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Generative European Commons Living Lab project
A European project with the goal of creating a platform to bring 
together and support formal groups or informal communities 
of citizens who manage fab-labs, hubs, incubators, co-creation 
spaces, and social centers created in regenerated urban voids. 
These innovative practices are considered generative commons 
because they are based on sharing and collaboration between 
citizens, and establishing a new partnership between public 
institutions and local communities, setting forth new models of 
governance of the urban dimension based on solidarity, inclusion, 
participation, economic, and environmental sustainability.

Partners
Università Degli Studi di Torino, University Of Newcastle, Open Lab 
Athens, Universitat de Barcelona, Community Land Trust Bruxelles, 
Patrizia di Monte, Eutropian, Spazi Indecisi.

gE.CO museum has been realized within the framework of the Generative 
Commons Living Lab project. The project has received funding from the 
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under 
grant agreement No. 822766. www.generative-commons.eu
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FOREWORD

The Rise of Urban Commons in Europe

In the last ten years, the concept of commons has become popular in social 
studies and political activism, and in some countries domestic lawyers have 
shared the interest for this notion. Even if an (existing or proposed) statutory 
definition of commons is still very rare, lawyers get familiar with the concept of 
commons through the filter of property law, where such a concept has been quite 
discredited. In fact, when approaching the study of property law, many students 
of different legal traditions learn the origins of property rights revolving around the 
“tragedy of the commons”, the “parable” made famous by Garrett Hardin in the 
late nineteen-sixties. According to this widespread narrative, the impossibility of 
avoiding the over-exploitation of those resources managed through an open-ac-
cess regime determines the necessity of allocating private property rights. In 
this classic argument, commons appear in a negative light: they represent the 
impossibility of a community to manage shared resources without placing all the 
decision-making powers in the hand of a single owner or of a central government. 
Moreover, they represent the wasteful inefficiency of the Feudal World.
This vision dominated social and economic studies until 1998, when Elinor Ostrom 
published her famous book Governing the Commons, offering the results of her 
research on resources managed by communities in different parts of the world. 
Ostrom, who was awarded the Nobel Prize in 2009, demonstrated that commons 
are not necessarily a tragedy and a place of no-law. In fact, local communities 
generally define principles for their government and sharing in a resilient way, thus 
avoiding tragedy. Moreover, Ostrom defined a set of principles for checking if the 
commons are managed efficiently and can compete with both private and public 
arrangements of resource management.
Later on, from an institutional perspective, the commons became the tool of 
contestation of political and economic mainstream dogmas, including the 
unquestionable efficiency of both the market and private property in the allo-
cation of resources. The research of new tools for managing resources has been 
carried out in several experiments that generally occur at the local and urban level: 
scholars and practitioners define these experiences as ‘urban commons’.
This term refers to a series of experiences in which groups of active citizens 
organize themselves from the bottom up to take direct care of urban real estate, 
often urban voids or abandoned spaces, with the aim of managing and admin-
istering them through open and participatory governance mechanisms. In these 
experiences, the so-called commoning phase takes on fundamental importance. 
This is the phase in which a group of people demands the care of and direct and 
participatory management of a given asset, emphasizing its importance for the 
satisfaction of the rights of the community or for its social cohesion. In this sense, 
they are ‘generative’, since they contribute to improving the quality of life and 
welfare of the community.



7

Especially after the economic crisis of 2008, urban commons are becoming an 
essential component of urban regeneration local policies: the attempt to create 
fruitful collaboration between public institutions and communities to save aban-
doned buildings or open areas seems to be a constant trend in urban regeneration.
To better understand and study such phenomenon at the European level, within 
the framework of the Horizon 2020 program, the EU has funded the project “Gener-
ative European Commons Living Lab”, led by the Department of Law of the Univer-
sity of Turin, grouping together partners from Italy, Spain, the UK, Greece, Belgium 
and Austria.
The project aims to map, connect, and study experiences of formal groups or 
informal communities of citizens who manage hubs, incubators, co-creation 
spaces, or social centers created in regenerated urban voids and who provide 
welfare services. 
gE.CO living lab has so far allowed light to be shed upon three main elements.
First, the fact that, in European urban areas, many individual and collective needs, 
the fulfillment of which has traditionally been conceived as an exclusive preroga-
tive of the public, are, to the contrary, satisfied through experiences of bottom-up 
self-organization of citizens and local communities.
Second, that such experiences, far from being marginal or negligible, are extremely 
relevant with respect to both their diffusion and the social impact they produce. 
Indeed, our findings suggest that urban commons represent the third great axis 
of urban welfare and regeneration, together with (and peer to) the (better known) 
solutions coming from public bodies and private actors such as for-profit and 
nonprofit organizations engaged in urban development and social innovation.
Third, that urban commons tend to satisfy one or more specific needs (or rights) 
with the renovation and regeneration of urban voids, buildings or even entire areas.
For quite a long time, public authorities have been reluctant to promote or consider
these experiences. 
In some cases (especially in those situations where generative commons took 
the form of illegal occupations), local authorities were strongly opposed to them. 
However, our findings suggest that, especially in the last ten/fifteen years, 
this attitude has changed considerably and that public authorities are 
more and more willing to promote, protect and foster generative commons.  

Alessandra Quarta 
Associate Professor of Private Law – University of Turin 
 
Antonio Vercellone 
Associate Professor of Private Law – University of Turin
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INTRODUCTION

A museum to describe urban commons

Through the gE.CO Living Lab project we have discovered how the genesis of urban 
commons is a widespread experience that is transforming spaces all over Europe, 
with common characteristics but, at the same time, with profound differences. 
The many experiences of commons analyzed, which became the “heritage” of 
gE.CO museum, have a vibrant, dynamic and innovative approach as a common 
factor that, mixing different areas such as art, inclusion and participation, turn the 
public space into a place where new alternative models are tested out.
However, every urban common finds its own unique path based on the sociocul-
tural context in which it is born, the local administrative and regulatory apparatus, 
the physical characteristics of the space, the network of collaborations established, 
and the skills and dreams of the people and organizations involved. 

The stories collected in this publication show that there are creative, solidari-
ty-based and resilient alternatives to the market and top-down politics: spaces 
of cooperation, where new forms of political action and active citizenship are 
practiced, where new public infrastructures are imagined and built. Spaces that 
generate new values and imprint creative and innovative visions, forging new 
paths in addressing the complex social, cultural, economic, environmental and 
political issues within the city. Places capable of generating a strong social, cultural 
and economic impact for those who operate within them and for the communities 
they involve. 

gE.CO museum was born following the evolution of the concept of a museum, 
which is increasingly influenced by the urban context where it is located; it is a 
collection of research and a chronicle of experiences that are generating profound 
transformations in our cities: bottom-up practices for the reuse of urban and social 
voids, previously regarded as spaces without use or meaning for the community, 
which offer alternatives and cultural, economic, social responses, replacing absent 
politicians and policies, sometimes acting as a driver for new institutional projects, 
and other times as a reaction to public policies. Practices rich in experience, skills, 
energy, and challenges. 
These are different experiences because they result from different contexts, people 
and cultures, but they are all equally capable of inspiring each of us to be active, 
more conscious citizens. 

gE.CO museum is therefore a cultural project created to bring together the different 
experiences of the care and management of urban commons that have devel-
oped over the years in different contexts in Europe, highlighting the commonalities, 
differences and potentials, and thus helping spread good practices so that new 
urban commons can keep on developing.
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The objective is, on one hand, to stimulate civic participation in all aspects of urban 
life among those who want to undertake new projects and, on the other, to help 
public sector operators understand the benefits generated by the commons that 
can be supported with specific policies and tools. 
Through the museum we want to promote the stories of some urban commons, 
describing what they are, where they are, when they were born, who the main 
actors are, why they exist, but above all, to provide some ideas to understand how 
to activate similar experiences in our cities.

The museum catalog is organized as follows:

1st section - an overview of the urban commons through a series of questions and 
answers;

2nd section - the museum, its objectives and the methodology followed for its 
development;
   
3rd section - an analysis of 25 cases of European generative commons, organ-
ized in three thematic itineraries. The experiences can be read following the order 
presented or in random order, ideally combining them to think of new models of 
commons;
  
4th section - a critical analysis of the heritage of stories and places that gE.CO 
museum has collected and organized to show inspiring commonalities and differ-
ences in the experiences analyzed. 



Public space 
as a right 
to the city

What are the places where people grow and become 
members of a community?

Where does a person feel part of their own community, 
build a common identity, connect with history and tra-
ditions, participate in collective life?

What are the places, services, and infrastructures that 
make the quality of life higher by making us freer, safer, 
and more aware?
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When does a space become public?

