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1. Introduction

This B.RIGHT SPACES Capacity Building Package represents a further step to actively strengthen
the ecosystem that sustains civic space across Europe.

Through its processes and activities, the project has helped weave a dense network of civic spaces,
experts, cultural operators, activists, and institutional stakeholders, fostering peer learning and
collaboration across contexts. It has supported networking among civic spaces, enabling the
exchange of governance models, tools, and strategies; it has contributed to monitoring policies
and public measures affecting civic spaces at local, national, and European levels; and it has
generated evidence-based recommendations to improve regulatory and policy frameworks.

Building on a strengthened awareness of the interdependence among key actors, the Capacity
Building Package addresses both institutional and grassroots stakeholders. On the one hand, it is
intended for local policymakers and public administrators, who are responsible for shaping the
legal, financial, and administrative conditions that allow civic spaces to exist and thrive. On the other
hand, it targets civic space defenders and promoters, who operate on the ground to activate,
protect and sustain civic spaces in everyday practice.

By bridging the perspectives of those who shape enabling conditions and those who defend civic
space on a daily basis, the capacity building package aims to strengthen mutual understanding,
reinforce shared responsibility, and enhance the collective ability to protect and expand civic space
as a core pillar of democratic life.

Two notes for the reader

Before beginning your reading, it is essential to share two ‘warnings’ about the method and structure
of this work, which are necessary in order to derive maximum benefit from it.

A compass, not a recipe! In the following pages, you will find numerous methodological and
operational trajectories, enriched with concrete examples from various cities in the European Union
(such as Rome, Warsaw, Barcelona, Turin, Torres Vedras). These experiences represent the
sharing of real processes, successes and difficulties of those who have already tried to innovate. It
is vital to emphasise that these examples are not ready-made recipes to be copied and pasted
uncritically. Rather, they are compasses. They indicate a possible direction, a “trajectory” that has
worked (sometimes only just) in a given context.

Every suggestion included in this manual should be critically evaluated. Civic innovation is not a
standardised product: it necessarily requires tailored adaptation to local circumstances. It is up to
you, as administrators, to accompany these trajectories with the necessary political, cultural,
organisational and economic choices that only you can make, knowing the specificities, resources
and resistances of your territory. Take these pages as inspiration to build your own path to civic
innovation.

The circular structure, or navigating the multidimensionality. You will soon notice a distinctive
feature of this text: its circular structure. You will find similar concepts, or even operational guidelines
already mentioned, repeated in different chapters or paragraphs.

This is not redundancy, but a deliberate choice linked to the very nature of the topics covered. Civic
Spaces are complex, multidimensional ecosystems: one cannot talk about “governance” without
touching on the topic of “physical spaces”; one cannot discuss “financial sustainability” without
involving the “internal skills” of the administration.
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Repetition serves to reinforce key concepts, observing them each time from different angles and
points of view. It is like observing a sculpture: to fully understand it, you need to walk around it and
look at it from different perspectives. You will therefore find constant references that will help you
connect the dots, strengthening your understanding of how each piece of the puzzle influences the
others.

We therefore invite you to read actively and non-linearly, to be ready to be stimulated by the
connections and to translate these ideas into concrete actions for your communities.

Enjoy reading and, above all, enjoy your work!
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2. Conceptual Framework on Civic Space

The Capacity Building Package is grounded in a shared conceptual framework that defines and
contextualizes civic space as a foundational element of democratic societies.

2.1 Civic space in B.RIGHT SPACES

The original definition developed within the B.RIGHT SPACES framework defines civic spaces as
follows:

Civic space takes the form of spaces where stakeholders can participate in governance
discussions and practices on issues that affect their communities. They are the breeding ground
for democratic progress, inspiring collective action and fostering a sense of shared responsibility.

Civic spaces are characterised by attributes:

e They can be designated for specific purposes or repurposed, permanent or temporary, formal
or informal, public or private, or characterised by shared public-private ownership. They can
also be physical/offline, online, or hybrid spaces. Civic Spaces can encompass diverse settings
that can coexist and go from the local to the international level.

e Allow all individuals, regardless of age, background, or group affiliation, along with civil society
organisations and private and public actors, to meaningfully and collectively engage in
governance practices and co-design policies, co-implement projects and co-manage the civic
space per se. This inclusive environment fosters political, economic, social, environmental,
and cultural progress, ensuring equal access to services of general interest, freedom to choose
an occupation and right to engage in work, freedom to conduct a business, and access to fair
and just working conditions.

e Require an institutional setting that respects democratic rights, such as those addressed in the
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and include freedom of expression and information,
freedom of assembly and association, non-discrimination, equality, the right to engage in a
transparent and democratic dialogue in an open, inclusive, secure and safe environment that
is free from all acts of intimidation, harassment and reprisals. Civic spaces also operate under
principles of environmental sustainability

This framework builds on European and international standards, including those of the European
Union, the Council of Europe, and the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), and emphasizes
civic space as both a right and an enabling condition for democracy. It highlights the
interdependence between legal frameworks, public policies, spatial arrangements, governance
models, and social practices that shape whether civic space is open, inclusive and sustainable or
else, restricted and fragile.

By providing a common language and analytical lens, this framework supports mutual understanding
between policymakers, public administrators, and civic actors. It enables them to identify enabling
and constraining factors, assess risks and opportunities, and align local practices with European
democratic values.

Based on the observations and analyses conducted in four European countries (ltaly, Spain,
Portugal, and Poland), it is possible to identify several key characteristics and democratic functions

5
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of civic spaces, contributing to a clearer understanding of how the concept of civic space can
manifest and can be operationalised in real-life contexts, and should not be understood merely
as service delivery outposts:

1. Democratic and political infrastructure. Civic spaces are considered laboratories of
democracy and beacons of cohesion, worthy of protection and long-term investment. They
enable the affirmation of democratic constitutional principles, political expression and
mobilisation. They have the capacity to influence the design of spatial planning and social
policies. The fundamental objective is to strengthen collective agency and local democracy.

2. Territorial roots and relationships. These are rooted in the local community and are
concrete expressions of it, with the potential to influence institutional policies. Their distinctive
activity is connection, where every action aims to activate the entire community. They
function as safe, accessible and relational spaces that counter narratives of urban and social
insecurity.

3. Autonomy and non-exclusivity. They operate with openness, inclusivity and care. Access
must be free and open to all, without barriers or gatekeeping mechanisms. Furthermore, they
must promote informal, non-exclusive and spontaneous use. Their autonomy and
independence must be protected in order to preserve creativity and civic initiative.

4. Participatory governance. Governance must be not only participatory but also inclusive,
ensuring the involvement of all, not only in the usability but also in the management of the
space and in the definition of the general interest.

2.2 The Necessary Ecosystem: Collective Action and Interdependence

Another consideration concerns the players involved and the method of action: civic innovation does
not allow for soloists. In order to activate a space that is truly “generative” and not just an empty
container, it is necessary to involve all the parties concerned.

The complexity of today's social problems (loneliness, educational poverty, degradation, mistrust) is
such that no single actor alone has all the keys to solving them. Each holds a piece of truth and
expertise without which the picture is not complete. An alliance is needed between at least the
following key figures:

e The local administrator (the dimension of ‘government and care’). Local administrators
cannot act alone because, despite having the resources and formal legitimacy, they often
lack the reach, trust and speed necessary to respond to emerging needs. Their task is no
longer just to “provide services”, but to enable processes: to protect civic space from
bureaucratic rigidity, ensure the continuity of resources and defend the public value of the
operation.

o The Citizen (the dimension of ‘living and need’). Citiznes cannot act alone because
individual needs, if not organised, remain unheard or turn into anger. Citizens bring the “truth”
of everyday life, the search for meaning and a willingness to get involved into the space.
Their role is to transform themselves from passive users to active inhabitants and guardians
of the common good.

o Associations and the Third Sector (the dimension of action and construction). They
cannot move forward on their own because activism, without institutional support and tools
for interpreting reality, risks fragmentation, precariousness, or self-referentiality. Their role is
to be the “hybrid engine” of the space: to aggregate dispersed energies, professionalise care
and build bridges between institutions and the street.

e The Social Researcher (the dimension of reflection and relaunch). Often forgotten, this
is a crucial actor. They cannot limit themselves to studying from afar. They must “get their
hands dirty” because action without reflection is blind. Their task is to observe how
experiences evolve, provide data to correct the course, understand what is happening “under
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the radar” and suggest how to relaunch the action to prevent innovative practices from
crystallising and dying.

