the 

evolution of the building sector and policies which allowed it: the analysis of such factors seems 

relevant for the understanding of the topic as connected to the evolution of the roman urban fabric 

and, at a more general level, the dynamics of land exploitation. At the local level, I have chosen to 

analyze: the city master plans (Piani Regolatori Generali, General Regulatory Plans, PRG), the 

transoformations at an administrative organization level of the city, the regulations and 

resolutions which had effects on the government and then governance system of the city and the 

management of its public assets, the demographic and economic factors which influenced the 

evolution of the peripheries, the plan of State driven building initiatives and their realization, 

often involved in scandals related to the systematic advantage produced for the private sector and 

the waste of public economic and spatial resources. The in deep analysis of such factors has been 

crucial in order to be able to build a solid framework of the social, political and economic 

evolution of the city in the last century important in order to understand ―why and how‖ Rome 

has been addressed by numerous practices of radical reappropriation of spaces and self-

organization. Moreover, it permits to produce a more radical understanding the concept of 

Illegality Vs Legitimacy. In fact, the illegal practice of squatting or occupation of private or 

public forgotten spaces in the city, permitted over the years to reactivate them through the 

experimentation of self-management and radical participation of the population itself. The general 

goal, was to transform them in shared and ―freed‖ spaces, that can be intended as ―urban 

commons‖ for social, cultural and political activities. 
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At the national level, I have focused on: the process of administrative decentralization of the State 

occurred in the last decades, since it had deeply influenced the actual process of neoliberal 

urbanisms, as introduced in the previous paragraphs; the evolution of urban policies and practices 

such as the public housing policies, that had been central for the implementation of mechanisms 

of social exclusion and the raise of social movements (Mudu, 2014); the laws aimed to rationalize 

public finance and launch growth by the realization of big infrastructures through the lever of the 

building industry; the laws on building sanctions started in the ‘80s by a process of deregulation 

which created perverse incentives for illegal practices and speculation over the territories 

(Clementi, Perego, 1983) . Moreover, this last element have probably hid public and private 

collusive tendering and mechanisms of corruption, as the scandal of Tangetopoli in 1992, brought 

into light in the early ‗90ies (Oliva 1997: 567). 

What emerges from a brief analysis of the table is the presence of international economic factors 

and political national and local responses defined and implemented by élites communities which 

fostered the choice of self-organized communities to radically re-appropriate lands, vacant spaces 

(and rights) claiming them as ―commons‖. 

The perception of an appropriation of spatial and economic ―collective‖ resources implemented 

by local and extra-local élites - and the perception of the weight of some sectional interests in 

devising national and local regulations which allowed these episodes - resulted in a 

disenchantment towards the effective capability of the public-administrative sphere to address 

basic social needs, a perception which, broadly speaking, motivated practices of self-organization. 

The cases of the ―illegal‖ self-managed occupied social centers (CSOA), that still today punctuate 

the city of Rome, represents the response by self-organized political communities to a substantial 

need of sense of community and spaces for culture, leisure, sociability and citizenships‘ 

organization as a form of resistance to a multiplicity that will be analyzed more in deep in the 

following paragraphs. These communities have faced the increasing retrenchment of public 

economic resources and the progressive reduction/substitution of public spaces (Lo Piccolo, 

Bonafede, 2011) that have been sided by the growing speculation on urban public land and to the 

process of city-commodification which follows the ―new‖ pattern of inter-locality competition for 

the collection of financial resources on international real-estate markets. 

In the Table (reported in Appendix) adapted from DeMuro et al.(2012), it is described the 

economic phases of expansion and contraction of the Italian economy and of the socio-economic 

development of Rome. Starting from that, in the next sections, I tried to reconstruct some of the 

intertwined factors and events that may have affected the transformation of Italian capitalistic 
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system and the transformation of the city. I
76

 I have chosen to add a fifth column concerning the 

right, in order to focus on the public scandals of corruption that invested the public administration 

at a municipal and national level and which motivates reactions of movements and communities 

to the perceived institutional vacuum thorough self-production of alternative solutions 

implemented on the physical vacant spaces of the city. 

From 1947 to 1968 

As known, after WWII Italy witnessed the dawn of a period of economic and demographic 

expansion. The end of the war and the aid of the European Recovery Plan consented to the 

Christian Democratic Governments and the successive Christian Democratic – Socialist 

Governments to apply policies of public investment for economic growth and to progressively 

develop a system of public neo-capitalism (Barca, 1997: 38).  To deepen a bit into the argument, 

it is worth dwelling on some steps which brought to the Italian controversial development. The 

structure of the Italian capitalist system was the heritage of the oligopolistic capitalism of the 

Fascist era.  

After a policy by Corbino and Einaudi in 1946 which encouraged credit expansion and the 

opening of new banks (Faucci, 2014: 203), the high level of inflation of the immediate post-war 

period (due to the 1) abolition of the force placement of public securities and, therefore, of the 

financing of public debt, 2) absence of restrictions to private bank credit, which had allowed an 

increase in liquidity to which corresponded no adequate quantity of goods, 3) bargaining system 

and the need of restructuration of the Italian economy, required internal choices of economic 

policy as well as external financial support for a plan of national recovery.  

The policy of Einaudi Governor of the Bank of Italy was at first aimed at a wider liberalization of 

the internal market , monetary and exchange credit . But in August 1947, the Governor of the 

Central Bank's policy veered toward the credit crunch, with the reduction of business financing. 

Einaudi‘s policy consisted of two main measures: ―the increase in the reserve-deposit ratio in 

order to reduce the banking multiplier and a reduction of the lending-bank assets which had a 

powerful reductive effect upon credit supply‖ (Faucci 2014: 204)  

Every bank was forced to sterilize a ratio of its credit to guarantee the deposits exceeding the 

capital of the bank itself. Such amounts of money, de facto subtracted to the privates‘ credit 

should have been invested in Government securities or in securities asset-backed by the 

Government to be deposited in a special account in the Bank of Italy or the Treasury.  

This operation was certainly effective in the reduction of inflation but at the same time it 

determined a strong sufferance for the private entrepreneurial sector and for the Italian economy 

                                                           
76 Since these are elements that partially influenced the emergence of the analyzed practices, this analysis makes no 

claim to be exhaustive. Nevertheless, it is an attempt of synthesis of some factors that, I argue, are relevant for the 

analysis of the selected topic. 
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as a whole. It determined a slowing down of the industrial reprise (Graziani in Giovagnoli 

2000:170), a new wave of unemployment, reduction of salaries and problems for the internal 

demand. The results of this policy and the cut in public spending and subsidies (in particular the 

increase in the price of bread for the suspension of the subsidies) triggered the wave of protests 

and riots.  

Somehow, the policy resulted functional to the development of Italian export-led model by the 

low cost of its labor. According to Graziani (1978) the policy of credit freeze and the revitalized 

openness to international markets determined the development of the italian economy by export-

led Italian capitalistic development and its dependence by a low cost of labor.  

The reasons which brought to this choice were manifold and debated: from the one side, this was 

due to the international pressures by the U.S. administration for the monetary stability of the 

country which should receive aid of the ERP and which already asked fund by the Banca 

Ricostruzione and Import bank (Giovagnoli 2000: 171). According to Baffi (also in Giovagnoli 

2000:174) the influence of a imminent currency crisis due to the reduced stock of reserves of Italy 

(which needed dollars for the importation of carbon, cotton, oil and wheat
77

), after the 

announcement of non convertibility of the pound in July 1943, influenced the will to immediately 

bring back Italian foreign capital by the lever of increased interest rates. 

According to Graziani the deflationary policy was so intense to determine fall in investments and 

a difficult reprise of the productive sectors of the Italian economy.  

In general, the structure of the Italian industry was characterized by a high presence of the public 

sector in the economy, which was an heritage of the public economic institutions of Fascism. The 

typology of management of the public sector was by public holdings, with a formal separation 

between the political address and the management of these national enterprises. Strategic 

development and profit objectives were defined by the managers, sometimes with the result of a 

lack of integrated strategic national industrial plan. In 1956, the institution of the ―Ministero delle 

Partecipazioni Statali‖ witnessed the attempt to regain a political control of these enterprises. The 

further exit of public holdings from the Confindustria in ‘58 wanted to mark a step in this 

direction. The Minister should be a center for the identification of public interests and objectives 

with the will to find and efficient and harmonic economic development of the country, but it 

progressively became a tool of political-exchange and corruption. 

In the fifties the main directives of social changes attempted by the Christian democratic 

Government were linked to the Housing Policy ―Piano Casa‖, the institution of the ―Cassa del 

Mezzogiorno‖ and the land reform ―Segni‖
 78

. 

                                                           
77 As reported by Baffi, in Giovagnoli, 2000:171 
78 Both the projects of ―Cassa del Mezzogiorno‖ and of land reform Segni (devised by Agriculture Minister Segni) 

aimed to promote economic development in the Southern Regions of Italy. The Cassa del Mezzogiorno wanted to 

promote economic activities located in the South (and in part in Central Italy), while the land reform point to the 

creation of a small network of land-owners by the redistribution of land from expropriated large estates. The two 
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The plans of reconstruction (Piani di Ricostruzione, law 409/1948) motivated the public support 

to the economic growth by the lever of the building sector. The reconstruction shaped and 

supported the economy, but obviously had also social effects: in particular, it transformed the 

urban structure, mainly through the definition and development of the new areas where to develop 

thousands of new unites of public housing (by the so-called ―Piano Casa‖). 

Two anomalies characterized these plans in Italy compared to other European countries: the first 

was the important influence of the landowners over the planning decision making process, the 

second was the absence of relationship between mobility and urban development (Oliva 1997).  

The plans followed the political will to guarantee the immediate investments of capitals in the 

building sector with the maximization of returns. According to Oliva (1997), this also motivated 

the concentration of facilities and administrative activities in the centers of the cities (the 

destination of that areas to services and offices would have increased returns) with problems of 

congestion due to an excessive cars load. The influence of landowners‘ and real estate‘s interests 

remain constantly relevant over the implementation of the city masterplans (Piani Regolatori 

Generali) in the following years. Once the Piani di Ricostruzione had exhausted their function, 

the opposition of landowners‘ interests prevented the implementation of the expropriation of land 

for public utility, according to the law of 1942, provided in the Piano Regolatore Generale. 

Another element that provocked the failure in the implementation of such law, that pointed to the 

abolition of returns for landowners due to the right of the public sector to expropriate land for 

public interest, indeed the municipalities always suffered a lack in economic resources needed to 

pay compensations (Oliva, 1997). The influence of the construction industry in the economic and 

social development of the Italian cities and territories can be more evident if it is considered that it 

collected more than 2 million people among owners, entrepreneurs and workers in the ‗50ies. This 

meant a strong electoral force against which no government had the will to oppose, and an 

economic sector, which really influenced the socio-economic development of our country.  

In the ‘50 and the ‘60, thus, the State sustained private enterprises by the lever of the building 

sector. This also resulted in an often-fictitious implementation of the provision provided by a 

succession of city Masterplans. This tendency has deeply influenced the uncontrolled urban 

development and consequently the daily life of the city hinabitants, and the formation of 

autonomous and insurgent communities organizing for the autonomous definition and 

reappropriation of spaces for the community, lacking in the most parts of working class 

neighbourhoods and peripherial areas.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
reforms did not avoid the wave of migrants which left the South of Italy and contributed to the economic development 

of the North. In particular, the Cassa del Mezzogiorno ended up financing the Northern Industry instead of supporting 

industrial initiative in the South. There, the creation of the new public heavy industry settlements in Gioia Tauro, 

Taranto, Gela and Naples (the so-called ―poli di sviluppo‖ ideated by Saraceno) created emplyiment opportunities for 

thousand of workers of the Southern regions (see Faucci, 2014:205-206).  
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In the ‘60 the demographic expansion continued to stimulate the growth of dwellings, which 

nevertheless did not satisfied the housing needs for the entire Rome population. Notwithstanding 

the efforts of the urban reform (Code of urban planning of 1960 and Law Zaccagnini 1961), the 

prescription given by the Italian law , according to which the right of soil property is connected to 

a right to built, determined de facto the domination of the private building sector over the public 

interest. .  

It is stressed by opposition produced against the reform of urban planning promoted by the 

liberal politician Fiorentino Sullo in 1964. The core of his proposal was the right of local 

authorities to expropriate private areas where the city masterplan individuated the necessity to 

define space for public utility and all the areas that are still undeveloped, in order to implement 

the public burdens and then sell the right to develop the area to private or public developers. The 

citie would maintain so the possession of the whole land within the city masterplan. It attempted 

to be a response to the perverse dynamics of illegal building and to solve the problem of excessive 

speculation on land-rents. 

Factors which strongly influenced the development of the cities and the lack of public spaces and 

services in many peripheral areas were mainly two: the permanent influence of the private interest 

in dumping regulation and the profiting over the uncontrolled urban expansion over agricultural 

land. During the 1950s and 1960‘, the dramatic increase of the Italian population, mainly moving 

from the countryside to the cities, searching for a job, produced a further increase in demand for 

affordable housing. It was addressed by several national first and then regional policies. Also in 

this case, the the interests of the building industry and landowners strongly affected the definition 

of the areas where to implement the public housing plans and the implementation of such plans 

itself.  

The public policies to solve the housing problem in late ‗50ies – with a distinction between 

policies of ―edilizia popolare sovvenzionata‖ and of ―edilizia agevolata‖
 79

 - were generally 

pursued in chaotic ways (Minelli, A. R. 2004: 104): on the one side, public policies privileged to 

built houses to sale, by public funding or by credit sustain for buyers, on the other the public 

sector, once concluded the infrastructures, used to alienate the residential properties to collect new 

resources to invest (Minelli, 2004:104). 

                                                           
79 The housing policies envisaged either  ―edilizia popolare sovvenzionata‖ (council subsidized housing) either  

―edilizia agevolata‖. The ―edilizia popolare sovvenzionata‖ implied the direct involvement of the public sector in the 

operation of construction of houses to be assigned to families and people in state of need, while the ―edilizia agevolata‖ 

consisted in public financial support for the purchase or construction of houses.  

The Law n. 715/1950 (Costituzione di un "Fondo per l'incremento edilizio" destinato a sollecitare l'attività' edilizia 

privata per la concessione di mutui per la costruzione di case di abitazione ) continua e procede con modalità e strategie 

complessivamente incoerenti: da un lato si tende a privilegiare la casa in proprietà, costruita con fondi totalmente 

pubblici e assegnata con piani di riscatto; oppure agevolata tramite sostegno al credito per gli acquirenti (legge n. 

715/1950: d‘altronde, uno slogan lanciato dalla Democrazia cristiana nel periodo della Costituente suonava come 

«meglio proprietari che proletari»); dall‘altro lato si liquida il patrimonio edilizio faticosamente costruito a questo scopo 

(d.p.r. n. 2/1959, che continua la tradizione di vendita del r.d.l. n. 386/1926, mirante a recuperare così risorse da 

reinvestire (Perulli, 2000)  
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 The wind of real-estate market shaped the residential and productive organization of the cities : 

the industrial areas of the center were substituted with other and more remunerative activities, 

(like the residential housing and the activities of the tertiary sector); slowly the definition of the 

plans for urban expansion shifted from the guidelines provided by the General Regulatory Plans 

to negotiated agreements between the private actors and the municipal administration (Piani 

Particolareggiati), the areas of high environmental interest were destined to upper middle-class 

residential areas (Oliva, 1997: 561).  

For example, Minelli (2004: 99-100) reports that the proposal of development plan and 

employment for 1955-1965 (Piano Vanoni of 1954) - even though it was never realized - 

esteemed a private and public expenditure of 3.8 billion to address the need of new houses. 

In1961 Istat (National Institute of Statistics) pointed out that a greater investment was done in 

building houses. But since only the 20% of spending - instead of the expected 50% - was financed 

by the state, the private sector invested in residential buildings of higher value, thus leaving 

unsatisfied the task to address the increasing needs of for affordable housing. 

These elements that influenced during the decades the urban development of Rome, resonates 

nowadays in mechanisms of social exclusion, in persistent ―urbanization of injustice‖ (cfr. 

Merrifield, Swingedouw, 1996; Mitchell, 2003; Nicholls, Beaumont, 2004)  in the peripherial 

areas, and in increasing urban inequalities due to the never addressed urban fracture between the 

city center and its peripheries. This is not only a matter of social justice, but also a factor which 

increases the level of insecurity, perceived isolation and polarization, as well as a lack of ―sense 

of community‖ which characterizes the metropolis and which heightens the level of conflict 

within the cities even today. 

Other elements of the Italian economic history should be highlighted to understand also the social 

and urban evolution of the following years.  

By 1962, the Christian Democratic project to develop a public neo-capitalism was accomplished 

(Barca, 1997:87). It consisted in the use of the autonomous public authorities as an instrument of 

planning via political control by the Government. The Christian democratic and socialist 

governments plans of development which envisaged strong State intervention in the economy 

(like the Programma Pieraccini) were combined with a behavior of ―benign neglect‖ of these 

parties, which never really pushed for reforms in the economic sector and for public 

administration efficiency and which used the lever of a central planning to use the allocation of 

state resources to gain political consensus. 

 As reported by Foot (2014: 169): ―"the state continued to buy up industries and run them badly 

throughout the post-war period, from the electricity nationalization, to a series of food companies. 

The "public neocapitalism" was combined with the "benign neglect" of the Christian Democrats, 

who never seriously attempted any planning, despite their near permanence in power. (...) An 
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unholy pact with the middle classes, who depended on the state, and were allowed to avoid taxes, 

created a vicious circle of dependency and clientelistic networks." (Foot 2014:169) 

At the same time, the first sixties had registered economic growth and also a growth in the level 

of employment and in the contractual force of the working class. At a same time, the progressive 

opening to the international markets determined pressures for increases in productivity and 

reduction of costs by the supply side. The low level of unemployment mixed with a growth in the 

level of real salaries determined the increases of prices of the goods, by the will of employee to 

maintain unchanged their profits (Petrini, 2010:20). Between 1960 and 1962 the level of 

employment increased fourfold and the incidence of payroll on the total industrial production was 

of 65% (Graziani in Petrini, 2010: 20).  

This situation created some harms to the industrials which responded to the struggle for higher 

wages with increases in prices of goods. The inflationary outcome of these actions and the 

problems created by the contractual force of labor determined the pressures by employee for the 

process of economic integration of the European market and the request of a credit freeze to 

President of the Bank of Italy Guido Carli (Petrini, 2010:21). The restrictive measure by Carli 

arrived in autumn 1963. In early sixties (between 1960-1963) he had maintained low interest rates 

to give access to credit for enterprises, and in autumn 1963 he moved to credit freeze in order to 

lower the level of inflation. Even if this operation apparently disregarded the situation of social 

conflict which was occurring in those years, with strong troubles of marginalization in the urban 

suburbs of the industrial cities (Carli, G. 1993: 261), it was gladly appreciated at a European level.  

Moreover, in winter 1964, in order to avoid a devaluation of the currency, Carli requested 

loans to the US government, in an age of monetary instability which risked to compromise 

the Bretton Woods System (Verde, 2002). The European countries (in particular the FRG, the 

Federal Republic of Germany) were worried about the increasing inflation rates for the stability of 

the European Market, and welcomed policies of credit restriction and financial stabilization. 

These policies strongly affected the productive system: in 1965 unemployment decreased to 3,6% 

parallel with a retrenchment of the level of salaries, which came back under the rate of 

productivity (Petrini, 2010:24). By this way, the economic growth was qualitatively different after 

1965, since it was based on the reduction of work-labor force and the increase in the levels of 

productivity, on the will to increase the level of exportations and a low rate of investments 

accompanied by high (legal and illegal) flows of capitals towards foreign countries (Petrini, 

2010:25).  

From 1968 to 1985 : the Tansformation 

To continue in the partial reconstruction of the factors affecting the socio-economic development 

of ―the City‖ described in the table I linger over the period between 1968-1985.  
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The period of the ―Transformation‖ opened with the demonstrations of 1969 and the claims for 

the right to housing, which activated processes of self organization and social conflicts, also in 

Rome, where the heterogeneous movement of workers started to perceive itself as a class. 

 In this period international factors played a major role in determining a change in perspectives 

over the roles of the public sector in the economy. In the 1970s Italy witnessed the 

transformations of international economic balances: the effects of the end of Bretton Woods and 

of Gold Exchange Standard (1971) which determined the attempt of the ―Monetary Snake‖ 

established with the Basil Agreements of 1972; the effects of the oil crisis of 1973, with a first 

phase of contraction of growth due to the energetic crisis (1975) and stagflation; and a second 

devaluation of the national currency in 1976. 

The international factors gave reasons to the transformation of economic thought and the raise of 

the neo-classic macroeconomics by Friedman (1969) and Lucas (1972) which strongly affected 

the policies and interventions by national and international political and economic institutions. At 

the European level these factors generated a vivid debate
80

 and motivated strong efforts to unite 

European markets and the need to find a new regime of fixed change and monetary stability in 

Europe.  

So, while the theoretical debate pushed by the international changes motivated the economic 

attempt of the European Monetary System of 1979, also the national policies and regimes of 

accumulation changed their features. The importance of the capital mobility determined a change 

in the regulation of public finance: in this period short-termed policies – stop and go – were 

deemed necessary to reach a ―fine tunining‖ among the different economies of the European 

monetary system. 

In late ‗70ies the process of European integration and the former exogenous shock of the oil crisis 

influenced the reorganization of the industrial sector and a phase of development of the tertiary 

and financial sectors in Italy.  

While the changes in the fordist system induced a new attention towards the growth of an 

economy of industrial districts of little enterprises (Brusco and Paba , 1997: 322), the big industry 

reorganized its activity by the attempt to change ―old‖ managers (culture) and by the development 

of the national stock market, the intermediation of financial groups (MedioBanca) and the 

enlargement to new minor shareholders (Amatori, F. , Brioschi, F. 1997: 132-135).   

At a same time at a public policy level, the ―phenomenon‖ of stagflation required new recipes to 

avoid the ―vicious circle‖ of inflation, devaluation and unemployment that threatened Italy. 

Following the transformations of the capitalist system and the requirements of the European 

monetary project, these were identified by Padoa-Schioppa and Modigliani (1977: 46) (following 

                                                           
80 An example is the All Saints‘ Day Manifesto for European Monetary Union by Basevi et al. appeared on The 

Economist November 1st 1975 and the response by Balassa et al. (1977) with the document of the Manifesto by the 

Group of Villa Pamphili (Balassa B. (1977) ) For a review of the debate see Masini , F. (2004; 2010) 

 



113 

 

Carli) in policies of salary reduction, increasing productivity and changes of the fiscal burden 

from enterprises to consumers.  

In facing stagflation, while the capitalist system needed changes which inevitably eroded social 

guaranties to enable the realization of a free market for capitals, the cultural burden of the 

political party system, of the Unions and of the social movements played a major role in 

maintaining a high – yet precarious – level of public expenditure and welfare state provision.  

For the Christian Democratic Governments this was due to the need to gain electoral consensus 

by using the monetary leverage of the Central Bank (until 1981) and the mechanism of the sliding 

scale, for the Unions the defense of the Working contract was indeed a vehicle to defend – at least 

formally - the sectional interests of workers. 

But for a wider social movement the political struggle was indeed a critique of the capitalist 

system per se, since it asked the downsizing of social security for those who were not 

participating in the productive system. Somehow the students‘ movements of those years, as well 

as other non-parliamentary political groups were asking for another – less competitive and non-

consumer– culture to shape society. They criticized also social imbalances and structural 

inequalities emerging by a competitive, individualistic and commodifying culture based on ―rights 

by property‖.  

In late 70ies (1976-1979) the Italian Communist Party joined into the national coalition 

government by the compromise agreement with the Christian Democratic Government (the so-

called ―historical compromise‖). 

The crisis of the party system and the Italian Communist Party‘s flow toward the moderate 

institutional political programmes, provided incentives for action of left-wing grassroots 

movements and organizations (Mudu, 2013:64). As known, in this ideological confrontation, 

terrorism was one of the ways in which this culture emerged in Italy and in other European 

countries, but it is not right to say that the extreme left terrorism of late ‗70ies could represent a 

whole heterogeneous social movement which differently strove for equal opportunities and the 

recognition of social, civil and political rights. 

In the urban context, some non-parliamentary left-wing groups took action within the protests in 

factories, universities and schools and the social movements – supported by women‘s movements 

reflections and perspectives - carried on the issues of collective needs of women and working 

class youths, the re-organization of the economic activity, the issue of the marginalization of 

peripheries and the problem of heroine (Mudu, 2013:64). Among the other groups, the raise of the 

movement of Autonomia Operaia played a role in fueling processes of self-organization 
81

: ―Far 

                                                           
81 ―a federation of variously sized and composed collectivities which called into action thousands of people and 

managed to gain the support of numerous intellectuals, including Franco Berardi, Paolo Virno, Nanni Balestrini, Lucio 

Castellano and Antonio Negri.(…) The collectives that were associated in Autonomia conceived of crisis no longer as a 

‗‗social collapse,‘‘ a blast ignited by the inability of capitalists to meet social needs, but rather as the explosion of social 

relations whose great complexity could not be traced back to ruptured capital-labor relationships. Crisis was looked 
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from being the mere expression of the logic of refusal and negation in principle as the typical 

response to the erosion of standards of life in capitalist society, its aims and practices prefigured a 

glimpse of the modes of life and social relationships that the ‗‗new society‘‘ of the future was 

expected to vouchsafe (see Comitati Autonomi Operai di Roma 1976). Autonomia had its 

strongholds in Rome, Milan, Padua and Bologna. (…)the movement launched a cycle of pro-

housing initiatives which led thousands of people to squat uninhabited flats in Rome, Milan and 

Bologna.‖ (Mudu 2013:66) 

Looking at the emergence of new self-organizing communities, it is also important to ackowledge 

a cultural factor which influenced political, economic and social dynamics in the Italian system: 

the role generally played by ―families‖ and ―communities‖ in the Italian culture. In these terms, it 

merits to remind the progressive strengthening of the links between the public and the private 

sector by the end of the ‗70ies (Amatori F. , Brioschi, F. 1997:137) when big enterprises and the 

political system, like élite communities, developed and maintained links of reciprocity by either 

the private financial sustain to the political parties either the use of public participation to 

buy/sold at unfavorable conditions enterprises by/to private groups
82

.  

This factor motivated the raise of some communities, also nowadays, in defending or promoting, 

at least ideally, equal rights and merit goods for the whole society by subverting rules and by 

illegally appropriating private and public urban resources for a collective use, against a private-

public model which hid reciprocal behaviors and crony capitalism.  

These broad cultural tendencies explain well also the development of the Italian welfare state (see 

Baldini, Bosi, Toso, 2002)
 
 and the role that family and  also kinship-based relationships played in 

supporting the social welfare in Italy
83

. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
upon as the exact opposite of a catastrophe (Castellano 1980). Since its earliest days, the workers‘ movement had 

thought of seizing power as the necessary assumption for changing relations of production and shaping a project for 

social reform. In contrast, minimizing the importance of the seizure of power by the working class, the points at the top 

of Autonomia‘s political agenda were the hatred of work, upward delegation of responsibilities and a call for 

guaranteed wages (see Comitati Autonomi Operai di Roma 1976).‖ (Mudu 2013:66) 
82 The authors (Amatori F. , Brioschi, F. 1997) reported as examples the Industry Teksid given to the family Agnelli by 

the Institute for Italian Reconstruction (IRI), the dismission of the industry Alfa Romeo to FIAT car industry, the 

cession of the chemical activities of MontEdison to Energy public holding ENI. 
83 However, it has recently been argued that Italy, along with Spain, Portugal, Greece and Turkey, belongs to a separate 

cluster in the universe of Welfare States, the so-called Southern European model of welfare (Ferrera, 1996 and 2001; 

Gough, 1996). Some factors seem to be peculiar to this group of countries: (i) while the healthcare system has made the 

leap from an occupational to a universal basis — i.e. it has been extended to all citizens irrespective of their place in the 

labour market — the system of cash transfers still substantially adheres to an occupational framework; (ii) the labour 

market basis of the main transfers has originated a sort of dual system — on the one hand, those who are or have been 

for a long time in the core sector of the labour market and are generously protected by the state pension and other 

insurance plans and, on the other hand, those who lack this attachment to the labour force and can rely only on a very 

weak social protection (typically young and long-term unemployed, irregular workers and self-employed); such a dual 

system leads to a great deal of horizontal inequity, as will be shown later on; and (iii) the means-testing criteria are 

often unable to detect many situations of real need correctly and are subject to fraud and abuses, as well as to 

discretionary interpretations by bureaucrats and local politicians. 

A number of social and political institutional factors seem historically responsible for the departure of the Southern 

European model of welfare from the continental one. These include the prominent role traditionally played by the 

family, which still largely operates as a substitute for the deficiencies of the Welfare State, a deficit of ‗stateness‘, in 

terms of high vulnerability of the public administration to partisan pressures and political clientelism, and the 

ideological polarisation of the political spectrum, with the presence, until recently, of a radical and divided Left. 
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At a urban planning level, the Seventies were characterized by many changes. The Italian 

demographic boom slowed down after the peak of 1971, but still the immigration of people in the 

Northern and Eastern cities created a new demand for houses and services which had to be 

addressed.  

After the years of economic contraction and crisis of the currency, the State referred to the 

economic lever of the building sector to launch new plans of construction of public housing and 

urban renewal programs
84

. The core of the change was the beginning of a transformation in the 

modes of implementing public housing policies: before, lead by public agencies, after 

implemented by private sector subsidized by public funds.  

The first was in 1971, after the pressure of the strikes of 1969 for housing. The law for house of 

1971 (l. 865/1971) was welcomed also by the building enterprises, which in 1967 had witnessed a 

decrease in investments. Also in 1975, at the top of the Italian recession, the Treasury opted for 

public investments in the sector of infrastructures and building; in 1978 the Government launched 

the ten-years plan of construction of public residencies (law 457/1978) since the building sector 

had a multiplier effect for its impact on labor and for its low import content (see also Verde 2003: 

152).  

                                                                                                                                                                             
To the structural changes in the socio-economic environment mentioned above (fall in economic growth rates, 

demographic ageing, change in family structures, etc.), the social protection systems of continental Europe have reacted 

during the last two decades by trying to extend the pool of potential beneficiaries of social assistance, either by adding 

new,more general, programmes to the old schemes or by substantially reforming the existing ones. While preserving 

basically unaltered the by now secular occupational structure,many significant steps have been taken towards a 

universal concept of the right to social assistance,solely based on the notion of citizenship. 

Italy, as well as other Southern European countries, has been left behind in this reform process, mainly because of 

the weaknesses described above, and for other specific reasons, such as the need to curb high public sector deficit, a low 

sensitivity in the public debate to the abstract themes of citizenship rights, and the reluctance of 'insiders‘ to sacrifice 

part of their prerogatives in order to extend social benefits to ‗outsiders‘, in a context of scarce resources. Baldini, et al. 

(2002:55) 
84 Here there is a collection of the legislative decrees and regulation for the realization of public residentail housing and 

the attempts to reform the urban regulation. 

• L 22-10-1971 N.865-Programmi e coordinamento dell'edilizia residenziale pubblica; norme sulla 

espropriazione per pubblica utilità; modifiche ed integrazioni alle LL. 17 agosto 1942, n.1150; 18 aprile 1962, 

n. 167; 29 settembre 1964, n. 847; ed autorizzazione di spesa per interventi straordinari nel settore dell'edilizia 

residenziale, agevolata e convenzionata. 

• DPR 30-12-1972 N.1036-Norme per la riorganizzazione delle amministrazioni e degli enti pubblici operanti 

nel settore dell'edilizia residenziale pubblica. 

• DPR 30-12-1972 N.1035-Norme per l'assegnazione e la revoca nonchè per la determinazione e la revisione 

dei canoni di locazione degli alloggi di edilizia residenziale pubblica. 

• DPR 29-09-1973 N.601-Disciplina delle agevolazioni tributarie. 

• DL 02-05-1974 N.115-Norme per accelerare i programmi di edilizia residenziale. 

• L 27-05-1975 N.166-Norme per interventi straordinari di emergenza per l'attività edilizia. 

• L 05-05-1976 N.258-Modifiche ed integrazioni al D.P.R. 30 dicembre 1972, n.1036, concernente norme per 

la riorganizzazione delle amministrazioni e degli enti pubblici operanti nel settore dell'edilizia residenziale 

pubblica. 

•  L 28-01-1977 N.10-Norme per l'edificabilità dei suoli. 

• DPR 24-07-1977 N.616-Attuazione della delega di cui all'art.1 della L. 22 luglio 1975, n.382. 

• L 05-08-1978 N.457-Norme per l'edilizia residenziale 
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After law 765/1967
85

, other attempts were done to regulate the regime of soils by curbing the 

interests of the land revenue and the chaotic expansion of the cities beyond the boundaries of the 

general regulatory plans.  

The law for house gave the possibility of expropriation for public utility and paved the way for a 

new regulation for the soils (law 10/1977) which instituted public concessions instead of licenses 

(765/1967) to build.  

The administrative change with the institution of Regional legislation and the attempt to separate 

the right to built from the right of land property (with the institution of ―onerous concessions‖ 

l.10/1977) potentially opened the opportunity to new local urban planning, with a deeper focus on 

public interest and the use of expropriation. Expropriation would have served as incentive to 

avoid the progressive expansion of the private construction over portions of land irrespective of 

the boundaries imposed by regulatory plans (l. 457/1978). But these possibilities were blocked by 

several pronunciations of the Constitutional Court since 1980,  which resulted in a real crisis of 

the expropriation for public utility. The Court itself established definitively the obligation to 

equate the expropriation indemnity to the same market value of which could benefit the 

landowners not affected by the public previsions of General Regulatory Plans. Since then, 

expropriation was never used by the public administration to implement planning, because of the 

high values of the allowances. (Oliva, 2015: 162
86

). 

The dynamic between the economic transformations and the collusive link between private and 

public sector determined a situation in which the public general interest continued to be subdued 

to the rules of electoral consensus, or to the sectional interests of the industrial groups, leaving 

                                                           
85 Law 765/1967 provided the obligation for the private to contribute to the development of urbanism in the expanding 

cities according to the requests of the public administration (PIani di lottizzazione convenzionata) and instituted ―urban 

standards‖. ―Urban standards‖ obliged the prevision of minimal standards of social services and green spaces in the 

urban planning and it imposed to fix a cap of maximal development of building density within the areas.  
86 As reported by Oliva ―Il combinato disposto delle ―leggi di riforma graduale‖ con la legge 10 del 1977 sembrava 

avere cambiato davvero il vecchio ordinamento della legge del 1942 e aperto la strada ad una nuova fase 

dell‘urbanistica italiana. Anche perché l‘operatività del piano era garantita dalle nuove norme sull‘esproprio a valore 

agricolo nel 1971, leggermente riviste al rialzo dalla stessa legge, ma sempre convenienti per il Comune e quindi per 

l‘attuazione della parte pubblica del PRG. 

Purtroppo non fu così, per due motivi che mettevano in discussione l‘intero impianto riformato. Il primo riguardava l‘ 

―onere di concessione‖, ovviamente contrastato dai promotori immobiliari, ma in realtà determinato dalla legge con 

valori assai inferiori a quelli che la raccolta della rendita garantiva negli interventi. Anzi, la crescita economica di 

quegli anni e del settore immobiliare in particolare, rendevano quella forma di ridistribuzione sociale della rendita quasi 

ininfluente nel bilancio economico di un‘operazione immobiliare. Un‘impostazione giusta, quindi, ma senza 

apprezzabili effetti pratici e con conseguenze  iuridiche assai negative. Il secondo motivo, direttamente legato al primo, 

riguardava le indennità di esproprio che la Corte Costituzionale, la massima corte di giustizia italiana, sentenziando sui 

ricorsi dei proprietari espropriati, giudicò troppo basse rispetto al vantaggio economico (la rendita) garantito agli altri 

proprietari che potevano usufruire di destinazioni urbanistiche remunerative. Insomma, la Corte Costituzionale, 

rilevando un‘evidente disparità di trattamento, giunge nel 1980 a dichiarare incostituzionali le indennità espropriative 

definite dalla legge 10 del 1977 che riprendevano quelle ancora più vicine ai valori agricoli della legge 865 del 1971 

(Campos Venuti, 1980). Nei vent‘anni successivi la stessa Corte, con una serie di sentenze a indirizzo costante, stabilì 

in modo definitivo l‘obbligo di equiparare le indennità espropriative agli stessi valori di mercato dei quali potevano 

usufruire i proprietari non interessati da previsioni pubbliche dei PRG, determinando così una vera e propria crisi 

dell‘esproprio per pubblica utilità. Da allora, infatti, l‘esproprio non fu più utilizzabile dalle Amministrazioni Pubbliche 

per l‘attuazione urbanistica,a causa degli alti valori delle indennità. Una soluzione letale per l‘impostazione 

pubblicistica originaria del sistema di pianificazione italiano, ma evidentemente inevitabile per l‘evidente ingiustizia del 

suo regime semipubblico (o semiprivato) assunto nel tempo e per l‘incapacità di riformare le condizioni di base sulle 

quali quel sistema era stato  costruito.‖ (Oliva 2015: 133-135)  
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unresolved the situation of lower social strata in the suburbs, in which little and big criminality 

grew and the problem of heroin began to spread.  

In the ‗80ies the economic restoration was led also by the expansion of the public debt. The 

expansion of the Italian economy by big industries and public holdings became possible by the 

collection of resources on the Italian stock market started in late ‗70ies (es. De Benedetti, vedi 

Amatori, F.; Brioschi, F. 1997:139). This phases of expansion slowed down by around 1987 (year 

of Wall Street Crash on October, 18
th
 ) but the Italian stock market continued to be dominated by 

few powerful groups (Amatori, F.; Brioschi, F. 1997:145-6). 

The transformation of capitalism in Italy changed also the characterization of the actors 

influencing the transformations of the city: they were not yet only owners of properties and 

enterprises of construction (which often coincided), but new big financial groups, either private 

(like Pirelli, Montedison, FIAT, Fondiaria) and public (Ferrovie dello Stato - Railway State 

Service – or IRI – Institute for Italian Reconstruction ) which became really influent in shaping 

urban transformations (Oliva, 1997:571)
87

.  

According to some authors (Spaventa, 1984: 276) the expansion of the public debt by the 

beginning of the ‗80ies was not motivated by a high public expenditure. After the institution of 

the EMS, the pressures to tune inflation rates determine the ―divorce‖ between the Bank of Italy 

and the Treasury in 1981, by agreement between the Governor of the Bank of Italy Ciampi and 

Minister of the Treasury Andreatta.  

As known, since 1975, the Bank of Italy had legal obligation to buy all the unsold assets of Italian 

public debt on the market, thus financing Italian public expenditure. By 1981, the pressures for 

the stabilization of inflation rates within the EMS generated the need to leave on the market the 

unsold Italian public assets: this occurrence opened the way to the increase of the Italian public 

debt by the increase in the interests that Italy should repay to its investors. Since the Bank of Italy 

was not more obliged to buy all the unsold assets of Italian public debt, the lower demand 

determined the increase of interest rates and thus the increase of debt service. 

These process, according to some authors, determined the incredible expansion of the Italian 

public debt.  

  

From 1985 to 1993 

Increasing public debt characterized the period between 1985-1993 in Italy. In the ‘90ies a 

process of dismantling of public holdings and of privatization began, also under the pressures of a 

new international political and economic setting. In 1987, the process of capital liberalization 

                                                           
87 ―Great financial holding companies are de facto the only real estate dynamic force of the city. They also act following 

a strictly financial logic, collocating real estate products on the market as stocks on the stock market, thus providing 

projects and services for free, when there is the possibility of contracts and particular interests.‖ (Oliva 1997: 571) 
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within the European System was succeeded (Basilea-Nyborg Agreement
88

). At an international 

level, the end of the cold war (1989) and the reunification of Germany(1990) increased the 

pressures for the constitution of Europe (Delors Report) and for the construction of the Single 

European Market by the adhesion to the Maastricht Treaty (1992). The need of a unique currency 

was yet acknowledged since Economist Padoa-Schioppa in 1987 had demonstrated the 

impossibility to achieve the four policy objectives of free movements of goods and services, free 

flow of capitals, fixed exchange rates and autonomy in monetary policies. It was evident that the 

hold of a fixed exchange rate like the EMS in this contingency was becoming unrealistic. 

Moreover, after the negative results of the Danish referendum on the ratification of the Maastricht 

Treaty, the expectations on the French referendum of September 1992 created a climate of wider 

uncertainty which induced the financial speculative market to attack the weaker currency of the 

European Monetary System (namely the Spanish peso, and the Italian Lira).  

For Italy, 1992 was the year of the speculative attack to the Lira, a fact which forced the 

expansion of the bands of fluctuation of the European Monetary System to +/- 15% (and thus 

required the exit of Italy from the EMS for three months) (Masini, 2009). 

The change due to the macroeconomic crisis and the explosion of the public debt strengthened 

policy makers‘ will (Government Amato) to opt for privatization of public holdings and changes 

in the structures of the job market (also with the stop to the mechanism of the sliding scale in July, 

1993). In this context of social and economic change, the inquiry of Tangentopoli brought to light 

the dynamics of corruption and collusion among parties and the private sector which effectively 

influenced the regulation and the mechanisms of provisions of the public services. The scandal of 

Tangentopoli involved also heads of the main public holdings (IRI, FS, ANAS, ENEL,ENI) and 

private groups (Montedison, Fininvest, FIAT, OLIVETTI) and it violently marked the shift from 

the first to the second Republic
89

. From this point of view the ‗90ies, and in particular year 1992, 

represented transformations and changes which strongly affected the Italian public opinion and 

society. The processes of privatization, the reorganization of the job market and the public 

scandals activated and incentivized the disestablishment of the public sphere. They motivated the 

research of alternative solutions by some local communities and sectors of active civil society, as 

reaction towards the process of retrenchment of State and welfare state operated by the neoliberal 

policies of government Amato along with the emerging culture of New Public Management
90

.  

                                                           
88 By the Intent-Agreement Basilea-Nyborg in september 1987 the Ministries of finances and the governors of the 

national Central Banks of the European Community established a reciprocal assistance in order to avoid speculative 

attacks which would have destroyed the EMS. 

The agreement envisaged the reinforcement of procedures of mutual surveillance on the exchange market, the 

possibility to widen the fluctuation margin; a more flexible use of interest rates (beyond interventions on the exchange 

market) to deter speculative attacks; a greater flexibility in the conditions and terms of payment among central banks.  
89 An historical review of those years is presented in a documentary by the National Broadcasting Company RAI (see 

(http://www.lastoriasiamonoi.rai.it/puntate/tangentopoli/1108/default.aspx) 
90 A very interesting presentation of the emergence of the New Public Management approach is contained in Wollmann  

(2012)  
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In the ‘80 according to Mingione and Nuvolati (2012) the question of social exclusion already 

assumed even more serious forms closely connected with housing. This was evident by three 

main features which characterized the housing problem in the ‗80ies:  

― - the worsening of aspects connected with economic poverty: crowding and decay of dwellings; 

- signs of decline in the quality of life caused by environmental and urban decay; 

- new impoverishment processes, involving new social figures and characterized by housing 

exclusion, like the homeless (IRS, 1994: 7-11). 

In this period, the housing problem could be considered as one of the most critical factors in 

poverty. Nevertheless, traditional kinds of intervention provided for public policies and mainly 

based on structural implementation were far from being able to deal with it. Housing policies with 

a more social perspective were necessary to combat social exclusion. In particular, there was an 

urgent need to react also by re-defining the role of welfare with a view to formulating new policies 

for tackling poverty and housing problems conjointly.‖ (Mingione and Nuvolati 2012:4-5)  

Notwithstanding these features, at the territorial and urban regulatory level, a process of 

deregulation started also with the two laws on building sanctions of 1985 and 1994
91

 . This 

process of deregulation created perverse incentives for those who constructed outside the limits 

provided by the Piano Regolatore Generale or by Regional Plans and it flew in practices of 

variations to the Piano Regolatore Generale (Oliva, 1997: 568) by contract between the private 

and the public administrations (―contracted urban planning‖ / ―urbanistica contrattata‖) (the 

practice was allowed by law 172/1992) (Berdini, 2014:55). Further, the amnesty of these practices 

incentivized a parallel market in cement production, black labor in unqualified enterprises and 

unregulated activities of building. This fact caused a progressive cultural debasement of General 

Regulatory Plans and of public urban planning in contrast with the increasing weight of the real-

estate market in public policy making.  

So, the planning provision to the tertiary sector for some city areas were caused indeed by the 

increase in rent for the real-estate market (Oliva, 1997). (Oliva, 1997). It is in this period of 

deregulation, disestablishment of the public sphere and growing capital mobility, that corruption 

and speculation over territories grew. In a situation of transformation like the first ‗90ies also the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
― The reform movement was conceptually and ideologically by the New Public Management, NPM, discourse has been 

moved forward particularly on three fronts. 

For one, it fell in line with neo-liberal criticism which, politically spearheaded, at first, by the U.K‘s Conservative 

government under Margaret Thatcher, charged that the overgrown welfare state (and its bureaucracy) should be reduced 

to lean government by leaving as many as possible public tasks to the private sector. 

Second, borrowing from private sector managerialism, NPM aimed at undoing the traditional (externally over-regulated 

and internally over-hierarchical Max Weber) model of public/municipal administration and replacing it with an 

administrative scheme in which external policy-making is restricted to setting general (output) goals, while it should 

internally be up to managers (―let managers manage‖) to flexibly and efficiently use the (financial and human) 

resources at hand to achieve these objectives.. 

Furthermore, it was demanded that the public sector should limit itself to an enabling function, that is, to restrict itself to 

ensure the provision of public and social services while the production and delivery thereof should be outsourced and 

marketized to be conducted by outside (preferably private sector) providers.‖ (Wollmann, H. 2012:52) 
91 Berdini (2014:55) identified three main steps of this process : the first concerned the possibility of building beyond 

the limits of the regulatory urban plans by the practice of ―contracted urban planning‖ by law 179/92; the second 

concerned the derogation to the plans in historical centers by law 122/89 ; the third established the procedures of 

intervention on urban landscapes by the creation of grouping of undertakings  (the so-called ―consorzi d‘impresa‖) 

which obtained funding by tenders with a ―scarce transparency‖.  
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urban development absorbed the effect of a chaotic and changing situation. While the Italian 

government passed from the first to the second republic after big scandals, Mafias continued to 

grow and expand in power and several actors and communities shaped the transformations of the 

Italian societies and urban cities over the needs and requests of a forgotten ―public interest‖. In 

this period of great imbalances in power and strange collusions among public administrators, big 

private enterprises, masonic lodge and criminal organizations, other communities began to claim 

and take urban commons in the peripheries of Rome. In the suburbs the activation of some 

communities tried to address autonomously the problems left unresolved by an institutional 

vacuum: by this way, they began to illegally occupy forgotten spaces and to self-organize for 

social struggles while promoting social activities in their neighborhoods
92

.   

 

From 1993 to 2008 

Between 1993 and 2008 Rome is the Capital of the Second Republic. In this period processes of 

re-appropriation of urban commons exploded within emerging social and ecological conflicts in 

the city. But it is also in these years that Italy witnessed major economic and social changes.  

At the international level, the diffusion and development of Information and Coommunication 

Technologies (ICT) accelerated the developments of globalization and the expansion of financial 

markets. 

Following this trend, also Italy witnessed its transformation into a post-fordist system
93

, in 

particular by the increasing role of the financial market as a driver of the real economy.  

The globalization, the expansion of financial markets and  the pressures and reforms by the new 

external constraints of the European economic construction, imposed a cultural ―restructuring‖ of 

the public sphere and of its tasks and tools in welfare provision. 

The need to adhere to the Maastricht criteria pushed a progressive rationalization of public 

finance, justified the transformation of the job market and its deregulation, and influenced also the 

shape of national territories and cities as socio-ecological context. In 1994, while Europe 

organized the European Monetary Institute (the future European Central Bank) and the 

construction of the Euro, the Italian public debt exploded. 

The need of recovery and the attempt to regain credibility over financial markets motivated 

measures to rationalize public finance. Governments found themselves engaged in processes of 

                                                           
92 As reported by Mudu (2013:66) ―These followed the harsh class struggles associated with the abrupt shift away from 

an industrial economy towards the construction of an economy based on finance, fashion and service industries, 

accompanied by a relentless rise in rents. Starting from the latter half of the 1970s, sheds, warehouses and other 

industrial premises owned by Pirelli, Innocenti, OM, Falck, Breda, Alfa Romeo or Marelli in Milan stopped production 

and were closed down. By the late 1990s, industrial properties totaling 7 million square meters had been vacated in 

Milan alone‖. (Mudu, 2014: 66) 
93 Fumagalli, described the post fordist phase of an economy as characterized by the diffusion of the ICT, innovation in 

transports and in financial markets. In this phase, the three typologies of innovation are not yet operating in synchrony. 

(Bologna, S & Fumagalli, A. (ed.), 1997) 
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privatization and deregulation which strongly influenced Italian social and economic system. In 

1994 the Government posed the first law (86/1994) for the creation of real-estate funds in order to 

alienate public properties. In 1996 a recovery of the Italian economy and the commitment to the 

euro allowed to come back into the EMS.  

The reprise was sustained also by the growth of the building sector and of the real estate market 

which had a positive cycle by 1997 (Caudo and Sebastianelli, 2007; 2007a). The transactions of 

real-estate properties augmented for three main factors : the birth of real-estate funds (thanks to 

further legislative devices), the abolition of law on rent control and the lowering of interest rate 

due to the entrance in the Euro.  

This process continued in the 2000 pushed by requirements of the Internal Stability Pact of 1999. 

The objectives of the stability program (1999) provided structural reforms in the field of fiscal 

imposition (reduction of the fiscal pressure), a program of privatizations by the expansion of 

public real-estate funds, the reduction of public expenditure by the public administration and a 

progressive transformation of public service provision
94

.  

Parallel to this, the process of state decentralization continued by the Constitutional reform of 

2001, which aimed to increase autonomy for Regions and local authorities and to enhance the 

realization of fiscal federalism and of subsidiary government among State and Local entities. The 

points just sketched give a framework to the social and ecological changes occurred with policies 

of transformation of the Italian capitalist system.  

The housing system constituted one mirror of these changes
95

. A series of norms consented the 

―vitalization‖ of real-estate market and the cultural transformation of the ―house‖ into an ―asset‖. 

The problem was that this did not match a growth in income for those who required their right to 

house, and so by the first 2000s the problem of housing and related poverty grew within a positive 

cycle of the real estate market. The market of real estate rent had been progressively liberalized 

during the 1990s.  

In 1998, the abolition of the rent control by law 431/1998 stated the beginning of the increase in 

house-market profitability. The growth in rent prices amplified the will to buy houses by 

mortgages, that in 2004 represented the 30% of the total lends to families by the banking system 

(Caudo, 2007 :159 ; Caudo, 2012). Moreover, the lowering of interest rates for the creation of the 

Euro (1999) augmented the demand of loans for mortgages. But the abolition of rent control also 

increased the uncontrolled growth of rentals and it had serious consequences on Italian families 

over time. A research by Cresme calculated a shift of 400.000 families into a level of poverty due 

to this event
96

in the period between 2004-2007 (Rapporto sull‘Economia Romana 2005-

                                                           
94 see Parlamento Europeo, (2000). 
95 Traditionally, the Italian housing system was a static one and it was characterized by a high rate of home ownership 

and a relatively underdeveloped mortgage market, (2) a poor level of social protection in the rental sector, and (3) the 

significant role of the family in the social production of home ownership. (Baldini, Poggio 2014: 319). 
96 The calculus considered that rental which overcame 30% of family income determines ailing financial families. 
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2006:259); other studies on data from the Bank of Italy Survey of Households Income and Wealth 

by Baldini and Poggio (2014:325) reported that the 50% of tenant households were in the poorest 

quintile of the disposable income distribution in 2010. 

Contextually the progressive privatization of public holdings and the liberalization of the credit 

system opened the opportunity for constitution of real-estate funds by former public banks and 

insurance institutes. In 1998 government launched the new regime for finance (Testo Unico della 

Finanza, D.Lgsl 58/1998) and gave birth to the institution of real estate funds. The National 

Insurance Institute (INA) created the Italian Real-estate Union (Unione Immobiliare Italiana) with 

a asset of 2,6 billions in 1998, and the Institute ―IMI-S.Paolo‖ (IMI was a public entity, Istituto 

Mobiliare Italiano) restored the ―Beni Stabili‖ LTD in 1999 (Caudo 2007:159). Complementary, 

the link between enterprises and real estate property changed, since firms had the opportunity to 

securitize their real estate properties by Special Purpose Vehicles (SPV). Fiat gave a real-estate 

patrimony worth 220 million euro to Morgan Stanley and the group Falck (one of the main 

capitalist italian groups (Barca et al. ) constituted the fund ―Investimenti Immobiliare Lombardi‖ 

(Caudo, Sebastianelli, 2007:161)  

Beyond the housing problem the process of deregulation of the ―public city‖ continued by the 

modifications to the norms which regulated the building sector. The new Regulation for the 

building sector (codice dell‘edilizia, D.P.R. 380/2001) elicited the previous norm which obliged 

municipalities to use the funds collected by concession for the betterment of the urban landscape 

through the abrogation, in 2001, by Franco Bassanini, of the bond of purpose for the obligations 

of urbanisation, that is contributions provided to the local bodies by those who take on the 

construction of a new building or change its intended use. While before those funds were stricktly 

connected to restoration or manteinance works, since then municipalities can use them to fund 

another expense
97. This is not a mere technical detail, since such provision had a huge impact on 

the municipalities, because they were incentivated to give permission to build at times of scarce 

financial resources (Berdini, 2008).  

The structural changes for the constitution of the Euro and the process of decentralization strongly 

affected the local public sector generating a shrinking of disposable public finance for local 

authorities, which now needed to collect resources on the markets.  

Between 2001-2002, the Italian Government established a fiscal facilitative regime for the new 

real estate funds and the privatizations, valorization and selling of public properties (D.l. 

351/2001 converted into law 410/2001), and constituted Patrimonio dello Stato Ltd (law 

112/2002) , which enabled the state to sell the public properties also by operation of securitization 

(art.10).  

                                                           
97 The art. 12 of Law 10/1977 (Legge Bucalossi), regulating the destination of the revenues coming from the 

concessions, was annulled by article 136 of law decree 378/2001 ―legilslative measures in building regulations‖ and by 

article 136 of the DPR 380/2001 ―Consolidated law on the legislative and regulamentative dispositions on the matter of 

constructions‖. 
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In the meantime municipalities increasingly found themselves in the need to provide services and 

welfare in a context of finance rationalization. Concerning the right of housing and the right to 

live into a ―public space‖, this period marked a shift towards the involvement of the private sector 

in funding or managing public service provision. Even before global financial crisis: 

―Municipalities, and occasionally non profit organizations, begun to experiment new forms of 

social housing development at a local level (Dexia, Crediop et al. 2008), but notwithstanding the 

goodwill and even the heroic efforts, the sustainability of initiatives of this level also depends on 

the availability of some level of funding‖ (Baldini, Poggio, 2014:324). Municipalities increasingly 

found themselves recurring to bond emissions, loans and securitization of their assets to collect 

resources in order to sustain public needs. They also suffered from a devolution of tasks to them 

without a complementary redistribution of resources and this forced them to put themselves on a 

competitive market to attract investments and capitals.  

Between 1993 and 2008 so, different interventions reshaped the boundaries between the market 

and the state, determining a cultural change towards a New Public Management (NPM) approach. 

NPM generally attributes functions of steering (political address) to the public sector, while 

giving the production and distribution of the service to the private companies through 

privatizations, contracting-out and agencies by Public-Private Partnerships. Roots of New Public 

Management approach can be found in the model by Tiebout, Ostrom and Warren (1961) which 

wanted to apply quasi-market principles in the production of local public services
98

.  

These transformations in the economic culture and in the envision of the public sector affected 

and shaped the ecological and social context. In the 2000s, processes of privatization of the public 

holdings continued. Many other public holdings were privatized and ―securitized‖.  

At a same time, the government launched another plan to inflate economy by the lever of the 

building sector. The building sector had a stop in 2000 and a reprise in 2001 thanks to the plan of 

construction of big infrastructures and the increase in demand for houses (Aitec, 2012). This 

sector often played an important role in defining strategies of development in Italy (Bortolotti, 

1978). It constituted a pivotal sector also because of the role of migrants (coming before from the 

poorest provinces of Italy and then from the so called ―developing countries‖) as a huge low-cost 

labor force over time. By the end of the ‗90ies the growth of immigration also by the Balkans and 

Eastern Europe created a wave of non qualified labor which was at the same time a low cost input 

(also as ―black work‖) and the future demand for housing (Coin, F. 2004: 84).  

Since the 2000s, the building sector flourished also by policies of investments in Public 

Infrastructures, which were implemented by the legislative decree 443/2001 (―Delega al Governo 

in materia di infrastrutture ed insediamenti produttivi strategici ed altri interventi per il rilancio 

delle attività produttive‖), known as ―Legge Obiettivo‖. The law formally aimed to restart 

                                                           
98 ―With the development of quasi-market conditions in production, much of the flexibility and responsiveness of 

market organization can be realized in the public service economy.‖(Ostrom, Tiebout, Warren 1961: 839) 
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productive activities by public spending, thanks to a process of ―simplification‖ of bureaucratic 

procedures. The law stated a series of big infrastructures
99

 to be realized in particular in the fields 

of transportation and mobility (in particular the bridge over the strait of Messina, the project of 

the dam Mose in Venice, the work for the railway service between Turin and Lion (Fr)).  

Generally, the entities who subcontracted the works by Public-private partnership (from 

Ministries of central state to Regions, local authorities and former public holdings) privileged 

financing less and bigger infrastructures. By 2003, the market of big public infrastructures 

exploded with an increase of ―maxi‖ subcontracts (from 147 in 2000 to 196 in 2003) (Martini, 

2004) and the building sector hold a positive trend until 2007-8 (Antonini E., Primiceri G., 2011). 

At a urban and territorial level, another law defined amnesty for building sanctions (art. 32 of law 

269/2003) and allowed to heal the previous illegal changes in land use.
100

  

It is in these years that the administration in Rome developed the project of ―Modello Roma‖. 

Urban planning for the new General Regulatory Plan of 2003-2008 researched solutions and it 

deepened the knowledge of territories, but it was also deeply focused on its branding and 

attractiveness for investors. 

So, between 1993-2008 a transformation in the capitalist system occurred: the main features of 

this change is due to a growing use of financial tools to inflate the economy and the use of real-

estate funds to create and to vitalize financial market for houses, cultural heritages and territories. 

At a same time, a process of transformation of the welfare state strongly emerged. The public 

sector arose as the pivotal actor in determining financial investments and in seeking private help 

to realize public needs.  

From 2008 to 2014 

This phase of development has been already described in the previous paragraphs. What might be 

underlined anyway is that Rome in these years changed for the effect of a crisis which accelerate 

some pre-existing conflicts and urban and institutional vacuums in its management. 

The housing system was regulated by two housing plans (Piano Casa 2008 and 2011) which 

strengthened the model of ―social housing‖, providing profits for the private building sector and 

progressively reducing the public direct involvement in the production of social housing. The 

considerations by the National Council for Economics and Labour (CNEL, 2010) reported the 

prevision of rents for social housing around 400-600 euro/per month, an so well beyond the 

threshold of affordable housing (Mudu 2014; CNEL 2010). According to CNEL youths paid the 

higher social cost  of these policies: the difficulties in finding durable jobs determined the 

impossibility to access housing, and people who earn about 14,000 euro/year should destine from 

                                                           
99 The list is available in the report by the Supervisory Authority for public contracts on services, works and of the 

http://www.avcp.it/portal/rest/jcr/repository/collaboration/Digital%20Assets/pdf/TabelleStatoInterventi.pdf 
100 For a review see Berdini 2010:64-65. 
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63% to 94% of their income to housing (Cnel, 2010: 7), thus living in condition of poverty and 

progressive marginalization
101

.   

Italian housing policies have always focused on real-estate property and a low support of the 

rental sector for middle and low categories. By this way, the ―family‖ was often the ―institution‖ 

to which the public sector implicitly delegated its task to guarantee the ―right to housing‖ 

(Baldini, Poggio 2015) (as well as many other rights that should be delivered by the welfare 

sector). Since mortgage crisis came, Italian banks had to face serious liquidity problems which 

affected the housing system both directly – by mortgages - and indirectly, since also industry, 

services and the economy as a whole had been impacted by the credit crisis (Baldini, Poggio 

2015:326). 

With the emerging crisis, the growing ―precarization‖ of the labor market heightened the 

difficulty to access mortgages and houses, and created a situation of both social tension and 

disenchantment.  

At the European level the remedy of the austerity gave reasons to deep cuts in the welfare sector. 

At a national level inequalities grew and the constraints of the spending review progressively 

materialized in a transmission of the costs for State budget into costs for families‘ budgets 

(Censis, 2012:241).  This motivated the increasing role of the private sector in managing 

―ordinary emergencies‖ and providing welfare, and a strong plan of selling of public properties to 

finance public spending.  

The administrative decentralization (inappropriately called ―fiscal federalism‖) showed its 

difficulties in the welfare sector, where local authorities suffered the combined effects of cuts in 

the national transfers and in the cuts in the Regional and Municipal Budgets. The law for the 

implementation of the integrated assistance and social services (l. 328/2000) had started indeed 

the local organization of services by the use of ―zone planning‖ (Piani di Zona) and the transfer of 

competences on service provision to Municipalities, which should burden also the funds for the 

services (in line with the mechanism proposed by Tiebout in 1956 about the Government of 

metropolitan areas). Yet in 2011, municipalities covered the 2/3 of welfare spending (the State 

covered the 8% while Regions the 17%) (Censis 2011:239). The national fund for social policies 

was reduced from 929 to 220 billions between 2008-2011, and generally municipalities cut their 

budget for social policies of average 3% between 2006-2011. This meant in particular the 

reduction of spending for families and children (average 40% of the total budget for social 

policies), old people (21,2%) and fight against poverty (7%) (Censis, 2011: 239). 

Social default was a real risk: families in condition of deprivation grew beyond 4 million 

(+505.000); the number of families in condition of indebtedness increased of 1 million (total 4,1 

                                                           
101 It is also in this perspective that one should look to housing policies, valorization of areas of increasingly 

competitive cities: processes of valorization of ex-industrial areas - which became more attractive to private investors, 

fund and tourists - generates increases in the rental market and pushes already disadvantaged categories toward outer 

and more peripheral areas (one aspect of the so-called ―gentrification‖).   
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million) the level of absolute poverty increased in families which experienced already a condition 

of vulnerability (Censis, 2011).
102

 

The cut on expenses motivated by the crisis triggered misunderstandings in the relation between 

the public administration and private entities, with a strong impact on the urban development 

policies.  

According to the Report of the ―Commissione per lo studio e l'elaborazione di proposte in tema di 

trasparenza e prevenzione nella Pubblica Amministrazione‖ (Governo Italiano, 2012
103

) 

(Commission for the study and elaboration of proposals concenring transparency and prevention 

in Public Administration) ―many episodes of corruption concern the main bodies (politici), in the 

Plan‘s deliberation (General Regulatory Plan).‖ In particular according to the Report (2012:237), 

the relation between public administration and private bodies changed due to the financial crisis, 

with a downsizing in the capacity of the municipalities to answer to the public interest and, 

therefore, a higher demand for private help. The relation is more and more a negociating one:  

◦ exchange: financial revenues form the exploitation of the territory and realisation (by the 

privates) of public works; 

◦ negotiation with the privates on the PRG‘s interventions (sometimens derogating the very same 

plan) given the impossibility to widely expropriate on areas of expansion (…) risk of corruption 

(are) connected to the diffusion of the so-called incentives‘ techniques, deriving from the 

impossibility to give, in construction terms an economic value not proportioned to the effective 

financial commitment asked from the private sector in light of the contribution given to acheive 

public goals, with urban regeneration interventions aimed at putting in practice services and tools 

together with those necessary to meet the standards or increase environmental quality.‖  

 

3.1.2 Promoting Neoliberal Urbanization: the weight of securitization in the 

realization of the “Public City” 

 

Following a global trend
104

, foreign investments become increasingly influential in urban 

development after the establishment of real estate markets, thanks to new legislations which allow 

foreign investors to operate in real estate business. The expansion of a global market of real-estate 

                                                           
102 The research by Censis reported the increase of situation of absolute poverty in particular for couples with children 

(+ 115.000, + 37%, total 424.000) , monoparental families (+65.000, +72,3%, total 154.000) families with more than 5 

components (+43.000, +41,6%, total 147.000). (Censis 2011:243) 
103 The report is not still available on the Governmental website (http://www.funzionepubblica.gov.it/la-

struttura/anticorruzione.aspx) but a link to the Report is disposable at the link 

http://trasparenza.formez.it/content/rapporto-commissione-studio-e-lelaborazione-proposte-tema-trasparenza-e-

prevenzione-pa  
104 See also the Chinese case described by Fulong, W. (1998). The new structure of building provision and the 

transformation of the urban landscape in.. Urban Studies (Routledge), 35(2), 259. 

http://www.funzionepubblica.gov.it/la-struttura/anticorruzione.aspx
http://www.funzionepubblica.gov.it/la-struttura/anticorruzione.aspx
http://trasparenza.formez.it/content/rapporto-commissione-studio-e-lelaborazione-proposte-tema-trasparenza-e-prevenzione-pa
http://trasparenza.formez.it/content/rapporto-commissione-studio-e-lelaborazione-proposte-tema-trasparenza-e-prevenzione-pa
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investments (Price Waterhouse Coopers, 2006
105

) strongly affected the (de)structuration of the 

cities and related urban planning and policies (Triantafyllopoulos, 2009) and the main effect of 

this phenomenon consisted of a progressive destruction of urban welfare (Berdini, 2014).  

This mechanism of progressive disestablishment of the role of urban planning and of the public 

sector influences urban sprawl: soil consumption every year interests the 7,3% of the total surface 

of the country while soil consumption in Europe interests average 3,7% of the territory (Ispra, 

2014). 

The process is also fastened by the development of real estate funds and real-estate market and the 

need of vitalization of these markets which presses for changes, expansions, reconstructions and 

transformation of the city in order to gain from the valorization of territories.  

To understand the magnitude of the sector, the report by ―Scenari Immobiliari‖ (2014)
106

 

described the new raise of a heterogeneous European real-estate market dominated by funds. In 

many countries Real-Estate Funds are the main buyers of real-estates, also thanks to their 

capability and knowledge of the market dynamics. In Italy the number of these funds increased 

from 7 in 2001 (with a Net Asset Value of 2.438 millions euro) to 380 in 2014 (with a NAV of 

41.000 millions euro). German funds bought Italian real-estates for 420 million euro (the most of 

them in the retail
107 

sector) in 2013. 

The esteems on the development of funds assets at a European level expected an increase of 5,4% 

of their patrimony (Scenari Immobiliari, 2014). In 2013, the total amount of the assets (of listed, 

non-listed, closed-end, open and Reits funds) reached 1.950 billions euro, with an increase of 

14,7% respect to 2012: the most important development of lasts 5 years (Scenari Immobiliari, 

2014:2).  

In the Italian regulation (D.M. 228/1999), real-estate funds must invest at least for 2/3 in real-

estates, beneficial rights/real property rights (―diritti reali immobiliari‖) and shareholdings of real-

estate companies (―partecipazioni a società immobiliari‖). The real-estate funds can loan up to 

60% of their total assets and 20% of other goods. These loans can be also used to valorize the 

properties in which the funds have invested, even changing their planning destination or the 

division of these buildings. 

Even though in a perspective this could have positive effects in terms of investments 

attractiveness, renewal of urban infrastructures, collection of resources and so on, the financial 

mechanism risks to not take into account socially relevant aspects of the urban context (like social 

relationships and ties, cultures and histories of the areas and the material and immaterial 

dimensions which carachterize individual and social wellbeing of a neighborhoods) which can 

                                                           
105 Price Waterhouse Coopers, (2006). Real estate investment – a global market emerges, in Global Real Estate Now, 

June 2006, Retrieved from: 

https://www.pwc.ch/user_content/editor/files/publ_tls/pwc_global_real_estate_now_0607_e.pdf 
106 Scenari Immobiliari, (2014) I fondi immobiliari in Italia e all'estero - Rapporto 2014, Retrieved from: 

http://www.scenari-immobiliari.it/ITPublic/fset0q_content.aspx?cat=M104 
107 Dedicated to public real-estates. 
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represent only a residual and contingent issue for investment- market. Logics of spending review 

of urgent measures of finance rationalization ( Directive of the Premier; law decree 52/2012; law 

decree 92/2012) transformed the logic of governing a socio-ecological context into a logic of 

economic management and ―governance‖ of the city
108

, a governance and government of the 

urban development that are primarily driven by the need to attract financial investors. The 

Regulation ―Testo unico sulla finanza‖ (d.lgs 58/1998) (single text of regulation on finance) 

defined real-estate funds and the regulation for their management. Real estate funds are separated 

by the Investment Management Companies (IMC) : while the first is an investment fund with risk 

participation (created by individuals who are not interested in the direct management of the 

invested capital), the IMC are responsible of the management of the activities of the funds, with 

the task of increasing the shares of the investors.  

The IMC has autonomy in the management of the investment and neither investors nor the 

advisory committee (Comitato Consultivo) can deliberate on investments choices. 