Public space can be defined as the set of all those places, public 
and private, which, characterized by a collective use, meet the 
social needs of living in the city. These are places where people 
can cultivate a sense of community, grow as individuals and as 
citizens, relate with others and cultivate their skills and passions.  
The notion of public space in a broader sense includes any 
collective space, physical or virtual, where the rights and 
duties of citizenship and politics are exercised: from the right to 
housing, to health, work, socialization, and culture. 
The public space is therefore the place where collectivity 
takes shape, where a collective world is built that allows us to 
be together by virtue of the differences that exist between us. 
A physical and mental space where the “right to the city” is 
manifested: the right to participation, freedom, individualization 
in socialization, habitat, housing, and politics.

The “right to the city” is a concept through which it is possible 
to analyze the many movements opposing and reacting to 
the crisis of the public dimension, to real estate speculation, 
and to the closure of or limited access to spaces, aspects that 
undermine the quality of life of citizens.
The “right to the city” is not an acquired right, but must be 
conquered daily through the use and re-appropriation of the 
city, to be understood as a concept diametrically opposed to 
property. Implementing the “right to the city” means having the 
right to co-produce urban space.
The spaces become urban commons when there is a community 
of citizens who actively take care of them, recognizing in them 
a value of use that surpasses their economic potential. Public 
space is therefore identified as the place in which to claim the 
“right to the city” through the experiences of the so-called “urban 
commons”, namely all initiatives of community activation that 
are generated to take care of and nourish the common good.  
It is precisely the open and collective use that transforms a 
public space into an urban common.

A sense of 
community is 
cultivated in 
public space

In the public 
space the “right 
to the city” 
is reclaimed 
through urban 
commons  

Public space as a right to the city

Something more...

The right to the city
The right to the city, in the definition given by the philosopher and sociologist 
Henri Lefebvre, means the possibility to access to a city’s resources, the right 
to participation, to fruition beyond the right of ownership. 
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What are urban commons?

Urban commons are public resources or public interest 
resources with a social function, managed by a community 
of people on a nonprofit basis. These experiences arose from 
the reuse of buildings or open areas, abandoned or underused 
spaces that set projects in motion, which are based on the 
sharing economy, social innovation and cultural research.
These are collaborative, shared, dynamic, gathering spaces 
that, while possessing their own identity and vision, are open to 
outside influence, stimulating the emergence of new services, 
activities, products, forms of expression, and language. 
They are open to the territory and communities and base their 
organization on horizontal decision-making, sometimes through 
public meetings and assemblies, activating participatory 
processes, managing public assets and basing their actions on 
forms of cooperation and mutual aid. 

These spaces subvert the classic logic of capitalism and 
the “traditional” economic model, which treats citizens as 
“consumers”, instead empowering them to co-produce 
solutions to urban issues that are relevant to them.
Urban commons are hybrid spaces that explore many 
different uses, activities and practices capable of combining 
various professions, areas and entities, creating plural and 
multifunctional spaces that offer activities for different types of 
users because they always listen to the needs of the community 
and the context.
They are called “generative commons” because, on one side, 
they transform and regenerate abandoned, “suspended” 
spaces, and on the other, they produce projects and actions 
that spark transformative processes that have an impact 
outside of the commons themselves.

Urban 
commons are 
managed by 
communities 
and based on 
the sharing 
economy, social 
innovation 
and cultural 
research

Spaces where 
citizens 
co-produce 
solutions

Something more...
Urban commons 
Urban commons are spaces in our cities and territories identified by commu-
nities, which challenge the traditional mechanisms of public authority and 
the market, and provide open access while also involving in the manage-
ment, most importantly, those who do not have a voice in other contexts.
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What do we mean by commoning?

The term “commoning” refers to the various practices of active 
citizenship promoted and developed through the empowerment 
of local communities: collective processes of care, motivated 
by the presence of a resource shared by people and the need 
for collective action for its management.
In this perspective, “commoning” is a generative and 
open practice, capable of helping communities to thrive. 
The importance of this dynamic and collective idea of 
commoning is particularly clear in contemporary urban 
contexts. In recent times, in fact, the great socio-economic 
transformations of Western cities and the emergence of issues 
such as abandonment and urban voids have led to a renewed 
interest in urban policies. In this framework, the paradigm of 
urban regeneration shows its ambiguities. 

Regeneration requires a participatory and inclusive process, 
which is connected to the material restoration of spaces but is 
also capable of uniting communities, operating to recover and 
update the identity and sense of belonging of places as a starting 
point for the future project.
The growing interest from citizens towards forms of shared 
governance for the management of so-called “urban commons” 
has recently resulted in experiences of active participation by the 
communities.
The many actions carried out by citizens, often organized in formal 
or informal groups, show the existence of a new impulse focused 
on reversing their passive role in decision-making processes. 
These practices stimulate a sense of solidarity intent on 
encouraging the growth of an active, responsible and supportive 
citizenship in the participatory management of the commons, 
nurturing in the community a sense of belonging to the place, a 
new consciousness, a sense of responsibility towards the urban 
commons.

Commoning is  
a collective and 
participatory 
process  for 
accessing, 
managing and 
developing 
resources of 
public interest

Public space as a right to the city

Regeneration 
is a process 
connected to 
the material 
restoration 
of places 
and to the 
ability to unite 
communities  

Something more...
Urban regeneration 
The process of transforming the obsolete socio-economic base of certain 
urban areas into a more sustainable socio-economic base through the 
attraction of new activities and companies, modernisation of the urban 
fabric, improvement of the urban environment and diversification of the 
social structure.
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Why are these spaces born?

We live in cities dotted with urban voids, spaces without function 
or planning, territories with many material assets without any 
prospect that, if collectively reconsidered, can give cultural and 
social responses to an increasingly complex and individualistic life.
This situation has many causes. In the first place, the 
progressive decline of the role of public institutions in the 
planning, organization and management of public space and 
in the provision of public services, both in cities and in more 
peripheral areas. 
This step backwards is due to increasingly limited resources 
because of economic crises and the more or less explicit 
and cross-party desire to reduce public influence in favor of 
the private sector. On top of this is a progressive disaffection 
and disregard from citizens towards spaces and services of 
common interest, perceived as places or services belonging 
to no one (or at most to the local public entity), rather than 
places and services belonging to everyone because they are 
instrumental to the satisfaction of “shared” needs. 
Another determining factor, widespread across many coun-
tries, is the phenomenon of obsessive cementification and 
land consumption and the progressive abandonment of 
spaces such as factories, commercial and residential build-
ings, due to the socio-economic dynamics that, in recent 
decades, have changed our way of producing, living and 
experiencing the city. 
In response to this issue, increasing groups of active 
citizens have started to acknowledge the problem and act 
to regenerate and reconsider the spaces and make them 
accessible to local communities, experimenting with forms 
of direct and bottom-up management in opposition to 
traditional bureaucratic models.

Urban voids 
can provide 
collective 
cultural 
and social 
responses

Something more...
Active citizens
Active citizens are the people who decide to take initiative in order to 
co-create, co-produce and co-manage urban commons and public 
services. 
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Urban commons 
are spaces for 
experimentation 
and social 
innovation

Public space as a right to the city

In what areas do they operate?

Urban commons are spaces that emerge from a vision, a need, 
or a dream, and resonate with their local territorial, cultural, 
economic and social context.
These spaces are hybrid and open to innovation; they offer a 
mix of activities to a wide audience and are open to different 
uses and spheres, from social to commercial, political and 
cultural activities. They introduce new cultural formats and offer 
opportunities for community-building, mixing innovation and 
social inclusion. 

Inclusion and 
Participation

• Activism and 
   politics
• Ecology and   
   environment
• Welfare
• Housing

Entrepreneurship

• Commercial 
• Coworking and 
   work space
• Food & drink

Cultural

• Culture and arts
• Education and 
   training
• Sport and leisure
• Tourism

Production and 
Innovation

• Design, crafts 
   and production
• Technology

In short, the main areas of action and participation of the urban commons can be 
summarized as follows: 
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Location

• Urban 
  • center
  • old town 
  • outskirts
  • periphery
• Suburban
• Rural
  • natural 
  • conservation area
  • agricultural area 
  • mountain area
   • etc.