Governing social communities means mediating daily among these stakeholder groups,
between scarce resources and growing needs, between the rigidity of bureaucracy and the
demand for flexibility that comes from the territories. But above all, it means facing the biggest
challenge: rebuilding the relationship of trust between citizens and institutions in an era of
social fragmentation.

This manual is not a collection of rules or an academic treatise. It is a strategic toolbox designed for
decision-makers. It is dedicated to those of you who understand that “Civic Spaces” are not simply
“containers” to be managed, but the new democratic infrastructure of our cities. Investing in them
means investing in the resilience and social cohesion of your local area.




B.RIGHT SPACES D4.2 — The Capacity Building Package

3. Governing Social Communities in Diverse Contexts

The principles and measures presented in this document feed into the project’'s taxonomy of civic
spaces and the associated checklists which, together, provide the analytical tools for understanding
and evaluating civic spaces. The taxonomy presents a categorised set of key characteristics of civic
spaces, developed using criteria drawn both from the literature and from characteristics observed in
local practices. Paired with the checklist, it serves as a foundational framework for assessing civic
spaces systematically. While focusing on the enabling factors of civic spaces, the taxonomy also
provides guidance on obstacles and threats, as well as on tensions and frictions.

The complete taxonomy’ is presented below, classifying the key characteristics of civic spaces into

three dimensions: enabling factors, obstacles/threats, and tensions.

1. Enabling Factors for Civic Spaces

Factors that create a conducive environment for civic spaces to thrive.

DOMAINS /
CATEGORIES

DESCRIPTORS

OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES / IMPACTS ON CIVIC
SPACES

A) Legal and policy
frameworks

Constitutional
rights

Protection of freedom of expression, assembly, association, etc.

International norms

Alignment with global standards such as the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights and UN declarations.

Supportive Clear and accessible laws governing the registration and
legislation operation of SEOs, NGOs, CSOs and other players in the field.
B) Institutional and Independent Ombudspersons, National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs),

governance support

oversight bodies

and equality bodies.

Public-Private
Partnerships

Collaboration between governments, Social and solidarity
economy organisations (SEOs), NGOs, CSOs and other players
to support civic initiatives.

Capacity building

Training programmes for: Civil servants, Civic leaders,
Community groups, Other players/stakeholders.

C) Socioeconomic and
technological enablers

Funding
opportunities

Availability of grants, subsidies, and tax benefits for SEOs,
NGOS, CSOs and other players.

Digital platforms

Safe tools and spaces for online civic engagement and
advocacy.

Inclusive policies

Initiatives targeting underrepresented groups to promote
participation. Pro-democratic policies and activism-friendly
climates encourage the growth of civic spaces.

" As detailed in the B.RIGHT SPACES document Guidelines for the Successful Protection and Promotion of
Civic Spaces, which provides a reference framework on this topic and is accessible at:
https://www.revesnetwork.eu/project/b-right-spaces/
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2. Obstacles and Threats to Civic Spaces

Challenges that hinder the effective functioning of civic spaces, posing risks to freedom, safety, and inclusivity.

DOMAINS /
CATEGORIES

DESCRIPTORS

OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES / IMPACTS ON CIVIC
SPACES

A) Legal and policy
restrictions

Restrictive laws

Complex registration processes, burdensome reporting
requirements, and limits on foreign funding.

Criminalisation

Use of anti-terrorism laws to target activists and civil society
actors.

B) Political and
institutional barriers

Surveillance

Monitoring of civic actors' communications and activities.

Authoritarian
tendencies

Political apathy, populism, and securitisation measures (e.g.
surveillance) are notable impediments. Governments
restricting dissent and prioritising state security over civic
freedoms.

Political instability

Disruptions in governance that undermine support for civic
initiatives.

Resource limitations

Underfunded oversight institutions and lack of investment in
civic infrastructure.

C) Sociotechnological
challenges

Disinformation

Online misinformation campaigns targeting activists or
misleading the public.

Hate speech

Increased hostility towards marginalised groups or dissenting
voices.

Exclusion

Barriers to participation for groups such as women, youth, or
ethnic minorities.

D) Socioeconomic
obstacles

Funding opportunities
(Lack of)

Lack of grants, subsidies, and tax benefits for SEOs, NGOs,
CSOs and other players.

Inclusive policies (Lack

of)

Lack of initiatives targeting underrepresented groups to
promote participation.

Limited access to
resources and
infrastructure

Many SEOs, NGOs, CSOs and other players, especially
those in marginalised or rural areas, face challenges
accessing the necessary infrastructure.
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3. Tensions and Frictions

Tensions arising from conflicting interests, priorities, and interpretations among stakeholders, legislative

frameworks, and societal values.

DOMAINS /
CATEGORIES

DESCRIPTORS

OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES / IMPACTS ON
CIVIC SPACES

A) Legislative and
policy misalignments

Contradictory laws

Conflicts between constitutional protections and
restrictive secondary legislation.

Unintended consequences

Policies designed to counter terrorism inadvertently
restricting legitimate civic activities.

Local vs. national priorities

Divergences in policy goals across governance
levels.

B) Stakeholder
conflicts

Tensions between public
authorities and

Disputes over the role of civil society in policymaking.

SEOs/NGOs/CSOs
Inter-SEOs/NGOS/CSOs Rivalries for funding and influence among civic
competition organisations.

Public perceptions

Distrust of civil society by segments of the
population, fuelled by disinformation or prejudice.

C) Technological and
societal frictions

Digital divide

Unequal access to technology excluding certain
groups from online civic spaces.

Privacy vs. transparency

Balancing the need for transparency with protecting
activists' privacy.

Cultural resistance

Pushback against progressive civic initiatives due to
traditional norms or values.

Sustainability

Environmental considerations and resource
preservation are increasingly emphasised.

Hybrid Spaces

Digital and hybrid civic spaces are emerging as
crucial, though challenges like disinformation and
unequal digital access persist.

These tools are designed to be modular and adaptable: as part of local participatory activities, they
can be applied flexibly, allowing local groups to focus on specific themes, critical issues, or
challenges they wish to explore. By combining the guidance and suggestions of this Package with
the self-assessment and operational tools, the Reader can develop a range of potential solutions to
support, promote and protect civic spaces in their own context.

10
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3.1 Civic Space within Institutional Strategic Frameworks. The point of
view of Local Policy-Makers and Administrators

3.1.1 Civic Space as infrastructure for democracy and social cohesion

Civic spaces should not be conceived simply as physical places or containers, but as genuine urban
democratic infrastructures that are essential to the health of local democracy. They represent living
ecosystems, oriented towards community care processes and social innovation. For public
administration, supporting these spaces means making a fundamental paradigm shift: moving from
a logic of emergency or simple service provision to a vision of long-term strategic investment.
Recognising the value of these spaces means understanding that they strengthen social cohesion,
combat isolation and offer safe spaces for political expression and activism. In short, funding and
supporting civic spaces and the professionals who animate them is not a sunk cost, but a preventive
investment in the resilience and quality of the city's democracy.

