
Within the B.RIGHT SPACES project, digital civic spaces were not a central focus. They entered our field of reflection
almost sideways: once when we met with representatives of Decidim, the open-source participatory democracy
platform that originated in Barcelona, and once when we heard about Partecipa, Rome's institutional portal for civic
participation. These two encounters were surely thought-provoking, but an in-depth exploration has not been
possible within the project’s scope. 
And yet, something about these experiences stayed with us...
As we continued the broader elaboration of the project outputs, we kept returning to these digital platforms and
what they might mean for the work we were doing. Were they simply technical add-ons to the physical civic spaces we
were studying? Or did they point to something more significant: a new dimension of civic life that our framework needed to
account for?

This newsletter is our attempt to make sense of that question. It goes beyond what the project formally set out to do,
and we are transparent about that. 
The articles presented in this issue are an effort to think through the role of digital spaces for democratic
participation. They draw on the encounters with Decidim in Barcelona and Partecipa, but also on other European
platforms, such as perspective.brussels and Spółdzielnia in Poland.

Our observation goes through the lens of the EU understanding of civic space, as well as through the trestimonies
and point of view that were collected in the B.RIGHT SPACES research phases. One of the statements that emerged
strongly from the interviews with many stakeholders is that “despite the democratising promises of digital environments,
exclusively online civic spaces are rarely experienced”.

Reading these platforms through that lens, asking not just what they do, but whether they deliver on the promise of a
genuinely open and inclusive civic space, is, we think, what still needs to be thoroughly researched.
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This approach combines civic participation with open-source governance, meaning that any organisation can inspect, use,
modify and contribute to the platform without asking permission from a corporate owner.
The platform features embedded participation models that are rooted in Catalan democratic culture and tradition,
drawing on local experiences of assemblies, cooperatives, and grassroots organising. This cultural grounding gives
DECIDIM a distinctive character: it is not a neutral technical tool but a platform shaped by specific values such as
transparency, accountability and collective ownership.
DECIDIM is now used worldwide. Cities and organisations as diverse as New York City, various Brazilian municipalities, and
Helsinki have adopted it for participatory budgeting processes, strategic planning consultations, and citizen assemblies.
This global reach demonstrates that the platform's participatory logic transcends its Catalan origins and can be adapted to
very different political and institutional contexts.
Challenges. Despite its promise, DECIDIM faces significant implementation challenges. Deploying the platform meaningfully
requires three things that are not always available simultaneously: political will from the institutions involved, which must
be genuinely committed to acting on the outcomes of participation rather than using the platform as a consultation
theatre; technical infrastructure, including reliable internet access and the capacity to maintain and update a
sophisticated web environment; and digital literacy among the citizens it seeks to engage, without which even the most
well-designed platform risks excluding the communities it most needs to reach.
Beyond deployment, long-term sustainability represents a structural challenge. DECIDIM's continued relevance and quality
depend on sustained community involvement (including developers, civic organisations and users who contribute to its
evolution), as well as on institutional support from the governments and organisations that host it. Without either, the
platform risks stagnation or abandonment.
Two lessons from DECIDIM are particularly resonant for the B.RIGHT SPACES project:
First, civic technology must be ethically grounded, community-owned, and transparent. A digital civic space that is built on
proprietary code, managed by unaccountable actors, or opaque in its decision-making reproduces the very power
dynamics it claims to challenge. DECIDIM's open-source, commons-based model offers an alternative, one in which the
values of the platform are embedded in its architecture, not just its marketing.
Second, governments can effectively support digital democracy through shared stewardship with civil society. The
relationship between Barcelona City Council and the Decidim Association illustrates a productive model: public institutions
provide resources, legitimacy, and institutional reach, while civil society organisations provide independence, community
trust, and a check on the risk of institutional capture. Neither alone is sufficient. Together, they create the conditions for a
digital civic space that is both robust and genuinely democratic.

In cities and towns across Europe, civic life is undergoing a quiet revolution. The town hall meeting, the community
noticeboard, the petition gathered outside the supermarket... these familiar forms of democratic participation are
increasingly being supplemented, and sometimes replaced, by digital equivalents. 
Platforms, apps, and online portals now promise to bring democracy to the fingertips of every citizen. But what does this
promise actually look like in practice? And who does it truly serve?

Digital Platforms in Practice. A very interesting evidence for the potential of digital civic spaces comes from platforms
that have been built with democratic principles embedded into their design. 