State and Local Authorities use real-estate funds and SGR mostly a. for the privatization of their 

estates by cession or assignment, b. to finance local authorities (―Enti Territoriali‖) by sale and 

leaseback, c. to valorize properties and territories d. for social housing and e. for mixed real estate 

projects of exchange, privatization and valorization. In this case these operations were used to sell 

or exchange public properties and to buy new offices for institutional activities, by a 

rationalization of spaces and of public finances.  

The use of these tools is mostly motivated by the need to reduce public debt, reduce investment or 

current expenditure, invest in the territory. 

For the public sector, the use of Investment Management Company (Società di Gestione del 

Risparmio – SGR) constitutes an alternative mechanism to public auction for the privatization of 

its buildings and properties. The public administration operates the selection of the IMC 

principally by public call. (Agenzia del Demanio, 2013:97) 

In Italy, the main actors of the process of valorization of public properties and holdings are  

- INVIMIT Sgr (Investimenti Immobiliari italiani) an Investment management society 

instituted by the Ministry of Economy and Finances in 2013 with the task of reducing 

public debt by the selling and valorization of public real estate 

- CDPi SGR which operates by the FIV (Real Esate Fund for Valorization) and the FIA 

(Real Estate Fund for Social Housing)  

- The ―Agenzia del Demanio‖ (Territorial Agency or State property Agency) who has got 

the role to promote the privatization and valorization of the territory of the public entities 

by real estate funds, consortia and corporations  

                                                           
108 see also Wollmann, 2012.  
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- The local and territorial funds which have been instituted by some Local Authorities and 

Cities for the privatization and valorization of their urban and territorial resources. 

The process of selling of the territories reflects the encompassing slippage of the political/public 

perspective towards a economic/private sight on the ecological and social value of land and 

cultural heritages. The steps of this process were the institutional transformation of the Territorial 

Agency in a Public Economic Entity (d.lgs 173/2003) with the task to promote initiatives of 

valorization and selling of the territory (since, 2011 d.l. 98/2011) ; the institution of the Fund for 

Social Housing (FIA – Fondo Investimenti Abitare) by the law ―Piano Casa‖ of 2008 and of the 

Fund for Valorizations (FIV - Fondo Investimenti Valorizzazioni) within ―Cassa Depostiti e 

Prestiti‖ (―Cash Deposit and Loans‖) and its SGR ―CDPi‖, the constitution of the INVIMIT Sgr 

(in 2013 by law decree 98/2011).  

Each subject addresses a different need in the attraction of resources to finance public debt: the 

Agency promotes the action of valorization, INVIMIT Sgr bridges the initiatives of the Agency to 

the market, and the CDPi acts as a market-maker for the processes of valorization. (Agenzia del 

Demanio, 2013) 

The Investment Management Companies (whose Italian acronym is ―Sgr‖) (even the particular 

type of Sgr represented by the Invimit and CDPi
109

) thus represent core actors in the 

transformations of the urban landscape. The mission to raise funds and valorize the territorial 

assets, sometimes can clash with the immediate needs of local population.  

Sgrs, whose mission is the management of the capitals invested and the increase of investors‘ 

dividends, de facto can play a political role of guidance and orientation of local policies. In being 

―promoter of valorization‖ the Management Investments Companies can propose project of use or 

valorization for the buildings without waiting Public Administration to present its proposal. 

Moreover, the Italian law give to them the right of preemption and the possibility to claim the 

adjudication of the call for tenders for the process of valorization, by equalizing the ―offer‖ to the 

most convenient price for the public administration (Agenzia del Demanio, 2013: 110). 

The report by Territorial Agency underlines the advantages of this operation: the proposal by the 

Sgr saves resources, work and public money for the elaboration of planning for the premises to be 

dismissed. But this way, Management Investments Companies also replace the role of the public 

sector in the definition of the priorities and of the opportunities that can arise by the 

transformation of these spaces. In times of economic constraints, the emphasis on efficiency and 

functionality risks to left uncovered the necessities and proposal of a wider citizenship or of 

marginalized categories, which are left outside the process of decision making. Budgetary 

constraints and the competition to get resources for the city risk to crowd out the economically 

                                                           
109 Customers are basically the State, the National Social Welfare Institutes – INPS, INAIL – the Territorial Entities  
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inefficient (but often socially relevant) projects of locally self-organized communities which 

already heavily burden the costs of the crisis. 

The market imbalances thus reflect imbalances in power between the political weight of funds of 

investments and the relative weight of citizens‘ requests.  

 

Other steps of this process of administrative decentralization, shrinking of resources and 

securitization and alienation of public assets must be described in order to give a frame to the 

progressive erosion of the public socio-political sphere by financial pressures motivated by debt 

constraints.  

Law 42/2009 established national fiscal federalism and in 2010 the regulation of Public-property 

federalism was set up (federalismo demaniale). By this law (85/2010) the state encouraged local 

authorities (regions to municipalities) to express their will to acquire the property of the public 

domain that it must somehow transfer to them (assets belonging to the maritime domain, public 

waterways domain, mines, local airports of civil service and other resources subject to agreement 

between the State and local authorities - with specific exceptions). Local governments received 

the free transfer of these resources and tooke charge of the costs of managing these assets, 

providing for their valorization. The expenditure for the maintenance of such goods was 

responsibility of the local administration and it was excluded from the constraints of the domestic 

stability pact. In case of non-exploitation of the property transferred, otherwise this was put back 

into the national fund. 

The article 33 of Decree 95/2012
110

 established the institutional architecture of the system of real 

estate funds for the enhancement of public heritages through the creation of an integrated system 

of funds. The system provided for a National Fund, and territorial funds, an asset management 

company of the National Fund ends of the MEF. The National Fund has the state properties 

within. It acts as "Fondo diretto" (literally "Direct Fund"), in which are included: 

• state properties not used for commercial purposes, and real-estate rights; 

• real estate belonging to companies which are directly or indirectly controlled by the State, after 

resolution;  

• public assets, identified by the Agency of state property, for which it is intended, following the 

request, the free transfer to municipalities, provinces and regions;  

• properties of regions, provinces and municipalities and entities or companies wholly owned by 

these bodies. 

                                                           
110 The next information are retrived from the institutional website of Italian Parliament (Last access: march 2016) 

http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=498&L%27articolo+33+del+D.L.+98%2F2011%3A+il+sistema+integrato+di+fondi+

immobiliari#approList  

http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=498&L%27articolo+33+del+D.L.+98%2F2011%3A+il+sistema+integrato+di+fondi+immobiliari#approList
http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=498&L%27articolo+33+del+D.L.+98%2F2011%3A+il+sistema+integrato+di+fondi+immobiliari#approList
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The resources deriving from the cession of the Ministry of Economics and Finance‘s quotas, 

regarded to as imputs in the State budget, can be reassigned to the Government Security 

Ammortisation Fundg or destined to the payment of Governmental debts. 

Municipalities could establish (and they are encouraged to do so in particular by Art.33 of 

Decree-law 95 / 2012) themselves mutual funds for valorizations. The proceeds of any disposal 

was intended to cover 75% of the local government expenditure burdened by the weight of the 

Stability Pact and 25% to pay the amortization of the bonds. 

If municipalities were not able to handle the financial burden arising from the management of the 

goods they required by the state, these assets were given back to the state, which put them in 

national property funds REITs (mutual funds). 

To sum up, the state established its real estate funds (owned by both private and institutional 

investors). A favorable tax regime is generally applied for investors in such funds and in 

particular a favorable tax regime for foreign and domestic institutional investors (in particular 

pension funds, mutual funds, central banks that hold part of the reserves or the Italian public 

debt). Article 33 of the 95/2012 encourages the local authorities to open "territorial" mutual funds 

for the transfer of state properties and to proceed to their valorization and alienation. In this way, 

law enable the creation of a network of integrated funds (territorial) related to domestic funds. 

Thus the public fund may decide to subscribe (ie do promise of subsequent transfer / purchase) 

shares of Municipalities giving liquidity to the municipalities, or to buy them. The resources 

required for the valorisation are sought on to market through the issue of shares. Thus, the shares 

offered by local authorities (or by their SGR - Investment Management Companies - selected 

through public tender) must be competitive (ie make and ensure that the measurements lead to 

financial gain) in order to receive support by the State (which transferred the state property to 

local authorities). 

Furthermore: 

 ―with article 33 of 95/2012, the Ministry of Economics and Finance (MEF), through 

the SGR, promotes the creation of one or more real estate common investment funds. To 

such funds will be transferred all those governmental properties not currently used for 

institutional purposes (so-called ―Direct fund‖), as well as the acual real estate rights. 

Furthermore, the MEF, through the SGR, promotes one or more real estate common 

investment funds to which will be transferred all governmental properties not used 

anymore by the Ministry of Defence to institutional purpuses and which need to be 

valorised (so-called ―Defence Fund‖).‖ 

The SGR‘s capital is kept by the MEF. The SGR is also necessary to acquire buildings that 

are currently rented by the public administration, that is those buildings that the Government rents 

to give space to the Public Administration‘s activities. To the direct fund is also granted 20% of 

the real estate of the social security and insurance bodies and there is the possibility of a 

participation by the Cassa Depositi e Prestiti. In particular, 20% of the plan to use the available 
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funds foreseen for public bodies, insurance or social security, must be given (for 2012, 2013 and 

2014) to the provision of quotas of the Direct Fund and the Defense Fund. 

Finally, the website of the Chamber of Deputies of the Italian Parliament
111

 reports as follows:  

―According to the explicatory report to the proposed conversion law of the law decree 95 of 2012, 

the goods managed by the State Property Office that are, after the due verifications and 

procedures, considered suitable to be valorised and provided to the fund are 350 (among wich 

military barracks, museums not active anymore, etc.). the estimated value is currently 1.5 billion 

Euros. However, after the urbanistic evaluation run by the municipalities, said value could be 

double. The activity of valorisation of the Società di Gestione del Risparmio (SGR), that will 

entrust the management of the portfolio to private contractors, could generate further value thanks 

to the activities of real estate transformation, which would triple said value. The operation will be 

gradually put in practice, also in relation to the condition of the markets as for the typology of the 

buildings to be collocated on the basis of specific market segments (geographical areas, 

typologies, etc.). 

The aim of the Government, as recently stated, is to create a pluriannual programme of 

valorisation and sales in the real estate sector that, having reached its full potential, can grant 

resources for 15-20 billions per year (1% of Italy GDP) for the next 5 years. 

 

Finally, point 140 of the single article of law 228 of 2012, stated that the social capital of SGR 

shall not be limited, for the year 2012, to 2 million Euros. For the year 2013 and expense of 3 

million Euros is authorised for the contribution to the social capital of the SGR itself.‖ (Camera 

dei Deputati website, last access on 26
th
 March, 2016). Nevertheless, according to such 

institutional source, ―the SGR, whose creation is ordered by article 33, has not been established 

yet.‖ 

 

 

Reactions by grassroots movements to mechanisms of securitization in the realization of 

the ―Public City‖ 

The central role played by the economic constraints and attributed to the private initiative confirm 

the strong limitation - de jure or de facto – of the public political and social sphere in the 

government of the city. In this context, private or public élites have incentives to govern by profit-

oriented logics.   

If the city is represented as a firm on the market, which is primarily interested in its budget and 

attractiveness, if the welfare sector is delegated to cooperatives and enterprises which must 

compete to get resources in order to guarantee their services, if logic of corruption and the 

submission to budgetary constraints disestablish the role of government in promoting social and 

ecological well being, the grassroots movements and communities are urged to act even 

―illegally‖ to oppose themselves to ―legal‖ rules which imply de facto high social and 

                                                           
111Retrieved from official website of the Italian Parliament (Camera dei Deputati),  

http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=498&L%27articolo+33+del+D.L.+98%2F2011%3A+il+sistema+integrato+di+fondi+

immobiliari#approList  

 

http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=498&L%27articolo+33+del+D.L.+98%2F2011%3A+il+sistema+integrato+di+fondi+immobiliari#approList
http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=498&L%27articolo+33+del+D.L.+98%2F2011%3A+il+sistema+integrato+di+fondi+immobiliari#approList
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environmental costs. Questo è successo a Roma anche a seguito delle scelte politiche descritte. 

From the one side, they activated radical practices of occupation of urban vacant spaces, in a 

context which is perceived as characterized by capital concentration at expense of social and 

environmental well being, on the other, they organized local and immediate answers to social 

emergencies. Even these experiments of support to ―disadvantaged‖ categories take often ―illegal‖ 

forms : these are for instance the organization of little works for non regular migrants, the 

realization of farmers market for local producers, the organization of ethical purchasing groups 

(―G.A.S.‖ Gruppi di Acquisto Solidale‖), the realization of micro social enterprises, the 

restructuring of abandoned buildings for the realization of community libraries, study halls, 

spaces for co-working and meetings, the activation of information and  help-desk for women, 

migrants and refugees, the creation of taverns or gyms in urban vacant spaces. These measures of 

community self-help are based on mutualism. Mutualism is not often considered as the solution 

but as a basic support for further claims. In providing these services, these kind of urban 

commons complementary support the development of networks. These networks aim to help 

citizens to self-organize to claim and achieve merit goods and rights, and they raise these issues in 

the public and political debate.  

3.2  The recent history of Rome from a city planning perspective: socio-economic 

evolution and the response by self-organized communities 

 

The birth of many social-centers, then intended as urban commons, became an important feature 

within the city over the last decades and is strictly connected, as it will be further argued, with the 

disordered urban growth of the city of Rome over the last century. 

Notwithstanding the numerous general master plans that were produced to govern the 

development of the city – for what  concern the laps of time that occurs between the foundation of 

Rome as the Capital of the Italian State in 1870 and today - the most of them addressed more the 

specific needs of local and extra-local elitès (such as landowners) than a real will to govern the 

growth of the city by a logic of redistribution of spatial resources and services, and by a uniform 

spatial organization leaded by public interest (Insolera, 2011). 

Before 1870, roman social fabric was characterized by the presence of the clerical hierarchy who 

hold the most of the power and land, a nobility of land rentiers, a mass of poor people living of 

begging artisanship and agriculture, and an upper middle class, composed of the high-level 

administrators and the representatives of roman bourgeoisie. The most of them were living 

subletting land and profiting from this activities. Then in 1870, as Capital of the Italian State, the 

city concentrated all the offices and administrative activities into the city center. It is not difficult 

thus to imagine that the development of the city would be unavoidably influenced by dynamics of 

power based on land revenue and construction activities.  
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In these terms, it is possible to highlight a kind of cyclical development in the growth of 

Rome: starting as a quite small city of 250 000 inhabitants until 1870, it witnessed an unexpected 

explosion due to the localization of new offices that asked for new employee. ―The new workers 

meant new houses and new houses meant production of residential housing, an activity which 

immediately raised high interests‖.
112

 The building of new houses required a wide effort of non-

specialized hand workers, people coming from the rural areas, then from the poorest provinces of 

Italy, and then since the the ‗80s on, from the world‘s poorest countries (Macioti, 2008). 

These people guaranteed a change of non-specialized workers and poor immigration in Rome, 

which hold since 150 years and which replenished suburbs, constituing an object of further 

speculation for both ―public‖ and ―private‖ élites interests. 

 

3.2.1 The development of illegal buildings and the growth of peripheries in Rome 

 

A relevant factor in the urban development of many cities, and as mentioned above, of the city of 

Rome, is the land rent. Land is a scarce resource but its rent is extensible by allowing the 

conversion of agricultural soils into building sites. The mainly oligopolistic character of the land 

market determines the small variation in economic value of land revenues when there is an 

expansion of the brand new undeveloped real estate.  

The paragraph aims to give an idea of the mechanisms, which regulated the growth, and 

realization of peripheries in the period before WWII. As it will be described later, it is exactly in 

these areas (which suffered for a lack of services and merit goods) that the experiences of self-

organization of occupied social centers raised after more than fifty years. 

In a chapter of ―Breve storia dell‘abuso edilizio in Italia‖ (―A brief history of illegal building in 

Italy‖) Paolo Berdini reports the history of the ―capture‖ of the public sphere by the land rentiers 

and the sector of construction from fascism to nowadays in Italy. Describing the case of Rome, he 

highlights in particular how the speculation in the building sector constituted one of the main 

economic powers in the city since long time (Berdini, 2010; Sanfilippo 2005)
113

. He also 

highlights the practice of using laws, to gain political consensus by demonstrating the will to rule 

the chaotic development of the city, and further amendments as devices to dump General 

Regulatory Plans and regulations. This way, Berdini (2010:22-28) showed how the birth of 

―Natural Illegal building‖ and ―State illegal building‖ during fascism - by lasting practices of 

                                                           
112 This quote is taken from an interview I made to Luisa Rossini, PhD student at Università degli Studi di Palermo, 

Department of urban and regional planning.  
113 In a passage of his book, Berdini (2010:18) reports Maurizio Sanfilippo (2005:121): ―By 1909 the opposition of real-

estate proprietors goes strengthening and self-organizing. It is concentrated in the hands of a strict social group, rooted 

in the city and linked to the ecclesial interests, covered by the bank and financial system.‖ Sanfilippo, M. (2005) il 

generone nella società romana dei secoli XVIII-XX, Edilazio, Roma. 

https://unipa.academia.edu/
https://unipa.academia.edu/Departments/Department_of_urban_and_regional_planning
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agreement between the administration of the city and the private interests of the building sector - 

shaped the urban and socio-economic development of the city. 

As described by Author, in 1931 the Government of the city approved a General Regulatory Plan 

of huge dimension (14500 hectares) and without any clear urban organization (Berdini, 2010:18). 

This law openly banned to build outside the limits of the planned city area, but anyway it stated 

that this was not possible ―without the consensus of governmental authority‖. The consensus of 

the Authority was purely discretional, since the law did not declare any kind of objective criteria. 

After only four years so, the new cabinet of the major Bottai deliberated an ―issuance of 

construction permits for building outside the town plan‖ (Resolution 5390 of July, 25
th
 1935) due 

to the presence of some unauthorized constructions that were already ―spontaneously‖ grown 

up
114

. After this resolution, 44 housing places were built outside the boundaries envisaged by 

general regulatory plan (PRG), justified by the previous ―natural‖ abusivism. 

On the other side, ―State abusivism‖ began with the modification of the historic center of Rome in 

the 20ies,  in order to address the needs of the residents evicted from their houses for the 

realization of the new shape of the historical center. This fact gave reason to the raise of the 

peripheral areas (the so-called ―Borgate‖) Prenestina and Gordiani in the east of Rome, and of 

other 10 official working class suburbs after 1931.  

These were: 

 Primavalle (via Pietro Maffi, piazza Alfonso Capecelatro, via e piazza Federico 

Borromeo); 

 Val Melaina (via di Val Melaina); 

 Tufello (via delle Isole Curzolane); 

 San Basilio (via del Casale di San Basilio, via Recanati); 

 Pietralata (via di Pietralata, via del Peperino); 

 Tiburtino III (via di Grotta di Gregna, piazza Santa Maria del Soccorso, via Tiburtina); 

 Prenestina (via di Portonaccio); 

 Quarticciolo (via Lucera - od. Viale Palmiro Togliatti – viale Alessandrino); 

 Gordiani (via dei Gordiani); 

 Tor Marancia (via di Tor Marancia); 

 Trullo (via della Magliana, via del Trullo); 

 Acilia (via del Mare, via di Acilia). 

                                                           
114 See also PEREGO 1981 :82  

https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primavalle
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Val_Melaina
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tufello
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Basilio_%28quartiere_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pietralata_%28quartiere_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiburtino_III
https://it.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Prenestina&action=edit&redlink=1
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quarticciolo
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gordiani_%28borgata_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tor_Marancia
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trullo_%28zona_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acilia
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Figure 3 The areas of the "Borgate"  

Even though the 10 suburbs should have been built into the perimeter of the town plan, only four 

of them arose within the limits (Primavalle in the western part of the city; S.Maria del Soccorso 

and Pietralata on the axis of Tiburtina street in the east; Tor Marancia in the south). Another time, 

others six suburbs grew on ―agricultural areas‖ by the will of the State. 

Why did the State allowed it? According to Berdini (2010) the reason is also to find in the support 

the land rentiers gave to the fascist movement for the coup d‘état of 1922, since the edification of 

new portion of land opened new opportunities for enterprises of construction. 

An idea of the divide among center and peripheries yet during the fascist regime is sketched by 

Delle Donne (1992:22) : 

―The upper levels were concentrated in the Prati,Trieste,and Parioli districts; mid level managers in the 

Verbano and Janiculum districts; junior civil servants in MonteVerde Vecchio and Nuovo; railway employees 

and tram and bus drivers in San Lorenzo, Santa Croce, Porta Maggiore and Testaccio. The final element of 

the policy was the preservation of the historic center for the middle-and upper level bourgeoisie and the 

consequent construction of borgate on the outskirts of the city where inner-city lower-class residents would be 

transferred. To check "undesirable" immigration of the poor, the government passed an anti-urbanization law 

that allowed only those who held jobs to change their residences This planning policy at the same time 

favored the interests of land revenue with the urbanization of areas that were still agricultural. Between1928 

and 1930, the borgate of San Basilio, Prenestino and Gordiani sprang up; between 1935 and 1940, those of 

Trullo, Tiburtino III, Pietralata Tufello, Val Melaina, Primavalle, Tor Marancia, and Quarticciolo arose. In 

general, such places had no water or lavatories, only communal fountains outside. 

Doors opened directly on the streets and generally only one main road would be paved. There was no 

greenery, no trees, no grass. Public toilets typically contained twenty-five toilets to be used by more than five 

thousand people. The borgate lacked markets, pharmacies, post offices, and butcher shops, although given the 

residents' financial situation, the latter was hardly missed. The planning operations connected with the public 
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works made advantageous use of the intermediate areas in the Agro Romano for activating various services, 

thus offering stimulus to private speculation on the land. This second role of the borgate -to initiate 

speculation in the outer suburbs after having also given over the central areas to speculation- was being 

carried out after World War II and is perhaps the most prominent aspect of the continuation of the Fascist 

governments planning policy.” 

   

The disordered growth of the city beyond the norms of General Regulatory Plan of 1931 occurred 

with other big projects for a long time. This is the case of the film-making studio of the ―City of 

the Cinema‖ (1937) , of ―Istituto Nazionale Luce‖ and the suburb of Cinecittà of 1937 on the via 

Tuscolana, the Breda arm factory (dismantled in 1944) and the areas around the via Casilina. All 

these areas were erected outside town-plans over agricultural land.  

In 1941, other two areas for the industrial activity of Rome were instituted by law. They were set 

far from the center and over agricultural land: one on the street Casilina and the other in Tor 

Sapienza  (Pietrangeli, 2014). These industrial poles covered the area of east and south east Rome 

from the Casilina to the Tiburtina and attracted mass of workers.  

The dump of regulation by the municipal government associated with private speculative interests 

over these territories, brought to a sprawl of the city with a lack of good public services and urban 

standards which still have effects nowadays. As I will try to evidence, many years after, this 

process also brought to the emergence of  movements of people who  self-organized to take 

vacant urban spaces, to consider them as urban commons and to self-organize for their 

management, then to claim for their right to the city.  

Socio-economic developments and the responses of self-organized communities  

As just said, since1870 Rome concentrated all the offices into the city center as well as the central 

administration of the Vatican. The only other economic main activity was that of construction, 

while other industries were not very developed. In some terms, in its history, Rome shifted from 

its link to the agricultural dimension of the Agro Romano and the organization of power around 

land-rights and administration of the Vatican State, to be the Capital (1870) and to centralize 

power and administrative activity in the center. The Roman economy was based on land 

ownership, little manufacturing and building enterprises. A few chemical and pharmaceutical 

industries
115

 arose during fascism. After WWII, the economic boom of the fifties and sixties 

determined the raise of other firms mainly in the chemical, alimentary (Fiorucci, San Giorgio, 

Pantanella), and electronic sectors (Toscano, 2006:65). The most of them were settled in the 

southern and south-eastern part of the territory. Notwithstanding the potential of the agricultural 

sector by the Agro Romano, to the best of my knowledge, the two sectors were not very 

connected. As reported by DeMuro, Monni and Tridico (2011:1216):  

                                                           
115 The most of them were settled in the south-eastern periphery of Rome. The Leo factory in Tor Sapienza produced 

penicillin that was exported all over Italy and abroad. See also: http://inchieste.repubblica.it/it/repubblica/rep-

it/2014/07/25/news/le_fabbriche_del_tempo-89200726/  

http://inchieste.repubblica.it/it/repubblica/rep-it/2014/07/25/news/le_fabbriche_del_tempo-89200726/
http://inchieste.repubblica.it/it/repubblica/rep-it/2014/07/25/news/le_fabbriche_del_tempo-89200726/
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―The general industrial framework of Rome in the 1950s and 1960s was very fragmented, 

characterized by small enterprises connected mainly with political lobbies and speculative 

activities and therefore with limited perspectives and ambitions to expand. The demographic 

explosion in Rome did not lead to the founding of appropriate economic structures such as 

large companies, to balance the demand and supply of labour, as occurred in north-western 

industrial cities such as Milan and Turin.‖ 

The long lasting power of land rentiers, the development of an administrative class and the weight 

of the building sector defined strong unbalances within population. Moreover, the incapability to 

activate a ―real‖ economy determined a difficulty to find stable ―qualified‖ jobs and to create a 

sense of ―class‖ or of membership for those who were not part of the public ―State Bourgeoisie‖ 

(Pugliese, 1979). This was opposite to what happened in some other Italian cities, like Turin or 

Milan. They also grew fast, but the mass of workers of their enterprises were likely to identify 

themselves into a social class that represented also a sense of community. In Rome, instead, the 

constant dimension of uncertainty of people working in construction sites, most of the time 

without any contract, illegally and occasionally, living in self-made illegal working class suburbs, 

determined great difficulties in creating a sense of belonging, further looking to the recurrent lack 

of collective-public spaces in the external areas of the city where most of the working class lived.  

Moreover, the economic boom of the ‗50ies and the 60ies determined a rapid increase of the 

number of residents of Rome which passes from 1.626.793 (1951) to 2.739.952 (1971) inhabitants 

(Istat).  

The increasing population raised the housing problem, in 1951 all population of the suburbs lived 

in houses with no facilities (Martinelli, 1964:142). The problem of the increasing demand for 

houses was partly addressed by the plan of housing for workers ―Piani INA-Casa‖ (1949-1962) all 

over Italy and in Rome, then by the spontaneous growth of unauthorized suburbs and by the 

redaction of the General Regulatory Plan of 1962 which envisaged new housing policies (PEEP).  

This phenomena brought with them all the contradictions of the disordered urban development of 

Rome. On the one side, the buildings of the Plans INA-Casa envisaged urban standards and even 

social centers and social services (Caniglia & Signorelli, 2001; see also , Serra & Pasella, 2014) 

on the other, the incapability to address the needs of this new wave of immigrants by a well 

designed plan for housing (Berdini 2010:26) brought to the explosion of the new peripheries and 

of the self-made suburbs:  these appeared by the necessity of the people working in the building 

sector to solve their housing problem (Berlinguer,  Della Seta 1976).  

Between the 50ies and the end of the 70ies, 84 illegal suburbs thus were born, consuming 4700 

hectars of soil destined to an agricultural use according to the General Regulatory Plan of 1962-

65. In these places there was a high population density and a strong deficit in urban standards. 

There was a great disequilibrium in services and access to the services among the center and the 

peripheries of Rome: some suburbs totally lacked public transportation and infrastructures, as 
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well as public quality spaces like gardens, squares, spaces for meeting. that were often replaced 

by common ―private‖ spaces like business centers, and afterwards, supermarkets. The quartieri 

(neighborhoods) which had grown by the Plan INA Casa were nine, giving house to average 

55,000 people mainly in the easthern and southern axis of the city
116

:  Tuscolano, Tiburtino and 

Valco S.Paolo (Ostiense). A typical example is the quartiere Tuscolano, in the south/south-east of 

the city and then the Don Bosco (built in the ‗50ies).  

In this area, part of the collective spaces and services envisaged by the PEEP were not 

accomplished, as well as cinema and the social center. Others, like public green areas, have been 

enclosed (Mornati, Cerrini, 2012: 124-125), leaving the areas in a context of abandonment over 

time. 

At the beginnings of the Ina-Casa Plans (1949) policy-makers and architects wanted to 

provide housing facilities complete of social centers and assistance for workers and their families. 

The main idea was that of creating a comfortable ―social and ecological systems‖ which could 

connect the individuals in a sense of community. This strategy was also a political one. In an 

―ordoliberal‖ perspective, this would have been beneficial to the lowering of social and political 

conflicts. As Caniglia and Signorelli reported (2001: 202), social services were aimed to lower 

social conflict and struggle, also by opposing the idea and method of ―community development‖ 

to that of the ―people‘s committees‖
117

. Notwithstanding these intentions, the political 

participation and confrontational citizens‘activation had progressively taken consistency in the 

same areas of the Ina Casa. 

 

                                                           
116 As reported by Insolera (2011:202) these were mainly 

- Tiburtino ( 1950-54 ), 771 apartments for 4006 rooms and 4,000 inhabitants . 

- Tuscolano ( 1950-54 ) , a total of 17,000 rooms by 3150 apartements and 18 000 inhabitants is the largest collection 

made by INA -Casa . 

- Villa Gordiani ( 1952-55 ) , 2000 housing for 10 000 rooms and 12 000 inhabitants. 

- Ponte Mammolo ( 1957-62 ) , 562 lodgings for 3069 rooms and 3000 inhabitants. 

- Colle di Mezzo ( 1958-60 ) , 2540  rooms for 417 apartements and 3,000 inhabitants. 

- Torre Spaccata ( 1958-60 ) , 11 154 rooms for 2000 accommodation for  11200 inhabitants 

In addition, the Ina - financed House to: 

- Ostia , North Star ( 1949-54 ) district , 1100 222 rooms for accommodation and 1,120 inhabitants. 

- Acilia ( 1958-60 ) , 2952 amounted to 547 accommodation rooms and 3200 inhabitants. 

 
117 The authors (Caniglia and Signorelli, 2001: 202-203) reported also an interesting passage by Quaroni (one of the 

protagonist of the Ina casa planning) who witnessed (1956:23-24): 

―da una parte il bar coi biliardini, i negozi e il cinematografo, che rappresentano de facto l‘unico ricordo della 

piazza italiana, come sede della vita associata, e che i sostenitori del centro commerciale di tipo americano 

penserebbero di poter potenziare; da un‘altra parte la parrocchia, con le relative opere (biliardino, ping pong. Campi di 

calcio,…) la cui tradizione non è certo recente, e che comunque hanno ricevuto impulsi e rinnovamento dalle necessità 

di organizzarsi come posto di combattimento nella lotta politica; dall‘altra parte ancora le istituzioni ausiliarie create 

nelle sedi di partito, per poter fare un‘adeguata concorrenza alle opere parrocchiali; da un‘ultima, infine, il ―centro 

sociale‖, organizzazione del tutto nuova, che vorrebbe, in teoria, togliere tutti, e i giovani in modo speciale, 

dall‘abbrutimento delle luci dei bar e dalla polemica di parte delle organizzazioni confessionali., siano essere religiose o 

solo di partito, per tentare la costruzione, in essi, di un vero carattere de di una completa responsabilità personale e 

sociale. In pratica (…) il centro sociale non avrà vita facile, (…) essendo facile preda, attraverso il finanziamento e i 

controlli amministrativi, politici e polizieschi (…) di quelle stesse organizzazioni confessionali che pretendeva di 

combattere.‖ Quaroni L., Città e quartiere nell‘attuale fase critica di cultura, ―La Casa‖, quaderni a cura dell‘Istituto 

Nazionale per le Case degli impiegati dello Stato, n°3, 1956 cit. 23-24. 
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3.2.2 The year 1962 and the urban development of Rome 

1962 is a pivotal year for national and roman urban development. In 1962, government 

established the plans for council housing (by law 167/1962
118

). The process of transition of 

housing policies from INA Casa Plans to the disposition for the acquisition of areas for 

construction of council housing raised a debate over the envision of the public interest and public 

cities, the role of property rights, and the sectional interest of the building sectors (see Sullo, 

1964; Vergano, 2015: 70-72). Concerning the urban development of Rome, the new General 

Regulatory Plan was finally approved in 1962 (1965) and completed with the plans for ―economic 

council housing‖ (PEEP – Piani per l‘Edilizia Economia e Popolare‖) by the institution of ―zones‖ 

(―Piani di Zona‖). Rome had registered a great explosion of its population since the end of WWII, 

and the town plan was the result of years of works and debate in the attempt to rule the chaotic 

development of the city. Briefly, the plan of 1962 envisaged: 

- An area for tertiary and for executive offices dislocated in the east of the city in the 

areas of Pietralata, Tiburtino, Casilino and Centocelle for the realization of a ―SDO‖ 

- Oriental Directional System; 

- Another pole destined to administrative and tertiary functions in the area of the Eur 

(south-west of the city) also in order to distribute people and traffic among the 

center, this area and the SDO; 

- The concentration of an industrial area between the streets Tiburtina and Prenestina 

(east-north-east of the city);  

- The expansion of the industrial pole in the south of Rome (Pomezia), also motivated 

by the funding received by the policies of restructuration of the ―Cassa del 

Mezzogiorno‖ 

- The development of plans of ―economic council housing‖, which were mainly 

localized in the south and east of Rome (respectively 44% and 28%) (the rest in the 

north (19%) and west of Rome (9%)) (see figure 4) 

The D zones included the accomplishment of the scheme of the PRG 1931 and the ―Piani 

Particolareggiati‖. The building sector was then allowed to built with high density in the D zones 

of the new regulatory plan: Val Melaina, Monte Sacro, Gordiani, Centocelle, Cinecittà, Ostiense, 

Colombo, E.U.R., Magliana, Portuense, Aurelio, Trionfale. Tor di Quinto) (see Figure 6 ). The 

greater soil exploitation of these areas and the reduction of public spaces and services by the 

building activity brought to further social emergencies in these already ―suffering‖ peripheries.  

Workers and people who lived in the former slums represented the social fabric of the southern 

and oriental areas which were inserted in projects of development by the new General Regulatory 

                                                           
118 Law 167/1962 April, 18th ―Disposizioni per favorire l'acquisizione di aree fabbricabili per l'edilizia economica e 

popolare‖. 
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Plan of 1965. These areas were already characterized by high population density, a lack of public 

transports, which transformed these places into marginalized suburbs. The plan of delocalization 

of administrative activities in the south-oriental part of the city (the SDO - Oriental Directional 

System) was never accomplished, while it was replaced by the construction of new residencies 

which augmented the level of inhabitants of these zones. The localization of these residential 

areas, which were born also in the the areas around of the INA Casa Plans, was not supported by a 

parallel development of public transports and of local public services. The real problem was 

indeed represented by the lack of a real will to organize the transportation and mobility (Pagnotta, 

2010) .  

Moreover, as reported by Insolera (2011), at the end of the sixties, there was a heightened 

awareness of the problem of people living in self-made slums. In the late 60's emerged that 

despite the plans of public housing, the slum dwellers had increased and in 1968 the Committee 

of the Popular Councils Citizen reported the existence of 57 self-made slums (―baraccamenti‖) in 

the suburbs (zones Prenestina, Casilina, Appia Tuscolana, Cristoforo Columbo , Portuense-

Ostiense, Aurelia, Trionfale, Nomentana-Salaria, Tiburtina). Data collected testified a population 

of about 63,000 people in 1968, but probably the phenomenon was much wider (Insolera, 2011: 

282-283). 

As just seen, notwithstanding the efforts of the planners, the lack of effectiveness of public 

policies and of public service provision left these zones in an institutional vacuum, totally 

separated by the central decisional areas.  

The presence of a particular social fabric in these urban forgotten zones and the absence of 

proximity of the institutions brought to the raise of the majority of the self-managed and occupied 

social centers (―C.S.O.‖ – Centro Sociale Occupato – and ―C.S.O.A.‖ - Centro Sociale Occupato 

Autogestito) in these areas in the ‗90ies as it will be described in the next paragraphs. Somehow 

the lack of an effective government of the city was a determinant factor for the emersion of urban 

commons and self-organized communities 
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overtime.

 

Figure 4 The General Regulatory Plan of 1962 

 

Figure 4a General Regulatory Plan of 1962, Legenda 
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Figure 5 The Plans for “Economic Council Housing” (1964) 

 
Figure 5 The figure evidences in black the zone D1 of the General Regulatory Plan of 1962. Thanks to the prorogation for the 
introduction of the “Piani di Zona” (Plans of Zones) building enterprises and speculators insisted to built over these areas.  
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3.2.3 The re-appropriation of the public social space: the developments from late’60ies 

towards the ‘80ies 

―Communities work because they are good at enforcing norms, and whether this is a good thing 

depends on what the norms are.‖ (Bowles and Gintis 2002: F428) 

 

In the same year, in the province of Rome, the composition of the income distribution changed, 

with a decreasing role of the agricultural and industrial sectors (4.7% and 61% respectively of the 

GDP of the province of Rome), and a growth in the tertiary sector (administration sector (22.6%) 

and other services (11.6%) (De Muro, Monni, Tridico, 2008). The increase of this sector in the 

Capital city was due to its function within the development of the system of public neo-capitalism 

at a national level.  

As reported by the De Muro et al. (2008): ―Rome was the headquarters for all the State-related 

economic institutions, such as the banking system,
119

 the State holding system,
120

 the 

telecommunications public companies,
121

 public agencies for regional development,
122

 public and 

semi-public research institutions,
123

 and the national membership and trade union associations, 

together with a strong concentration of private professional consulting companies servicing such 

headquarters and feeding on State spending.‖ (De Muro, Monni, Tridico, 2008: 7) 

This factor obviously paved the way for the growth of an economy of knowledge in Rome, but 

beyond the limits of Rome as a center of power and headquarter of public ―neo-capitalism‖, its 

peripherial areas still experienced a very different situation, both due to the demographic 

explosion of the city from the ‗50ies to 1971 and a lack of social services and urban standards in 

these areas.  

The dimension of self-governing autonomy thus began more significant in the 60ies and in the 

70ies, leaded by the Italian Communist Party, as a movement of protest of an heterogeneous 

working class ―which was to have important effects on the future development model of Rome 

and on the governance dimension of the city in particular‖ (De Muro, Monni, Tridico, 2008: 8
124

).  

In 1970, Rome was characterized by high immigration from the Center and the South of Italy and 

a consequent expansion of illegal allotments and informal housing that housed at least 15000 

families (Sebastianelli 2012, in Pompeo, 2012: 37).  

                                                           
119 Banca d‘Italia, Banca Nazionale del Lavoro, Banco di Roma, Banco di Santo Spirito, Istituto Mobiliare 

Italiano, Medio Credito. 
120 IRI, ENI, EFIM, ITALSIEL, ITALSTAT. 
121 STET/SIP, RAI, ALITALIA 
122 Cassa per il Mezzogiorno, FORMEZ, IASM. 
123 CNR, ISCO, ISPE, INEA, ENEA, SVIMEZ, ISFOL. 
124 De Muro, P. Monni, S. Tridico, P. (2008). Knowledge-based economy and social exclusion: shadows and lights in 

the roman socio-economic model, Working Paper 91/2008, Collana del Dipartimento di Economia, Università ―Roma 

Tre‖ Retrieved from: http://host.uniroma3.it/dipartimenti/economia/pdf/WP91.pdf 
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In the meanwhile, organizations close to the Italian Communist Party promoted squatting of 

public housing as a way to negotiate with public institutions (Mudu 2014:138).  Rome had 100-

000 people living in shanty towns (Della Seta, Berlinguer 1976). Many of them constituted the 

critical mass that began to rise up and to occupy houses.
125

 These movements were linked to the 

―left‖ and some of them became part of extra-parliamentary groups, in particular in those areas of 

the city that had already experimented resistance during the years of WWII and which now used 

occupation also as a form of political and social struggle.   

The facts occurring in the 1970 in Rome were also linked to factors of local and international 

change. At the international level the crisis of 1973 influenced the economy of all the 

industrialized countries: Italy was subject to a strong attack to its economy (for its dependence by 

oil) and witnessed the great recession of 1975 and three speculative attacks to its currency in 1976 

(Verde, 2003).
126

 

At a local level, Rome witnessed the real misalignment between economic growth and social 

well-being. Notwithstanding the industrial recession of the seventies, Rome was indeed a growing 

economy, but social conditions were at least difficult for the most of its inhabitants in the 

peripheries
127

 (and many documents provide for it, see for instance Insolera 2011: 299-303).  The 

reasons were connected in particular to the fact that the city was divided between an 

                                                           
125 Insolera 2011:282 in a footnote reports data about the wave of house-occupations in late 60ies, first 70ies.  The main 

occupations were as follows : July 1969: 25 apartments at ―Tufello‖ neighborhood; August 1969 , 220 apartments and 

100 at the ―Celio Tufello‖; 

September 1969: 150 houses via Pigafetta ; November 1969, 300 in Via Poliziano , in the area of Colosseum and the 

―Esquiline‖; 400 in Via Cavour, Piazza Vittorio, Via Prati di Papa ; March 1970 200 Via della Serpentara ;  

October 1970: a former convent on via Cavour. It is the old nineteenth-century buildings emptied to be demolished and 

rebuilt by private companies or new buildings ( Tufello, Prati di Papa,Serpentara) not yet assigned or sold . After the 

occupation of the abandoned convent in via Cavour, occupants - hunted by the police - camped on the sidewalks of the 

street where they remained for about two months until Christmas 1970. The fire most sensational of the barracks took 

place October 18, 1969 at the Borghetto Latino . Cfr . Franco Ferrarotti , Roma from the capital outskirts , Laterza , 

Bari 1970. 

Further e,  Sebastianell reports that in 1974, notwithstanding the raise of a movement of struggle for the right to 

housing, Rome registered 80000 empty houses in face of 70000 people living in barracs. The council of the major 

Argan tried to address the situation by the deliberation 1664/1976. This deliberative act envisaged the urban and 

building renovation  of 55 illegal self.-made settlements (―borgate‖) that were not included in the town plan of 1962. 
126As reported by Verde (2003:146) ―Va detto che nel 1976 la lira fu colpita da ben tre attacchi speculativi, il più grave 

dei quali fu il primo, quello del gennaio ed è ad esso che ci riferiamo quando parliamo delle crisi della lira del 1976. 

Essa presenta molte ed interessanti peculiarità che investono: 

a)il contesto interno ed internazionale, politico, economico e sociale; 

b)il cambio, la politica economica e il quadro politico; 

c)le politiche della liquidità, delle riserve e di bilancio attuate nel 1975- 76, ovvero gli errori della politica 

economica commessi allora; 

d)gli schemi interpretativi della crisi. 

Esistono, quindi, elementi sufficienti per una rilettura degli eventi tra i più drammatici, non solo sotto il profilo 

economico-valutario, della nostra storia. Proprio con riferimento a tale periodo, nella Relazione del Governatore della 

Banca d‘Italia per il 1975 pag. 421, si legge: «La Banca d‘Italia e l‘Ufficio Italiano dei Cambi assolvono l‘amaro 

compito di gestire un processo che, nel governo dei flussi monetari e valutari, ci assimila all‘economia di stato 

d‘assedio».‖ 
127 Many documents provide for it. To give an idea of the situation in the eastern periphery, it would be interesting to 

cite the experience of the "Scuola 725" by Roberto Sardelli, a priest who carried on a self-managed and self-organized  

school: by it he tought to the children of slum dwellers, who that were often put into special classes  at the elementary 

school " Salvo D'Acquisto‖.Some insights are reported by an historical documentary provided by the National 

Broadcasting Service ―RAI‖ , available at: http://www.raistoria.rai.it/articoli/non-tacere/26176/default.aspx (last access, 

march, 2016). 

http://www.raistoria.rai.it/articoli/non-tacere/26176/default.aspx
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administrative center
128

 and the periphery, with a weak industrial economy, mainly based on little 

manufacturing industry and characterized by a lack of connection with the agricultural sector 

(Orlando, 1964; Toscano, 2009; DeMuro, Monni, Tridico, 2011: 1216).   

After the economic boom and the settlement of some factories in the south-east of Rome (in 

particular in the food sector – Fiorucci, see Toscano, 2006 : 65) in the ‗60ies, the two path-

dependencies of Rome (DeMuro, Monni Tridico 2012: 9) – the absence of a Fordist regime and 

the presence of a State bourgeoisie – paved the way for the growth of a tertiary advanced sector. 

Very soon, during the 1970s the process of dismantling of the city industrial sector started 

(Insolera 2011: 279).  

As the Authors reported (DeMuro, Monni Tridico 2012: 10), the growth of the tertiary sector was 

mainly based on 1) the tourist sector, 2) audio-visual production (in particular with the pole of 

Cinecittà studios), 3) the building sector 4) the evolution of a financial cluster 5) the development 

of the R&D 6) the university sector of ―La Sapienza‖ hosting more than 200,000 students. 

Moreover, during the Seventies in Rome there was a very active group of social intellectuals, 

specialized workers, an emerging workers‘ movement and a growing sector of little 

manufacturing beside the traditional administrative and building sectors (ibidem). 

These were the ingredients of the economic growth of the city in the period of Italian economic 

recession. But beyond the economic factors of growth, the housing crisis, due to the constant lack 

in affordable housing, remained a cronichal issue in the city and the main reason for a huge mass 

of people to stay or continue to move to soulless peripheries and to the city outskirts. It means that 

an increasing number of people were concerned by the lack of functioning social and public 

services.  

In the areas of the INA Casa, as just seen, there was probably a development of a socio-political 

activation (as well as in those areas that already had some history in the anti-fascist Resistance of 

the ‗40ies).  

Moreover, after the Italian Government had launched the plan of Economic Council Housing (law 

167/1962), many other residential areas were built up in the ‗70ies also outside the limits provided 

by the General Regulatory Plan of 1962 (Varianti)
129

. The decrease in the population of the 

                                                           
128 characterized by the presence of the state-holdings, of the bank system, of the system of public enterprises of 

telecommunication, of the agencies of local development, of the Trade Unions and of the public and semi-public 

research institutes (DeMuro, Monni, Tridico in Pompeo, 2012: 9) 
129 ―Lo stesso piano delle aree dell‘edilizia popolare, fortemente sopradimensionato, è servito nel 1964 a legittimare il 

gigantismo delle previsioni complessive. Altrove il PEEP sopradimensionato è servito successivamente a realizzare una 

generale riduzione di tutte le aree residenziali, pubbliche e private: a Roma invece le enormi e inutilizzate previsioni 

per l‘edilizia popolare nel più profondo cuore dell‘Agro, hanno permanentemente garantito altre massicce e anch‘esse 

sottoutilizzate previsioni a carattere speculativo. E naturalmente, qui come altrove, il fabbisogno di abitazioni a basso 

costo è rimasto insoddisfatto, non tanto in virtù di una buona o cattiva politica urbanistica comunale, ma 

principalmente a causa di una politica nazionale che ha sempre considerato la casa un bene rifugio e non un bene 

d‘uso. 

E l‘attuazione di tanti piani regolatri  dell‘ultimo ventennio ha regolarmente seguito la strada del decennio 

precedente senza piani. Ancora una volta la macchia d‘olio dilagante dell‘Agro è stata oggettivamente sostenuta 

dall‘edilizia programmata come da quella abusiva, con insediamenti più massicci di quelli del passato. È infatti lo 
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Capital after the peak of 1971, did not stop the exodus towards the peripheries and the increase of 

the people living in the areas around Rome (Pala, 1981: 83). So, the construction of these new 

residential neighborhoods was parallel to the growth of illegal allotments that reached their peak 

between 1971-1976 (see table ―Dinamica dell‘abusivismo edilizio a Roma‖ in Perego, 1981: 149). 

This time, many of the people residing in these areas came also from a little and middle 

bourgeoisie (Unione delle Borgate, 1979, in Perego,1981).  

The development of the tertiary brought to the further economic growth of the city in the ‗80ies 

with the institution of new technological poles on the eastern side of the city and on the axis of the 

Tiburtina and in Tor Sapienza (Petroselli, 1981)
130

, while the southern part of the province of 

Rome still represented the traditional industry (Pompeo, 2012).  

Looking at the wider picture, it is thus not difficult to identify an urban divide among the center 

and the peripheries. It can be described as a social labor-capital divide between workers and 

people residing in the southern and eastern part of Rome (on the axis of the Tuscolana, Prenestina, 

Casilina and Tiburtina) working in the building sector, in Cinecittà studios, in industries and in 

the new technological poles of the ‗80ies, and people residing in the center and north and west 

neighbourhoods and working in the administrative sector, entrepreneurial building activities and 

university. 

This is the reason why, notwithstanding economic growth, social conditions and access to public 

services and ―merit goods‖ were very differently distributed all over the territory of the City.
131

 

The institutional vacuum in addressing both the lack of public services provision in the peripheral 

areas and the big presence of ―urban voids‖ (Doron, 2000), both constituted by public abandoned 

or never activated assets and many dismissed industrial spaces, fostered communities‘ self-

organization for the reclaim of such spaces in the following years. In most of the cases, these self-

managed spaces and self-produced services became sorts of ―urban commons‖ representing a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
stesso piano regolatore che ora propone la separazione dei nuovi insediamenti dal tessuto periferico esistente: così al 

mito tecnocratico dei quartieri autosufficienti, pessima copia delle new towns , si mescola la modo della macrostrutture 

nata nelle scuole di architettura. (…) 

―la città cresce in modo caotico e distorto, ma la strategia della rendita fondiaria realizza puntualmente i suoi 

obiettivi, raccoglie sotto le sue bandiere grandi e piccoli speculatori, industrie sperimentate e artigiani d‘assalto, 

lavoratori garantiti e senza tetto: e il Comune non riesce a spiegare ai cittadini le contraddizioni insorgenti fra una 

politica nazionale della casa decisamente privatistica e una disciplina comunale urbanistica che è permissiva soltanto 

con la rendita urbana. (…) Son passati22 anni… 

Intorno alla città congestionata, cresciuta su se stessa e lungo i suoi margini periferici, non c‘è più oggi il vuoto 

dell‘Agro a separare Roma dal Lazo: si è formato un anello irregolare e disordinato di insediamenti pubblici ed 

abusivi, che non è più periferia urbana, ma non è ancora cintura metropolitana e che alternativamente si addossa ora 

all‘una o all‘altra.  

Con questa situazione di fatto la disciplina urbanistica vigente non ha più ormai nessun rapporto logico: se non 

quello di sempre, teso a massimizzare i valori fondiari attraverso la previsione di nuova edificabilità.‖ (Campos 

Venuti, G.C. 1981: 180 -181)  
130 The major Petroselli spoke about the building of the industrial area in Tor Sapienza and Tiburtino through the 

application of law 865. (Petroselli, S. 1981: 174) in AA.VV, 1981. 
131 It is worth to acknowledge that, to the best of my knowledge, the plan of delocalization of administrative centers in 

the peripheries was never accomplished: the prevision of a decentralization of the administrative offices in the oriental 

and southern part of the city (the so called S.D.O. envisaged in the General Regulatory Plan of the ‗60ies) was never 

realized and it was then replaced by the ―Piani Particolareggiati‖ of the General Regulatory Plan of 2003-2008.  
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collective grassroots answer by those who were increasingly excluded from access to essential 

rights and services. It was also intended as a form of resistence and opposition against institutions 

more willing to support local economic élites and to legitimate speculative interventions over the 

city territory then to defend the citizens‘ interests, especially the most vulnerable ones. Not 

casually, most of self-managed occupied social centers would rise up in the east and south sectors 

of Rome, in the areas were the Borgate of the late ‗30ies, the quartieri Ina Casa of the ‗50ies-

‗60ies, the areas of ―Economic Council Housing‖ of the ‗70ies, and the informal peripheries had 

grown over the time. 

This were also the areas in which, thanks to social disruption and disadvantages, criminal 

organizations – another kind of self-organized communities – operated through a flourishing 

market of heroin
132

 since late ‗70ies.  

 

3.2.4 ‘80ies and ‘90ies : urban commons as spaces of reappropriation facing new 

challenges 

―Nella periferia ―intensiva‖ sviluppatasi negli anni ‘50 e ‘60, a volte con densità di 1000-1200 abitanti per 

ettaro, il recupero dovrebbe consistere soprattutto nel reperire spazi per servizi sociali e verde.‖ (Calzolari 

Ghio and Della Seta, 1981: 125) 

 

―One main achievement to the credit of Social Centers is the part they played in renovating empty privately 

and publicly owned properties. In doing so they helped focus attention on land use issues and the struggle 

for re-appropriating social time.‖(Mudu 2013: 62) 

 

In the ‗80, people who had grown in the alienating peripheries where there was a lack of spaces 

and possibilities of social emancipation
133

, were around thirty years old
134

. In this context people 

began to re-take urban common spaces, transforming them for a collective use. A typical evidence 

of it in the city is the CSOA Forte Prenestino one of the biggest Occupied Self-managed Social 

Center in Europe (Centro Sociale Occupato Autogestito – CSOA).  

 

                                                           
132 Criminal organizations took advantages from social conditions deriving by speculation over these territories by the 

building sector, lack of effectiveness of public policies and the presence of political aversive right-wing organizations 

(NAR). The facts that will be described successively, are evidences of the lasting dynamics of the social and land 

control by criminal organizations also nowadays. In particular Massimo Carminati, one of the main protagonists of both 

the political aversive right wing organization (NAR) and of the criminal organization named ―Banda della Magliana‖ in 

the late ‗70es, has got imprisoned also in 2014 for the scandal of ―Mafia Capitale‖ which involved public 

administration, building enterprises and organizations of the third sector for criminal businesses in the fields of social 

assistance and welfare. 
133 See Comune di Roma, Segretariato generale 2, direzione, Ufficio di statistica e censimento, 1986. 
134 To give an idea of the social divide in the Capital, in the ‘80 the 31% of the residents of the peripheries declared to 

have never been into the city center. (Campos Venuti, 1981) 
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Forte Prenestino is set in Centocelle, a peripheral area of Rome which presented a lack of public 

spaces and urban standards. The Forte was one of the 15 forts of Rome that had been built after 

the unification of Italy (1880, finished in 1884) to defend Rome. Being never used, it was left 

empty for more than a century. In 1977, it became property of the municipality of Rome and it 

was left abandoned. The fort was already known by the people of the area who use it as a garden. 

In 1986, 1
st
 May, citizens‘ political organization of the area of Centocelle decided to gather and 

self-organize in order to occupy the place.  

In their will there was a need of youth‘s re-appropriation of places as well as the will to address 

basic personal and social needs due to the physical and social degeneration of the urban space 

they lived. Within these peripheries indeed, many social problems occurred (see also Rossini, 

2016:144-149).  

A primary problem was the diffusion of heroin, which in the ‘80 represented a real ―public  bad‖, 

with at least 412 people dead of overdose between 1978-1987 in Lazio Region (the most of them 

in Rome):
135

 these are only the people who were registered as died for overdose, but many 

cultural factors ( inappropriate diagnosis, diagnosis of convenience, conformism and 

respectability for the families) indeed played a role in the registration of these events, and the 

phenomenon of heroin was not captured in its real dimension by statistics (Santoro, 1982: 49). 

                                                           
135 Comune di Roma – ufficio studi e programmazione economica 1991:347, Tab.43 Fonte: ―Arcipelago Droga‖. 
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One main consideration is that according to the esteem people who died of overdose represented 

at least a 10% of the population of heroin-addicted (Santoro, 1982). The transformation of a urban 

vacant space for its collective use into a self-managed occupied social center became an 

opportunity to escape the heroin by having a place in which people could gather, play, share 

projects (the entrance of the Forte showed the shibboleth ―no dependence!‖). As for the CSOA 

Forte Prenestino, one of the first Social Centers in Rome, the social centers in the city emerged as 

an attempt to address the lack of public basic services also providing ―spaces of amalgamation 

where heterogenous radical subjects, different generations, and networks could come together. 

Between 1985 and 1989 social centers engaged in building their own network and producing new 

languages and symbols.‖ (Mudu, 2014a:254). The same occurred with other self-managed social 

centers like ―Hai visto Quinto?‖ (occupied in ‘85 in Monte Sacro neighborhood
136

), 

―Brancaleone‖ (occupied in 1989 in Montesacro neighborhood), ―Break-out‖ (in Primavalle 

neighborhood),  ―Aura e Marco‖ in the Spinaceto public housing district (occupied in ‘92, located 

on the south peripheral sector of Rome), and ―Corto Circuito‖ (occupied in 1990 in Cinecittà 

neighborhood, in the actual VII Municipio). Between them it is worth mentioning the Center for 

Popular Culture ―Tufello‖, occupied in 1974. The vacant space was occupied in 1974 and then 

between 1984-1987 the Center for Popular Culture (acronym: ―CCP‖) Tufello assumed the role of 

Auxiliary body in the fight against drug dependence in convention with the Lazio Region. CCP 

was also promoter of the local area committee in the fight to marginalization and to substance 

dependence in the same years.  

Since the commons and collective action arose in response to social and ―ecological‖ pressures, it 

could be interesting to list only some factors that probably affected their emergence and spread in 

the ‗90ies. 

 

3.2.5 The developments of the ‘90ies  

A main part of the self-managed occupied social centers in Rome arose at the beginning of the 

‗90ies in a changing political and economic context for Rome and Italy. 

At the international and national level Italy witnessed the consequences of the breakdown of the 

Soviet Union and the unification of DDR and RTF in 1990, the strong devaluation of the Lira of 

1992, the efforts for the Maastricht Treaty and the scandal of ―Tangentopoli‖ of 1992
137

.  

To face economic crisis and the debt crisis, Italy restructured job market (Protocollo di Luglio, 

1993) and behold the beginning of a great transformation of the role of the public sector, through 

                                                           
136 A document of 1989 is reported in the library of S.Lorenzo Neighborhood ―Anomalia‖ and it is possible to retrived it 

a http://www.libreriaanomalia.org/hai-visto-quinto/ 
137 For a very interesting narration of these events see Caracciolo (1992)  
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an increasing process of privatization of public services and agencies (also municipal agencies of 

Rome) that still continues nowadays. (see Table below
138

).  

 

1991 IMI is transformed in Ltd.  

1992 Decree 333, law 359/1992. 

Trasformation of ―ENEL‖, ―IRI‖, ―ENI‖, ―INA‖, ―BNL‖ in Ltds . Also the National Railway 

Service ―Ferrovie dello Stato‖ is changed in Ltd (formerly it had been changed into a public 

economic entity by law 210/1985). The management of real estate properties is given to PNB 

Paribas LTD controlled by INPS (National Social Welfare Institution ) for its 51%  

1993 ―Poste Italiane‖ (Public mail service) became a Public Economic Entity  

―Cassa Depositi e Prestiti‖
139

is recognized as a juridical entity distinct from the State 

1994 Privatization of the EMAP (property holding now managed by IDeA FIMIT sgr/ Quorum sgr 

spa/Antirion sgr) 

Privatization of the IMI (Italian Mobiliar Institute)  

1995 The municipality of Rome instituted ―Roma Patrimonio‖ Ltd (the public transportation service is 

considered property of the LTD) 

Foundation of ―Risorse per Roma Ltd‖ for the management of public real estate properties of 

Rome. The Ltd is hold for the 80% by the Municipality of Rome. 

1996 Poste Italiane changed into Ltd: the asset is hold by ―Europa Gestione‖ Ltd 

1997 ―ENASARCO‖ (the National Entity of Assistance for business agents) become subject of private 

law (Foundation) 

1998 ―ACEA‖ (Municipal Agency for Water and Electricity) is transformed in Ltd. 

―ASL‖ (Local Health Agencies)  passed the property holding to ―RisorSa Ltd‖ 

Privatization of ―BNL‖ (National Work Bank) 

2000 ―Ferrovie dello Stato‖ Ltd  (National Railway Service ltd) is split in the two Ltds, ―Trenitalia‖ 

ltd and ―RFI- Rete Ferroviaria Italiana‖ ltd and the property holding is managed by ―Metropolis‖ 

ltd.  

―AMA‖ (Municipal agency for environment) and ―ATAC‖ (Municipal Agency for Public 

Transports) are changed into Ltds.  

2002 The Minister for Economy and Finance instituted ―Patrimonio dello Stato‖ Ltd. (Law 112/2002)  

Fintecna and its residual assets are merged into IRI, which was in liquidation. (Berdini 2014:69, 

see also FINTECNA which was hold by the Treasury and whose public assets and properties 

have been progressively privatized
140

. 

                                                           
138 This table has an attemptive nature and it was aimed to report some passages of the processes of privatization on 

public holdings and public service agencies over from the  ‗90ies.  
139 Born as a bank in 1850, the Cassa Depositi e Prestiti (the Bank for Deposit and Loans) was progressively 

transformed into a tool of the State to finance public and local government investements by postal savings. 
140 In the Report ―Relazione sulla Gestione‖ by the official website of Cassa Depositi e Prestiti (retrieved from: 

http://www.cdp.it/annual-report/it/2012/relazione-gestione/gruppo/coordinamento/gruppo_fintecna.html, last access 

march, 2016) Fintecna is a company established in 1993 with the specific task to restore the activities to be relaunched 

and/or managed connected to the liquidation process of the company called Iritecna S.p.A. with the aim to also start the 

privatisation process. At the end of such a complex mandate (privatisation in 5 years of more than 200 companies), the 

former shareholder IRI entrusted Fintecna with the role of coordinating and managing the liquidation, restoration and 

http://www.cdp.it/annual-report/it/2012/relazione-gestione/gruppo/coordinamento/gruppo_fintecna.html
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2003 ―INPDAP‖( National Institute of welfare and assistance for civil servants)  is transformed in 

―INPS‖ National Social Welfare Institution ). A real estate asset of 41 properties of INPDAP is 

given to ―FIMIT‖ Sgr in January. (Inpdap was a shareholder of ―FIMIT‖
141

). 

Cassa Depositi e Prestiti is tranformed in Ltd, with the State as majority shareholder.  

2004 The Ministry of Economy and Finance set up the ―FIP‖ - ―Fondo Immobili Pubblici‖ (Public 

real-estate fund) for the alienation and management of public real estates.  

The ―RAI‖ (National Broadcasting  Service) is converted in ltd. 

2005 The Municipality of Rome give the management of the public municipal real estates to 

―Campidoglio Finance‖ Ltd. 

2006 Institution of ―Risorse per Roma‖ Ltd (100% owned by Comune di Roma) the real-estate 

properties are managed also by ―Romeo Gestioni‖ Ltd up to 2014. 

2007 ―Patrimonio dello Stato‖ Ltd. conflates into ―Fintecnica‖ Ltd ( with Fintecna responsible for 

divesting some of the assets that the Minister of Economy and Finance had transferred to 

Patrimonio dello Stato S.p.A. in 2003 and 2004). 

2008 Property assets of ―ACEA‖ passes to ―Marco Polo‖ Ltd and Property asset of the Municipal 

Transport Agency of Rome ―ATAC‖ passes to ―ATAC Patrimonio‖ ltd 

2009 Cassa Depositi e Prestiti  Management of ―Cassa Depositi e Prestiti‖ by the Investment 

Management Company ―CDP Investimenti sgr‖  

ENEL gives the management of  its asset properties to the Investment Management Company  

―Fimit sgr‖ 

2010 

INPDAP, ENPAIS, IFOST in INPS (National Social Welfare Institution ) 

Birth of IDEA Fimit by fusion of First Atlantic (DeAgostini) and Fimit for the management of 

real estate. The corporation hold 19 real-estate funds and managed real estates of the principal 

social welfare institutions (INPS – National Social Welfare Institution  –; ENPAM - National 

Welfare and Assistance Office for Medical Practitioners –AMA; Municipal Agency for 

Environment) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
demobilisation processes of a number of companies, among which Finsider S.p.A., Italsanità S.p.A., Finmare and 

Sofinpar S.p.A. 

On 1st December 2002, the incorporation of Fintecna in IRI became effective in liquidation with the remaining 

activities. Such operation gave the company, already specialised in the management of liquidatory activities and related 

privatisations, a primary participatory role in companies operating in a prominent position in the national industrial 

context (in particular Fincantieri S.p.A., Tirrenia Navigazione S.p.A. and Società Stretto di Messina S.p.A.). Over the 

period 2003-2005, the presence of Fintecna became more solid in the real estate sector following important acquisirions 

made by the Government for about 1,250 million Euros. In such framework, by the end of 2006, a spin-off of the real 

estate sector was created, and such sector was entrusted (starting from 1st January, 2007), to Fintecna Immobiliare S.r.l. 

(―Fintecna Immobiliare‖. In the same year, the transfer to Fintecna of the company named Patrimonio dello Stato S.p.A 

was ultimated for free. Patrimonio dello Stato S.p.A. had been created with the objective to dismantel come real estate 

pieces and transfer them for free to the MEF in 2003-2004.  

Together with the abovementioned activities, in the years 2007-2010, specific norms ordered the transfer to Fintecna – 

or to companies fully controlled by it – of the patrimony of the Ente Partecipazioni è Finanziamento Industrie 

Manifatturiere (―EFIM‖) as forced administrative liquidation, and of the related companies controlled by the first, of the 

bodies of the former IGED, of Italtrade as well as of the Intervention Committee of the SIR and in high technology 

sectors, with the aim to manage the liquidation. For this purpuse, Fintecna singled out three companies: Ligestra S.r.l, 

Ligestra Due S.r.l. and Ligestra Tre S.r.l. 

On the 9th November, 2012, CDP acquired the entire social capital of Fintecna from the MEF, following article 23-bis 

of the decree-law 6th July, 2012, n. 95, which became law on 7th August, 2012, n. 135. 
141 A brief reconstruction of the iter is also reported by a parliamentary interrogation available at : 

http://www.senato.it/japp/bgt/showdoc/showText?tipodoc=Sindisp&leg=17&id=781200 last access: November 27th, 

2015.  

http://www.senato.it/japp/bgt/showdoc/showText?tipodoc=Sindisp&leg=17&id=781200
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2012  CDP acquires the entire share capital of Fintecna from the MEF in exercise of a purchase option 

granted under Article 23-bis of Decree Law 95 of 6 July 2012, as ratified with Law 135 of 7 

August 2012. 

Dissolution of ―Patrimonio dello Stato‖ Ltd and organization of ―Fondo Nazionale‖, ―Fondo 

diretto‖, ―Fondo difesa‖ and of an integrated system of Real-estate investment funds 

(―Territorial Funds‖)  to securitize and valorize public assets. (l. 95/2012) 

2013 Alienation of Buildings - Cassa depositi e Prestiti is hold by the Minister of Economy and 

Finance for a 80% and by 18% by Bank Foundations 

2014  FINTECNA Real Estate joins CDP Immobiliare  

Roma Patrimonio ltd is sold off (process started in 2011). The real estate of ATAC is transfered 

to ATAC Ltd. 

 

 

The market of construction of public infrastructures decreased after Tangentopoli and the crisis of 

public debt in Italy, but it then became one of the training sectors of the expansive economic cycle 

in the 1997-1999. The interventions in this market witnessed a renewed role of ancient actors: not 

only Regions, Municipalities and Local Authorities but also former monopolists (Acea, ENEL..) 

and former municipal agencies which were slowly transforming themselves in special multi-

utilities and Multi-services with a growing securitization of their resources as financial assets 

(Bellicini, 2002)
142

. 

At a national regulatory level, pressures by the Maastricht parameters, the ―need of recovery‖ 

from potential speculative attacks over the Lira (after the episode of the speculative attack to the 

Pound by George Soros) pushed for public finance rationalization. Government Amato (June 

1992 – April 1993) operated though policies, with cuts in public spending (in particular the health 

and social welfare sectors), increase in taxes and privatizations (See Degni et al., 2001: 22)143
. 

Notwithstanding the efforts of the Government, and in particular of the population which 

burdened the results of cuts, and of higher taxation, the speculative attack arrived in autumn 1992. 

The economic situation motivated a further retrenchment of public finance and decreases in 

public service provision with further repercussions over low-income and disadvantaged 

categories.  

                                                           
142 ―Ma uno dei fenomeni che avranno le maggiori conseguenze sul mercato nei prossimi anni è quello delle aziende 

speciali, le nuove multiutilities e multiservices. Nel 1997 tra le exmunicipalizzate, oggi aziende speciali, vi erano 

soltanto 57 società di capitali, nel 2000 erano salite a 254 e sono destinate ad aumentare. Nel 1997 i ricavi erano stimati 

in 27.000 miliardi di lire e il risultato operativo in 257 miliardi. Nel duemila i risultati sono stati rispettivamente 33.000 

miliardi di fatturati e 2.500 miliardi di utile lordo. (…)‖ (Bellicini, 2002). Retrieved July, 2015 from: 

http://www.cresme.it/ftp/saggi/bellicini.pdf 
143 Table by Degni et al (2001) il riequilibrio della finanza pubblica negli anni ‗90, Retreieved July, 2015 from:  

https://www.mps.it/NR/rdonlyres/56274588-B3B9-48D9-9C8E-CBFE5D763227/34687/Q_702.pdf Last access: 2015, 

July, 30th. 

http://www.cresme.it/ftp/saggi/bellicini.pdf
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It is worth acknowledging that also the further ―rationalization of public finance‖ by law 

(l.724/1994)
144

 was firstly motivated by the risk of devaluation of the Lira and the need to reach 

the parameters of the Maastricht Treaty. From financial speculation to cuts in public spending, the 

lever of the building sector was deemed necessary to re-launch Italian economy and growth. Not 

casually, within law 724/1994, article 39 condoned illegal building activity and replaced the first 

law of amnesty for illegal building of 1985
145

(Berdini 2010:61). The government used the 

―financial‖ motivation to justify this regulatory intervention but Berdini saw it as a recurring 

pattern that consents to the administration to ban irregular activities, than to normalize illegal 

private and public constructions by further laws and to gain consensus by the idea of ―finance 

rationalization‖.  