A. Methodological principles

In this section, we explore how the Administration must redefine its role and what principles should
guide the integration of civic spaces into urban policies.

e The public administration as an Enabler. The primary objective is to transform the role of
the institution from a mere service provider to a facilitator of ecosystems. This implies
providing stability, protection and resources, while strictly respecting the autonomy of civic
actors and their capacity for self-organisation.

e Recognition of the political role. The institution must formalise the political and
generative role of these spaces. They are laboratories of democracy where citizens
exercise collective agency; therefore, they deserve explicit political support that legitimises
their function as ‘co-producers’ of public policies and not just users.

e Social cohesion infrastructure. Civic spaces must be supported as tools to counter
narratives of urban insecurity. By acting as places for spontaneous, accessible and
uncontrolled socialisation, they combat individualism and allow culture and art to become
vectors of dialogue and inclusion.

e Structural investment and professionalisation. Precariousness must be overcome.
Financial support for key figures such as community managers and facilitators must be
considered a structural investment, as these figures are essential for mediating needs and
connecting institutions and communities. Civic infrastructure must be permanently integrated
into budgets and urban development plans, avoiding episodic interventions linked to
individual inaugurations.

e Trust as an administrative tool. To ensure long-term sustainability, we recommend
establishing a civic trust framework that reduces bureaucratic micro-management and
builds an equal relationship based on mutual trust.

11
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IS THE ADMINISTRATION A TRUE "ENABLER"? Use this list to verify if the administration is
providing the necessary institutional and governance support.

Participatory mechanisms, such as co-programming and co-managing public policies with civil
society, are actively implemented.

Support for regional cooperation networks to enhance the protection of civic spaces is present.
Independent oversight bodies (e.g., ombudspersons, NHRIs, equality bodies) safeguarding civic
freedoms are established.

Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) are in place to facilitate collaboration among public authorities,
SEOs, NGOs, CSOs and other players.

Capacity-building programmes are available for civil servants, civic leaders, community groups,
and other stakeholders.

Resilience initiatives and public awareness campaigns are implemented to strengthen civic
spaces.

Marginalised groups are meaningfully engaged in policymaking processes.

Grassroots organisations are meaningfully engaged in policymaking processes.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

In this section, we look at how different European cities have translated these principles into real-
world practices, offering models that can be adapted or replicated.

Strategic integration (Warsaw). The city of Warsaw offers an example of how to overcome
episodic action. Local Activity Centres (MALs) are not isolated projects, but have been
formally integrated into the Warsaw 2030 Strategy and into policies for cooperation with
NGOs. In addition, some MAL management programmes benefit from three-year funding,
ensuring the stability necessary for long-term planning, which is often lacking in annual calls
for proposals.

‘Light’ co-governance tools (Turin). In Turin, the administration has recognised
Neighbourhood Houses as stable actors in urban policy. To formalise this relationship without
stifing the agility of the spaces, Collaboration Pacts (a kind of Memorandum of
Understanding) have been used: flexible tools that create a framework of trust and autonomy
without imposing the heavy legal obligations typical of traditional procurement contracts. In
addition, Turin invests in the recognition of the Community Manager as an essential
professional for territorial activation.

Regulations for Shared Administration (Rome). The Metropolitan City of Rome has
worked on the regulatory framework, approving the Regulations for the shared
administration of common goods and that of Integrated Civic Centres (Poli Civici
Integrati). These administrative acts serve to give a stable legal framework to participatory
practices, allowing the administration to collaborate with citizens outside the logic of the
market. Rome has also published a “toolbox” to support municipalities in co-design.

Quality and accessibility (Torres Vedras and Turin). Experience in the field shows that
investment must also be qualitative. In Torres Vedras, every architectural project
incorporates universal accessibility as an essential standard. In Turin, attention to
aesthetic quality (‘beautiful and welcoming spaces’) and the plural use of spaces is
recommended to ensure that they are perceived as places of dignity and not just of service.

12
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3.1.2 Civic spaces as political actors and laboratories of innovation

It is crucial for the public administration to make a qualitative leap in its consideration of civic
spaces: no longer just places for social or cultural gathering, but true political entities and co-
producers of public policies. These spaces act as living laboratories where new forms of welfare,
social economy and democracy are experimented with. Recognising their “generative” role means
acknowledging that they are not simply aggregates of passive users of municipal services, but
active drivers capable of designing solutions to the needs of the local area. The administration
must therefore protect their nature as “uncontrolled environments”, where activism and civic
mobilisation can express themselves freely, thus strengthening local democracy.

A. Methodological principles

From users to co-producers. The administration must move beyond sporadic consultation.
Structured dialogue mechanisms must be established to allow civic spaces to sit at the
decision-making table, thereby having a real impact on spatial planning and social policies.
Innovation and hybridisation laboratories. Civic spaces should be valued for their ability
to “hybridise” different functions (cultural, social, work). This flexibility allows them to respond
to emerging needs much more quickly than institutions, challenging and innovating traditional
models of service delivery.

Structured governance. Informal round tables are not enough. We need permanent
governance ecosystems, spaces for co-decision-making with clear mandates where
administrators and civic actors work as equals.

Defence of political autonomy. Recognising the political role also means respecting the
autonomy of these spaces as hubs of activism. The institution must guarantee “systems of
opportunity” (rules and tools) that enhance the capacity for action of communities without
restricting them.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Mechanisms supporting dialogue (Turin and Rome). In Turin, the use of Collaboration
pacts is recommended to formalise the relationship between institutions and civic spaces
without bureaucratic rigidity. In Rome, a proposal has been put forward for a permanent
coordination table for civic spaces to co-view public policies, transforming civic actors into
decision-making partners.

Strategic integration (Warsaw). The Polish capital has formally integrated local activity
centres (MALSs) into its macro strategies, such as the “Warsaw 2030 Strategy”. This step
ensures that support is not a temporary handout, but a structural pillar of urban development.
Co-design tools (Rome). The Department of Social Policies has created an operational
‘toolbox’ for municipalities, providing practical guides on how to activate co-planning and co-
design processes, thus facilitating the work of officials who are often hampered by procedural
uncertainty.

Regulatory innovation (Barcelona). The Catalan city is working to expand its portfolio of
public services to include “community services”, legally recognising bottom-up practices and
making them visible and legitimate in the eyes of the administration.

13
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3.1.3 The “Shared Administration” Model

The focus of the transformation lies in the transition of the Administration from ‘service provider’ to
‘ecosystem enabler.’ This model, defined as Shared Administration, goes beyond the traditional
distinction between public and private by introducing a third dimension: civic. The main challenge is
regulatory and cultural: traditional instruments (such as the Public Procurement Code) are
designed to purchase services in a market-based logic and are ill-suited to care and community
relationships. It is therefore necessary to adopt new legal instruments (such as Collaboration
Agreements) based on mutual trust and the constitutional principle of horizontal subsidiarity,
recognising citizens as equal partners.

A. Methodological principles

Subsidiarity and collaboration agreements. The legal basis for action is horizontal
subsidiarity. The administration must adopt regulations that allow agreements to be signed
with citizens for the care of common goods, legitimising the co-management of spaces and
services.

Beyond the logic of procurement. The Law on Contracts (Law 9/2017) often represents an
obstacle because it favours competitive economic criteria. For community services,
alternatives such as co-design, social agreements and delegated management must be
explored, which enhance local roots and relational quality.

Use value vs exchange value. The administration must learn to measure and recognise
“use value” (social impact, cohesion generated) and not just “exchange value” (cost or
economic profit) typical of the market.

Trust and operational autonomy. Partnerships only work if there is trust. This requires a
profound cultural change in public administration: abandoning micromanagement and
obsessive control in order to grant operational autonomy and flexibility to civic actors.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Innovative regulations (Rome). Rome City Council has approved regulations for the shared
administration of common goods and integrated civic centres. These legal instruments serve
to stabilise participatory policies, providing a clear framework for citizens' actions.
Co-management practices (Turin). Turin is a pioneer in the use of Collaboration Pacts,
legal and practical instruments that formalise the shared management of public gardens or
buildings, treating citizens as partners rather than contractual counterparts.

Alternatives to contracts (Barcelona). To circumvent the rigidity of contract law, Barcelona
is experimenting with formulas such as concerted action or social agreements. These
methods allow social services to be awarded on the basis of quality and proximity rather than
the lowest price.

Trust-based framework (Warsaw). A key proposal for Warsaw is the establishment of a
Civic Trust Framework: a reform of regulations explicitly aimed at reducing administrative
burdens and micromanagement, signalling an institutional shift towards trust in civic partners.