Type of space

• Building
• Complex of 
   buildings
• Open space
• Urban district
• Village

Condition before 
activation

• In use
• Underused
• Vacant
• Abandoned 
• In ruins
• Urban void

Original function

• Agricultural 
• Commercial 
• Cultural 
• Educational 
• Industrial
• Infrastructure 
• Healthcare
• Military 
• Institutional
• Religious 
• Residential 
• Sport

Where are they?
The urban commons generally emerge in “urban voids”, that is 
to say all spaces characterized by abandon, underuse, loss of a 
former functional identity, as well as the lack of a future identity. 
These are very diverse spaces, differing in terms of the socio-
cultural context in which they are located, their location, their 
size, their historical value, their current state, the causes of their 
abandonment, etc.
Due to these differences, there are no general “strategies”, 
but countless different ways to contribute to a widespread 
requalification of the city, transforming these places into spaces 
with a strong social value. 

The context of urban commons:

The commons 
emerge in very 
diverse spaces

Something more...
Urban voids
Urban voids are all those spaces characterized by abandon, underuse, loss of 
a former functional identity as well as lack of a future one. 
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Who is involved?
A feature that emerges clearly from practices related to the 
commons is the concrete experimentation with a common path 
to collectively reinvent the city and, more generally, our territories.
The processes of urban commoning involve multiple figures: 
owners, managers, as well as social, economic and entrepreneurial 
entities, and, finally, the recipients. This complexity, due to the 
multiplicity and structural diversity of these figures, is one of the 
most critical and strategic aspects for the success of urban 
regeneration projects.
 
The many experiences examined show how interaction, dialogue, 
and networking between public, private, and community figures is 
able to bring about projects that have the potential to regenerate 
the territory, investing not only the material but also the social 
sphere, renewing the sense of identity and belonging, cohesion and 
organizational capacity of a specific community. 
The act of materially reclaiming a place through actions of “care” 
based on collaboration and sharing has a wider value: the material 
action taken upon the common also rebuilds the sense of identity 
and belonging of a community and allows it to define itself as such.

Inside 
the urban 
commons 
the city is 
collectively 
reinvented

The networking 
of public, 
private, and 
community 
entities can 
bring about 
projects for the 
regeneration of 
the territory

Owners

• Public entity
• Private entity/
   Individual
• Mixed public- 
   private entity 

Activators and 
managers

• Informal groups
• Collectives
• Associations
• Enterprises and  
  social enterprises
• Foundations
• Public-private  
   partnerships
• Networks

Participating 
communities and 
categories

• Locals
• Artists, creatives,  
  professionals 
• Businesses, 
   start-ups 
• Under-
   represented  
   groups
• Public 
   administrations
• Private sponsors

Audience

• Locals
• Citizens  
• Artists, creatives,  
  professionals 
• Students 
• Under- 
   represented 
   groups

Public space as a right to the city



A generative 
museum

A museum for anyone who wants to delve into the 
world of urban commons.
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A
 generative m

useum

Why a museum on 
generative urban commons?
According to the International Council of Museums (ICOM) 
“museums are democratizing, inclusive and polyphonic 
spaces for critical dialogue about the pasts and the 
futures. Acknowledging and addressing the conflicts and 
challenges of the present, they hold artifacts and specimens 
in trust for society, safeguard diverse memories for future 
generations and guarantee equal rights and equal access to 
heritage for all people. Museums are not for profit. They are 
participatory and transparent, and work in active partnership 
with and for diverse communities to collect, preserve, 
research, interpret, exhibit, and enhance understandings 
of the world, aiming to contribute to human dignity and 
social justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing”.  

According to this definition, the museum is a cultural device 
for the management, knowledge and appreciation of artistic, 
cultural and intellectual achievements.
We can expand this perspective by citing the definition of an 
ecomuseum, “a dynamic way in which communities preserve, 
understand and manage their heritage for sustainable 
development. An ecomuseum is based on a community pact.” 
In fact, there is an increasing number of innovative museum 
experiences that transform a neighborhood, a city, or a territory 
into an open-air museum that collects, makes usable, and 
activates a varied set of spaces, memories, objects, and 
characters that represent the essence of a space. 

These are the premises of gE.CO museum, a widespread 
museum project designed to connect the past (the history of 
the place, the socio-economic transformations, etc.) with the 
present (the process of regeneration of the place, the system of 
governance, community participation, innovative activities) of 
urban commons.
gE.CO museum is a museum without a physical collection: the 
richness and diversity of its experiences is the heritage of the 
museum, which is mainly intangible, since it collects a set of 
practices, experiences, and projects.
It is a narrative museum, a chronicle that gives a dynamic 
representation of the life and heritage that commons represent, 
inspiring the creation of new commons and the development of 
new forms of commoning and regeneration of urban voids.

Museums are 
democratizing, 
inclusive and 
polyphonic 
spaces 
for critical 
dialogue about 
the pasts and 
the futures

gE.CO museum 
connects 
the past 
and present 
of urban 
commons 
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Something more...

Intangible cultural heritage
Intangible cultural heritage is the practices, expressions, knowledge, and 
skills that communities, groups and sometimes individuals recognise 
as part of their cultural heritage. Also called ‘living cultural heritage’, it is 
usually expressed in one of the following forms: oral traditions; performing 
arts; social practices, rituals and festive events; knowledge and practices 
concerning nature and the universe; and traditional craftsmanship. [Source: 
Unesco https://whc.unesco.org/]

What are its goals?
The main objective of gE.CO museum is to promote more 
sustainable forms of urban transformation and care of the 
territory, chronicling bottom-up experiences and solutions 
based on models of collaborative and circular economy, 
inclusion and non-discrimination of minorities, enhancement 
of experiences of social and cultural innovation, promotion 
of mutual aid and solidarity initiatives, and respect for 
environmental and historical-cultural resources. Specifically, 
gE.CO museum aims to:  

• Experiment with a dynamic and generative system of 
patrimonialisation of the urban commons capable of 
collecting new experiences;

• Track European itineraries for the interpretation of the 
commons connecting and linking different experiences 
and contexts;

• Chronicle, through itineraries and local focuses, the 
transformation and the historical, cultural and social 
evolution of the contexts where the commons emerged;

• Stimulate the exchange of good practices between commons
        that are related both in terms of scope and geographical
         proximity.
 

An experimental 
museum 
to promote 
sustainable 
forms of urban 
transformation 
and care of the 
territory 
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A
 generative m

useum

Who is it for?
gE.CO museum was created for anyone who wants to collect 
information or tools to learn more about urban commons: how 
they emerged, the activities they offer, how they are managed 
and economically supported, their “secret ingredients” and 
peculiarities. 
Specifically, the museum is designed for: 

• Communities of citizens, informal or formal groups, and 
public administrations that are already engaged in the 
management of generative commons;

• Communities of citizens and municipalities interested in 
urban commons;

• Public or private owners;

• Local and national lawmakers, the EU Commission, and 
other authorities involved in the development of the Urban 
Agenda for the EU that are looking for local strategies for 
dealing with the regeneration and care of urban void;

• Students and researchers involved in study and research 
activities on various topics related to urban regeneration 
and the care and management of urban commons;

• Tourists or travelers who want to learn more about the 
history and culture of a country they are visiting through 
the experience of commons. 

How was it created?
From a methodological point of view, the museum was created 
alongside the gE.CO Living Lab project, and in close synergy with 
the research activities developed by the partners of the project. 

1. Analysis of the gE.CO Living Lab survey and database
During the first phase, all the partners contributed to the 
formation of a European database collecting the experiences 
of over 250 urban commons and public policies on urban 
regeneration. This collective work and the qualitative research 
on a selection of cases was the primary source for the selection 
of the urban commons experiences included in the museum.
This preliminary selection has focused on features and 
themes like location, size, activities offered, recipients, forms of 
management, and sustainability of the commons.

A museum 
for anyone 
who wants to 
delve into the 
world of urban 
commons

Discover the 
gE.CO database
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2. Creation of the thematic itineraries and local focuses
Through an analysis of the case studies, three thematic itineraries 
were created to narrate the story of the urban commons’ material 
and immaterial heritage and guide the visitors through the 
exploration of the museum. The themes of the itineraries represent 
an interpretation to connect different experiences and find keys to 
analyze the urban commons and understand their effects on the 
territory. 
For every itinerary, a local focus has been identified; a city, a 
region, or a country where the theme of the itinerary is particularly 
meaningful and distinctive.

The experiences were chosen on the basis of their ability  
to respond to specific social issues such as community 
management, inclusion, and cultural production.

The themes of the itineraries, the local focuses, and the 
individual commons were chosen on the basis of knowledge 
of the socio-cultural context and the case studies visited or 
interviewed during the project meetings.

Generative commons and local initiatives shall be active or, if 
closed, should have meaningfully influenced the development 
of the place.

European itineraries shall link generative commons and local 
policies in place in different countries.