The situation in the Capital in the ‘90 reflected the National dynamics. The major of Rome 

between 1989-1991 was Franco Carraro
146

 and Rome hosted the world football cup of the 1990. 

This event defined a high wave of speculation upon the territories which left useless buildings and 

infrastructures upon the whole country (from the stadia to the eco-monster in Ponte Lambro (Mi), 

the parkings in Palermo, the station of Farneto and Air Terminal Ostiense in Rome) and it 

represented a phenomenon that determined protests for the waste of public money.  

Modifications to the urban plan were simplified by the practices of the ―program 

agreements‖, which stated the possibility to build over all the areas irrespective of their  planning 

destination according to the General Regulatory Plan (Insolera, 2011:378). In the same years 

Rome witnessed an increase in population, high inequalities in housing conditions (Comune di 

Roma, Dipartimento alle politiche del territorio, Ufficio nuovo piano regolatore/ CRESME, 

1999:19) and a wave of non -regularized immigration
147

. This wave also flawed into the 

occupation of the ―Pantanella‖ (an ex factory of pasta) on the Casilina Street
148

 by around seven 

hundreds organized migrants. The organization Caritas reported (August, 1990) that the housing 

occupation provided a roof to 1,795 migrants (1,094 Pakistani, 413 from Bangladesh, 114 Indians, 

183 individuals from Africa and Middle East) which increased to 3,532 elements in December 

1990 (Priori 2012:61). They were organized by a management committee and in the space they 

                                                           
144 ―Misure di razionalizzaizone della finanza pubblica‖ l.72/1994 
145 In 1989 the Dicoteur - a section of the Minister for public work - reported information about abusive building in 

Italy. The report for the Parliament aimed to enforce acquisition of information and mapping of  the different cases of 

abusivism in order to provide well-suited policies to address social needs. The head of the department, Vezio de Lucia 

was immediately removed from his position (Berdini 2010, 54-55).  
146 Carraro hold two capital councils. During the second mandate, many of the councilmen had been arrested for the 

scandals of Tangentopoli, and Rome passed to a Commisarial Management. After its career as major, between 1994-

1999 Carraro became President of Impregilo Ltd. This is one of the main enterprises involved in the building of big 

infrastructures for the State, like TAV . http://www.report.rai.it/dl/Report/puntata/ContentItem-fd6c908f-8a41-49ca-

8970-b60bc6f461c0.html  
147 The Research estimed the presence of around 35-60.000 non regular immigrants in Rome in 1991 - CRESME, 

(1999)ROMA, radiografia di una metropoli – Domanda abitativa, processi insediativi e mercato immobiliare dagli anni 

‘90 al 2000) 
148 A short documentary describes the situation in Pantanella by Carmelo Albanese and Roberto De Angelis. Available 

at:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR62UXhhyRU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR62UXhhyRU
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made up a mosque, ethnic shops and spaces of meeting
149

. Public Administration decided the 

eviction of the place in January 1991
150

 with the will to transfer the migrants in new so-called 

―centers of first shelter‖. The successive restructuration of the building by the AcquaMarcia Ltd 

(owned by the entrepreneur Caltagirone) into an high-level residential premise gave momentum to 

the starting process of gentrification of the area.  

 

In these years in Rome, people generally perceived a lack of public space and social services, in 

particular in those areas of the city which experimented a high population density. A research 

conducted by Cresme research center in the city of Rome
151

 made up by data of 1991, reported the 

perception of the citizens of Rome over a sample of 3,000 people homogenously distributed. The 

perception of inhabitants revealed a generalized level of dissatisfaction in particular concerning 

the lack of ―places for meeting‖, ―designed structures for use in urban planning‖, ―equipment for 

leisure‖ and ―public transports‖.  

The lower levels of satisfaction and the strong demand of spaces for meeting were registered 

mainly in the areas of VIII circoscrizione (3,5/10), XII (3,8/10), III, VI, VII, IX circoscrizioni 

(4,1/10); V and XI (4,3/10) and the XIII circoscrizione (4,5/10) (Comune di Roma, Dipartimento alle 

politiche del territorio, Ufficio nuovo piano regolatore, 1999:8). 

Furtherly, the demographic expansion defined seven ―big polarities in crisis‖. In the north-eastern 

part of the city, the densification of the area comprised within the streets Salaria, Nomentana and 

Tiburtina (the areas of Casal de‘Pazzi, Monte Sacro, Tufello IV Circoscrizione – M03 and 

S.Basilio V circoscrizione – M04 ) witnessed a big increase in population and it constituted the 

two main new urban poles of the city. 

The other poles were distributed as such: 

 In the western part of the city:  

- in the Circoscrizioni XVIII-XIX (M13-M14), the two micro cities of Boccea-Pineta 

Sacchetti (76.000 in.), Primavalle-Casalotti (53.000 in) 

 and also the areas of Portuense, Marconi and Monteverde (over 100.000 in. ) 

 

 In the east-side of the city: 

 - in the Circoscrizioni IX and X (M07), the neighborhoods (quartieri) of Tuscolano- Don Bosco 

(69.000 in.) , and Tuscolano Sud (34.000 in) between the streets Tuscolana and Casilina 

- in the VII circoscrizione (M05) Prenestina-Centocelle (61.000 in.) and Borgata Prenestina 

(31.000 in.) between the streets Prenestina and Casilina  

                                                           
149 The inauguration of the Mosque by the director of the organization Caritas Luigi di Liegro was photographed by 

Stefano Montani and available at: http://stefanomontesi.photoshelter.com/image/I0000yVaW2UIEhxQ 
150 http://ricerca.repubblica.it/repubblica/archivio/repubblica/1991/02/02/ora-fuori-di-qui-clandestini.html  
151 Comune di Roma, Dipartimento alle politiche del territorio, Ufficio nuovo piano regolatore (1999a) Verso il nuovo 

piano regolatore – centralità, nuove municipalità, identità, CRESME.  
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- in the II circoscrizione Salario Africano (61.000 in.) and Nomentano (46.000) 

 

 In the south of the city : 

- in the XI Circoscrizione (M08) Garbatella – Cristoforo Colombo (51.000) and Montagnola, Tor 

Marancia 

- in the XIII Circoscrizione (M10) (Ostia with 54000 residents in the eastern micro-city and 

32,000 in the western part).  

 

It is exactly in these areas that the main wave of occupations of urban commons took place and 

survived in the ‗90ies. To list only some of them (see the table 2 in Appendix) :  

In north-eastern part of the city 

 La Torre (1993) – Area of Casal de‘Pazzi, Monte Sacro, IV 

Circoscrizione (M03) 

 Intifada (1993) - Area of Tiburtina, quartiere Collatino (Collatino 

neighborhood), V Circoscrizione (M04) 

In the east and south-east of the city 

 ―100celle aperte‖ (1994) – Area of Centocelle, VII Circoscrizione (M05) 

 Ex-Snia Viscosa (1995) – Area of Prenestina, quartiere Tiburtino 

(Tiburtino neighborhood), VI Circoscrizione (M05) 

 Il ―Che‖ntro Sociale a Tor bella monaca (1991) – Area of Torre Angela, 

VIII Circoscrizione (M06) 

 Corto Circuito (1990) - Area of Tuscolano- Don Bosco, Circoscrizione X 

(M07);  

 

In the south of the city 

 L38
152

 Squat (1991) – Area of Laurentino, Fonte Ostiense , XII 

Circoscrizione, (M09) 

                                                           
152 A document produced by the collective of L-38 in 2009, describes the history of the area and the urban 

transformations which brought to the emergence of the project of L-38. ―Il ―piano di zona 38‖ Nasce dall'attuazione 

della Legge 167/62 è già previsto nel Piano Regolatore del 1962 e dal Piano per l'Edilizia Economica e Popolare del 

1964, il Piano di Zona 38 (Laurentino) prende il via nel 1972 da un'azione congiunta di Amministrazione Comunale, 

GESCAL (Gestione Case Lavoratori) edilizia cooperativa convenzionata e IACP (Istituto Autonomo Case 

Popolari).Nel 1969 inizia la progettazione, insieme al Laurentino vengono progettati più o meno contemporaneamente 

anche Corviale, Vigne Nuove e Pineto che come vedremo successivamente ne condividono tratti architettonici e 

destino. Tornando al Laurentino, nel 1975 si realizza l'esproprio dei terreni e si aprono i cantieri. Il piano investe un'area 

di 164 ettari (di cui 386.000 mq per verde pubblico, che negli anni successivi verrà sensibilmente eroso da nuove 

edificazioni, e per strade e parcheggi (325.000 mq) per circa 32.000 abitanti/vani (768.000 mq ). Per via dei 

ritrovamenti archeologici vengono realizzate diverse varianti. Nel 1981 venne presentato un piano di variante che in 

considerazione della diminuzione del numero di abitanti previsti (29.000) riduceva le superfici residenziali a 644.000 

mq e il verde pubblico a 335.000 mq aumentando i servizi pubblici a 288.000 mq e viabilità/ parcheggi a 376.000 mq. 

Secondo i dati rilevati nel 1991 gli abitanti della zona Fonte Ostiense sono 26.000, specificatamente al Laurentino 38 

sono indicati 12.000 abitanti di cui 9.000 circa nell'area delle case IACP. I dati degli iscritti all'anagrafe della zona a 

fine 2006 confermano il numero di circa 25.000 residenti.‖ 
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 Auro e Marco (1992) - Area of Tor de‘Cenci, XII Circoscrizione 

(M09)  

 Spazio Camino (1992) – Area of Ostia, XIII Circoscrizione (M10)  

 La Strada (1994) – Area of Garbatella, XI Circoscrizione (M08)  

 

The practices of self-organization that brought to the shared use of empty spaces reflected a 

will of emancipation of the peripheries. In such a context, the movements gave birth to spaces of 

aggregation and opportunities of development of their territories. The transformed forgotten 

spaces into spaces with a social dimension and they provided services to their residents (legal 

information desks, rehearsal studio, course of music, gym, taverns, spaces for debates, places for 

music and theater shows). Self-organized communities built up self-managed spaces for 

relationships, leisure and social activation in name of collective solidarity (see Virzì, 1994)
153

. 

They gave the opportunity to retake sense of belonging, relationships and meaning in a context of 

isolation and unemployment, sometimes by being space of production of ―self-income‖. For many 

of them, like the social center Corto Circuito, the people who decided to occupy the place came 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 

153 The Italian film director Paolo Virzì made an interesting documentary on this topic. Available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cyvRtYHhS4Q 

Figure 6 Birth of new social centers as urban commons  between 1990-1999 
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from the political experience of the late ‗70s and and they had gone through the vicissitudes of the 

'80s. The common desire was for them to create a space to "reorganize one class left and a chance 

for social transformation that was disappearing from society" (as reported by one of its founders, 

Nunzio D‘Erme, in a recent interview
154

). 

In 1990 these people occupied an abandoned school and recover a space in the suburbs of the 

Lamaro, a district completely lacking of any place dedicated to meeting, socializing and sharing 

for residents at the time (and even now). The space is occupied and self-managed since 25 years 

and over time it became a gathering place through the creation of a popular gym, a canteen, a 

popular school. In this space took place a number of assemblies and public debates on rights and 

welfare, projects have been developed within the schools of the neighborhood. As in other cases 

reported above, somehow this experience of self-organization has been able to give voice to 

projects and aspirations of some of the people who lived in these areas, and it provided the ability 

to imagine an alternative to isolation and resignation in the town which expanded visibly to those 

who were more and more distant from the public debate and decisional centers.  

Another turning point of the story of the city is the year 1994. In 1994, Rutelli, a representative of 

the radical party, was elected mayor of Rome. Due to a change in the regulation of election of 

local administrations (Riforma della legge sugli enti locali l.n. 81/1993) he was the first major in 

Rome to be directly chosen by citizens. During his mandate the regulation for the institutions of 

public participation and citizens‘ initiative
155

 was approved (del.101 june, 14
th
 1994), and in 

February 1995 the council approved also the proposal of resolution for the social and cultural use 

of public spaces (del. 26/1995). Not all the urban commons-self-managed social centers have 

been assigned in that occasion, also for their political will to not recognize (and then, to not to be 

recognized by) public institutions. The resolution 26/1995 in Rome split the network of self-

managed occupied social centers in two: in a case there was a refusal of a possible 

institutionalization of the process of self-management with a reprise of antagonism against the 

possibility of dialogue with the public administration (also motivated by the will to guarantee the 

independence of these experience from mechanisms of electoral consensus) on the other,  the 

institutionalization of some experiences opened the way to opportunities of self-income through 

the transformation of these spaces into self-managed social enterprises for social and cultural 

production (an example is the social center Brancaleone) (Palmieri, 2014:167). 

                                                           
154 The interview is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1hwg2zycK_Y (last access December 12th,  2015) 
155 The text of the regulation for the creation of institution of citizens‘ political particiaption and initiative in the 

Municipality of Rome is available at 

https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/SGREGOLAMENTO_ISTITUTI_PART.pdf 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1hwg2zycK_Y


4. Rome today 

 

In 1997 Federico Oliva wrote: ―(there is) a really close oligopoly who has control over the strategic areas 

for the requalification of the Italian cities. (these are) operators who pursue traditional policies and logics, 

but also, new logics (…) related to the valorization of the real estate goods with fiscal and financial aims, 

and which often prevail over the rules of the market.‖ (Oliva,1997: 571) 

 

4.1 The years 2000 of “Modello Roma” 

Before the event of Jubilee and the years 2000, the council of Rome was preparing the new town 

plan 2003-2008.  

At a national regulatory and administrative level the redaction of the first unique regulation 

for local authorities (TUEL 2000 – legislative decree d.lgs. 267/2000) opened the path for the 

process of a wider decentralization of the State, and the principle of subsidiarity was finally 

inserted in the Constitution by reform of the Title V in 2001.  

Unfortunately, the principle of subsidiarity did not saw a parallel redistribution of public 

spending for the development of local areas, but a progressive decrease of local finance, which 

often pushed toward the growing securitization of lands and territories to collect resources
156

. As 

reported by the document of Italian Ministry of Infrastructures (2006) ―Expert Working Group on 

EIB Loan Finance for Building Sustainable Cities and Communities‖, from 1995 to 2004 Local 

Public Authorities used loans with a stronger tendency to borrow from private intermediaries 

(+14%) than from ―Cassa Depositi e Prestiti‖ (Cash Deposit and Loans‖), and a very important 

part of public finance derived from the ―new‖ financial tools of bond issues and securitizations.  

As reported in the document (2006:6)
157

 

― Loans do not represent the only source of funding for Local Public Authorities. Specifically 

this schemes does not include these instruments which are growing in importance such as 

bond issues, derivatives and securitizations, which currently represent a very relevant quota in 

public lending. This is true especially since recent reforms restrained the involvement of the 

central Government in local competences, whilst local administrations gained sovereignty in 

financial matters. Moreover, the progressive reduction of interest rates, due to a lower 

inflation rate determined by the acceptance of Euro, caused Local Public Authorities to try to 

re-negotiate the fixed rates of their loans, and this was made possible through the introduction 

                                                           
156 The single regulation on Local Authorities (Testo Unico sugli enti locali d.lgs. 267/2000) allowed Local 

Administration to transform local public agencies in Ltds by unilateral act , in order to face the budgetary constraints of 

internal stability pact (art 115). By this way, the legislative decree 267/2000 activated a process of securitization of the 

local public services and paved the way to the financement of public local expenditure by bond emission and 

securitization.  
157 Italian Ministry of Infrastructure (2006) Expert Working Group on EIB Loan Finance for Building Sustainable 

Cities and Communities. Retrieved from http://www.mit.gov.it/mit/mop_all.php?p_id=04002 (Last Access 2015, July 

27th)  
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of the so called ―Instruments of Innovative Finance‖: government bond issues, financial 

engineering and structured financing instruments, securitizations.‖ 

 

Local authorities thus increasingly found new ways to collect resources to face public expenditure 

by using bond emission and securitization. Bond emissions were protected by law, which imposes 

the strict use of the finances collected to fund investments in public works and utilities, and even 

make the investments in local areas more attractive, whereas securitization was openly recognized 

as a useful tool to convert ―non liquid assets into liquid assets‖
158

.  

The increasing securitization of territories to get public finance, is framed within a progressive 

dismantling of resources redistribution, the beginning of a competition among different 

communities to make their territories valuable and attractive to investors‘ tastes. In this 

perspective, even at a local level, policy making is prominently lead by the ―will‖ of external 

investors rather than by the need of residents and electors. This reminds the argument by 

Musgrave who alerted against a rush to the bottom in public goods provision, due to an 

unregulated competition among communities to access resources, like firms on the market.  

Moreover, the compulsive dynamics of financial speculation and inter-local competition - which 

consider public properties, services and resources in terms of investment returns - influences a 

lowering of ―political investment‖/ over territories and a further ―short-termed‖ perspective by 

policy makers. In this perspective, also grassroots movements, marginalized groups, squatters and 

–are considered as ―functional actors‖ of a process of progressive valorization or ―gap fillers‖,  

when  temporary uses of vacant space are allowed because  market interests are low and 

traditional forms of urban development cannot be implemented (Colomb, 2012; Rossini, 2016) 

It is also in this sight that one can look to the recent history of the city of Rome.  

 

At the local level, in the years 2000s Rome was trying to transform herself into a ―strengthened 

city‖, by the development of the ―Modello Roma‖. The idea of ―Modello Roma‖ represented the 

will to restore the image of the city, after the Jubilee 2000 and in the perspective of the new 

General Regulatory Plan (PRG) 2003-2008 (Pompeo, 2012:XXXIV). According to Pompeo 

(ibid.) the ―Modello Roma‖ wanted to give a renewed fashion to the city and it aimed to solve old 

and new problems of the city by  

1. the expansion of the real-estate market, thanks to the ―valorization‖ of the territory and a 

polycentric development of the city. 

                                                           
158 ―securitization is another recent instrument which is growing in importance. It allows Local Authorities to separate 

credit origination and funding activities, by combining different financial instruments into a new flexible one and 

converting non-liquid assets into liquid assets. It has evolved from an inception phase and it is currently one of the most 

common financing instruments used by Municipalities. ― (Italian Ministry of Infrastructure, 2006) 
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 2. The use of big public investment to change the image of Rome as a ―conservative‖ city into the 

image of the ―strengthened city‖ of the new plan; 

3. The creation of delocalized city areas as new peripheral districts. 

These interventions were possible thanks to the practice of the ―program agreements‖ (a practice 

instituted in the ‘90) which consented to expand the building activity by changing the urban  

planning destination of each area, transforming places that were destined to gardens, public 

services and agriculture into residential zones (Insolera, 2011)
159

.  

As well explained by Gemmiti (2012): 

―In the New Master Plan, the city has been divided into different intervention zones, from center 

to periphery: i) the historic city; ii) the consolidated city; iii) the city in restructuring; iv) the city 

in transformation.  

On these zones, the plan identifies measures through the so-called Central Places, which are 

categorized into three hierarchical typologies: the Local (more than 60), the Urban (10), and the 

Metropolitan (8).  

(…) Actually, it is through the Urban and Metropolitan Central Places that the plan sets up the 

strategy of re-launching a city‘s image and competitiveness. The majority of the Urban and 

Metropolitan Central Places are built close to, and outside, Rome‘s ring road (Grande Raccordo 

Anulare, GRA), and most of them are on the right side of the Tiber River (that cross the city from 

north to south). The projects involve mainly accommodation facilities, new architectural symbols, 

new functional spaces for commerce (shopping malls and wholesale dealers), new suburban 

residential areas.‖ (Gemmiti, 2012: 2) 

Between 1997-2006 the building sector in Rome increased the number of its workers and of the 

building enterprises. This process was led also by the growing securitization of the real estate 

market, which determined an increase in building activity, even though this did not result in an 

increase in terms of social well-being. In short, ―Houses became as assets, and real estate market 

as finance‖ (Caudo 2012: 24) : according to the research center ―Cresme‖ indeed, between 1997 

and 2006 the number of transactions for housing boosted of 85,0% in the province of Rome 

(63,5% in Rome and of the 127,3% in the little municipalities around Rome) (Cresme, 2006). But 

there was indeed no correspondence between the typology of demand and the supply on the 

market, as witnessed by the growing of housing emergency (Caudo, 2012). The increase in 

transactions indeed did not produce a widening of house accessibility for low-middle income 

people. It responded to the dynamics of securitization and the increasing diffusion of real-estate 

funds to vitalize the new real-estate financial market. 

                                                           
159 A history of the transformation of urban planning into a private management of urban planning by private-public 

partnership and rent-land interest is reported in Berdini (2008:189) 
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After a period of ―crisis‖ of the building sector in 2000, the accumulated demand for housing 

inflated the doubling of new houses built between 2001 and 2003 (Cresme, 2003: 2).The real 

estate values increased of 46, 3% (current values, 32,6% in constant values) with a 10% growth 

rate per year between 2001-2005, and in 2003, the housing market of Rome moved the 11% of the 

total (104billion euro) transactions in Italy (Cresme, 2003).  

Even though the building sector registered a reprise, and the real-estate market grew in dimension, 

this had not a strong effectiveness over the social and economic conditions of disadvantaged 

categories. The construction of the city, with its push towards the ―strengthening‖ as a world 

capital, did not really insist on the resolution of the center-peripheries divide(s). This because this 

kind of policies generally ―risk to neglect impact indicators that, from a multi-scale perspective, 

allow the minimization of the negative outcomes on the socio-economic and environmental 

systems, which are by themselves pillars of the new cultural system. The negative effects include 

the impact of tourism on the resident community and the infrastructure system, the increasing loss 

of the resident population and traditional activities in the historic center, the reduction and 

overuse of land and open spaces, the decrease of environmental values, and the neglect in 

responding to the cultural demand of the local community‖ (Gemmiti, 2012: 28) 

The attention paid to the valorization of the city center and the increase in profitability of the 

housing market in this area produced also another effect. It incentivized owners to sell their 

properties or to increase rent-prices: the result was the exodus of local residents towards outer 

areas of the city and the destruction of networks of relationships replaced by consuming-life style 

of tourism (Cellamare, 2011). In 2000s, conflicts thus begin to arise also in the city center because 

of the transformation of the urban fabric in light of the new needs of a speculative real-estate 

market
160

.  

Consequently other areas should be ready to receive the arrival of new residents: the population 

trespassed the boundaries of the municipality, the areas around Rome witnessed an explosion of 

new households (+127% of transaction in the housing market) living there and working in the city 

(producing relevant problems of congestion)
161

. Moreover, the growth of new peripheries invaded 

the rural zones of the ―Agro Romano‖.  

 

Even though the new general regulatory plan should regulate this process, the weight of land-rent 

and real-estate market played a major role in determining the new shape of the city and the quality 

of life of its residents. 

                                                           
160 A typical case in Rome is the ―Angelo Mai‖ in quartiere Monti.( See Cellamare, 2007 and Giangrande & Mortola, 

2011) 
161 The growth of population in the areas around Rome and the evolutions of the rural landscape around Rome are 

documented in Riccioni, 2014. Retrived from  http://dspace-

roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/4355/1/Evoluzione%20del%20paesaggio%20rurale.pdf last access: 2015, July, 28th. 
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The plan 2003-2008 had a long institutional history
162

 .The original so-called ―Poster Plan‖ of 

1995 and of 1997 (―Piano delle certezze‖) constituted the path for the redaction of the new 

General Regulatory Plan 2003-2008. It theoretically pointed to environmental safeguarding, 

improvement of public transport mobility, urban requalification and delocalization of public 

functions in the wider city (by the realization of directional districts in the peripheries, 

requalification of former areas of ―borgate‖). It manifested the importance of urban empty spaces 

(like gardens, squares, rural areas) and the will to reduce the areas that should have been edified 

(by reduction of the building volumes to average 65,8 millions m
3
 respect to the Plan of 1962), it 

disciplined rural areas (H zones of the General Regulatory Plan of 1962) ; it envisaged the 

elimination of areas of constructions envisaged in the General Regulatory Plan of 1931 and a 

better use of the residential assetts of the strengthened city.  

The aspiration of the urban plan did not totally match the interests of land owners and building 

enterprises (which often had already bought portion of land in order to edify the areas envisaged 

by the plan of 1962) 

So many old and new administrative tools were deemed necessary to regulate the development of 

the city and modify the plan by Integrated Programs and agreements with the constructors. In the 

years of study, redaction and activation of the plan (from late ‗90ies to the final reduction and 

approvation of the plan in 2008) the administration made use of ―onerous concessions‖ 

(―concessioni onerose‖), ―compensations‖ (―compensazioni‖), ―edificatory rights‖ (―diritti 

edificatori‖), ―program agreements‖ as administrative formal devices which indeed left space for 

a ―discretionary‖ regulation of urban development
163

. 

 

The plan aimed at a polycentric organization of the city by delocalizing administrative activities 

and ―jobs‖ also in the peripheral areas which were identified as new ―micro-cities (CRESME, 

2012). These new public and private centralities should concentrate administrative functions as 

                                                           
162 The Municipal council accepted the proposal of 1995 and of 1997 in 2000. Then it activated consultations with 

Municipia and other stakeholders which elaborated and presented observations until 2003. In 2006 the Municipal 

council elaborated and approved the counter-observation. In February 2008, in conclusion of the Conference of co-

planning with the Region and the Province of Rome, the plan was formally approved.  
163 The use of ―compensation‖ dates back to 1967. The compensation, a transfer of building permits from an area to 

another one,  is a urban planning device by which public administrations attempted to ―safeguard‖ green areas of the 

city while preserving private interests of building companies. With the new Plan 1962-1965, the administration had 

decided to remove the former previsions of edification for 60 millions m3, in change of it, the building companies 

obtained construction permits in other areas of the city as ―compensations‖ of their losses (Sina, 2013:45). This 

mechanism of agreement between public and private sector was strongly criticized by many urban planners and 

scholars: they argued that indeed compensations resulted in a transformation of mere provisions into ―edificatory 

rights‖.  

―Onerous concessions‖ were envisaged in law 10/1977 which stated that every activity of transformation of the city in 

the territory of the Municipality shall share the costs of this transformation (as a way to internalize externalities of the 

activity). By this principle, the Major should give building permits and the builder should pay for it. This mechanism 

represented a kind of pigouvian taxation on land rent and the possibility to bound urban sprawl, but it also constituted a 

perverse incentive for the public sector, since it incentivized administrators to permit construction in order to 

appropriate a percentage of the rent produced by new edifications.   
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well as services, also addressing the constant migration of the Roman employees from the center 

to smaller villages and areas around Rome. 

Of the 18 new polarities that should become attractive areas of the city with new urban functions, 

some were dislocated in the outbound of the city, while others were areas in the city which needed 

to be restored to become functional and attractive (Marcelloni, 2003). While some of them were 

destined to public functions (University centers of Tor Vergata and Roma Tre) according the old 

general urban plan, other planned land uses were changed from public to private functions (Eur 

Castellaccio, Acilia Madonnetta, and Anagnina Romanina). The planning and setting of three 

―new‖ centralities (Ponte di Nona, Bufalotta and Acilia-Madonnetta) around the construction of 

new maxi business centers proved the cultural distance from the conception of the ―public city‖ 

which characterized the previous plan of 1962-1965 (Insolera, 2011:348)
164

.  

 

An important aspect in merit goods and public services  provision concerns public transports 

accessibility and infrastructures. This is particularly evident in a town with a surface of 1,285 km² 

(London has a surface of 1,572 km
2
) and a really fable public transport service. It is unfortunately 

acknowledged how the realization of public infrastructures in change of building permits often 

determined perverse incentives for both the (public and private) parts. While the administration 

allowed the edification of new areas in change of construction of the necessary infrastructures for 

the public transport, the private enterprises often required additional volumes to cover the 

increasing costs of these works. Notwithstanding the administration gave extraordinary 

construction permits, the planned infrastructures have never been realized, with high costs for 

local inhabitants and municipal resources as a whole (see the cases of Anagnina-Romanina and 

Bufalotta in the box below). By way of example we list in the box below a few descriptions of 

local governance in urban development over the past years. 

 

                                                           
164 As reported by the Author (Insolera 2011:348): ―l‘idea strutturante consiste in 18 ambiti destinati alla funzione di 

«centralità». Il nuovo piano affida dunque le speranze di definizione della struttura urbana del terzo millennio a quasi 

due decine di poli sparsi a raggiera nel territorio romano senza alcun legame tra di essi. 

Il primo gruppo delle centralità appartiene a quelle già esistenti alla data di redazione del nuovo piano: si tratta del 

secondo polo universitario di Tor Vergata a est di Roma e quello della terza università di Ostiense a sud, già realizzati e 

funzionanti da molti anni. A esse si aggiungono due comprensori dello Sdo. Le tre principali centralità, Eur Castellaccio 

(sud), Acilia Madonnetta (ovest) e Anagnina Romanina (est) sono invece vecchie destinazioni a servizi pubblici del 

precedente piano: si passa dunque dal regime pubblico a quello privato confermando le cubature precedentemente 

destinate alla realizzazione di attrezzature pubbliche. In questa stessa categoria si colloca anche la centralità di Saxa 

Rubra (nord) nata a ridosso del centro di produzione Rai. Due altre centralità sono state individuate su aree pubbliche 

Ponte Mammolo (est) e Santa Maria della Pietà (nord). La Storta e Cesano (nord) e Massimina (ovest) sono 

riconducibili a esclusivi obiettivi di valorizzazione di aree precedentemente destinate a uso agricolo.Cinque ulteriori 

centralità individuate sono infine eredità di decisioni già attuate: Alitalia-Magliana e Fiera di Roma (ovest); Bufalotta a 

nord; Polo tecnologico e Ponte di Nona-Lunghezza a est. Tre di esse ospitano giganteschi centri dell‘iperconsumo. Si 

classificano dunque come «centralità» della Roma del terzo millennio tre ipermercati. E forse non c‘è un modo piú 

efficace per sottolineare la distanza culturale con il precedente piano del 1962-1965, fortemente ancorato a una visione 

pubblica. I cinquant‘anni circa, che separano le date di adozione dei due strumenti urbanistici, denunciano dunque il 

passaggio di prerogative dalla sfera pubblica al comparto privato.‖ 
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Box. 1 Urban planning and actual realization: examples from the realization of the 

new centralities envisaged by the “Piano Regolatore Generale” 2003-2008 

The next part lists some of the specific interventions in the realization of the ―new‖ centralities 

envisaged by the General Regulatory Plan 2003-2008, in order to identify the tendencies which 

influenced urban regulation and shaped the territory of the Capital:  

 Acilia Madonnetta: (west of Rome, former  XIII Municipio – X Municipio after the new 

statue of Roma Capital 2013) in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, 

2014:556). the plan envisaged the realization of a station for the light railway service, a 

cultural center with space for expositions, meetings and for the youth, a university 

campus with residencies for students and professors, but these projects were never 

accomplished. The property owner were the companies Telecom, Pirelli Re and Marzotto 

and the realization of the project was limited to the construction of apartments. Telecom 

sold the building area to entrepreneurs Toti and Ligresti.  

 Magliana – Alitalia: ( West of Rome former XV Municipio – XIII after the new statute of 

Roma Capitale of 2013): this new centrality was identified since the Alitalia - national 

airways company – who hold the area, had moved its offices closer to ―Fiumicino‖ 

airport. The area was taken by the Municipality which changed the  planning destination 

of these specific private services into general private services. The property was bought 

by Toti in 2007. The plan destined the zone to offices of Toyota Ltd and the council gave 

soil for the construction of a big residential hotel (Ramada). The objective was also to 

regularize the unregulated organization of the area Magliana and then to set the General 

flower market and the city of the Music ―Fonopoli‖ (which has never been realized). The 

mechanism of compensation gave to building enterprises portion of land to built 

residential houses. In 2012, the constructor Toti received building permits additional 

volumes. (Sina, 2013:25).  

 Anagnina-Romanina: (south east of Rome, former X Municipio - VII Municipio after the 

new statute of Roma Capitale of 2013). The project of 2003 envisaged a centrality of 

general private services and the creation of a light railway from Anagnina (Final stop 

underground ―Metro A‖) to Torre Angela (stop of the underground ―Metro C‖ to be 

realized) which should also provide a service of public transport for the polarity of Tor 

Vergata University. The area is one of the most populated of Rome (more than 300.000 

residents). It was destined to public services by general regulatory plan of 1962. 

Constructor Scarpellini bought the area in 1990. In 2003, the organization of the New 

General Regulatory Plan, authorized him to built 1,129,000 m
3
 volumes. The plan of the 

―new centrality‖ allowed the change of the planning destination of the area into private 

services and residential housing (Sina, 2013), and the polarity hosted one of the wider 

business-center area of Rome. In 2012, the Municipal council elaborated a proposal of 

resolution to augment the building volumes to 2millions. It also proposed the 

densification of the zone by changing the  planning destination of the area from private 

services to residencies (from 300,000 m3 to 1,300,000 m3 ) Instead of paying onerous 

concessions the constructor should provide to its residential area the basic services 

(streets, parking, drainage). Because the amount of resources provided for concessions 

was not sufficient to cover the costs of the light railway service (even accounting 

http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Acilia%20Madonnetta/scheda_Acilia.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Alitalia%20Magliana/scheda_Alitalia%20Magliana.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Anagnina%20Romanina/scheda_anagninaromanina.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Anagnina%20Romanina/scheda_anagninaromanina.htm
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resources provided by the Regional Fund), the municipal council decided to collect them 

by giving other municipal properties to new concessioners for new building activities
165

.  

 Bufalotta : the project envisaged a system of 5 public parks, construction of a big business 

center and the organization of the area comprehended a central axis with lateral 

residential housing, offices and business activities - cinemas and commercial spaces. 

Private operators (Toti and Caltagirone) should give to the Municipal Government 

portion of their building areas and should realize a system of public parks. At the same 

time they could edify the business center and the streets. The new plan envisaged also the 

extension of underground railway ―Metro B‖ from the stop ―Conca D‘Oro‖ to Bufalotta. 

The construction of the business center ―Porta di Roma‖ was held by constructor Toti and 

Parnasi (Parsitalia Ltd) (Sina, 2013:25). In a interview to the reporter Paolo Mondani, the 

engineer Piergiorgio Rosso of the Neighborhood association "Nuovo Municipio IV" 

explained: "in October, 10th, 2007 the Municipal council approved a resolution to change 

the  planning destination of the new centrality of Bufalotta. The centrality envisages 

2,750,000 m
3
 to be destined to residential housing and offices. By resolution, the part 

destined to offices (1,000,000 m
3
) was transformed into additional residential area, 

following a plea by the constructors who found difficult to sell offices.
166

" This created a 

problem of excessive densification (and thus congestion) in the IV Municipio which 

hosted already 200,000 inhabitants
167

. The administration gained 80 million euro in 

change of the edification of this residential area, with the will to use these resources to 

length the underground service of 4 kilometers to the new stop ―Bufalotta‖(and for the 

realization of other public services). According to the inquiry by Mondani (2008) this 

work would cost around 600 million euro, and thus the resources collected won‘t be 

sufficient to realize the works. Neither the 5 public parks nor the underground service 

were realized until now (the project has been retaken in 2015, and required new funds by 

the Inter-ministerial committee for economic planning (Cipe), ―Roma Capitale‖ and 

Lazio Region
168

) and this area can be reached only by private transports or buses. 

 Cesano: in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 2014:556) 

 Eur Castellaccio: the area needed a process of reorganization since its development as 

both office-district and residential area had determined a lack of public services for 

residents. By the way, no mention of public spaces was done in the project of 

reconversion, which principally focused on the realization of the ―City of Congresses‖. 

The main changes in the area envisaged indeed: a new conferences center
169

 planned by 

the architect Fucksas as a major pole of attraction and the realization of big parking areas 

and a big square towards the business area of Viale America. In the area of Castellaccio 

the council gave construction permits new premises by the use of ―compensations‖: the 

constructor should not edify the area of Parco delle Valli and Parco di Valousia in the 

northern part of Rome, and received in change portion of free territory in these new 

                                                           
165 See Comune di Roma, METROLEGGERA: TRATTA ANAGNINA – TORRE ANGELA, Scheda Illustrativa 

Intervento. Available at: 

https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/2_Scheda_Illustrativa_intervento.pdf 
166 To the best of my knowledge, in 2007, November, 13th, the Municipal Council deliberated the changes to the 

General regulatory plan for the area of Bufalotta. (―Parere in merito alla prop. n. 218/2007 (prot. n. 23954/2007) 

Indirizzi al Sindaco a norma art. 24 dello Statuto, per l‘accordo di programma, ai sensi dell‘art. 34 del D.lgs n. 

267/2000, in variante al prg, per interventi di edilizia residenziale nel settore urbano ―Bufalotta – Casal Boccone‖ e per 

un programma con finanziamento privato, di opere ed altre iniziative comunali. B) Concessione della deroga di cui 

all‘art. 14 del DPR n. 380/2001 per il permesso di costrui dell‘ampliamento dei volumi nel compendio di viale Romania 

n. 32 per il nuovo polo dell‘Università Luiss – variazione di bilancio (dec. G.C. n. 178 del 10.10.2007)‖ Retrieved from 

https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/Delib_con_46_2007_munii.pdf, page 3). 
167 See more at: http://www.report.rai.it/dl/Report/puntata/ContentItem-8716d0e1-3e23-4ca7-8ce9-

ad6e06a92525.html#sthash.mQx0hrqv.dpuf 
168 Retrieved from http://www.romatoday.it/politica/prolungamento-metro-b-1-bufalotta.html 
169 Property of ―Eur S.p.a.‖ and ―Condotte Immobiliare‖ 

http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Bufalotta/scheda_Bufalotta.htm
https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/2_Scheda_Illustrativa_intervento.pdf
https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/Delib_con_46_2007_munii.pdf
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centrality. According to the inquiry by Mondani, the project of the business center, 

residencies and offices of 800 thousand m
3
 belonged to Parnasi; the area of the ―ex-

Velodromo‖ that should become the ―City of Well-being‖ with swimming pools and 

shops belonged to Aquadrome, a society of Eur S.p.a. (owned both by the Municiplity of 

Rome and the State) and ―Condotte Immobiliare‖ (owned by the Group ―Ferfina‖). The 

400 high-income apartments to be realized instead of the three towers belonged to Toti, 

Ligresti and Marchini. The 150 thousands m
3
 to be filled with private services like shops 

and offices belonged to family Bellavista-Caltagirone. 

 Fiera di Roma: The area was destined by the Plan of 1965 as a commodities interchange 

hub. (The Toti‘s group ―Lamaro‖ Ltd proposed to the council Veltroni in 2003 to realize 

there the expository place of the "Nuova Fiera di Roma". The urban plan was thus 

modified by program agreement to host a new expository center of Magliana- Fiumicino 

southern sector on the properties of Lamaro ltd of the family Toti, who realized also the 

work on the area (Sina, Y 2013:25).  Broadly speaking, on the route from Rome to 

Fiumicino (Airport) slowly the area was transformed in a chaotic patchwork of services, 

districts, new residential areas and offices by the use of program agreements: some areas 

were transformed by the realization of the ―Fiera di Roma‖, some others hosted the new 

migrants‘ detention center (Centro di Identificazione ed Espulsone); the area of the maxi 

business centers ―Parco Leonardo‖ and ―Parco da Vinci‖ built over land destined to 

agricultural use by urban plan. (Insolera 2011:351)  

 La Storta : in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 2014:556) 

 Massimina : in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 2014:556) 

 Ostiense: the project of requalification of General Market for public services (libraries, 

big square, museums) was not realized until 2014, when the major Marino open the new 

works with another project of requalification of the area
170

, edifices in state of 

abandonment are still present there  

 Pietralata (see Polo Tecnologico) 

 Polo Tecnologico : Pietralata and the Technological Pole were both organized in a same 

project of city requalification. On the area the railway station should have been restored. 

The area of Pietralata should also host administrative and municipal offices and became a 

new administrative district. The plan envisaged to localize there the General Agro-

alimentary Market of Ostiense, the agro-alimentary factory Fiorentini and a new pole of 

―Sapienza‖ University. The ministry of Infrastructures gave funds for the area by a 

PURSST. In 2012 the Municipal council asked to the Governement a co-financing of 51 

millions euro to cover the 6% of the 22 project of requalification of the area (total cost 

803,701,764 euro) (Sina, 2013:136). The Government authorized funds for 12,9 

millions.the other funds were partly raised by other enetities (Roma Capitale, ―RFI‖ 

National Railway, Ministry of Internal, University of Roma ―Sapienza‖, National Institute 

of Statistics (Istat) and a 30% by project financing, and a residual 33% by other actors. 

According to Sina (2013:137) the wider area of Pietralata (Torraccia - Casal Monastero, 

Tiburtino, Monti Tiburtini, S.Maria del Soccorso, Rebibbia) was sold to constructors in 

order to raise funds for the works to extend the underground. In change of it, the 

constructors might propose valorization of the real estate and changes to the General 

Regulatory plan (by program agreements, edificatory rights, compensations). 

 Ponte di Nona Lunghezza Lunghezza was an old abandoned cave nearby the motorway 

Roma- L‘Aquila and the railway to Naples. It was characterized by a spontaneous growth 

of legal and unauthorized public and private buildings, without any connection to public 

services and a strong deficit of public transports (Sina, 2013:60). In order to restore the 

                                                           
170 https://www.comune.roma.it/pcr/it/newsview.page?contentId=NEW659668 

http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/La%20Storta/scheda_La%20Storta.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Massimina/scheda_Massimina.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Ostiense/scheda_ostiense.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Pietralata/scheda_pietralata.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Polo%20Tecnologico/scheda_Polo%20Tecnologico.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Ponte%20di%20Nona/scheda_pontedinona.htm
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area, which hosted more than 200,000 inhabitants, the urban plan of 1962 required the 

realization of a general public services area. The main idea was to provide these new 

―satellite city‖ with a municipal center, a school center a religious center..(…) (Insolera, 

2011: 349). Nonetheless, by new ―program agreement‖, this centrality became the core of 

the ―private‖ urban planning of the general regulatory plan 2003-2008: since the law do 

not more authorized the possibility to expropriate land for public use, the owners decided 

to use the area in the more profitable way. Ponte di Nona now hosts a maxi business 

center (the second big business center of the Metropolitan area) a cinema, a thematic 

private park for entertainment.  

 Ponte Mammolo: in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 2014:556) 

 Santa Maria della Pietà : in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 

2014:556) 

 Saxa Rubra: in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 2014:556) 

 Tor Vergata: This area hosted the second university of the Capital and it was based in the 

eastern part of Rome (between the area of Casilina, Tuscolana and the Municipality of 

Frascati. These pole hosts the Hospital and its universitary research center. The funds by 

the Jubilee 2000 were destined to improve the infrastructures and the project of a third 

underground line should allow a better connection among the areas around (the periphery 

of Tor Bella Monaca and the centrality of Romanina).  

 Torre Spaccata:in 2011 this centrality was still to be planned (Mariano, C. 2014:556) 

 

 

The plan of these areas envisaged the realization of public and private services: many of them 

were organized around the realization of big business centers, the construction of new streets to 

link these zones with the big circular bound-motorway around Rome (G.R.A.) – thus favoring 

private transport to a sustainable public transportation- and the realization of residential housing. 

 Since the process of organization of the ―new‖ city took considerable time, the realization the 

new general regulatory plan passed ―de facto‖ by numerous formal and informal institutions. The 

agreements between the public and the private sector, i.e. for the identification of the new 

centralities, continued to represent the core problem in urban development and transformation of 

Rome. It meant that - as different authors, administrators and academics have already underlined ( 

Insolera, Berdini, DeLucia, Morassut) – formal and informal agreements between administrators 

(Municipal and Regional), big building enterprises and landowners defined ―public needs and 

interests‖ of Rome often at expense of the ―Public city‖. The change of planning destination of 

some portion of territory of the municipality by the device of compensations, as well as the new 

urban sprawl, is a symptom of it (examples are the Centrality of Romanina in the south east of 

Rome, or the compensations of Tor Marancia in the west periphery of Rome, or the area of Eur 

Papillo). 

http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Ponte%20Mammolo/scheda_pontemammolo.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Direzionalita/S%20Maria%20della%20Piet%C3%A0/scheda_S%20Maria%20Piet%C3%A0.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Saxa%20Rubra/scheda_saxarubra.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Tor%20Vergata/scheda_TorVergata.htm
http://www.laboratorioroma.it/progetti/Centralit%C3%A0/Torre%20Spaccata/scheda_torrespaccata.htm
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The development of the city was strongly influenced by different powers: the oligopoly of 

constructors (the most influent are Caltagirone
171

, Bonifaci, Toti, Parnasi, Scarpellini, 

Mezzaroma) and entrepreneurs (Della Valle, Abete); banks (Abete was also president of BNP 

Paribas) and funds to ―finance‖ urban development and public expenditure, association of little 

constructors and people living on  former illegal residences (Sina, Y. 2013). 

As an example, before the elections of 2003, the council of Veltroni presented three resolutions 

(Varianti) to modify the general regulatory plan. These mainly consisted in a change of the 

intended use of some areas from commercial to residential: the variations concerned the outbound 

in the north-east of Rome (Bufalotta), an increase of building surface in the area of Magliana 

(south-west of Rome) and the permission to rebuild three buildings that should be transformed 

from offices into high-wage residencies in the area of ―Eur‖(South west).  

 

Notwithstanding the growth of residential houses around these new poles, the housing emergency 

was (and is) still alive in Rome (Comune di Roma ,XV Dipartimento, 2007)
172

 and the city 

registered a growth in the number of house evictions for arrears in 2004 (3.290 in 2004, 1 every 

80 families renting an house in Rome) (Comune di Roma, 2007: 121). In 2007, the 

Administration decided by protocol to realize 20,000 houses to address the housing emergency by 

agreement with private constructors. So, the administration abandoned the envision for the 

realization of public buildings to host homeless and it embraced the realization of residencies by 

private enterprises to host these people by the payment of a rent. The problem was that, over time, 

this mechanism flew into business agreement and profit accumulation for constructors at expense 

of public municipal finance. In April 2012 a report by the Municipality of Rome denounced an 

expense of 28,4 millions euro/per year to rent thirteen residences for social housing for 1,189 

families
173

 (Sina, 2013:159). The report by Department of Urban Studies of University Roma Tre 

(project ―Abitare la città contemporanea‖) reported that the expenses to locate these houses were 

much higher than their real value on real-estate market: 2,286 euro/month for every family living 

in Residence ―Valle Porcina‖ (Acilia) (property of New Esquilino Ltd (II)) ; 2,433euro/month for 

every family living in Via Nicola Tagliaferri (Property of San Vitaliano 2003 Ltd) ; 1.037 

                                                           
171 To give an idea of the political influence that might be exerted by some businessmen in the development of Rome, I 

might refer to the figure of Francesco Caltagirone. This entrepreneur hold 1,5 million dollars of patrimony via its Ltd 

―Caltagirone‖. In 1983 he acquired the Vianini ltd, by which in 2005 he obtained the direct assignation of the works of 

realization of the City of the Sport for the World swim Olympic championship of 2009. In 1992 he bought the cement 

firm ―Cementir‖ by the Italian Institute of Reconstruction (IRI). Caltagirone owns also the ―Caltagirone‖ Publisher Ltd, 

which produces 5 national (―Il Messaggero‖; ―Il mattino‖, ―Il Gazettino‖) and local (―Il Corriere Adriatico‖, il ―Nuovo 

Quotidiano di Puglia‖) newspapers and the daily free press ―Leggo‖ in Rome.He was vice-President of the Bank 

―Monte dei Paschi di Siena‖. He is the most influent shareholder of ACEA Ltd, the ―Municipal‖ Agency for water and 

electricity.  
172 Comune di Roma 2007, XV Dipartimento, Retrieved from 

http://comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/dossier_casa.pdf 
173 Retrieved from: 

https://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW308596&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp

_pagecode 
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euro/month for Residence in Val Cannuta (Aurelia) (property of Immobiliare Pollenza 2005 Ltd.); 

2,739 euro/month for every family living in the comprensory of Casal Lombroso in the area of 

Massimina, nearby the dump (property of Immobiliare San Giovanni Ltd), 998 euro/month for 

every family living in B.Segre street in the area of Tor Pagnotta (property of Fanocle Ltd) (Sina, 

Y 2013:160).  

 

Concerning the socio-economic development of the city , even before the crisis, the labor market 

of Rome was strongly affected by the labor-reforms of the first 2000s. Between 2004-2008 both 

the number of workers and unemployed people increased in the Capital: this ―strange‖ 

phenomenon was due to the decrease and cessation of permanent contracts jobs and the increase 

in the number of fixed term contracts. (Comune di Roma, Rapporto sull‘Economia Romana 2006-

2007: 56
174

). In 2008 the Roman rate of employment remained stationary for the first time after 

many years.  

So, even though the situation generally worsened with the economic crisis of 2007, Rome had 

thus already registered a declining social situation. In particular, the ―Modello Roma‖ which had 

been imagined to launch Rome as a ―strenghtened city‖ did not solve many of the problems that 

characterized the peripheries: peripheries continued to be far from the principal political cores, 

and from the poles of an ―economy of knowledge‖ (De Muro, Monni, Tridico 2012:15-20). 

Features of socio-economic marginalization and social polarization were visible among 

residential, high income areas (I, part of the II and northern part of the XV Municipio) and ―low 

income areas‖, with people residing in the peripheries (in particular Municipi IV, VII and VIII in 

the eastern part of the city, and the X in the southern part), and migrants often living in the worst 

parts of these zones (Lucciarini and Violante, 2007 in DeMuro, Monni, Tridico, 2012).  

In brief, there was still a two-speed Rome, with a part excluded from the center and decisional 

power, from the tertiary sector and from the economy of knowledge (Monni, De Muro, Tridico, 

2012) and who lived in precarious working condition, housing uncertainty, poverty and social 

marginalization.  

As described by the inquiry on the quality of life by Conti et al. (2002) yet in the first 2000s 

there was a central economic area which ―cut‖ the city from the North to the South: the number of 

families which had the most serious economic problems were set in VII, VIII and X Municipia, 

and the XV in south west. The highest population density was registered in VII, X e V municipio 

in the quartieri (neighborhoods) Centocelle, Alessandrino, Don Bosco, Appio Claudio, Marconi e 

Portuense. (Conti et al., 2002:22). 

The central and northern areas of Rome (Parioli, Flaminio, Tor di Quinto, Farnesina) and the II 

and XX Municipia registered situation of economic well-being, while the macro-areas of the east 

                                                           
174 Retrieved from :https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/ReR_Indice.pdf 
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Rome (Alessandrino, Tor Tre Teste) and south-west (Trullo, Magliana) and Municipia VII and 

VIII registered the worst economic conditions (Conti et al, 2002). Obviously, the economic and 

housing condition manifested correlation (0,75). 

The same research has already evidenced the primary role of the economic dimension to have 

access to social relationships (and to the related well-being) within the neighborhoods and in the 

city as a whole. In authors‘ words: ―to participate or to not participate (at all levels : political, 

social and cultural) is increasingly a question which depends by the disposable economic 

resources‖. (Conti et al., 2002:109). To fully live the city and the specialized places, people 

needed (and still need) to have high economic resources, and so those in condition of poverty 

were (are) increasingly marginalized from the ―business‖ of relationships (Conti et al., 2002:111). 

Neither the growth of legislation on participatory governance of the city enabled participation to 

take place. In this perspective, even though Municipal laws enabled participatory democratic 

processes by active citizens (Resolution 57/2006 by the Municipal Council) the most of the roman 

population got limited access to resources like time, information, knowledge and money which 

are required to make proposals effective and to control administration. 

The resolution of 2006 aimed to regulate the citizens‘ participation to urban transformation and it 

envisaged six main steps: 1. Information, 2. Consultation, 2.Participatory planning, 3. Monitoring, 

4. Evaluation and 5. realization of physical arena/fora of discussion among citizens and 

institutional planners (creation of the ―House of the City‖ ―Casa della città‖ and of Local 

Municipal Houses ―Case dei Municipi‖. By the way, the participatory process raised some 

criticalities (Cellamare,  since consultations were envisaged ―after‖ the phase of planning by the 

central institution and the Participatory planning was not compulsory and could be realized only 

by the institutional initiative. The House of the city was realized in 2014, while the Local 

Municipal Houses were not compulsory and should be self-financed. 

As I further will evidence there is (stil nowadays) also an instrumental use of institutional 

participatory tools (like participatory budgets, citizens‘initiative law proposal) and the process of 

democratization seems to be confined to the direct election of representatives in the municipal 

councils (Monni, De Muro, Tridico, 2012 and Cellamare, 2008). The will to increase participation 

is thus limited by the existing cleavages within the areas of Rome in terms of education, access to 

public services and working opportunities.



Demographic trends and urban sprawl 

 

 

Figure 7 Variations in the population residing in the Province of Rome between 2001-2010 Source: Elaboration by CRESME 

Research Center on data provided by ISTAT and (National Institute for Statistics) by Registry Office of the Municipality of Rome 

 

Between 2002-2011 the number of people officially residing in Rome and coming from abroad 

increased from 131.000 (2001) to 442.000 (2010) with an increase of 237% (CRESME, 2012). 

After an economic boom in the price of houses (2006-2008) and a new decrease after 2011, many 

people decided to move from the center to the peripheries and beyond. This exodus resulted in 

uncontrolled urban sprawl. Another time, the social pressure over some areas of Rome, defined 

new public needs in a context of decrease of local financial resources motivated by the economic 

crisis. The outbound Municipalities began to attract new residents. In times of scarcities, these 

new municipalities addressed their needs to get more fiscal resources. They also raised funds by 

giving concessions to edify over their land or generally by selling their territories to building 

enterprises or privates. The final result consisted in urban sprawl, a process of ―peripherization‖ 

(Mariano, 2014)  and soil consumption without a wide perspective over the general regulation of 

territory. 

4.2 Rome during the 2008 economic crisis  

 

The year 2008 represented another shift in both the local and national context. Beyond the spread 

of the global crisis, the political context changed by national and local election which prized the 
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right-wing parties. In 2008, candidate Alemanno won Municipal Elections, after years of center-

left government of the city and right-wing candidate Polverini became president of the Region in 

the same period.  

The emerging effects of the global financial crisis and the increase of the economic burden on 

municipal budgets affected the Capital, which found itself in a process of global inter-local 

competition and finance shrinking. These pressures determined an institutional change and a 

transformation of the urban socio-ecological context based on the branding of the city and on the 

mercerization of culture and tourism. But the attention paid on this path of development somehow 

left uncovered the provision of public services and the new centralities continued to suffer of a 

lack public services and infrastructures (Proietti, 2014: 95-120
175

). It is important to focus on 

some steps of the institutional reorganization of the city by economic pressures to understand the 

motivations of the raise of social movements and their action of re-appropriation of urban vacant 

spaces as commons.  

The city management by a government-appointed commissioner in  2008 

In 2008, in order to avoid the default of the city, a particular governmental-commissioner 

management was instituted (law decree-law 112/2008) to determine the entity of the debt. The 

recovery plan aimed to collect resources to cover national requirements (500 million euro per year 

starting by 2008 –law 154/2008
176

) The city management was taken at first by the major 

Alemanno, then by an extraordinary commissioner with a separation of functions between these 

two figures (decree-law 2/2010).  

                                                           
175 As acknoledged by the results of the research by Proietti (2014):  

 ―Ma accanto agli elementi positivi, la ricerca ha consentito di mettere in luce le gravi criticità che affliggono le 

popolazioni delle ex borgate: 

-una qualità urbanistica e architettonica assolutamente inadeguata, i cui effetti di lungo periodo connessi in particolare 

alla mancanza di spazi pubblici e luoghi di socializzazione sono chiaramente individuabili in un progressivo, e 

largamente denunciato, allentamento delle trame comunitarie; 

- l‘insufficienza delle infrastrutture e delle reti materiali e immateriali (da quelle per il trasporto pubblico a quelle 

telematiche) che acuiscono la loro marginalità geografica; 

- un ―modello di sviluppo‖, se così può essere definito, imperniato su iniziative imprenditoriali piccole e piccolissime e 

in settori a basso valore aggiunto (dall‘artigianato manifatturiero all‘edilizia) che molto poco offrono in termini di 

opportunità occupazionali. 

E poi, su tutto, la carenza di servizi. Banche, supermercati, farmacie e chiese: questo c‘è, più o meno ovunque, nelle ex 

borgate. Per il resto è un lungo elenco di mancanze. 

La ―geografia ―delle centralità locali, ovvero degli ambiti di concentrazione di servizi e funzioni di uso quotidiano per 

un‘utenza di quartiere, è chiarissima e sintetizza la realtà: le ex borgate abusive di Roma sono quasi sempre prive di 

centri di servizi (Fig. 3). 

Non c‘è commercio al dettaglio; mancano luoghi di consumo e di produzione culturale (cinema, teatri, biblioteche); 

mancano i servizi sanitari, e la localizzazione dei commissariati e delle stazioni dei carabinieri penalizza questi territori; 

migliore, ma comunque insufficiente, è la diffusione di servizi sociali per i bambini e gli anziani. Per raggiungere un 

liceo o istituto professionale i ragazzi delle borgate impiegano 15 volte il tempo che serve ai loro compagni che abitano 

in centro per compiere lo stesso tragitto. In generale, le diverse azioni e necessità quotidiane richiedono ai residenti 

lunghi spostamenti e molte ore passate nel traffico.‖ (Proeitti, 2014:97-98) 
176 The recovery plan envisaged revenues for 300 million euro provided by the State and for 200 million taken by the 

increase in tax ratio (municipal additional percentage tax ―Aliquota Irpef‖ up to 0,4%) of Roman citizens and by tourist 

accomodation tax. 
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Within this process the decree 156/2010 actuated the law on fiscal federalism (law 42/2009) and 

instituted the Local authority ―Ente Territoriale ―Roma Capitale‖‖. This entity had a special 

autonomy which gave it a wider set of administrative functions. The constitution of ―Roma 

Capitale‖ was deemed necessary to accelerate the valorization of historical, artistic and 

environmental real estates, to increase the touristic, productive and urban development, to 

ameliorate urban service provision
177

. Somehow, it constituted a new entity to linger the 

development of the city by Public Private Partnerships. In 2011, the ―Roma Capitale Investment 

Foundation‖ was also instituted
178

. 

In line with its mission, ―Roma Capitale‖ published a new ―Strategic Plan of Development‖ (PSS) 

in 2010. The plan presented a project of urban socio-ecologic transformation. In particular it 

pointed to the ―branding‖ of the city, to the realization of big events and of big infrastructures 

following a path of creation of urban space by big projects of urban development
179

.   

The economic pressures for the city governance sounded in its presentation. The introduction 

reported: ―the Strategic Plan will enable Rome to propose itself as an attractive territory for 

resources, an affordable subject for the assignation of economic and political functions, a local 

environment which is able to safeguard and expand the wealth and wellbeing of its territory to the 

greatest number of citizens‖ . 

Beyond the triumphant project of city development and government, the part dedicated to 

financial resources and the transformation of the city showed the pattern of neoliberal urbanism 

by Peck and Brenner (2009): even the dimension of ―quality of life‖ was considered to be 

valuable particularly for its capacity to attract financial resources and the report underlined the 

importance of urban and territorial marketing to attract resources and investments. 

Moreover, in order to direct the ―restructuring of the public services‖ the new entity decided to 

create the holding ―Gruppo Roma Capitale
180

‖ for the management and ―governance‖ of its 

societies (17 Ltd societies, with the principal ACEA Ltd, 2 special agencies, 2 institutions, 1 

mutual insurance group and different foundations) and for the economic governance of the plan of 

                                                           
177 The law assigned more resources from the State to the Capital which have not yet been transferred. It has been 

recognized that the institution of ―Roma Capitale‖ and its special regulations (also the regulations of 2010 and law 

61/2012) created some problems of harmonization with other regulations of metropolitan cities. 

(http://leg16.camera.it/465?area=29&tema=22&Ordinamento+di+Roma+Capitale) 
178 This element echoes some critical remarks by Swyngedow et al. (2013):―While, in the past, invoking the social 

return of the projects legitimized such practices, they are now usually hidden behind a veil of creative accounting or by 

means of channeling funds via quasigovernmental organizations or mixed private/public companies‖ (2013: 557) 
179 ―Among these, EUR district comes out further strengthened through impact measures such as the creation of a new 

Formula 1 track, golf courses, water park built under the artificial lake already existing, some new skyscrapers, and the 

new convention centre designed by Fuksas. Finally, Rome will redevelop its waterfront (Lungomare di Ostia) with the 

aim to diversify Rome‘s tourism, recovering the ancient glory and attracting visitors from all over the world. (….) the 

planning approach adopted for the city of Rome over the last twenty years focused on tourism and culture as the only 

sectors to invest in implementing a very restrictive policy in terms of resources and urban spaces to enhance. The result 

was a more marked difference between the core areas and the peripheral ones, which lacked any incentive for local 

development.‖ (Gemmiti, 2012) 
180 See 

https://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?jp_pagecode=dip_part_contr_gcr_rapprgraf.wp&ahew=jp_pagecode 

http://leg16.camera.it/465?area=29&tema=22&Ordinamento+di+Roma+Capitale)
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finance restructuration. This was in line with government requirements of 2011
181

 (law decree 

98/2011 art.20) which provided incentives for the privatizations of local public services.  

The reorganization of municipal services envisaged also a plan of dismissions and privatizations 

of these agencies in order to collect resources and finance public expenditure. The Region made 

agreements for the dismissions of former buildings of the local health agencies (ASL). The 

buildings were inserted in the real-estate fund ―Fondo Lazio‖ (instituted in 2003) managed by 

Bnp Paribas REIM SGR. In 2010 the fund collected resources for 265,3 millions euro and 

provided for the selling of more than 913 properties (the most of them to the former residents of 

the premises
182

).  

The valorization of buildings by former public social welfare/insurance institutions
183

 concerned 

mostly the Roman population, since their building were principally concentrated in the Capital. 

Many of these buildings were rent at a social price since the Seventies. The privatization of these 

public social welfare institutions which became foundations traduced their real-estate properties 

into ―values‖ that should be placed on a market and which should be used to increase their 

resources
184

. 

The issues just pointed here describes only some steps of a process of reorganization of the urban 

government in recent years. The mechanism of debt shrunk local finances and required a spending 

review. From the one side, the spending review helped a rationalization of finances and the 

reduction of the waste of resources by the administration of the Capital. From the other, it pushed 

a transformation of the Municipal government into a ―public firm‖ focused on cost reduction and 

profit gains on a competitive inter-local market (see also Amin, A. and Thrift, N. (2002)). Steps of 

these process are the creation of the territorial authority of ―Roma Capitale‖, and of ―Roma 

Capitale Investment Foundation‖; the increase in the process of valorization and securitization of 

local public heritage by using real-estate private and public funds and by project financing, the 

transformation of Municipal service agencies into a Holding for their governance. But the public 

property to sell and valorize is not unlimited and the citizenship continued to suffer for the deficit 

in disposable and affordable houses to address the housing problem, for a lack of public spaces 

                                                           
181 The decree envisaged a relief of sanctions for the local entities which did not match the parameters of the Internal 

Stability pact if they had started privatizations of local services by 2012 and the destination of funds by the national 

infrastructure fund to realize investments in infrastructures in their territories 

(http://www.camera.it/leg17/465?tema=societ_partecipate_enti_locali#m). 
182 Data retrieved from http://www.reim.bnpparibas.it/reim/it/i-nostri-fondi/lazio/lazio-c_5952 
183 Like Enasarco (National Entity of Assistance for Business Agents), Enpaia (National Welfare and Assistance Office 

for Agricultural Workers ) , Enpam (National Welfare and Assistance Office for Medical Practitioners) , Cnpr (national 

deposit of assistance for accountant and business consultant) 
184 In example houses of Cnpr were inserted into real-estate fund managed by Bnp Paribas Reim Italy Sgr. The Cnpr 

gave to the residents of its buildings the right to opt for buying the house at a discounted price (-20%) or to go away 

(Sina, 213:162).In many other cases, the change from public entities to private entities of these social welfare 

institutions determined a change in the price of location of the houses which forced many people to abandon the 

residency or to be evicted for arrearage in payment. The placing on the market of the disposable real-estate patrimonies 

of these entities generated many problems to the residents who found themselves forced to buy the house (even though 

at convenient prices) or leave their homes. Also the attempt to create special conditions for mortgage with banks Bnl 

and Monte dei Paschi vanished respectively in 2011 and 2013.(Sina, 2013: 163)  

http://www.camera.it/leg17/465?tema=societ_partecipate_enti_locali#m
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and services (also cultural services, libraries, green spaces and nursery schools), and for problems 

in the provision of basic public and social services
185

. At the same time, the lobbying by 

constructors and landowners defined priorities of urban planning policies.  

4.2.1  The realization of the city (2012)  

In 2008 the General Regulatory Plan (2003-2008) was activated (del. 18/2008) by the exiting 

municipal council after more than fifteen years of work.  

In the same year, the administration made a call for the identification of new areas of construction 

(―nuovi ambiti di riserva‖) that should be created by changing the planning destination of 

agricultural soil into areas for building (Insolera, 2011: 347). In march 2009, the new housing 

plan launched by the Government had allowed also the expansion of existing premises through 

the enlargement of the buildings or the construction of additional volumes and floors for private 

houses (Insolera, 2011:367
186

). The intervention was openly motivated by the will to restore 

national economic activity via the building sector. 

Following this path, in march 2010
187

, the Municipal Council of Rome approved the resolution 

23/2010 for the realization of a program of initiatives to respond to the housing problem. The 

Municipal Council reported the need of 25,700 new houses to be destined to Council Housing 

(6,000) and Social Housing (19,700). This new request of buildings was openly motivated by 

problems created by the change of planning destination of many buildings from apartments into 

offices, which had eroded the stock of disposable houses (Municipal Resolution 23/2010: 5
188

). 

By this way,  parallel to the restructuring of the urban areas to address the housing needs, the new 

                                                           
185 An example is provided by the cuts in water provision for the 300 people housed in the area of Termini (Via 

Giolitti). The event was reported also by the national newspaper ―Il Manifesto‖  in April, 2015. Retrieved from:  

http://ilmanifesto.info/roma-il-comune-e-moroso-e-lacea-taglia-lacqua-a-300-persone/ 
186 Insolera reports that the original law decree envisaged that ―in amendment to the urban planning tools and standards 

the existing premise can be demolished and rebuilt: in this case it is possible to built additional volumes up to 35%. The 

decree could be applied also to historical centers. Insolera (2011: 351) refers to the ―Schema di decreto legge‖ «Misure 

urgenti per il rilancio dell‘economia attraverso la ripresa delle attività imprenditoriali edili», Rome, March, 17th 2009 

(trad. Scheme of decree law ―Urgent measures to relaunch economy by the reprise of entrepreneurial building 

activities‖ Rome, March, 17th 2009). 
187 To remind the legislative procedures in 2008, the government established the program ―Piano Casa‖ by  decree 

133/2008. Then in august 2008, while the General Regulatory Plan was to be activated, the Municipal Government 

instituted the Departments for the redaction of the successive Housing program (Memory of the City Council on 7 

August 2008 - Memoria di Giunta Comunale del 7 agosto 2008 retrieved July 2015 from 

http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/images/uo_opere/housing/memo_gc_07-08-2008.pdf, last access December 

2015). In march 2009, the National law decree  (―Misure urgenti per il rilancio dell‘economia attraverso la ripresa 

delle attività imprenditoriali edili‖)  organized economic restoration by the lever of the building sector and in march 

2010, the Muncipal government deliberated administrative regulation to activate the law.  
188 The resolution of the Muncipal Council (Delibera della Giunta Capitolina) 23/2010: 5 reports : ―Che occorre, altresì, 

considerare che negli ultimi anni, a seguito di una serie di fattori – quali l‘insufficiente offerta di alloggi di edilizia 

economica e popolare, la cartolarizzazione e vendita di quote ingenti di patrimonio immobiliare pubblico, l‘impennata 

dei valori immobiliari, la grave crisi economico-finanziaria – la situazione di disagio abitativo nel Comune di Roma si 

è gravemente accentuata, investendo anche le famiglie a reddito medio o medio-basso, oltre alle tradizionali categorie 

sociali svantaggiate (famiglie e giovani coppie a basso e monoreddito, anziani, studenti fuori sede, immigrati regolari), 

rendendo sempre più difficile l‘accesso alla proprietà o alla locazione di abitazioni; 

Che occorre considerare sia l‘erosione di stock residenziale per cambio di  destinazione d‘uso verso uffici, 

registrata a Roma negli ultimi anni, sia il fabbisogno derivante dalla necessità di rinnovo e sostituzione del patrimonio 

edilizio e di riqualificazione urbana in generale‖ 

http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/images/uo_opere/housing/memo_gc_07-08-2008.pdf
http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/images/uo_opere/housing/memo_gc_07-08-2008.pdf
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plan for housing envisaged the realization of these residencies on the ―Ambiti di riserva‖ and it 

promoted the identification of these new areas of construction.  