14
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3.1.4 Focus on Local Regulatory Frameworks

Civic participation cannot flourish in a bureaucratic jungle or a requlatory vacuum. For local
government, the priority is to reform and innovate regulatory frameworks in order to overcome
existing rigidities and finally establish a relationship of equal collaboration with citizens. The goal is
to create “systems of opportunity”: legal instruments that do not restrict but empower individuals
and groups, expanding their capacity for autonomous decision-making and management of
spaces.

A. Methodological principles

¢ Institutionalise co-responsibility. Participatory policies cannot be based solely on goodwill;
specific regulations are needed to stabilise and provide a unified framework for civic
practices, making them structural rather than episodic.

e Overcome the Contract/Procurement Code. The rigid application of procurement
legislation (often designed for public works rather than social relations) is a huge obstacle.
Non-contractual alternatives such as “social agreements” or delegated management need to
be explored, especially for personal care services, where the quality of the relationship
matters more than the economic discount.

e Legal recognition of the “civic” domain. The current legal framework often does not “see”
common goods or informal practices. Community management and the concept of “general
interest” need to be formally recognised as a regulatory bridge to make these practices
legitimate and visible.

e Stabilisation and trust. Reform is not only written in codes, but lives in administrative
culture. Procedures need to be simplified to build trust, reducing burdens and micro-
management.

REGULATORY AND LEGAL BARRIERS: Elements to monitor to avoid rigidity and bureaucratic
obstacles.

Obstacles and Threats: Legal and policy restrictions Verify if the following exist in the local context:

O Restrictive laws, such as complex registration processes, burdensome reporting requirements, or
limits on foreign funding.

O Security or anti-terrorism measures used improperly to criminalise legitimate civic activities.

O Surveillance or monitoring of civic actors' communications and activities.

Tensions and Frictions: Legislative and policy misalignments Attention to system inconsistencies:

O Contradictory laws (e.g., constitutional protections undermined by secondary legislation or
implementing regulations).

O Unintended consequences of policies or laws that end up limiting civic action. O Conflicts between
local and national priorities that hinder cohesive action.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

¢ Stable regulations (Rome). Rome City Council has made progress by approving regulations
for the shared administration of common goods and integrated civic centres. These acts
serve to give stability to participatory policies, although their implementation still requires
administrative simplification.
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e Formal collaboration tools (Turin). In Turin, Collaboration Pacts are used as legal
instruments that facilitate equal relationships between institutions and citizens, based on the
constitutional principle of horizontal subsidiarity.

e Alternatives to procurement (Barcelona). To overcome the limitations of the Law on
Contracts, Barcelona and Catalonia promote instruments such as concerted action or social
agreements. New regional laws pave the way for delegated management of social services,
allowing for the rewarding of quality and local roots.

e Immediate simplification (Warsaw). In the short term, it is recommended to simplify
administrative processes by introducing clear guidelines for calls for tenders and reporting,
especially for small grassroots groups, thereby reducing bureaucratic pressure.

3.1.5 Development and application of co-governance tools

This section focuses on “how” to do things together. To transform the relationship with citizens
from consultative to collaborative, the administration must equip itself with an operational toolbox.
Co-governance is a structured process of power sharing that aims to correct the asymmetry
between institutions and civil society. It is not just a matter of listening, but of deciding and
managing together through formal tools that facilitate equal contexts.

A. Methodological principles

e Institutionalise collaboration. Specific legal instruments (such as agreements and
protocols) are needed to formalise cooperation. These agreements redefine the public body
no longer as a “gatekeeper” but as a partner, strengthening the sense of collective
responsibility.

e Real co-design. Civic spaces must be recognised as active players in policy-making. This
means moving from outsourcing (externalisation of services) to co-planning and co-design,
where activities are not imposed from above but designed with the community.

e Structural co-decision. Collaboration must enter the corridors of power. It is necessary to
establish permanent governance ecosystems (not just consultative committees) with clear
mandates and, ideally, power over budgets, becoming real places of co-decision.

STRUCTURAL AND SYSTEMIC OBSTACLES: In addition to legal risks, verify the presence of
political, technological and socioeconomic barriers that (may) prevent real co-governance.

B) Political and institutional barriers

O Authoritarian tendencies that limit dissent or prioritise state security over civic freedoms.
O Political instability that disrupts governance and support for civic initiatives.
O Underfunded oversight institutions and lack of investment in civic infrastructure.

C) Sociotechnological challenges

O Disinformation campaigns targeting activists or misleading the public.
O Hate speech increasing hostility towards marginalised groups or dissenting voices.
O Systematic exclusion of specific groups (e.g., women, youth, ethnic minorities) from participation
in civic activities.
D) Socioeconomic obstacles

O Insufficient funding opportunities or overly restrictive ones for SEOs, NGOs, and CSOs.
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Complex funding mechanisms creating bureaucratic barriers, especially for grassroots
organisations.

Lack of multi-annual and flexible funding to support long-term initiatives.

Lack of inclusive policies to promote the participation of underrepresented groups.

Limited access to physical and logistic infrastructure, especially in marginalised or rural areas.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Agreements and protocols (Turin). Turin's experience teaches us how to use collaboration
pacts for shared management and memoranda of understanding as “light” agreements. The
latter, defined as the most streamlined form of agreement, create a framework of trust and
flexibility without imposing heavy legal obligations.

Toolbox (Rome). The Department of Social Policies has published a Toolbox for
Municipalities focused on co-planning and co-design, providing practical instructions for
moving away from the traditional procurement model.

Participatory planning (Warsaw). Local Activity Centres (MALs) adopt models in which
programmes are not decided at the table by officials, but co-designed monthly with residents.
In addition, participatory evaluation mechanisms are being tested to decide together on the
future objectives of the spaces.

Permanent round tables (Rome). The activation of a permanent coordination round table
for Civic Spaces with the Administration has been proposed, so that civic actors can
participate in real decision-making processes and not just be informed after the fact.

3.1.6 Setup of a Civic Trust Framework

Trust is the real currency in a healthy civic ecosystem. Civic spaces thrive when citizens feel
respected and free to act without the institution breathing down their necks. Establishing a Civic Trust
Framework means undertaking regulatory and cultural reform to dismantle micromanagement,
reducing obsessive controls and unnecessary bureaucratic burdens. The goal is to transform the
administration from a “controller” to an “enabling partner’.

A. Methodological principles

Culture of trust vs culture of control. Civic actors must be given greater freedom and
operational flexibility. This means trusting their competence and responsibility, avoiding
excessive reporting requirements for every minor action.

Operational security and autonomy. Civic spaces must be “safe environments” not only
physically, but also administratively: places where one can operate free from fear of
disproportionate bureaucratic sanctions or political interference in planning.

Radical simplification. Reducing bureaucracy is not a slogan but an operational necessity.
Procedures for funding applications and the use of spaces need to be streamlined,
recognising that the current administrative burden is often unsustainable for volunteers and
small associations.
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TENSIONS THAT UNDERMINE TRUST: To build a true "Trust Framework", it is necessary to
proactively monitor and manage these latent conflicts.

Stakeholder conflicts

O Institutional tensions: Friction exists between administration and third sector entities (SEOs,
NGOs, CSOs) regarding the role of civil society in decision-making.

O Internal competition: Organisations compete for limited funds or influence, causing inter-
organisational friction that weakens the network.

O Public distrust: Public perception of civil society is influenced by distrust, disinformation, or
prejudice.

Technological and societal frictions

O Digital divide: Unequal access to technology excludes specific groups from participating in online
civic spaces.

Privacy vs Transparency: Tensions exist between the need for administrative transparency and
the need to protect activists' privacy.

Cultural resistance: Cultural norms or traditional values create resistance to progressive civic
initiatives.

Missed sustainability: Environmental considerations are not integrated into the planning of
activities and civic spaces.

Hybrid fragility: Hybrid civic spaces (digital and physical) struggle to withstand challenges such as
disinformation and unequal access.