DECIDIM is an open-source digital platform for citizen participation and community
governance. Originally developed by the Barcelona City Council, it is now managed by a
nonprofit democratic association (the Decidim Association) whose mission is to preserve
the platform's integrity and its founding Social Contract. 
It emerged in response to two converging pressures: the increasing privatisation of public
digital services by large technology corporations, which was effectively transferring civic
infrastructure into private hands; and a growing citizen demand for meaningful,
transparent democratic participation in the shaping of public policies, particularly at the
local and regional level.
Positive Practices. DECIDIM operates as a digital commons, that is to say that it is a model
in which the tools, the code and the governance of a civic platform are treated as shared
public goods rather than proprietary assets. 

THE DIGITAL EXTENSION OF CIVIC SPACE:
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Rather than simply building a digital tool, Brussels has created an institutional actor whose mission is participation itself,
using digital platforms as one instrument among many. Crucially, the agency recognises that the communities most in
need of civic engagement are often those least served by standard approaches.
Brussels is home to more than 1.2 million citizens across 19 municipalities, and faces overlapping challenges: inequality
and precarity, economic development, climate and environmental transition, social cohesion, migration, multilingualism,
and housing pressure. perspective.brussels sits at the intersection of all these issues, functioning as the institution
charged with making sense of the city's complexity and helping to govern it more equitably.
One of the most significant recent developments within perspective.brussels, and the most directly relevant for B.RIGHT
SPACES, is the establishment of its dedicated Participation Service, created in 2021 in response to the Brussels
Government's General Policy Statement 2019–2024, which made the strengthening of participatory democracy an explicit
political priority for the Region. The Participation Service's mission is to support the quality of participatory processes and
develop a genuine culture of participation and innovation in the Brussels Region. In 2022, the service was formally
integrated into the Territorial Knowledge Department of perspective.brussels, consolidating participation within the
agency's core knowledge production function, a signal that participation is not a communication exercise, but an
epistemological one: a way of knowing the city through its people.
The service comprises a team of professional facilitators who support participatory processes run by regional institutions,
municipalities, and citizen collectives alike. Its objectives are structured around two pillars. 

The first is framework-building: establishing a framework that strengthens participatory democracy, primarily through
the development of an online platform offering a toolbox to support project leaders at every stage of their
participatory processes, a directory of ongoing participatory initiatives in the Brussels-Capital Region, and a list of
skilled facilitators and experts in the field. 
The second is capacity-building: encouraging the emergence of citizen initiatives through a central contract service,
research, trend monitoring, and the development of accessible, innovative tools.

In spring 2024, this work culminated in the launch of participation.brussels, a dedicated online platform consolidating
the Region's participatory resources in one accessible digital space. The platform has already mapped 148 participatory
initiatives across Brussels, which formed the basis of an analysis on public dynamics of citizen participation in the Region
for 2023–2024. It offers project leaders a practical toolbox with step-by-step guidance on participatory processes,
illustrated with real cases; an interactive map of civic initiatives; and a curated directory of facilitators and participation
experts operating in the Region. This platform represents a meaningful example of a digital civic space designed not
to replace physical participation, but to make it more legible more connected, and more accessible, precisely the
complementary logic that B.RIGHT SPACES has been exploring.
Beyond participation, perspective.brussels fulfils a wide range of institutional missions that are inseparable from its civic
relevance. It collects, develops, processes and generates territorial and socio-economic data; conducts analyses, makes
evaluations and develops multidisciplinary expertise; disseminates knowledge, informs, networks, stimulates public
debate and citizen participation, and raises awareness of socio-economic and territorial issues.
The agency's explicit commitment to reaching communities currently excluded from participation is also notable.
Brussels, as a deeply multilingual, multicultural and unequal city, demands that participation strategies go beyond
standard consultation. perspective.brussels has begun to build the tools and the culture to do exactly that.

Key Insights for B.RIGHT SPACES. Two lessons from perspective.brussels are particularly resonant for the project. First,
institutional embedding can be a civic asset, when a public agency genuinely commits to participation as part of its core
mission, it brings resources, continuity, and legitimacy that purely civil-society-led initiatives often lack. The question is
always whether that institutional power is used to deepen democracy or to contain it.
Second, digital civic spaces need physical counterparts to be meaningful — participation.brussels is designed as a resource
hub, not a substitute for facilitated, face-to-face engagement. The platform's value lies in making the ecosystem of civic
participation more visible and navigable, supporting the human work of building participatory culture rather than
attempting to replace it.

perspective.brussels is the Brussels-Capital Region's official urban planning agency,
operating under the mandate to understand, inspire, and act for tomorrow's Region.
Formally established by the Ordinance of 29 July 2015, it serves as the Region's primary
centre of expertise for territorial development, collecting and analysing socio-economic and
spatial data, elaborating strategic visions, and supporting the implementation of urban
development plans across one of Europe's most complex and cosmopolitan city-regions.