The themes identified for the creation of the itineraries are as 
follows:

Reclaiming community spaces 
This itinerary includes commoning experiences that started 
as illegal occupations and subsequently gained recognition 
from the owners or the public administration. The focus of the 
research is on Barcelona, a city that is very attentive to the 
experiences of community management, partly due to the 
numerous bottom-up demands by its citizens.

Building an inclusive city 
This itinerary includes urban commons that play a key role in 
providing services and support to communities, especially the 
most excluded and marginalized members of our society. 
The focus of the research is Greece, a country that, first in 
reaction to austerity policies, then to the humanitarian refugee 
crisis, has seen the growth of several solidarity initiatives 
throughout its territory.

Specific issues

Project 
partnership

Social impact

Geographical 
balance
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A
 generative m

useum

From industrial to cultural production 
This itinerary includes former production spaces (plants, 
quarries, warehouses etc.) that have been turned into spaces for 
cultural productions. The focus of the research is Italy, a country 
that, throughout the last ten years, witnessed the emergence of 
many experiences of regeneration that turned abandoned or 
underused spaces into new cultural centers.

3. Interviews and on-site visits
Information about the museum commons was gathered 
through interviews, on-site visits to Italian cases, and research 
that enriched its bibliography and sitography. 
Interviews have been an effective way to connect  with complex 
experiences such as urban commons, allowing us to check the 
answers, reduce the risk of incurring in misunderstandings or 
mistakes, as well as granting a higher level of empathy and 
cooperation. 

4. The tools of the museum 
The tools of the museum serve as means of communicating its 
contents to the public and accompanying the visiting and/or 
learning experience, offering the possibility to select topics and 
places, to consult the material, and to delve into the topics of 
interest. These tools are:

• the website, www.gecomuseum.eu; 

• the catalog, that can be downloaded from the website; 

• the postcards, that can be found in the various commons; 

• the DIY exhibition, that can be downloaded from the website.



The museum 
collection

3 thematic itineraries and 3 local focuses for a total of 25 
commons located in 8 countries. 
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The gE.CO museum collection consists of 3 thematic itineraries and 
3 local focuses for a total of 25 commons located in 8 countries.
Each itinerary is introduced by a brief descriptive outline and a map 
that presents the geographical distribution of the case studies.
This is followed by profile sheets dedicated to the commons, 
which are organized into the following sections to facilitate 
reading and organize the information in such a way as to facilitate 
comprehension.

Where do commons emerge? Commons are quite varied 
in terms of location, type of space, original function, year of 
construction, surface area, ownership, and condition: from 
abandoned villages to old unused warehouses, these are 
examples of where commoning processes are activated.

When is the common open to the public? The days and times 
when the common is used and open to the public, its average 
daily number of users. 

What kind of activities do they offer and to whom? The many 
activities of the common and their thematic areas, influenced 
by the context, communities, and collaborations that take 
place here.

Who are the people involved in the commons? The people 
involved in the management of the common, the juridical form 
of its management, and the decision-making procedures.

How do the commons survive financially? The model of financial 
sustainability in relation to the nature of the initiative, the model 
of management, and the economic resources of the common.

Why did it start? The initial steps of the common, its inception, 
design approach and inspiration.

Each profile sheet is enriched by thematic insights and special 
content: extra content that allows you to delve into the context 
in which the common has developed and to discover a project, 
an episode, an act, or a document important to the history of 
the common from a new point of view, i.e. through multimedia 
materials.

The collection in this first catalog of gE.CO museum is to 
be considered provisional and not exhaustive. This is an 
experimental project with an incremental nature: the goal is 
to grow the museum through new itineraries or by adding new 
spaces to existing itineraries.

Where

When

What

Who

How

Why

Recommend an 
urban common

The m
useum

 collection
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1

3

5

4

2

6 87

Reclaiming 
community 
spaces

31

51

65

39

71

45

57

77

Itinerary Focus: Barcelona

6 - Ateneu la Flor de Maig Barcelona, Spain..................................

7 - Ateneu Popular de Nou Barris Barcelona, Spain.................

8 - Casal de Barri Pou de la Figuera Barcelona, Spain ..........

1 - Gängeviertel Hamburg, Germany...................................................

2 - Hotel Pasteur Rennes, France ...........................................................

3 - Josaph’Aire Brussels, Belgium .........................................................

4 - Làbas Bologna, Italy .................................................................................

5 - Scugnizzo Liberato Naples, Italy ..................................................
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From squatting to urban commons

There are many cases in Europe of collective self-management 
of resources, spaces and services that are part of the so-called 
“common goods”. Among these spaces, the itinerary “Reclaiming 
community spaces” collects experiences of the squatting of 
public or private properties that revived collective spaces, thus 
generating a significant social, political and cultural impact upon 
local communities. This led administrations to formally recognize 
and legitimize them through forms of management agreements, 
which have allowed them to stabilize as real “urban commons.”

All the selected cases are the result of acts of re-appropriation, 
unauthorized use and squatting of abandoned spaces or areas 
saved from abandonment and speculation, to be returned to the 
community with the intent to give concrete solutions to social, 
cultural and environmental problems.  The path that leads these 
experiences to become formally and legally recognized spaces 
often includes moments of open conflict with the institutions: 
demonstrations and public awareness campaigns to obtain 
popular support, acts of sabotage and resistance to evictions, 
clashes and intense negotiations with the authorities and the 
property owners. Unlike in cases where the spaces have continued 
to operate illegally, at a certain point in their journey these selected 
spaces have initiated dialogues with the local administration, 
at times confrontational, but which have led to agreements 
being made to guarantee the stability and continuation of the 
activity. The process leading to the agreement has not always 
been painless, sometimes generating a strong internal debate 
and undermining some of the identifying original features of the 
common.

Another common denominator is represented by the motivations 
behind the occupations: they are practices of opposition and 
resistance against social injustice, the lack of policies for access to 
housing or community services and, more generally, against policies 
that embrace or support the capitalist model. However, these are 
not only experiences that fight the system, but actions that reclaim 
spaces for active politics and collective creation of alternative 
models for society, based on principles like mutualism, informality, 
equality, and self-management and that are designed to enhance 
and share the opportunities and social impact produced by a 
recovered common.

Squats as 
urban 
commons 

Spaces become 
formally 
and legally 
recognized 

Collective 
creation of 
alternative 
models for 
society 

Reclaim
ing com

m
unity spaces
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Municipalism and co-management of commons
The process of democratic transformation that has occurred 
in Spain over the last few years has shown how the inclusion of 
local movements within institutions can empower grassroots 
organizations, putting administrations at the service of social 
change. 

There are many experiences of citizen aggregation designed 
to respond to social problems: initiatives of solidarity and 
cooperation that develop without being determined by market 
logic or that of the public administration.
This is exemplified by Ateneu Populars, which were created 
between the 1880s and the years of the Second Spanish Republic 
in response to the lack of official educational infrastructure for 
the working class. After the Francoist regime, these entities 
started to pop up again, especially in Catalonia, Valencia and 
Madrid, becoming centers of social and cultural promotion that 
actively confronted the social problems present in the different 
neighborhoods. Around the 1980s, some of them established a 
connection with the rising youth movements, specifically the 
squatter movement also present in the city of Barcelona.

Barcelona, in particular, has a long tradition of community 
management and use of the commons: often united in 
associations, citizens have demanded and fought to reclaim and 
manage these spaces themselves. 
As a result of the escalation of these processes and their facilitation 
by the administration, Barcelona has become, in recent years, an 
open-air laboratory of democracy capable of providing tools for 
the education and empowerment of the communities involved.

What’s going on in Barcelona?

Ateneu 
Populars as a 
response to the 
lack of formal 
educational 
infrastructure 
for the working 
classes 

A long tradition 
of community 
management

Finally, the value of these experiences is not limited to the 
benefits they bring to their communities or cities: these are 
emblematic cases because, in different ways and in close 
relation to the context, they have stimulated public institutions 
to adopt innovative tools and policies in terms of shared 
administration and management of common goods, such as 
the unique or sometimes first-of-their-kind agreements and 
regulations identified in Barcelona, Naples and Bologna.

Public 
institutions 
adopt innovative 
tools and policies 
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Bottom-up 
participation 
in the 
management of 
public services 
and facilities 

The Patrimoni ciutadà (Citizen Heritage Programme for 
Community Use and Management), a legislative framework 
that seeks to promote, increase and consolidate experiences of 
participation and community management of urban commons, 
is definitely an innovative policy in this sense. Promoted in 2015 
by the council of mayor Ada Colau, this measure has allowed the 
city to equip itself with a series of useful tools to support citizens 
in the administration of self-managed spaces, giving them the 
possibility to take action for direct democracy and, at the same 
time, guaranteeing their legal protection. 
Thanks to this type of policy in Barcelona, entities, groups of people 
and associations of citizens can exercise powers of the municipality 
or participate, on behalf of the City Council, in the management of 
services or facilities owned by the public administration.