O O o O

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

e Regulatory reform (Warsaw). The concrete proposal for Warsaw is the formal
establishment of the Civic Trust Framework, a revision of existing regulations with the explicit
aim of cutting back on micromanagement and treating civic organisations as mature and
competent partners.

e Lightweight agreements (Turin). The use of Collaboration Pacts in Turin demonstrates how
it is possible to formalise an institutional relationship while maintaining a lightweight structure
that does not stifle the autonomy and creativity of space managers.

e Stable funding (Warsaw). A key element of trust is economic stability. Warsaw has
introduced three-year funding cycles for some centres, allowing them to plan without the
anxiety of annual survival.

e Protection from political interference. The framework of trust also involves creating
guidelines that protect the editorial and programmatic independence of civic spaces,
especially in polarised political contexts, ensuring that they remain places of free expression.
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3.2 The Civic Space in Practice: The Point of View of Civic Actors and
Community Stakeholders

3.2.1 Fundamental principles for development

For a civic space to be truly democratic, it must be accessible to all and reflect the diversity of society.
The development of these places must be based on three ethical and design pillars: plurality
(openness to all groups and ideas), equity (active removal of physical, economic and cultural
barriers) and ‘intergenerationality’ (the ability to bring young and old people together). The aim is to
create “hybrid” and welcoming environments where art and culture facilitate encounters between
different people, counteracting exclusion and social atomisation.

A. Methodological principles

e Plurality and non-exclusivity. Spaces should not be designed for a single target audience
(‘young people,’ ‘the elderly’), but for diversity. They should be ‘low threshold’ places, where
people can enter freely without necessarily having to consume or register, encouraging
spontaneous and informal use.

¢ Equity and design for all. Accessibility is not optional. Every redevelopment or new opening
project must include the removal of architectural and cognitive barriers. Safe spaces must be
created that welcome differences and include multilingual and culturally sensitive materials.

e Bridge between generations. Civic participation is naturally intergenerational.
Administrations must actively promote dialogue between age groups, including through the
use of digital technologies (such as WhatsApp groups or forums) to engage young people in
the places they frequent virtually, creating a bridge with the physical space.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

¢ Universal accessibility (Torres Vedras). In this municipality, there is a strict policy that
every public architectural project must guarantee universal accessibility. In addition,
investments are made in specific plans for youth participation to counteract the ageing of the
active population.

e ‘“Casa del Quartiere” model (Turin). The manifesto of these Turin-based organisations is
an example of pluralistic use: it ensures that spaces are attractive, welcoming and open to
all, regardless of social or political affiliation, promoting cultural hybridisation.

o Adaptation of facilities (Warsaw). It is recommended that local centre facilities (MALS) be
upgraded to meet modern standards of functionality (e.g. Wi-Fi, air conditioning, ramps),
making them comfortable places for all types of users. In addition, it is suggested that
territorial audits be conducted to identify access gaps in peripheral neighbourhoods.

o Digital hybridisation. To engage young people, the administration should not be afraid to
use informal channels. Recognising online groups and forums as valid spaces for civic
participation is a concrete way to reach the younger generation, who are often alienated by
formal institutional communication.
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3.2.2 Mapping and recognition of existing spaces

The real city is often richer and more complex than the official map. There is an archipelago of
informal civic spaces, self-organised groups and realities operating in regulatory “grey areas” (such
as occupations for housing or social purposes) that perform an essential public function,
compensating for the shortcomings of the state (de facto subsidiarity). The administration must have
the courage to map and recognise this diversity, moving beyond the rhetoric of formal legality to look
at the social legitimacy and generative value of these experiences, without criminalising them but
seeking to enhance them.

A. Methodological principles

e Beyond the ‘usual suspects’. Mapping should not be limited to registered associations. It
must include informal groups, collectives and active citizens, who are often the real drivers
of social innovation in difficult neighbourhoods.

e Legality vs legitimacy. A political debate must be opened on the distinction between what
is perfectly legal and what is socially legitimate. Many bottom-up practices arise on the
margins of the rules in order to respond to urgent needs; the task of the administration is to
find ways to regularise and recognise them, not to repress them.

e Support for self-organisation. The aim is not to bureaucratise the informal sector, but to
provide “opportunity systems” (lightweight tools) that enable these groups to operate with
greater security and autonomy.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

e Recognition of ‘Provocateurs’ (Turin). The Turin approach suggests also valuing
‘uncomfortable’ or antagonistic actors (defined as provocateurs) who act as a spur for the
institution, recognising their role in expanding the boundaries of local democracy.

e Generativity criteria (Rome). It is proposed to evaluate local actors not only on the basis of
bureaucratic compliance, but also on their ‘generativity’: their ability to create open networks,
respond to local needs and produce public value, even starting from informal situations.

e Bureaucratic self-defence tools (Catalonia). To help informal entities survive, it is
suggested that guides and legal advisory services be created to help them navigate
administrative complexities and find legal forms (such as cooperatives) consistent with their
values.

¢ Knowledge through the University (Rome). Involving the University as a neutral ‘hinge’ to
map and study informal practices helps the administration to get to know the territory without
an inspection or sanctioning approach.
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3.2.3 Promotion of quality physical spaces

The shape of a space defines the relationships that take place within it. An effective civic space
cannot be an anonymous or degraded container. It must be designed according to principles of
aesthetic quality (‘the right to beauty’), universal accessibility (physical and cultural) and porosity
(ease of access). The aim is to create “hybrid” and multifunctional places where people want to
linger, not just pass through; places where they can enter freely without barriers, feeling welcome
and respected.

A. Methodological principles

Radical accessibility (Design for All). Accessibility is not just about ramps for disabled
people. It means breaking down linguistic, cultural and economic barriers. Spaces must be
designed for diversity, not for a specific target audience.

Porosity and informality. Space must be “porous”, freely traversable. Spontaneous use
must be encouraged: being able to enter, sit down, use a toilet or Wi-Fi without having to
pay, register or give explanations. This “low threshold” of access is the key to inclusion.
Multifunctionality (hybridisation). Single-function places are fragile. Quality spaces
hybridise different functions: public services, culture, social catering, work. This mix creates
vitality at different times of the day and attracts different audiences.

Aesthetics as dignity. The beauty and care of spaces are not a luxury, but a sign of respect
for citizens. A beautiful and well-kept space communicates dignity and invites mutual care.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Accessibility standards (Torres Vedras). The municipality applies a strict policy whereby
every public architectural project, whether new or restoration, must guarantee full universal
accessibility, considering it an absolute priority.

Structural upgrade (Warsaw). An investment plan is recommended to equip MALs (local
centres) with the essential amenities required today: robust Wi-Fi, air conditioning, accessible
spaces. Four walls are not enough; functional infrastructure is needed.

‘Open Door’ policy (Warsaw). Civic centres adopt an’ Open Door’ policy: no registration at
the entrance, no compulsory membership card. This drastically reduces performance anxiety
and mistrust, especially for vulnerable people.

Hybridisation of services (Turin). Neighbourhood Centres are a successful model because
they combine, for example, public showers, counselling services and quality restaurants at
affordable prices. This mix normalises the presence of different people and destigmatises
social services.
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3.2.4 Recognising the social economy as a pillar of territorial sustainability

The social economy represents a third way between pure profit and public assistance. Recognising
it as a pillar of sustainability means promoting a development model in which civic spaces do not
live solely on subsidies, but generate economic value through activities aligned with their social
mission (e.g. ethical catering, care services). This approach ensures greater autonomy and
resilience, placing the individual at the centre as an active subject and not merely as a recipient of
assistance.

A. Methodological principles

Self-sufficiency and mission. The goal is to find a balance: generating revenue to cover
costs, without ever losing sight of the social impact. The economy must be a means, not an
end.

Hybrid and generative models. We need to encourage “hybrid” projects that combine public
services (accessible to all) with commercial activities at controlled prices, creating an
economically sustainable ecosystem.

Legal innovation. Municipalities must take advantage of new social economy regulations to
apply tools such as co-design and delegated management, overcoming the rigid limits of
commercial contracts that penalise social value.