Examples from the ground...
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Partecipa is the institutional civic participation portal of Roma Capitale, the municipal government of Rome, a city of
approximately 4.3 million residents spread across 15 Municipalities (Municipi) and one of the most complex and socially
stratified urban territories in Europe. The portal is conceived not as a single tool but as a comprehensive architecture for
civic engagement: the institutional "house" of participation, where citizens can access, use and contribute to the full range
of formal democratic mechanisms available to them under city law.
The legal and constitutional foundation of Partecipa is significant. Participatory processes find their basis in the new
Statute of Roma Capitale, which introduces Participatory Budgeting as an instrument of shared decision-making over the
use and allocation of the city's economic resources. This statutory grounding gives Partecipa a democratic legitimacy,
implying that participation is a right formally inscribed in the city's constitutive document.
The Partecipa portal is organised around three functional pillars, each reflecting a different mode of civic engagement.

The first pillar, Iniziative (Initiatives), covers the full landscape of formal civic structures: Partecipated Projects,
Participation Events, formal consultative bodies, Forums, Observatories, Common Goods, and the Register of Active
Citizenship. This last element is particularly notable: it is an open register for all non-profit organisations (formally or
informally constituted) that operate in the city, open to all non-profit realities operating in the capital territory, whether
formally or informally organised. By making visible the ecosystem of civic actors, the platform supports both
coordination among organisations and recognition by the administration.
The second pillar, Di' la tua (Have Your Say), comprises the direct participation tools: popular initiatives and
referendums, surveys and questionnaires, the "Send your idea" function, formal participatory processes (Processi
partecipativi), and a dedicated section on Rome's neighbourhoods (I Quartieri di Roma). This is where the platform's
most active civic interface becomes alive, namely the space where individual citizens and communities can move from
passive information to active proposal.
The third pillar, Strumenti (Tools), brings together the regulatory and infrastructural supports: norms and regulations
governing participation, the Open Data portal, a directory of physical participation spaces (Luoghi di partecipazione),
and the flagship Scuola Diffusa programme.

Among Partecipa's most significant achievements is the implementation of large-scale participatory budgeting under
the banner #ROMADECIDE. The first experiment began in 2018 in Municipio VIII (which is a large, lively and diverse
territory) with 17 million euros available, entirely to be invested in urban and environmental regeneration projects selected
by residents. The success of this experiment led to the decision to replicate it across all 15 Municipalities of the city, giving
life to the first city-wide Participatory Budget of Rome. However, the experience also revealed genuine tensions. Critics
noted that reliance on digital identity (SPID) excluded elderly residents and populations in areas with older demographic
profiles, highlighting that digital civic spaces can inadvertently reproduce the exclusions they claim to overcome. These
challenges were taken seriously by the administration and have informed subsequent iterations of the programme.
Scuola Diffusa: Civic Education as Democratic Infrastructure
Perhaps the most innovative and distinctive element of the Partecipa ecosystem is the Scuola Diffusa per la Partecipazione
e la Cittadinanza Digitale (literally, the "Distributed School for Participation and Digital Citizenship"). Established in
June 2019 and launched in February 2020, it aims at creating, within the Municipalities, libraries and other cultural and
associative contexts, training and awareness-raising activities aimed at fostering digital culture among the population.
Scuola Diffusa was born to progressively overcome the digital divide by building digital competences among citizens,
improving their ability to access online services, participate digitally in the decision-making processes of public institutions,
and access and reuse information produced by public administrations. Crucially, the programme is embedded in the city's
wider strategic vision (the Programming Guidelines 2021–2026 for the Government of Rome).
A further element of the Partecipa ecosystem (that demonstrates the complementary logic) is the network of Punti Roma
Facile (Easy Rome Points). These are assisted spaces managed by Roma Capitale, active across all 15 Municipalities, where
trained operators and volunteers ("digital facilitators") are available to citizens who need support in using online services
or simply need guidance in using computers and navigating the internet.

Key Insights for B.RIGHT SPACES. Two lessons from Partecipa are especially resonant. First, statutory grounding matters:
embedding participatory rights in the city's own constitution transforms civic participation from a discretionary policy into
an enforceable democratic entitlement. This legal architecture supports continuity and accountability in ways that project-
funded platforms cannot.
Second, civic education and civic participation must be co-designed: the Scuola Diffusa model represents a rare and
instructive integration of awareness-raising and democratic action. It treats digital literacy not as a precondition that
citizens must meet before they can engage, but as something the city itself has a duty to build, continuously and in
partnership with its communities.