In the same year  the Administration adopted the New General Regulatory Plan which already 

forecasted new edifications for 60millions cubic meters (Insolera, 2011: 346). Yet in 2012, 

Alemanno‘s Council proposed 64 modifications to the General Regulatory plan, with an 

enlargement of building volumes from 68,5 to 100 million cubic meters (Sina, 2013: 57) and a 

new soil consumption for 77 million cubic metres. These variations included the densification of 

zone plans; a project of social housing which envisioned the cession of new apartments at social-

rent by the enterprises in change of building permits; the increase in volumes of the business 

centrality ―Romanina‖ by constructor Scarpellini and the realization of residencies instead of 

services on these additional volumes (proposal 114/2012) ; the realization of the new centrality of 

high-residential skyscraper ―Eurosky‖ (constructor Parnasi) nearby the business center of 

Euroma2 (Sina, 2013:58) in the area of Eur Castellaccio. 

 Moreover, since the destination of some areas for non residential buildings in the north-eastern 

area of ―Casal Boccone‖ (as envisaged by the General Regulatory Plan) decreased the 

profitability of the investments for constructors (Berdini, 2014: 84) the Municipal Government 

(by resolution 33/2012) permitted the realization of other residential areas in this zone and the 

change was publicly motivated by the need to respond to housing needs
189

. 

By the way, the housing problem was not credibly addressed in Rome. In 2011, it interested more 

than 40,000 families in the Capital (Unione Inquilini). In the same year, the requests of eviction 

for arrearage amounted to 5,438 (even though ―only‖ 2,407 were executed) (Ministry of Interior, 

2011
190

) in the Province of Rome. The city continued to host more than 51,000 unsold habitations 

(Sotgia, Marchini, 2013
191

), and Rome was the first city for number of residential buildings on its 

territory (Istat Report, 2011
192

), while constructors feed urban sprawl and residents abandoned the 

―city‖ to live in the new residential city-outbound.  

Concerning the presence of public green spaces, the research about social and ecological well 

being by the National institute of Statistics (Istat) evidences a decrease of 10m
2
 /inhabitants of 

green urban space in the Capital since 2004 (Istat urbes project 2013:99, dataset of 2011). So, 

while many people moved from the city to the areas outside the city bound (the big circular 

bound-motorway around Rome called  ―G.R.A – Grande Raccordo Anulare‖), coming back and 

forth everyday from there to the city center (mainly using private transport and thus worsening the 

                                                           
189 Retrieved September 3rd, 2015 from http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/uo-prg-accordi-di-

programma/casalboccone.html 
190 Data Retrieved from http://ssai.interno.it/download/allegati1/pubblicazione_sfratti_anno_2012.pdf. 
191 Sotgia, A. Marchini, R. (2013) Da casa nasce casa, journal article on the online newspaper DinamoPress, 04 Giugno 

2013 retrieved from : http://www.dinamopress.it/inchieste/da-casa-nasce-casa 
192 In 2011, Rome got 464.071 residential buildings. By 2001 the number of buildings realized increased of 20% (174, 

120 unities) See Istat (2011) Censimento della popolazione e delle abitazioni, Edifici e abitazioni., pages 3-4.. Retrieved 

from : http://dati-censimentopopolazione.istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=DICA_ALLOGGI. 

http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/uo-prg-accordi-di-programma/casalboccone.html
http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/uo-prg-accordi-di-programma/casalboccone.html
http://ssai.interno.it/download/allegati1/pubblicazione_sfratti_anno_2012.pdf
http://dati-censimentopopolazione.istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=DICA_ALLOGGI
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problem of congestion and pollution), the administration abdicated the realization of the public 

city and of citizens‘ well being to constructors (Insolera 2011: 352-358) . 

The social housing system was organized around the use of public finances to increase the 

entrances of building enterprises and constructors, who rent their residences and houses for higher 

prices than those of the real-estate market, as already reported
193

.  

In 2013, municipal expense to rent real-estate from private or former public Ltd for public 

administrative offices, schools and other public and social services was of 52 millions
194

. The 

beneficiaries of these rents were the same enterprises of construction (Milano ‘90 of constructor 

Scarpellini; Idea Fimit; ATER; Eco.Pietralata Ltd; Eur S.p.a. Ltd) which were already in business 

for the realization of the New General Regulatory Plan of 2003-2008. 

Urban development continued to be organized around the necessities of the building sector, the 

dynamic of the real-estate market, the rhetoric of policy makers at expenses of the ―public city‖. 

This ―governance‖ of the city insisted to leave unresolved shared problems of the roman 

population: somehow it seemed that the administration and the private sector find in emergencies 

and necessities a new opportunity for the development of markets.  

Urban transformation, municipal services and public scandals 

The crisis touched the Roman administration which was deeply involved in various scandals since 

2008 for dark mechanisms of assignation of contracts for public buildings. The judicial inquiry 

and proceedings concerned the realization of infrastructures for the World swim Olympic 

championship of 2009
195

. Starting from an investigative report
196

, another scandal involved the 

administration and policy makers who were inquired for the appointment of leading roles in 

management of municipal agencies of public transports (ATAC), of waste management (AMA), 

water provision (ACEA) and security (Municipal Police) in 2010. 

This further and growing speculation over territories progressively affected general quality of life 

in the city. It continued to exasperate the conditions of Roman inhabitants, who found themselves 

within a context of economic crisis, scandals of corruption in public service management, deep 

inequalities and strong social exclusions, in particular among different areas of the city. 

                                                           
193 In paragraph 4.1. Retrieved from: 

https://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW308596&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp

_pagecode 
194Data retrieved November 2015 from: 

https://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW513209&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp

_pagecode; the list is available at www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/affitti_passivi2.pdf (Last 

access: November 2015) 
195 The case of the public works for the World Swim Olympic championship is reported also in Insolera (2011: 352). 
196 See: http://ricerca.repubblica.it/repubblica/archivio/repubblica/2010/11/27/generi-nipoti-mogli-di-politici-atac-

la.html 

https://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW513209&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_pagecode
https://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW513209&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_pagecode
http://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/affitti_passivi2.pdf
http://ricerca.repubblica.it/repubblica/archivio/repubblica/2010/11/27/generi-nipoti-mogli-di-politici-atac-la.html
http://ricerca.repubblica.it/repubblica/archivio/repubblica/2010/11/27/generi-nipoti-mogli-di-politici-atac-la.html
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To give an idea of the social situation in the Area of Rome and its provinces I refer to a study on 

the social condition in Rome held by the Province of Rome
197

(2015). 

In the period between 2012-2014 the crisis showed its effects in Rome and its Metropolitan 

Area. The economy of the province of Rome continued to be lead by the tertiary sector, in 

particular by the public tertiary sector in the Capital, but also by the manufacturing and building 

sector which nonethenless registered a decrease in their activities and in the number of employee 

by 2011
198

. Many private enterprises ceased their activities because of credit crunches: the non-

performing loans amounted to 16 billions in the area (December, 2013), with an increase of +27% 

respect to 2012 (Provincia di Roma, 2015).  

Total GDP got back to the levels of 2004, with a decrease of average -10% in the per-capita 

added value respect to levels of 2003 (less than 29,000 euro of GDP per capita). The dynamics of 

the rate of unemployment in Rome (2013) followed the national ones: it increased of 90% from 

2007 concerning people between 25-34 years
199

 and of 75% for people between 15-24 years old. 

Adult
200

 unemployment rate augmented of 139% (2013) respect to year 2007.( Provincia di Roma, 

2015). 

By this trend, the condition of structural inequality which characterized the city worsened. 

The report (Provincia di Roma, 2015 acknowledged that while the 29% of contributors had 

taxable income lower than 10,000 euro a 4,3% of the population has a taxable income greater than 

70,000 euro. The index of ―extreme yield asymmetry‖
201

 calculated a ratio of 13 high-income 

residents every 100 basic-income residents (and a Gini index equal to 0,46).( Provincia di Roma, 

2015:48) 

It must be underlined that all the data from the report were taken by census and data of the 

National Social Welfare Institution  (INPS), so they do not take into account the weight of black 

labor and migrants' exploitation which indeed characterize a part of the Roman economy 

                                                           
197 Provincia di Roma, 2015.  Retrieved from: 

http://www.provincia.roma.it/sites/default/files/Pagine%20da%20RAPPORTO_ANNUALE_2013-2014cope-somm-

intr_0.pdf 
198 Rome and its province continues to host the wider part of the employee in the public and tertiary sector. Labor force 

in the province of Rome was composed for 66% by employees in the public tertiary sector, followed by the business 

and building sectors (19% and 6%) while the manufactory and farming/agriculture sectors absorbs respectively the 8% 

and 1% of the working population. The tertiary sector continued to represent the main sector of the economic 

development. Enterprises set in commercial activity and reparation of motor vehicles (27%), in the building 

sector(14%), and in manufacturing, were concentrated in the hinterland, while the Capital continued to concentrate 

activity of the advanced tertiary sector (Mainly research and innovation, information and communication, arts and 

entertainment). 
199 In this respect, it was lower than the increase in the national average rate of youth unemployment which was 

calculated equal to 113%.  
200 Tha sample takes in consideration individuals over 35 years old. 
201The analysis uses indicators of composition for classes of income(―disagio/agio reddituale‖- Income 

uneasiness/ease): these are constructed by using the incidence of the number of tax payers with taxable income under 

7,500 euro and those with taxable income over 70,000 euro. The indicator of ―extreme income asymmetry‖ attempted 

to catch the territorial variation of the ratio between the number of contributors at the two extremes levels of taxable 

income (over 70,000 euro and under 10,000 euro). This proxy indicator is based on the hypothesis that the more the 

stock of high incomes results inferior to the stock of lower incomes, the more likely s the presence of cultural, social 

and economic factors which act in asymmetric way on the production and redistribution of income, thus favoring 

wealth concentration. 
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(Pugliese, 2008).The main sectors of this practice of exploitation are the building sector and the 

agricultural sector in which migrants' working force plays a major role (Pugliese, 2008:31-32) in 

Rome and beyond the city-belt : in this perspective for many illegal migrants and refugees (which 

are not allowed to work until the long bureaucratic iter to obtain documents) this represent the 

only way to work. 

The new regulation of Roma Capitale and the valorisation of heritage. 

The new regulation of ―Roma Capitale‖ (156/2010 and 61/2012) insisted on the ―valorization‖ of 

the cultural, historical heritage over Roman Territory belonging to the municipality and to the 

state. The neo-institued Conference of supervision of National Heritage and Cultural Activities 

(―Conferenza delle soprintendenze ai beni e alle attività culturali‖) had the power to coordinate 

activities and to give licenses to specific interventions in the urban territory
202

. The process of 

decentralization and finance restructuring brought to a new statute of the Capital
203

 in 2013 (in 

reception of law 156/2010) which reduced the number of ―Municipi‖ from 19 to 15.  

In 2012, the Report by Government appointed commissioner Varazzani
204

 (―Relazione 

concernente la rendicontazione delle attività svolte dalla gestione commissariale per il piano di 

rientro del debito pregresso di Roma Capitale‖) calculated a deficit of 16,4 billions euro (financial 

duties included) and established a new plan of spending review to collect resources.  

The plan of restructuration of metropolitan finance flowed into the decree ―Salva Roma‖ in 2014, 

after the new major Marino met the government appointed commissioner Varazzani and the two 

representatives of the Minister of Economy and Finance in 2013.  

The valorization and selling of public properties  

In 2013, the need of financial recovery justified the process of valorization and selling of public 

properties over a wider real estate market. The process of publicity of the disposable public assets 

of the local atuhorities (by art.30 of national law 33/2013) fastened, and ―Rome Capitale‖ 

published the list of the 59,466 real estates in its disposition. The list of the whole patrimony 

included also streets, monuments and archeological heritages
205

. The list did not present them 

automatically as part of a selling process. The publication responded to the plan to insert ―public 

                                                           
202 Retrieved from: http://leg16.camera.it/465?area=29&tema=22&Ordinamento+di+Roma+Capitale Last Access July, 

27th 2015 
203 Retrieved from:  http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=925&Lo+Statuto+di+Roma+Capitale#approList Last Access 

July, 27th 2015 
204 The Government appointed commissioner Varazzani took the place of the previous commissioner Oriani in 2010. 

The new commissioner was appointed by the Ministry of economy and treasury Tremonti, and he was also chief 

executive officer of Fintecna, President of Sogei and vice-president of ENAV.  
205 List retrieved July 2015 from http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?jppagecode=dip_ben_imm.wp (Last 

access: December, 12th 2015) 

And from 

http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW689510&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_

pagecode (Last access: December, 12th 2015) 

http://leg16.camera.it/465?area=29&tema=22&Ordinamento+di+Roma+Capitale
http://leg16.camera.it/561?appro=925&Lo+Statuto+di+Roma+Capitale#approList
http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?jppagecode=dip_ben_imm.wp
http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW689510&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_pagecode
http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW689510&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_pagecode
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resources‖ in the real estate market in order to expand the number of potential investors and funds 

interested in buying portion of the roman real estates. 

In short, the financial constraints due to the crisis, created a threefold task for the Municipal 

administration :  

- The creation of a map and list for the identification of the entire alienable and inalienable 

properties of the Municipality 

- The reorganization of the properties by alienation and valorization (resolution 88/2013 

and the previous resolution 43/2012)  

- The definition of the social and cultural use of part of the dismissed properties 

(resolutions 16/2014; 219/2014 and 140/2015) 

The reorganization, selling and valorization of the heritage of Rome was structured also by 

resolution 88/2013. The resolution recalled the previous resolution 43/2012 by Major Alemanno, 

also extending some social guarantees to disadvantaged categories.  One main declared objective 

of the municipal law was the selling of municipal heritage to realize the new 6,000 buildings for 

council housing
206

. A part of these new buildings should be realized by urban requalification 

while others should be built on new rural areas (Ambiti di Riserva). The alienation of the 

municipal properties included also houses of  former public social welfare institutions
207

 (because 

a part of the State properties was comprised within the heritage of Rome since the realization of 

the Local authority ―Ente terrioriale Roma Capitale‖) . The resolution 88/2013 declared to address 

the need of disadvantaged categories
208

 and it offered to tenants the possibility to buy the 

properties at a discounted price (of 10% or 30% less than the market price) by manifesting their 

will to buy the house in the term of 60 days.  In either ways, the need to collect public resources 

justify the change in living conditions of the residents of former council houses, which were 

forced to choose to buy the houses in which they lived or to leave them.  

Further resolutions (16/2014; 219/2014 and 140/2015) concerned the social and cultural use of a 

part of the public municipal properties
209

.  

Contextually, in 2013 BNP Paribas announced the birth of the Italian real estate fund ―Fondo 

Immobiliare – Provincia di Roma‖, managed by BNP Paribas REIM SGR p.A., to sell a portfolio 

of assets in residential and corporate real estate
210

.  

                                                           
206 As envisaged also by former deliberation 23/2010 of March 2010.  
207 Enasarco (National Entity of Assistance for Business Agents), Enpaia (National Welfare and Assistance Office for 

Agricultural Workers ) , Enpam (Social security institution for octors) , Cnpr (national deposit of assistance for 

accountant and business consultant) 
208 People with incomes lower than 28,000 euro per year were allowed to stay in the building and the house would be 

not inserted in the list of the real estate to be sold. The administration proposed the guaranty of five more years of 

permanence in the house in case of incomes lower than 42,000 euro per year, while elderly people (more than 75years 

old) were allowed to stay until death.  
209 A section will be dedicated beyond to deliberation 140/2015 for its strong impact on the roman social centers. 
210 As reported in Web Site of Bank BNP – Paribas:  ―This first tranche of assets being sold concerns a real estate 

complex, three whole buildings, and sixteen residential units, within five distinct buildings. The base price for these 

tenders sum up to about €170 million. The sales will follow an open tender procedure. To render the information 

concerning the individual lots available to the general public, and facilitate the participation to the competitive tenders, 
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For now, what is worth to underline is the weight of the private sector in the transformation of 

the urban fabric:  public premises and former spaces for public institutional activities as well as 

residences are progressively included into real estate funds for their selling.  The constraining 

mechanism of debt determines the privatization of the city and of the city planning. The 

mechanism is a silent ―theft‖ : no citizen would see any advertisement on the premises on sale, 

but the urban development became necessarily driven by the financial opportunities for investors. 

The profitability of these investments also depends by many other factors, like economic 

international imbalances and financial markets projections which orient the expectation of 

investors: in short, the organization of the city is not primarily driven by the need of its citizens, 

but by the several (public and private) actors on the market. 

The report of 2014 ―Yearbook of Italian Real Estate‖
211

 by Association of Building Industry 

(―Assoimmobiliare‖) could provide a good evidence of the interplays involved. In a context of 

―decreasing commissions and increasing complexity‖ in which ―the reduction in operating 

margins combined in compliance requirements from regulators‖ appears to reorganize the market 

with ―greater concentrations‖, the Association ―believes that this could be the year for the 

disposal of the public real estate, that this is the year for an easing of the link between property 

and dynamics in banking credit and that this year will show continued growth in Italian social 

housing.‖  

This opportunity is opened thanks to State support and ―Assoimmobiliare also believes that these 

three trends will apply to real estate funds because of the regulations put in place by recent 

government administrations and to the support provided by Cassa Depositi e Prestiti, Agenzia del 

Demanio and Invimit‖ (Assoimmobiliare, 2014:9).  

In this situation, speculative funds are welcomed. In the words of the president of 

AssoImmobiliare : ―The real novelty for 2014 is the return of speculative funds promoted by 

opportunistic foreign investors, who are once again interested in the Italian market as a source for 

business opportunities. As pioneers in this new cycle, which we hope will be long and virtuous, 

these investors are leading the way for a new phase in the market, bringing a bit of optimism to 

the entire sector, which had become resigned to a prolonged stagnation. We hope that this is the 

moment for funds dedicated to retail customers and institutional investors, who perhaps never 

abandoned Italy, but were certainly disaffected from this form of real estate investment.‖ 

(Assoimmobiliare, 2014:11).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
BNP Paribas REIM SGR p.A. has set up an internet site (www.dismissioniimmobiliari-fipdr.it). Following the 

registration on the website any interested party can review the tender rules, as well as the cadastral data and images of 

the lots; following the underwriting of a confidentiality agreement, the virtual data room will be made available.‖ 

Retrieved November 2014 from:  http://cdn-pays.bnpparibas.com/wp-content/blogs.dir/68/files/2013/11/cp-REIM-

Italy-English-version-14-11-2013.pdf Last access January, 5th 2015. 
211 AssoImmobiliare, 2014. Retrieved from http://docplayer.it/919578-Yearbook-of-italian-real-estate.html 

 

http://www.dismissioniimmobiliari-fipdr.it/Home.aspx
http://cdn-pays.bnpparibas.com/wp-content/blogs.dir/68/files/2013/11/cp-REIM-Italy-English-version-14-11-2013.pdf
http://cdn-pays.bnpparibas.com/wp-content/blogs.dir/68/files/2013/11/cp-REIM-Italy-English-version-14-11-2013.pdf
http://docplayer.it/919578-Yearbook-of-italian-real-estate.html


183 

 

Supported by this mechanisms, the public policies thus lingered on the valorization of the city 

areas. Moreover, the need to attract investments push Rome to use Urban Development Projects 

(like the realizationof big infrastructures or big events), which have been increasingly used as a 

tool to ―establish exceptionality measures in planning and policy procedures‖ (Swyngedown et al 

2013: 1) and which result in a urban governance which do not foster social integration nor an 

integrated urban development (Swyngedown et al 2013). Paradoxically, the explosion of the real-

estate bubble of 2007, which was transferred to credit crisis and debt crisis in the European 

system, consented an increase of securitization of public soil and heritages, houses and buildings 

and enlarged the portfolios of real-estate funds belonging to the banks. 

At the same time, local urban policies shaped the city by urban sprawl and the creation of 

profitable opportunities for constructors and owners by the dysfunctions of the public sector:  

to sum up.. 

- The mechanisms of transfer of building permits (―compensations‖/ ―compensazioni‖) 

transformed the private interests of land-owners and constructors into edificatory rights.  

- The development of the city lingered on the profitability of real-estate sector  

- New peripheries resulted by the construction of the new polarities with low public services. The 

constructors disrespected the duty to provide these areas of infrastructures and public services 

(examples of the link between Torre Angela and Anagnina by Scarpellini)  

- the Council  used social housing to suit the interests of the builders: the administration used 

collective resources to rent houses at higher prices than those of the market. 

- Through valorization and selling of public assets, the Municipal Council aimed to provide new 

houses and to finance urban requalification by funding the realization of new council houses by 

private enterprises, while many other  

The situation of the peripheries in Rome clearly mirrored the effect of these imbalances (Pompeo, 

2012). Broadly speaking, the years of the crisis enlarged the perceived inequalities between 

centers and peripheries as well as between students, precarious workers, migrants and political 

and economic élites.  

4.2.2. Responses by the “insurgent” self-organized communities 

The situation of difficulty of access to public services and collective spaces, the precarious living 

conditions of the people around thirty years old, the progressive privatization of public assets, the 

worsened housing problem motivated the new wave of occupations of vacant spaces by 

collectivities. In 2012 (December 6
th
) the network of Movements for the right to housing (the 

organizations Action, BPM Blocchi Precari Metropolitani – Precarious Metropolitan Blocks -, 

Coordinamento citadino di lotta per la casa- Citizen Coordination for the Housing Struggle-) 

organized a series of occupation in the city: about two thousand people occupied eight abandoned 

buildings and claimed for the allocation of funds for public housing, for the stop to privatization 
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of public housing and the promotion of self-renovation projects (the so-called auto-recupero) 

(Mudu, 2014:148). Some months after this wave of occupation, in April 2013, at the downturn of 

the election of the new major, the organization Action and the network ―Cinecittà Bene Comune‖ 

demonstrated against the project of construction on agricultural soil in the south-eastern area of 

Romanina by building entrepreneur Scarpellini and against a project of construction of residential 

houses in Via de Chirico (Tor Sapienza) by the group Caltagirone. After two days, with the 

―Tsunami Tour‖ activists of different organizations
212

 occupied thirteen vacant buildings to 

provide houses to more than 300 families (around 600-700 people).  

Buildings were properties of the Province of Rome (Via Antonio Musa, project ―Degage‖), of 

BNP real-estate fund in the area of S.Basilio, and of Caltagirone Ltd  in the area of Ponte di Nona. 

The wave of occupation continued and  re-appropriate many buildings in state of abandonment for 

a collective use. Over time, the struggle for housing by these insurgent communities intertwined 

the action of emerging self-managed social centers: they both tried to address problem of access 

to common resources and collective goods by practices of ―appropriation‖ and political struggle. 

According to Mudu (2014: 155), while in the ‗90ies the movements for housing and the social 

centers were separated, and housing squat were basically closed to ―foreign‖ people, nowadays 

housing occupations often host social activities and projects which involve several actors 

(although differently, the spaces ―Metropoliz‖, ―SpinTime‖ and ―Alexis occupato‖ are examples 

of it). 

Parallel to these events, and facing a situation of social exclusion which alarmed and worried for 

the new wave of heroin in Rome (Iadanza, 2013), also new and ―older‖ self-managed social 

centers opposed the collective answer to institutional and urban lacks. These spaces address the 

needs of different people by giving access to and by organizing  

a. sport activities and initiatives which aim to promote physical wellbeing and sociality 

within a community engaged in active citizenship (―Rete delle Palestre Popolari‖);  

b. cultural, social activities and festivals which aimed to promote art, culture and give space 

to independent culture production (Logos festival, independent publishers), theater 

projects, free shows and film projections, affordable courses of languages, music and 

free-studio rehearsal, independent radio projects (Amisnet, RadioSonar), free Italian 

classes for migrants;   

c. education and training activities for children and young students (Remedial programs for 

students; Children Summer/after school cultural activities, workshops and sport courses)  

                                                           
212 ―Movimenti per il Diritto all'Abitare‖, ―Blocchi Precari Metropolitani‖, ―Coordinamento Cittadino di Lotta per la 

Casa‖, ―Action, Comitato Obiettivo Casa‖. I directly refer to a journal report 

http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2013/04/06/news/lo_tsunami_tour_dei_movimenti_occupati_tredici_edifici-

56063714/ 
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d. information desks and assistance to women,  migrants, men and on police-abuses 

(association Acad
213

)  

e. training courses and exchange of expertise (Oz; Ex-Lavanderia; Città dell‘Utopia..) 

f. free spaces for artists and collectives, circus schools and festivals ( La Torre, Porto 

Fluviale..)  

g. free libraries and study halls, spaces for co-working, free rooms for meetings, spaces for 

international meetings and conferences.  

h. farmers‘ market (Terra-Terra and many others ) and community purchase groups 

(―G.A.S.‖), markets of local fair economies, promotion of little cooperatives or little 

social enterprises (projects of ―SOS Rosarno‖, ―Barikamà‖, ― Karalò‖, self-recoved 

factory ―Ri-Maflow‖ ) 

i. network of taverns which provide low-priced meals also as a way to access sociality and 

conviviality and which  aims to promote self-conscious patterns of food consumption 

(short chain, sustainable agriculture). 

 

Notwithstanding these common self-managed spaces also suffer of the same contradictions which 

characterize the external environment and communities in general (negative reciprocal behaviors, 

reputational mechanisms, individualisms, forms of exclusion or prevarication) they offer 

opportunities of resilience to social projects and individuals‘ well-being, they house 

neighborhoods‘ and citizens‘ initiatives and represent spaces for the production of new 

imaginaries for thousands of people in the urban context of Rome. The main shared 

representations which characterize their political culture (anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-fascist) and 

the open will to house collective imagination and shared projects enhance many of them to 

become promoters of social and cultural changes in their neighborhood and beyond. An 

interesting example of it is the network ―Cinecittà Bene Comune‖, which organizes every year 

since 2008 a two weeks long inititiative in the square, called ―tenda contro la crisi‖ (―tent against 

the crisis
214

‖).  This network of occupied and self-managed social centers (fra cui il ―Corto 

Circuito‖, ―Spartaco‖, ―Lucha y Siesta‖), associations (like Boy-Scouts, and workers‘associations 

of the hospital of ―Tor Vergata‖ and of ―Cinecittà Studios‖ ) and local committies constitutes an 

heterogeneous social fabric.  The network ―Cinecittà Bene Comune‖ has managed over time to 

bring together diverse skills and attitudes. In this way they reached a number of achievements in 

the district: this network has carried on local initiatives creating a network of mutual aid and of 

social and territorial planning. The "tent against the crisis" was also over the years a method 

                                                           
213 This NGO "ACAD -  Associazione contro gli abusi in divisa onlus" developed and presented a dossier on the victims 

of police brutality in Italy at European Parliametn siege in Brussels in March, 2016. 
214

 This initiative is now providing food and assistance every week in particular thanks to the work of the 

groups of people working in the taverns of some social centers. 
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"from below"  to promote the work of the network of organizations operating in the VII 

Municipio. People have organized a soup kitchen, health care services and desks about working
215

 

and housing. A central coordinating role was carried out by activists of the social centers. In the 

words of one of its promoters, "the tent against the crisis is a gathering space that deals with 

giving voice to workers, temporary workers and the unemployed. In particular, we have activated 

a free medical and health desk, in addition to the distribution of hot meals and "anti-crisis" 

packages  (packages containing food and other essential goods)‖. 

The energies and capabilities activated by these communities constituted also inspiring 

experiments for the public administration which then transformed some of these practices into 

public services. An example is provided by the numerous desks on housing emergency which 

were organized by the movement for the right to housing ―Action‖ within the occupied buildings. 

The experience of these desks and the data collected about the housing emergency by the 

organization ―Action‖ constituted now a heritage of ―local‖ knowledge and an experiment which 

was inserted within the local planning  of  ―piani sociali di zona‖ activated by deliberation 

328/2000
216

. The absence of structured rules to be followed according to the constraints of 

bureaucracy and legislative imposition consented to the communities and individuals participating 

to these commons to develop economic and social innovating practices, born by shared necessities 

and aspirations. As spaces devised for the re-appropriation of time against the repetitive and 

compulsive rhythms of an industrialized competitive and consumer social life-time,  many of  

these places opposed cultural production and co-production by radio project, development of 

underground and street art
217

, free spaces for rehearsal and registration halls. Thanks to these free 

spaces many radio projects born and spread seeds of new collective imaginaries and urban 

narratives (examples are provided by the projects Amisnet, Radio Ghetto and Radio Sonar).  

Another (albeit not institutionalized) experience is provided by community purchase groups. The 

collective reflection on critical consumption brought some of these communities to organize 

community-supported purchasing groups to promote collective ethical consumption, to sustain the 

work of local farmers and to make the consumption of products of good quality economically 

sustainable. Many of them are hosted by the self-managed social centers (100celle Aperte; 

BrancaLeone; Casale Podere Rosa; Città dell‘Utopia) or in the same neighborhoods (―Gasotto‖ is 

hosted in the same street of the Self-managed social center ―el ―Che‖ntro Sociale‖; in the area of 

Centocelle there are also ―Gasale‖ in the social laboratory of the ―Casale Falchetti‖; Gas 

                                                           
215 The network followed over time the disputes of workers of the Hospital Tor Vergata, of the Cinecittà Studios, of 

workers of the social cooperatives (after the scandal Mafia Capital), of the technicians for the maintenance of 

underground lines and of other working subjects. 
216 the ―Piano Sociale di zona‖ it is the local planning tool of interventions and social services in district territories , 

identified by art . 19 of L.328 / 2000 and art. 51 of the LR 38/96 , as amended . Through the Plan of Social area 

municipalities of the district , associated with each other and understanding with the local health agencies, with the 

participation of all actors in the design , define the integrated system of interventions and social services in their 

territory . (see http://www.socialelazio.it/prtl_socialelazio/?vw=contenutiDettaglio&idarg=161&idargP=134) 
217 see Bonacquisti, V. (2015) La street art romana attraverso i centri di aggregazione sociale. 
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Circolando..). In the long run, practices of community supported agriculture or of community 

purchase groups spread. In Rome the group formally inscribed to the Network ―Rete dei Gas‖ 

amount to 46
218

, but the number would increase a lot if we consider other informal existing 

groups.  

The Forte Prenestino started the project of Farmers‘ market ―Terra Terra‖
219

 which connects and 

promote the work of small local farmers and producers and the culture of sustainable consumption 

and production. The project aims to create collective awareness and information about workers‘ 

and migrants‘ exploitation, land consumption and environmental degradation in the agricultural 

sector. In doing it, it propose alternative patterns of consumption, the creation of a network of 

mutual support between farmers and consumers, a process of realization of social and ecological 

sustainable agriculture.  

 

Watching the map of social centers it is possible to make some considerations about their 

emersion and localization.  The most of them are concentrated in the eastern part of Rome, in 

peripheries and former peripheries, in mostly public spaces, like deposits (―Communia‖, ―Casa 

delle donne Lucha y Siesta‖), former factories of the industrial area of Rome which grew between 

the Tiburtina and the Casilina and Tuscolana streets (―Strike‖, ―Oz Officine Zero‖, ―Metropoliz‖) 

. Some of them grew also in spaces for cultural production and leisure, like former cinemas (about 

45 in Rome) ( ―Ricomincio dal Faro‖ in the former suburb ―Trullo‖; ―Cinema Palazzo‖, in the 

neighborhood of San Lorenzo; ―Cinema America‖ in the area of Trastevere –evicted/transferred-, 

―Ex Cinema Preneste‖ in the area of Prenestina-Pigneto – evicted -, ―Volturno occupato‖ in the 

area nearby Termini Station – evicted -) and theaters (Teatro Valle, in the Center of Rome – 

evicted-). An interesting case is a former night club that has been transformed into a center 

against gender violence by a group of women in the area of S. Paolo (via Ostiense).  

The transformation of these urban vacant places is motivated by the growing privatization of the 

territories and the progressive closing of a number of cultural spaces (in particular theaters and 

cinemas): this factors affect both the former peripheries, interested by a growing gentrification 

and mercerization of social-life and a lack of affordable cultural offer, and the new peripheries 

which are organized around maxi business centers with a lack of public open space for meeting 

and a dismantled social fabric. The building of residential houses around business centers and 

supermarkets (the Augé‘s ―Non places‖, 1992 ) opposes the need of a ―public city‖ with 

opportunities of meeting and discussion and public services for a wide population. The urban 

development of Rome in the 2000s continues to be organized around real estate speculation and 

building of business centers and new peripheries. Examples are the new areas of ―Ponte di Nona‖, 

                                                           
218 The link to the network and the list of these groups are retrieved from: http://www.gasroma.org/la-rete/gas-aderenti 

(last access: November 30th, 2015). Many other community supported groups exists in Rome and in the social centers 

even though they are not registered in the list of the Network of Community Purchasing Groups. 
219http://www.terra-terra.it/ 

http://www.gasroma.org/la-rete/gas-aderenti
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between streets Collatina and Prenestina with the business center ―Roma Est‖ (136.000m
2
), 

―Mezzocammino‖ , between the streets Cristoforo Colombo and Ostiense with the business center 

of ―Euroma2‖ (around 51.375 m
2
), ―Parco delle Sabine‖ in the area of Bufalotta with the business 

center of ―Porta di Roma‖ (150.000m
2
)

220
 (Di Somma, 2011) 

Between 2004 (December) and 2007 (April) the number of business centers increased from 51 to 

68. The distribution was concentrated in the XIX (from 2 to 5), IV (from 3 to 5) and VII (from 5 

to 10) Municipal Districts (Comune di Roma, Rapporto sull‘Economia Romana 2006-2007 : 268). 

The demographic expansion, the lack of public services like transportation and infrastructures of 

mobility motivated the construction of these centers in the areas which were strongly affected by 

these deficits. But their number and the rate at which they grow, represented indeed a substitution 

of public spaces pushed by speculative demand, the substitution of the proximity of institutions 

and social life with place of consumption, at expense of territories, local and small business 

activities, and of the creation of civic networks.  

According to Pompeo (2012), in Rome there is a new reticular space made up of different layers, 

chaotic and wild, in which the need of identity and trust arises beyond the ―tyranny of 

consumerism and the imperatives of narcissism‖(Pompeo 2012:XXX) .  

The urban commons described in the present work represent an answer to these institutional and 

urban vacuums. They respond to the lack of places deemed able to restore a sense of community, 

the opportunity to live differently the present age, experiencing new social ties.  

The urban commons occupied during the 2000s 

 

2002, Strike Spa, Area of Tiburtino-Casal Bertone, ex  Municipio V, Municipio IV 

2002, Acrobax, Area of Marconi, ex   Municipio XI, Municipio VIII 

2003, Porto Fluviale, area of Ostiense, ex  Municipio XI, Municipio VIII 

2004, Città dell‘Utopia, Area of Ostiense, ex  Municipio XI, Municipio VIII 

2004, Esc Atelier, Area of San Lorenzo, ex  Municipio III, Municipio II 

2004, (2006) (2009) Angelo Mai  

2005, Palestra Popolare Valerio Verbano, area of Tufello, ex Municipio , Municipio 

2005, Sans Papiers, area of San Giovanni, ex Municipio I, Municipio I 

2007, Horus, area of Montesacro, ex  Municipio III, Municipio IV 

2008, Astra, area of Tufello-Montesacro, ex  Municipio III, Municipio IV 

2008, Lucha y Siesta, Area of Tuscolano, ex Municipio X, Municipio VII 

2008, (then in 2013) BAM Area of Centocelle, ex Municipio VII, Municipio V 

2009, Metropoliz, Area of Torre Spaccata, ex Municipio VII, Municipio V 

                                                           
220Retrieved from: 

http://www.architettivalle.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=50&Itemid=83&lang=it 
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2011, Scuola Hertz, Area of Torre Maura, ex Municipio X, Municipio VII, evicted in 2014 

2011, Teatro Valle, Historical Center, ex Municipio I, Municipio I, evicted in 2014 

2012, Cinema America, Area of Trastevere, ex Municipio I, Municipio I 

2012, Cinema Palazzo, Area of San Lorenzo, Ex Municipio III, Municipio II 

2012, Ex-  Cine Teatro Preneste, Area of Prenestino-Labicano, ex Municipio VI, Municipio V 

(evicted in 2015) 

2012, Ex-Lavanderia, Area of Montemario, ex  Municipio XIX, Municipio XIV 

2012, Scup, Area of San Giovanni, ex Municipio IX, Municipio VII evicted in 2015, it is now set 

in the zone of Appio Tuscolano, ex Municipio IX, Municipio VII 

2012, Alexis, Area of Ostiense, ex   Municipio XI, Municipio VIII 

2012, Casale Pachamama Area of Eur Lapillo (evicted in 2014) 

2013, Communia, Area of San Lorenzo, Ex Municipio III, Municipio II 

2013, Degage, Area of Nomentana, Ex MunicipioIII, Municipio II (evicted in october 2015) 

2013, Garage Zero, Area of Quadraro, ex Municipio IX, Municipio VII 

2013, Officine Zero, Area of Tiburtino-Casal Bertone, ex Municipio V, Municipio IV 

2013, Spin Time Labs, Area of Esquilino, ex Municipio I, Municipio I 

2014, Cagne Sciolte Area of Ostiense, ex Municipio XI, Municipio VIII 

2014, Parco delle Energie, Area of Prenestina ex Municipio VI, Municipio V 
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Figure 8 Localization of the main urban commons/ social centers in Rome.  

 

 

To list only some of the urban commons as “re-appropriated space” which arose in Rome 

over time: 

n Name Area 
Municipal 

Local District 
Ex Municipal 
Local District 

1 100Celle Aperte Prenestino-Centocelle 5 VII 

2 32 
San Lorenzo - 
Tiburtino  2 III 

3 Acrobax Project Ostiense 8 XI 

4 Alexis Occupato Ostiense 8 XI 

5 Angelo Mai Monti 1 I 

5 Angelo Mai Celio 1 I 

6 Astra 19 Tufello - Monte Sacro 3 IV 

7 Auro e Marco Tor de Cenci 9 XII 

8 
BAM (Biblioteca Abusiva 
Metropolitana) Prenestino-Centocelle 5 VII 
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9 Bencivenga Occupato Monte Sacro 3 IV 

10 Brancaleone Monte Sacro 3 IV 

11 Cagne Sciolte Ostiense 8 XI 

12 Casale Pachamama Fonte Ostiense 9 XII 

13 Casetta Rossa Ostiense 8 XI 

14 CCP Tufello Tufello - Monte Sacro 3 IV 

15 
Chentro Sociale a Tor Bella 
Monaca Torre Angela 6 VIII 

16 Cinema America Trastevere 1 I 

17 Cinema Palazzo 
San Lorenzo - 
Tiburtino  2 III 

18 Città dell'Utopia Ostiense 8 XI 

19 Communia 
San Lorenzo - 
Tiburtino  2 III 

19 Communia 
San Lorenzo- 
Tiburtino 2 III 

20 Corto Circuito Don Bosco/ Cinecittà 7 X 

21 Degage Nomentano 2 III 

22 ESC Atelier 
San Lorenzo- 
Tiburtino 2 III 

23 Ex- cine teatro Preneste Prenestino – Labicano 5 VI 

24 Ex Lavanderia 
Monte Mario- 
Primavalle 14 XX 

25 Ex Snia- Viscosa Prenestino 5 VI 

26 Forte Prenestino Prenestino-Centocelle 5 VII 

27 Garage Zero Quadraro – Tuscolano 7 X 

28 Horus Monte Sacro 3 IV 

28 Horus Monte Sacro 3 IV 

29 Intifada Collatino 4 V 

30 La Strada Ostiense 8 XI 

31 La Talpa 
Acilia- Casal 
Bernocchi 10 XIII 

32 La Torre 
Monte sacro- Ponte 
Mammolo 4 V 

33 L38 Squat Fonte ostiense 9 XII 

34 Lucha y Siesta 
Quadraro - Tuscolano 
- Appio Claudio 7 X 

35 Metropoliz 
Torre Spaccata-Tor 
Sapienza 5 VII 

36 Oz 
Tiburtina-Casal 
Bertone 4 V 

37 
Palestra Popolare Valerio 
Verbano Tufello - Monte Sacro 3 IV 

38 Parco delle Energie Prenestina- Tiburtino 5 VI 

39 Porto Fluviale Ostiense 8 XI 

40 Rialto S.Ambrogio 
 

1 I 

40 Rialto S.Ambrogio 
 

1 I 

41 Ricomincio dal Faro Portuense 11 XV 

42 Sans Papiers San Giovanni - 1 I 
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Esquilino 

43 Scup 
San Giovanni - 
Tuscolano 7 IX 

43 Scup Tuscolano 7 X 

44 Spartaco Quadraro- Tuscolano 7 X 

45 Scuola Hertz Torre Maura 8 X 

46 Spint Time Labs Esquilino 1 I 

47 Strike Spa 
Tiburtino-Casal 
Bertone 4 V 

48 Teatro Valle Sant'Eustachio 1 I 

49 Villaggio Globale 
 

1 I 

50 Casale Podere Rosa Talenti- San Basilio 4 V 

51 Break Out Primavalle 14 XIX 

52 Casale de' Merode Tor Marancia 8 XI 

53 Obelix 
Monte Sacro - Val 
Melaina3 3 IV 

 

Albeit the list do not represents all the occupied spaces and self-managed social centers in Rome 

and many of them are not yet existent (Obelix) or have been evicted in recent years (―Teatro 

Valle‖, ―Volturno occupato‖, ―ex Cine-teatro Preneste‖, ―Casale Pachamama‖, ―Alexis 

Occupato‖, ―Degage‖..)  it aims to provide a glance to the heterogeneity and multiplicity of 

experiences produced in the Capital since late ‗70ies and until now.  

Table 2  (in appendix) reports a list of reappropriated spaces in Rome and gives insights about the 

services, projects and activities (flows of ―immaterial‖ resources) to which these urban commons 

give access. 

4.2.3 A synthesis of complexity: urban commons and social centers as a response to 

international, national and local pressures 

 

The effort made by the research was to try to collect different information and layers about the 

recent history of Rome and the development of communities‘ self-organization and of practices of 

re- appropriation of urban commons (irrespective of their private or public property). 

Even though when people use in common something that is not legally ―their‖ property they 

are infringing the law (remember the example of the Commoners - Neeson 1993 - or the social 

movements like Movimento Sem Terra in Brazil) , this last is not always the results of a clear and 

legitimate process: in some cases it is expression of different, sectional (and sometimes even 

criminal), interests as in cases of private-public collusion against the ―Public Interest‖. The dump 

of previous regulations and norms, the instrumental use of ―emergency‖ destroy in deed ―law‖ as 

expression of a common interest (Scheuerman, 2000)  and motivates the ―emergent‖ ―protective‖ 

counter-movement that Polanyi described in the Great Transformation (1944). This is something 
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that will be better explained furtherly by the case studies of the network ―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ 

and the network ―Diritto alla città‖(―Right to the City‖) in Rome. 

The movement that is waging a struggle for the social and collective use of the urban commons 

developed effectively informal economies as well as a welfare state "from below". The self-

organization of these services to replace the state could be considered in line with the mechanisms 

of reducing the role of the public sector according to the logic of neoliberal urbanization by Peck 

et al. (2009). However, the realization of these experiences has never been reduced to a mere 

logic of assistency: these experiments  are trying to provide immediate relief to social 

emergencies, but they aim to enable public political discussion (an exemplary case is the network 

Cinecittà Bene Comune). This is particularily evident in Italy, where the wide debate about the 

Commons arose after the action of citizens‘movements and thanks to the support of academics, 

jurists and of the known parliamentary commission for the regulation of the Commons (the so-

called ―Rodotà Commission‖). 

 ―The destruction of common resources and the communities that depend upon them is a long-

standing outcome of capitalist expansion‖ (Gidwani, Baviskar 2011) : that‘s the reason why the 

transformations of capitalism and the progressive reduction of commons and spaces of 

community resilience as outcome of the process of this neoliberal evolution, represent factors of 

activation of these particular communities. Notwithstanding the numerous attempts to eradicate 

the reality of social centers in Rome, these resistant communities had continued to survive and 

occupy spaces in the city.  Albeit with different outcomes, the culture which these insurgent 

communities aims to create, is inspired by other values and patterns: life-time, spaces, 

relationships cannot be constrained by a functional, instrumental rationality which made use of  

important dimensions of life and commodify them. Empty spaces left uncovered by the crisis are 

occupied to fill them with alternatives and possibilities offered by practices of self-management, 

to recover time and social relationships in the ―abandoned‖ spaces of the city.  

Broadly speaking,  ―communities solve problems that might otherwise appear as classic market 

failures or state failures: namely, insufficient provision of local public goods such as 

neighbourhood amenities, the absence of insurance and other risk-sharing opportunities even 

when these would be mutually beneficial, exclusion of the poor from credit markets, and 

excessive and ineffective monitoring of work effort.‖ (Bowles and Gintis, 2002:F423) .  

Nonethenless, these ―emergent‖ communities are not spontaneous outcomes of external pressures. 

Inequality, necessity and perceived uneaseness are not sufficient conditions for process of self-

organization. Political and social culture played indeed a fundamental role in this process. Social 

centers in Rome spread following two main paths: their spatial distribution concerns mostly the 

industrial areas of the peripheries where the working population was concentrated and 

marginalized from the core of economic and political power of the city center. But in particular 

they arose in  
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1. the areas of unathorized peripheries and slums where the deep lack of services and 

facilities had already determined a spontaneous practices of self-management (Gordiani, 

Centocelle , Primavalle, Val Melaina, Tufello (via delle Isole Curzolane); San Basilio 

(via del Casale di San Basilio, via Recanati); Pietralata (via di Pietralata, via del 

Peperino); Tiburtino III (via di Grotta di Gregna, piazza Santa Maria del Soccorso, via 

Tiburtina); Prenestina (via di Portonaccio); Quarticciolo; Tor Marancia (via di Tor 

Marancia);Trullo (via della Magliana, via del Trullo); Acilia. 

2. the areas which had a shared memory of the Resistence or where organizations took place 

after 8 september 1943 (the area of "S.Paolo"; "S.Lorenzo" ; "Quadraro" "Quarticciolo" 

nearby Prenestina-Centocelle which hosted the bandit "Gobbo del Quarticciolo"; the area 

of Montesacro;Nomentana -  (Associazione Rivoluzionaria Studenti Italiani)  

3. The areas of the plans ―INA Casa‖ and the plan Gescal of Economic Council Housing, 

were workers were concentrated and marginalized (the areas of ―S.Paolo‖, ―Tuscolano‖, 

―Laurentino 38‖..). These often were also the zones of illegal suburbs and slums.  

4. The areas like the quartiere S.Lorenzo (S.Lorenzo neighborhood) , nearby the university 

"La Sapienza" where the student movement and other radical political organizations were 

concentrated in the late ‗60ies and in the ‗70ies; 

5. The areas interested by the presence of abandoned buildings after the demise of industrial 

activities in periods of economic transformations and ―restructuring‖. 

6. The areas characterized by an increasing speculation on real-estate rent and by the 

progressive de-structuration of social bonds by logic of profit (the historical center, the 

new gentrified peripheries  and the spaces destined to cultural use like vacant theaters 

and cinemas). 

 Moreover, the most of them progressively spread seeds for the growth of other social centers 

which then proliferated in the same areas. By this way, a shared culture of self-management and 

the legitimacy of these practices arose. These experiences strongly supports the evidences by 

Ostrom about the capability of community to self-organize and to devise shared working rules, 

facing government and market failures. The problem of ―governance‖ of these commons was 

often determined by a lack of recognition of the social and cultural value of these experiences for 

the city by institutions, or rather by the attempt to eradicate or absorb these experiences with the 

will to lower the confrontational power of critical social movements.  

The cultural role played by the Communist Party and then by left non-parliamentary groups (like 

Autonomia Operaia) in the ‗60ies and ‗70ies and the connections among workers, students, 

citizens and migrants within a wider and heterogeneous social movement played a major role in 

determining the will to take urban vacant spaces and to restore them for social activities in the 

peripheries. The ―shared‖ culture of sense of community, secularity and solidarity which wanted 

https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tufello
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Basilio_%28quartiere_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pietralata_%28quartiere_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiburtino_III
https://it.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Prenestina&action=edit&redlink=1
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quarticciolo
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tor_Marancia
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trullo_%28zona_di_Roma%29
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acilia
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to characterize these realities it is maybe one of the reasons why, mutatis mutandis, new isolated 

residential areas in the periphery of Rome organized around private spaces and often in spite of 

the realization of a ―public city‖  (like Bufalotta, Parco delle Sabine) do not see the occurrence of 

the same phenomenon. Probably because the self-managed and occupied social centers which 

recently emerged and operate in Rome (involving manifold levels of the civil society in their 

work) took inspiration and practices by former experiences. Although with many differences 

among each other they represent the evolution and diffusion of a culture of ―self-management‖ in 

the ―public city‖ which aimed to weight the role of the people in the political and economic 

dimension. 

 

4.3 The social situation in Rome today: a perspective  

 

The Report by Commissioner Varazzani reported the reduction of the debt of the Capital to 16,4 

billions euro and launched a new plan of spending review through Governmental decree-law 

16/2014. The decree 16/2014, namely the decree ―Salva Roma‖ (Disposizioni urgenti in materia 

di finanza locale, nonché misure volte a garantire la funzionalità dei servizi  svolti  

nelle istituzioni scolastiche. (14G00029) (GU n.54 del 6-3-2014) ) was approved in 2014, 

March
221

. Specifically art.16 define a set of rules and a possible city management by a 

government-appointed commissioner, for the spending review.  

After this event, in the same year, a civil society organization of 20 association of the third sector 

named ―Social Pride‖ elaborated a paper about the municipal budget of Rome, focusing on the 

funds destined to the social services. According to the organization and CESV (Center of Services 

for Voluntarism) the public spending for social services shifted from 400millions of 2012 to 271 

millions in 2014
222

. 

Caritas Roma
223

 denounced in March 2015 the increase of the number of families who ask 

assistance and help in the city. According to the Report of 2014, there was an increase of 16% of 

                                                           
221 Converting law 68/2014, 2nd May. 
222 ―According to the budget, the expense for social services is previewed in 350 million euros, but the constraints of 

Stability and Growth Pact force to erase 40millions to the funds destined for the Department of Social Policies and 39 

millions to the funds of Local Areas (let. ―Municipi‖). The total amount is thus around 271 million, in spite of the 400 

million for the year 2012, if the 106 million of transfers to the social services previewed will be done. 

Considering that 76% of the expense of local areas is destined to the social sector, the ―Social Pride‖ esteemed about 

110 million. The Stability pact reduces the available amount to about 71 million. Just for the care of elderly, minors, 

and handicapped in the schools, Municipalities spent 90 million and 500 thousand Euros. 20 million is what is missed to 

reach the minimum service. This means that zone plans will have to be cancelled, and with them, the shared planning of 

service. ―To cope with an increase in poverty and distress (see the most recent ISTAT reports), investments should be 

made in social policies, mainly in the actions for the promotion of a not care welfare. That is why we demand a change 

towards a generative welfare with, at its core, the local territorial development‖ – Carlo De Angelis, spokesman of the 

Social Pride.‖ 

Document retrieved from: https://romasocialpride.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/rassegna-bilancio-roma-social-pride.pdf 

(Last access, December 2015) 
223 http://www.caritasroma.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/CARITAS-IN-CIFRE-2014.pdf 

https://romasocialpride.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/rassegna-bilancio-roma-social-pride.pdf
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people asking for food, wearing and assistance in the Caritas centers in Rome. In 2014, Caritas 

provided more than 348.000 meals, 2570 people accessed the Caritas medical services for their 

first time, 42000 people attended the listening centers, 2.400 people used homeless shelters. These 

data have been collected by one of the most powerful organization for the ―management‖ of the 

social emergencies in Rome, but the dimension of the people seeking assistance and help to face a 

multi-dimensional crisis is obviously wider and deeper. In particular, it must be noticed that 

poverty in terms of BES (measure of equitable and sustainable welfare by the Italian National 

Statistical Institute, ISTAT) comprehends access to healthcare, housing, work, knowledge and 

relationships, cultural-historical heritage, environment.  

This decree stated for another time the need of a ―rationalization of public finance‖ witnessing 

once more 

- The retrenchment of the municipal public sector in providing public services and social 

welfare 

- The will to promote an increasing valorization and securitization of the public assets 

In this context, another extremely important fact occurred: the scandal of ―Mafia Capitale‖ (see 

box below). The scandal started from the discovery of a criminal organizations‘ ―enterprise‖ 

around the management of social assistance services – in particular in the field of refugee and 

migrants‘ assistance - which were subcontracted to cooperatives. The collusive tendering in the 

management of emergencies and in the realization of big infrastructures to host big events and in 

the construction of public infrastructures was already known in Italy
224

 and in Rome. 

As we might summarize looking the picture from a wider perspective, pressures from the 

financial sector and speculation at the European level determined a lowering into States and 

municipal provision of services. Policy makers adapted their policies to the need to recollect 

public finance, and they decided to give priority to the repayment of the debt and to gain 

credibility in face of financial markets. In this context, characterized by a culture of the 

―emergency‖, ―urgent‖ or ―emergency‖ decrees have been used as tool to accelerate process and 

to dump norms and regulations aimed at protecting public interest. Law has been used as device 

to sell public assets to private investors, even territories, lands, villages, monuments in the cities, 

giving justification by the need to rationalize public finance and collect resources. In this 

situation, single policy makers supported and even organized with private enterprises (chosen by 

public call) to catch benefits and profits by welfare management (migrants, homeless..). Another 

time, at least in Rome, public interest was used as a way to hid other private for profit interests. 

This has enormous effects on citizens‘ lives: it lets inequality and prevarication grow within 

society, it shapes the urban landscape providing spaces that promote a culture of consumerism 

                                                           
224 I refer to the scandals for the works of reconstruction after the big earthquake of April 2009 . In Rome in 2008 other 

big inquiries had touched and brought to light many dark mechanism of assignation of high roles in core public service 

agencies in the fields of waste-management, public transportation and municipal police. Another scandal occurred 

during the same years for the creation of infrastructures to host the World Aquatic Championship of 2009. 
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instead of places in which people may sense a feeling of belonging, trust and an opportunity to 

change their life-conditions. Crisis motivate an idea of collective disruption and competition, and 

the need to sacrifice lifetime and well-being to prevent oneself from the risk of poverty. A 

description that could remind some passages of the Great Transformation by K.Polanyi.  

In this context of retrenchment of the State and progressive dissolution of welfare: 

- Financial pressures and the potential city management by a government-appointed 

commissioner, motivated the further progressive selling of the territories, buildings and 

public assets in Rome;  

- The scandal of Mafia Capitale showed up the lasting dynamics of power which involved 

criminal organization, the public functionaries and policy-makers and the third sector in 

the management of social ―emergencies‖. 

It is in this situation that the issue of a ―right to the city‖ re-emerged in the debate of the roman 

social movements. 

―The right to the city is an empty signifier. Everything depends on who gets to fill it with meaning. 

The financiers and developers claim it, and have every right to do so. But then so can the 

homeless and the sans papiers. We inevitably have to confront the question whose rights are 

being identified, while recognizing, as Marx puts it in Capital, that between equal rights force 

decides‖(Harvey, 2012: xv) 
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Box 2. the scandal of “Mafia Capitale”225 

 

The scandal of ―Mafia Capitale‖ exploded after the facts of Tor Sapienza in Rome on the 12
th
 of 

November 2014. A judicial inquiry named ―Mondo di mezzo‖ (Middle World) found a network 

enterprise of criminals, former terrorists, corrupt public officials and political representatives. 

Until june 2015, more than 80 people were arrested. 

As reported by Fiasco, ―Mafia Capitale‖ used the methods of the mafia and pursued typical mafia 

objective: It has bribed politicians and government officials and it organized a business in Italy 

on the exploitation of the condition of thousands of foreigners refugees , immigrants or asylum 

seekers. The main area of business of this phenomenon were in particular Public Service 

Contracts, Economic Crimes and Waste Disposal. Only in Rome the judiciary authority 

confiscated 850 real estate (buildings, landholdings, construction sites, industrial plants), 600 

goods and chattels and 340 commercial enterprises for a total value of 1billion euro.  

Many others elements will probably come up in the next period. For now, the inquiry brought to 

the arrest of 37 people on December 2
nd

 , 2014 and of 44 people on June 4
th
 and 15

th
, 2015. 

Among the arrested there are councilmen, chief executive of public service agencies (Fiscon and 

Panzironi for the AMA – Municipal Angency for the Environment), an former executive officer 

of the Mayor‘s Cabinet (Odevaine); a former president of the Municipal Council (Coratti), the 

councilman and assessor for housing (Ozzimo), the regional representative of the party ―Forza 

Italia‖ (Gramazio), the President of the Commission of Public Property and Heritage (Pedetti) and 

the former head of department for Social Policies of Rome (Scozzafava). Many others, in 

particular the former vice-president of the Municipal Council (Tredicine) and other presidents of 

the local areas and neighborhoods (Tassone and Stefoni) as well as a constructor (Pulcini) have 

been put under house arrest. 

The main accuses were related to crimes of mafia-type association, corruption, fraud, and 

collusive tendering. 

According to Pignatone, Public prosecutor in Rome, ―(―Mafia Capitale‖)It's a combination of 

criminal factors as well as institutional, historical and cultural factors all together outlining a 

peculiar profile, at the same time original and autochthonous‖ (Fiasco, 2015). 

The inquiry removed the first veil over a dramatic situation on the government of Rome and 

beyond, once again characterized by formally ―legal‖ illegitimacies and abuse of power which 

connect the interest of politicians and of the élites of the private sector.  

 

                                                           
225 I report here some points of the analysis by  professor Maurizio Fiasco, ―MAFIA IN THE ETERNAL CITY -  a 

Profile of a  Network of Organized Crime and of Administrative Corruption for New Business Opportunities‖, 

presented to the UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime) in April 2015.  
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Facing these events : 

1) People and movements who have taken, also by squatting, urban commons to provide housing, 

social and cultural spaces and activities, low priced meals and services, enabling practices of 

mutualism and self-organization on territories to support people (through help desks for Migrants 

and Women seeking legal and psychological assistance against abuses and violence), claimed for 

their right to the City as a Commons. They raised the issue of the social impact of political 

choices in terms of poverty, marginalization, deprivation of rights and access to the rights (merit 

goods), and they addressed many people‘s need in Rome, even though without the possibility to 

provide quality services for lack of resources and for  the precarious conditions in which these 

experiences grow (risk to be evicted, lack of sufficient financial resources, material conditions of 

buildings). 

2) Since, according to their perspective, the retrenchment of public resources does not justify an 

instrumental use of volunteers and associations for a model of welfare based on charity, they 

coordinate their actions also to denounce the cut to public services and to ask for the recognition 

of people‘s right of access to places and services provided by the State and the municipality. In 

this terms, practices of mutualism within the commons, and even ―self-income‖/‖self-

employment‖ were not supposed to be self-regarding and rent-seeking activities but practices to 

finance collective projects and to support social and political projects from below. 

  

Box 3. The response of “Spiazziamoli” 

These issue of ―Mafia Capitale‖ arose (and still arises) a big debate about the government of the 

city of Rome. Facing this ―crisis‖, citizens organized collective action. Different committees, 

associations of the civil society organized a two days long demonstration on the urban territory, 

claiming the city as a ―commons‖. The name of the initiative – and of the further heterogeneous 

network which grow thanks to this experience - was ―Spiazziamoli‖
 226

 (www.spiazziamoli.it) and 

it was promoted by two main associations (―Libera‖ and ―DaSud‖) which operate with the aim to 

coordinate and support the efforts of the civil society against all Mafias.  The main tasks of the 

                                                           
226 the network of the organization :  

Local Committees and Associations: Carte in regola, Libera,Associazione daSud, Link, Rete della conoscenza, Uds, 

Udu, Act, Uisp Roma, Corviale Domani, Cesv Lazio, Arci Roma, Terra Onlus, Sos Impresa, Officina Culturale Via 

Libera, Attivamente Cecchignola, Comitato di Quartiere di Torpignattara, Comitato di Quartiere Statuario-Capannelle, 

Comitato Mura latine, Agisco, Ricomincio dagli studenti, Agci Lazio Solidarietà, Usicons, Cittadinanza Attiva Lazio, 

Associazione FACIVILTA', Cinecittà Bene Comune, Associazione Culturale Artenova, Comitato Villa Fiorelli, 

Comitato Porta Asinaria, Associazione I lazzaroni, Uniat, Centro giovanile Meta, Centro giovanile B-Side, A Roma è 

possibile, Ex Lavanderia, Altrevie, Innovazione sostenibile, Associazione La Città del Sole, Mitreo Arte 

Contemporanea, La questione morale, Cittadini Re di Roma, RetakeRoma Appio Latino – Tuscolano,Federazione 

italiana Musicoterapia, Scuola di Musica Jazz Najma, Poetitaly, Il reportage, Rete delle Associazioni di promozione 

Sociale del Municipio XIV associazioni, Studenti Liceo Tasso, Calcio Sociale, Associazione culturale PALCO 

COMUNE (TEATRO PORTA PORTESE), Associazione culturale GRUPPO TEATRO ESSERE, Libera Presidio 

Roberto Antiochia, Cild (Centro d'Iniziativa per la Legalità Democratica), Presidio Libera Montesacro, Studenti Liceo 

Classico Giulio Cesare, Associazione FIOFA, Associazione SPAZIO D'AUTORE, Arvalia Nuoto,Circolo Mario Mieli, 

Forum del Terzo Settore Lazio 

Local political parties: Circolo Sel Testaccio e Trionfale, Verdi Municipio 7, Circolo Pd e Gd via La Spezia, Circolo Pd 

e Gd via Crema, Comitato de "L'Altra Europa" Centocelle-Quarticciolo. 

http://www.spiazziamoli.it/
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inititive were: 

§ To break the silence on Mafias and to open a public discussion on the future of the city 

§ To promote transparency in the management of public resources 

§ To build a ―new welfare‖ , starting from the issue of ―income‖ (this is a link to Basic 

Income Campaigns) 

§ To promote social and civil rights as antidotes against clans‘  

§ To free urban areas from ―drug‖ that enrich ―Narcho-Mafias‖  

§ To contrast speculation  

§ To start administrative decentralization 

§ To reuse waste public goods and confiscate goods for social and cultural aims  

§ To activate the change in the dirigential class 

§ To promote a new season of ideas and projects for Rome 

Spiazziamoli was organized in networks. Every committee organized initiatives, marches and 

activities of awareness in more than 50 squares of Rome on March, 6
th
- 7

th
 2015. The network 

sent a letter to all the Municipal Commission. The letter asked to call a public open Assembly in 

the Campidoglio to discuss about the Mafias in Rome with citizenship. They required it as a 

formal political act by which the Municipal Assembly would take a stand from the situation, also 

formally claiming the will to assume responsibility in facing this situation. 

 

Over the research it has been highlighted how many social areas and self-managed and occupied 

places within the city networks as Cinecittà Bene Comune have actively participated in this 

initiative. In general, many worked, over time, to carry out anti-mafia initiatives: the 

polyfunctional, occupied social center Scup hosted the initiative and organised meetings with the 

Libera association, in particular for the launch of the National campaign for the fight against 

poverty ―Miseria Ladra‖. Other networks, in particular Cinecittà Bene Comune (part of wich are 

the centro sociale Corto Circuito, Spartaco, Lucha y Siesta, Scup) organised other initiatives and 

public meetings with the same associations. In light of the scandals linked to the Mafias, some of 

those places are recognised as Antimafia sociale‘s areas: the will to network and the projects 

carried out with those associations (Libera e Da Sud), as well as the coordination provided by 

Sipiazziamoli, represent the efforts to give a social response to the pressures of the social context. 

One of the most recent demonstrations of such effort was the ―Piazza dell‘Antimafia Sociale‖ 

which took place on November, 
7th 

in ―Piazza Don Bosco‖, in the Tuscolano District
227

. 

 

Over the research it was also important, for a better understanding of the dynamics involved in the 

management of the territory by the self-organised communities in Rome, to ba able to osbserve 

and analyse some specific realities that were established and supported by the social centers to 

answer to the deficiencies of the public and the administrative sector.  

                                                           
227Description on the association website: http://www.libera.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/12126 
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It is necessary to mention the network called ―Roma che Accoglie‖ in order to understand the 

importance of such communities in the social fabric of Rome and in the management of 

―emergencies‖. The network was spontaneously born to cope with a chaotic situation arisen due 

to the arrival of a huge number of migrants in the city, to which the institutions, given the lack of 

resources and since this happened soon after the Mafia Capitale scandal, had not been able to 

respond. Said network is composed of volunteers of the ―Baobab‖ centre, the activist of the legal 

support to migrants and some social spaces (in particular ESC), the schools of Italian for migrant 

people and the assembly for workers of welcome (―Assemblea dei Lavoratori dell‘Accoglienza ― -

an assembly of people working in the field of welcome and assistance to migrants and refugees 

which was born and developed within the social spaces), which gathered to propose an alternative 

way to welcome migrants that is outside the social services‘ business and to cope with the 

emergency. Such kind of coordination supported the activities to welcome migrant people that 

every day arrived to the Baobab centre in a situation of absolute chaos. Volunteers offered meals, 

clothes, information and support to the huge number of refugees coming to Rome. An internet 

point was created in order to allow the refugees to communicate with their families in their 

countries of origin. At the same time, such people tried to activate a public discussion panel on 

the ―management‖ of such emergencies in Rome. They gave space to the creation of a 

coordinating body to which the individuals and associations took part, and provided their years 

long experience in the support of migrants through meetings, information desks and the 

preparation to the committee, together with the experience of workers who found, in the 

Assemblea dei Lavoratori dell‘Accoglienza a context of reference in the wake of the number of 

redundancies following the scandal of Mafia capitale and the closure of the cooperatives. 

Such social patrimony was activated and supported by the work and the initiatives carried out in 

some spaces.  

Facing the emersion of such critical situations and a progressive ―institutional void‖ (the 

Municipality of Rome was put under scrutiny and the Council of Mayor Marino was formally 

dismissed on October 8
th
, 2015), some sectors of the civil society, together with such 

communities, tried to answer to the needs of the city by activating a mutual support network to 

cope with the emergency. Moreover, from this emerged the vision of the city as an ecological-

social context that can be considered a commons. In the next paragraphs two proposals will be 

analysed that emerged on the management of the territory and the urban commons starting from 

these communities. 
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4.4 The perspective about the City as a Commons: two evidences from Rome 

 

 ―The destruction of common resources and the communities that depend upon them is a long-standing 

outcome (some would argue, prerequisite) of capitalist expansion. Such destruction, now accelerating in 

both rural and urban areas as corporate capital in town with neo-liberal policies extends its colonisation of 

space, is inevitably accompanied by displacement and deprivation for populations that were sustained by 

these commons. In urban areas with high population densities and thin survival margins of error, the 

expropriation of commons can be particularly devastating for the poor.  

Commons, it ought to be clear, are made. They entail work of various kinds, at various scales, of varying 

frequency and rhythm. Urban commons include so-called ―public goods‖: the air we breathe, public parks 

and spaces, public transportation, public sanitation systems, public schools, public waterways, and so 

forth. But they also include the less obvious: municipal garbage that provides livelihoods to waste-pickers; 

wetlands, waterbodies, and riverbeds that sustain fishing communities, washerwomen, and urban 

cultivators; streets as arteries of movement but also as places where people work, live, love, dream, and 

voice dissent; and local bazaars that are sites of commerce and cultural invention. Indeed, the distinctive 

public culture of a city is perhaps the most generative yet unnoticed of urban commons.‖ (Gidwani & 

Baviskar, 2011:43) 

 

 

The features and perspectives highlightened until now showed the urban space as increasingly 

conceived as commons. Indeed  ―Cities are quintessentially human and collective products and 

thus not only the public space but also the entire urban space is functional to human flourishing 

and constitutes a product of social cooperation.‖ (Marella, 2015:1) 

The ways in which commons can be managed by communities are different, and not always 

legally recognized. In the local experience of Rome, in which legal rules have been often crowded 

out by other informal operational rules, the attempt to  legitimate some existing 

practices/experiences and perspectives about the collective use of the urban Commons has taken 

two main directions: an attempt of institutionalization of such practices by the legal tools of 

citizens‘ law proposal and a process of self-legitimation irrespective of an institutional recognition 

of these experiences. 

These two examples represent and highlight the importance of the issue of recognition in the 

definition of rules of redistribution and access to resources. The reliability legitimate formal 

institutions "from below" and make them able to be arenas for discussion and mediation of 

conflicting interests. In case this is missing, the communities try to define rules by themselves. 

This description found some interesting insights also in Ostrom‘s work (1990). An important 

point of the work about the Commons and communities‘ capabilities to self-organize around their 

management, is the relationship that communities are able to devise with other communities and 

existing, also formal, institutions. In Ostrom‘s in ―Governing the Commons‖ , the case studies 

which reported fragile institutional performances and failures of the institutional performaces 

were mostly those in which i. governance activities are not organized in multiple nested layers, ii. 

the  recognition of minimal rights of self-organization to the community was absent or weak (all 

the cases of fragile institutional performance and 3/5 cases of failures); iii. collective choice 

areans were weak or absent. (Ostrom, 19990:180). By and large so, organization in nested units 
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(when resources are closely connected to a larger social-ecological system); recognition to local 

users to make their own rules (Cox et al 2010) and the presence of collective-choice arenas of 

discussion are pivotal factors in determining the objective of a successful institutional 

performance (see table by Ostrom 1990:181). 

The work by Vincent and Elinor Ostrom and the idea of the Commons, collective goods and 

common pool resources is a political work that involves the issues of legitimacy, legitimation, 

conflict, and different perspectives: from radical democracy, to anarchic-capitalism, 

ordoliberalism and neo-liberalism (Wall, 2014). 