Bridging the skills gap. Civic groups often have great passion but little entrepreneurial
skills. The administration must invest in bridging this gap between activism and sustainable
economic management.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Social restaurants (Turin). An excellent example are the ‘social restaurants’ within the Case
del Quartiere (Neighbourhood Houses). They offer quality food at affordable prices,
generating income that supports other free activities in the space (such as counselling
services or public toilets), demonstrating that social enterprise can be sustainable and
inclusive.

Cooperative incubators (Barcelona). The city supports initiatives such as Coopolis, a
cooperative university that incubates new social enterprises, creating jobs and strengthening
the local economic fabric in a spirit of solidarity.

New legal instruments (Catalonia). Taking advantage of the regional law on the social
economy, Catalan municipalities are beginning to use social agreements to outsource
services, recognising the specific nature of community management compared to profit-
making management.

Cultural-social coordination (Torres Vedras). Coordination between social economy and
cultural organisations is promoted to develop joint projects, combining resources and skills
to better respond to people's complex needs.
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3.2.5 Hybrid support mechanisms

Financial sustainability cannot be based on a single source (a “monoculture” of public funds),
which makes spaces vulnerable to political changes or budget cuts. The solution lies in
diversification: a mix of stable public funds, private philanthropy, commercial revenue and
crowdfunding. Furthermore, in order to reach small grassroots organisations that do not have the
structure to participate in complex calls for proposals, the administration must activate regranting
mechanisms: entrusting funds to an intermediary body that redistributes them in a widespread and
simplified manner.

A. Methodological principles

o Diversification of sources. Encouraging a multi-source funding model (public + private +
third sector) increases the autonomy and capacity for innovation of civic spaces, reducing
dependence on a single donor.

¢ Re-granting (micro-grants). Public bodies are often too rigid to fund small neighbourhood
committees. Regranting allows this obstacle to be overcome: the local council gives funds to
a trusted “umbrella” organisation, which then provides flexible micro-grants to informal
groups.

¢ In-kind support. Support is not just about money. The administration can provide invaluable
resources in non-monetary form: free spaces, paid utilities, equipment, visibility. This support
must be made transparent and quantified as part of the investment.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

e Umbrella organisations (Warsaw). The city successfully uses the regranting mechanism,
entrusting structured NGOs with the task of distributing micro-grants to informal
neighbourhood groups. This greatly simplifies the bureaucracy for those receiving the funds
and multiplies the impact on the territory.

e Private sponsorship fund (Torres Vedras). One operational recommendation is to create
a specific fund to collect private sponsorships (local companies, foundations) that
complement, rather than replace, municipal public resources.

¢ Resource optimisation (Torres Vedras). Make in-kind support policies more transparent
and accessible, for example by creating a clear catalogue of municipal spaces and equipment
that associations can use free of charge, optimising what the city already owns.
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3.2.6 The digital sphere as a complementary civic space

Civic participation today takes place as much in public squares as it does on screens. The digital
sphere is not just a technical tool, but a true complementary civic space. However, blindly relying
on commercial platforms (private social media) exposes us to risks of polarisation and data
exploitation. The administration must promote digital sovereignty by investing in public and open-
source infrastructure with a “civic DNA” geared towards the common good. At the same time, it
must combat the digital divide that excludes the elderly and vulnerable groups by investing heavily
in literacy.

A. Methodological principles

Sovereignty and public infrastructure. Participation platforms should not be dependent on
the whims of private companies. It is strategic to invest in open-source software and non-
profit models that guarantee transparency and public control over data.

Hybrid approach. Digital does not replace physical. Online platforms work best when
supported by physical hubs (libraries, civic centres) where people can receive assistance
and training. Integration between online and offline is the key to inclusion.

Combating the digital divide. Digitalisation must not become a new barrier. Digital civic
literacy is essential to equip citizens with the critical tools to navigate information and defend
themselves against disinformation.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Open-source platforms (Barcelona). The adoption of the Decidim platform (free software
for participatory democracy) is the gold standard example. It allows citizens to propose,
debate and vote in a secure, transparent and publicly owned digital environment.

Digital knowledge hub (Warsaw). The proposal is to create a single citizen portal that brings
together toolkits, guides, calendars and events for all civic actors, serving as an always-
accessible “operational library”.

Informal youth channels (Torres Vedras). Instead of forcing young people onto complex
institutional portals, the administration encourages the use of WhatsApp groups or existing
online forums as legitimate spaces for participation, meeting young people in their usual
digital “places”.

Educational programmes (Torres Vedras). Implementation of short, targeted courses on
the civic use of digital technology, teaching not only how to use the tools, but also how to
recognise fake news and engage in constructive online debate.
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3.3

Competencies, mindset and administrative culture

3.3.1 Acknowledging Roles in Participatory Governance

Civic spaces do not function on autopilot. Participation is a complex process that must be
cultivated daily by specialised professionals: community managers, facilitators and mediators.
These figures are the “weavers” who connect institutions to citizens and mediate conflicts.
However, their work is often precarious, poorly paid and unrecognised, leading to high burnout
rates and the loss of valuable skills. The challenge for the administration is to stop considering
these figures as an ancillary cost or replaceable with volunteers, and start investing in them as
essential democratic infrastructure, guaranteeing professional dignity, stable contracts and formal
recognition.

A. Methodological principles

Professional recognition. The roles involved in participation need to be formalised. These
are not “odd jobs”, but professions that require hybrid skills: knowing how to listen to the
grassroots (horizontal) and knowing how to dialogue with the institution (vertical).
Structural investment. Recognising these figures means financing them on a stable basis.
Contracts must reflect the complexity of the role and guarantee adequate remuneration to
attract and retain talent, avoiding continuous turnover.

Continuous training and mentoring. Community work is emotionally draining. A support
system is needed: technical training, psychological supervision and peer learning networks
to share challenges and prevent isolation.

Creation of registers. To provide stability, it is recommended that professional registers or
qualified lists be created for inclusion in public tenders, legitimising these figures in the
administrative system.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

The Community Manager as a ‘bridge’ (Turin). In Turin, specific investment is made in the
Community Manager as an essential hybrid figure, capable of translating the needs of the
neighbourhood into the language of the administration and vice versa. Employment
agreements are used that explicitly value this complex relational skill.

Anti-burnout support (Warsaw). The city offers regular capacity building and mentoring
programmes for local centre coordinators (MALs), creating peer exchange networks (study
visits, meetings) to break the isolation of the role and provide conflict management tools.
Contract stability and continuity (Warsaw). The transition to three-year funding for civic
centres has made it possible to offer longer contracts to facilitators, reducing the
precariousness that previously forced many professionals to leave the sector.
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3.3.2 Training of technicians and administrators

The biggest obstacle to civic innovation is often within the public sector itself. Many offices still
work in silos, unable to communicate with each other, and apply regulations with a defensive and
contractual logic. To change course, it is not enough to write new regulations: a profound cultural
change among staff is needed. There is an urgent need to invest in training technicians and
managers on issues such as shared administration, intercultural mediation and the flexible use of
administrative law, transforming civil servants from bureaucratic controllers to collaborative
partners.

A. Methodological principles

Training on ‘legal loopholes’. Technicians often block initiatives due to regulatory
uncertainty. Training must show how to interpret existing regulations in a way that is
conducive to collaboration, using the ‘grey areas’ of the law as opportunities rather than risks.
Overcoming silos. Staff must be trained to work across departments. A civic project touches
on social issues, urban planning, culture and heritage: technicians must learn to collaborate
across departments with a unified vision.

Intercultural skills. Cities are complex and diverse. Administrators must acquire mediation
skills to manage urban “mixing” and value conflicts as opportunities for growth, rather than
repressing or ignoring them.

From supply to collaboration. The core of training is a change in attitude: stop thinking like
someone who purchases a service (contracting) and start thinking like someone who builds
a partnership (co-design).

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Toolbox (Rome). The administration has created and distributed an operational guide
(Toolbox) for municipal officials, explaining step by step how to use co-design and co-
planning tools to overcome fear of signing and procedural inertia.