Examples from the ground...
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Spółdzielnia (The Cooperative): the name says everything and nothing at once. The platform lives up to that
name in the most literal sense. Spółdzielnia is a municipal digital platform developed by the City of Warsaw
to enable free sharing of objects, spaces, and skills among residents, NGOs, and informal groups. It is not a
deliberation tool, a petition platform, or a participatory budgeting system. It is something rarer and, in many
ways, more radical: a civic infrastructure for the sharing economy, applied exclusively to non-commercial
social, educational, and cultural purposes

Examples from the ground...

Spółdzielnia is an online space in which institutions, organisations, informal groups, and anyone who wishes to can freely
share their resources (e.g. space, equipment, and cultural products). The logic is simple: Warsaw's civic ecosystem is full of
underused resources such as projectors sitting idle in school stockrooms, community gardens locked between events,
musicians with free weekends, halls available on Tuesday mornings. Spółdzielnia makes these resources visible,
searchable, and accessible for free to anyone running a civic, educational, or cultural initiative open to the public.
Spółdzielnia was born from an initiative of Warsaw's district cultural centres, and is coordinated by the Social
Communication Centre (Centrum Komunikacji Społecznej) of the Warsaw City Council, with the support of the Wola
Cultural Centre (Wolskie Centrum Kultury). It emerged from a longer tradition of community-building work within the city's
local administration, specifically within the Division for Strengthening Local Communities (Wydział Wzmacniania Wspólnoty
Lokalnej), a dedicated unit whose mission is to support neighbour-to-neighbour relationships, local initiatives, and cross-
sectoral partnerships across Warsaw's 18 districts.
The platform is grounded in Warsaw's wider revitalisation policy (the Municipal Revitalization Programme to 2030). This
strategic grounding is significant: it means that Spółdzielnia is conceived as an instrument within a broader municipal
commitment to social cohesion, community empowerment and sustainable local development.
The platform organises its resources into six categories, each revealing something about how Warsaw's civic actors
understand the ‘ingredients’ of community life. The categories are: Objects (i.e. deckchairs, projectors, sports equipment,
garden tools); Spaces (i.e. meeting rooms, workshops, kitchens, gardens; Concerts and performances (musicians, theatre
groups, artists available to perform at events); Exhibitions (outdoor exhibition panels, photographic displays); Skills
(expertise and experience that can be shared), and Other resources. The platform lists over 520 resources, including
nearly 300 different pieces of equipment and some 200 spaces, from workshop rooms and kitchens to gardens.
The inclusion of concerts, exhibitions, and skills alongside physical objects and spaces is philosophically important. It
reflects an understanding of civic resources that goes beyond the material, recognising that knowledge, creativity, and
cultural production are as much a part of the commons as a meeting room or a projector. A community group organising a
neighbourhood festival can find, through Spółdzielnia, not only a venue and equipment but also a band to play and an
artist to exhibit. The platform treats the whole ecosystem of civic capacity as something to be shared.
The operational model is based on the logic of neighbourly cooperation. All resources are offered and used for free. The
only condition is that the activity for which resources are borrowed must be non-commercial, open to others, and civic,
educational, or cultural in character. This conditionality is crucial. Spółdzielnia is not a general-purpose sharing economy
platform but it is a commons deliberately devoted to civic use, thus contributing to shape the kind of urban sociality it
produces: one oriented toward collective benefit rather than individual gain.
Spółdzielnia is deeply connected to Warsaw's network of Miejsca Aktywności Lokalnej (MALs or Local Activity Spaces):
community hubs managed and supported by the Division for Strengthening Local Communities since 2013, aligned with
the strategic goal in Strategia Warszawa 2030 of building a responsible community of Warsaw residents. MALs are physical
spaces and have been comprehensively covered in other B.RIGHT SPACES newsletters. The relationship between
Spółdzielnia and the MAL network exemplifies the complementary logic that is central to the B.RIGHT SPACES thesis. The
digital platform makes resources visible and bookable across the whole city; the MAL network provides the physical spaces
where those resources are often located, and the human relationships through which the sharing culture is built and
sustained. Key stakeholders include city departments, community centres, cultural institutions, and individual citizens.
Beneficiaries are local residents, especially in areas with low access to social infrastructure.

Key Insights for B.RIGHT SPACES. Civic participation is also about access to resources and to commons. Many communities
are excluded from civic life not because they lack the will to participate but because they lack the material conditions to
act. Spółdzielnia addresses this foundational layer of civic exclusion directly, and in doing so, enables forms of
participation that more formal platforms cannot reach.
Furthermore, by granting visibility and legitimacy to the logic of peer-to-peer resource sharing to non-commercial civic
ends, Spółdzielnia demonstrates that digital platforms can strengthen community bonds and reduce inequality of access
without requiring any formal act of political participation.

https://www.spoldzielnia.waw.pl/
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