Reclaim
ing com

m
unity spaces
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Gängeviertel 
Die Stadt sind wir alle! 
(We all are the city!)
from 2009

Gängeviertel, once a lively quarter with narrow and winding streets, is today a proud 
creative space for music, exhibitions and art, listed by UNESCO as an example for 
cultural diversity.
For years, the buildings and houses in Gängeviertel were left empty. But when an 
investor’s project threatened to demolish the buildings in 2009, the area was occu-
pied by 200 artists in an attempt to preserve this piece of history. After several 
protests by a group of dedicated Hamburg activists and artists, the City decided 
to keep and renovate the buildings, instead of selling them, and to open them to 
the community. 
Since then, a number of dilapidated houses have been renovated, including the 
heart of the neighborhood, called Fabrique, which regularly hosts concerts, exhibi-
tions and parties. 
The goal of the initiative is to state the right to the city as a universal right for all 
urban dwellers and to create an area for the promotion of the arts, culture, and 
talks, in studios, apartments or in social projects in Hamburg’s downtown. Since 
its renovation, Gängeviertel has been visited by tens of thousands tourists, artists, 
and activists from all over the world, who have attended art exhibitions, concerts, 
readings, and public debates.

das-gaengeviertel.info/en
gaengeviertel
@gaengeviertel

Valentinskamp, 28A
20355 Hamburg
Germany

G
ängeviertel  |  Ham

burg  |  G
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WHERE

Originally, the Gängeviertel quarter 
stretched from Hamburg’s harbor in the 
Neustadt district to the city center. The 
residential area was densely built up 
and provided a home for thousands of 
working class families.
After a cholera pandemic, the govern-
ment started demolishing houses in 
dubious hygienic conditions, and by the 
mid-twentieth century, there was only 
one such area remaining. 
Gängeviertel is now an open-minded 
place for innovative spatial solutions 
which stresses the importance of 
culture and creativity for urban policies. 
The so-called Fabrique, built in 1903 by 
Johann CS Amsberg, belt manufacturer 
and plumber, is one of the hearts of the 
neighborhood socio-cultural complex. 
Inside, there are spaces for events, 
concerts, exhibitions, screen printing 
and cooking workshops, but also a 
radio station, a gym, a rehearsal room, 
a photo studio and a conference room. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE
Complex of buildings

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Residential
Commercial 

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1650 and 1850-1900

SURFACE AREA
About 8,700 sqm 

OWNERSHIP 
Public

CONCESSION 
Capped rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Underused 

Vacant
Abandoned 

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
A Apartments: ≈ 5,250 m²

B Shops, bars, restaurants: ≈ 1,900 m²

C Cultural centers, spaces for events, 
art galleries: ≈ 750 m²

D Studios and workshops: ≈ 750 m²

WHEN

OPENING HOURS
Open 24/7

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 120 permanent 
residents/daily users 
During events (weekends) 
2,000 to 3,000 people

WHAT

Gängeviertel hosts art galleries, restau-
rants, cafes and a cluster of refurbished 
flats that host readings, concerts, film 
screenings, exhibitions and cultural 
debates on urban issues and planning. 
It prides itself on being a cultural artistic 
space for all of Hamburg’s citizens - 
young and old alike.

SURFACE IN USE
8,700 sqm 

THEMATIC AREAS
Activism and politics
Commercial 
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment 
Education and training
Food and drink
Housing
Sport and leisure
Technology
Other: critical discussion about urban 
issues and planning
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USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local
Regional
National 
International

WHO

Gängeviertel is collectively run on the 
basis of volunteer work, and managed 
by an open grassroots democratic 
structure. The buildings are owned by 
the City, but in 2010 the cooperative 
Gängeviertel Genossenschaft 2010 
eG was founded in order to take on 
the management of the houses from 
the City. Members of the coopera-
tive are required to make a minimum 
contribution; the membership is not 
exclusive for the activists but is also 
open to supporters, who can become 
members and participate in the deci-
sion-making process. The associa-
tion “Gängeviertel e.V.” is in charge of 
the cultural program and is open to 
everyone who wishes to join it.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1.Gängeviertel Genossenschaft
  2010 eG (cooperative, 2010)
2.Gängeviertel e.V.  (association, 2010)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
COOPERATIVE:
A board of directors of the cooperative 
(5 people)
A supervisory board (9 people)

An administrative group
A building commission (which decides 
on the renovation, 5 people)
ASSOCIATION:
A board of directors (7 people)
5 workers 
In total: around 30 people

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal, but it depends on the type 
of decision

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Commercial activities 
Donations
Membership fees
Rental income
Self-funded

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free or free offer
You pay what it’s worth to you: there are 
no fixed admission fees or drink prices. 
La Fabrique stands for open access to 
cultural and political education, art and 
culture - to create a city for everyone.

Read the agreement 
for the management 

of the common
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How did your story begin?

It all started in 2009, during what we call the year of “cultural re-cooperation”, when 
we brought the place back to the community through a cultural program in line 
with our ideals. Back then, the owner was a big company from the Netherlands. 
When the demolition was being planned, two artist collectives that were using 
storefronts in Gängeviertel as studio spaces decided to mobilize against its 
demolition: in August 2009, 200 artists, cultural workers and activists occupied the 
Gängeviertel in protest against the City government. Instead of luxury flats, offices 
and commercial spaces, they asked for affordable working and living spaces in the 
city, the conservation of historical buildings, and in general a more inclusive urban 
development policy. The occupation attracted a great deal of public attention, so 
much so that four months later, after intense negotiations, the Hamburg Senate 
decided first to stop the demolition, then to buy back the area and initiate a dialogue 
with the occupying artists. In 2011, the City renovated some of the buildings, but did 
not make a clear decision about who would manage the space after the work was 
done. After the first building was renovated and ready for people to move in, we 
came into conflict with the City who did not want to rent it out to our cooperative. 
We independently initiated the first renovation of some spaces, then initiated a 
difficult negotiation to implement the renovation of other spaces, and to reach an 
agreement on management. Today our cooperative has a fixed-rate lease for 75 
years and the freedom, during this period, to do what we like to the buildings. After 
reaching the agreement we resumed renovation works, of which the cooperative 
is responsible together with the management of the spaces, while the association 
takes care of the cultural program. 

Is there a practice or value that 
represents you and you think 
may be an inspiration to others?

I consider it an achievement that 
we have given people an incentive 
to participate, to not leave a place 
like Gängeviertel to some investor, to 
make the best of the place where you 
live. This is not the only experience of 

regeneration, but it’s certainly the biggest project of the past decade. We have 
found our own approach that uses the tools of capitalism and interprets them 
in our own way to achieve what we think is the right ideal. In the beginning, we 
really stole from marketing: to make the occupation a success and then obtain 
the management of the area, we worked with media and new social media. 
Today many people and activists ask us, “Did you have this problem? How did 
you solve it?”. We can make our contribution so that many younger initiatives 
will learn from our story and create other projects around the world. 

“Having a common goal to focus on, 
building a narrative that keeps your 
community together. I believe all 
types of communities like ours that 
are based on socialist ideals should 
have a positive narrative and one that 
gives freedom to the people involved.”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Having a common goal to focus on, building a narrative that keeps your 
community together. I believe all types of communities like ours that are based 
on socialist ideals should have a positive narrative and one that gives freedom to 
the people involved. 
In many capitalist enterprises, people are free to make decisions, which makes 
them more productive. And we want to be productive as well! So, while combining 
it with our ideals, we borrow what works from our “enemies”. Another secret is not 
to focus too much on ideology, but on the more operational aspects of our work 
that are successful.