Bureaucratic self-defence (Catalonia). Municipal technicians are provided with specific
legal advice and training on flexible interpretations of the law, equipping them with legal
“shields” that allow them to approve innovative projects without fear of repercussions.
Institutional language (Turin). The aim is to train civil servants (and civic partners) in the
mutual translation of languages: helping technicians understand the informal needs of the
neighbourhood and helping activists understand administrative constraints, to prevent
projects from being blocked by a lack of communication.
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3.3.3 Establish permanent governance ecosystems

Administrative fragmentation is Killing integrated development policies. To govern the complexity of
civic spaces, sporadic consultations or ephemeral working groups are not enough. We need to
establish permanent governance ecosystems: stable structures where government and civil society
sit together with equal dignity. These groups must not be mere places for chatter, but spaces for
co-decision with a clear mandate, capable of influencing budgets and unifying the policies of
different departments (social, culture, urban planning) that would otherwise never communicate
with each other.

A. Methodological principles

e Decision-making power, not just consultative. The roundtables must have the real
capacity to influence decisions. They must be able to co-design policies and have a say in
resource allocation, becoming the place where trust is built through shared decisions.

¢ Institutional transversality. These ecosystems must break down the walls between
departments. They must involve representatives from different sectors (e.g., Heritage, Social
Affairs, Culture) to ensure a unified and coherent city policy.

e Stability and permanence. It is not possible to start from scratch with every change of
government. These structures must be institutionalized to ensure continuity over time,
surviving electoral cycles.

e Equal representation. Administrators, technicians, and civic stakeholders must be
represented at the roundtable in a diverse and balanced manner, overcoming the power
asymmetry typical of the grantor-concessionaire relationship.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

e Permanent Civic Spaces Committee, or Permanent Working Groups (Rome). A
proposal has been made to establish a permanent coordination committee between the
central administration, municipalities, and civic networks. The goal is to have a dedicated
forum for jointly devising public policies, before the resolutions are drafted.

e Transversal Urban Centre (Rome). The new Urban Centre was conceived not as an urban
planning office, but as a physical and political "hub" where various departments converge to
collaborate with citizens and the university, breaking down the siloed logic.

¢ Interdepartmental Governance (Turin). Work is underway to create formal institutional
frameworks where the city's various departments can consistently coordinate on the topic of
common goods, recognizing that civic spaces are a cross-cutting theme across all urban
policy.

e Formal co-decision mechanisms (Warsaw). The long-term strategy is to institutionalize
participatory governance by writing clear rules on how the community can co-decide the
future direction of civic centres, making this power binding and not just a kind concession.
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3.4. Planning by objectives to implement concrete actions

3.4.1 Goal-Setting Methodology

Effective policies cannot be designed from the comfort of an office. Defining objectives for civic
spaces must be a participatory process that begins with local reality. Social research, with its tools
for analysing and interpreting phenomena, or methodologies such as SWOT analysis (to
understand the present) and future research (to imagine the future), serve to shift the discussion
from a simple list of problems to the co-creation of solutions. The goal is to align different visions,
that of the official, that of the activist, that of the citizen, toward a common strategy, recognizing
both the strengths to leverage and the structural barriers to overcome.

A. Methodological principles

e Participatory diagnosis. Analysing strengths and weaknesses shouldn't be done solely by
technicians. Engaging stakeholders allows us to uncover hidden resources (e.g., the
organizational flexibility of the third sector) and real obstacles (e.g., distrust of institutions)
that would otherwise remain invisible.

e Long-term vision. Overcoming the dictatorship of urgency. Visioning exercises serve to
project the community into the future, building consensus on where we want to be in 5 or 10
years, and creating shared responsibility for the path forward.

¢ Realism and dreams. A good planning method balances ideal aspirations with pragmatism.
It is essential to acknowledge current difficulties (e.g., lack of funding) to anchor future
dreams in sustainable action plans.

OPERATIONAL TOOLKIT: PHASES AND TOOLS FOR CO-DESIGN. To structure the
participatory process, follow the 4 phases of the Policy Lab and use the appropriate tools for each step.

1. THE 4 PHASES OF THE POLICY LAB (Process) The co-design path is articulated in four progressive
moments:

O PLAN (Planning): Define the scope, timing, stakeholders, methods, and tools.
Key activities: Problem definition, objective definition, rules register.

O SHARE KNOWLEDGE & DISCUSS: Share acquired knowledge and experiences and discuss
them with stakeholders.
Key activities: Focus groups, Brainstorming, Interviews, Workshops.

O GO INSIGHT & CO-CREATE: Deepen understanding, generate new elaborations, and produce
policy direction proposals.
Key activities: Mapping workshops, Thematic working groups, World Café.

O ORGANIZE, REFINE & EVALUATE: Organize, refine, and evaluate emerging ideas, preparing
results for dissemination.
Key activities: Test panel, Appreciative workshops, Policy planning.

2. ADDITIONAL TOOLS (Support tools) Specific methodological tools to integrate into the different phases
to facilitate group work:

O Open Space Technology (OST): Method to self-organise discussions and conferences, allowing
participants to create the agenda in real-time.

O Future Search: Participatory planning process aimed at identifying shared future evolutionary
scenarios.

O Design Thinking: User-centred approach to solve complex problems through empathy, ideation,
and prototyping.
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SWOT Analysis: Strategic analysis of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats.
Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis (MCDA): Method for evaluating different options based on
multiple and sometimes conflicting criteria.

Mind Mapping: Technique to visualise ideas and concepts in a hierarchical and connected way.
Concept Mapping: Method to visually represent the relationships between different concepts.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

SWOT Analysis (Turin). In Turin, the use of SWOT allowed structural criticalities, such as
the precarious economic conditions of space and the asymmetry of power with the public
body, to be formalised in black and white, transforming these "weaknesses" into priorities for
political action.

Future Search (Warsaw). In the Polish capital, Future Search was used to align
administrators and citizens around a shared vision for Local Activity Centres (LACs). This
enabled a shift from day-to-day management to strategic planning.

Creative Tools (Warsaw). To facilitate dialogue, visual tools such as Mind Mapping (to
visualize the complex connections of the civic system) and "Creative Cards" (Vision Cards)
were used, helping participants express their values and deep motivations, which are often
difficult to verbalize in formal meetings.

3.4.2 Examples of Action Plans

The best ideas fail without a roadmap. To implement a civic spaces strategy, the administration
must think in phases, avoiding the desire to do everything at once. An effective action plan is
divided into three horizons: the short term (0-1 year) to stabilize existing structures and address
urgent needs; the medium term (1-3 years) to consolidate structures and skills; and the long term
(3-5+ years) to implement profound structural and regulatory changes. This phased approach
allows for "quick wins" that build trust while working on more complex reforms.

A. Methodological principles

Immediate stabilization. Before innovating, we must prevent the patient from dying. Short-
term actions must focus on ensuring the survival of the spaces (bridging funds) and initiating
dialogue (coordination tables).

Consolidation and institutionalization. In the medium term, we work on the structure:
moving from annual to multi-year calls for tenders and investing in staff training (capacity
building) to make the system robust.

Systemic transformation. The long term is the time for radical reforms: changing urban
planning regulations, reforming the municipal budget, and permanently integrating
participatory governance into local laws.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Short term (Warsaw/Rome). Warsaw has introduced Bridge Funding to save centres at risk
of closure. Rome has immediately activated a Permanent Coordination Table to begin co-
designing policies with civic stakeholders.
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Medium term (Warsaw). The introduction of three-year funding as a standard for MALs is a
medium-term measure that shifts the management perspective from precarious to stable.
Long term (Rome and Barcelona). In Rome, the ultimate goal is to reform the budget
structure to overcome the fragmentation of funds and abandon the Social Contracts Code.
In Barcelona, the aim is to formally legally recognize community management through new
regional laws.

3.4.3 Listening to the Community: Tools for Evidence-Based Public Action

Public policies cannot be based on assumptions. To genuinely serve the community, public
authorities must develop sensitive ways of listening on the ground. Listening is not a one-off
exercise, but a continuous process. Through tools such as audience studies and structured
consultations — alongside many other possible approaches, depending on context and needs — it is
possible to gather reliable data on real needs, including those who do not usually participate (the
‘invisible”). The aim is to understand not only how many people use public spaces, but also who is
excluded from them and why.