The issue of the commons and their externalities - also in urban context – raises the need to 

discuss about the use and the effects of the use of these resources on the wider social-ecological 

urban context. For these reasons, I decided to analyze either the experiences of self-management 

of urban commons by single communities either two cases in which these communities attempted 

to gather for reflection about the city as a commons. The first is the case-study of ―DeLiberiamo 

Roma‖. ―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ is a network that united different realities of the civil society 

(informal communities, associations, organizations, committees, workers‘ independent unions) in 

order to gain the institutional recognition of an idea of city, by proposing four citizens‘ initiatives 

about core urban issue: Water management, education, territory and real-estate, finance. In 

particular I will focus on the proposal concerning the governance and use of the territory and of 

abandoned real-estates. The other case, the network of the ―Right to the city‖, aimed to create a 

network of civic consensus for the ―re-appropriation‖ of the city, which claimed for its legitimacy 

without formally requiring any acknowledgment by the institutions. 

Even though, as professor Samuel Bowles underlined (Bowles and Gintis, 2002), communities are 

able to work because they are good in enforcing rules, ―and whether this is a good thing or not 

depends on which the norms are‖, at the same time, this research and the story telling about Rome 

showed that, far from being ―neutral‖ entities governed by rules, in such context the public and 

private sector have been affected by the same dynamics of communities. From this perspective, it 

is possible to understand communities‘ struggle for the commons and for the social-collective use 

of public/private resources as a field which opposes/embraces different understandings, ethics and 

perspectives. In these terms, communities (and social capital) are high up not for their merits but 

for the market and state defects that they address
228

. Another feature of this ―clash‖ and conflict 

between public/private élites and portion of the civil society will be provided by the case of the 

                                                           
228 According to Bowles ―But it flourished in academia, as a glance at mid or even late twentieth century comparative 

economic systems texts will show. The shared implicit assumption of the otherwise polarised positions in this debate 

was that either the market or the state could adequately govern the economic process. 

There was nothing else on the menu, and mix and match was out of the question. But the common currency of this 

debate – inflated claims on behalf of spontaneous order or social engineering – now seems archaic. Disenchanted with 

utopias of either the left of the right, as the century drew to a close, and willing to settle for less heroic alternatives, 

many came to believe that market failures are the rule rather than the exception and that governments are neither 

sufficiently informed or sufficiently accountable to correct all market failures. Social capital was swept to prominence 

not on its merits, but on the defects of its alternatives.‖ (Bowles and Gintis, 2002:F419) 
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resolution 140/2015 about the social and cultural use of public assets. As it will be evidenced, 

through the use of procedures and of neutral formal criteria of the administrative act, the 

resolution de facto bans the experiences of occupied social centers. 

All the cases described in the present chapter (the experience of ―Patrimonio Comune‖ and of the 

network ―Diritto alla città‖/ ―Right to the City‖) and in the following ones have been inquired by 

participatory action research (PAR) methodology. Action research methodology consented me to 

directly participate into the social process, to get local information, knowledge, and insights about 

the development of territories and the transformations of social-ecological systems, and to take 

part in the collective action. The research was carried on by active participation to the whole 

campaign ―Patrimonio Comune‖ since the beginning (February 2014) to its end in July 2015. The 

participant action research provided insights to understand shared representations and values 

which oriented groups in their choices.  

The Research has followed also the network ―Diritto alla Città‖. This was taken into account as is 

a parallel attempts of connection between the communities distributed in the urban territory, and 

of organization and self-legitimisation of collective action outside the institutional level. 

It is from these differences between ―Patrimonio Comune‖ and ―Diritto alla città‖ that two 

interesting inights have emerged. The first is related to inequality, as a reason for self-

organization from below (in the "voice" mechanism Hirschmann), and to the factors that have 

limited or enhanced the action of these communities. 

The second is a broader reflection that descends from these: it is therefore possible that the inter-

local competitive organization can actually create greater prosperity in the long term, rather than 

the further polarization? To say it better: The organization of resource governance system, based 

on a Tiebout mechanism, is actually more effective in redistributing benefits at local and 

aggregated level? The Musgrave model which envsaged, in broad terms, the presence of a public 

sector in supporting the rights and the production of merit wants,  could be the reference for the 

redistribution of physical and spatial resources and  promote  conditions of "equality between 

communities"? 

The final point, which will be developed in the following sections is as follows: once manifested 

the retrenchement  of the public sphere in provision of local public services, what kind of 

organization was opposed by these communities? They opposed to the state / institutions? If so, 

why? And above all, how their collective action wanted to produce services and welfare across 

the retreat of the public service?  

The governance of  local resources and self-organization was perhaps an attempt to propose a 

mutualism from below through the recognition of the scope of the commons and the strength of 

collective action as a factor in the transformation of the economy, society and also culture?  

As you will see in the following chapters, these movements are increasingly heterogeneous and 

their opening and closing institutionalization is not a prioristic. ―Conflict‖ is considered 
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important, in different forms, but always as a claim of a right deriving from the social needs of the 

wide population. It was here that they carried on the movement for the commons and against the 

neoliberal urbanization. 

The network of ―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ and in particular the campaign ―Patrimonio Comune‖ will 

be presented before the experience of the network ―Diritto alla città‖/ ―Right to the City‖. An 

interesting point to underline is that some members of ―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ participated also in 

the network ―Diritto alla città‖/ ―Right to the City‖. Recognizing overlapping interests and 

perspectives enabled them to gather within different organizations and horizons. Groups 

overlapped even following different paths. This was not for a mere instrumental political 

advantage, but for a share of objectives, representations and values, that left space to the 

experimenting of different methodologies.  

4.4.1. The institutional attempt: the network “DeLiberiamo Roma” and “Patrimonio 

Comune”.  

The case study of ―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ is a network of citizens, associations and movements, 

who organized a campaign on four citizens‘ initiative proposals about some core issues for the 

city-government: water provision and management, municipal education services, governance of 

the territory and of real-estates, adherence to the internal stability pact. 

For the aim of the research, this experiment was interesting because  

1) It wanted to address and unify issues connected with the fight against poverty and 

social exclusion to promote social welfare; 

2) It connected different layers of the citizenship ―from the bottom‖ around shared 

representations of government and governance of the commons unifying different issues 

(school, land and real estate properties, water management; finance) 

3) The sectors of active citizens working on the field for the governance-government of 

the commons asked for institutional dialogue and support. This way, they wanted also the 

policy-makers to take a political stand towards or against their proposals and to burden 

the political responsibility of their choices.  

―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ organized four citizens‘ initiative resolutions about the destiny of water 

management, land use and use of urban real estate, access to nursery public schools (knowledge 

and education) and finance. Reclaiming them as ―Commons‖ or collective resources that need 

public support and collective care, the network asked to participate and voice in the process of 

regulation and in the discussion about public spending of the municipality of Rome.  

By the collection of signatures and the creation of a campaign of awareness and diffusion, they 

wanted also to open a public discussion and confrontation about the issues of  

1. the right to education in public service nursery schools (nursery schools as merit goods); 
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2. the privatization of management of public water notwithstanding the result of a national 

referendum held in 2011, with 25 935 372 people voting for its public management (the 

95, 35% of total voters) 

3. the right to use private and public abandoned spaces in Rome for housing, and for social 

and cultural tasks 

4. the use of Cassa Depositi e Prestiti (―Cash Deposit and Loans‖)
229

  as a tool to sustain real 

economy
230

 instead of refinance public debt by process of valorization and selling of 

public assets, common resources and cultural heritage offered to funds, Investments 

Management Companies or to private investors. 

They proposed the four citizens‘ initiatives as a model of governance of the city and government 

by using the institutional tools for participatory democracy introduced in 1994 by the 

administration. By the initiatives, this citizens‘ network wanted also to test/highlight the 

effectiveness of citizens‘ engagement and activation as positive factor of proposal and support to 

public and institutional needs. 

They collected 32000 signatures for the four citizens‘ initiative proposals and they delivered them 

to the administrative offices within the statutory period of four months.  

The main idea which lead their proposals was based on the perception of a ―lack‖ of political will 

in addressing the issue of the retrenchment of municipal budgets, public services provision and 

the imposition fiscal austerity measures. The conviction was also that the adaptation/non 

adaptation to the requirements of the fiscal compact was a political responsibility and it 

manifested political will, envision and belief.  

In line with the whole research, the next paragraph will linger on the description of the campaign 

―Patrimonio Comune‖ which focused mainly upon urban commons and abandoned spaces. 

 

The campaign “Patrimonio Comune” 

―Patrimonio comune‖ is a campaign of pressure for a proposal of use of abandoned private and 

public buildings for housing and for social and cultural activities. 

The network started the campaign from the consideration of a number of public and private 

buildings and spaces abandoned and so deprived of any social utility. Mapping the urban context 

the network collected further information and denounced the existence of barracks, cinemas and 

theaters, closed schools, deposits, lands, rustic farm buildings, common fields, parks and a lake, 

                                                           
229 Cassa depositi e Prestiti it is hold by 18,4% by bank foundations. In recent years, it activated the database GRETA. 

Greta is a project of mapping and collecting all the relevant information on the real estate assets for their valorization, 

dismantling, sell. http://portalecdp.cassaddpp.it/content/groups/public/documents/ace_documenti/012205.pdf 
230The requirement of the campaign for the socialization of Cassa Depositi e Prestiti is the refusal to adapt to the 

Stability and Growth Pact. This because, for instance, the requirements of the Pact, and their effect upon the Local 

authorities, render impossible de facto, the access to credit of CDP for them. New budgetary limits . Gli enti locali non 

solo si vedono costretti a ridurre le spese , ma possono richiedere prestiti a oggi fino al 4% della loro spesa corrente.  
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left in state of abandonment and often interested by further/upcoming projects of edification, 

selling or speculation.  

The network ―Patrimonio Comune‖ (―Common heritage‖) is also network of communities 

organized around urban commons and common areas in the city of Rome; the network coordinate 

the action and it constitutes a forum of discussion among committees, citizens and associations 

located in both the center and the peripheries of Rome. The main proponents of the citizens‘ 

initiative ―Patrimonio Comune‖ were: 

 

1) Urban common spaces and communities promoting art and cultures (Angelo Mai 

Altrove; Centro di Cultura Popolare del Tufello; Cinema America Occupato; Theater 

Gerini Occupato; the art project Macine; the Social centre Sans Papiers that holds a 

radio project; Teatro Valle);  

2) Local area Committees (―Borgo Ritrovato‖; ―Committee of Tor Pignattara‖; ―Roma 

12 per i beni comuni‖) 

3) Associations and groups for social economy and new welfare (Scosse – 

association promoting urban co-projecting and women rights; Women‘s house Lucha 

y Siesta; Farmhouse Pachamama; Livio Mitan Centre of Documentation and 

Research; Commettee of local development of Piscine di Torre Spaccata; Social 

Centre ―La Strada‖; Committee of the former psychiatric hospital of ―Santa Maria 

della Pietà‖ and the Association ―Ex Lavanderia‖; S.cu.p. (―Popular Culture and 

Sport‖); association ―Un Ponte per…‖) 

4) Movements and committees for the right to housing (Action; Autorecupero 

S.Tommaso/Cooperative Corallo ; Commettee of squatters of Tor de‘Schiavi 101; 

Cooperative Vivere 2000 and the self-managed social center ―Il Cantiere‖; Unione 

Inqulini a committee including almost 6000 people) 

5) Networks of Associations (Polifunctional civic center ―Uscita 23‖; ―Cinecittà bene 

comune‖ territorial network of citizens; the Citizens‘ Committee for public use of 

barracks; Social Pride organization) 

6) Associations and Committees for the safeguard of Territories and Environment 

(Association ―Carte in Regola‖; ―C.A.L.M.A.‖ – Organization of the association of 

Lazio Region for Alternative Mobility -; ―ASud‖ and the centre of documentation on 

Environmental Conflicts ―CDCA‖; Association S.A.P. - Silvicultura Agricultura 

Paesaggio – (urban forestry, specialistic arboriculture, Horticulutral therapy, Urban 

agriculture, professional training); the organization ―Salviamo il paesaggio‖ Roma 
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and Lazio with 984 entities among associations, committees, citizenship all over 

Italy; the project ―Urban Experience‖ about smart cities) 

Main features of the proposals 

The proposal partly aimed to overwhelm the resolution 26/1995 and to give legitimacy to 

those spaces which already work on the territories, producing welfare and connecting people, 

particularly in those areas where still existed a lack of free public spaces for meeting. Widely, 

they asked for the social and cultural use of public and private abandoned spaces by a 

participatory process. According to the proponents this would help the identification of strategies 

which would better fit with the peculiar conditions of the local contexts.   

 

The citizens‘ initiative proposal of ―Patrimonio Comune‖  elaborated in 2013, required  

- the withdrawal of resolutions 39/2011 and 8/2010
231

 (to allow the possible social valorization of 

the assets, as specified in paragraph B2). 

A) To institute a Open Access Database of ―Territorial Opportunities‖, in which 

information about the abandoned or wasted public and private real estate should flow. 

(a similar database is now present on the Municipal website
232

) 

B) to identify, by participative procedure and active collaboration of citizens, the 

potential use of wasted urban goods to guarantee a social use of these resources (the 

citizens named this process ―social valorization‖
233

).  

C) to promote the social valorization of wasted urban resources, by successive acts and 

by direct interventions of the administration. These include the ―direct appointment 

of their use to communities of citizens, workers, customers, the world of volunteering 

and of the third sector, social cooperation and associations who may use the spaces 

for the realization of social activities; the purchasing of services for the collectivity, 

social innovation, promotion of creativity, valorization of cultures and youths‘ 

protagonism‖ 

The Database ―Bank of Territorial Opportunities‖  should include dismissed properties and real 

estate acquired by the private sector  whose change in planning destination is deemed to result in 

                                                           
231 In the text of the Citizens‘ resolution ―Patrimonio Comune‖: "The resolutions of the Municipal Assembly n. 

39/2011" General Programme for the functional reconversion of properties not used to Local Public Transport under the 

Plan 2009-2020 by ATAC Patrimonio Srl and 8/2010" Approval of the plan of disposals and valorization of military 

buildings in the city of Rome are revoked‖ 
232http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?jppagecode=dip_ben_imm.wp  

http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW689510&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_

pagecode 
233 Accoding to the proposal ―Social valorization‖ meant the use of urban resources ―to address the lack of houses and 

work, the lack of social services, educational, artistic and cultural territorial services; to prevent the abandoned spaces 

from urban degradation; to guarantee protection of the urban landscape. 

http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?jppagecode=dip_ben_imm.wp
http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW689510&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_pagecode
http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW689510&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:jp_pagecode
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speculative negative impacts upon society. The use of the commons should be regulated either by 

agreement between the administration and the communities of managers, either by the definition 

of regulation of ―civic use‖ for informal groups of citizens. As reported in the text, these acts 

should regulate the transparency in the management and in particular: ―the minimum levels of 

quantity and quality of the services and the activities provided; the right of access for citizens; the 

respect of the principle of non-discrimination and democracy in internal decision-making; the 

obligations of good conduct, maintenance  and betterment of the premise; the forms of public 

control; the potential charges and the duration of the concession. When the social function exerted 

by the commons has a high social value the concession of use is free. In some specific cases the 

public sector can pay the concessioner for the provision of social services – as regulated by 

specific tools for convention. The onerous concession should be regulated by resolution on 

concessions of the Municipality of Rome (5625/1983)
234

 (with the exclusion of the market 

rentals)‖. 

In order to cover the costs of requalification of the buildings the citizens‘ resolution envisaged a 

appropriated tax (namely ―Imposta di scopo‖) on the big real-estate patrimonies (as regulated by 

art.1, comma 149 of law 296/2006). 

The citizens‘ initiative proposal envisaged actions of social valorization of urban spaces by: 

- the use for offices and services for the Municipal administration or for other public 

entities, in particular when this allows to substitute the location of private real estate with 

public properties; 

- the assignation of these spaces for council housing (ERP), as envisaged by the  Regional 

Law 12/1999 ―Disciplina delle funzioni amministrative regionali e locali in materia di 

edilizia residenziale pubblica‖; 

- the appointment to housing or workers cooperatives for the self-reclamation of real  

estate, as envisaged by Regional Law (Legge Regionale n. 55/1998 ―Autorecupero del 

patrimonio immobiliare‖); 

- the use for housing emergency;  

- the destination to students‘ residencies  and youth‘s hostels; 

- the experimentation of new housing typologies (co-housing, transition houses )  

- the destination of the rural areas for agricultural/ production, community supported 

agriculture, and organic farming; 

- the destination for activities of  ―alternative economies‖   

- the destination to community of workers in situation of ―mobility‖ /‖cassa integrazione‖ 

for the prosecution and self-management of the productive activities; 

                                                           
234 The Municipal act on concessions envisaged four typologies of onerous concession of public spaces: 

- By market fee  

- By reduced fee (20% less than market rental) : this is the price agreed for State, public authorities, 

international organizations and associations which provided social, welfare, cultural and sportive activities 

with public purpose; 

- By so-called ―canone ricognitivo‖ (a fee which should not be inferior to the tax expenditure due for the 

property) 

- By subsidized fee when associations and authorities drive forward projects for the administration or when 

they render useful services for the administration. 
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- the destination to artisans‘ or freelance workers for the realization of spaces for co-

working, transition workshops, incubators/ managed workspace , transition workspaces 

(―botteghe di transizione‖) 

- the destination for business activities of proximity in the areas in which the diffusion of 

maxi business centers and the costs of rent on the market determined a strong deficit in 

the supply of these private services. 

- the destination for cultural, educational, sportive activities; the destination for youth 

centers, self-managed social centers and any other use which aims to widen the public 

fruition of goods, to contribute to social well-being, in particular by answering the need of 

sociality and spaces of meeting; 

- the realization of informative desks and assistance desk for housing, work, gender rights, 

migrant‘s rights; and for activities which are directed to the affirmation of civil, social 

and cultural rights and the fight against discrimination. 

- the destination to social seats of non-profit organizations.   

 

This citizens‘ initiative took into account some critical issues for the administration, namely  the 

planning destination to social use of private properties and the reference to the method of direct 

appointment to informal groups of citizens and informal communities . In both cases, the 

knowledge of the local context by proponents played indeed a major role in the choice. According 

to the proposal, the use of the space should be adjusted by agreement between the public sector 

and the managers or by defining regulations of "civic use" targeted at informal community of 

citizens. 

At the time of the discussion of this citizens‘ proposal, which occurred in July 2015 (so much 

time after the envisaged term) two main issues of the citizens‘ initiative were thus opposed by the 

councilmen.  

- The will to insert private properties among the potential spaces to be destined for housing 

and social emergencies, and for social and cultural activities (albeit it was espressely 

envisaged in particolar cases, such as those cases in which the abandon of these places 

was part of speculative activities and damaged the wider community- i.e. after the 

evidence of the existence of empty houses left ―abandoned‖ by building enterprises for 

reasons of profitability of the real-estate market) 

- The method of direct assignation to informal groups of citizens. 

 

The planning destination to social use of private properties was considered necessary by the 

proponents for the protection of disadvantaged categories and to promote the role of the public 

sector in supporting social needs in spite of the progressive transfer of public properties into real-

estate funds for their selling. The proponents referred to the principles of art.42 of the Italian 

Constitution
235

 which envisaged limitations to private property ―so as to ensure its social function 

                                                           
235 As reported in Art. 42 of the Italian Constitution: ―Property is public or private. Economic assets may belong to the 

State, to public bodies or to private persons. Private property is recognised and guaranteed by the law, which prescribes 

the ways it is acquired, enjoyed and its limitations so as to ensure its social function and make it accessible to all. 

In the cases provided for by the law and with provisions for compensation, private property may be expropriated for 

reasons of general interest. 
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and make it accessible to all‖. Moreover, in their perspective, once many of the public real estates 

(schools, parcks, barracks, hospital) would have been sold, it would have been difficult to enhance 

their social use for reasons of public interest.  

The other reason of their choice came from the knowledge of the peculiar Roman context and 

from the perception of  a wide abandoned private asset belonging to enterprises of constructors. 

Data of 2013 (by a study of Antonello Sotgia and Rossella Marchini) referred to 51,000 unsold 

apartments
236

, while more cautious esteems of 2011 reported 40,000 unsold habitations in the city. 

While the housing emergency was addressed by urban sprawl and new social housing, the most of 

these apartements were left vacant.  

The proposal also envisaged the appointment of these spaces also to informal communities of 

citizens: given the  particular conditions of socio-economic and urban development of Rome, this 

feature considered the weight of self-organized informal communities in the development of a 

social active citizens‘ fabric in the City over time. Beyond the direct interest of some of the 

proponents of the citizens‘ initiative, it was also evident that the citizens‘ proposals wanted to 

start from considering an existing situation in which non-formal associations had played an 

important role.  

 

Moreover, concerning the method of the direct assignation, the citizens‘ initiative aimed to 

attribute responsibility to policy makers in evaluating social impact and well being produced by 

the historical local communities and their management of urban commons over the territory
237

. 

The proposal did not exclude the use of the call as procedure of assignation.
238

 

Beyond the negative response of the Municipal Council who rejected the resolution, the case 

study highlighted strong criticalities about the effective power of citizens to act and voice in the 

democratic participative process. Notwithstanding the facts occurred in the period of discussion of 

the four resolutions (in July 2015 the controversy over ―Mafia Capitale‖ was questioning the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
The law establishes the regulations and limits of legitimate and testamentary inheritance and the rights of the State in 

matters of inheritance.‖ 
236Antonello Sotgia confirmed the data by a interview. The authors (Sotgia and Marchini) esteemed the data by a cross 

sectional analysis of data provided by ANCI (National Association of Italian Municipalities). The author reported in the 

interview that an esteem was necessary: the data on real-estate property taxation (ICI or IMU) are not applied to unsold 

habitations, and so there is a difficulty to esteem their exact amount. He referred to a study about the housing situation 

in Rome and Madrid elaborated in 2013. Many of them were only envisaged by the permits of construction, and so they 

were still to be realized. According to the author in the interview, after the activation of housing policies nowadays (end 

of 2015) they probably amount to around 50,000. Data provided by the author are also reported by two journalistic 

reports on the national broadcaster ―RAI‖ available at: http://www.presadiretta.rai.it/dl/portali/site/puntata/ContentItem-

927658dc-a7b9-45a6-af75-c5e647a2f137.html (last access December, 2nd , 2015) and at 

 http://www.tg1.rai.it/dl/tg1/2010/rubriche/ContentItem-9b79c397-b248-4c03-a297-68b4b666e0a5.html (last access 

December, 2nd , 2015) 
237 In this respect the example of the network Spiazziamoli (furtherly described) demonstrates also the involvement of 

these communities in the attempt to fight cultural and social condition for the growing of Mafias over territories. 
238 ―Given the wide spectrum of possible uses and kinds of subects, the proposal of resolution foresees that it is possible 

to procede to the distribution of goods, both with a public tender and with direct provision or guardianship. However, it 

is necessary that all this takes place to conventions or cooperation pacts with which the public aim of use is granted 

(minimum levels of services, free access, democracy in management) as well as the protection (care obligations and 

good management) and the equal opportunities and dignity on the workplace.‖ (DeLiberiamo il Patrimonio). 

http://www.presadiretta.rai.it/dl/portali/site/puntata/ContentItem-927658dc-a7b9-45a6-af75-c5e647a2f137.html
http://www.presadiretta.rai.it/dl/portali/site/puntata/ContentItem-927658dc-a7b9-45a6-af75-c5e647a2f137.html
http://www.tg1.rai.it/dl/tg1/2010/rubriche/ContentItem-9b79c397-b248-4c03-a297-68b4b666e0a5.html
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stability of the entire Municipal council), the lack of political will by the councilmen who were 

pressured both by budgetary constraints as well as by the political scandal, showed some 

difficulties and contradictions of the institutional democratic mechanism in a age of ―crisis‖. 

The contradictions of the participatory democratic mechanism in an age of “crisis” 

The experiment of Deliberiamo Roma testifies, in part, the difficulties of the institutional 

initiatives carried out from the bottom by the citizens of the City of Rome. A bottom-up 

mechanism as a righ of participation to the political life is expressly allowed by the rulings of the 

European Union. However, those can become demagogic tools for the normalization of the social 

conflicts and those of exhaustion of the active citizenship. What, in some cases, can happen, is the 

lack of consideration of the citizens‘ proposals by the public administration. The latter is more 

interested in the development of projects including economic actors and not politically radical 

ones. The little example of the ―Patrimonio commune‖ campaign testifies as, due to the economic 

crisis and the perceived necessity for economic resources, the ―institutional‖ ways of the active 

citizenship to answer to the social pressure run the risk to come to an end. The ―state of 

emergency‖ and ―exceptionality‖ of the crisis, that, at a social level, produced negative effects, 

justifies the priority given to the projects that provide economic profit, even if and when whose do 

not produce substantial benefits to the community or if the resources earned are then invested to 

pay an ―unpayable‖ debt. From the perspective of this part of the citizenship, such behaviours of 

the political class justify a polarization of the behaviours and an alternative self-organisation of 

the work of the citizens in the areas that are ―free‖ from the institutional power and from the 

market (parishes and centri sociali). Even if the resolutions should have been discussed and 

amended, the political will and force are wexed by debt and the effort to oppose by such realities 

is not supported and often marginalized.  

The citizens are free to participate in the democratic process, influencing decision making through 

Citizens‘ Initiatives also at the European level
239

 (i.e. the ECI). In many cases, public 

administrations organize conferences and calls for civil society‘s proposals and formal 

participation - an example in Rome was the Municipal Urbanistic conferences held during the 

year 2014
240

. These were an interesting initiative by the administration for a participatory design 

of the city. Conferences were organized through round tables among citizens, architects and local 

administrators - as a mean to express interest and openness to citizens‘ needs, knowledge, and 

ideas for the city. Indeed Municipal conferences were part of the wider project ―Rome 2025‖, a 

project which involves international and national universities, the Public administration 

(Department of Urbanistica) and PNB Paribas as manager of Real Estate Investment Fund.  

                                                           
239 See also De Clerck-Sachsse, 2012. 
240http://www.comune.roma.it/wps/portal/pcr?contentId=NEW733466&jp_pagecode=newsview.wp&ahew=contentId:j

p_pagecode 
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They were supposed to gather citizens to participate and to propose projects of urban 

transformation of the spaces of the city. But the shrinking of the municipal budget, the political 

will to sell public properties and the lack (or waste) of resources for public services and social 

assistance de facto, resulted difficult to conciliate with a public expenditure on urban 

transformation for a public well being. By February 6
th
 2015, the Municipal administration 

announced the program of alienation and valorization of the municipal properties which 

envisaged total revenues for 308 millions euro, by the application of the resolution 88/2013. The 

most of the residents of former council houses or municipal assets (belonging to former public or 

municipal holdings) were invited to buy the property of their homes or to leave them (even if the 

resolution provided for specific measures to guarantee the most disadvantaged categories). Other 

non residential buildings (in particular the area of Ostiense neighborhood) were changed in their 

planning destination and put in the list of resolution 88/2013
241

. The invitations by the public 

administration toward citizenship were sometimes aimed to demonstrate a formal interest in 

participatory democratic processes. In this terms, they have an impact in lowering the level of 

conflict between citizens and the administration. Moreover, the experience of ―Patrimonio 

Comune‖, evidences that even though citizenship‘s activation and involvement by the public 

sector is necessary to oil the mechanisms of democracy, it does not guarantee that citizens‘ 

initiatives would be considered by the administration in due time. The path which bring to the 

final discussion of the proposal can result in a ―trench warfare‖ between citizens and the 

institution. Once negotiations or talks with the administration are opened, the long, time-and-

energy- consuming processes of bureaucracy and political unwillingness determines a decrease in 

citizens‘ engagement and control over institutions, something that inevitably weakens the 

participatory process
242

. From a perspective, these events concur to the realization of neoliberal 

                                                           
241 The example of the area of via Ostiense is reported in the Muncipal web site (Comune di Roma, Dipartimento di 

Urbanistica, Progetto Urbano Ostiense-Marconi   http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/citta-storica-pu-

ostiensemarconi.html) 

a part of the areas desitned to universitary students‘ residencies were changed in their planning destinations and inserted 

in the list for alienation. In these premises there were two social and housing occupations (Cagne Sciolte and Alexis). 

www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/images/uo_storica/ostiense/6-PUOM-insediamenti-roma3.pdf 
242 This is particularly evident in the cases of water management in Italy, another case of participatory institutionalized 

process of management of a ―Commons‖. Notwithstanding the result of a national referendum held in 2011, June, 12th-

13th, that stated the people‘s will to maintain the public management of the water service (and which witnessed 

1.234.000 voting people only in Rome), the government decided to insist in the service part-privatization, selling other 

assets of the public agency Acea ATO2 (Optimal Territorial Environment) which is a ―subsidiary‖ of ACEA 

multinational corporation . Indeed, the process of privatization started in 1997, with an political operation that reminds 

the events occurring in the process of neoliberal urbanization that we are going to describe in our city case-study of 

Rome. According to Lobina242 (2005):  

―The decisions leading to Acea‘s corporatisation and part-privatisation generated a considerable amount of 

opposition and the city council had to call a consultative referendum on the issue. Together with municipal transport 

undertaking Atac and refuse authority Amnu, Acea also had to liquidate property assets242. Rome centre-left 

administration‘s strategy was to restyle the municipality as a holding company, controlling a number of subsidiaries 

active in local public services through an arm‘s length relationship, relieving the city council‘s budget deficit by selling 

part of the subsidiaries‘ shares and benefiting from the dividends distributed (for each of the shares still owned by the 

city)242. By listing 49% of Acea‘s shares on the stock exchange, the municipality aimed at reducing its debt by ITL 

1,200bn and free ITL 370mn to invest in other areas. As the city administration had cumulated a budget deficit of 

around ITL 10,000bn, the decision to sell 49% of Acea‘s shares was linked to the stability pact between the government 

http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/citta-storica-pu-ostiensemarconi.html
http://www.urbanistica.comune.roma.it/citta-storica-pu-ostiensemarconi.html
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urbanization through the joint action of state and market: the fallacies of public management and 

the policy-makers‘ apparent disregard towards citizens‘ needs and requests, determine a decrease 

of the cultural value of the public sphere. Public agencies and services are progressively 

disestablished by the public opinion and the process of privatization found optimal conditions to 

start, thanks to a decrease in the prices of these old, inefficient agencies and a weakened 

opposition by citizens. In a final analysis, the indifference of the institution to the citizens‘ 

proposal determined a lowering in citizens‘ participation: citizens‘ initiatives are based on people 

voluntary contribution. This means a lack of material resources and time to organize action and 

communication. The efforts of the people involved in elaborating the proposals, in collecting 

signatures, in communicating in networks and in following the beaureaucratic iter have been 

totally free or self- financed. This case dialogues with the example provided by Bowles about the 

community of Long Hill, a community which faced a similar problem and decided to respond 

differently to this criticality. Facing the privatization of the common of Long Hill (California), the 

citizens decided to gather and to self-organize to buy it. Long Hilll is nowadays a public park. The 

example by Bowles about communities‘ collective action is a good example of the power of self-

organized communities, but it also shows that only the richer communities can dare to claim and 

obtain their right to their common resources. Manifestly, they can buy their right to have a public 

park, buying the park with their own finance
243

.  

 

The resolution 140/2015  

While the institutional procedures for ―DeLiberiamo Roma‖ were being carried out, in April 

2015, the Administration was drafting a new municipal deliberation for the use of the common 

areas in the Municipality of Rome, considered as unavailable patrimony. The aim of the council 

was to define the ―reorganization‖ of the concessionary unavailable heritage, by defining some 

guidelines for the reorganization, already ongoing, of the concessionary unavailable heritage. in 

brief, the reconnaissance and requisition of the buildings granted for use. In its premises, the 

resolution underlined the importance of the social function of the patrimony for the community 

and the development of the city that could provide opportunities for all citizens. It also underlined 

the importance of the ―public heritage‖ resource.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
and local authorities provided for in the Budget Law. Other fiscal considerations included the possibility of repaying 

loans issued by the state bank Cassa Depositi e Prestiti without penalties, in case the plan for debt reduction relied on 

receipts from privatisation.‖ 242 (Lobina, 2005 D36: WaterTime case study - Rome, Italy. Retrieved from 

www.watertime.net/docs/WP2/D36_Rome.doc content accessed on 31st March, 2015.) 

Even though social movements self-organized also at a European level within the framework of the ECI (European 

Citizens‘ Initiative), they do not have any possibility to win the political struggle against the will to privatize water 

public management and to sell water shares on financial markets. 
243 The same attempt was made in Italy by the citizens of Venice organized in the committee ―Poveglia per tutti‖. They 

tried to buy the island of Poveglia, an abandoned island in the Gulf of Venice, that was to be sold for 513,000 euro, to 

the ex-president of Confindustria Brugnaro.  

http://www.watertime.net/docs/WP2/D36_Rome.doc
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According tothe text of the 

resolution: ―Rome Capital owns 

numerous buildings among which 

the unavailable heritage buildings 

(about 860), some of which are 

gravely deteriorated and need 

extraordinary restoring/mantainance 

interventions. Among such 

buildings, it is necessary to grant the 

protection from grave deterioration 

processes, as well as protection to 

abusive occupations. […] At the 

same time, it is necessary to 

consider the profitability of the 

public patrimony with the aim to 

allocate more economic resources 

for the city, providing for its better 

finalization‖. In order to acheive the 

goal to recuperate and reordinate the 

unavailable patrimony, the resolution foresaw the requisition of the occupied buildings or those 

falling into arrears. Compared to the tender‘s procedure, the resolution contains objective criteria 

of evaluation: the building can be assigned to associations or bodies recognized by the UN, the 

absence of arrears is a decisive factor. 

While for a wide section of the population outside the peripheries or contexts such as the 

abovementioned the objectivity of criteria and their functionality is more than right or justified, 

the reaction of the movements was different. Those were suddently faced with a regulation that de 

facto defined their exclusion from a series of social realities that, until now, constituted a portion 

of the social fabric of the districts in which they are based. 

 A lot of the organised realities never became associations, and they are into arrears. The tender 

on the spaces, in fact, eliminated those social realities that, beside offering services to the district 

in which they were based, represent spaces of active citizenship and conflict on the territory. 

While the formal act is there to grant and ―protect‖ all citizens, the criteria of the tender and its 

provisions were aimed at a normalisation and destruction of such experiences that are and were a 

resource for the city when the institutions have failed.  

By the end of 2015, at the end of the duration of the ex delibera assignments 26/1995 and with the 

application of the resolution 140/2015, some spaces received notices of payment: the amount of 

money reached 6 million Euros, asked to the social center  ―Auro e Marco‖, but numerous 
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requests of collection and arrars and/or eviction from the buildings were notified to other spaces 

and associations too (for example ―Corto Circuito‖, ―Casale Falchetti‖, ―ESC", ―Astra‖, ―La 

Torre‖, ―Puzzle‖, Cooperativa ―Il Grande Cocomero‖, ―Città dell‘Utopia‖, etc.).   

The claims on such areas, over time, were about the disputes on housing, rights of the workers, of 

migrants, on the theme of unemployment and the new forms of unstable employment, on the 

access to public services. Despite their contradictions and complexities, such areas were, over 

time, the place for encounter and collective learning, a factor of construction of communities and 

relations that tried to give voice to a part of the citizenship, even and most of all the not formally 

acknowledged one. Rome‘s social centers were laboratories of social innovations. The resolution 

140/2015 was, in the context of Mafia Capitale, an act of disqualification of the value of such 

experiences and established a form of non acknowledgement of the work carried out within such 

realities. In fact, by using the constraint of debt and sending notices of payment of the arrars 

which were absolutely not within the reach of such communities, it cut them out of any possibility 

to take part in a public tender that could be able to consider and recognize their previous work. 

 

4.4.2 Redistribution “without” recognition : The Network for the “Right to the City”  

Another experiment in Rome by which communities organized collective action to claim for the 

social and civic use of urban commons and abandoned private and public spaces is the Network 

―Diritto alla Città‖( ―Right to the City‖). 

This network ―officially‖ bore on December, 13
th
 2014, after the spread of the scandal of ―Mafia 

Capitale‖, but it resulted from previous paths and networks. In August, 2015 this network of self-

managed social centers called citizens to unite into a public discussion about the ―Right to the 

City‖ envisaged for September, 17
th
 . By public assemblies, self-managed occupied experiences 

wanted to open the debate about the government of the city, to strenghten social relationships 

among  citizens, to imagine and guarantee paths of development for public services, to re-

appropriate a collective wealth which, according to them, ―belonged to everyone‖. In their words:  

―For several months in our city, many occupied and self-managed social spaces have 

begun to create a public path that focuses on the theme of the Right To The City. Starting 

from our own experiences of occupation and self-management, we believe there is 

another way to manage the city and to build relationships among the people who live it; to 

imagine and guarantee public services, to regain possession of the collective wealth that 

belongs to all of us. To do it, we have chosen the path of legitimacy that often, in this 

country, means lawlessness. We occupied spaces left abandoned or given to speculation, 

retrieving them, with our strengths, to a shared public use. We believe that the decision-
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making processes of the city should be public and participatory processes, re-meaning the 

term "public" as something truly "belonging and accessible to all."‖
244

 

The network collected many communities organized around self-managed social centers, 

associations and the Roman Network for Public Water  (Coordinamento Romano per l‘Acqua 

Pubblica). 

Even though some of the participant have also followed and activated the process of 

DeliberiamoRoma, the movement decided to progress not by the institutional way (i.e. by 

citizens‘ initiative proposals), but by a direct involvement of the citizenship in assemblies for the 

participative construction of an idea of the city which may address the needs of society. This idea 

has been translated into the redaction of ―the Chart of self-management‖ which is still in course 

and that will be briefly described beyond. 

The network ―Diritto alla città‖ constituted an interesting experiment collecting realities of local 

areas and social centers and creating new connections and path for communication among them. 

On june 19
th
 -20

th
 2015, the Network organized a three days demonstration opening symbolically 

vacant places in the city: these were a place in Via Casilina, 42, a public park ―Parco del 

Torrione‖ in the area of Pigneto and a cinema (―Cinema L‘Aquila‖). The name of the initiative 

was ―ZTL‖ joking on a word-play with the acronym of ―Zona aTraffico Limitato‖ (―limited traffic 

zone‖) and transforming it in ―Zone Temporaneamente Liberata‖ (―temporarily freed zones‖). 

The public park in which the initiative took place was interesting. It was sadly célèbre in the area, 

since it was partly abandoned and used also for heroin consumption.  

The people retook the park demonstratively. The park was already considered as a common by 

citizens of the area (a few number of them took voluntarily care of it). The three-days-

demonstration aimed to present the project of a ―Charter of Self-management‖ and it was an 

appeal to the inhabitants of Rome to participate in the process of construction of solidal networks 

of people facing the crisis and linking each other through practices of mutualism and self-help. 

This path, was also fueled by the approval of Resolution 140/2015 to regulate the use of  public 

estates. The resolution  also wanted to overcome the previous Resolution 26/1995 which 

appointed some of these areas to social centers. By this resolution the Municipality opened a call 

for the cultural and social use of the so-called ―inalienable asset‖
245

 (―patrimonio indisponibile‖). 

As seen, in doing this, it disregarded the existing self-managed social centers and it set some of 

them in the list of the inalienable assets to destine to social and cultural use (Corto Circuito, Città 

dell‘Utopia, Auro e Marco, Casale Falchetti). As it has been explained in the previous paragraph, 

                                                           
244 This is a section of the call to the assembly. Published on the web-daily ―Dinamopress‖ and retrieved September, 3rd 

2014 from : http://www.dinamopress.it/news/per-un-nuovo-diritto-alla-citta  last access: December 2015. 
245 The so-called ―patrimonio indisponibile‖ . Differently from the goods of public domain (Demanio Pubblico) – which 

are subject to a blanket prohibition on sale according to article 822 of the Civil Code - the so-called ―inalienable assets 

of the State‖(―Patrimonio Indisponibile‖)  can be transferred to the private sector by specific authorization (see Borelli 

and Lanzerini 2012: 306)  
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the critieria of selection of the public call banned de facto their participation in this institutional 

project
246

.  

Moreover, the resolution asked for projects on spaces by municipal announcement, inviting 

collectivities to compete to get the appointment of these commons spaces. The network ―Diritto 

alla città‖ highlighted some substantive criticalities of this resolution. 

According to them: 

- The proposal risked to penalize the already existing experiences which operate 

construction and valorization of social relationship in the urban context, since self-managed 

occupied social centers are for the most activated by informal groups.  

- The procedure of the call is based on competition. The selective criteria of the 

competition are chosen by the Administration. In the selection, the administration would have 

probably preferred to assign places to less ―active‖ citizens and more ―ordered‖ collectivities ( in 

a functional ordoliberal perspective) than to social movements gathering active citizens in urban 

independent common spaces. 

- Small groups and informal entities, as well as non-commercial or ―independent‖self-

financed  realities, which own small means to promote themselves have less possibility to present 

themselves and win the call.  

- The call banned the participation for those who resulted with arrears in payment. It 

eventually consent the participation to those who would have pay in 250 days. It was evident that 

occupied self-managed spaces did not have any formal contract even though they used public 

water and electricity.  

- In some cases, like the ―Corto Circuito‖ for instance, even though the center existed since 

more than 20 years, self-financing itself and promoting social activity over the peripheral territory 

of ―Lamaro‖ in Rome, the Municipality presented a bill of around 300.000 euro .  

 

The proposal of the Charter of Self-management 

Concerning the ―Charter of Self-management‖, the themes that the network wanted to highlight in 

order to gather citizens‘ interest and discussion were based on three binomia:  

1. An existing conflicting relationship between ―Private-Public Property‖ and ―Collective 

Use‖ 

a. The paradigm of the private and public property is so extended that it does not 

take into consideration the function of social and collective utility that they 

should pursue, as required by art. 42-44 of the Italian Constitution; 
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b. Collective use represents a path of re-appropriation of the finalities of ―property‖ 

by practice: the collective use become the social bound imposed to the regime of 

property.   

The two next points are useful to better understand this contraposition 

2. The pair ―Legality‖- ―Legitimacy‖: a critique to the abstract concept of legality  

a. Legality is not forcefully a synonym of substantial legitimacy. By following laws 

is possible to carry on illegitimate and even criminal processes
247

 while at the 

same time repressing people and ―informal‖ counter movements which pointed to 

build relationship of cure of the ―common goods‖, solidarity and mutualism.  

b. Legality is important also as feature of the struggle for recognition.  

The network allegedly do not ask to the institutions to be recognized: there is a sense of self-

legitimation by the people, in base of a shared sense of social justice which look at ―illegal‖ 

occupations as ―legitime illegalities‖ aimed to build and promote self-organization from below, to 

get access to spaces and culture(s). 

 

The third point is linked to the education to ―responsibility‖ of the practices of ―Shared use‖ and 

―self-management‖ 

3.  The dichotomy between the pair ―mutualism‖ and ―solidarity‖ Vs ―Individualism and 

disgregation of social relationships‖ 

a. Experiences of self-managed urban commons deem to share the will to oppose to 

an individualistic, competitive and violent culture, the creation of link and ties of 

solidarity. According to the assembly, solidarity starts from mutualism among 

subject who feel oppressed. Mutualism is not intended neither as the solution nor 

as a relationship of mere assistance and self-help. Mutualism is meant to be 

―conflictual‖. It is represented as a way to create networks, to re-appropriate 

lifetime and to sustain the resistance and struggle for the recognition of the same 

rights for everybody. 

During the assembly hold in June 19
th
 a member of the network argued ―we are not building 

assistance and solidarity instead of the State‖, by mutualism ‖(we) suggest an alternative path, 

even though we are not the alternative‖. By his perception, he claimed that mutualism should not 

be a way to find voluntarily communitarian and local solutions to problems affecting wider 

collectivities. The network wanted to oppose new forms of cooperation and mutualism against the 

degeneration of old cooperatives flowed into the inquiry of ―Mafia Capitale‖. According to the 

                                                           
247 As demonstrated for instance by the use of Decree 762/1994 (and emendements) which enabled the building 

enterprises of constructor Pulcini to build up the residential area of ―Le Terrazze del Presidente‖ in Acilia (XIII 

Muncipal area) (In 2011 the Corte di Cassazione - Court of Cassation-  refused the previous sentence of acquittal for the 

18 people imputed for this inquiry.)  
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movement this degeneration lead to a system whose cost are now paid in particular by the 

dismissed workers and the customers (migrants, refugees and homeless).   

 

Over time, this network has organized a number of initiatives and meetings at local level, in 

particular from the occupied or self-managed spaces, sewing territorial ties and attempting to open 

a public debate on the mechanisms for management of assets and local public services. 

The changes that have occurred since the end of October 2015, with the fall of the city council 

and the establishment of a commissioner government of the Capital headed by Commissioner 

Tronca (appointed by the President of the Republic in November 2015), led to an acceleration of 

the process of policies for restructuring the debt. 

In particular, the commissioner management produced the ―Documento Unico di 

Programmazione‖ (Single Programming Document) for the determination of policies between 

2016 and 2018 with the aim to reach the reorganization of the debt. This document determined the 

planned management of urban resources and public services through a provisional ―emergency‖ 

government not elected by the citizens. For the interest of the present research, however, it is only 

worth mentioning that the mechanism of reduction public finance due to the debt, motivated the 

decision to delegate the management of services (and the access to related rights - merit goods) to 

the market, accelerating the privatization of public services and the cuts in public spending 

necessary for that purpose. Simultaneously, the commissary management allowed to bring 

forward in a decisive manner the application of Resolution 140/2015 and the requisition of 

assigned spaces, with little possibility of confrontation and institutional mediation. 

The work carried out over time by the network of the Right to the City has showed interest in 

defining the rules of management and use of urban commons and public services with the 

participation of about 20,000 people in a demonstration held March 19, 2016 in Rome and the 

creation of a platform for the construction of the Chart whose name became the Chart of―Roma 

Comune‖(www.decideroma.com). 

In the perspective of this broad citizens‘ network, this platform is currently a digital tool to share 

knowledge and information about territories;  a map, continuously updated, of Rome and its 

stratifications, an instrument for collective writing of the Chart, with the collection of case 

studies, case law, legal sources in support of the commons. Meanwhile it is both "a form of 

political struggle, to launch an audit of the public debt of the City of Rome.. A node that wants to 

federate the rebellious cities, to redesign the European area from Southern Europe and the 

Mediterranean, and to reject the diktats of Brussels. " 

In particular, the platform comes as ―a collection of contributions of individual and collective 

realities that go in the direction of radical change and a tool to give a voice and to connect the 

many realities, committees, associations, present in all districts of the city. Therefore it represents 
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a way of proposing a program of self-government for the city of Rome and the "reappropriation of 

politics"‖.



 

Figure 9 The main points of the project of the Chart of Self-management "Carta di Roma Comune" proposed by the 

Network "Diritto alla Città" (April, 2016) 
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Condition, motors and factors of collective action by self-organized communities248  

Following the path delineated by DeMoor and then by Curtis (2013) I identified some factors 

reasons and motors having given raise to this self-organizing process, 

Conditions: what was necessary to make collective action possible in Rome? 

C1. Structural situation of crisis both at a local and national level 

C2. Regulatory Slippage: Political incapability to address public needs and to 

provide merit goods, while adapting to existing rules in a context of social needs 

and emergencies  

C3. The presence of already existing organizations and self-organized 

communities at the local level 

C4. The felt-need (Bhattacharyya, 2004) or the perception of a common need to 

unite and converge for a change of direction in the government and governance of 

the City;  

C5. Possibility to share information by ICT  

Motors and reasons: what encouraged collective action to develop in Rome? 

M1. Ideal motivation  

M2. Advantages in the knowledge of local needs and necessities by daily 

experience on the field (those who activate and promote the campaign are all 

citizens or residents of Rome –including migrants -)  

M3. Abatement of transaction costs: a. access to information which augmented 

the awareness of increasing social needs and problems to be addressed. b. access 

to theoretical and practical knowledge to address these needs by sharing practices, 

experiences and social imaginaries. 

Factors limitating the initiatives 

F1. Lack of material resources and time (a factor affecting both the proponents 

and the people potentially interested in following and supporting the initiative)  

F2. Opportunistic behaviors of actors using network for hidden personal/sectional 

interests  

F3. Insufficient support by administrators of the local area level (DeLiberiamo 

Roma) 

F4. Lack of will to discuss the proposal by the administration  

F5. Lack of communication among the departments of the municipal 

administration (DeLiberiamo Roma) 

                                                           
248 The analysis is referred in particular to the observed case study of ―Deliberiamo Roma‖, which I followed from the 

beginning to its end. As already said, some participants to DeliberiamoRoma and Patrimonio Comune took action also 

into the network ―Diritto alla Città‖/ Right to the City. For this reason ― conditions, motors and factors‖ of collective 

action identified below partly overlap also to the experience of Diritto alla Città‖/ Right to the City until July 2015. 
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F6.Local daily newspapers hold by enterprises of construction, so poorly 

interested in giving voice to social use of public and private abandoned spaces 

Factors strengthening the initiatives 

F7.The explosion of the scandal of ―Mafia Capitale‖ 

F8.Capillarity of the network 

F9.Openness to diversity and heterogeneity of perception – creation of networks 

within the city and across the national territory based on a principle of collective 

solidarity and mutual support. 

 

Further developments 

As seen, numerous eviction notices were handed in to those spaces, motivated by the expired 

contracts as per resolution 26/1995, by the request for payment for overdue bills, by the 

intervention of resolution 140/2015, (among these: ―Astra‖, ―Auro e Marco‖ , ―Casale Falchetti‖, 

―Città dell‘Utopia‖, ―Corto Circuito‖, ―ESC‖, ―La Torre‖, ―Puzzle‖, ―Palestra popolare di San 

Lorenzo‖, the seats of the association ―il Grande Cocomero‖, association ―Roma Insieme‖ , Scout 

group ―Roma 60‖
249

)  while many others have been already evicted (among the others: ―Scup‖, 

―Communia‖, ―Angelo Mai‖, ―Casale Pachamama‖, ―Teatro Valle‖, ―Cinema America‖, ―Ex-

cinema Volturno Occupato‖,   ―Ex-cinema Preneste‖). By the way, some of these communities 

continued in their projects by the occupation of new vacant places.

                                                           
249 A work in progress map of these spaces is available at http://www.altrianimali.it/2016/02/29/mappe-della-cultura-

tronca-ta/ 



4.5 Ostrom’s models applied to the case study 

 

 

The present study will now attempt to apply Ostrom‘s model to the case study of the  

management dynamics of the urban commons and services in favour of the inhabitants of said 

territory. 

Such two examples allow to start some reflections on Ostrom‘s model of generation of 

operational rules on the theme of the commons, using the interpretative scheme offered by the 

SES Framework. Accrording to Ostrom, the operationale rules in use are determined by the 

interaction among formal and informal contexts of concertation. The same contexts are then 

interested in the monitoring and application of the reules that are defined.  

Even considering the level of complexity of the management of the commons in a metropolys as 

much higher than that taken in to account by Ostrom, the proposed scheme reveals how the 

dynamic between the arenas and the interests of the parts at play define the operative management 

rules of resources that can result in being ―commons‖ as specific neglected urban areas or entire 

abandoned districts.  

The last works on the definition of the social ecological system frame work report new variables 

(Ostrom, McGinnis, 2014). To make easier the understanding of such a framework I‘ll briefly 

report here some further features. 

 

4.5.1 The Social-Ecological System framework today 

The aim of this brief is to analyze factors of community self-organization connected with the 

Social Ecological System framework of analysis conceived by Ostrom (2009) and updated by 

Ostrom and McGinnis (2014) . Directly observing some field experiments based in Rome through 

Figure 10 Relationships of formal and informal collective-choice arenas and CPRs operational 

rules. (Ostrom, 1990:53) 
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a methodology of participant observation, I found some interesting elements of connection 

between Ostrom‘s framework and these urban commons.  

 

Figure 11 the core subsytems in a framework for analyzing social-ecological systems  

(retrieved from Ostrom, 2009: 420) 

The Social ecological framework has been organized by Ostrom in order to identify and to collect  

recurring characteristics emerged in several field studies on common pool resources management 

and to understand factors of resource sustainability. The framework wanted to answer the 

question by Hardin ―when will the users of a resource invest time and energy to avert a tragedy of 

the commons?‖ (Ostrom 2009: 421) 

To deal with this question Ostrom provided some useful insights about statistic factors recurring 

in studies about community capabilities to avoid resource depletion suggesting that ―some 

government policies accelerate resource destruction, whereas some resource users have invested 

their time and energy to achieve sustainability‖ (Ostrom 2009: 422).  Even though Ostrom‘s 

perspectives principally referred to natural resources, I will try to suggest in the next pages that 

this discourse fits also with urban commons and urban social-ecological system, at least for the 

examined cases. 

The figure retrieved form Ostrom (2009:420), provides an overview of the framework of 2009, 

showing the relationships among four first-level core variables (subsystems of aSES) that 

influence each other, and which are related to social, economic, and political settings and 

connected with broader ecosystems. 

According to Ostrom ―all humanly used resources are embedded in complex, social-ecological 

systems (SESs). SESs are composed of multiple subsystems and internal variables within these 

subsystems at multiple levels analogous to organisms composed of organs, organs of tissues…‖. 

(Ostrom, 2009:420) 
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The manifold studies and perspectives about the typologies of management of common pool 

resources by communities all around the world did not provide per se a useful structure to 

understand factors of success or failures of community self-organization around common 

resources. Even though Ostrom always underlined the necessity to avoid an homogeneous 

perspective to read phenomena/reality leading to ―one fits all solution‖ in policy, nevertheless a 

collection and a focus on factors and variables often occurring in the observation of these 

manifold situations provided useful tools to deal with complex systems like these. On this 

purpose, Ostrom constructed the social-ecological system framework to evidence and to relate the 

different actors and levels involved in the governance of common resources. She built up a frame 

which considers the resource in a multi level nested framework,  and which can be used to 

describe the settings and variables affecting resources to analyze the achieved outcomes. Within 

this framework, she presented four central sub-systems of a SES, strongly interrelated, 

influencing each other ―as well as linked social, economic and political setting and related 

ecosystems.‖ These sub-system are: 

 ―(i) resource systems (e.g., a designated protected park encompassing a specified territory containing 

forested areas, wildlife, and water systems); (ii) resource units (e.g., trees, shrubs, and plants contained in 

the park, types of wildlife, and amount and flow of water); (iii) governance systems (e.g., the government 

and other organizations that manage the park, the specific rules related to the use of the park, and how these 

rules are made); and (iv) users (e.g., individuals who use the park in diverse ways for sustenance, 

recreation, or commercial purposes). Each core subsystem is made up of multiple second-level variables 

(e.g., size of a resource system, mobility of a resource unit, level of governance, users‘ knowledge of the 

resource system) , which are further composed of deeper-level variables.‖ (Ostrom, 2009:420) 

SESs was born to address the needs by researcher to develop a common and ―coeherent mode of 

analysis to apply to complex, nested systems operating at multiple scales. To understand how 

multiple forms of governance influence resource users of various scales and background and how 

they affect resource systems that have diverse characteristics, scholars need to draw on multiple 

scientific disciplines, each of which has developed its own technical language.‖ (Ostrom, 

McGinnis, 2014:1)  

By this acknowledgment authors of the SES club developed furtherly the framework with the aim 

to provide a tool which may help scholars and policy-makers to analyze the systems, even starting 

from the assumption that ―no one theoretical perspective is sufficient to analyze all feasible 

situation‖ and that ―humans can make conscious choices as individuals or as members of 

collaborative groups, and that these individual and collective choice can, at least potentially, make 

a significant difference in outcomes‖ (Ostrom, McGinnis, 2014:1). The elaboration of a 

framework provides a meta-theoretical language that should be used to compare theories, and a 

general list of concepts that can be helpful to analyze different social-ecological systems and also 

to elaborate theories.   
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Actually, the framework was deemed necessary to implement the previous IAD  framework, a 

functional structure for microanalysis of a variety of social dilemmas. This drove by the 

acknowledgement of occurring ―action situations‖ in which ―individuals (acting on their own or 

as agents of formal organizations) interact with each other and thereby jointly affect outcomes 

that are differentially valued by those actors. The actors in any action situation are presumed to be 

bounded rational. They seek to achieve goals for themselves and for the communities to which 

they identify, but do so within the context of ubiquitous social dilemmas and biophysical 

constraints, as well as cognitive limitations and cultural predispositions.‖ (Ostrom, Mc Ginnis, 

2014: 2)
250

.  The IAD framework shows explicit connections between outcomes of interactions in 

different levels of analysis (see figure below).  

 

 
Figure 102 Institutional analysis and development framework (Ostrom & McGinnis, 2014) 

  

The Authors unite the two frameworks to create a further development of the SES Framework. 

Starting from the basic SES (Ostrom, 2009) one of the interesting insights of this new work is the 

following acknowledgment : 

―Although originally presented as being of particular relevance to common-pool 

resources, many SESs also generate public goods and services, most notably the 

ecological or ecosystem services on which many markets depend for their continued 

operation. Related problems of balancing resource use and systems maintenance occur in 

social-technical systems, for which outcomes range from private consumption goods to 

complex infrastructures shared by members of widely dispersed communities. Just how 

broadly the SES framework can be usefully applied remains an open question.‖ (Ostrom, 

McGinnis, 2014:3, italic mine) 

I found the features and variables by Ostrom and McGinnis useful also to describe and sum up 

some elements of the selected study. The authors retrieved some variables affecting the dynamics 

                                                           
250 See in particular Ostrom, 2011.  
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of social-ecological systems and  distinguished between first and second-tier variables. The list of 

them is summarized in the table reported below (retrieved from Ostrom and McGinnis 2014): 

 
Figure 113 Variables of a SES (McGinnis and Ostrom, 2014) 
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As  from the table, the authors considered a number of variables ranging from macro level 

(setting) to the micro level (actors) divided into second-level variables. There are also, in line with 

the model of the IAD frame work, other variables that take into account the types of interaction 

between actors and contexts. The assumption of the model is that in a complex system, the 

variation of a variable can give explanation of the variation of other variables and of the final 

outcomes through their interactions. Some studies developed from this framework to read the 

socio-ecological contexts, through a comparative analysis of the cases, consider the main 

variables without taking into account all the second level-variables  (Nagendra & Ostrom, 2014). 

In a similar way, I used the framework to try to describe the urban Social Ecological System of 

Rome and the variables affecting communities self-organization, through the categories of the 

SES Framework provided by Ostrom. Although many recurring variables affecting self-

organization and collective action have been analysed, the complexity of the urban system and of 

the unit of resources considered (social centers and urban vacant spaces) did not consent me to 

explain the system dynamics, interaction and outcomes in the socio-ecological system as 

envisaged by Ostrom‘s studies. The aim of the research was not to define variables which affected 

the sustainability of resource system, but to evidence factors influencing processes of self-

organization and collective action around urban vacant spaces in the city of Rome. The dynamics 

affecting collective action in this case study resulted to be too deep and complex, since ―Cities are 

quintessentially human and collective products and thus not only the public space but also the 

entire urban space is functional to human flourishing and constitutes a product of social 

cooperation‖. By the way, I followed the table by Ostrom and McGinnis (2014) and by Nagendra 

and Ostrom (2014) to synthesize some variables considered and deepen in the present study which 

matched with those analyzed by Ostrom in SES (1.Setting, - demographic trend, political factors 

and economic development,  2.Resource System – the city 3.Governance Systems, 4. Resource 

units – ―urban spatial resources‖ 5.Actors– community-based organizations of the case study, 

public and private organizations analysed) and which determine Interactions (– Harvesting I2 – 

Information sharing I3 – Deliberation processes I4 – Conflicts I5 – Investment activities I6 – 

Lobbying activities I7 – Self-organizing activities I8 – Networking activities I9 – Monitoring 

activities I10 – Evaluative activities) and Outcomes (O1 – Social performance measures (e.g., 

efficiency, equity, accountability,sustainability) ; O2 – Ecological performance measures (e.g., 

overharvested, resilience, biodiversity, sustainability);  O3 – Externalities to other SESs, and 

which influence/are influenced by Related ecosystems (ECO1 – Climate patterns, ECO2-

Pollution patterns, ECO3- flows into e out the focal SES) .



4.5.2 The Social-Ecological System framework and the case study 

 

In the following scheme I evidence some variables that have been considered in the present study. 

I modified variable of Governance Systems using the suggestions provided in the second section 

of Ostrom‘s and McGinnis‘ work (2014) (indicated by a star*). It is also worth to acknowledge 

that the scheme provides variables that sometimes seems to overlap in meanings and contents: this 

is also recognized by the authors which ―realize that not everyone will find this strict separation 

between structure and agency to be compelling, but it would be unreasonable to expect that any 

single representation can be equally satisfying for the full range of social scientists and policy 

analysts.‖ (McGinnis, Ostrom, 2014: 8). For the same reason I inserted examples and definitions 

of the variables by Ostrom. 

The table is merely an attempt, and it is only used with a purpose of synthesis. Not all variables 

were taken into account, as well as in previous comparative studies (see Nagendra and Ostrom, 

2014), for reasons due to a low possibility of using these variables in this case study or because 

data and descriptions of these variables were not present in the research. Since the city is a 

resources system co-produced by the various forces and actors involved, the complexity of such a 

system allows to use the Ostrom scheme only to synthesize certain specific characteristics of the 

case study and to detect some similarities between this context, and previous studies. Clearly, the 

description of the physical system of resources (resource system and resource units) is strongly 

influenced by the fact that the city and "urban spatial resources" constitute a set of completely 

different resources from a forest or a water system: therefore, the variables of the governance 

system and of the actors affect these systems the most. However, for the relevant dimension that 

the city plays in the production of resources and services for its inhabitants and users, and since 

the city also corresponds to a complex system of ecological and human interactions that impact on 

both the Setting (context) and its related social-ecological systems, it was interesting to note some 

similarities with some of Ostrom's considerations. 

Some of these seem to be relevant in explaining also the emergence of conflicts and collective 

action by the community described in the present research. Some mechanisms described by 

Ostrom in her research seem to be attributable to the failures in urban resource management in the 

city of Rome, and can perhaps be a stimulus for further research. I tried to use this scheme also 

following its original approach, comparative, to analyze factors of resilience of some specific 

communities and urban commons, but the results of this effort will not be presented in this work. 

Precisely, here it is an elaboration of the original file of the table by Mc Ginnis-Ostrom (2014). 

This is clearly an attempt, and the use made of it is merely descriptive, synthetic and non-

comparative, as the research focused on a single case. The scheme, however, serves to isolate few 
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variables and provide a key to understand some of the factors that influenced the governance of 

urban space in Rome leading to the emergence of conflicts around the use of urban resources. 

In the first row, for each first-level variable (Resource system, Governance System..)  are given 

definitions and examples by Ostrom, while the following row identifies the extension of the 

variable applied to the case study. In the first column are reported the variable names of the 

second and third levels and definitions and examples provided by Ostrom. The central columns 

(Yes / No) show if the variables were taken into account in the search, the third column 

summarizes the specific characters in the study. For each variable considered are reported 

examples and descriptions given in the work. Only for the variables of the second level of the 

Setting (considered as "exogenous" to the socio-ecological system) descriptions and examples in 

the case study have not been reported , showing only the reasons for the inclusion of the variable 

in the research. 

 

SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND POLITICAL SETTINGS (S) 

―The focal SES can be considered as a logical whole but exogenous influences form related 

ecological systems or social-economic-political  settings can affect any component of the SES. 

These exogenous influences might emerge from the dynamic operation of processes at larger or 

smaller scales than that of the focal SES‖ (McGinnis, Ostrom, 2014:4) 

 

Context-variables influencing the life, production and development of the city at multiple 

scales 

S1 – Economic development 

 

Yes  

Explains the urban development and the dynamics which influenced the localization of actors in the City. 

(see Table in appendix). 

S2 – Demographic trends Yes 

 

 

Explains the rivalry in consumption of land/urban space. It is recognized as a variable affecting 

organization for collective action (DeMoor 2008). The research provides data about national and local 

demographic trends which influenced urbanization and socio-economic developments of the city.  

S3 – Political stability  No 

 

 

 

S4- Other governance systems Yes 

 

  

Explains the interaction with other systems of governance which affect the resource system. The research 

provide data about the role played by the National Regulation on the development of the city.  

ex.  role played by Real-estate funds, IMC and by the use of financial tools in shaping urbanism and 

urbanization. 

S5 – Markets Yes 

 

  

Explains the use (and conflicts over the use) of urban land as common resource. In the selected case study, 

land and rent market influence the choices of actors in the uses and destinations of urban spatial resources, 

thus affecting communities‘ collective action. The oligopolistic structure of land and rent market (Oliva, 

1997)  influenced the production of space and the realization of the city. 

S6 – Media organizations No  

S7 – Technology No   
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RESOURCE SYSTEM 

―Designated protected park encompassing a specified territory containing forested areas, 

wildlife, and water systems‖ (Ostrom, 2009:420) 

 

Urban fabric of  the city of Rome  

RS1 – Sector 

 

Yes Urban land  

Urban land and city are considered as a particular ―systems of resources‖ producing both material and 

immaterial units of resources. The different flows of resource units generated by its different uses and 

destinations, consent to define urban land/urban space as a complex system of ―urban spatial resources‖. 

RS2 – Clarity of system boundaries  

RS3 – Size of resource system 
―For land-related resource systems, 

such as forests, very large territories are 

unlikely to be self-organized given the 

high costs of defining boundaries (e.g., 

surrounding with markers or fences), 

monitoring use patterns, and gaining 

ecological knowledge. Very small 

territories do not generate substantial 

flows of valuable products. Thus, 

moderate territorial size is most 

conducive to self-organization.‖ 

(Ostrom, 2009:421) 

Yes 

 

Absent   

Very large 

Being an atypical resources system, in the case study it is noted how the largest urban area and the absence 

of defined boundaries constitute more an effect (urban sprawl) than a cause of the failures in the 

management of land by the governance system. By the way, the amplitude of the surface of the city 

weighed on the difficult management of urban space, the monitoring of the application of the rules and 

limits to building activities and land use. 

RS4 – Human-constructed facilities No  

RS5 – Productivity of system 
―A resource system‘s 

current productivity has a curvilinear 

effect 

on self-organization across all sectors. If 

a water 

source or a fishery is already exhausted 

or apparently very abundant, users will 

not see a need to manage for the future. 

Users need to observe some scarcity 

before they invest in self-organization‖ 

(Ostrom, 2009:421) 

 

Yes 

 

 

High building activity  

 

Being the city a complex ―resource system‖ the research describes the productivity of the system by 

highlighting the dynamics involving the production of space (activity of the building sector and real-estate 

market) and the realization of public services in Rome. As described in the research, these dynamics 

produced contradictions between the scarcity of affordable housing, green and public ―free‖ community 

spaces (also to recover a sense of belonging in alienating peripheries) and the high level of building 

production in terms of residential housing, new peripheries and  private business places which replaced the 

spaces of the ―public city‖. This overproduction did not match a parallel production of expected benefits for 

the population (also in terms of public services, transports, housing see par.4.1) This scarcity was one of the 

reasons which motivated the analyzed communities to invest in self-organization and appropriate urban 
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vacant resources. 

RS7- Predictability of the system 

dynamics 
―System dynamics need to be 

sufficiently predictable that users can 

estimate what would happen if they 

were to establish particular harvesting 

rules or noentry territories.‖ (Ostrom, 

2009:421) 

Yes 

 

Influenced by S1 and GS8*  

Identified as an important variable influencing collective action by Ostrom (2009). In the research however, 

although it is possible to find a a description of the variation of system dynamics in the production of 

building sites and vacant spaces across different times and areas ( the realization of the new peripheries and 

the dynamics of the real-estate market form late ‗90ies, the existence of vacant spaces in the peripheries 

after dismissions of former industries in late ‗70ies and of public spaces like schools and public premises; 

the vacant cinemas and theaters in the 2000) , this variation is strongly linked with economic development 

(first tier variable S 1) and norms and repertoires of the governance system (GS8*) which have a long 

history (Insolera, 2011). The transformation of the urban landscape of the Capital is indeed linked with 

other major issues like economic development, investment activities, national regulation and regime of 

accumulation as well as local regulation, local economic constraints and the way in which actors enforced 

rules in urban planning.  

RS8 – Storage characteristics 

RS9 – Location 

No  

GOVERNANCE SYSTEM 

 

 ―the government and other organizations that manage the park, the specific rules related to the 

use of the resource, and how these rules are made‖ (Ostrom, 2009:420) 

 

The government and other organizations that manage the urban system, producing the 

rules for the governance of the urban space as resource system 

GS1-  Government organizations Yes See GS5* 

GS1* Policy area Yes  Urban planning and Social Policies 

GS2 – Nongovernment organizations Yes See GS5* 

GS2* Geographic scale of governance 

system 

Yes Multiscalar 

.  

Differently from Ostrom and Nagendra  (2014) , the present research does not provide for a single scale of 

governance: the case study of Rome describes the problems affecting the management of the city as a multi-

scalar phenomenon, which influences motives and strategies of local communities. The study  consider the 

level of the city of Rome and of single districts (Municipi), but it always referred to factors of national and 

local regulation as well as international factors (globalization and inter-local competition) which strongly 

influence the governance system and the use of urban resources. 

GS3* Population Yes High and heterogeneous  

We inserted population in the study since scarcity has been identified by Ostrom as a main factor 

influencing collective action (Ostrom ,2009). Indeed, the wider is the population interested in the 

governance system, the higher are the transaction costs in self-organization processes.  