Interview with: Claudia Sello
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Hotel Pasteur 
A community laboratory for everything

Hotel Pasteur is a former science faculty that has been converted into a space for 
learning and experimentation, organized collectively by community members. The 
word Hotel recalls the variety of activities that are welcomed: a true “laboratory for 
everything”, Hotel Pasteur is a space for experimenting, sharing knowledge and 
for developing multidisciplinary projects that reflect the transformation of society. 
After years of neglect, the building underwent a renovation and rearrangement 
in 2013. The then-mayor of Rennes enlisted architect Patrick Bouchain and Sophie 
Ricard  to manage a participatory process involving local entities and citizens, with 
the goal to redesign the space to better suit the activities it would host.
In 2014, the premises of the Pasteur building were peacefully occupied and opened 
to the community, testing their potential through everyday use and artistic experi-
mentation. All these activities, defined as “Université Foraine” (UFO), convinced the 
City of Rennes to launch a new phase of the project that included the financing 
of renovation works, completed in 2021 in continuity with the implemented exper-
imentation, the creation of a public nursery school inside the building, and the 
maintenance of the “Pasteur Project” as a place of cultural and social experimen-
tation. 

www.hotelpasteur.fr
hotelpasteur
hotel_pasteur
@hotelpasteur

Place Pasteur, 2 
35000 Rennes 
France 

from 2012

H
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WHERE

Hotel Pasteur is located in a building of 
considerable importance in the center 
of Rennes, along the Vilaine River. Built 
in 1888, it was used until 1967 by the 
Faculty of Science and then by the 
Faculty of Dentistry. 
In 2013, after years of neglect, the 
building became a place to experi-
ment with temporary uses outside of 
any traditional framework. The building 
was reopened in 2021, after a resto-
ration that did not change its original 
structure, focusing on the use, func-
tionality and reversibility of spaces 
over aesthetics, in order to retain a 
flexible character. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION
Educational (school)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1888

SURFACE 
5,000 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Underused

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE 
Two courtyards 
Reception
Gallery
Foyer
Salon
Big room
Vestibule

Small laboratories
Apartments
Offices
The ground floor, the first and second 
floor and two towers are currently in use.

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1 pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am   

PUBLIC USE:
Workdays 50%
Weekends 50%

WORKERS USE:
Workdays 95%
Weekends 5%

OPENING HOURS
Open all day (workers)
Open until 6pm (public)

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
The number varies from one season to 
another.

WHAT

Today the space is configured as a 
hybrid environment that meets the 
needs of the partner institutions and 
the owners of the building and the 
community by performing three func-
tions: on the ground floor there is a 
nursery school, with a reading room, 
a psychomotor room and a canteen; 
upstairs there is a lab for experimen-
tation with new educational tech-
nologies to promote sharing knowl-
edge with the community; and in the 
remaining areas there is the Hotel 
Pasteur, a space for artistic, creative 
and social research with a positive 
impact on the community.

SURFACE IN USE
2,500 sqm

- 
- 
- 
- 

50%
40%
10%
 0%
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THEMATIC AREAS 
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Education and training
Welfare
Other: research

Hotel Pasteur is an all-round creative 
research laboratory that prioritizes resi-
dencies and artistic productions rather 
than public exhibitions and shows.

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone, with 
a special focus on people in difficult 
conditions.
Associations and collectives 
Young people 
Professionals and companies
Other: general public

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local
Regional 
National 
International

WHO

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Hotel Pasteur (association, 2016)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
Around 30

HOW

In 2019 the City granted the manage-
ment of Hotel Pasteur to the Association 
Hôtel Pasteur  with the goal of imple-
menting an open governance model 
that actively integrates citizens, public 
institutions and the private sector in 
the management of its daily activities. 
Specifically, the governance is organ-
ized around five collegial bodies where 
decision-making is based on the 
consensus method. 

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Codesigned

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Regular public contributions
Self-funded

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free 

Watch the documen-
tary of the experience 

of Hotel Pasteur

H
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How did your story begin?

One of the first reasons we started this project was to respond to architect Patrick 
Bouchain’s call to give the inhabitants of Rennes the possibility to use this vacant 
site to create a space without a defined program. Hotel Pasteur was a response 
to this call: the goal was to raise awareness about vacant buildings and vacant 
spaces. In no time, we had art students in search of rooms to exhibit their works, 
people who needed a space to host sporting activities, psychotherapists from 
groups who wanted to take their practices out of hospitals, aspiring woodworkers 
who wanted to get some practice with furniture, etc. 
I met Pasteur because I used to work in the realm of “spectacle vivant“ (performing 
arts) at the Theatre National de Bretagne, but I was also a researcher at the 
Paris Institute of Political Studies under Bruno Latour. This made me change my 
perspective: in theater, art is the center of attention, while at Hotel Pasteur it 

is people who are the core of the 
project, because of the interdiscipli-
nary nature of the activities.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration to 
others?

There are several. We had a very 
interesting experience just one 
year after the renovation of the 
Hotel was completed, when we 
took part in the Venice Biennale of 

Architecture in 2019. We had the chance to get out of our daily routine, out of 
our space, and see our work from a different perspective, understand other 
dynamics and see the work of other commons. We were hosted by Caserma 
Pepe and it was an interesting moment to reflect upon our activity and on 
urban commons. The time we spent in Venice was special because for the 
first time we were not only working together, but also living together. And 
then we had the time to write a paper “The Act of Venice”: a declaration of the 
principles of what we do and the core of our activities.

“Even though there were many people 
doing activities in the building, we had 
only one key that we had to pass along 
to each other. [...] it was a symbol, a 
way to spread trust and of responsi-
bility, because sharing the key meant 
trusting all the people who had access 
to the building for their activities, and 
at the same time giving them respon-
sibility for what they were doing”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

The secret tool for us is something that everybody knows really well: the key, the 
only one that we received from the City at the beginning, to access the building. 
Even though there were many people doing activities in the building, we had only 
one key that we had to pass along to each other. This continuous contact between 
the people involved in passing the key helped us to form relationships, and at the 
same time it was a symbol, a way to spread trust and of responsibility, because 
sharing the key meant trusting all the people who had access to the building 
for their activities, and at the same time giving them responsibility for what they 
were doing. Now we have more copies of the key, so we can access the building 
independently, also on the weekends, and we have electronic systems to control 
access to the building, prevent fires, etc… but the key for us is still something that 
symbolizes the trust in each other and the responsibility that each person takes 
for the management of the Hotel.

Interview with: Gwenola Drillet
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Josaph’Aire 
A urban brownfield as a natural common
from 2011

The Josaphat site is located on the border between Schaerbeek and Evere, north 
of Brussels. These 24 hectares of land, owned by the Brussels government, are the 
subject of a big housing project, which has recently come under criticism due to 
its excessive density. 
In 2012, the group Commons Josaphat - an independent collective of neighbor-
hood residents, activists and associations - occupied this space and started to 
work with the community on different workshops, with the purpose of developing 
the site as a common good by designing a realistic proposal regarding the organ-
ization of housing, work and life in this neighborhood. 
A constantly growing number of associations, together with the inhabitants of 
the district, are asking the authorities to rethink the project in light of the environ-
mental heritage of the site, taking into consideration that this former marshalling 
yard gradually transformed into a large reservoir of biodiversity, one of the most 
important in the Brussels region.

josaphaire.wordpress.com
josaphaire
josaphaire

Rue Arthur Roland 3, 
1030 Schaerbeek
Belgium

Josaph’A
ire  |  Schaerbeek  |  BELG
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WHERE

The Schaerbeek-Josaphat freight station 
is located along line 26, which connects 
the Meiser station to the Evere station 
and was active between 1926 and 1994. 
First owned by SNCB, then by Infrabel, the 
brownfield site covers about 24 hectares 
of land and was purchased by the Brus-
sels-Capital Regional administration 
in 2005 through its Urban Development 
Corporation (SAU-MSI). Over time the 
area has become one of the main biodi-
versity hotspots in the capital and more 
than 1,175 plant and animal species 
have been identified there. The richness 
of biodiversity is due to the absence of 
human activity and the fact that it is on 
the trajectory of important migratory 
bird routes.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building 
Open space (green area)

ORIGINAL FUNCTION
Infrastructure (freight station)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1926

SURFACE AREA
12 sqm (temporary building)
24 hectares (green area)

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Temporary building for meetings
Vegetable garden
Unrecognized ecological reserve

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am   

Workdays 10%
Weekends 90%

OPENING HOURS 
Open only during specific events

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
40

WHAT

Josaph’Aire is a “Living Lab at large”, 
a collection of different projects that 
come together to explore and practice 
alternative ways of living in the city: 
local food production, close relationship 
to nature and biodiversity, sustainable 
water management, solidarity economy, 
auto-construction laboratories for 
minimal housing, circular economy, 
renewable energy.  More concretely 
this is reflected in the realization of a 
community kitchen, several meeting 
spaces, vegetable gardens, permacul-
ture exploration, and rainwater recuper-
ation systems. 

SURFACE IN USE
12 sqm (temporary building) 
1,5 ha (open space)

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics 
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment
Food and drink
Sport and leisure
Welfare 

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Children
Families

- 
- 
- 
- 

 10%
40%
50%
 0%
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Local community
Young people
Senior citizens

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local

Josaph’Aire is part of the platform “Plan 
B Josaphat” for the protection and 
valorization of the green area, together 
with BasLesPad, Bruxelles Nature, BRAL, 
Natagora Bruxelles, Natuurpunt Brussel, 
Team Léopold III, Comité Médiapark, 
Save the Park Avenue des Jardins, 
Sauvons la Friche Josaphat.