A. Methodological principles

Active and continuous listening. Opening a complaints desk is not enough. Opinions must
be actively sought out, using qualitative methods (such as focus groups and interviews) to
understand underlying motivations and barriers to access.

Including silent voices. Too often, participation is limited to the “usual suspects”. Listening
methodologies should be designed to reach marginalised groups, young people, and those
who distrust institutions. Absence itself is a message that needs to be interpreted.
Participatory evaluation. The community should not be treated solely as the object of
analysis, but as an active evaluator. Citizens must be able to say whether services meet their
needs and to co-design solutions.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Audience study (Torres Vedras). The municipality carries out targeted audience studies to
map the real socio-cultural needs of residents, using the resulting data to fine-tune the offer
of civic spaces.

Multi-stakeholder focus groups (Turin). Policy Labs brought together public institutions,
third-sector organisations and citizens, using structured questions to elicit a plural, unfiltered
view of the current situation.

Appreciation wall (Warsaw). A simple yet powerful method: an “appreciation wall” where
citizens leave positive, qualitative feedback about what they value. This shifts the focus from
complaints to shared values, helping to foster a constructive atmosphere.

Digital youth feedback. Acknowledging that young people express themselves elsewhere
(WhatsApp groups, forums) and using these channels to listen to their concerns, without
forcing them into rigid institutional formats.
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3.5. Institutional Communication and Impact Enhancement

3.5.1 Adopting New Narratives

Words shape reality. When public authorities describe civic spaces solely as places to “keep young
people off the streets” or as tools to address security issues, their value is diminished. A new
narrative is needed—one that frames these spaces as democratic infrastructure: places where
social cohesion is built, citizenship is practised, and democracy is strengthened. This positive
narrative is essential to justify long-term public investment and to defend civic spaces as assets
that are fundamental to the community.

A. Methodological principles

e From security to cohesion. Moving away from a fear-based lens (urban security) and
adopting one grounded in hope (social cohesion). Civic spaces are “safe” because they
create relationships, not because they are monitored.

o Visibility as a political act. Making these spaces visible is an institutional responsibility.
Many citizens are unaware that they exist or do not understand their purpose. Clear,
accessible communication is the first step towards inclusion.

¢ Empathetic and flexible language. Moving away from bureaucratic jargon. Communication
should be warm, welcoming and adaptable, able to speak to young people and to the diverse
cultures present in the city, using non-traditional channels.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

o City-wide campaigns (Warsaw). The city launched large-scale information campaigns
using social media and multilingual materials to explain what MALs are and to invite citizens
to use them, breaking down the barrier of unawareness.

¢ Youth-centred channels (Torres Vedras). Rather than expecting young people to consult
the municipal website, the administration enters their digital spaces (WhatsApp, online
groups) to establish an authentic, two-way dialogue.

e Art as mediation (Turin). Using art and culture as universal languages to tell the story of
civic spaces and to create non-judgemental contexts for encounter, overcoming linguistic
barriers.
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3.5.2 Developing Indicators of Social Return and Use Value

Not everything that matters can be counted. Assessing a civic space solely on the basis of visitor
numbers or tickets sold is short-sighted. Public authorities need to develop new qualitative
indicators capable of measuring use value (the real usefulness for people) and social return (trust,
relationships, wellbeing). To achieve this, storytelling must be recognised as a valuable tool: the
stories of people whose lives have been changed by a space are data just as meaningful as
financial statements.

A. Methodological principles

Public value vs economic value. Shift the focus from “how much it costs” to “how much it
is worth.” A service may be economically unprofitable but generate enormous social benefit
(e.g., preventing loneliness, fostering integration).

Narrative evaluation. Use stories as a reporting tool. Train “community storytellers” who can
document the human impact of activities, making administrative reports alive and
understandable.

Co-defining usefulness and impact. Involve managers and citizens in deciding which
indicators of usefulness and impact matter. In one neighbourhood, the number of events may
be key; in another, reducing street conflicts may be the priority.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

Community budget (Catalonia). The use of the Community Balance is promoted, a self-
assessment tool that specifically measures the community impact of initiatives,
complementing the traditional social balance sheet.

Local storytellers (Turin). Investing in the training of local storytellers allows the collection
of qualitative testimonies that explain why a space is important, providing the administration
with strong evidence to defend funding.

Creative feedback (Warsaw). Using visual methods such as appreciation walls enables the
collection of immediate qualitative data on community sentiment, bypassing the rigidity of
traditional questionnaires.

32



B.RIGHT SPACES D4.2 — The Capacity Building Package

3.5.3 Promotion of Organisations’ and Institutions’ Activities

It is paradoxical when a municipality funds extraordinary activities, yet no one knows about them.
Small associations often do excellent work but lack the communication capacity to make it visible.
Public authorities must act as amplifiers, making their institutional channels (website, social media,
noticeboards) available to promote the activities of funded organisations. This is not merely a favour,
but a strategy to maximise the impact of public investment and ensure opportunities reach everyone.
The focus should be on social communication rather than marketing—connecting promotion,
awareness, social perceptions, information, and the development of a collective identity.

A. Methodological principles

¢ Institutional amplification. The municipality has a powerful “voice” that should be used to
give visibility to civic initiatives, not just to communicate events organised directly by the
administration.

e Logistical support for communication. Providing physical spaces for posters and access
to institutional digital channels is a form of in-kind support—low cost but high value for
associations.

e Co-branding and legitimisation. Allowing civic initiatives to use a city logo or visual identity
helps confer legitimacy and recognisability, fostering a sense of belonging to a shared
network.

B. Concrete examples and operational pathways

e Shared channels (Torres Vedras). The municipality actively offers its web and social media
channels to promote the activities of funded associations, acting as a resonant amplifier.

e Poster spaces (Torres Vedras). The city provides dedicated spaces for posters and notices
from civic organisations, solving the problem of physical visibility in neighbourhoods.

e Shared visual identity (Warsaw). Civic spaces use a city-provided visual identity (co-
branding). This simple measure ensures that citizens immediately recognise a space as part
of the public support network, increasing trust and participation
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4. Final Recommendations

We have reached the final page of this manual. Yet anyone with experience in social processes
knows that the end of theoretical reading marks precisely the beginning of the real challenge:
putting ideas into practice on the uneven terrain of reality.

What you have read so far is not a technical handbook, but a vision proposal. Translating the
methodological guidance into tangible change requires that all actors involved—from the Mayor to
activists, from officials to researchers—share two fundamental understandings. These should not
be seen as mere suggestions, but as ethical and strategic postures essential for navigating
complexity.

The first recommendation is a radical call for independent thinking and political responsibility. This
text provides you with a map, a methodological compass, but it cannot supply a standardised
recipe.

Every territory has its own specific landscape: histories of past conflicts, latent resources, social
wounds, and unique aspirations. There are no “easy paths” or shortcuts in civic innovation; all
roads are inevitably winding. Those who seek “ready-made” solutions risk imposing abstract
models that will not take root.

The real challenge you face is a high-stakes institutional endeavour: to mend the rift between
citizens and institutions while simultaneously holding together, in the same space and time, three
forms of democracy that today struggle to communicate:

e Representative democracy >> The democracy of electoral mandate, budgetary
responsibility, and political vision, which ensures overall stability and distributive fairness.

¢ Participatory democracy >> The democracy that opens the doors of institutions, consulting,
listening to, and including citizens in decision-making processes, giving voice to those who
are often unheard.

e Deliberative democracy >> The most mature and challenging form, where the aim is not
just to vote or listen, but to build decisions together through reasoned dialogue, transforming
conflict into informed consensus.

Developing a strategy for Civic Spaces means embracing the challenge of harmonising these three
dimensions. It means accepting that the process will be imperfect, iterative, and sometimes
conflictual, but that it is precisely in this “friction” that the vital energy for change resides.

Use this manual as a guide, but have the courage to develop a situated, tailored approach, crafted
specifically for your community.
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