The high population of the socio-ecological system, related to the width of its surface, has determined the 

need for a polycentric organization of the city in municipalities characterized by large differences in socio-

economic composition of the population. 

In a specific areas, like the Local districts, higher densities increased the rivalry in consumption of local 

collective goods and commons, and created incentives for community-based organizations to devise 
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common working rules and co-production of ―lacking‖ resources in vacant spaces. The research evidences 

how social centers grew in areas and districts characterized by high population densities (ex.VII Municipio) 

and lower levels of social and economic well-being, correlated with lower possibility to access some basic 

needs (―merit goods‖, like housing) (Conti et al, 2002) 

GS3 – Network structure Yes See GS9*  

GS4* Regime type 

―moves to a more macro level by 

specifying the logic upon which the 

overarching governance system is 

organized. The term regime can be used 

in different ways, distinguishing between 

democratic or autocratic systems of 

governance or between monocentric and 

polycentric systems)‖  (McGinnis and 

Ostrom, 2014)  

Yes  Polycentric and democratic 

Polycentric and autocratic (government 

appointed commissioner‘s management) 

This is an interesting variable highly influencing communities‘ self-organization in the case study. We 

provide in the work some datas about the regime types.  

The polycentric functional administrative organization of the city allowed for spaces of autonomy in urban 

resources management by Local Districts, thus increasing the possibilities to include local citizens in the 

choice on the intended use of the resources of the city. The research described how different democratic or 

autocratic governments (elected major, government appointed commissioner at the local level) and the way 

by which participatory democracy was taken into account (Cellamare, 2008) affected the attempts of self-

organization as well as the processes of disestablishment of the public sphere and self-legitimation by 

communities who re-appropriated the commons. 

GS4 – Property-rights systems Yes See GS7* 

GS5* Nature of these organizations 

 

Third tier variables:  

GS5 *Rule making organizations  

GS5*a Public sector organizations 

GS5*b Private sector Organizations 

(for profit) 

GS5*c Non governmental, non profit 

organizations 

GS5*d Community-based 

organizations  

 

 
Yes 

 

 

 

Public  organizations: National Government, 

Municipal Council and Local Districts Councils 

 

Private organizations: Big building companies and 

Real-estate funds with their Investment Management 

Companies 

 

Community-based organizations  

The variable helps to explain tasks, interests and roles of the actors involved in the production of rules for 

the management of the urban system as a system of resources: the Municipal Council and Local Municipal 

Districts; the building enterprises operating in oligopolistic positions, the real estate funds and their 

investment management companies; the analyzed networks of local community-based organizations, 

committees and associations 

The research evidences how imbalances among different socio-economic attributes of these  (se Actors A2-

a)  influenced the government and governance of urban resources beyond their formal roles and tasks. 

It also provides information to highlight how the production and allocation of urban resources is influenced 

by non-local actors (investors and funds) that place the choices on the management and the production of 

urban space in a higher level of rule-making (the example is the national regulation which allows the use of 

the asset management companies as promoters of valorizations. - Agenzia del Demanio, 2013 -). 

The nature of these organizations, physically "distant" from the local context, but nonetheless influent in the 

production of urban space and the use of urban space resources, increases the level of complexity and 

uncertainty for local actors and incentivizes self-organization processes for the community management of 

the empty spaces of the city. The lack of communication and recognition among stakeholders and the 
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various levels involved in the production of rules, determine different strategies in the definition and 

application of the rules. This fact unavoidably brings to conflicts, whose result is often the maintenance of 

the status quo, or the acquisition of benefits by subgroups with more resources (economic, political and 

technological) available. 

GS6*- Nature of the rules that these 

organizations implement  

 

Third tier variables: 

GS6* – Rules in use 

GS6*a operational-choice rules 

(including monitoring and sanctioning 

rules) 

GS6*b collective choice rules 

GS6*c constitutional choice rules 

Yes 

 

 

 

Public actors:  1.Constitutional choice rules  

2.Collective choice rules, 3.Operational choice rules,  

Private (for profit) actors: 1. Operational rules 2. 

Operational choice rules 3. Influence on collective 

choice rules and operational rules 

Community based organizations: 1. Informal rules of 

use 2. Low influence collective choice rules and 

operational rules 

It is an important variable affecting collective action (Ostrom, 2009). In particular, in the case study it was 

important to describe actors influencing rule making and operational rules in the management of urban land 

and the City as a Commons. 

Confirming Ostrom‘s perceptions, the analyzed case study shows how operational choice rules upon uses 

and destinations of urban space in Rome have been often devised in formal and informal arenas, by actors 

with different socio-economic attributes (see Actors A2-a in the table). 

The case study also describes how the complexity of actors involved in the constitutional choice setting 

(from the European level, to the National Government, to the pressures and imbalances of global markets) 

created uncertainties and  incentivized locally self-organization around the urban commons by community 

based organizations
251

.(see Schlager, 2006) 

 

 Public sector organizations: National Government implemented Constitutional Choice Rules and 

Collective Choice Rules, Operational Choice Rules (planning, the use of Contracted urban planning or 

the involvement of the private sector in the production and distribution of public services – approach of 

New Public Management ).  

Municipal Council implemented collective choice rules at the local level (Resolutions and Regulations 

for Citizens‘ initiatives and participatory democracy) and operational choice rules (definition of Piani 

regolatori Generali). The Municipal level also implemented the operational rules (by deliberating the 

changes in planning destination -Varianti - and by deciding to delegate - or not - to IMCs the task to 

define the projects of valorization of public assets.) 

 Private (for profit) organizations, like the big building companies, implemented operational rules. These 

actors influenced the production of operational choice rules (examples are the Varianti to the planning 

destinations), and operational rules (the use of compensations as edificatory rights) .  

 Community based organizations implemented operational rules and working rules (such as the use of 

urban vacant spaces). With non-profit organizations lobbied for the definition of operational choice rules 

and collective choice rules at local level (by requiring the enlargement of the actors involved in the 

process of definition of operational choice rules for the management of the public assets and the inclusion 

of community-based organizations and the citizenship in the process of planning of vacant urban spaces – 

ex. ―Patrimonio Comune‖). The communities taken into consideration in the case study implemented 

operational rules of use of the urban vacant spaces as urban commons. Local users also defined rules of 

use of this urban vacant spaces. In some cases the practices that these communities carried on have been 

integrated into resolutions (an evidence is the Desks about the Housing Emergency inserted into the 

―Piani Sociali di Zona‖ envisaged by law 328/2000 or the former – controversial and debated - municipal 

                                                           
251As reported by Schlager (2006): ―The constitutional choice level of decision making establishes the institutional 

context for collective problem solving. The ability of citizens to come to a common understanding of their shared 

problems and reach common agreement on decision rules that allows them to resolve problems and take advantage of 

shared opportunities is strongly influenced by the constitutional choice setting‖ (Schlager, 2006:3) 
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resolution 26/1995 about the social use of Municipal properties).  

GS7* – Property rights systems Yes  

The variable helps to explain the overarching system of rights of property, access and use of urban 

resources. 

 As seen in the study the right of use (and withdrawal) is linked to the property of soil.  

This can be public or private. Public ownership attributes the use of urban resources under public ownership 

by concession. The use of resources, is not formally recognized when disconnected from the grant or 

private property. 

In cases of public concessions of vacant spaces (like resolution 26/1995) local users has rights of access, 

withdrawal, management and exclusion. 

Right of alienation is always regulated by rights of property over the resource.  

The study shows that at the national level, 

- The attempt to define a greater public actor's weight in influencing the use of urban resources, through 

increased possibility of expropriation for public use, as provided by the Constitution (art.42) has been 

gradually reduced (Sullo, 1964 ; judgments of the constitutional court of 1982 compared to the national law, 

10/1977). 

- An increasing process of privatization of public properties takes place, justified by the needs and 

economic constraints of the State. 

The research shows the mechanisms of progressive reduction of urban resources  of public ownership and 

describes a consequent reduction of the ability to access the public and common use of urban spaces and 

resources that can be extracted for the benefit of local communities (public services and public spaces for 

meeting). From this perception the research reports how these features raised a debate about the relationship 

between rights of property and rights of collective use.  

GS8 – Monitoring and sanctioning 

rules 

 See GS6* 

GS8* Repertoire of norms and 

strategies 

―entire repertoire of norms or shared 

strategies that are available for the use of 

actors engaged in a particular 

setting. In effect, this term reflects the 

myriad ways in which culture affects 

decisions regarding SESs.‖ (McGinnis 

and Ostrom, 2014: 9, italic mine)  

Yes 
Benign neglect 

The variable explains the stand points from which actors organize their activities around the social and 

ecological context. 

Repertoires of norms and strategies and related culture affected the concentration of experiences of self-

organization which spread in specific areas in Rome, as well as the behaviors of other actors. 

According to our description the realization of urban planning in Rome was characterized by an 

instrumental use of the envisions lead by the rent-seeking interests of the building sector: this ―cultural 

repertoire‖ which characterized the  edification of the city left often uncovered the increasing needs of 

housing and of related public services and public transports, and determined urban sprawl and unease 

conditions for its inhabitants (par. 3.2.3, see also Campos Venuti, 1981, footnote).  

The research also reports the tendency by the public sector to define strict rules in  urban planning 

regulation at local and national level, and then to subsequently amend these rules through amnesties 

(Berdini, 2008). An example was that of the definition of plans for building amnesties that generated an 

indefinite urban growth, resulting over time in overexploitation of urban spatial resources and urban sprawl. 

This feature of constantly changing rules produced incentives also for specific private actors: big building 

companies (A2-a) over time beguan to buy portions of land without the permit to build on, waiting to be 

able to affect the production of the new plan rules and derogation - Varianti - (par. 4.2.1, Also Sina, 2013). 

The results in the production of the urban landscape and the progressive reduction of green areas by 

building activities were also a factor which motivated the attempts of self-organization and occupation of 
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urban vacant spaces, either private and public. The Research shows that this response arose from a lack of 

recognition of these communities in the definition and coordination of rules in formal arenas and from the 

strong marginalization which resulted from the management of social policies influenced by the needs of 

specific actors. 

The "outside the rules"  behavior was the result of a general behavior of benign neglect by the public sector 

in which formal rules de jure are generated, de facto used for the benefit of the most influential actors and 

without attention to the wider public: examples of this are the realization of the areas of the new polarities 

(nuove polarità) of the PRG Piano Regolatore Generale 2003-2008 and the non-implementation of public 

services for which the concessions to private companies (eg the realization of the underground linking the 

areas of Torre Angela and Anagnina, or the construction of light rail service in Acilia Madonnetta and of 

the students' residences) and the instrumental use of the public funds for social housing policies (parr.4.1 

and 4.2 Municipal deliberation 23/2010). 

 

GS9* Network structure  

―refers to the connections among the rule-

making organizations and the population 

subject to these rules. Third-tier variables 

could include, for example, the measure 

of centrality, modularity, connectivity, 

and number of levels, as used by Ostrom 

and Cox (2010).‖ (McGinnis and Ostrom, 

2014: 9) 

Yes  

The description in the research provides for a further evaluation of existing connection among the  rule-

making organizations and the typology of interactions among the population and these organizations.  

To sum up the results of our research, I evidenced a high connectivity between the public and private 

organizations (increasing role of real-estate funds and the banking sector for reasons of public financial 

sustainability), influencing choices upon the transformation of the urban landscape (par. 3.1.; 4.1) . 

The research also aimed to provide an overview of the levels of government  involved in the governance of 

the city through the description of the institutional transformation due to the Municipal debt (management 

by government appointed commissioners Varazzani, law decree 16/2014 and government by a government 

appointed commissioner), the occurrence of scandal of ―Mafia Capitale‖, which showed the influence of 

informal rule-making organizations in the government of welfare policies, the impact upon the population 

subject to these rules, the impact of the interventions expressed in resolution 140/2015 and applied through 

a commissioner‘s management (par. 4.3, box; 4.4).  The case study evidenced also the network structure 

among community-based organizations by describing the experiences of ―Patrimonio Comune‖ and ―Diritto 

alla Città‖(par. 4.4) 

GS10*Historical continuity 

―Historical continuity is included to 

distinguish between systems of 

governance that have been in place for 

long periods of time and those that are 

more recent in form. All forms of 

governance have deep roots in historical 

precedents, but some systems are more 

inclined toward stasis and others toward 

more flexible modes of response.‖ 

(McGinnis and Ostrom, 2014: 9) 

Yes High 

 

The Rome case study wanted to provide some basic elements to highlight the historical continuity in the 

definition of rules and distribution of urban space and governance of the city (Insolera, 2011).  It also 

acknowledges the long standing tradition of illegal building activities as well as of political occupation of 

urban space as a response to marginalization and poverty (as deprivation in the capability to live a good life, 

Sen) . Also the governance of urban vacant space by these specific political communities characterized a 
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system of governance of urban resources which have deep roots and dates back to the late ‗70ies. 

This governance system has a high historical continuity and therefore generated over time a set of shared 

practices, repertoires and strategies among the actors involved. The research also wants to highlight the 

occurring transition with a commissioner management  who seems to impose a break between a complex 

preceding phase  of informal definition of the rules in use, and a phase of greater formalization. However, 

this rule change does not appear motivated by the task for enlargement of the actors involved in the 

consultation of the rules and uses of urban space, taking into account the specificities and the local context, 

but it takes place in a formally autocratic way. 

 

RESOURCE UNITS 

―trees, shrubs, and plants contained in the park, types of wildlife, and amount and flow of water‖ 

(Ostrom, 2009:420) 

Urban vacant spaces, social centers and material and immaterial resources provided by 

these commons 

RU1 – Resource unit mobility 

―Due to the costs of observing and 

managing a system, selforganization is 

less likely with mobile resource units, 

such as wildlife or water in an 

unregulated river, than with stationary 

units such as trees and plants or water in 

a lake‖ 

Yes Immobile 

Urban spatial resources are not mobile. This generates greater chance of self-organization around the 

management and  definition of rules of use of specific urban resources (abandoned buildings, empty 

particles and green areas / undeveloped, abandoned factories, abandoned barracks, theaters in the city 

center, outlying areas of agricultural land "unused" ). 

RU2 – Growth or replacement rate No   

RU3 – Interaction among resource 

units 

No  

RU4 – Economic value Yes 

 

 

High and variable 

The economic value of urban resources (abandoned empty spaces, building land) is variable on the basis of 

the real estate market trends. 

The research reported how the high and variable economic value of areas and premises (specific urban 

spatial resources) drove the continuous change and expansion of the city, with the negative effects of this 

increase over the whole socio-ecological system, resulting in urban sprawl (Berdini, 2008; Crisci et al. 

2014). 

The research reports how the economic value of specific urban resources is at the basis for conflicts. It 

determines a difficult  mediation and consultation on operational choice rules, especially when the 

profitability of investments on the individual urban resources (abandoned buildings, agricultural land) or on 

their areas increases, and this can cause an exploitation of the resource that may conflict with the interests 

and needs of local and community actors. 

It also highlights how growing need for valorization or alienation of resources from the public decision-

maker and the interest by builders and investors in the purchase of land and public buildings (ex. Buildings 

in dismission of former public holding - INPS, INPDAP - in central areas of the city; empty agricultural 

land who were allowed to be built on by the building plan and by the variants to the plan; public assets 
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contained in public property funds like barracks and former offices) generated and generates conflicts 

around the determination of the rules for the use of urban empty or abandoned spaces and of the actors 

entitled to access and use such resources. 

The economic value of the premises was also one of the main reasons for the elaboration of resolution 

88/2013 and 140/2015, which brought the eviction of some communities (association and local users) and 

the reason why the vacant building of via Nola,5, which will described in chapter 5, became a private 

property. The conflict arose from the confrontation between economic value of the space and social value 

of the project-space as urban common. 

RU5 – Number of units 

RU6 – Distinctive characteristics 

Yes 

 

High and variable 

In the Rome case study we highlighted a high number of vacant spaces (without accounting the 50,000 

unsold habitations, see par.4.2.1.) and assess a average number of 56 social centers.  

High number, but with different values and economic profitability on the basis of the location. The problem 

of urban management is not related to their scarcity, but to the  rights to access and use these resources 

(actors entitled to the use of the empty urban spaces). The scarcity of these resources is linked to the types 

of use and access to the benefits which can be extracted from different uses of these spaces (residential 

homes for higher income groups, offices and shopping centers or public parks,  social and community 

spaces).  

We describe in Table 2 (see appendix) the main features  and services provided by the urban commons-

social centers considered. 

RU7 – Spatial and temporal 

distribution 

 

Yes  

Although it is difficult to apply this variable to kind of resources like ―urban vacant spaces‖ which are 

constantly created and destroyed by social dynamics, it is maybe possible to say that their spatial 

distribution is well spread and not constant in time. The distribution of vacant spaces in the urban system 

over time was due to the level economic development and profitability of investment in such resources 

(vacant resources and real estates), witnessed by the realization of the new peripheries over agricultural soil 

in last years, the existence of vacant spaces in the peripheries after dismissal of former industries in late 

‗70ies and of public spaces like schools and public premises; the presence of vacant cinemas and theaters in 

the 2000). 

The research shows that the distribution in the city space (location of empty urban spaces) and the change in 

the profitability of "urban space assets" over time on the basis of their location (as in the cases of previsions 

of valorization of peripheral areas, or of projects of public infrastructure construction and relocation of 

offices and services in some areas) (see RU5) generated changes in the interests of private actors to take 

ownership of some empty resources for their construction, restoring and sale, and influenced the 

governance and distribution of urban resources by the public decision-maker. In the absence of restrictions 

by law (like rent value acts) when the valuation of properties and sites generates a rise of rent linked to real 

estate in the area, the real estate market prices rise, and increase the incentives for owners to sell their 

properties or to increase rents. This creates a mechanism of marginalization of the most vulnerable groups 

from the areas exploited in more suburban areas. 

Despite the polycentric administrative organization of the city of Rome, the research shows that the use of 

urban space for the construction of new residential areas, has meant that many services remained  localized 

mainly in the central areas of the city, or were/have been never made (although envisaged by the PRG) 

(para. 3.2.1; 4.2.1). This reduced the possibility for actors located in peripheral areas to access important 

dimensions of social welfare (related to environmental quality, social relationships, health, mobility, 

political weight and governance) and thus generated incentives to self-organization by some communities to 

devise alternative solutions on empty spaces of the city. 

The Table 2 (see appendix) evidenced the location of resource units transformed into social centers by area 

(Municipio) and the time by which they exist. 



ACTORS 

McGinnis and Ostrom (2014) changed ―users into actors‖ ―to examine the situations in which 

the set of direct participants in processes of resources extraction is not identical to the set of 

participants consuming the product of labor‖ 

Actors interested to the governance of the urban space and to the flows of its resources” 

A1 – Number of relevant actors  

―The impact of groupsize on the 

transaction costs of self-organizing 

tends to be negative given the higher 

costs of getting users together and 

agreeing on changes. If the tasks of 

managing a resource, however, such as 

monitoring extensive community forests 

in India, are very costly, larger groups 

are more able to mobilize necessary 

labor and other resources. Thus, group 

size is always relevant, but its effect on 

self-organization depends on other SES 

variables and the types of management 

tasks envisioned.‖ (Ostrom,2009) 

Yes High  

Identified as an important variable influencing collective action by Ostrom (2009), as well as being 

important in the study area. Within the system – the context of Rome as a Commons – the number of actors 

and interests intertwined created a complex and difficult situation in managing conflicting interests and uses 

of urban resources.  

Besides, the research also acknowledges the relevance of the high number of people involved in process of 

collective action around urban commons and around the ―city as a commons‖ (the initiatives of Patrimonio 

Comune, Deliberiamo Roma and The Movement ―Diritto alla città‖) which enabled a capillary network of 

citizens to self-organize ―territorial observatories‖  to monitor the use of the urban space at the local level. 

By the way, other variables resulted more relevant in the governance of the resources system. 

A2 – Socioeconomic attributes Yes Highly different 

Identified as an important variable influencing collective action in the literature; important for the study 

area, where there are differences in the degree to which different socioeconomic groups have been included 

in or excluded from the use and management of urban commons and urban space, highlightening the 

relevance of socioeconomic attributes in the governance of the territory. Indeed the study reports how, as 

Ostrom argued ―Different sets of actors may be engaged in extracting or producing different types of 

resource units drawn from one or more resource systems, and their activities may be guided by rules drawn 

from overlapping governance system‖ (Ostrom, and how socio economic attributes play a pivotal role in 

this complex system. 

A summary is reported below: 

Public actors 

Municipal level: High political power. High technical capacity and availability of resources, with problems 

of organization and communication among its different departments. This actor is partially constrained by 

financial necessity (incentives generated by being too big to fail), currently heavily in debt and bound by 

the rules set at higher levels (national actors, international).  

Local district level: political power stricted by financial and political requirements, and bounded by the 

rules laid down by superior actors (Municipality), in many cases this actor was unable to carry out the 

demands of the population of the territory due to lack of political weight, political will and available 

material resources. 

Private actors 
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Large companies in the construction industry: economically important for the economic growth of the city 

and in oligopolistic market. They could influence the formation of the operational rules of use of land over 

time, prevailing over other actors in the possibility of determining the use of city spaces, concerting the 

rules for use at the municipal level (Variations and contracted use planning, compensations used as 

"edificatory rights"). These actors had important weight in the definition of operational choice rules (in the 

definition of the plans as general regulators as of interventions for major works and new construction plans 

for social housing) having a major weight even in determining the choice of operational rules at a national 

level (eg. political weight of the construction industry; use of the construction sector for the reprise of 

growth in the phases of economic downturn, the creation of infrastructures to meet the housing needs. Then, 

the construction industry is still a lever for economic recovery and for the construction of infrastructure and 

realization of international events that would attract foreign capital) 

Real estate funds and banks: economically crucial to the economic sustainability through processes of 

alienation and valorization of the territory. These actors have a strong weight in the creation of cities (with 

IMC as promoters of valorization) but they are released from the social and geographical contexts. The 

primary objective of these actors is the economic return resulting from investment activities. This generates 

a use of urban spaces and urban production-lead by market demand or market expectations, but often low-

cut by the needs of use of those living in the space. An example of the weight of the sector can be provided 

by the investment  operated by German funds into Italian real-estates for 420 million euro (the most of them 

in the retail sector) in 2013 (see par.3.1.2.). 

Community based organizations: the socio-economic weight is numerically significant (labor force and 

vote) but hardly relevant in the production of operational choice rules on use of urban space abandoned or 

empty. The exclusion from the consultation of the  of operational choice rules resulted in the self-

organization and the processes of conflict between these actors and other actors. The lack of power given to 

the community is also determined by the availability of different means that citizens can dedicate to projects 

which can influence the realization of urban space and to the definition of the rules for its use, even in 

institutional settings.  

Over time these actors often did not succeed in the promotion and in the attempts of definition of shared 

rules to be protected by the public sector (regulations on civic uses, deliberation "Patrimonio 

Comune", Moratoriums on concrete - Salviamo il Paesaggio). Also in reaction to these failures and to the 

attempts of co-optation by other actors (policy makers who attempt to lower the level of conflict, private 

and public actors who allow community temporary uses of empty spaces in order to gain advantage in terms 

of economic profitability
252

; or use of these spaces to attract tourists enhancing processes of gentrification) 

these actors developed autonomous practices of land management outside the established rules and fostered 

the inclusion of subjects normally cut off from the social and political life. 

 

 

A3 – History or past experiences 
This variable ―allow for the influences 

of past experiences in any kind of 

relevant activity‖ (McGinnis, Ostrom, 

2014) 

Yes  Relevant in particular for community-based 

organizations 

Identified as an important variable influencing collective action in the literature (Ostrom,2009) ; in the 

research it is an important variable affecting actors‘ expectations about the enforcement of rules, since 

―informal rules‖ devised over time determined a cultural approach to the issue of the redistribution of space, 

urban resources and localization of public services. It is linked to the repertoires of norms and strategies 

(GS8*). The research also highlights how the history and past experiences of community based 

organizations influenced also the resilience of these actors. 

A4 – Location Yes Highly different on the basis of actors‘ socio-

economic attributes and specific characteristics 

The location of actors generally affects the availability of resources to them, creating incentives to devise 

rules to attribute benefits in an equal way (an example in Ostrom [1990:82] is that of the ―zanjeras‖). The 

research describes how location of the actors strongly influenced collective action around urban resources. 

                                                           
252

 Temporary uses are encouraged by public authorities and are harnessed as a prelude to more 

profitable ventures or as gap fillers until market demand permits a return to regulated urban planning  (see 

Colomb, 2012) 
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The case study evidences how the localization of marginalized people in the peripheries by the actual (non) 

realization of urban planning determined patterns of inclusion/exclusion to access public-social spaces and 

related flows of resources to access social and political life (see concept of ―deprivation‖ by Sen) . The 

complexity of the city system did not produced rules to equalize benefits and costs among the actors 

involved in the management of urban resources and flows of units produced by the use of the city. 

The location of the actors across the urban territory, particularly some of them, over time has resulted in a 

failure of the local governance. Political elites and administrative departments were located in the center, 

within the northern and western areas (the establishment of the eastern government sector has never been 

implemented, which is why the relocation of the administrative offices in the suburbs hasn‘t occurred for a 

long time), while the working classes lived in the suburbs, mainly in the south-eastern areas, resulting in 

very divergent perspectives / on how to experience ―empty‖ urban resources and how to make better use of 

them. (See par. 3.2.3.; 3.2.4.). The research points out how most of the community-owned centers grew in 

these areas, following the socio-economic development of the city. 

Nowadays as well, it is clear that some private actors (investors and Investment fund management 

companies) are detached from the social-ecological systems which their investments are targeting. There 

are too high transaction costs between inhabitants‘ concerns relating the use of the territory where they live 

on one side, and international investors‘ interest in the economic profit of their investments on the other 

one. This split doesn‘t make possible any contact between the two needs and leads to conflicts over the use 

of urban spatial resources, which have been purchased by the Investment fund management companies and 

used then by local communities entering into and holding them for their most immediate needs, especially 

in the background of social disintegration and economic depression which marked the financial crisis period 

in Rome (section. 4.2) 

 

A5 – Leadership/entrepreneurship 

―When some users of any type of 

resource system have 

entrepreneurial skills and are 

respected as local leaders as a result 

of prior organization for other 

purposes, self-organization is more 

likely‖ 

No Altough this is an important variable in the study 

on collective action by Ostrom (1990) the study 

did not deepen this variable.  

A6 – Norms (trust-

reciprocity)/social capital 
 ―Users of all types of resource systems 

who share moral and ethical standards 

regarding how to behave in groups they 

form, and thus the norms of reciprocity, 

and have sufficient trust in one another 

to keep agreements will face lower 

transaction costs in reaching agreements 

and lower costs of monitoring‖ 

(Ostrom, 2009) 

Yes Differentiated among the different actors  

Low between community and private 

organization  

High (positive and negative reciprocity) between 

private organizations and public organization)  

Middle between public organization and 

community based organization 

High within community based organizations  

 

 

Applying broadly this specific case study, it shows a high degree of reciprocity between private 

stakeholders and the political administration agents, while on the other hand a low degree of it between 

private stakeholders and local communities and an intermediate degree between the considered 

communities and the City public sector. 

In the case study we analyzed, targeted communities show shared social norms, mutual trust and a high 

social capital, thanks above all to the plentiful networks of negotiation and rule development which 

characterize the political life of these communities. The social capital has been arising for a very long time. 

Regardless the deepness and broadness of these networks, they don‘t not include other previously 

mentioned actors, which are rather often the target of suspicion and estrangement feelings. 

A7 – Knowledge of SES/mental 

models 
When users share common knowledge 

of relevant SES attributes, how their 

actions affect each other, and rules used 

in other SESs, they will perceive lower 

Yes Differentiated among the different actors 
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costs of organizing (Ostrom, 2009) 

This variable affected indeed the attempts of self-organization at a city level (DeLiberiamo Roma and Right 

to the City cases) and was a factor and a motor enhancing self-organization. 

The lack of knowledge of the socio-ecological system where they live and the disintegration of the social 

fabric characterising such a broad resources framework (i.e. the lack of relations between neighbourhoods 

often experienced as "separated islands"), resulted in the inhabitants‘ spread attitude of little attention 

towards the urban resources management processes on a large scale in Rome. 

Even today, it can be found among the actors of the third sector a difficult access to relevant information 

and a poor exchange of knowledge and skills. However, over time the increasing network-based 

reorganization of political communities linked to self-management experiences and to grassroots 

associations dealing with the development of monitoring committees for their environment, led to a 

renovated concern for territories (neighborhoods) and for decision making processes determining the 

intended purposes of specific areas (see for example networks such as: Diritto alla Città, Cinecittà bene 

comune and La casa del Parco Forum).   

The public sector, though legally required to know the territory and to plan its management, often hasn‘t 

taken into account the views of these local monitoring committees or civil society associations, even if they 

held a massive amounts of information about territories and needs expressed by their inhabitants. The lack 

of negotiation arenas involving citizens and members of grassroots organizations (such as community-

owned centers and grassroots committees) in the management of territories, even the discrediting and 

marginalization of them (see all the examples of poor effectiveness of administration-led initiatives 

promoting citizens‘ engagement and the little consideration for participatory democracy paths [Cellamare, 

2008] ), all this made grow overwhelmingly the organizational costs among these actors, it generated 

conflicts at the whole urban level and it led a progressive impoverishment of the citizens' capacity to 

participate in land management and planning, on equal terms with other non-institutional actors.           

A8 – Importance of resource 

(dependence) 

―In successful cases of self-

organization, users are either dependent 

on the RS for a substantial portion of 

their livelihoods or attach high value to 

the sustainability of the resource. 

(Ostrom, 2009) Otherwise, the costs of 

organizing and maintaining a self-

governing system may not be worth the 

effort‖ (McGinnis and Ostrom, 2014) 

No  

The importance of urban spatial resources (availability of green, community spaces, spaces for public and 

community services) is connected to social and environmental wellbeing. This focus on social sustainability 

by the collective use of urban resources led to the willingness and ability of self-organization by the 

community and greatly influenced their action. The public actor manifests a dependence on local resources 

because their valorisation or sale can give access to liquid resources necessary for the balance of the 

Municipal debt, and so also the payment of debts incurred in the delivery of services. Added to this are also 

linked the incentives for big construction works which can attract foreign capital and investments by 

institutional and non-institutional actors. 

From the point of view of the big private (for profit) actors, urban resources are necessary for the 

maintenance of their economic sustainability. 

A9 – Technologies available Yes   

Technologies available to stakeholders have been classified depending on different actors, more precisely 

on the actors‘ capacity of using the territory and to define the rules about its use and access. At the same 

time, available technologies doesn‘t rely only on the material resources (means needed to implement plans 

relating the use of the targeted areas, or to purchase the ownership of the land), but also on the capacity of 
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creating consensus around such plans (room of action to provide information through networks, IT 

technologies, local newspapers etc…). In this case as well, different socio-economic features of the 

stakeholders determined different uses of the urban space and different weight in the creation of relevant 

rules. 

One example is the discrepancy between the means available to citizens and those available to building 

companies in the drawing up of proposals on land use: as discussed in section 4.4., the attempt to propose 

citizens‘ Initiative laws by Deliberiamo Roma and Patrimonio Comune has pointed out citizens‘ discomfort 

in working through such work when they have limited material and immaterial resources (time, access to 

information) to promote and disseminate their initiative. 

 

 

 

 
 

―Internally, there were large groups that were characterized by severe heterogeneity of interests 

and of relevant time horizons. Given the different technologies in use, any rules that were defined 

to limit use would tend to benefit one subgroup over another, rather than benefit all in a similar 

manner" Ostrom (1990:146) 

 

In the study, we described how in a specific social, economic and political setting (S) 

(characterized by international economic crisis, high economic and political interdependences, 

autocratic and technocratic governments at the national and local level, institutional 

transformations and the retrenchment of the welfare functions of the  public sector), the city as a 

resources system (RS) set conditions for focal action situations in which diverse interactions 

determine different outcomes.  
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Urban land and city are particular ―systems of resources‖ producing both material and immaterial 

units of resources.  The mainly oligopolistic character of land as well as the different flows of 

resource units generated by its different uses and destinations, consent to define the urban space 

as a system composed of ―urban spatial resources‖.  

Vacant land and abandoned urban spaces are units resources which can generate conflicts (I8) 

upon their destinations, management and distribution, and between  different envision of 

―society‖ and ―values‖ orienting actors‘ choices and interests over its uses (or non uses).  

From the analysis of the previous table is possible to extrapolate some summary points 

characterizing than the difficulties and failures in government and governance of the city as a 

system of resources. 

- The width of the system (RS3) and its complex connotation (uncertain boundaries and 

constantly changing, one of the largest urban areas in Europe) involve high costs of land 

management of the city, influencing the production of urban space, its uses and the  

functional destinations of the specific urban resources. 

-  The large number of actors involved in the governance system and the wide population 

(GS3) that takes advantage of its resources (tangible and intangible) determines a high 

level of complexity in managing needs and opposing interests. In a such complex context 

as this, ―Different sets of actors may be engaged in extracting or producing different types 

of resource units drawn from one or more resource systems, and their activities may be 

guided by rules drawn from overlapping governance systems‖ (McGinnis and Ostrom, 

2014:6). As a matter of fact, the multiscalar geographical scale of the governance system 

(GS2*) in which the big cities are set, increases the costs of self-organization and of 

transaction among the actors, which are also very differently localized (A4). So, the way 

by which the governance system (GS) set rules to actors in urban planning (and in welfare 

policies) (GS1*) in Rome influences and it is influenced by the actors themselves and by 

their relative weights (A2-a). These indeed have set widely different (A9) resources and 

technologies that impact both on the capacity to use and withdrawal of resources and on 

the definition and enfrocement of the rules. 

The lack of an overarching institutional mechanism with arenas that involved effectively 

the citizenship in producing agreements on the use of resources and that took into account 

the actual needs of the most marginalized classes affected by internal imbalances of the 

city system has meant that (Ostrom, 1990: 146) "any rules defined to limit use tended to 

benefit one subgroup over another, rather than to benefit in a similar manner". 

-  In addition, the presence of non-local actors that are equally influential in the use of the 

space today, produces a set of sparsely shared norms which are often hardly understood 

by community local actors. Especially as the value attributed to units of resources (empty 

or building urban spaces) and dependence on these resources (A8), varies depending on 
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the types of actors: while the economic value (RU4) of resource units varies depending on 

the real-estate market influencing the choices of some actors, the same can not be said 

about the value - in terms of environmental and social well-being - that the same resource 

can produce through its use by some local community actors (see ch.5).  

That is why, while the destination of land use is of course relevant for the level of 

producible annuity for actors who look to urban resources in terms of investment returns/ 

(profitability of their investements) , the same can not occur for the local community 

actors. 

- A set of rules and strategies with a long historical continuity in land management (GS8 *; 

* GS10) and the scandals about a distorted use of public money to support private 

interests (par.4,1) in the realization of urban social policies - a typical example of 

displacement of the mutual expectations created through the rules - makes it difficult that 

the choices made at the political level by the Municipal Administration for raising funds 

through alienation of public assets are supported by community-based organizations. 

- The management of the city and its regime type (GS4*), the way in which participatory 

democracy was taken into consideration by policy makers, and the set of norms and 

strategies of benign neglect which characterized its history (GS8*GS10*) informed actors 

about the stability and enforcement of informal operational rules in use
253

. 

- These factors created perverse incentives for the harvesting of urban space by building 

enterprises and set conditions for self-organization, disestablishment of the public 

institutions
254

 and self-legitimation by communities who (re)-appropriate ―illegally‖ urban 

vacant spaces.  

 

To sum up, Rome seems a case of institutional failure in governing ―Commons‖ due to the high 

diversity among the actors involved (different socio-economic attributes, interests, technologies, 

dependence by the resources). But why did I apply the case of Rome to a scheme describing 

Social-ecological system of ―Commons‖? 

Rome is an example of institutional failure in the management of common resources with a long 

history, and can therefore represent a possible effect of the progressive "weakening" of the role of 

public institutions in the protection of equality and social welfare. In the case study, it was 

described how the culture in the government of the territory was often geared to reward some 

                                                           
253 Nor the autocracy of the actual regime type (government appointed commissioner) and the enforcement of the rules 

by  monitoring and sanctioning through police, (Ostrom‘s work [1990]) seems now to provide benefits to the 

governance of the urban system as a whole (see the application of resolution 140/2015 par.4.4).  
254 The scandals occurred in the management and assignation of urban resources (Olympic football championship of 

1990, World Swim Olympic Championship of 2009, Construction of Building and Infrastructures), and of welfare 

services (Mafia capitale) showed the presence of mechanisms of influence peddling in the assignation of spaces and 

tasks which characterized the system of government and governance by public-private partnership of the city. As seen, 

this provided incentives for self-organization by community actors and the production of ―other‖ rules for the collective 

use of vacant spaces as commons. 
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actors over others, resulting in an unequal socio-economic and urban development, 

overexploitation of urban spaces for speculative purposes and a division between center and 

peripheries which severely affected the ability and the quality of life of its inhabitants (generating 

a strong social unrest, deficiencies in access to public services, to social and political life). 

The current regression of the public sphere, which has become "semi-helpless" in the warranty of 

the rights and at the same time "semi-authoritarian" in the imposition of  rules of economic 

governance, sets the discourse on public and shared resources in the same terms of the governance 

of common pool resources, outside the government. In fact the model provided by Ostrom and 

anticipated by Buchanan analyzes the reality of politics for what it is and not what it should be.  

The problem that arises, therefore, is that in such a system, characterized by large inequalities 

between the actors involved, the end result - in the case study the overharvesting of urban land - is 

determined by the decisions of the actors with greater means and resources. This can happen not 

only with regard to the exploitation of local resources but also for the provision of public services 

(merit goods and rights) by private actors, if the "State", the public sector, delegates the 

production of operational rules in use - and thus the public interest - to the "market" . 

It is in this sense that the issue of "the Commons" lies within the institutional transformations 

such as those of the law. If the boundaries of the institutions and their power became labile on the 

basis of economic constraints and the States operate mechanisms of centralization of power in 

waiving social and constitutional rules for reasons of urgency, encouraging the growth of power 

of private élites, the result is a governance without government in which actors with greater 

means may establish operational rules, which are far from those collectively agreed at higher 

levels (for example, constitutional - concerning main objectives and tasks - or those of collective 

choice - concerning the modes of choice and the actors involved in collective choice processes-). 

Of course, in this context, the expectations of the actors with less resources remain displaced and 

that these actors risk to be crushed by existing imbalances. It is for the same reason that they 

organize themselves, and it is for the same reason that urban commons considered in this case 

study are not ―neutral‖ but radical political spaces of claim. These claim rights which, with the 

crowding-out of ―public interest‖, remain unexpressed possibilities or at most reclaimed 

"illegally".  
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5. S.cu.p.: a case study 

5.1 Introduction 

A part of this research was addressed to analyse the typologies of material and immaterial 

resources (benefits) to which urban commons give access. This way, the research aimed to 

understand what uses and for what interest could be directed the action of "re-appropriation" of 

the empty spaces of the city by community-based organizations. 

It is not easy to consider a specific context like this, although widespread in Rome, but it 

seemed interesting to consider such a reality, to investigate the connections between the economic 

and political transformations described in previous sections and the mechanisms of self-

organization and of use of urban resources by a part of the civil society. So far, the research has 

highlighted how the theme of "the commons" is closely related to the transformation of the 

institutions, a process accelerated by the economic crisis. It has also highlighted how communities 

are particular subjects, and how the management of the commons summon the mechanisms of 

collective action and the establishment of institutions, governed by the social norms and shared 

cultural repertoires (representations) that develop and act within the community. Either looking to 

this issue in a broader perspective, as in the case of government and governance of urban 

resources in Rome, or in a very narrow perspective as that of the specific case study - an urban 

space resource as a common good – it seems important to note how social representations play a 

vital role in determining the results of the management of shared resources. However, what this 

chapter aims to highlight is how the collective use of urban commons could help to achieve a 

social wellbeing and how the result of such use can lead to consider an urban space a 

"inalienable" resource for the local citizenship. 

A premise  

To better explain the path followed by this field study, it is worth to go through our reasoning, and 

remember that from the city's perspective, spatial urban resources are resources that can give 

access to different flows of material and immaterial resources (public services, health to make 

comprehensible the direction of this field study, social and environmental) on the basis of their 

use. Although this extension of Ostrom's thought may appear particular with respect to the study 

of "common resources", as discussed in previous chapters, the connections and the mechanisms 

described by her seem rather overlapped with the subject of our study. It has already been shown 

by Ostrom how frequently the presence of different actors placed on different levels can affect 

interactions and outcomes within a socio-ecological system. Differences in positions can generate 

conflicts of interests around the management of a commons, the ways of its exploitation for the 

production of benefits deriving from different types of use. This mechanism makes no exception 
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in our case, concerning the empty spaces of the city and their destinations, because the set of 

benefits that can be extracted from their use varies considerably according to its users or owners. 

For what is the object of this paragraph, it deserves to dwell a bit on the concept of social well-

being, as a potential result produced by the different uses of urban resources. 

Social wellbeing was generally analyzed through the different approaches of subjective well-

being (utilitarian approach), the Sen's capabilities approach and that of equitable allocations of 

welfare theories. Although these approaches have addressed the issue in broadly diversified ways, 

it was emphasized that all share the relevance of a series of features that go beyond the control of 

resources, and that the measurement of these features entails the use of data types and information 

that are not picked up by normal commercial transactions (Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi, 2009). In this 

sense, the social wellbeing approach insists on the large discrepancies observed between standard 

assumptions of economic theory and real-world phenomena (Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi, 2009: 49). 

According to the Commission for the measurement of economic performance and social progress, 

there is a number of objective and subjective indicators and relevant factors in determining the 

"welfare". Among them, unemployment is one of the elements that most affects the assessment of 

subjective well-being. The analyzed case study also describes by the analysis of a micro-reality, 

the importance in terms of subjective well-being covered by the possibility not to have "any job", 

but to produce "value" through one‘s actions. Among the objective factors affecting the quality of 

life, the report of the Commission (Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, 2009) highlighted in particular 

health, education, personal activities, political weight and governance, social relationships and 

environmental conditions. On the other hand, the same report showed that economic insecurity 

and lack of safety (a factor whose perception also depends by the sense of isolation and lack of 

social capital and networks) are factors which strongly affect the quality of life . Other studies 

have found the incidence of social capital and relationships on the quality of life and well-being of 

a neighborhood (Cattel, 2001). 

In the previous part of the research it was shown as the objective factors listed above have 

suffered severe regressions in Rome, due to both the impact of "exogenous" factors such as the 

economic crisis and reforms of employment regulations, both of specific local factors which 

characterized, over time, the governance of urban resources, the production and use of space and 

the creation and distribution of services.  

Once analysed the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents and described the socio-

economic features of the city at the time of the crisis, the action-research and the survey set out to 

understand whether at the basis of the collective use of the "urban resource", there was the need 

for access to intangible resources (but nonetheless essential) accessible through space and 

considered poor compared to the possibilities offered by the context (Rome at times of crisis). 

The chapter is structured as follows: the first part is introduced by a presentation of the 

methodology and action research used for field research, the subsequent paragraphs are devoted to 
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briefly describe the socio-ecological context, the history of the property and use of the building, 

highlighting some elements of conflict between constitutional and operational rules that 

influenced the process of self-legitimation by the community in the choice to occupy the building.  

The second part (Section 5.6) shows the data collected on the field through the analysis of the 

results of the survey. This section will also dwell on the description of the methodology and 

literature used for the production of the questionnaire, giving an overview of positive factors and 

critical issues of the process of elaboration of the questionnaire and of the data processing. The 

third part draws the conclusions (5.7, 5.8) 

5.2 Methodology 

The importance to know the socio-ecological contexts and of local cultures can become 

essential in the study of practices associated with the collective management of the commons. The 

survey of case studies and the study of evolution of institutions for collective action by Ostrom 

implied forms of field observation: among the 60s and 70s Ostrom's work on policing was 

enhanced by participant observation and the author has repeatedly emphasized that field case 

studies are useful both for the development of theories and concepts and for the evaluation of 

causal mechanisms that are assumed (Poteete, 2010: 12 in Wall, 2014: 68). In this research it has 

made extensive use of the methods of the observing participation and action research, sharing 

projects with the communities, and accessing thereby also to a complex of practices and 

references that have been found useful in understanding ("objective") phenomena and 

("subjective") motivations. The observing participation was also useful for the preparation of the 

questionnaire, which was intended to collect a set of qualitative data on people (users and 

managers) who participated in the life of the urban commons. At the base of the research there 

were a set questions to be investigated: why do these communities "emerge"? what are the 

pressures that influence and encourage their self-organization? What grounds their action? Which 

are the "resources" which people access through these spaces? What are the cultural repertoires of 

those involved in the process of collective use of this urban common? 

5.2.1 Action research methodology 

Starting from the consideration of the multiple perspectives involved in the study of the commons 

and of the social and ecological systems, empirical research made use of Action Research 

methodology. Since "the commons" shift the attention from the object to the practices of 

―communing‖ and to the actors involved in collective action processes, the research has focused 

on the analysis of a specific community, that of the occupied community center S.cu.p.. 

In a first phase, the observing participation in management meetings and to the life of the center 

was required to activate the action research through the sharing of objectives and space projects. 
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Action research has involved users and managers of this space and over time it has required an in-

depth knowledge of the eco-social context in which this commons arose. To join served to 

understand some dimensions that seemed relevant in understanding the "value" connected to the 

experiences of management and use of this resource. In fact, it was important to understand why 

people would use this space, given the precarious conditions of this experience, the illegality of 

the practice and the difficulties linked to self-organization for its own management. 

In this sense, the use of the PAR offered a multidimensional approach to research that 

intentionally integrated participants' life experiences into the research process (McIntyre, 2007). 

This methodology is useful to the understanding of the interaction mechanisms and community 

cultural repertoires and to access to a very broad and specific knowledge of the subject. It 

involves the development and exchange of shared knowledge. The researcher is not at this stage a 

scientist who observes from outside the object of his experiment, but he/she acts with the 

community and shares its paths. This involves the advantage of access to information as direct as 

possible and the possibility to constantly deepen the research. Since the objective study of this 

reality was strongly related to the analysis of a still changing environment, the use of this 

technique, of participant observation and of observant participation constituted in my view the 

only way to connect theory and practice, to continuously update the set of relevant data and 

information, to compare them with other documentation and process a thesis. 

This method therefore requires a continuous dialogue between different perspectives, involves 

constant update and submit the search path to probable possible insights and readjustments. 

However, it makes the researcher to read the complexity of specific situations, analyzing specific 

characteristics and contributing to a plural knowledge production that manages to bring to light 

perspectives that are often not considered. 

The observing participation made possible to understand the aim of the project linked to the use of 

space: to provide services to the neighborhood and create small domestic economies (the so-

called "income car project") to provide a livelihood to those working in the place. This reality 

was, therefore, one between a political and social organization and a social enterprise. On the one 

hand, it guaranteed services and public use of the space, on the other, it included a political 

project and an economic project (non-profit). 

In addition, one of the "political and social" assumptions of the community organization was the 

desire to create relationships of mutualism at the time of the crisis. In these terms, this project is 

strongly in line with the model of social cooperatives or community cooperatives (Negri Zamagni, 

2012), involved in Rome in dark mechanisms of allocation of spaces and resources by the public 

sector, then emerged in the scandal of "Mafia Capitale".  

Direct observation and prolonged participation for the understanding of this reality through 

action research supported the elaboration of the questionnaire, as mentioned below. It is important 

to stress that an investigation which would have intended to investigate this reality in purely 
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economic terms or using the only perspective of business studies, would have resulted in a 

substantial reversal of the perspective and of the social and political objectives of this process of 

self-organization, as evidenced by the survey. The analysis and observation of the territory and of 

the environmental and social context that characterized its setting represented important elements 

from which to start. 

5.3 Mapping the urban commons:  the socio-ecological context of the area  

 

The specific area in which the urban commons of Scup emerged is the district included between 

the Basilica of S.Giovanni in Laterano; the important public transports‘ node in piazza of Porta 

Maggiore; piazza Re di Roma (―Re di Roma‖ square) in the center of the residential and 

commercial area of quartiere S.Giovanni (San Giovanni neighborhood). Not far from there, the 

Esquilino district hosts the central railway station Roma Termini and piazza Vittorio Emanuele, 

the ―migrants‖ square, where an important ethnic market take place every day.   

A particular attention should be paid to the Mura Castrensi (1), a residual part of the Rome‘s 

ancient walls, which physically separate the Municipio I from Municipio VII, and runs along ―via 

Carlo Felice‖ on one side and viale Castrense on the other. The social composition in the area 

comprised between the Basilica of S.Giovanni, and the streets via Nola, via La Spezia, Viale 

Castrense and Via Carlo Felice is really heterogeneous. The inhabitants of the area come mostly 

from the middle and high middle classes.  The public premise of via Orvieto (2) house the 

National Railway service‘s former employees (ex-workers) while in via Carlo Felice the Banca 

d‘Italia buildings complex (3) provided residence to its workers and managers.  
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At a same time, a part of the building of Banca d‘Italia has been occupied for housing in 

2005, and it hosts also the Occupied Self-managed Social Center ―Sans Papiers‖ (Centro Sociale 

Occupato Autogestito, CSOA) (  )at the ground floor. Another housing occupation (  ) by 

the housing movement ―Action‖  was located, very near to the above mentioned one, on ―Viale 

Castrense, 6‖ up to September 2015. Before the eviction in August 2015, it hosted about 300 

people, mostly Italian and migrants‘ homeless families and young precarious. A public asset in 

Viale Castrense, 51 was assigned to the cooperative ―Un Sorriso‖ (then implied in 2014 in the 

judiciary scandal of Mafia Capitale) hosting around 40 migrants and refugees ( ). 

5 

 

Beyond its residents, many other people cross daily this heterogeneous area. The street ―via Carlo 

felice‖ constitute an important axe for the pilgrims routes since it connects two of the main 

Basilicas in Rome ( ): S.Giovanni in Laterano and Santa Croce in Gerusalemme. On the same 

street, every Sunday morning an informal market take place in the linear public park ( ) situated 

along the ancient walls, ―Mura Castrensi‖. It is organized by homeless and Roma people who 

gather to sell second-hand clothes and objects (even resulting from charities).  

The closeness to the area of ―Piazza Vittorio‖ – characterized by a high density of migrant 

residents, business and the market – as well as the proximity with one of the principal areas of the 

important public local transport node ―Porta Maggiore‖ ( )  determines the presence of 

numerous migrants and locals, living in the peripheral areas, moving to the city center everyday to 

work. 

The axis which cover the space between ―via Carlo Felice‖ and the ―piazza Re di Roma‖(5) is 

characterized by a scarcity of green areas and public spaces for social and cultural activities.  

Beyond the linear park located along ―via Carlo Felice‖, the other public green area used as a 

space for meeting is the ―piazza Re di Roma‖(5), actually resulting in a busy traffic round-about. 

In the whole zone there are no free spaces for meeting unless the two parish churches of ―Via 

Appia‖ and ―Via Gallia‖, a public library and school in via La Spezia (4) and the market of ―via 

Orvieto‖ (2). Moreover, in the gated courtyards of the ex-workers of the railway service 

residential complexes can be found a little space used for leisure and social activities, offering 

little courses for the local community.  

In the district there is a Democratic Party (central-left wing party) local headquarter, while, at the 

same time, there is an historical presence of active extreme right-wing groups. This means also 

the presence of a low tolerance towards marginalized communities, diversity and the presence of 

a collective conservative culture which characterize some groups in the neighborhood. 

To summarize, this district intersects different interests, cultures and social sectors: a big presence 

of elderly population and people in a condition of marginalization (homeless, Roma people, 
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migrants and refugees, squatters), middle and high class of employee and managers, tourists, 

pilgrims and clerks, workers, leftist organized communities, extreme right-wing groups 

(Repubblica, 2012)
255

.  To the best of my knowledge, to the big social, political, cultural 

heterogeneity of the area do not correspond project for the integration, inclusion and re-

composition of this fragmented social fabric. 

5.4 Material Asset... The building: history, planning destination and property 
The building of via Nola 5, the analyzed case study, was a former premise of the department of 

motor vehicles. The building was a State property belonging to National Minister of Transport. 

The public area was  average 3,3000 sqm, distributed among two floors, one basement and a big 

court yard surrounding its perimeter. The planning destination of the area in General Regulatory 

Plan of Rome (PRG) envisaged public services and green areas. In 2004, the State included the 

building in the patrimony of the neo-instituted Public Real Estate Fund (FIP) for the valorization 

and selling of public properties
256

 resulting from the inclusion in the list of properties to privatize 

thanks to the ―Securization‖ Law introduced by the Italian government in early 2000s 

(―Cartolarizzazioni‖, Dlgs 267/00). The public property in via Nola 5, that was left vacant and 

abandoned since 2004, in May 2010, was sold to a private real-estate company (F&F 

Immobiliare). The company was created in the same exact period (May 2010) of the sell out of 

the public property. The owners of the company are a couple of elders and the company registered 

capital (capitale sociale) amounted to 5,000 euro when it has been constituted. The F&F 

immobiliare reported activity for 10,000 euro and debts for 4.829.345 euro. 

The same Company also owned a building in Via Visso (area of Tiburtina). The building, that 

results actually in a warehouse, has a planning destination for stock-house but it was transformed 

and used up to November 2015 as an emergency shelter for 300 Roma people despite the 

inadequacy of its premises. This operation resulted in a speculative initiative making moneys over 

a welfare issue (warehouse for homeless – see Brenner and Theodore, 2002) (see paragraph 5.7.1) 

In May 12
th
, 2012, in the context of a deep economic crisis for the city economy, the vacant 

building of via Nola 5 was occupied by a group of activists, students and precarious workers. 

 

                                                           
255http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2012/10/24/news/l_ultradestra_all_assalto_delle_scuole_ecco_la_mappa_delle_roc-

caforti_nere-45185232/ 
256

 According to the report of the parliamentary interrogation FIP became a real estate giant with a huge portfolio. In 

fact, on December 29th, 2004 (the so-called supply-transfer date), FIP became the owner of the portfolio that initially 

included 394 buildings for ―non-residential‖ purposes and, generally, location of local ministerial offices, fiscal 

agencies and welfare bodies, for a total value of 3.7 billion Euros. At the moment of supply, FIP signed a rent contract 

with the State Property Office with a yearly fee of 270 million Euros entirely to be paid by the Ministry; (from a 

parliamentary enquiry on Scup of July 25th, 2012 

(http://www.senato.it/japp/bgt/showdoc/showText?tipodoc=Sindisp&leg=16&id=671043) 

  

http://www.senato.it/japp/bgt/showdoc/showText?tipodoc=Sindisp&leg=16&id=671043
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5.5 ...And Social Value. The project of Scup: communing and common use for popular 

sport and accessible culture 
―Perceptions of inequality could be a source of social capital as well as demoralisation. Different 

network structures- dense and weak, homogeneous and heterogeneous- were involved in the creation of 

social capital and had implications for wellbeing. Coping, enjoyment of life and hope are identified as 

benefits. Although participation in organisations was confirmed as beneficial, it is suggested that 

today's heterogeneous neighbourhoods also require regenerated local work opportunities to develop 

bridging ties necessary for the genesis of inclusive social capital and better health‖ 

(Cattel, 2001: 1501) 

The people who occupied the edifice were precarious workers (psychologists, educators) and 

sports‘ trainers, students, unemployed people and activists coming from political radical left 

organization and from the Rome‘s network of Self-managed and occupied social centers.  

The project of the group was the transformation of a ―urban forgotten space‖ in a poly-functional 

center for the production of community-based welfare and services, self-income and the 

promotion of accessible sport and affordable culture activities, the realization of a ―public‖ space 

for meeting, discussion and organization within a same urban collective space. The project of 

Scup thus attempted to become a inter-cultural. laboratory of social re-composition (―even‖ 

excluding those who manifested discriminatory and violent behaviors and positions). 

By May 2012 the people involved in the project built and organized within this space: 

- A popular gym and different rooms and spaces for sport activities with courses of yoga, 

capoeira, box, kick boxing, tai chi, parkour, bio-energetic , percussions and African 

dances) 

- A library
257

 with more than 5,000 volumes given by the neighborhood and a study-hall. In 

year 2012-2013 the group of ―BiblioScup‖ organized more than 12 book presentation and 

debates, it hosted the courses of the popular university ―Antonio Gramsci‖; 

- low priced classes of instruments and sing (piano, violin, guitar, traditional music and 

songs); 

- low priced private lessons and free recovery courses for young students; 

- A desk of psychological assistance for both individual and groups and a self-help groups 

on work issues and work diseases;   

- Language training courses (in 2012-2013 they activate 8 classes for 100 hours of lessons 

with 53 attendants, 3 seminars, 4 video projections in original language) 

- ―Spazio bimbi‖, a space for recreating activities and workshops for children  

- The Web Radio project ―Radio Sonar‖ started by activists of the social center Sans 

Papiers   

                                                           
257 The library is in the network of the social self-managed libraries (project shared with Anomalia Sapienza and other 

social centers like ―Cinema Palazzo‖ and ―Lucha y Siesta‖ (Rome), ―Teatro Pinelli‖ (Catania), ―Municipio dei Beni 

Comuni‖(Pisa), ―Mezzocannone occupato‖ (Napoli), ―Labas‖ (Bologna). 
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- A free wifi point and a free internet center with 7 computers 

- An organic-tavern and a bar 

The space hosted cultural and entertainment initiatives (concerts, book debates, public 

assemblies, seminars, workshops) and the rooms were given at free disposal (or in change of 

voluntary offer) for the meeting of numerous informal groups, movements, organizations and 

associations of the civil society.  Among the projects and associations which used the spaces 

were: the editorial staff of the web newspaper ―Comune-info‖, the urban laboratory ―Reset- 

Re:Commons‖; the Popular University ―Antonio Gramsci‖, the Association Afro-italiani; the 

Roman network for Public Water; the Doctors‘ Association ―Medici senza camice‖, the network 

―Deliberiamo Roma‖ and ―Patrimonio Comune‖ which organized citizens initiatives proposal 

about local public services and the use of vacant spaces of the city;  the Campaign ―Parto di 

ProTesta‖ for the information on the rights of pregnant women, the ―Forum per una nuova finanza 

pubblica e sociale‖. Among the other groups involved in the use of the space there was a local 

community of Mexican people, using the place to gather and organize activities to promote 

Mexican culture. 

By 2012 the center hosted the project of a farmers‘ and artisans‘ market every first Sunday of 

the month, with organic products by local farmers, artisan, recycling artisanship and expository 

space for associations and not-for-profit organizations (―Libera‖ – Association working against 

Mafias, and the NGOs ―GreenPeace‖,  ―Emergency‖, ―ASud‖).  These associations organized also 

fund-raising events and activities of awareness in the space (―Emergency‖, ―Libera‖). By 2013 

the space organized the service of an ethical purchasing group for community-supported 

agriculture. 

In early 2013 the group of psychiatric patients of the Local Health Agency (A.S.L.) ―ROMA 

E‖ entered the space to organize theater workshops of the acting company ―Non tanto precisi‖. 

According to one of those in charge of this project, the space was deemed useful/helpful by the 

Local Health Agency for the social inclusion and integration of the people involved in the project 

of social theater.   

On February, 9
th
 the Municipal commission on public transportation and the Municipal President 

meets with the citizens and committees in Scup to discuss about the proposal of reconversion of a 

vacant public transport deposit (Piazza Ragusa) into a place of public transport exchange and 

sustainable mobility in the area of San Giovanni. 

5.5.1. Projects with migrants of the refugee-center of “via Castrense” 

With the arrival of migrants in the center in via Castrense, refugees (mainly from Senegal and 

the Gambia) were hosted in Scup for daily activities and leisure. The refugees used the computer 
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hall and the group organized free classes of Italian language for around 40 of them. The close 

social center Sans Papiers activated an assistance desk for them in order to inform them on their 

rights, to accompany these people in the bureaucratic iter for the recognition of their status in 

order to receive the permission of stay (green card). With the occurrence of the scandal of ―Mafia 

Capitale‖, the people hosted in the center were brought to other peripheral camps (in Torre Maura 

neighborhood and others peripheral districts). (After this event the building was left vacant and in 

the following months,  it was set to fire three times). 

5.6 Assessing social value of the space-project of Scup for its users and managers: 

An inquiry of the impact of the project through the survey 

Let us move from the description to the analysis of the survey. This section will show the 

results that emerged from the data collected in the field through the administration of the 

questionnaire. This last wanted to be a compensatory tool for understanding at the microscopic 

level the working mechanisms as well as the perceptions, motivations and difficulties related to 

the use and management of a specific common good of the city. Indeed emerge a number of 

interesting perceptions, particularly regarding the effect of capacitation that seems to have on the 

respondents the shared management of the urban commons (also with effects in "performing 

outside and at the workplace") as well as the perception of the "crisis" as a moment of opportunity 

for a collective change. 

5.6.1 Introduction to the questionnaire 

The questionnaire, administered anonymously, was divided into sections: 

A first section, which aimed at collecting information over the socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics of the sample: 

i. demographic and socio-economic data about the interviewed (age, sex, personal status, 

income, family income, number of family components, number of children, profession) 

ii. the level of involvement of the person into the project (frequency of its attendance, 

participation to the assembly for the management, organization of activities, work in the center), 

the personal needs addressed by the space and the motivation to participate into the project (as 

users  or managers of the place).  

The information collected about the average annual income seemed important to understand 

whether the impact of the crisis and the forms of work and income insecurity constitute a common 

feature in the sample of respondents. To have a greater evidence of this area of investigation, 

questions about income were accompanied to questions about the number of members of their 

family and average annual income of their households. The questions on the subjective needs 

addressed by the use of the common, wanted to bring out the "demand" of the users and managers 
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with respect to the use of the space in order to understand what scarcity of "resource units" 

(tangible and intangible) had motivated self-organization for the common use of urban resources. 

A second survey area investigated the motivational and relational dimensions, as well as the 

capabilities emerged from the process of sharing and self-organization in the management and use 

of this common. In particular, referring to the economic literature on the subject (in particular, 

DegliAntoni and Sabatini, 2013; 2013a) attempted to question the size of individual social capital, 

the intrinsic motivation and the enabling effect produced by the experience of "Scup". The 

community of reference seemed to share many experiences through the commons and the case 

under investigation seemed to be placed for its characteristics somewhere between a community 

cooperative (Negri Zamagni, 2012) and a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). 

A third survey area was dedicated to the identification of "cultural repertoires" and social 

representations of the sample in terms of 1. perception of identity and openness to the others; 2. 

definition of "value ". This last seems to be a particularly important dimension to the literature on 

the commons and on the analysis of the reasons for economic and political behaviors, in particular 

with reference to the determination of the "value" as a socially constructed concept and not as a 

mere aggregation of individual preferences (see below Farber et al. 2002). In these terms, this 

survey area wanted to investigate to what users attributed "value" and which was its relation with 

economic wealth according to their cultural repertoire. Another element investigated was the way 

in which users and managers of S.cu.p related to the topic of the economic crisis and which were 

their representations with respect to this phenomenon.  

The two scales called "identity" and "value" have been modeled to see if there were matches 

between the cultural repertoires that oriented beliefs, and the choices in terms of consumption 

behavior and political practices.  

A fourth section of the questionnaire, following the literature on the transformations of 

citizenship (see below Dalton, 2008) posed the respondents questions about the relationship 

between the urban commons as a space of relationships and participation and active citizenship. 

Limits of the survey 

The elaboration of the questionnaire, its administration
258

, the collection and transfer of data in the 

database required more time than expected, which is why the evaluation on the reliability of the 

scales was delayed, affecting the number of administrations and the possibility to adapt the 

questionnaire after an initial survey. The forced eviction of some communities from other 

spaces,happened during the research period, did not allow to extend interviews to other 

communities who ran other "urban commons" ("Teatro Valle", "Casale Pachamama" among 

them). Some interviews to the communities of the "Ex-Lavanderia Santa Maria della Pietà" (14), 

                                                           
258 The  administered interviews were about 90. As some interviews presented missing answers (thus the total sample 

varies between 49 and 56 responses on different scales), it was decided to show results in terms of percentage.  



260 

 

"Officine Zero" (11) and in particular "Communia" (33) have been collected, however, the sample 

does not allow an immediate use for the purposes of this research. 

The sample presented here consists of 56 anonymous interviews administrated in "S.cu.p." 

between September and February 2014-2015. The time of the administration made possible to 

investigate a varied sample of users, administering the questionnaire during monthly initiatives 

like the market, weekly courses, specific initiatives and meetings, moments of leisure. Some 

copies of the questionnaire were left available to the user in the main hall and the restitution took 

place in anonymously by inserting the personal questionnaire in a box. 

Self-selection bias: 

―Self-selection is based on the idea that individuals have some control over what they do, what 

organizations they associate with, or how they are classified by researchers interested in 

understanding their attitudes or behaviors. (...) An understanding of self-selection is important 

because observed differences in groups could be the result of the environment characterized by 

their group designation, or they could be the result of self-selection into the group for reasons that 

might not be obvious.‖ (James, 2006: 561) 

Even if a varied one, the selected sample does not allow to measure and compare the size captured 

from the survey with other contexts. However, research interest was the investigation of the 

specific community, as community of users and managers of these spaces in Rome, just to detect 

the needs, motivations, cultural repertoires and capabilities emerged through the self-organizing 

process in the management and use of the urban commons
259

. 

In this sense, the self-selection bias, even if limiting with respect to the possibilities and 

applicability of the research (which can be mainly used to provide descriptive data) was not 

significant to the development of a comprehensive description of the subject under study. The 

construction of the questionnaire was born also from questions raised during the phase of research 

on the field, through the observing participation and the action research described in the first part 

of this work.     

Internal consistency and reliability of the constructs 

Reliability is a characteristic of the questionnaire and it regards the accuracy with which it can 

measure the hidden dimensions through its constructs. A reliable questionnaire basically produces 

the same results for the same situation, considering modest the effect caused by the random error 

                                                           
259 In this sense, the present work passed from a macro analysis of the literature on the commons and the subjective 

perceptions of economists about the behaviors and beliefs of individuals affecting the management of common 

resources - reflections that led to argue the importance of the shared representations of the communities - to an analysis 

of the social-ecological context which influenced the development of the urban and social fabric of Rome, to a 

descriptive analysis of a specific community and its repertoires, which enable to understand the reasons behind the 

processes of self-organization but even the "beliefs" and representations shared by users and managers of the urban 

common. 
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and without other measurement errors. The reliability coefficient expresses, in this sense, the 

accuracy of the questionnaire to measure a hidden concept and it is inversely proportional to the 

error of measurement. To investigate the "cultural repertoires and shared representations", I 

drafted a scale of items that would allow to attribute a "score" on a Likert scale of measurement 

from 1 to 7. The sample did not allow an early data processing in the survey for the evaluation of 

the internal consistency of the constructs and their statistical reliability. 

Conducting a factor analysis, the scales relative to the third part of the questionnaire on 

"cultural repertoires" did not result reliable in terms of applicability and internal consistency of 

the constructs. The latent concepts to detect resulted complex to measure . The aim was to analyze 

the data by a SEM model (Structural Equation Modeling), but it resulted that the constructs to 

relate did not emerge so clearly and so the SEM had a low power as an analytical tool. That is 

because data will be described by descriptive statistics, which are more intuitive and which will 

provide an understanding of the case study as related  to the context and the findings of the action 

research. 

The scale which showed a greater applicability was the scale intended to measure the 

''capacitation effect " linked to respondents' experience of self-organization around the 

management and use of the common good (α = Chronbach . 0.9195). For the explained reasons, 

below it will be presented an analysis by descriptive statistics. 

5.6.2 Demographic and socio-economic data 

Descriptive statistics described a population mainly composed by people aged between 30-40 

years old (40,38%) and 18-30 years old (38,6%). The population older than 40 years old 

amounted to 11 elements (respectively 8 between 40-50, 2 between 50-60 and 1 older than 60 

years old). Among those who responded the question about their provinience (26), 3 came for 

foreign countries. The 63,27% of the interviewed are women (31 people). 

Scup User Manager Sesx (1=f) 

N Answers 49 49 49 

Dummy 1 33 16 31 

% 67.35% 32.65% 63.27% 

Age Less than 18 18-25 25-30 30-40 40-50 50-60 
More 
than 

60 
Total 

Dummy 1 0 10 10 21 8 2 1 52 

 % 0.00% 19.23% 19.23% 40.38% 15.38% 3.85% 1.92% 
 

 Provenience 
Northern 
Italy 

Central Italy Southern Italy Intern. Total 

Dummy 1 1 18 4 3 26 

 % 1.92% 34.62% 7.69% 5.77% 
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As for the marital status indicated in the answers, the most part of the sample is unmarried (33 

people, accounting for 63.46%), while 16 people are married and 3 are divorced. 18 of the 

respondents have children (35,39%), for an average of 1.5 per person with only one case of 3 

children. 

Marital Status Answers Married/Couple Divorced Other Total Children 

N Answers 
    

52 51 

Dummy 1 33 16 3 0 52 18 

% 63.46% 30.77% 5.77% 0.00% 
 

35.29% 

Statistics on family 
Number of 

family 
components 

Number of 
children 

Mean 3.077 0.549 

Coefficiente di var. 0.3853 1.516 

Max 5 3 

Min 1 0 

N°children Freq. Percent Cum. Perc. 