WHO

The Brussels-Capital Region asked 
the informal group Commons Josa-
phat to develop a legal status which 
led to the birth of Josaph’Aire in 2017, 
a non-profit organization that brings 
together a network of associations. 
Now Josaph’Aire that manages a small 
part of this site thanks to a legal agree-
ment with the public property owner 
SAU/MSI signed in 2018.  

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Josaph’Aire (association, 2017)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
4 people
Around 15 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
2% Donations
98% Public grants 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free 

Josaph’A
ire  |  Schaerbeek  |  BELG

IUM

Did you know?

#PlanBJosaphat
Over the past few years, citizens, associations and civil society have joined 
forces to raise awareness about the risks to the area due to rapid urban-
ization and the consequent loss of biodiversity. Following the campaign 
#PlanBJosaphat  - which calls for the suspension of the urban development 
plan for the area - several civic associations, architects, and naturalists 
have proposed alternative plans to preserve the natural heritage of the 
area summarized in a manifesto. An online petition that reached over 15,000 
signatures was also promoted, as well as numerous outreach initiatives that 
fueled debate about the future of the area.
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How did your story begin?

We are a diverse collective of citizens who have taken interest in the area with the 
idea to provide an alternative development plan. Our goal is to be recognized in the 
future of the regional project and show that there were many other possibilities for 
that place than to become a simple residential project. In order to reach this goal 
and to share knowledge about commons, we felt the urge to mobilize bottom-up 
activities. Surely the main idea was to reclaim nature and the maintenance of 
green areas in the city, which is already full of buildings.

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

In order to help people use the space and perceive it as a place of experimentation, 
we put together a big event around the concept of commons. We also hosted 
a festival, where we experimented with the different uses of the place and the 
many activities going on. We currently organize walks, picnics, and open-air 
courses as a way of getting to know 
each other, networking and discovering 
the area surrounding us. An important 
moment in the life of the community is 
the “Jour de commons” - an intimate 
day when we organize activities and 
stuff. This is the glue, the anchor point to 
include communities and make them 
come together in the same space, for 
the same space. We encouraged them 
to think about that space but also about 
the idea of taking care of something, and 
what it means to have such a space in the 
neighborhood, close to your home.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

In the beginning, we had to meet in the neighborhood, as we didn’t have a space 
to gather and to organize activities, so we built a small wooden house ourselves.
Now that we have a place to meet, we could say that the house is our secret tool. 
A physical place made of wood where people can come and be together. It is 
the symbol of what we wanted to do. It helped us to identify the project we were 
carrying on. “La maison de possible”.

Interview with: Toha De Brant

“The goal when we started was 
to show that there were many 
other possibilities to the way the 
government envisioned the de-
velopment of the Josaphat site. 
Therefore we see Josaph’Aire as 
a place of experimentation and 
“La Maison des Possibles” is the 
symbol of what we wanted to do”.

Discover the flora 
and fauna of the 

area

Watch the video showing 
the evolution of the area 

from 1930 until today

Josaph’A
ire  |  Schaerbeek  |  BELG

IUM
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Làbas 
A “social city hall” in the heart of Bologna
from 2012

Làbas is the political collective that occupied the former Masini barracks in Via 
Orfeo on the 13th of November 2012, and now resides in the former San Leonardo 
convent in Vicolo Bolognetti.
By occupying the former Masini barracks, they rescued an area of about 9,000 
square meters in the heart of Bologna from abandonment, decay and real estate 
speculation, returning it to the neighborhood, the city and the local community. On 
the 8th of August 2017, Làbas was evicted by the police. A substantial and successful 
campaign and a rally called for the reopening of the space and allowed Làbas to 
find a home in the old Vicolo Bolognetti convent and thus began a new challenge.
Since its foundation, Làbas has promoted many initiatives, such as an Italian 
school for foreigners, film screenings, debates, assemblies, stimulating a constant 
discussion about what is happening in the world. One of the regular meetings is on 
Wednesday afternoon with the local organic market Campi Aperti.

labasbo.org
LabasBo
labas_bo
@labasbo

Vicolo Bolognetti, 2
40125 Bologna (BO)
Italy

Làabas  |  Bologna  |  ITALY
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WHERE

After almost five years of operation in 
the former Masini barracks, the Làbas 
collective was evicted in August 2017, 
and left without a home. The evic-
tion from the space mobilized thou-
sands of people from all over Italy 
for a demonstration on September 9, 
demonstrating the increasing need 
for inclusive spaces open to citizens. 
In response, the Municipal Admin-
istration identified, in the spaces of 
Vicolo Bolognetti 2, an opportunity to 
test a temporary management for the 
purpose of transition and experimenta-
tion of innovative mutualistic practices 
and, following a public notice within the 
program Laboratorio Spazi, temporarily 
assigned Làbas to the management of 
the spaces.

LOCATION
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE
Building 

ORIGINAL FUNCTION
Religious (convent)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
14th century

SURFACE AREA 
2,275.51 sqm
                    
OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession 

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Underused

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Reception
Big room (conference and concert hall, 
indoor events)
Cloister with: agri pizzeria, bar, kitchen, 

after school room, do-it-yourself 
bicycle workshop, general warehouses, 
brewery

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Wordays 85%
Weekends 15%

Winter 10% 
Spring 30%  
Summer 40% 
Autumn 20% 

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
During events: around 3,000 
Everyday: 200-300

WHAT

Làbas defines itself as a real social 
town hall where, through bottom-up 
and autonomous practices, different 
parts of society meet, cooperate and 
conspire, experimenting with collective 
solutions to everyday problems and 
organizing fights for emancipation and 
against extractive capitalism.

SURFACE IN USE
1,929.51 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS
Activism and politics
Commercial 
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production 
Education and training
Food and drink 
Sport and leisure
Welfare 

Làbas hosts a local weekly organic 
market, after-school activities, an 
Italian language school for foreigners, 

- 
- 
- 
- 

 10%
70%
20%
 0%
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a free orientation and assistance 
course for migrants, the people’s 
health laboratory (self-managed by 
doctors, nurses, and medical students 
to provide first-aid and to help orient 
migrants within the Local Health 
Service), coworking and training facili-
ties on food-related matters, carpentry 
courses, documentary courses, neigh-
borhood activities and other activities 
organized by the various partner asso-
ciations of the project.

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone, 
with a special focus on children, fami-
lies and young people.
Under-represented people: homeless 
people, migrants, women, poor people

COLLABORATIONS 
Associations and collectives
Other commons
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local 
National

Labàs is part of the “social town hall” 
network in Bologna, a political commu-
nity that also includes   TPO, Offside 
Pescarola and Porta Pratello.

WHO

In order to obtain the concession of 
temporary use of the Vicolo Bolognetti 
premises, the collective of Làbas 
was forced to revise its “independent 
nature” and constitute itself in a recog-
nized legal form, the association “Nata 
Per Sciogliersi” (literally, “Created to be 
dissolved”). After participating in the 
co-design process and submitting a 
proposal for use and management, 
the space was temporarily assigned 
for 2 years. In September 2019 “Nata 
Per Sciogliersi” participated in the 
public notice for the concession of 
public buildings for cultural and 

social purposes addressed to associ-
ations registered in the municipal list, 
obtaining the use of the space for 4+4 
years, thus consolidating the dialogue 
with the municipal administration.  

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Nata Per Sciogliersi (association, 2017)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
50 people
Around 200 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
60% Commercial activities
30% Public grants
10% Tickets and entrance fees

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free

Làabas  |  Bologna  |  ITALY

Watch the video of 
the “RiapriamoLàbas” 

demonstration
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How did your story begin?

The collective was born in 2012 with the occupation of the former Masini barracks 
by a group of people belonging to the TPO squat. So the collective comes from the 
younger generation of the TPO occupiers,  from the need to reclaim a public space 
in the city, as an “assault laboratory” (from which the name Labàs is derived) and 
at the same time as a laboratory against the economic crisis. In fact, the project 
comes after the global financial crisis of 2008, during the era of Mario Monti’s 
technocratic government. The goal was to reclaim an unused and abandoned 
space by using bottom-up practices, to rebuild a new model of society.
In 2016 the Masini barracks (which were state-owned) was purchased by the 
Cassa Depositi e Prestiti (the national institution that was created to finance 
public works in 1850).
As a consequence, on August 8, 2017 the Làbas activists were forced to leave the 
building without any notice from the city. Shortly after the eviction, negotiations 
with the municipality began; meanwhile, in September 2017, the rally “Riapriamo 
Làbas” was attended by around 15,000 people. The event showed that the 
citizens felt the need to reopen and relocate the space. At the beginning of 2018 

Làbas reopened in a new venue, in Vicolo 
Bolognetti, with the first public events.