0 33 64.71 64.71 

1 9 17.65 82.35 

2 8 15.69 98.04 

3 1 1.96 100 

Total 51 100 
 

 

Income 

For 67.35 percent of the sample personal income is in the lower range, i.e. between 0 and 10000 

euro per year, while only one person has an income greater than 40,000 euro per year. The family 

income is rather more concentrated in the medium-low range, ie 10,000 to 25,000 euro/year and 

25,000 to 40,000 euro/year (respectively about 35 percent and 33.3 percent). 

Personal 
income 
(€/year) 

0-10000 
10000 - 
25000 

25000-
40000 

>40000 

N Answers 51 51 51 51 

Dummy 1 33 10 5 1 

% 67.35% 20.41% 10.20% 2.04% 

Family 
income 
(€/year) 

0-10000 10000 -25000 
25000-
40000 

40000-
60000 

60000-
80000 

>80000 

N Answers 49 51 51 51 51 51 

Dummy 1 5 15 14 4 2 2 

 % 11.90% 35.71% 33.33% 9.52% 4.76% 4.76% 

Education and occupation 
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Only 17 respondents answered the questions about their qualification, it remains to be seen 

whether this low figure is caused by the open answer mode or by other reasons. However, the 

35.29 percent is graduated: this data should be related to the presence among respondents of 11 

students and 10 people between 18-25 years. Presumably many of these people will access to a 

higher-level educational qualification, so even those who have a university degree (23,53 

percent), since in Italy rarely the educational path ends with the three-year degree. Three people 

have a degree higher than a Master of Arts. Concerning the employment status of the respondents, 

the sample is mostly composed by unemployed and students, 5 researchers and 6 employees. 11 

are self-employed, while no one is identified as a laborer, merchant or craftsman. Furthermore, 7 

chose the "other" category. 

Education
al 
qualificati
on 

Diploma 
University 

degree 
Master of 

Arts 
> Master of 

Arts 

N Answers 17 17 17 13 

Dummy 1 6 4 4 3 

  35.29% 23.53% 23.53% 17.65% 

Profession 
Occupatio
n 

Unemployed Student Housewife 
Artesan- 
Farmer 

Laborer Researcher 

N Answers 52 52 52 52 52 52 

Dummy 1 11 11 0 0 0 5 

  20.37% 20.37% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 9.26% 

Profession 
Occupatio
n 2 

Empolyee Self Employed Trade Freelancer Enterpren Executive Retiree Other 

N Answers 52 52 52 52 52 52 52 52 

Dummy 1 6 3 0 11 0 0 0 7 

  11.11% 5.56% 0.00% 20.37% 0.00% 
0.00

% 
0.00% 12.96% 

To sum up, the most of the sample was not-married (33 individuals, equal to 63,46% of the 

sample) and only the 35,39% had children. The 67,35 % of the interviewed belonged to the lower 

economic strata with an average annual income between 0-10,000 Euro. The questionnaire also 

asked about the family income, which was concentrated also on the low – middle income range 

(the 35% declared a family income comprised between 10,000-25,000 euro per year and the 

33,3% between 25,000-40,000 euro). Since this data are based on personal statement we might 

not be sure about the current value of the income, but the demographic features of the sample 

capture the area of population (between 30-40  years old and aged between 18-30) who was more 

affected by unemployment and precarious working conditions in Rome by the beginning of 

economic crisis (Comune di Roma, Annuario Statistico 2011). This data are confirmed by the 

composition in terms of occupation (the sample comprises 11 unemployed people, 11 students, 5 

researchers, 11 free-lancer and 6 employed people). This reflection is strengthened also by the 
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composition by sex, which saw a majority of women
260

 (corresponding to average 60% of the 

sample) and by the consideration of the change in the job market which witnessed a change in the 

typology of employment in Rome (from typical to atypical contracts) even before the economic 

crisis
261

. 

5.6.3 Motives and needs and the level of involvement in use and management 

 

A section of the questionnaire asked to answer questions that would enable to understand 

what interests bring people to access the urban commons and how often they access the place. 

This is important for the understanding of the needs addressed by the space for its users. What 

need was linked to the use of the urban commons? What are the ―resource units‖ to get which the 

users and managers came to the space? What was the frequency of access and use of the space? Is 

there a clear distinction between users and managers? 

The issues that lead people to attend S.cu.p. are mainly related to the knowledge and know-

how. The 59.62 percent of people states to attend space for sharing knowledge and 50 percent for 

the production of knowledge. The need of social relationship and of friendships is also high (the 

53,85 percent). Other interests and needs addressed by the use of this place are social welfare and 

the price level, followed by physical wellbeing, projects and co-working. 

                                                           
260 Notwithstanding the higher level of women employment in the Province of Rome respect to the average women rate 

of employement at a national level. (Provincia di Roma, 2015:33-34).  
261 Yet, before the crisis, the increase in the rate of employment between 2004-2007 was due to the decrease and 

cessation of permanent contracts jobs and the increase in the number of fixed term contracts. (Comune di Roma, 

Rapporto sull‘Economia Romana 2006-2007: 56). 
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Interest and needs addressed by “S.cu.p.”/1 

   

Statistics Study Housing Work 
Social 
Relationships 

Community 
support 

Coworking Prices 

N. answers 52 52 52 52 52 52 52 

Dummy 1 7 2 11 28 17 18 21 

  
13.46% 3.85% 21.15% 53.85% 32.69% 

34.62
% 

40.38
% 

Interests and needs addressed by “S.cu.p.”/2 

Statistics 
Physical 
wellbeing 

Project 
Sharing of 
knowledge 

Psychological 
wellbeing 

Social 
wellbeing 

Environmental 
wellbeing 

Cultural 
production 

N. answers 52 52 52 52 52 52 52 

Dummy 1 20 19 31 10 21 10 26 

  
38.46% 36.54% 59.62% 19.23% 40.38% 19.23% 

50.00
% 
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a. Interest in Scup – 
Managers 

  
b. Interest in Scup - Users 

  
 Social 
relationships 

Dummy 
manager 
– 1 

Perc. Total 

 

Social 
relationships 

Dummy 
user - 1 

Perc. Total Diff. 

0 4 25% 22 

 

0 17 52% 22 -27% 

1 12 75% 27 

 

1 16 48% 27 27% 

Total 16 100% 49 

 

Total 33 100% 49   

 
    

 
    

 Sharing 
knowledge 

Dummy 
manager 
- 1 

Perc. Total 

 

Sharing 
knowledge 

Dummy 
user - 1 

Perc. Total Diff. 

0 5 31% 20 

 

0 14 42% 20 - 11% 

1 11 69% 29 

 

1 19 58% 29 11% 

Total 16 100% 49 

 

Total 33 100% 49   

 
    

 
    

 Cultural 
production 

Dummy 
manager 
- 1 

Perc. Total 

 

 Cultural 
production 

Dummy 
user - 1 

Perc. 
Tot

al 
Di

ff. 

0 7 44% 25 

 

0 18 55% 25 -11% 

1 9 56% 24 

 

1 15 45% 24 11% 

Total 16 100% 49 

 

Total 33 100% 49   

 
    

 
    

 Prices 
Dummy 
manager 
- 1 

Perc. Total 

 

 Prices 
Dummy 
user - 1 

Perc. Total Diff. 

0 9 56% 30 

 

0 20 61% 30 -4% 

1 7 44% 19 

 

1 13 39% 19 4% 

Total 16 100% 49 

 

Total 33 100% 49   

 
    

 
    

Physical 
wellbeing 

Dummy 
manager 
- 1 

Perc. Total 

 

Physical 
wellbeing 

Dummy 
user - 1 

Perc. Total Diff. 

0 13 81% 31 

 

0 19 58% 31 24% 

1 3 19% 18 

 

1 14 42% 18 -24% 

Total 16 100% 49 

 

Total 33 100% 49   

 
    

 
    

 social 
wellbeing 

Dummy 
manager 
- 1 

Perc. Total 

 

social 
wellbeing 

Dummy 
user - 1 

Perc. Total Diff. 

0 9 56% 30 

 

0 20 61% 30 -4% 

1 7 44% 19 

 

1 13 39% 19 4% 

Total 16 100% 49 

 

Total 33 100% 49   



5.6.3.1 The level of involvement in the project  

In general, the results related to the data about attendance, interests and level of involvement 

in the project revealed that 

 More than 60% attend Scup since at least one year, 53.85% (28 people) since two years. 

 The attendance of Scup is, by 65%, at least weekly, while 10 respondents (19.23%) go 

through space less than once every two months. 

  16 people have defined themselves as managers, 33 users. 

 Although the respondents identified themselves as users or managers of the space, half of 

people claim to have attended the meeting management, 26% of which started to 

participate from the outset. 30% declare to participate in all meetings. 

 The 59.62% (31 people) helped in the organization of activities Scup, 51.92% have 

organized initiatives in Scup. This can confirm that even those who define themselves as 

user entered in participation and organization mechanisms. 

 12 people said to work in the center. 

As seen, the project of Scup addressed different needs for the sample: they affirmed to visit 

the place for sharing knowledge, experiences and political practices (59,62%); for knowledge 

production, culture and art (50%), for social relationships and friendships (53%). Reasons of 

interest were also social well-being (40,38%), low prices (40,48%) physical well-being (38,46%), 

projects (36%) and co-working (34%). 

Among the interviewed average 40% frequented Scup since less than 1 year, while the 

53,58% frequented the space since two years. The 65% of the sample go through the place at least 

once a week, while 10 people said to go to the space less than one time every two months.  

A half of the sample (27 people, around the 52%) declared to have participated to 

management assemblies, and 14% of them since the first times they entered the space. Actually, 

the 30% of the sample affirms to participate to almost all the assemblies, and these people 

correspond to those who define themselves as the ―managers‖ of the space. 59,62% helped in the 

organizations of the activities and 51,92% organized initiatives (like concerts, book presentation, 

seminars assemblies and debates) in the space. This results confirmed that even the users of the 

commons engaged in the project by actively participating in the organization and in the 

management assemblies. 

 

5.6.4 Motivations: perspectives on social capital and the enabling effect 

5.6.4.1   Motivations and social capital  

As revealed by the observing participation, the reality under study joined the political and social 

project to a project of "self-income", for professionals offering a service within the center. Other 

users willingly provided service for the management of the space. In these terms, the organization 
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was much like a community cooperative. Community Cooperatives are " special type of 

cooperatives, combining workers and users of social services, and can include voluntary work. 

They are generally run by a multi-stakeholder board "and are based on the relationship for the 

provision of services that have an impact on social welfare (Negri Zamagni, 2012:23). In these 

organizations, the motivations of the members play an essential role in competitive advantage, 

and their relevance together with that of the intrinsic motivations was already highlighted in 

previous studies (Becchetti, Castriota, Tortia, 2009, see Negri Zamagni, 2012). 

In the case study the intrinsic / extrinsic motivations not only concerned the "workers" of 

S.cu.p. as producers of services or "managers" of the commons. Firstly, because not all people 

who ran the space were forcefully workers and service providers, and, secondly, because a rigid 

distinction producer-consumer did not appear applicable to the environment, since the 

organization appeared to be more oriented to the sharing of practices and objectives as well as to 

develop forms of co-production that gave meaning to the experience of sharing the collective 

space
262

. This same feature, also reminds of that of social co-operatives based on "multi-

stakeholder" model where not only workers, but also the local community representatives may sit 

on the board of management, together with producers and recipients. (Negri Zamagni, 2012). 

To understand the reasons behind the use and management of the urban commons, I followed 

the literature  field-studies on social cooperatives, motivation and network creation, making 

particular reference to the works of Degli Antoni and Sabatini (2013). This work investigated the 

effects that participation in a specific type of cooperatives, social cooperatives, produces on the 

relational network of individuals. The relational network is considered either in purely 

quantitative terms (how many people I met through involvement in cooperative have become part 

of their circle of friends), either in its qualitative aspects, namely assessing the degree of 

familiarity and mutual support developed through relationships in the organization. 

For this reason, in the elaboration of the questionnaire, I made reference to the Authors' 

(Degli Antoni and Sabatini, 2013) scale to assess intrinsic and extrinsic motivations and I 

reorganized the items for its application to my case study and the detection of strong and weak 

ties that characterize the individual social capital. Following their work, the questions of the 

survey pertained the typology of motivation to attend the space, the number of "new friendship" 

made by the time the respondent had entered the space (networking size), and the typology of ties 

(strong and weak ties). 

Social Capital Indices by Degli Antoni and Sabatini(2013), draws on a former study by 

DegliAntoni (2009) by which the  authors elaborated three indices of social capital intended as 

networks of cooperative relations. The first indicator, named Network_size, was based on the 

                                                           
262 This perception was then confirmed by the research, which highlighted an osmosis between the role of consumers / 

users and that of providers/ managers, as indicated in the previous paragraph. 
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answers to the question: ‗‗As a whole, how many of the people you‘ve met since joining the 

association are now your friends?‘‘ which I turned into the question: ―As a whole, how many of 

the people you‘ve met since joining this ―space‖ are now your friends?‖.  The second and third 

indices explicitly accounted the degree of attachment characterizing the relations formed through 

the organization: the first was a proxy named Strong_ties. This is described by the authors as the 

is the standardized
263

 mean value of the 4 answers to the following questions, which I report as 

adapted to my field study :  

1. ‗‗How many of the people you‘ve met through this space would you: 

a. talk to about personal/family problems?  

b. trust to look after your relatives (e.g. children or elderly persons)? 

c. ask to take care of your home when you are on holiday? 

d. give/ask for help with activities such as shopping, accompanying children or elderly 

persons todo different activities etc.?‖. 

The third index of social capital, named Weak_ties is the standardized mean value of the 3 

answers to the question: 

2.‗‗With how many of the people you‘ve met through these place have you started the following 

relations: 

a. phone calls to ask for information or advice? 

b. doing not very demanding errands? 

c. asking for information about job opportunities?‖ 

A subsequent part of the work was intended to identify the typologies of ties established between 

the people attending the space on the basis of two independent variables: 

 a dummy variable (named ―member_manager‖) taking the value of ―1‖ if the respondent 

considers her/himself as a manager of the space and of ―0‖ if s/he is a user of the urban 

commons. 

 a variable (named ―frequency‖) divided into a subset of dummy variable which reported 

the frequency by which the respondent uses to enter the space (―frequency less two times 

month‖; ―frequency two times month‖; ―frequency one time week‖; ―frequency two times 

week‖; ―frequency three times week‖; ―frequency more three times week‖). 

 

Using such two variables I wanted to assess if individual social capital and in particular the 

―Network_size‖, increased by being a manager or user of the urban commons and/or it depended 

upon the frequency of access.   

                                                           
263 As DegliAntoni, Sabatini report (2013:9, footnote): 

― The standardization procedure is: 

 
where: ic x is the value i related to the organization c. 

This standardization process creates standardized indicators with values ranging between 0 to 1, and generates a more 

robust trial in the presence of outliers (Saisana and Tarantola, 2002, p.11), which seem to characterize our indicators ― 
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Another important dimension was ―intrinsic/extrinsic motivation‖. The research aimed to assess 

correlation between this and the individual social capital, since Degli Antoni and Sabatini (2013) 

reported the effect of the motivations that induced respondents to join the organization. Accroding 

to the authors‘ study ―People who joined the organization with a higher ideal motivation seem to 

experience a higher increase in their social capital (as measured by the Strong_ties and 

Weak_ties indices) than people with poor ideal motivations. A weakly significant effect emerges 

with respect to two other motivations: the pursuit of social recognition, in relation to the 

Network_size and the Weak_ties indices, and the desire to increase the number of acquaintances 

or friends, only with respect to the Network_size index.‖ (Degli Antoni, Sabatini 2013:18). 

 

However, due to the characteristics of the sample of answers it was not possible to use the 

standardization procedure
264

  described by the authors to process the data according to their 

model. In the next part it is then brought a descriptive analysis of the surveys. 

                                                           
264 In many cases, respondent answered the questions about the definition of their ―strong_ties‖ or ―weak_ties‖ (i.e. 

―how many people you have met through this space would you…‖) with the same number. This invalidated the 

possibility to standardize the answers of the sample by the standardization process identified by Degli Antoni and 

Sabatini (2013:9, footnote; reported in the previous footnote of this work).    



Descriptive statistics 

The motivation to attend this space seems to be supported to a greater extent by aspects related to 

personal ideals, which are of utmost importance for 18 people on 51, the 35.29 per cent of 

respondents (score 7 on the Likert scale). Less important is the possibility to make new 

friendships, 44 percent of the responses, however, above the median, and very similarly, is the 

desire to make themselves useful (47,91 percent). Social recognition rather is seen as a matter of 

minor importance. 

Ideal Motivations 
   

Score 
N. answers Percentage Cumulate per. 

Per. Under 
/ above median 

1 1 1.96% 1.96% 

17.64% 2 3 5.88% 7.84% 

3 5 9.80% 17.65% 

4 4 7.84% 25.49%   

5 12 23.53% 49.02% 

74.51% 6 8 15.69% 64.71% 

7 18 35.29% 100.00% 

Total 51 100.00%     

 

Desire to be useful to others 
   

Score 
N. answers Percentage Cumulate per. 

Per. Under / 
above median 

0 1 2.08% 2.08% 

35.41% 
1 6 12.50% 14.58% 

2 4 8.33% 22.92% 

3 6 12.50% 35.42% 

4 8 16.67% 52.08%   

5 10 20.83% 72.92% 

47.91% 6 4 8.33% 81.25% 

7 9 18.75% 100.00% 

Total 48 100.00%     

 

Desire to increase the number of 
acquaintances or friends 

   

Score 
N. answers Percentage Cumulate per. 

Per. Under 
/ above median 

1 6 12.00% 12.00% 

40.00% 2 5 10.00% 22.00% 

3 9 18.00% 40.00% 

4 8 16.00% 56.00%   

5 7 14.00% 70.00% 

44.00% 6 4 8.00% 78.00% 

7 11 22.00% 100.00% 

Total 50 100.00%     
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Pursuit of social recognition 

Score 
N. answers Percentage Cumulate per. 

Per. Under 
/ above median 

0 1 2.04% 2.04% 

75.51% 
1 22 44.90% 46.94% 

2 8 16.33% 63.27% 

3 6 12.24% 75.51% 

4 7 14.29% 89.80%   

5 2 4.08% 93.88% 

10.20% 6 1 2.04% 95.92% 

7 2 4.08% 100.00% 

Total 49 100.00%     

 

Motivations: Differences between users and mangers 

 

 

The ideal connotation appears to be one of the main motivating factors for attendance, 

especially for managers, who attribute to the "ideal motives" a positive score (5-7) in '87.5% of 

cases. The dimension of the ―ideal‖ motivation is essential also for users of the urban commons. 

To sum up, managers and users declared to frequent the urban commons mostly for ideal 

motivations (74, 51% of the sample) with the 35,3 % of the sample attributing the maximum score 

(7/7 point of likert scale) to this motivation. Then, it follows the will to be helpful (47,9 % of 

answers attributes 5-7 points) and the opportunity to meet new friends (44,5%).   

 



274 

 

5.6.4.2  Individual Social Capital 

The interviewed who state to have made new friends are 

about 83%, the main part of which for a number not higher 

than 10. The Analisys of variance (ANOVA) between the 

group of users and the group of managers and their networks 

sizes, showed a valuable difference between users‘ and 

managers‘ network size 

(p<0,001
265

). 

The Analysis of 

variance also showed a 

variance between  

network size of Group 

―A‖ (those who access the 

place with a frequency of less than two times a month or two 

times a month), Group ―B‖ (frequency of ―one time week‖ or 

―two times a  week‖), Group ―C‖ (frequency ―three times week‖ 

and ―more three times a week‖) (p<0,001)
266

. The frequency of 

access to the space, is thus more relevant in determining the 

people‘s network size.  

 

The data on a small group of friends increases when considering the strong ties. Despite our 

sample
267

 corresponds quantitatively to a lower number of respondents and is more homogeneous 

                                                           
265  

  

Network size and 

membership 

Level of N N° new friends    

  

 

Factor  Mean Std.Dev. Std.Err 

  Total 
 

68 6,32 7,57 0,92 

User member_manager 0 40 3,78 6,64 1,05 

Manager member_manager 1 28 9,96 7,42 1,40 

 

266  

Network size and 

frequency of access 

Level of N N° new friends   

 Factor  Mean Std.Dev. Std.Err 

Total 
 

46 5,98 6,79 1,00 

Frequency high C 17 10,88 7,69 1,86 

Frequency medium B 16 4,25 5,13 1,28 

Frequency low A 13 1,69 1,84 0,51 

 

267 In this research we considered the only sample of 56 respondents divided between users and managers of the 

urban commons while interviews were also carried out in other realities and spaces for a total sample of 113 

respondents, and 4 structures. 



275 

 

with respect to the research done by the Authors
268

, however, results in terms of the size of 

networks generated by this organization and the creation of strong and weak ties is higher than the 

results seen in terms of relational networks within the social cooperatives of type A and B by 

Degli Antoni and Sabatini (2013). 

 

 

New 
Friends N. answers Percentage 

Cumulate 
per. 

0 10 22.73% 22.73% 

1 1 2.27% 25.00% 

2 6 13.64% 38.64% 

3 5 11.36% 40.91% 

4 6 13.64% 54.55% 

5 4 9.09% 56.82% 

6 1 2.27% 68.18% 

10 6 13.64% 81.82% 

12 1 2.27% 90.91% 

20 1 2.27% 93.18% 

>10 1 2.27% 95.45% 

>20 2 4.55% 100.00% 

Total 44 100.00%   

 

Statistics New friends (yes/no) Friends 1-5 Friends 6-9 Friends 10/19 Friends >20 

N. answers 51 42 40 41 40 

Dummy 1 43 22 2 7 3 

  82.69% 42.31% 3.85% 13.46% 5.77% 

 

 

Strong_ties Number of answers Percentage Cumulate per. 

0 9 22.50% 22.50% 

1 5 12.50% 35.00% 

2 9 22.50% 57.50% 

3 7 17.50% 75.00% 

4 4 10.00% 85.00% 

6 2 5.00% 90.00% 

10 4 10.00% 100.00% 

Total 40 100.00% 0.00% 

 

                                                           
268 Total sample of 206 respondents (32 volunteers, 106 workers, 18 disadvantaged workers, 17 users, 29 relatives 

of users and 4 of disadvantaged workers in different cooperatives). 
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The mean of the number of people with whom respondent developed strong ties is around 2-3 

people
269  and over 3 with regard to the weak ties. 

 

In terms of descriptive statistics, if looking at the whole sample, it seems that the involvement in 

the present context activity produces an overall positive effect on the relational network of those 

involved. 

Referring to the network size, about 83% of respondents claimed to have known, by entering the 

space, at least one person with whom she/he later made friends with. Concerning the start of 
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sc_strongties_d     3.594595   .9254976      1.717599    5.471591

sc_strongties_c     2.675676   .6745636      1.307597    4.043754

sc_strongties_b            2   .5022472      .9813955    3.018605

sc_strongties_a     2.675676   .4503153      1.762394    3.588957

                                                                 

                        Mean   Std. Err.     [95% Conf. Interval]

                                                                 

Mean estimation                     Number of obs    =      37

 

                                                               

sc_weakties_c     3.282051   .8536251      1.553978    5.010125

sc_weakties_b            3    .855245      1.268647    4.731353

sc_weakties_a     3.384615   .5530133      2.265098    4.504132

                                                               

                      Mean   Std. Err.     [95% Conf. Interval]

                                                               

Mean estimation                     Number of obs    =      39
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mutually supportive relationships (to which referred the two synthetic indicators strong ties and 

weak ties), in 6 out of 7 types of relationships, more than 50% of survey participants gave positive 

values (scores 5-7 on the likert scale, ie to have met through space at least one other person with 

whom he established the bond based on trust and reliability cited in the application). 

5.6.5 Enabling effect 

The observing participation allowed to analyze interesting relational dynamics and a path of 

community improvement both for managers and users by the realization and participation in the 

initiatives and to the life of the center. The sharing of common practices and "commoning", the 

regular and repeated interactions, showed a dynamic of collective learning similar to that 

described in the literature on ―community of practice‖ (Wenger, 2001; Wenger, 1998)
270

: 

Following the literature by Sen on capabilities
271

 and ―functionings‖
272

, I tried to investigate the 

capabilities activated by the experiences developed within the social center (learn to confront 

her/himself with other people, problem-solving...). These appear an important element to assess, 

since capabilities are considered significant dimensions of well-being and positively related to the 

reduction of poverty.  In Sen‘s capability approach ‗poverty‘ is understood as a multi-dimensional 

concept: poverty consists also in deprivation in the capability to live a good life, and 

‗development‘ is understood as capability expansion (see also Alkire, 2008). In particular, 

deprivation
273

 cannot be circumscribed only to material conditions (as food, water and sanitation): 

it applies also to the possibility to access knowledge, information and thus to participate to social 

and political life. In a social situation like the one described in these chapters, communities and 

practices by which people feel capable of managing complex situations and engage in processes 

of collective learning can indeed produce positive effects in terms of social wealth and wellbeing.  

                                                           
270 Wenger provides a clear definition of ―community of practice‖ :   

―Members of a community are informally bound by what they do together—from engaging in lunchtime 

discussions to solving difficult problems—and by what they have learned through their mutual engagement in these 

activities. A community of practice is thus different from a community of interest or a geographical community, neither 

of which implies a shared practice. A community of practice defines itself along three dimensions: 

• What it is about—its joint enterprise as understood and continually renegotiated by its members 

• How it functions—the relationships of mutual engagement that bind members together into a social entity 

• What capability it has produced—the shared repertoire of communal resources (routines, sensibilities, artifacts, 

vocabulary, styles, etc.) that members have developed over time. 

Communities of practice also move through various stages of development characterized by different levels of 

interaction among the members and different kinds of activities (see "Stages of Development"). 

Communities of practice develop around things that matter to people. As a result, their practices reflect the members' 

own understanding of what is important. Obviously, outside constraints or directives can influence this understanding, 

but even then, members develop practices that are their own response to these external influences. Even when a 

community's actions conform to an external mandate, it is the community—not the mandate—that produces the 

practice. In this sense, communities of practice are fundamentally self-organizing systems.‖ (Wenger, 1998: 3)  
271 ―the idea of capability is the idea of a power that has been developed and cultivated so as to be susceptible to regular 

exercise. One thus develop certain capabilities when one has the capacities of doing so, and also when there exist social 

arrangements that support this development, such as a system of entitlements regarding the use of individual and social 

resources‖ (Davis 2007:158) 
272 ―…whereas (Sen‘s) realized functionings sense of capability involves individuals simply developing their skills and 

abilities without any implication regarding their freedom in doing so‖ (Davis 2007:159) 
273 For a review of approaches and perspectives on the capability approach and the concepts of poverty and deprivation 

see Hick, R. (2012). 
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The scale wanted to capture the perceptions of users and managers about the ―enabling effect‖ of 

using/managing the commons. The scale was composed of 12 items. Interviewees were asked to 

indicate on a scale from 1 to 7 how much the item correspond to their experience within the 

space. The scale was composed of questions on the role that confrontation and the other practices 

carried out in the space played on the experience of those who attended. In particular, it was 

aimed at understanding whether such practices had an impact outside the common space, in daily 

life. The goal was to measure the added value of the experience, in terms of social externalities, of 

the experiment of shared management of space (ability to do one‘s job outside the place, learning 

through confrontation, change in perspectives and abilities to manage one‘s life, feeling of 

improvement of one‘s personal situation, feeling to be able to manage possible difficult 

situations). 

Respondents were asked to answer the following questions by giving a score (1-7) based on the 

line with their experience of the context: "as a whole, since I enter this space" 

1.I happened to manage complex situations and I feel enriched by the experience (var: 

capability_a) 

2. I learned how to get organized with others to achieve common goals (var: capability_b) 

3. I learned to arrange with different people  (var: capability_c) 

4. I feel better able to do my job even outside of this place (var: capability_d) 

5. I found useful personal skills that I did not think of owning (var: capability_e) 

6. I feel able to better manage my life (var: capability_f) 

7. It changed my way of seeing things (var: capability_g) 

8. I feel alone (var: capability_h) 

9. I feel more confident (var: capability_i) 

10. I feel I have improved my personal situation (var: capability_j) 

11. I feel more able to handle difficult situations that may happen (var: capability_l) 

12. I feel able to improve what is around me (var: capability_m) 

For this scale, the Cronbach‘s apha was high (Cronbach's alpha = 0.9195).The development of 

personal skills, according to respondents, is felt most for the aspects concerning the comparison 

and work with others. For istance, "To organize with others for shared goals", which is viewed 

with strong match for 32 people out of 49 (over the value 5, the 65.30 per cent). Or ―to arrange 

with different people‖, a strong match for 35 people out of 50, ( equal to 70 percent).The analysis 

by categories (users / managers, in the graphic below) reveal interesting insights: the most 

relevant is that the 80% of the managers affirms (score 5-7) to have developed skills and 

capabilities That enable them "to manage complex situations" and "to perform better at the 

workplace / outside ". 
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The values shown in the graph are the percentages of the responses considered "positive", that is 

above the median value 4, on a scale of preferences that goes from 1 to 7. 

Organized with others for shared objectives 

Score N. answers Percentage 
Cumulate 
per. 

Per. Under / 
above median 

1 5 10.20% 10.20% 

20.40% 2 2 4.08% 14.29% 

3 3 6.12% 20.41% 

4 7 14.29% 34.69%   

5 11 22.45% 57.14% 

65.30% 6 5 10.20% 67.35% 

7 16 32.65% 100.00% 

Total 49 100.00%     

 

Arrange with different people 
   

Score N. answers Percentage 
Cumulate 
per. 

Per. Under / 
above median 

1 6 12.00% 12.00% 

22.00% 2 1 2.00% 14.00% 

3 4 8.00% 22.00% 

4 4 8.00% 30.00%   

5 9 18.00% 48.00% 

70.00% 6 10 20.00% 68.00% 

7 16 32.00% 100.00% 

Total 50 100.00%     

 

The return on activities implemented scup towards themselves, towards the individual dimension 

is less perceived , probably in relationship to the ideal motivation which characterize the 

interview participants (see "Motivations"). In fact, aspects such as "change my way of seeing 

things ", or "better manage my life", have a lower matching intensity. 

 

Better manage my life  
   

Score N. answers Percentage 
Cumulate 
per. 

Per. Under / 
above median 

1 8 16.67% 16.67% 

41.67% 2 5 10.42% 27.08% 

3 7 14.58% 41.67% 

4 9 18.75% 60.42%   

5 6 12.50% 72.92% 

39.59% 6 5 10.42% 83.33% 

7 8 16.67% 100.00% 

Total 48 100.00%     



 

Changed way of seeing things 
  

Score N. answers Percentage 
Cumulate 
per. 

Per. Under / 
above median 

1 9 18.75% 18.75% 

41.67% 2 6 12.50% 31.25% 

3 5 10.42% 41.67% 

4 10 20.83% 62.50%   

5 7 14.58% 77.08% 

37.50% 6 5 10.42% 87.50% 

7 6 12.50% 100.00% 

Total 48 100.00%     

 

 

5.6.6 Shared representations, identification and cultural repertoires  
 

A second part of the questionnaire aimed to reconstruct the social representations and cultural 

repertoires of the people attending the place.  

This part was organized by the construction of 4 scales (each one made up of 10 items): a. 

―identity‖, b. ―value‖, c. ―economic behaviours‖ and d. ―political practices‖. The questions about 

―Identity‖ were reinforced also by the use of a 4-items scale driven by the work on social-

identification by Postmes (2013). I decided to insert this scale because identity, sense of 

belonging and social identification can be important features for a community interested in a 

commons within wider social-ecological system. Since parochialism is one of the perverse 

features of community governance, I wanted to investigate which ―identity‖, sense of belonging 

and social identifications characterize the cultural repertoire of the members of the sample. The 

openness to the complexity of different perspectives can indeed  guarantee the acknowledgment 

of the different actors and layers involved on a wider social and ecological area, and it would 

consent to consider the issue of externality of the activity of the group.  

The hypothesis of the questionnaire was that the higher is the shared sense of identification 

and belonging to the strict circle of users, friends and acquaintance of the urban commons, the 

lower is the interest in wider social-ecological contexts. Moreover, in hypothesis, this would have 

had some effect on the engagement in participation in political activities and practices of active 

citizenship and on the choices of consumption which imply pay-loads for the individual.  

In these terms, I wanted to asses if an ―open‖ ―identity‖  (mean of scores between 5-7 in the scale 

―identity‖) would have matched in the scale ―value‖
274

 a cultural repertoire oriented towards the 

production of social and environmental value by one‘s own activity.  

                                                           
274 It is worthy to underline that this consideration does not replay the dichotomy between and individualistic or holistic 

envision of the individual. Rather, it simply highlights the transformative process which occurs by the relationships 

developed through the use and management of the commons. In this terms this reminds a cultural shift from an 
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The second couple of scales (c. economic behaviors and d. political participation) was organized 

following the previous hypothesis.  

I wondered if the self-identification with a wider community (respect to the users of the 

commons) as well as a high score in the scale ―value ―(5-7) should indeed influence sense of 

ethical responsibility in terms of patterns of consumption and engagement in political activity. 

Limits 

The small sample of the survey and the difficulty of processing scales that managed to capture 

dimensions so complex did not allow to show significant correlations or to test the hypotheses. 

However, the work has collected the answers of 56 respondents out of 72 items, and in particular, 

the collected material allows a statistical description of the sample and of the modes of behaviors 

and of cultural repertoires. 

5.6.6.1 Description of the scales” identity”, “postmes” and “value” 

Respondents were asked to indicate on a Likert scale of 1 to 7 how much the statements 

corresponded to their experience / perception. 

5.6.6.1.1 Identity 

The questions aimed at perceiving identity and sense of belonging to the urban commons. The 

questions were divided into 3 main constructs. 

- "Property" of the urban commons (identity_a, identity_d, identity_f) 

- Regard for the other (identity_b; identity_c; identity_g identity_i) 

- Sense of belonging (identity_e; identity_h; identity_j) 

the items were defined as follows 

1. This space belongs to those who manage it (var. Identity_a) 

3. In my daily life, I try to confront those who have a different point of view from mine (var: 

identity_b) 

6. For me, the life of each one is autonomous and independent from others‘ lives (var. Identity_c) 

8. This space belongs to the whole collectivity, even to those who does not know this place (var: 

identity_d) 

12. In this space I feel part of a small circle (var: identity_e) 

15. This space belongs to its users (var: identity_f) 

20. I do not care about what happens in the lives of those who do not belong to the group of 

people that I regularly attend (var: identity_g) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
individualistic competitive culture towards a cooperative culture.  The hypothesis was that the extent of the cooperation 

would depend also by the extent of individual self-identification with and sense of belonging to wider socio-ecological 

contexts. 
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24. I feel that I belong to a wider community than that of the people I know (var .: identity_h) 

28. What I do impacts on the rest of society and the environment and this consideration affects my 

daily life (identity_i) 

29. In general I recognize myself in a community that goes beyond the boundaries of this space 

(var: identity_j) 

to each answer we were given a score from 1 to 7 on the basis of their response. 

The score was attributed according to the degree of "openness" of the individual towards "the 

other" , also outside of the space. In particular inverse scores (1 = 7, 2 = 6, 3 = 5 ..) have been 

attributed to the answers of the items identity_a identity_c identity_e, as identity_g. (signed with * 

in the table under the graph) 

- With respect to identity_a, the individual perceived the space as a "private property" of its 

managers 

- About identity_c, the respondent believed life-experience as distinct and independent from the 

other's life 

- About identity_e, the respondent claimed to feel within the space as part of a "strict circle", thus 

an exclusive elite 

The Cronbach‘s alpha to measure the internal consistency between the  itemsof the identity scale 

is 0.65 (low), however, eliminating the first item (which by a check after the survey resulted 

ambiguous for respondents) and entering in the calculation of alpha also the scale social 

identification (which we had identified as a control scale, and which is presented below) alpha 

was equal to 0.75
275

.  

5.6.6.1.2  Social identification 

A second scale was drawn from Postmes (2013) which aimed to indicate the degree of social 

identification of the interviewee. The intention was to analyze the cultural repertoires and assess 

whether a greater or lesser sense of belonging to the community corresponded to a social 

identification that was closely linked to the communities belonging to the space or to larger and 

concentric communities .The 4 item about social identification were structured as follows: 

5. I identify with the people who manage this space (var: postmes_a); 

10. I identify with the people who use this space (var: postmes_b) 

14. I identify with my country people (postmes_c) 

21. I identify with the whole humanity (postmes_d) 

                                                           
275 alpha identity_b identity_c identity_d identity_e identity_f identity_g identity_h identity_i identity_j postmes* 

Test scale = mean(unstandardized items)  

Average interitem covariance:     .5262119 

Number of items in the scale:           13 

Scale reliability coefficient:      0.7514 
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 the scores were attributed following the Likert scale 1-7 and unmodified. 

Main results 

In general, the results presented a high level of positive scores to the questions of the identity 

scale (var. Identity_c, identity_b, identity_h, identity_i identity_g) which showed "regard for 

others", (the importance to compare with different perspectives, the attention given to the impact 

of one's own actions on the socio-ecological context…) and the sense of belonging to a larger 

community of people than those known. The score of the answers which showed interest and 

regard for others resulted higher for managers than for users. However, despite the recognition of 

high attention to the relational dimension, this feature does not match a complementary social 

identification with the people of one's own country or with a more generic "humanity", but rather 

with a broader and indefinite "community", according to more than 70% of users of the managers 

 

1 postmes_c I identify with my country people 

2 postmes_d I identifiy with the whole humanity 

3 identity_c One’s life is autonomous and independent from others’ lives (*) 

4 identity_b I always try to confront with others' perspectives 

5 identity_h Feel member of a wider community 

6 identity_i Social and environmental impact of my activities influence my daily life 

7 identity_j  I identify myself with a collectivity beyond this space 

8 identity_g I don’t care about people that I don’t usually meet (*) 
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5.6.6.1.3  Value 

The discourse on the commons is changing the perspective on territories and commons as 

resources shared both at local and global level, and upon which is required a coordination and a 

sharing of representations among citizens of different communities managing the commons, also 

via direct democracy and participation to the political processes. As argued by Farber et al (2002):  

―Here, two points need to be kept in mind…. Either way, we believe that this issue can no 

longer be avoided, and is one that will best be handled using open democratic principles and 

innovative thinking. Which leads us back to the role of individual preferences in determining 

value. If individual preferences change in response to education, advertising, and peer pressure, 

then value cannot solely originate with individual preferences. Values ultimately originate from 

within the constellation of shared goals to which a society aspires— value systems—as well as the 

availability of ‗‗production technologies‘‘ that transform things into satisfaction of human needs‖ 

Farber, S. C., Costanza, R., & Wilson, M. a. (2002: 381) 

The scale of "value" was outlined trying to process the items that identify the individual approach 

and the shared culture (by the aggregation of subjective judgments of this community) towards 

"economic" and "social" value. In particular, the survey wanted to investigate the subjective 

judgment towards "value" and the "production of value", by analyzing personal beliefs about the 

"value" of carrying out an activity (production of "value"); (Value_a, value_b, value_d, value_h) 

and personal representation of the space with respect to the "value" produced and the projects 

(value_c; value_f; value_j) (aplha: 0.749) 

The questions were structured as follows: 

2. I believe useless to carry on activities that do not generate income (var. value_a) 

4. If I can have a job, I do not care about what I produce (var. value_b) 

7. In this space I like to participate for free on activities that have an ethical value even if it 

takes time (var. value_c) 

9. I think it's important to think about an economic return for any initiative (var. value_d) 

13. I attend this space for an economic reason (var. value_e) 

17. The main reason for which I share this place with others is to carry out a cultural, political 

and social project,  (var. value_f) 

18. In this place the economic wealth that is produced is more important than the type of 

activities taking place (var. value_g) 

22. I believe that the work should produce social and environmental value (var. value_h) 

25. Wealth has value as a tool to develop ethical projects (var. value_i) 
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27. This space is for me a chance to bring forward projects that have an impact on the social 

level (var. value_j) 

For the sample, the scale showed an alpha Chronbach below the minimum level and equal to 

about 0.64 

In particular inverse scores (1 = 7, 2 = 6, 3 = 5 ..) have been attributed to the answers of the items 

value_a, value_b, value_d, value_g, (signed with * in the table under the graph). 

Descriptive statistics 

What are the reference values of the community? How did it respond to the production of social 

value of  (questions value_c value_d value_a) compared to the economic one? How does it orient 

itsef with respect to the work and its meaning? 

It is interesting to notice how the carrying out of activities appears connected to strong ideal 

motivations, mainly among the managers, who define what they do as relevant in terms of 

produced social value, not economic value. Such revelation can be also supported on the basis of 

the research carried out by means of observant participation. It was possible to understand how, 

often, economic advantages connected to the self-income project were inferiors to the work 

carried out in terms of time schedule and committment, by giving the idea of the strong ideal 

motivation at the core of such activities, that are strongly oriented to the achievement of a social 

development centered on the quality of the relationships and the offer of the possibility of 

encounter and confrontation among people within the space itself. Such idea could be connected 

to the will to put in practice a project by attempting to provide an answer to the perception on the 

crisis, that spreads a general sense of isolation and fear of the future (CENSIS, 2014). 

In addition, about 14 out of 49 respondents to the question, they claimed to have found 

business contacts at the space, while 12 people claimed to work in the center. It is also interesting 

to note the attitude of the sample with respect to wealth. At least as a shared "belief", this appears 

to be not a primary factor in the development of projects with an ethical value (1). This evidence 

seems to match with the strong ideal motivation which characterizes managers and users, which 

mainly show an interest in the environmental and social results of their work (5 and 7) and state 

that wealth is not more important than the type of activities to perform. 

What was observed through the action research was an actual involvement - in terms of time, 

energy and material means - for the development of a project with high ideals, fueled by the 

nearly constant contribution of internal and external projects. These lasts characterized an offer of 

services and of wide-ranging initiatives, and they attracted users even from distant parts of the 

city, as well as foreign researchers and activists from different backgrounds, who used the space 

for the realization of workshops and public meetings of national and international campaigns. The 

previous evidence is also confirmed by a near unanimity to perceive the economic dimension not 

as a pivotal reason for the conduct of activities in the space. 
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1 value_i Wealth as a mean for ethical projects 

2 value_d It is useful to think about economic returns for every activity (*) 

3 value_a Non remunerative activities are useless (*) 

4 
value_c 

In this space, I do participate to ethic activities for free, even though they 
require time 

5 value_b If I can work, I’m not interested in what I produce (*) 

6 value_g Wealth is more important than the typology of activity to carry on  (*) 

7 value_h I believe that work should produce environmental and social well-being 
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The perception about the urban commons 

The perception that the urban commons "belongs to its managers" (1) records a positive match for 

only half of the managers and less than half of the users. Similar rates are attributed to the 

property of the space connected to its use. The perception of the urban commons by its users and 

managers is that this does not belong neither to those who manage it (2) nor to its users (3), but to 

a wider community (7). This perception of "openness" to a "general" community is a 

characteristic feature of the respondents: the most of them states to not perceive themselves as 

belonging to a "strict circle" of people in the space (10) and there is a high responsiveness of 

positive feedbacks compared to the 'use of the property for the sharing of projects with a political, 

1 identity_a The space belongs to its managers (*) 

2 postmes_a I identify with the managers of this space 

3 identity_f The space belongs to its users  

4 postmes_b I identify with the users of these space 

5 value_c 

In this space, I do participate to ethic activities for free, even though it 
requires time 

6 value_g In this space, it is  important the economic return for every activity (*) 

7 identity_d 

The space belongs to a wide collectivity, also to those who don’t know this 
place 

8 value_f I share this space to share a cultural, political and social project 

9 value_j 

The space is a mean to develop project with political, cultural and social 
impacts 

10 identity_e In the space I feel to be part of a strict circle (*) 

11 value_e I attend this place for an economic reason (*) 
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cultural and social  impact (8,9). There is also a perfect correspondence between the percentage of 

positive responses of managers linked to the ideal motivations in entering the space and the 

percentage of those who among the managers claim to share the urban commons to carry out 

projects with a cultural political and social impact ( 87.5%) (8), whereas the economic motivation 

seems to have a minimum effect. The culture and values motivating the actions off such 

community of managers seems to be strongly influenced by shared aspirations of transformation 

through shared practices.  

The strong meaning attributed to the existence of the urban commons as a mean to develop 

projects with social political and cultural impact is shared by the 95% of the managers. The 

correspondence of the answers that give a particularly idealized vision of this space by users and 

managers, are even more impressive by taking into account the socio-economic features which 

characterize the sample. Respondents belong in most cases to categories particularly affected by 

the economic crisis in Rome (see ch.4): young people aged between 30-40 years, highly trained (5 

respondents in the sample of 56 random interviews were found to be researchers), unemployed or 

temporary workers, with incomes mostly between the 0 to 10.000 euro per year and sending 

families with an average income of between 10,000 and 25,000 euro per year (for the 35% of 

respondents), and between 25,000 and 40,000 euro per year (for another 34% of the sample). 

Despite this, it appears that the space of S.cu.p. allowed these people to shelter from the crisis by 

activating a network of social relationship and a community project that allowed to develop 

personal skills and generate social value, joined to a minimum economic livelihood project for 

workers. 

It is important to refer to these elements also to identify the role played by the culture and 

social representations shared by the community, in order to understand the impact of these 

realities in the perception of its users and managers as "spaces of possibilities and alternatives." If 

the experiences they gained through the space seems to have generally improved the conditions of 

the respondents, which perception of the crisis characterized and motivated this community to do 

so? 

5.6.6.2   Perception of the crisis 

Since during action research it seemed that the economic crisis was one of the key reasons that led 

citizens and activists to come together and to realize in the abandoned space this social center, I 

included a set of questions in the interviews (4 items) to investigate the shared perceptions with 

respect to economic crisis. As already underlined, also some historical studies on the origin of the 

institutions for collective action for the management of commons demonstrated as the will to 

share risks and the achievement of ―economies of scale‖ through the organization in groups were  

important factors to respond to the market expansion contexts. (DeMoor, 2008; Laborda Péman & 

DeMoor, 2013) 
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The perception of the crisis appeared to be a useful element to understand a "cultural repertoire" 

of the community. The research question with respect to this dimension was: Are there shared 

perceptions of the crisis? Was this a trigger for self-organization processes according to the 

group? How does this vision vary between users and managers? In particular, the members of this 

community respond to the pressures of the economic crisis through a competitive or cooperative 

attitude? 

The scale "crisis" was composed of 5 items. Respondents were asked to respond by indicating 

from 1 to 7 according to how much the statement corresponded to their experience.  

 11. I reckon the best answer to the crisis is to pursue one‘s own interests, because it is necessary 

to find a way to survive and there is no space for further sacrifices. (var: crisis_a) 

16. I believe that this crisis will be the beginning of a major collective change (var: crisis_b) 

19. The crisis is economic, if things would return as they were before, we would not have major 

issues to deal with (var: crisis_c) 

23. I see this crisis as the end of any possibility for the future (var: crisis_d) 

26. Despite the economic and social difficulties, I think that the crisis has also provided an 

opportunity, because it motivated me to get along with the others to solve complex problems (var: 

crisis_f) 

Descriptive statistics 

About half of the sample answered that the crisis constituted also an opportunity because it 

"motivated to gather with others to find solutions to complex problems." However this data 

records the 44% of total positive responses (Score 5-7), with the 24% of them placed on the 

median value of  4. It therefore seems that the idea ―crisis‖ is to be underlined in its connection 

with the feeling of "possibility" perceived by the respondents : although the crisis is not perceived 

as corresponding to the end of any possibility in the future (11.37%), neither to a situation from 

which it is possible to exit by pursuing one's own interests (4%), certainly the perception of this as 

"an opportunity " to gather with others to find solutions to complex problems, is shared by only a 

part of the sample.  

Nevertheless, it resists a "hopeful" vision, which imagines the crisis as "the beginning of a major 

collective change" and that is shared by 62.2% of respondents. The differences are large when the 

sample is divided between categories of users and managers: this representation is shared by 80% 
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of managers, and this is probably due to the personal experience that led them to manage and 

share the space in spite of the difficulties and problems involved. 

 

 

Personal Change: a last question concluded this set: "Do you feel changed by the experiences 

you made through this space?" with a dummy variable giving a value = 1 if the answer was yes, 

and = 0 if negative. In the sample 78,78% gave positive affirmation and 21% negative. 

5.6.6.3   Consumer behaviors and political practices 

 

In the definition of the cultural repertoires of the community, I included in the questionnaire two 

scales, of 10 items each, to capture the ethical dimension in the behavior choices in consumption 

and the level of involvement in political activities.  Each respondent was asked to indicate the 

correspondence of statements to her/his own personal experience on a Likert scale of 1 to 7. On 

the basis of the answers a rating was assigned. 

Such rating was assigned on the degree of individual attention to "externalities" linked to 

consumption or political behaviors, even outside of the space. In particular inverse scores (1 = 7, 

2 = 6, 3 = 5 ..) have been attributed to the answers of the items "econ_behav_a"; "econ_behav_b", 

"econ_behav_c", "econ_behav_d", "econ_behav_e", "econ_behav_g" which showed consumer 

behavior with little concern for the environmental and social externalities 

Consumer behaviors  

The questions identified for the survey of consumer behavior were as follows: 
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1. I use the car to move in the neighborhood where I live (var: econ_behav_a) 

4. When I buy food I take into account the price more than anything else (var: econ_behav_b) 

5.  If I have to buy clothes I only care about how much they cost and how they suit me (var: 

econ_behav_c) 

9. I usually do not differentiate waste (var: econ_behav_d) 

11. I usually buy new objects rather than used or recycled (var: econ_behav_e) 

12. I happen not to buy things that were cheap and I liked for ethical reasons (var: econ_behav_f) 

14. I do not pay much attention to the amount of plastic packaging I buy with the products (var: 

econ_behav_g) 

18. When I buy food or clothes I read the label (var: econ_behav_h) 

19. I buy Fair Trade products (var: econ_behav_i) 

20. I inform myself about the conditions of workers producing what I buy (var: econ_behav_j) 

Political practices 

The questions on political practices were related to 

- The use of space for the promotion and participation in political and social purposes 

(pol_practice_b, pol_practice_ c, pol_practice_ j) 

- Individual behavior (pol_practice_a, pol_practice_d, pol_practice_ g, pol_practice_h, 

pol_practice_i) 

- Personal beliefs (pol_practice_e, pol_practice_f) 

The questions were structured as shown below: 

1. I promote awareness-raising campaigns, petitions  (var: pol_practice_a) 

2. I attend this space to participate in initiatives that concern my citizen rights and duties (var: 

pol_practice_b) 

6. In this space I am interested in activities involving the territory (var: pol_practice_c) 

7. I inform the people I know about responsible behaviors toward the environment (var: 

pol_practice_d) 

8. Do not care about the problems of people who do not know (var: pol_practice_e) 
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10. I believe that politics do not concern me (var: pol_practice_f) 

13. I do not participate in meetings of political or social interest (var: pol_practice_g) 

15. I carry out environmental campaigns (var: pol_practice_h) 

16. I take part in activities or initiatives not directly related to my rights (var: pol_practice_i) 

17. In this space, I participated to an initiative on themes or issues of common interest such as the 

environment, waste, education, health, mobility, labor, human rights, culture .. (var: 

pol_practice_j) 

Inverse scores (1 = 7, 2 = 6, 3 = 5 ..) were given to the answers of the questions 

pol_practice_e, pol_practice_f, pol_practice_g denoting behaviors and beliefs contrary to the 

interest towards politics and society  
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The data on the graphic represent percentages on the answers regarded to as ―positive‖, that is 

above the average point (4), of the scale of preference that goes from 1 to 7. 

5.6.6.4  Actual behaviors over the last month 

A final set of questions required the respondents to indicate the frequency with which she/he had 

done certain activities in the last month. The responses were organized on a scale from 1 to 5 

corresponding to 1 = never; 2 = at least once, 3 = 2-3 times; 3 = 3-5 times; 4 = d 5 more times. To 

the answer of the questions 1 and 7 was attributed an inverse score (1 = 5, 2 = 4 ..). 

The items were structured as follows: 

1. I took the car to move around in my neighborhood 

2. I bought Fair trade products  

3. I bought handmade products  

4. I participated in a demonstration or in a Institutional meeting 

5. I participated in an initiative on themes or issues of common interest such as the 

environment, waste, education, health, mobility, labor, human rights, culture .. 

6. I contacted a local administrator 

7. I bought clothes in a big company store (Zara, Benetton., Adidas, Nike, H & M) 

8. I supported other people in difficult situations 

9. I engaged in a campaign to promote rights 

10. I shopped by a community purchasing group 

11. I participated in meetings to organize initiatives on issues related to the rights 

12. I purchased organic products from local farmers 

13. I participated in workshops of self-production / recycling 
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The values shown in the graph are the percentages of the responses which respectively have 

been assigned score 1 (= never); 2 and 3 (1 time; 2-3 times); 4 and 5 (3-5 times, blackberries than 

5 times) on a scale from 1 to 5In general more than half of the respondent claimed to be interested 

in activities related to the area by sharing the space,and about 65% say they have used the 
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common space to participate in initiatives about issues of common interest (environment, 

education, health, mobility, labor, human rights ..). Lower (44%) is the percentage of those who 

claim to participate in initiatives concerning their rights and duties through space (with a 20% 

response attributed to the median value, 4) 

A majority of the sample considers politics an issue that concerns them, and declares to be 

interested by issues that are not directly related to their personal situation. This figure is 

confirmed by some activities carried out by those who responded over the previous month: about 

68% engaged in campaigns on the promotion of rights (and almost 20% have been active in this 

sense more than three times or more than 5 times), 80% has been committed in support of other 

people, 2/3 of respondents said they had actually participated in initiatives relating to the rights (to 

health, environment, education), and participated in demonstrations or institutional meetings 

(almost 60%). 

Despite the low percentage, the fact that 28%  of the sample claimed to have contacted at 

least once a municipal or city administrator seems an interesting fact. The survey reports that 

individuals gave less attention to the promotion of campaigns about environmental issues or to the 

participation in awareness campaigns (which only seems to affect 14% to 26% of respondents). 

This result contradicts the data about the participation in meetings for the organization awareness 

campaigns, which seems to have affected the activity of more than 50% of respondents in the last 

month. The attention given to the environment seems more related to consumption behaviours, in 

particular those related to mobility (with 43% of respondents who said to never have took the car 

to move in the neighborhood). Respondent generally says to separate waste and to buy used rather 

than new objects, although only a small percentage indicated to buy usually draft products (31%). 

While the level of price is not considered central to the determination of the consumption of 

the respondents, who claim to read the label before buying products in 65% of cases, less than 

half (36%) state to usually inquire about the conditions of workers producing, and less than 50% 

say to usually buy fair products.  This evidence is partly confirmed by the actual behavior of the 

last month. In this period, more than 60% of respondents said to have purchased fair products, and 

about 50% have rather shopped from a big company store. 

Interestingly, while 80% claim to have bought organic products from local farmers last 

month, only a low percentage of respondents have bought through a community purchasing group 

(about 39%) and 59% have never participated in workshops of self-production and re-use. This 

data can be related to the actual interest in these practices as well as in relation to the time that it 

is often necessary to spend in these activities. 

 

 



296 

 

5.6.7 The urban commons as a space of citizenship and access to information: The 

shift from "duty citizenship" to "engaged citizenship" 

Once described the cultural repertoire of the sample, it was interesting to see how the urban 

commons could support the participation of citizens, and I wondered if and how the community 

participating to the activities linked to the urban common could thus increase its level of 

participation and involvement in the social and political. Such experiences can be also conceived 

as collective efforts to rebound society and recollect political participation, by and large taking 

into consideration a general shift from a duty citizenship to an ―engaged‖ one (Dalton, 2008). In 

these terms, the Commons represent an oject of social activation and a context creating 

experiences, significances, languages and cultures, through direct communication, mutual 

recognition and sharing of practices. Since ―without public involvement in the process, democracy 

lacks both its legitimacy and its guiding forces‖ (Dalton, 2008: 76), the processes leading to forms 

of community governance for the management of commons can embody then a re-appropriation 

of democratic participation in the spaces laid in the line by state and market dominance. The issue 

of the commons, is then inserted in the shift of citizenship enlightened by Dalton (2008) from a 

duty-based citizenship to an engaged one. Indeed, in his study ―Citizenship Norms and the 

Expansion of Political Participation‖, Dalton (2008) argued that there are several norms of 

citizenship, and that their changing have influenced the pattern of political participation
276

. In 

particular, the study underlined how four main element of citizenship - public participation in 

politics; autonomy in forming opinions; commitment to social order and acceptance of state 

authority and solidarity - were mainly representatives of two dimension of citizenship, namely 

―citizen-duty‖ and ―engaged citizenship‖. The former was mainly related with norms of social 

order and recognition of state authority (for instance, commitment in voting for general election, 

or serve in the military or on a jury), while the latter was characterized by principles of solidarity 

and participation via general political activity and activism in civil society groups. This last 

typology can be clearly linked with the common management of resources by communities, and 

the perception of overlapped socio-ecological systems that require governance and government.  

This perception on the commons and the emphasis on community are now contributing to this 

general shift towards models of engaged citizenship. As in the description by Chesters and Welsh 

(2006) in ―Complexity and the Social Movements‖: ―This is a network movement actor – or more 

precisely a network of networks. This is a movement promoting ‗the commons‘ and ‗commoners‘ 

in North and South through a cumulative process of capacity building that attaches social force to 

issues normally marginalized in western societies. This movement is a historical iteration of 

similar forces and concerns that have surfaced periodically for centuries.‖ (Chesters and Welsh, 

2006:1) 

                                                           
276  
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So, commons and common pool resources are pushing for a shift towards heterogeneity of 

organizations and problem-responses in complex contexts of collective government, and imply a 

renewed perspective on how individuals, endowed with capabilities and deemed able to find 

elaborate collective solutions, cope with related institutional problems and with dilemma 

situations (Ostrom, 1990: 14). 

Starting from this point, and looking at the issue of citizenship and community membership, it is 

possible to look at this practices in light of the existence of a ―global‖ market-society that is 

progressively escaping  from market-state dominance and shifting from a ―duty‖ citizenship 

toward an ―engaged citizenship‖(Dalton, 2008) and in which, then, way of life, consuming and 

producing behaviors (Schor, 2010)  meant a political and democratic practice as well, also 

defining a ―sense of community‖ (Anderson, 2010) strengthening engagement and participation. 

To this aim, in the questionnaire I inserted a part which asked the interviewee a definition of 

the "commons" and wondered if she/he considered Scup as a "commons", especially regarding the 

social value of openness to the community and to the proposals of the "citizenship". 99% of 

respondents (43/44) responded positively, while 1/44 negatively. 

A next question aimed to understand whether access to urban resources had resulted in an 

increase in knowledge and perspectives on issues related to the environment (41/44 affirmative 

responses, accounting for 94.3% of respondents and negative feedback 3/44 equal to 6 , 8% of 

respondents) and if this flow of information motivated the interviewee's involvement in projects 

or political initiatives (35/42 affirmative responses, accounting for 83.3% of respondents and 

answers 7/42 denied equal 16.6% of respondent). In particular, it was asked about the 

geographical area of interest of the initiatives followed, particularly if they concerned issues 

related to the area of the neighborhood, the city, the State or International. 
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Dummy =1  = 0 total Perc. =1 

Neighborhood 27 18 45 60% 

City 30 15 45 66,6% 

State 22 23 45 48,88% 

International 15 30 45 33,33% 

 

 

From the results 60% of the sample followed initiatives concerning the neighborhood, 66.6% 

said to have followed events on issues of interest for the city, the 48,88% issues of national 

interest and 33, 3% said to have followed initiatives concerning international issues. This figure is 

perhaps, by its users, a recognition of a multidimensional perspective than the relevance of the 

exterior, reducing the perception of the community that use the space as tightly locked within a 

horizon of very limited interest. 

5.6.7.1 The vision of democracy and voting and the importance of participation and 

active citizenship in the daily. 

 

Starting from the study of Dalton (2008) of the respondent were laid last three questions on the 

issues of participation and citizenship.  

The questions were as follows: 

1. As a citizen, you believe that your main task consists in the vote? 

2.What importance is the size of the active participation / citizenship in your daily life? 

3. This space has been a greater opportunity to participate as a citizen / or policy? 

The answers to question 1, 3 (yes / no) and 2 (high / low) have been developed as a dummy and 

have the following results: 
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 Yes/ High No / Low Total Percentage 

Vote 6 36 42 85,71% no 

Active citizenship 30 5 35 85,71% yes 

Space for participation 30 9 39 76,92% yes 

 

 

.  

Only 14,29 believes that as a citizen its main task consists in the vote, while 85.7% of 

respondents active citizenship is an important dimension of their lives. 76.5% believed then that 

the space was an environment that offered a greater opportunity to participate to political life. 

This finding is relevant in the light of the considerations expressed above concerning poverty 

also as deprivation and lack of access to the political and social life. If material inequality 

undermines the access to intangible dimensions to have access to information and culture that 

enable the participation, this space is - at least in the opinion of a random sample of its users – an 

enabling and open context to access information and opportunities for discussion. It is clear that 

the intrinsic characteristics of the studied communities reveal evidences of naturally-occurring of 

the self-selected sample. Nevertheless, the analysis allows policy-makers to understand the shared 

representations in this case study, the representative of this community in Rome, in the context in 

the context described in the previous chapters. 
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In order to draw some conclusions over the described experience, it is worth to resume some 

remarks already mentioned in the former paragraphs in order to stress the particular outcome on 

how mutual expectations created by constitutional or operational rules, once disregarded, foster 

the emergence of collective action and self-organization of communities addressing urban voids 

as possible urban commons 

5.7 How did the history end 

5.7.1 The case of “Best House Rom” 

 

The real estate ―F & f‖ possesses, in addition to 

the building in Via Nola, 5 (S.cu.p.), a property 

designed for storehouse use in via Visso 

(Tiburtina district). Despite its intended use, in 

this premise were accommodated about 300 

Roma people. Over time, the owners were able to 

take advantage of the costs incurred for the 

reception of guests thanks to the injection of 

public funds to be used to host and take care of 

these people.
277

 In May, the Parliamentary Commission on Human Rights denounced violations 

of the basic rights of the people housed in the ―Best House Rom‖, the warehouse located in via 

Visso. In particular, it was observed the absolute inadequacy of the building for such use. The site 

is closed since November 2015.
278

                                                           
277http://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2015/01/27/news/scandalo_best_house_rom_in_288_nell_ex_deposito_buio_sporci

zia_e_degrado-105852397/ 
278 A video-report of a first visit to the space by the Parliamentary Commission can be retrieved at 

https://www.radioradicale.it/scheda/432099/visita-ispettiva-della-commissione-per-la-tutela-diritti-umani-del-senato-

alla-best (last access: April 2016);  

Photo 1 the interior of the building "Best House 

Rom" (Association "21 luglio", www. 21luglio.org) 

https://www.radioradicale.it/scheda/432099/visita-ispettiva-della-commissione-per-la-tutela-diritti-umani-del-senato-alla-best
https://www.radioradicale.it/scheda/432099/visita-ispettiva-della-commissione-per-la-tutela-diritti-umani-del-senato-alla-best


5.7.2 The case of S.c.u.p. and the property in “via Nola 5” 

 

The owners of the property located in via 

Nola 5, after giving several notice of 

evacuation to S.C.U.P (the collective 

running the space with no legal permit), and 

after a first actual eviction that took place in 

January 2012, (that later led to a new 

occupation of the property, and the 

resumption of activities in the center) on 

May 7
th
, 2015 has permanently cleared it out 

and proceeded to the demolition of a large part of the building.
279

 Over time, the social value of 

the experience of S.c.u.p. It had been formally recognized by the local government, that there held 

a part of the project of social inclusion of disadvantaged groups (migrants and psychiatric 

patients) and in the same place they met to discuss the project on mobility in the area of ―San 

Giovanni‖. Nevertheless, when the evacuation was  implemented on May 7
th
, 2015, the 

government could not carry any formal opposition. 

 

Photo 3 People demonstration after the eviction (Source: www.comune-info.net) 

                                                           
279 A list of Journalistic reports about this fact is accessible at: 

https://scupricomincioda3.wordpress.com/2015/05/18/rassegna-stampa-sullo-sgombero-del-7-maggio/ 

Photo 2 the destruction of the premise of  Scup in “Via Nola, 5”  
(Photo by Stefano Montesi) 

http://0.0.0.3/
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In response to this, the same day a cortege composed of over a thousand people occupied the 

streets of the neighborhood and occupied another abandoned building in the area.  

 

The information collected through the survey and the description made by action research, 

brought some evidence about the possible social use of vacant spaces as alternative to 

privatization. By the way, formal rules do not allow for urban renewal strategies implemented by 

civil society for social purpose of such urban voids. As in this case, the experimentation enacted 

by the communities, which already activated S.c.u.p. project, resulted in a contradictory 

environment like the one above described. 

5.7.3 Some concluding remarks 

The case study helps to highlight some elements mentioned in the previous paragraphs: in fact, it: 

- Highlights the potential effects in practical terms resulting from the implementation 

mechanism of city development in time of crisis that is produced through valorization of 

urban space and disposals of public properties operated through real estate funds; 

- Shows some specific local factors that have influenced the redistribution of local 

resources and local public finance for the management of social issues; 

- Shows a form of contradiction between the social collective use of space via Nola, 5 

cleared out and destroyed (with commissioning costs inaccessibility amounting to 

420,000 euro) and the formal properties acquired through public auction. The latter led to 

the use of the warehouse "Best_House Rom" in Via Visso, publicly funded and within 

which were found violations of human rights. 

- Analyzes a sample of a specific community of operators and users of an urban common 

good: defines the particular characteristics in terms of socio-economic backgrounds, 

needs and interests, and cultural repertoires of a random sample of individuals who used 

the ex-public property in via Nola, 5 for the realization of a social development project. 

- The results show some effects in terms of increasing: the individual social capital and 

personal skills; of common work and management of complexities developed through the 

increasing forms of use of the space by the community. It is noted, on the sample of 

respondents, a strong ideal motivation, an orientation to the social "values" produced by 

their own work, openness to heterogeneity of perspectives that produces a high level of 

inclusion of different experiences. This figure is confirmed by the large number of users 

who claimed to have participated in management assemblies and have been involved in 

organizing initiatives within the building (about 60%). Through the survey, the 

investigated community showed that, through the use of space, it has also developed 

higher attention to policy issues with far-reaching and often defined itself as being 
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particularly engaged in forms of active citizenship as well as interested primarily in 

projects for knowledge and culture sharing offered by the collective use of the space. 

The features are linked to the set of fundamental dimensions of ―multidimensional 

wellbeing‖ concept developed by the Commission for the Measurement of Economic 

Performance and Social Progress (material living standards, health, education, personal 

activities including work, political influence and governance, links and social 

relationships, environmental, economic and physical insecurity) and that should be taken 

into account by traditional indicators of income (Commission on the measurement of 

economic performance and social progress, 2009: 18). 

- Such features of the sample, combined with the data collected through the action research, 

highlights the importance of the networking‘s variable for the community of users of the 

building in via Nola, 5 which led to the resilience of the project and the community itself. 

Despite the administration's inability to stop the eviction of the groups operating within 

the place and the destruction of the project, the self-organization mechanism implemented 

by the local population generated a spontaneous march supporting the evicted project that 

was resolved in a further occupation where to rebuild S.c.u.p. project. 

The gathered data provide feedback on some issues included in the introduction to the chapter. 

The first question is undoubtedly the ability to define and provide a response to the material and 

immaterial needs, through the use of the vacant spaces of the city, among them: improve social 

well-being and relationships between individuals of a community; training and cultural 

production; physical well-being through the practice of a sport; job opportunities through the 

implementation of ―self-income projects‖; the opportunity to participate in the political life of the 

neighborhood and the city. The capabilities and the high social capital achieved through the 

experimentation and the implementation of a concrete utopia in this collective project, testify how 

some spaces, managed collectively and intended as commons, can respond to the necessity of a 

construction of new forms of social welfare within the territories. 

In this sense, the case study raises the question of how the mechanism of impoverishment 

linked to the crisis (impoverishment that concerns not only the crisis of the economic system but 

also the lowering of the quality of life and the decreasing ability to imagine the concrete 

construction of their own future) has rendered the re-appropriation of different dimensions of 

well-being (merit goods) a so much-needed practice, to legitimate the occupation of an abandoned 

space, by a multiplicity of actors, beyond the legal risks involved in the decision to perform such 

action. 

Clearly, the analysis of a single case study produces a partial description of a larger 

phenomenon, which is limited to the experience of S.c.u.p., but "Rich explanations of particular 

cases are often valuable substantively and theoretically". For this reason has been described the 

emergence of the community and the project of "Scup" around an urban empty space, to highlight 
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some specific features and in turn relieve the questions with respect to the possible governance, in 

Rome, of the commons and the abandoned spaces of city. What is significant to highlight is the 

importance of the study of contexts and representations with respect to social utility and value 

offered by certain experiences in Rome. This study can present only one perspective in the 

development of a process of analysis on the governance of resources in this city. Understanding 

this fundamental point could enable, if necessary, the definition of a more effective regulation of 

the use of these unused resources, but where administrations recognize to the community the right 

to drawn the standards and norms on which the regulation shall be based. Clearly, this raises 

questions regarding the issue concerning the property rights. As observed in the previous chapter, 

these spaces that are re-appropriated by communities, are invested with a strong political content. 

The communities who appropriate these places, moreover, do so with a willingness to highlight 

the contradiction between an absence of "free spaces" - that is, both in the autonomous cultural 

production and possibilities of expression - at the disposal of community and affordable (or free), 

against the constant building production, which often produces urban voids and abandoned places, 

whose intended use, as opposed to being defined autonomously by groups of citizens, is always 

left to the decisions of formal actors often influenced by market forces. In fact, if frequently are 

the "appetites" and "constraints" of the market to determine the intended use of the city‘s spaces, 

this dynamic, if not adjusted, it can produce the effect of a generation affected by the perverse 

logic of ―the demand through supply‖, reversing the same logic underlying the functioning of the 

market. The proliferation of tourist and consumption sites that today characterize the central and 

peripheral areas of the city, shows that the main cultural, leisure, social activities available to the 

masses, it becomes fashionable and fuels the of daily practices, but not responding to many 

immaterial needs essential for the well being of a population. It is a self-poietic mechanism, 

where demand feeds the lack of alternatives for socializing and use of the common area: the 

individuals are reduced to mere consumers and not citizens or co-producers of knowledge and 

cultures. It is in this perspective that these spaces – as well as the complex network of resources 

and services to which they provide access - can generate an important social and cultural 

community and spatial development outside of attempts to "economic enhancement" of the city: 

the production and elaborative aspects of these alternative projects, outside the institutional 

constraints and stringent rules of the bureaucracy or the electoral mechanism (generalizing 

broadly), make them "possible spaces", negotiation workshop and a collective thought process. 

In these terms results a great misunderstanding to limit the debate over the 

legitimacy/illegitimacy of such grassroots transitional practices of reappropriation as solely 

concerning the property rights. It requires a reflection on the value and legitimacy of the 

production of social well-being that is originated by these forms of collective experimentation. 

Why cannot be imagined creating the tools for the identification of new tools that can enable the 

negotiation between the different stockholders, which allows access and common use of the 
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empty spaces of the city to part of a community that will deal with it both for what concern the 

management aspects as well as the productive and proactive policies and practices ones? If these 

experimentations have a very high impact on the daily life and perceptions of a part of the 

community, albeit a minority, as regards the perception of a greater "welfare‖ (because they 

reclaim so a sense of community, a space of co-production, leisure, freedom of expression, self- 

and collective-development, etc.), it is clear that the limit of the question on the protection of 

property rights as the only interpretative framework of a conflict, - in a context of city governance 

that we have described above - raises important questions for public administration. The question 

that the research wants to highlight is then: where does the public interests (and the related 

collective and merit goods) go when the public city disappears? The case study thus allows to 

question the outcome and the possibility of facing the urgencies imposed by the economic debt 

policy, and on the responses built by a number of people to formal and informal rules of use and 

management of the spaces of the city scarcely negotiated with the local communities. The theme 

of the debt therefore seems to hold up in this perspective to the extent that the role of activation of 

citizenship and contribution to social welfare, to knowledge and culture that these spaces can 

provide it is not recognized. 



Conclusions 

This work attempted to analyse a topic that is currently very present in the public and 

academic debate, and also a controversial one: the commons.  

Given the complexity of this issue, the decision has been made to merge the historical analysis of 

the economic thought on the theme of commons and their governance to a field study on the 

current results of the governance of commons by some sectors of the civil society active in the 

city of Rome.  

The research started from the analysis of the idea of commons and from the various solutions 

provided by the economists, over time, to the problem of their governance. Only an historical 

perspective allowed to understand how the theme of the sharing of resources and the necessary 

institutions to grant their survival is a facet of a wider debate on the institutions and forms of 

government.  

In fact, as the perspectives shown in a more general debate on forms of government have 

always been influenced by the historical and cultural contexts in which the authors operated, the 

various theories on the forms of governance and share of resources (be it natural, urban, 

anthropic, etc.), as the various definitions of ―commons‖ and collective goods, are the result of 

various visions on individuals, societies and the ability to manage and share the resources 

themselves. Starting from these thoughts, an analysis of Elinor Ostrom‘s thought on the matter 

has been carried out, not only to highlight her contribution in the field of economics and the 

developments it helped producing in other disciplines, but also the complex and contradictory 

perspectives linked to the forms of governance of resources organized in concentric and 

polycentric systems, as well as the problems raised by federalism in the management of 

commons. A look at the development of her work applied to the social-ecological contexts 

highlighted the capacity of the author to unite, through the paradigm of commons, the relations 

among settings, resource systems, actors and governance systems. In particular, it was possible to 

highlight how Ostrom‘s method in the field research allowed her to underline a series of operative 

mechanisms in the determination of rules and their application that influence the various 

interactions among actors, contexts and resource systems, by determining the possible results 

connected to the governance of commons.   

Actually, this interpretative scheme seemed to be applicable to a particular socio-ecologic 

context, the urban one. The second part of this work focused on this aspect, attempting to analyse 

the issue of commons and their governance in the Rome case study, focusing, in particular, on the 

current developments in the context of the economic crisis. The work tried to create a chronology 

of the contextual factors (economic, social and political) and the local ones that caused, over time, 

the exploitation of the urban spatial resources of the city, providing the possibility to analyse the 
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emersion of some self-organised groups around the management of abandoned spaces as urban 

commons in Rome. 

Highlighting the issues involved in the unbalanced socio economic development of the city as 

well as the formal and informal regulation factors in its urban development, the second part of the 

work underlined some of the reasons for the emergence of such forms of self-organisation around 

empty spaces of the city and the development that brought such political communities to look at 

the city as a common, facing the stringent economic pressure and the transformations imposed by 

the crisis. 

The last chapter showed the results of the research carried out on a specific case study, the 

occupied multifunctional social centre S.Cu.P, born in an interesting period for this analysis, that 

of the economic crisis. The aim was to underline some specific characteristics and raise questions 

on the possible governance of commons and urban spaces in the city of Rome.  

At first glance, the themes dealt with in this work were complex and hardly connected one to 

the other. In fact, though, following logic, it seems that the history of economic thought cannot 

shed light on the current social development in specific contexts as the urban ones and apply to 

the study of micro realities so distant from the theories of some authors taken into account in 

consideration of this research. 

However, it seems that the historic perspective shed indeed a light on this work‘s path. It 

helped to raise questions and open new perspectives on the reality towards which the research was 

directed.  

From the historic perspective derived the choice not to make a neat distinction between commons 

and collective goods, as well as to include in the reasoning Tiebout‘s theories on local public 

goods and Musgrave‘s on merit goods and their provision. In the economic theory of public 

services by Musgrave, and Tiebout was his student, the merit goods were those that the state or 

the public sector should provide the citizens with, regardless of their availability on the market. 

Merit goods derived from merit wants, that is, essential needs, and as such, they had to be 

acknowledged as inalienable rights and re-distributed through taxation (Musgrave, 1939, 

Desmarais- Trembley, 2015). 

The abovementioned ideas were not abandoned in the current reflection on commons, not even by 

Ostrom.The analysis carried out by the author of Governing the commons was based on the 

essential resources for the communities in specific study contexts (huge natural resources as 

reservoirs, forests and lakes, as well as those resources deriving from them as water, animals or 

fruits of the earth) and the author‘s study focused on the analysis of the various modalities in 

which the ―groups‖ defined the rules and the agreements for the distribution of duties and benefits 

deriving from the governance of the resources. Around the resources considered indispensable to 
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life and its quality by the communities institutions and norms are developed whose goal is to 

ensure their protection and regulate their access and use. 

Musgrave started from a theoretical reflection about the supply mechanisms of the essential 

resources from the public sector, and on the risks related to the free-riding incentives. Tiebout‘s 

study solved part of the problem through the use of competition between authorities at various 

levels of provision of such goods, as enterprises on the public economy‘s market. Osrom started 

from the study of the institutional agreements drafted by the actors in the management of 

territorial commons to understand what principles characterise an ―informal‖ institutional 

organisation able to grant the sustainability of resources on the long run through the sharing of 

rules of access, use and exploitation of such resources. All three authors started from a common 

issue: that of the scarcity of resources (a concept that is, notoriously, always a relative one) and 

the mechanism of their ―better‖ distribution. All three of them started by considering: 

- The existence of collective ―scarce‖ and ―necessary‖ resources (local public goods, public 

finance and public services, natural or territorial resources). 

- The subjects interested in  their distribution 

- The mechanism and criteria applicable in their distribution 

While according to Musgrave and Tiebout the collective goods taken into account were, in 

any case, public resources and services of which local and national governments should take on 

the responsibility and that the governments should distribute (according to an efficiency or equity 

principle), in Ostrom‘s analysis collective goods were singled out among those resources, 

formally public or private ones, de facto used as commons by groups of people. Those groups 

took on the responsibility of those resources, by distributing their costs and benefits on the 

multiplicity of subjects (individuals, public and local authorities, enterprises) through the 

definition of formal and informal institutional agreements. Thus, the shift from Musgrave and 

Tiebout‘s public economy to the institutions for collective action by Ostrom mirrors a 

transformation of the State, of its role and its organisation in different times and contexts: 

Musgrave writes basing his analysis on 1939‘s Germany, Tiebout, his student, thinks about the 

American federal system when, in 1956, he writes The theory of local public expenditure and 

Ostrom, who worked with Tiebout in California together with her husband Vincent, already has in 

mind the institutional structure that was strongly influenced by Commons (1931) and Buchanan 

(1965) – even if with differences between the two – on the role of groups and institutions. 

The study of the institutions for collective action enriched itself, then, of numerous 

contributions starting from the studies on the Commons of the IASC to the evolution and 

extension of this concept  to numerous other domains and perspectives (Hess, 2008). 
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In a situation of change of the institutional conditions and redefinition of institutional 

boundaries and of the rights, connected to the crisis of debt of the states, born alongside the 

economic crisis, the emphasis on the commons became more and more the topic of debate and 

action by numerous informal groups and movements, such as those described in this thesis. As, 

according to Ostrom, natural resources are, as seen commons beyond their public or private 

juridical condition (Schlager and Ostrom, 1992), the groups that currently reflect and develop 

practices on the urban commons here analysed lead to the shared governance of urban spaces as 

common resources necessary to the achievement of ―inalienable‖ social welfare for the 

community.  

That of the commons is an ephemeral concept that fuels various theories and generates crisis for:  

- At a disciplinary level: the neat boundaries of the disciplines in the social sciences 

- At an institutional level: the boundaries of law and institutions, re-designing the shape of 

the governance and management of ―territories‖ 

Starting from such considerations, a study of economic thought on the commons could not 

avoid to analyse them in their ―political‖ perspective. 

Given the various meanings of this concept, that summarises the relation among resources, human 

beings and collective action, it is possible to recuperate the substantial definition of political 

economy as the relation among human beings and between human beings and resources (Polanyi, 

1957) and to look at economy as a process (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971), linked to the social, 

historical, cultural and political dimension. In fact, in the history of economic thought, Ostrom‘s 

perspective highlighted an apporach in economic studies centered on the complexity, on the 

subjects and relations, and not only on the objects of production and the efficient exchange 

mechanisms. In this sense, this is a hint to widen the perspective of economics to the contribution 

of other disciplines, to take ―context factors‖ into account. Those can also be cultural and social, 

and can help to define a hypothesis of ―development‖ that produces social and environmental 

welfare. Commons as a model and the related practices, together with the institutional 

transformations that took place during the economic crisis require, therefore, an attention shift on 

the social and environmental variables connected to welfare. It is not by chance, therefore, that the 

chapter on Rome started from the analysis of the idea of urban commons to reach theories that 

link the development of the city to that of economics, trying to provide a new perspective on the 

socio-economic and urban development of the city and to show the emergence factors of the 

communities that gathered around the governance of urban commons. For the same reason, the 

study of Rome‘s urban commons, in this case specific commons, with a particular political 

connotation as the social centres, cannot be but object of a study in history of the economic 

thought. 
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They are regarded to as urban resources managed by self-organised communities, regardless 

of the public or private nature of the properties at stake.  Furthermore, the management of such 

shared resources is motivated by structural pressures – the economic crisis or the marginalisation 

of some categories of people – that support self-government – in the ―abandoned‖ city spaces – by 

people who decided to share risks and opportunities and that today are at the centre of the debate 

on the institutional transformation and the law, in light of the transformations of economics as a 

dominant operative paradigm. It is not a case that this study tries to draw a synthesis of the steps 

and transformations of capitalism in Italy, of their influence on the unbalanced development of 

Rome, on the ―informal‖ regulatory factors at a local level of the urban development, to deal with 

the issue of governance and government of such occupied spaces, that currently self-legitimate 

their actions due to the lack of clear and shared rules since the beginning of the management of 

the city. If the re-distribution of resources at a local level is more and more connected to the 

economic problems and the issues related to politics caused by the economic sustainability 

boundaries, it is clear that the commons are the ―counter-hegemonic‖ projects (Mc Carthy, 2005) 

that oppose the rationality of economic sustainability through the rationality of social 

sustainability.  

At the time of the crisis, the decisional ability of the public ―political‖ sector at a local level 

was reduced  by the mechanism of budgetary constraints (purposely used or not) as an obstacle to 

political action in a social perspective. The city is currently under scrutiny and the territory and 

heritage is subject to speculation on one side (private sector) and alienations on the other (public 

sector and real estate funds) and the development of the territory is more and more driven by the 

possibilities offered by the income, instead of the social and economic sustainability. Such 

dimensions have an impact on the quality of life of the citizens (shrinkage of public green areas, 

of public spaces, of the possibility for the citizens to use the territory or ask for services through a 

political mechanism, etc.). 

The same dynamics is to be found in the reduction of the efficacy of public investments in the 

field of social expenses and the prompt reaction of the market to answer the demand. Such 

attitude runs the risk of a further destruction of the social fabric, due to market incentives that can 

also generate perverse effects. An example is the Mafia Capitale scandal, in which the public-

private partnership in the management of social services generated wrong incentives to maintain 

the status quo to the detriment of the categories object of the market of services of care and 

welcoming. A further and macroscopic data with regards to this analysis is provided by the 

positive relation between ―social exclusion‖ and ―economic growth‖ on the short term in the 

Mediterranean countries affected by the crisis (Dell‘Anno and Amendola, 2013). If this is true, 

then the political choice, more and more connected to the economic goal, requires a decision 

between ―economic valorisation‖ and ―social valorisation‖ of the urban resources and the 
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experiments of self-management of the urban resources such as the social centres. The theme of 

the alienation of patrimony or of the distribution of unavailable patrimony is analysed, today, at 

the same level of the commons: such spaces that are defended represent ―urban resources‖ by 

which ―commoners‖ try (in various ways and not always successfully) to give an answer to the 

transformations and marginalisation created by the development of the city. 

The research highlighted how a part of the network of social centres in coordination with 

other territorial realities (associations, committees, movements) attempted an institutional 

proposal on the use of such private and public patrimony (the ―Patrimonio Comune‖ experiment) 

that had a negative outcome due to a series of factors (see ―Condition, motors and factors of 

collective action by self-organized communities‖, par.4.4). The ―Diritto alla Città‖ network, a 

group composed also of many social centres and part of those who proposed the deliberation of 

popular initiative ―Patrimonio‖, made the effort to promote a collective reflection at city level on 

the use of the territory and the government of the city (RomaComune) with a draft chart of self-

management that challenges the binomial ―property-use‖ (following one of the issues analysed by 

Ostrom and by the Bloomington School). 

In the paragraph dedicated to the recent regulatory policies on the use of available and 

unavailable patrimony in Rome (due to the necessity of a healthy reduction of wastes in the public 

expense), it was underlined how mechanisms that appeared ―neutral‖ and ―formal‖ in the 

regulation (as the deliberation 140/2014) that do not take into account specific factors and 

relevant local information, are destined to trigger conflicts and impoverish, instead of enriching, 

the city by depriving it of a complex fabric of relations and experiences.  

A work on the social centres in Rome challenges the relation between the ―emerging‖ 

institutions and the criteria and spaces for the administration in the determination and legitimation 

of the use of such resources. On the one hand, theoretically in accountancy terms, the 

―expropriation‖ of an occupied space and its sell can give access to minimal economic resources 

usable to the advantage of a wider community of citizens (for example, to finance public transport 

infrastructures). On the other hand, the specificity of that urban common in its socio-ecologic 

context can have produced and produce positive effects on the quality of life. This happens when 

such spaces allow, for example:  

- access to social relations and knowledge (popular libraries, co-working spaces, self-

managed classes all over the social centres‘ network), 

- to have an opportunity for growth, capacitation and development for the individuals and 

the territory through informal networking and projects developed in informal context such 

as these ones (independent projects promoted by such realities), 

- to express the activation and political response capacities of the citizens, both at a 

territorial and a city level and beyond, together with other city and national groups 

(committees, associations, third sector organisations), 
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- to benefit from the possibilities and opportunities offered by those spaces for the 

activation of the citizens, knowledge, skill exchange and information. 

An analysis that would not consider this set of ―immaterial‖, specific and territorial resources 

that determinate both the social capacity and capital of its community would run the risk to 

destroy something on the basis of a merely quantitative calculation, regardless of the qualitative 

features, which have not an inferior impact on the territory‘s welfare. 

It is clear that such considerations are not to be applied to all the experiences. Time and space 

(times and spaces) and their specificity are not replaceable dymensions in real terms, as well as 

any demonstration and economic model would lack of sense if, on the graphic, instead of prices 

and quantities were other variables of a completely different and not comparable nature.  

As written by Ostrom (2010:462) ―the application of empirical studies to the policy world 

leads one to stress the importance of fitting institutional rules to a specific social-ecological 

setting. ―One size fits all‖ policies are not effective‖. 

The research analysed the specific context of Rome, by outlining economic, regulatory and 

local factors that determined an unbalanced socio-economic development and that lead to the 

emersion of such realities. The decision has been made to conclude with the case study on the 

multifunctional centre S.Cu.P, developed through the self-organisation around the common use of 

an abandoned space.  

In conclusion, it is not yet possible to define the legitimacy of some experiences and the 

regulation of their management. The questions and issues raised in this research wish to promote a 

further debate on the urban commons which includes the perspectives of these community-based 

organizations, in order to encourage a socially sustainable more solidarity-based management of 

the city.
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APPENDIX 

A note on the use of action research methodology  

The choice of using action research methodology was deeply linked to the complexity of the 

object of study. A study about the governance of urban commons and the mechanisms which 

enabled and fostered collective action by local communities necessitated a deep and grounded 

research within the context analyzed.  

Following the consideration by Schlager and Ostrom (1992) I looked to ―urban commons‖ as 

(de jure) private or public owned resources, wasted or abandoned, and manged de facto by local 

community actors. I believed it was right, looking to the history of Rome and its unregular 

development (Insolera, 2011) to develop a path of research by following activist and action 

research methodology (Hale, 2008). 

Starting from the main assumption and insights of the SES Framework, which inquire into the 

study of systems by devising a series of variables affecting the interactions among the objects and 

subjects involved in the SES, I found the methodology of action research as one of the best 

methods for me, to inquire into the field and to get access to relevant information in a complex 

context such as the city of Rome. As outlined above, there is a set of important issues to be 

considered while conducting research (also) by action research methodology. The first is that ―the 

initial questions that framed the projects led to other questions that emerged as the research 

processes evolved‖ (Mc Intyre 2007: 6). By this way, it would be rather evident that the numerous 

questions outlined in the work  emerged along the study on the field and were corroborated by 

further research and theoretical studies.  

It is worth to remind that action research is context-specific. As reported by McIntyre (2007) 

referring to a particular typology of action research (Participatory Action Research) :―Owing to 

that specificity, there is no fixed formula for designing, practicing, and implementing PAR 

projects. Nor is there one overriding theoretical framework that underpins PAR processes. Rather, 

there is malleability in how PAR processes are framed and carried out. In part, that is owing to the 

fact that practitioners of PAR, some of whom are community insiders and others who come from 

outside the community, draw from a variety of theoretical and ideological perspectives that 

inform their practice‖. PAR offers a multidimensional approach to research that intentionally 

integrates participants' life experiences into the research process. (McIntyre, 2007). I decided to 

use participatory action research by inquiring the community project of S.cu.p. which has been 

summarized in the fifth chapter. 

Action research resulted a good method to succeed in enlarging the envision of the reality 

under study and in having grounded complex data. Nonetheless, from a researcher‘s perspective, 

action research involves the risk to wholly assume the community‘s perspective, biasing the 
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results of the research in terms of ―objectivity‖. To overcome this problem, I decided to confront 

also with other actors involved in the management of the urban commons (like administrators, 

urban planner, jurists, and policy-makers) and to confront some perceptions and impressions 

comparing them with data collected by institutional statistical and research institutes.  

In principle, action research methodology drives from Max Weber (Hale, 2008):  

―Although Weber ultimately defends the ideal of objectivity, he does so while acknowledging that any 

given notion of objective social science will be culturally and historically particular, shaped by provisional 

societal consensus rather than by universal standards of validity. This leads him to admit that the ―highest 

ideals‖ of Western societies, which ―move us most forcefully‖ and frame ―our‖ notions of objectivity, can 

prevail only through ―struggle with other ideals which are just as sacred to others as ours are to us‖. He 

defends this struggle, while acknowledging that ―our‖ culturally and historically particular frame remains 

―perpetually in flux, ever subject to change in the dimly seen future of human culture‖ (Hale, 2008: 11)
280

 

                                                           
280  ― (…)the resignified notion of objectivity may draw even on Weber (along with the usual roster of activist scholar 

―ancestors‖) as a source of inspiration. This requires explicit critical reflection on one‘s own subjectivity as a researcher 

(as Martínez-Alier notes, not just where you stand, but where you come from; not just how you think about yourself, 

but how you are viewed and positioned in the social context of your work) and systematic monitoring of how our 

relationship to research subjects affects both the content and the meaning of the data we collect. Since activist research 

orients reflection and analysis precisely along these lines, we are well positioned to claim a resignified objectivity, 

while at the same time critiquing its hegemonic (mis)use.‖ (Hale, 2008:12) 



iii 

 

Glossary 

Shared representations: In the research I refer to shared representation to define the set of social 

representations shared by a group. 

Social representations: Moscovici (1972) reports that social representations are ―a system of 

values, ideas and practices‖, that serve (a) to establish a social order that enables individuals to 

orientate themselves and master the material and social world they live in, and (b) to enable 

communication amongmembers of a community through a shared code for social exchange and 

for naming and classifying various aspects of the social world including their individual andgroup 

history (Moscovici, 1972:.xiii) 

Urban spatial resources: In the research, the urban spatial resources are the physical resource 

units which compose the city as a resource system. Urban land and city are considered as a 

particular ―systems of resources‖ producing both material and immaterial units of resources. The 

different flows of resource units generated by its different uses and destinations, consent to define 

urban land/urban space as a complex system of ―urban spatial resources‖. 

Urbanism: Urbanism refers to the characteristics of, and quality of life in, cities and, for urban 

studies, the question of how human interaction and social organization has been altered by urban 

life. Early urban theorists, observing the overwhelming socialnchanges brought about by 

industrialization and the rapid pace of urbanization, thought that the city would lead to personal 

disorganization (persons living in cites would not be able to cope with the rapid pace and stimuli 

of the urban environment) and social disorganization (families and social norms would break 

down). Debate surrounding these questions continues to inform the urban disciplines, and urban 

studies more generally, as new urban formations and growing megacities in the developing world 

further stress urban populations. (Gregory et al, 2009) 

Urbanization:Urban studies is commonly divided into two subject areas: urbanism (the study of 

urban life, or theimpact of cities upon human behavior) and urbanization (the study of the growth 

of cities). Urbanization further includes the process of population concentration within human 

settlements (the city), as well as the expansion of cities into surrounding communities 

(suburbanization) and regions. The study of urbanization has employed several types of empirical 

approaches, including the ―rank size rule‖ (when cities were thought to be distributed in orderly 

fashion according to a Pareto distribution), the typological classification of cities assigned to 

levels within a hierarchy of places, and functional correlates according to city size. These 

classifications reflect developments in social science disciplines more generally; for example, in 

the 1960s there were efforts to explain urbanization following general systems theory, while from 

the 1980s forward it has become more common to refer to cities within a network ofglobal cities. 

This entry presents a brief overview of the origins of cities and urban life, with a focus on 

urbanization of the past 200 years, and then discusses the emergence of the megacity as a current 

emphasis in the study of urbanization.(Gregory et al., 2009) 
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Table 1 Periodization of socio-economic and urban development of Rome 

 (adapted from De Muro et al., 2012:7) 

Main period281  Setting National regime of 

accumulation – 

National economic-

social changes  

National Mode of 

Regulation 

Local regime of 

accumulation - Local 

economic-social 

changes 

Local Mode of Regulation- 

Urban 

Development   

  

Mechanisms of influence 

peddling or scandals about 

use of public money to 

foster private-public élites’ 

interest/ 

Local answers by self-

organized communities 

    • Rent interests of 

persistent and strong 

influence; 

• Building sector 

 

• ―Natural‖ and ―State‖ building 

activity in breach of planning 

control  

• Administrative center and 

unauthorized suburbs  

• 1931 General Regulatory Plan 

• New subursbs (1924-1940: 

Borgate Prenestina and 

Gordiani;Primavalle; Val 

Melaina;Tufello; San 

Basilio;Pietralata Tiburtino 

III;Prenestina; Quarticciolo; 

Gordiani; Tor Marancia; Trullo; 

Acilia ) 

• Condone of 44 unatuhorized 

suburbs  

 

1947–67 

Capital city of a 

late 

• Cold War 

• Bretton Woods 

Agreements 

(Gatt, FMI, BW)  

• ERP (april 

• High inflation, risk of 

currency crisis 

• Credit freeze and 

recession (1947) 

• Intensive 

• Art. 41-42 of the Italian 

Constitution;  

• Christian Democratic 

governments (1947–

62); 

• Rent interests of 

persistent and strong 

influence; 

• metropolitan 

expansion; growth of 

• Weak local regulation; passive 

local regulation; 

• Unauthorized building by 

―necessity‖: growth of illegal 

peripheries 

 

                                                           
281

 as reported in the table by  De Muro et al. 2012:7. The adaptation of the table has a tentative nature and wants to provide some elements to analyze variables and settings affecting the 

socio-economic and urban development of Rome and the responses provided by radical local community actors to the social and environmental outcomes of such interactions.  
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industrial 

country 

1948) 

• 1950 Korean 

war  

• CECA (1951) 

• Treaty of Rome 

(1957, MEC) 

• 1964 Monetary 

instability  and 

big loan by US.   

 

accumulation ; rapid 

industrialization;  

• Credit freeze (Carli, 

1963) 

• Late industrialization 

late fordism enhanced 

by exportations  

• Important economic 

and political role of 

the building sector  

 

• Strong public 

interventionism in the 

economy; 

• Social policies and 

welfare state ―Cassa per 

il Mezzogiorno‖; 

• Housing Policies: Plans 

INA CASA (1949-

1962) 

• Increase in politic 

control on Public 

holdings; (1956) 

Institution of 

―Ministero delle 

Partecipazioni Statali‖ 

and resign of the Public 

holdings from 

Confindustria (1958) 

• Industrial public 

groups; 

• Attempts of regulation 

of the regime of soils: 

Urban reforms (1960, 

1961) and refusal of 

Sullo‘s reform (1964) 

• Christian Democratic 

and Socialist 

governments (1962–

76); 

• Public Neo-capitalism 

• Housing policies: Plans 

of Economic and 

Popular  Housing (law 

167/1962)  

 

 

 

 

•  Insitution of Regions 

as administrative units 

(1970) 

the illegal peripheries 

(both rent interests and 

workers‘ necessities) 

• big industries, public 

sector; real-estate 

speculation;  

• settlement of large 

manufacturing factories 

in the south-est of 

Rome; 

• mass immigration of 

labor force.   

• Explosion of Roman 

population (from 

1.626.793 (1951) to 

2.739.952 (1971)) 

 

: 84 unauthorized suburbs (1950-

1970) 

• Plans ―INA Casa‖ : building of 

Tuscolano, Tiburtino, Valco 

S.Paolo  

• municipal services; public 

infrastructures and services. 

• 167/1962 plans of economic and 

council housing also in Rome,  

• 1962 General Regulatory Plan: 

development of the tertiary 

sector in the east (controlla), 

also with industries between 

Tiburtina and Prenestina; big 

industrial pole in the south;  

• Residential housing policies (1st 

PEEP 1962-1985 Plan of 

economic and popular 

edification) : envisagement of 

new houses mainly in the south 

and east of Rome; 

• Prorogation of terms for the 

realization of the town-plan: 

continuing edification over ―D‖ 

zones by rent interests of the 

building sector. 

 

1968-85 

Transformation 

1971 End of the 

Gold Exchange 

standard 

1972 

BasilAgreements 

– Monetary 

Snake  

 

1973 Oil crisis 

1976 Devaluation 

of Italian national 

currency 
 
1979 EMS  

Social and political 

changes; early signals 

of economic change; 

development of the 

third sector and public 

neo-capitalism, crisis 

of fordism and socio-

economic 

restructuring; 

development of 

industrial districts ; 

crisis of big industries. 

  

• Political and social 

changes;  

• first signals of 

economic change; 

development of the 

third sector;  

• ‗70ies crisis of fordism 

and restructuring of the 

metropolitan area of 

Rome; 

• ‘70-‗80ies Advanced 

tertiarization 

(R&D,finance, 

computer science, 

• Rome is ―red‖ (left government 

coalitions); 

• social movements;  

• cultural development and 

cultural policies; 

• realization of the areas 

envisaged by General 

Regulatory Plan (1962) and start 

of the process of building by 

PEEP : growth of new 

peripheries and of social need  

• first process of decentralization 

by the institution of‖ 

circoscrizioni‖ (1972) 

• First occupation for 

housing as social and 

political struggle  

• 1975 occupation of centers 

for popular culture Tufello 
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• Nationalization of 

private utilities; 

•  ―Governo di 

Solidarietà Nazionale‖ 

(1976-1978) 

Communist 

governments 

(1976–85). 

• Law 865/1971 ―Legge 

per la casa‖ 

•  new regime of the soil 

law 10/1977;  

• Ten-year program on 

residential public 

housing 457/1978  

 

business services) 

 

 

• 1978 ―Variante Sanatoria‖ 

• Increasing ―Center-‗peripheries‖ 

divide between political and 

entrepreneurial elites on the one 

side and the peripheries 

(situation of social emergency 

and diffusion of the market of 

heroin) 

• Criminality  

• Aversive Political Organization 

colluded with Local Mafias 

 

1985-n 1993 

Rome as a 

neglected  

Capital: 

corruption and 

speculation  

• 1987 European 

capital 

liberalization 

(Basilea-Nyborg 

Agreement)  

• 1989 

9thNovember 

• 1990 unification 

of DDR and 

RTF  Europe 

(Delors‘ Report) 

• 1992 Italian 

crisis 

speculative 

attack and 

devaluation of 

the Lira –6 

months exit 

from EMS  

• Mafia – ―Strage 

di Capaci‖ 

• 1992 Maastricht 

• 1993 Entrance 

in the European 

Single Market  

• Maximal 

development of 

industrial districts;  

• local development; 

arise of the model for 

development in the 

north-east of Italy; 

• macroeconomic 

crisis; 

• explosion of the 

public debt 

• increase of ICT and 

post-fordism  

 

• 1st law on building 

sanction (1985) 

• Neoliberal policies 

(1992);  

• Privatizations 

• Elimination and 

restructuring of the 

welfare state and of the 

―Cassa del 

Mezzogiorno‖; 

• Reform of the job 

market and ―Protocollo 

di luglio‖(1993)  

 

• Strong connection 

between political 

power, financial groups 

and builders;  

• World Cup 1990 

• Development of the 

city between 

speculation and illegal 

building;  

• New immigration from 

Developing Countries 

• Population pressures 

over peripheries and 

perceived lack of public 

spaces and places for 

meeting. (Center- 

peripheries divide)  

 

• New Plan for Economic Council 

Housing (1985) 

• Sub ordered role of local 

government  to the central 

government;  

• public funds and law of Roma 

Capitale; (law 360/1990) 

 

• Occupation of the Forte 

Prenestina (1986) 

• Occupations for Housing 

(1988) 

• World cup (1990)  

• Migrants‘ Occupation of 

the former factory 

―Pantanella‖ (1990) 

• Tangentopoli (1992) 

• Wave of occupations of 

urban commons  and 

creation of first social 

centers  
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1993-2008 

Rome as 

Capital of the 

II Republic: the 

center-left 

councils  and 

the 

revitalization of 

the city (with 

new forms of 

poverty and 

social 

exclusion) 

 

• International 

Crises (Civil 

wars) Balcan 

and Kossovo 

(1992-1995; 

1999-2000)  

• 1996 speculative 

attack  

• 1997 Asian 

currency crisis 

 

• 1999 Euro 

• 2001 Attack to 

the WTO 

Sept.11th 

 

• Italy is partner 

in wars over 

Afghanistan 

(2001), Iraq 

(2003) 

• Glocalization 

(Swyngedouw 1992); 

externalization and 

delocalization.  

• New Public 

Management  

• Reprise of the 

economy in 1997 by 

the lever of building 

sector.  

• Birth of the real-

estate funds in Italy 

(‗90ies) 

• public holding into 

financial holding 

companies  

• 1997-2006 increase in 

transactions in the 

house market 

• Processes of 

securitization of 

public assets also by 

Local authorities 

recurring to bonds 

emission and 

securitization of local 

patrimony (first 

2000s).  

• Explosion of the 

building sector after 

2001 by construction 

of public 

infrastructures and 

housing. 

• Big public 

infrastructures and 

big events (Jubilee 

2000, G8 2001) 

 

• deflationary policies; 

macro –stabilization; 

neo-corporativism;  

• Maastricht criteria; 

flexibility and 

deregulation of job 

market 

• Law 86/1994 birth of 

real-estate fund  

• Law 724/1994  Plan of 

retrenchment of public 

finance (1994-1996)  

• art.39 l.724/1994 – 

condoned illegal 

activities of 

construction. 

• Negotiated 

programming (art. 2, 

c.203-209, law 

662/1996) and Reform 

of the local 

administration 

(Bassanini Law) (1997) 

• Law 431/1998 - 

abolition of rent control 

(profitability of the 

house market) 

• Lgsl. Decree 58/1998. 

TUF  - institution of 

Investment Funds;    

• First Internal stability 

pact (1999) 

 

• Tuel (2000)  

• Reform of Title V of 

the Italian Constitution 

(subsidiarity and 

administrative 

decentralization) 

(2001); 

• The pressure of 

population defined 

―seven big polarities in 

crisis‖ within Rome 

(‗90ies) 

• Hosing problem 

• The power of financial 

groups and rentiers is 

mitigated by wider 

social participation to 

the government of the 

city;  

• Advanced tertiary and 

economy of knowledge 

• The Jubilee 2000  

• Flourishing building 

sector (by 2001) and 

housing market (2001-

2006) 

• Development of the 

peripheries beyond the 

municipality of Rome; 

• Difficult social 

situation and housing 

emergency 

• Center-periphery divide  

(economy of 

knowledge, access to 

networks and 

relationship, social and 

political life) 

•  Changes in the labor 

market; cessation of 

permanent contracts 

jobs and the increase in 

the number of fixed 

term contracts (2006-

2007). 

 

• New electoral law (L. 81/1993); 

• Institution of regulations for 

citizens‘ initiative proposal  

• Deliberation 26/1995 for the 

assignation of urban spaces for 

social activities 

• 1999 Protocol on housing 

emergency 

• The Jubilee 2000: new funds 

and public infrastructures; 

speculation over territories  

• New General Regulatory Plan 

(2003-2008) and ―Modello 

Roma‖; 

• From ‗circoscrizioni‘ to 

‗municipi‘:new and more 

democratic forms of 

governance; 

• Municipal Resoluton 57/2006 

for participatory democracy 

• Housing policies; 

• Transport/mobility policies 

 

 

 

 

By 2002, new occupations 

of vacant buildings for 

housing and social, cultural 

and political activities. 



v 

 

• Plan of big public 

infrastructures: Law 

443/2001 simplification 

of procedures for plan 

of public infrastructures 

(―Legge obiettivo‖). 

• transformations of the 

local welfare state 

(Budgetary Law 2002, 

art. 35) 

• Consolidation of 

neoliberal policies; 

privatizations (Alitalia 

2006 -2009); 

liberalizations; 

deregulation and 

decentralization; 

• decree, l. 326/2003  

alienation and 

securitization of public 

assets  (also belonging to 

RFI National railway 

service, Ministry of 

Defence)282, 

Transformation of Cassa 

DD.PP. in LTD (art.5) 

and 3rd law of sanction 

of illegal building 

activities ( art.32) 

• Institution of Public 

real-estate fund (―FIP‖ 

- Fondo Immobili 

Pubblici) (2004) 

2008- 2014 the 

years of the 

crisis and of 

“Mafia 

Capitale” 

• 2007 Economic 

crisis. 

 

• War on Libya 

(2011) 

• Economic crisis 

• Credit crunch 

• Debt crisis 

• Increase in 

inequalities, social 

• Housing policies (2009) 

• Fiscal and State-

property federalism 

(l.42/2009; 85/2010, 

art.33 95/2012) 

• Movement of roman 

residents towards city 

outbounds – urban 

sprawl 

• Increase in the level of 

• 2008-2013 New mayor of the 

right-wing (major Alemanno); 

• Commissarial Management and 

recovery plan for the Capital‘s 

debt (2008; 2012)  

• ―Parentopoli‖ (2008) 

• Wave of occupation of 

vacant buildings for 

housing and social 

activities (Tsunami tour 
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 http://legxv.camera.it/cartellecomuni/leg14/RapportoAttivitaCommissioni/testi/05/05_cap11.htm 
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emergencies 

• Housing policies 

• Building Sector 

and securitizations of 

public real estates; 

reprise of the real-

estate market (2014) 

 

 

 

valorization and 

alienation of public 

properties by funds and 

IMC 

• Plans for Infrastructures 

(2011) 

• Change of  Art.81 of 

Italian Constitution 

modified (balance 

between revenue and 

expenditure in the 

budget)  

• Art.3 law 148/2011 

(freedom of enterprise)  

• Monti Technical 

government Nov.2011-

Apr. 2013) 

• Unemployment  

• Growing Social 

Emergencies 

• Austerity measures; 

• Privatizations  

• Deregulation of job 

market   

• ―Save Italy‖ Decree 

201/2011 

• ―Development‖ Decree 

134/2012  

• Institution of the 

Metropolitan areas 

(2012) 

• ―Unblock Italy‖ Decree 

133/2014; 

• Privatizations  

• Deregulation of job 

market   

• Tuel (2014) 

 

 

expenditure in local 

welfare policies (2008); 

public-private 

partnerships  

• Building sector and 

social Housing policies 

• Big building projects 

and big events 

• Valorization and selling 

of public real estate 

• Little private 

enterprises closing in 

2013 (non performing 

loans +27% respect to 

2012) 

• In the whole Province 

of Rome, GDP back to 

levels of 2004, Rate of 

unemployment 

following the national 

one (2013) 

• Growth of number of 

funds to sell portfolios 

of assets in residential 

and corporate real 

estate (i.e.‖Fondo 

Provincia di Roma‖) 

 

• Creation of Ente Territoriale 

―Roma Capitale‖(2010), ―Roma 

Capitale Investment 

Foundation‖ (2011) – ―Strategic 

Plan of Development‖ (2010) 

• Realization of the ―New 

polarities‖ and Varianti; growth 

of the new peripheries; social 

housing policies (Municipal 

deliberation 23/2010) 

• Urban sprawl  

• Decentralization and debt 

restructuring (reception of law 

156/2010 in actuation of law 

49/2009 on fiscal federalism) 

New Statute of the Capital 

(2013) 

• Center left Municipal 

Government (major Marino) 

• Municipal Deliberation 88/2013 

alienation of assets of ―Roma 

Capitale‖ 

• Risk of Commissioner 

Management - Save Rome 

decree (16/2014) 

• Municipal Urbanistic 

conferences (2014) 

•  Deliberations 16/2014; 

294/2014; 140/2015 on the 

social and cultural use of 

inalienable properties of  the 

Municipality 

• Fall of the Municipal Council 

(End of October 2015), 

Government Appointed 

Commissioner Management 

(November 2016) 

2012; 2013) 

•  ―World Acquatic 

Championship‖ (2009) 

• ―Appalti truccati‖ (2010) 

collusive tendering for the 

realization of  big 

infrastructure for G8, and 

the management of the 

emergencies (earthquake  

in L‘Aquila) 

• Use of social housing 

policies (rented by the 

Municipal Administration 

at prices higher than 

market prices) 

• New occupations of vacant 

cinemas and abandoned 

theaters; former public and 

private buildings ―Expo 

2015‖ 

• ―Mafia Capitale‖ (2014- 

2015) 

• Citizens initiative law 

proposals DeLiberiamo 

Roma and Patrimonio 

Comune (2013) 
• Network ―Diritto alla 

Città‖ (2013) and ―Roma 

Comune‖ (2016) 
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Table 2. Urban commons as reappropriated spaces 

This  table is an attempt  by Costanza and Rossini. It  provides data about some urban commons that existed or exist in Rome, showing the typologies of the areas in which they are located and 

some projects and activities supported by these spaces. 

NAME NEIGHBOR. 

EXISTING 

SINCE/ 

TOPONOMAST

IC 

SUBDIVISION 

m 

 

MUN 

 

E

EX 

TYPOLOGY OF 

THE URBAN 

AREAS 

PLANNING 

DESTINATION 

/PROPERTY 

OWNER 

TYPOLOGY OF 

THE BUILDING 

SQUATTING GOAL/ SOME MAIN LOCALLY 

BASED SERVICES 
YEAR STATUS 

1. 100celle 
aperte 

(SpazioSociale) 

 

Centocelle, 

Via delle 

Resede 5, 

 

1950/ Q. XIX - 

PRENESTINO 

CENTOCELLE 

 

M05 

 

VII 

Peripheral 

residential 

neighbourhood 

Childcare 

Public property 

Vacant public 

school 

Social centre (space for social activities and 

leisure), 

“100REC” Space for music rehearsal and 

recording, “E.R.GAS” ethical purchasing 

groups, people’s vegan restaurant, ethical 

and vegan bar, ”Ciclofficina” free do-it-

yourself bike repair place, music, 

cinema/theatre courses, social theatre 

workshop, social activities, space for political 

debate and self-organization of the 

neighborood association, free wi-fi space 

(activities, initiatives and services are 

described on the website:  

http://www.100celleaperte.org/) Supporting 

the farmers’ network Terra/Terra and it is part 

of the Cultural  Neighborhood Association 

1994 
Regularized in 

1996 

http://www.100celleaperte.org/
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“Quartiere Centocelle” and Laboratorio 

Sociale Autogestito 100celle. 

2. 32 

San Lorenzo, 

Via dei Volsci 

32 

1887 /Q. VI - 

TIBURTINO 

 

M02 

 

III 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 
Private property Vacant worshop 

Socio-political neighborhood centre, “Radio 

Onda Rossa” independent radio, bar and 

tavern 

1980s Regularized 

3. Acrobax 
project 

 

Marconi, 

via della 

Vasca Navale 

6 

Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 

N MNKMKM 

M08 

 

XI 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district, 

(today) 

University district 

Public Property 
Abandoned 

greyhound track 

Social centre and squat for housing 

precarious youth, people’s low priced gym, 

Rugby and basket “All Reds” team, bar, low-

priced tavern, promotion of LGBT rights 

through sport activities (“Libera Rugby”), 

screen printing workshop,  space for 

concerts and events, “Renoize” project;  

Space for music rehearsal, recording and 

promotion of independent culture, cinema 

(see: http://acrobax.org/) 

2002 

The Social Centre 

has been 

Regularized but 

not the housing 

usage 

4. Alexis 
Occupato 

Ostiense 

Via Ostiense 

124 

Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 

N MNKMKM 

M08 

 

XI 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district, 

(today) 

University district 

City company’s 

ownership 

Former premise 

of the Municipal 

Agency for 

Electricity and 

Water 

management 

Housing project: Houses for Students and 

Precarious workers, space for Sociability, 

self-organization and Mutuality Space for 

Political Debates/ Networks 

2012 
Illegal 

 

5. Angelo Mai 

Monti,Via degli 

Zingari 13, 

 

Terme di 

1870/ R. I – 

MONTI 

M0 

M01 

 

I 
Historical centre 

State 

Ownership/ City 

Ownership 

1° Abandoned 

boarding school 

2° Public Bocce 

Court for Elderly 

Housing (only in the first occupation), Avant-

garde Theatre, Dance and Music initiatives, 

Children Summer/after school cultural 

activities, Popular tavern, Professional 

2004-2006 

2009-today 

1° evicted & 

2°Regular. 
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Caracalla, 

Via delle 

Terme di 

Caracalla 55/a 

training courses for technical stage skills, 

Political debates/ Networks 

6. Csa Astra 19 
SpA (Spazio 
Pubblico 
Autogestito) 

Tufello, 

 

Via Capraia 19 

1921/ Q. XVI - 

MONTE 

SACRO 

M 

M03 

 

IV 

Ex-workers 

neighbourhood 

1° Private 

owner 

(Filmauro Film 

Company) 

2° Public owner 

Abandoned 

cinema, Public 

vacant space 

Social centre, Popular Gym, film-music 

festivals,  Italian Classes for migrants, music 

workshops, concerts and film screenings 

2008 

1° Evicted 

2°Regularized – 

In 2016 Letter of 

eviction 

7. Auro e Marco 

Tor de Cenci 

viale dei 

Caduti nella 

Guerra di 

Liberazione 

1970/ Z. XXVIII 

- TOR DE 

CENCI 

M09 XII 

Peripheral 

residential 

neighbourhood 

City Ownership 

 

Vacant public 

parking building 

Social centre (space for social activities and 

leisure), affordable sport courses 
1992 

Assigned 

In 2016 Letter of 

eviction 

8. (BAM) 
Biblioteca 
Abusiva 
Metropolitana 

Centocelle 

Via dei 

Castani, 42 

1925/ Q. XIX - 

PRENESTINO 

CENTOCELLE 

M 

M05 

 

VII 

Peripheral 

residential 

neighbourhood 

Ex workers 

district 

N/A 
Vacant 

workshop 

Library, free cinema, activities and debates, 

centre of social aggregation 

Occupied in 

2008 then 

again in 

2013 

N/A 

9. Bencivenga 15 
Occupato 

Nomentana/Pi

etralata 

Via 

Bencivenga, 

15 

1954/ Q. XVI –

MONTE 

SACRO 

 

 

M03 

 

IV 

Peripheral 

residential 

neighbourhood 

N/A N/A   Social centre and housing occupation 1996-2001 N/A 
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10. Branca Leone 
Monte Sacro 

via Levanna 

1941/ Q. XVI –

MONTE 

SACRO 

 

M03 IV 

Peripheral 

residential 

neighbourhood 

Public property 
Vacant public 

school 
  Music and concerts  1989 Assigned 

11. Cagne Sciolte 
Ostiense - Via 

Ostiense 137 

Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 

N MNKMKM 

M08 

 

XI 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district, 

(today) 

University district 

NA 
Vacant night-

club 

Feminist Social Centre Info Desk/ Help Desk 

for psychological and legal support for 

women, Language classes (Italian, German, 

Russian, English, Spanish), Photography 

Workshops and Darkroom, Dance Course, 

Popular restaurant, Political Debates. 

 

2014 Illegal 

12. Casale Pacha 
Mama 

EUR Lapillo, 

Via Alberto 

Moravia, 380 

1997/ Z. XXIV - 

FONTE 

OSTIENSE 

 

M09 

 

 

XII 
Peripheral Area; 

 
Public property 

Green 

undeveloped 

area 

 

Housing and gardening /project of social and 

organic agriculture; an organic restaurant, a 

research center for sustainable development; 

artistic and theatrical workshops; laboratories 

of social innovation for work-rehabilitation of 

women victim of gender abuses; training 

courses and start-up of artisan enterprise; 

meeting rooms and open spaces; 

project of agri-nursery and didactic farm 

2012 Evicted in 2014 

13. Casetta Rossa 

Garbatella - 

Via Giovanni 

Battista 

Magnaghi, 14, 

1925/ Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 
M08 XI 

Ex-workers 

district 
Public area 

Green public 

area with a little 

shack 

completely 

abandoned 

“Public space for self-government” – 

popular tavern, gardening and self-managed 

public garden and library “ReadHouse”; 

project of Community-supported collective 

Bakery “Forno Popolare Casetta Rossa” 

2004 Assigned 
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14. Centro di 
Cultura 
Popolare del 
Tufello 

Tufello, 

Via Capraia, 

81 

1921/ Q. XVI - 

MONTE 

SACRO 

M 

M03 

 

IV 

Ex-workers 

neighbourhood 
N/A N/A 

Space for social projects and meetings, 

Popular priced laboratories and music classes 

for children and adults; Workshops of theater 

and social theater; “Popular University 

“Antonio Gramsci””; traditional dance and 

music workshops. It was  recognized in 1985 

by Lazio Region  as auxiliary body in health 

promotion and fight against the problem of 

heroin in the area 

1974-1975 N/A 

15. Che - centro 
Sociale a Tor 
bella Monaca 

Tor Bella 

Monaca 

Largo 

Ferruccio 

Mengaroni 11. 

1983/ Z. XIII - 

TORRE 

ANGELA 

 

M06 VIII 
Peripheral public 

housing district 
Public property 

Vacant public 

school 

Social centre (space for social activities and 

leisure) 
1991 

In 2016 

Letter of eviction 

16. Cinema 
America 

Trastevere 

Via Natale del 

Grande 

1870/ R. XIII - 

TRASTEVERE 
M01 I Historical centre  Private property 

Abandoned 

cinema  

Space for cultural activities. In the years, it 

organized several free cinema projection  in 

Rome. 

2012 Evicted in 2014 

17. Cinema 
Palazzo 

San Lorenzo, 

Piazza dei 

Sanniti 9/A 

1887 /Q. VI - 

TIBURTINO 

 

M02 

 

III 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 
Private property 

Abandoned 

cinema  

Political and social space defending/for 

cultural activities and promoting human rights. 

Theatre, cinema, concerts, debate and 

photographic expositions. 

 

By 2015 the centre activated a network of 

support for the migrants with other realities 

urban commons spaces, associations, social 

2012 Illegal 
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workers and “citizens” of the area. It is part of 

the network “RomacheAccoglie”. 

 

18. Città 
dell’utopia 

San Paolo, 

Via Valeriano 

3F 

Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 
M08 XI 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 

Today, University 

district 

Municipal 

district 

Ex-farmhouse 

“Casale 

Garibaldi” within 

a dense urban 

residential 

neighbourhood 

Social and cultural laboratory working for a 

new model of local and global development 

training courses for volunteers of International 

Civil Service (SCI), Seat for networks of 

associations, language classes, sport 

activities, promotion of health and sustainable 

patterns of production and consumption, 

Community Purchasing Groups. Supports the 

projects of  Farmers’ Network “Genuino 

Clandestino”; International Civil Service (SCI); 

Terra/Terra;Laboratorio 53; Ruota Libera; 

Libellula, EduRaduno; Gruppo C; Radio Fuori 

Onda. 

 

2003 

(2004 

contract) 

Assigned to a lay 

association of 

international 

volunteering - In 

2015 

Letter of eviction 

19. Communia 

San Lorenzo 

Via dello Scalo 

San Lorenzo, 

33 

Q. VI - 

TIBURTINO 

 

M02 

 

III 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 

Private property 

. 

1° Ex-foundries 

Bastianelli;  

2° Ex-

warehouses 

Piaggio 

 

Political and Social centre (debates, 

workshops);“Sherwood” self-managed study 

hall; Popular library; Cinematographic 

laboratory; Italian classes for migrants 

(association Integr@Lab); Classes of 

conversation in English; Veterinary 

counselling desk; Sale point of the network 

“Fuori Mercato” 

By 2015 the centre activated a network of 

2013 Illegal 
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support for the migrants with other realities 

urban commons spaces, associations, social 

workers and “citizens” of the area. In 2016 the 

cooperative of refugee Karalò opened a 

laboratory of tailoring in the space. 

Supports projects of Migrant workers’ 

cooperatives Net-Zanet e Sos Rosarno, 

Farmers’ network Genuino Clandestino, the  

worker recovered factory RiMaflow and the  

network “Fuori Mercato 

http://www.fuorimercato.eu/ 

20. Corto Circuito 

Cinecittà – Via 

Filippo 

Serafini, 57 

1960/ Q.XXIV 

Don Bosco 
 M07 X 

Peripherial 

residential 

neighbourhood 

City of Rome/ 
Vacant public 

school 

Social centre: popular gym, bar and tavern, 

space for concerts and events. Classes of 

different sports disciplines and space for 

meeting. 

1990 

Regularized -  In 

2016 

Letter of eviction 

21. Degage 
Policlinico 

Via Musa 11 

1906/ Q. V – 

NOMENTANO 
M02 III University area Private property 

Abandoned 

residential 

building 

 Student residence 

2013 

(Tsunami 

tour) 

Illegal - 

Evicted in 

October 2015 

22. ESC Atelier 

San Lorenzo, 

Via dei Volsci 

159 

Q. VI - 

TIBURTINO 

 

M02 

 

III 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 

Municipality of 

Rome 

Vacant indust. 

Building 

Social centre and cultural space(social 

services, space for debates, events, art 

expositions); 

Legal assistance desk for migrants and 

refugees; LUM project Free Metropolitan 

University (www.lumproject.com) 

2004 

Assigned - 

In 2016 

Letter of eviction 

23. Ex-cine teatro Pigneto, 1929/ Q. VII - M05 VI Ex-industrial and Private owner Vacant cine- Cultural-social centre and leisure activities 2012 Illegal 



xv 

 

Preneste Via Alberto da 

Giussano 59 

PRENESTINO 

LABICANO 

workers district thatre Evicted in 2015 

24. Ex-lavanderia 

Monte Mario, 

Piazza Santa 

Maria della 

Pietà, 5, 

Q. XXVII - 

PRIMAVALLE 
M14 XIX 

Residential 

neighbourhood 

that  experienced 

big speculation 

City ownership 

Vacant ex-

lawndry in the 

district of the 

dismissed 

mental illness 

hospital “S.Maria 

della Pietà” 

Public space riappropriated by local citizens 

associations. Association “ex lavanderia” / 

social space for debates and common 

projects (campaigns)  courses, and cultural 

events, theatre / soap production; Fair-trade 

coffee bar,  popular bicycle workshop and 

courses on mechanics and soldering, 

laboratory of re-use and recycle, classes of 

martial arts and popular dance, workshop of 

tango, classes of percussions. Space for 

meeting and public debate. 

2005 

Illegal until 2015. 

In 2015, after 

years, the project 

proposed by the 

Citizens’ initiative 

proposal of 

deliberation was 

formally accepted 

by the Municipal 

Council 

25. Ex-Snia 
Viscosa 

Via Prenestina 

137 

Via Biordo 

Michelotti, 

1937/ Q. VI – 

TIBURTINO 
M05 VI 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 
Public property 

Vacant industrial 

Building (the use 

provision of the 

area is for public 

assets never 

realized) 

Social centre (popular gym, bicycle workshop, 

gardening, tavern and space for events) 
1995 Assigned 

26. Forte 
prenestino 

Centocelle 

Via Federico 

Delpino 

1956/ Q. XIX - 

PRENESTINO 

CENTOCELLE 

 

 

M05 VII 

Peripherial 

residential 

neighbourhood 

City of Rome 
Vacant military 

fort 

Social centre (popular gym, bar, popular 

restaurant, space for concerts and events, 

theatre, cinema, etc.) workshops of theatre 

,rehearsal and recording studio, workshop of 

arts, media and photography, course of dance 

and sport, workshop for bicycles, cinema, 

1986 Illegal 
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library, vegan tavern, farmers’ markets, 

language courses. Support projects of 

Farmers’ network “Genuino Clandestino”, 

Migrants’ cooperative and Barikama project, 

Karalò project. 

27. Garage Zero 

Tuscolano 

Via Treviri 

 

1961/ Q. VIII - 

TUSCOLANO 
M07 X 

Peripherial 

residential 

neighbourhood 

N/A N/A Artistic project, art and culture centre. 2013 N/A 

28. Horus 

Monte Sacro 

Via Monte 

Rocchetta, 15 

1947/Q. XVI - 

MONTE 

SACRO 

 

M03 

 

IV 

Ex-social 

housing 

neighbourhood 

Private property 
Vacant cinema 

(private owner) 
Cultural and social centre 2007 Evicted in 2009 

29. Intifada 
Via di Casal 

Bruciato 

1921/ Q. XXII - 

COLLATINO 
M04  

Peripherial 

residential 

neighbourhood 

Public property 
Vacant public 

school 

Social centre (popular gym, bar, space for 

concerts and events) 
1993 N/A 

30. La Strada 

Garbatella, 

Via Francesco 

Passino, 24 

1925/ Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 
M08 XI 

Ex-workers 

district 
Public property 

Vacant public 

asset 

Social centre: Theatre, bar space for public 

debates and assemblies, space for concert 

and exhibitions, Popular school - Special 

Remedial programs for students, bar 

1994 Regularized 

31. La Talpa 
 

Casal 

Bernocchi 

(Ostia), 

Via Guido 

Biagi 21 

Z. XXXIII - 

ACILIA SUD 
M10 XIII 

Ex-workers 

district 
City ownership 

Vacant 

neighbourhood 

centre 

(abandoned for 

10 years) 

Elderly centre, Youth centre, Social Activities, 

Radio Project, “Radio la Talpa”: Independent 

Radio 

1981 

Regularized in 

1986 (Elderly 

centre, Youth 

centre) 

32. La Torre Ponte 1981/ Q. M04 V Peripherial Public property Abandoned Center of arts, popular gym – classes of 1994 Assigned – 
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Mammolo, 

Viale 

Rousseau / 

Via C.G. 

Bertero, 13 

XXIX - PONTE 

MAMMOLO 

residential 

neighbourhood 

 

farmhouse acrobatic gymnastic, circus, yoga - popular 

priced organic tavern; children’s summer 

camp; 

In 2016 Letter of 

eviction 

 

33. L38 Squat 
Laurentino 38 

Via Giulotti 

1980/ Z. XXIV - 

FONTE 

OSTIENSE 

M09 XII 

Peripherial 

residential 

neighbourhood 

(Public Housing 

district) 

Public property 
Vacant public 

assets 

Social centre (space for social activities and 

leisure) 
1991 Assigned 

34. Lucha y Siesta 

Tuscolana 

Via Lucio 

Sestio 10 

 

1952/ Q. 

XXV - APPIO 

CLAUDIO 

M07 X 

Peripheral ex-

social housing 

neighbourhood 

City ownership 

Vacant depot of 

buses hold by 

the municipal 

transportation 

public service 

agency (ATAC) 

Womens’ House, Center for women victims of 

violence; welcome, help and assistance desk 

of  psychological and legal support for 

women, LGBTQ;  library; recycle and tailoring 

workshop; artisans’ and art market; gardening 

workshops; cinema discussion; course of 

Italian , teathre and drawing and painting 

workshops, yoga and dance classes. 

Supports  projects of local artesans and 

farmers and Women microcredit activities. It 

is part of the Local District network Cinecittà 

Bene Comune 

2008 Illegal 

35. Metropoliz 

Via 

Prenestina, 

913 

ZONA XII - 

TORRE 

SPACCATA 

M05 VII 

Peripheral 

industrial district 

located near the 

Private property 

Dismissed 

building of a 

former salami-

Housing for 200 people among migrants 

(from North and central Africa, Central and 

South America, Eastern Europe) Roma 

2009 Illegal 
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public housing 

district “Tor 

Sapienza” 

factory people and Italian people (see Mudu 

2014:152); projects of social support, 

scholarship and education for children and 

young people (Popica onlus) , 

MAAM Museum (Museo dell’Altro e 

dell’Altrove), reuse collaboration with 

University of Roma Tre (the group of 

researchers “Pidgin City”) 

36. OZ - Officine 
Zero 

Tiburtina -

Casal Bertone 

Via Umberto 

Partini 20 

 

1933/ Q. 

VI - TIBURTINO 
M04 V 

Ex-popular 

housing area; 

railway services 

properties 

Private property 

- Rail Service 

International 

Corporation 

Ex-workshop for 

maintenance of 

sleeping-cars 

Rail Service 

International 

corporation and 

Wagon Lits 

Common work and space for social activities/ 

workshop on reconversion and creative reuse; 

space for co-working with computer-desk 

offices; laboratories of carpentry, upholstery, 

joinery, students’ housing and help-desk; law 

office for workers   and workers self-

organization (CLAP); fiscal assistance office, 

“bank of competences”, training courses on 

common dining hall, space for public 

assemblies, meetings and international 

meetings. 

 

2013 Illegal 

37. Palestra 
popolare 
Valerio 
Verbano 

Tufello, 

Via delle isole 

Curzolane 133 

 

1942/Q. 

XVI - MONTE 

SACRO 

M03 IV 
Public housing 

district 
Public property 

Abandoned 

public asset 
Popular gym  2005 N/A 

38. Parco delle 
Energie 

Prenestina, 1937/ Q. VI - M05 VI Ex-industrial and First private Vacant industrial The park is now a public park recognized by 2014 Regularized 



xix 

 

Via Biordo 

Michelotti, 

00176 Roma 

TIBURTINO workers district then reclaimed 

by municipality 

to create a 

public park 

area (the use 

provision of the 

area is for public 

assets never 

realized) 

the Administration. 

39. Porto Fluviale 

Ostiense, 

Via del Porto 

Fluviale 22 

Q. X - 

OSTIENSE 
M08 XI 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 
Public property 

Vacant military 

warehouse. 

(envisaged 

alienation 

according to 

municipal 

deliberation8 

/2010) 

Housing and social activities. (100 migrants 

and Italian families) Circus and Art School, 

courses of local  project “Fronte del Porto” 

(space open for meeting and projecting, 

bycicle workshop,  lessons and workshops of 

ethnic cuisine) , cultural activities (readings 

and book presentations, debates, circus 

shows) 

2003 Illegal 

40. Rialto – 
S.Ambrogio 

Ghetto, 

Via di 

Sant'Ambrogio

, 4 

R. XI - 

SANT'ANGELO 
M01 I 

Center 

 
Public property 

Abandoned 

public asset 

Cultural activities , theatre, rooms for 

meetings; seat of the Roman Network for 

Public Water; theater workshops,  project of 

temporary artists’ residences. 

1996-2001 

Assigned 

1st floor evicted 

in 2015 

41. Ricomincio dal 
Faro 

Trullo, via del 

Trullo, 330 

1931/ S. VII - 

PORTUENSE 
M11 XV 

Popular ex-

peripheral area 
Private property 

Abandoned 

cinema 

Self-managed social centre with rehearsal 

studio, after-school classes, projects of 

independent cinema, theater workshop and 

space, group of Murga.  

1987 Illegal 

42. Sans Papiers 

San Giovanni, 

Viale Carlo 

Felice 69 

1925/ R. XV - 

ESQUILINO 
M01 I 

Central area 

nearby 

multicultural 

neighbourhood 

Private property 

(owned by the 

Banca di Italia) 

Vacant 

residential 

building 

Housing, political, cultural and social centre / 

information and assistance desk for migrants 

and refugees, independent web radio – 

“Radiosonar project”; 

2005 Illegal 
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quartiere 

“Esquilino” 

43. Scup! 

San Giovanni, 

Via Nola, 5 

Via della 

Stazione 

Tuscolana, 84 

1916/ Q. VIII - 

TUSCOLANO 

1911/ Q. 

VIII - 

TUSCOLANO 

M07 IX 

Former worker 

district today 

very central and 

interested by 

dynamics of 

gentrification 

The premise of 

the street Via 

Nola 5 was put 

in the National 

Public Real 

Estate Fund 

and  privatized. 

Vacant public 

offices 

 

Sport, cultural and social activities 

/popular gym, an open library and a study 

hall, free meeting rooms, open space for 

recreational and cultural activities, debates and 

public assemblies. /language courses; 

gymnastic and martial art courses; laboratories 

for children; family counseling; ecological 

farmers’ market; low cost tavern, free Italian 

classes for refugees, theatre workshop with 

people with psychiatric pathologies. Support 

projects of:  Farmers’ network “Genuino 

Clandestino”, Migrants cooperative (project 

Barikama’) , Reset project. It is part of the 

network Cinecittà Bene Comune. 

 

2012 

Then evicted 

January 

2014, re-

occupied 

and then 

definitely 

evicted in 

2015. 

The project 

continue in 

an 

abandoned 

deposit  

Illegal 

 

44. Spartaco 
Quadraro, Via 

Selinunte, 57 

1929/ Q. VIII - 

TUSCOLANO 
M07 X 

Peripheralreside

ntial 

neighbourhood 

(housing-plan Ina 

Casa) 

Public property 
Vacant public 

area 

Social centre, popular gym, classes of box, 

dance, capoeira, tango; it hosts projects of the 

neighborhood and in particular the meetings of 

the neighborhood network “Cinecittà Bene 

Comune”; 

1999 Illegal 

45. Scuola Hertz 

 

Tuscolana, Via 

Walter 

1955/ Z. 

XV - TORRE 

MAURA 

M07 X 

Peripheral 

residential 

neighbourhood 

Public property 
Vacant public 

school 
Housing 2011 

Evicted in 

2014 
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Procaccini,11 

 

46. Spin Time 
Labs 

S.Giovanni - 

Esquilino 

Via Statilia 15 

1901/ R. XV - 

ESQUILINO 
M01 I 

Central area, 

between San 

Giovanni and the 

multi-cultural 

area of Piazza 

Vittorio 

Emanuele 

Public property 

Vacant 

headquarter of 

the INPS 

(National 

Institute for 

Welfare) 

Housing, 

Working, 

Social centre, music and concerts 

2013 Illlegal 

47. Strike spa 

Tiburtina – 

Casal Bertone 

Via Umberto 

Partini, 21 

1933/ Q. VI - 

TIBURTINO 
M04 V 

Ex-industrial 

district 
N/A 

Vacant industrial 

site 

Social centre, music and concerts 

Radio Amisnet project; 
2002 N/A 

48. Teatro Valle 

Rione 

S.Eustachio 

Via del Teatro 

Valle 

1938/ R. VIII - 

SANT'EUSTAC

HIO 

M01 I Historical centre Public property 
Vacant historical  

theatre 

Space defending/for cultural activities. The 

spaces hosted numerous conferences on the 

Commons and the project of “Costituente per i 

beni Comuni”. The Costitutente was a project 

held by citizens, activitsts, jurists and 

Constitutionalists on the regulation for the use 

of Commons. 

2011 

Evicted in 

 2014 - The 

space is now 

closed and 

abandoned 

49. Villaggio 
Globale 

Testaccio 

Lungotevere 

Testaccio 

R. XX - 

TESTACCIO 
M01 I 

Ex-industrial and 

workers district 
Public property 

Vacant ex-

slaughter house 
Social centre, music and concerts 1990 Illegal 

50. Casale Podere 
Rosa 

Via Diego Talenti/San  V Former “Agro Public property Vacant public Social Center and Research center seat of 90ies Assigned in 
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Fabbri Basilio M04 

 

Romano” 

(Characteristic 

roman 

countryside 

today 

increasingly 

transformed by 

speculation) 

farmhouse the Social Forum of Northern-east Rome. 

Since '94  cycles of seminars and meetings 

on environmental issues (project “Università 

Verde” - lit. "Green University"),in 

collaboration with various associations; 

Project Parco di Rinaturazione Urbana 

(lit.Urban Rinaturation Park); organic 

vegetable garden, Organic Tavern and  

Community Purchaising Group "GAABE" 

(buying group for organic and fair trade 

foods). 

2002 

 

51. Break Out 

Via Bernardo 

da Bibbiena, 3 

Primavalle 

PRIMAVALLE M14 XIX 
Former public 

housing district 
N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

52. Casale 
de’Merode 

Tor Marancia - 

Via del Casale 

de’Merode, 5 

Q. XX - 

ARDEATINO 
M08 XI 

Ex abusive 

periphery 

“Borgata”, then 

destroyed and 

transformed in 

1948 by housing 

policies 

Public Property 

Vacant building 

of the Local 

Health Agency 

Housing for 120 families, theatre, free 

rehearsal studios, also social theatre 

workshops, free space for trainings, 

workshops, laboratories , citizens’ initiative 

against the dump “Falcognana” and institution 

of peoples’ local assembly. 

 

2005 Illegal 

53. Obelix 
Via di Val 

Melaina, 5 

Q.XVIMONTE 

SACRO/Z.I. 

VAL MELAINA 

M03 IV 
Former public 

housing district 
N/A N/A 

Social Center, music and concert, space for 

meeting and cineforum and debate 
N/A N/A 

54. Casale Alba 2 Via F. Corni SAN BASILIO M03 IV Former public N/A N/A Social Center, a space for meeting and active N/A N/A 
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housing district participation of citizens in the neighborhood. 

Observatory for the protection of the public 

park Aguzzano and territory (Coordination for 

the protection of Aguzzano park), bicycle 

workshop (Ciclofficina), rehearsal room and 

music classes, computer classes, popular 

library and book presentations, herbal, sports 

classes, film clubs, Italian language courses 

for migrants,  projects of awareness and 

support to prisoners and detainees. 

55. Macchia 
Rossa 

Via Pieve 

Fosciana 

Q. XI - 

PORTUENSE 
M11 XV 

Peripheral ex-

social housing 

neighbourhood 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
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