Is there a practice or value that 
represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

We define ourselves as a “social city hall”:   
a place for political action that is fully 
integrated in the city in which it is located. 
This social city hall can be interpreted as a 
focal point within   the city which, however, is 

composed not only of the physical place (such as Làbas), but of the municipality; 
therefore it involves interactions with other social spaces and people, forming a 
network. This network actually manages four spaces, because Labàs is part of a 
single political community, which also includes TPO, Offside Pescarola and Porta 
Pratello.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

One thing that we learned from our zapatista comrades from Chiapas, that can 
be summed up in the phrase “we walk while asking questions”, which means to 
never take anything for granted, always ask yourself what you are doing within the 
dynamics of horizontality and active community involvement.

Interview with: Lino Bosisio and Enrico Conti

“Our goal was to reclaim an un-
used and abandoned space with 
bottom-up practices, to rebuild 
a new model of society [...] We 
define ourselves as a “social town 
hall”:   a place for political action 
consisting in a physical space but 
also a network of people”.
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Did you know?

Laboratorio Spazi in Bologna 
Laboratorio Spazi, coordinated by the Fondazione per l’Innovazione Urbana 
(Urban Innovation Foundation), was initiated in 2017 to respond to the needs 
of the territory for open, flexible, hybrid spaces, capable of facilitating social 
inclusion and promoting diversity, perceived as social strongholds and as a 
“bridge” between generations, cultures and needs. The purpose of the process 
was to redesign policies and tools for the assignment and management - 
even on a temporary basis - of buildings owned by the municipality, providing 
the Town Council with some ideas for new regulation and support.
One of the objectives was the recognition of the different forms of manage-
ment and self-management of spaces, including the experience of Làbas, 
redefining from time to time also the assurance role of the public administra-
tion, as provided by the “Urban Innovation Plan” of the institution.

Làabas  |  Bologna  |  ITALY
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Credits:  Lorenzo Ricciardi_Derive Urbane
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Scugnizzo Liberato 
A laboratory of mutual aid in a former juvenile detention center
from 2015 

Scugnizzo Liberato is a mutual aid laboratory in the former G. Filangieri juvenile 
detention center, previously convent of the Cappuccinelle, located in the Avvocata 
neighborhood in the city center of Naples. After the detention center closed in 1999, 
the building was occupied by some residents of the area, and for a brief period of 
time partially used as a school. In 2014 the City of Naples bought the building on the 
basis of a valorization agreement regulated by the “Cultural Federal Agreement”, 
but was not using it. The Scugnizzo Liberato experiment started on September 29, 
2015 when it was squatted by the Scacco Matto organization, on the anniversary of 
Naples’ liberation from nazi-fascism. A few months later, the municipality of Naples 
recognised Scugnizzo Liberato as “an emerging common” (bene comune emer-
gente). Today Scugnizzo Liberato is an open, horizontal and inclusive community 
that rejects all forms of fascism, racism, sexism, exploitation and marginalization. 
Every day, the community organizes free educational, cultural and social activities: 
Italian language courses, painting classes, pottery workshops, a soup kitchen, a 
community gym with self-defense lessons, and circus arts performance training, 
as well as the revival of a theater founded by the Italian actor, playwright, and 
screenwriter Eduardo De Filippo.

scugnizzoliberato.org
ScugnizzoLiberato
ScugnizzoLiberato

Salita Pontecorvo, 46
80135 Naples (NA)
Italy

Scugnizzo liberato  |  N
apoli  |  ITALY
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WHERE

The 4-storey building is located in the 
Avvocata neighborhood, a densely 
populated area in the historical city 
center, characterized by a dense 
network of narrow streets and build-
ings from the eighteenth century, and 
was built around two large central 
courtyards. The courtyards, posi-
tioned on two levels, are separated 
by a pedestrian corridor. The activities 
currently take place in the spaces that 
have been recovered: the courtyards, 
the ground floor and the first floor. The 
building hosts a theater, a community 
gym, a soup kitchen, a clothing dona-
tion center, coworking spaces and craft 
workshops, a mutual support space, a 
library and an archive.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Religious (convent)
Institutional (juvenile detention center)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
17th century

SURFACE AREA
16,000 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession 

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Abandoned

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Two courtyards 
Kitchen
Open space

Theatre
Craft and workshop rooms
Language classroom
Community gym
Coworking space and library

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays 80% - local residents
Weekends 20% - everybody

OPENING HOURS 
Open all day (workers)
Open all afternoons (public)

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 50 people on an average day

WHAT

The community of inhabitants who 
manage the space are focused on four 
main areas of activity: self-govern-
ment and experimentation of alterna-
tive economies; independent cultural 
production; self-built and participatory 
architecture; mutualism and the crea-
tion of new solidarity and horizontal 
social relationships.

SURFACE IN USE
Partial use: external courtyards, 
ground floor, first floor.

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics 
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production
Education and training
Sports and leisure 
Welfare 

The activities range from a grassroots 
football academy to boxing courses 
and skateboarding classes, ceramics 

- 
- 
- 
- 

 0%
80%
20%
 0%
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workshops, public lectures and cultural 
debates, concerts, distribution of 
clothes and food to homeless people, 
socialization programs and psycholog-
ical assistance.

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone, with 
a special focus on local community 
and young people.
Under-represented people: homeless 
people, migrants, parents in need, poor 
people, women

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Other commons

NETWORK
Local 
National

Since 2016, Scugnizzo Liberato is one 
of the occupied spaces recognized as 
common property for civic and collec-
tive use by the City of Naples and is 
part of the network of the Neapolitan 
common goods.

WHO

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
Network of collectives and associations:
1. Nessuno Escluso
2. Amma
3. APS Kalamos
4. Two informal groups

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
50/60 active people

HOW

All activities are approved and agreed 
upon by the entire community of 
people who operate and contribute to 
the project of Scugnizzo Liberato during 
the weekly management assembly: 
new proposals, cultural events, work-
shops, courses and activities are 
discussed and approved on a regular 
basis, in addition to all matters of 
ordinary management. Together with 
the management assembly there are 
three assemblies and round tables on 
the policies of common goods, partic-
ipatory architecture and self-recovery 
of buildings, cultural programming and 
communication. 

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Donations 
Self-funded
Other: crowdfunding and community 
fundraising for collecting and distrib-
uting clothes for people in need 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
80% Free 
20% Donations

Scugnizzo liberato  |  N
apoli  |  ITALY

Watch the video 
“Our Commons, Our 
City: Tales from the 

Commons of Naples”
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How did your story begin?

With the activist group “Scacco Matto”, which came from an occupied space 
in Naples, we started a campaign in the city for the temporary occupation of 
abandoned and unused spaces, which are numerous despite the lack of spaces 
for socializing and for community services.  We wanted to give the city a space 
that was bigger than the one we already occupied, not with the idea of   making it 
a squat reserved for activists, but one that would be open to a variety of different 
people, to a wider community.
The former prison was chosen because it is located in Montesanto, in the Avvocata 
district, where we had already occupied another small space and where some of 
us already lived. It is  therefore a part of the city that we already knew but we 
chose it also because it is full of contradictions: it is only 5 km from the city center, 
but it faces all the challenges of the outskirts. Today the community is composed 
of wealthier or educated people as well as disadvantaged groups who have 
recognized the opportunity to reclaim the neighborhood.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration 
to others?

Perhaps the experience we are 
most proud of is the roundtable 
“Fare Comunità” (“making 
community”): a space for nurturing 
relationships between everyone 
to overcome the conflicts that 
naturally occur, and turn them into 

wealth, treasure, growth opportunities. We have three other specific assemblies: 
one on do-it-yourself methods, one on common goods and alternative economies, 
and the last one on cultural planning. 
We noticed that other similar experiences - not only other occupied spaces, but 
experiences regarding in general the caring for common goods - play a key-role 
in supporting social relationships and neighborhood relations. 
It is a dynamic that usually develops by chance, or simply as a consequence of 
other activities. A series of events led us to establish the “Fare Comunità” roundtable 
as a way to act more consciously: there were some conflicts that needed to be 
resolved, so from here we developed a broader process regarding collective life, 
towards non-patriarchal relationships within our context, and towards building a 
relationship with the neighborhood and its inhabitants. The goal was not to leave 
community building to chance, but to act consciously.

“Making community means taking care 
of relationships between everyone to 
overcome the conflicts that necessar-
ily occur, and turn them into wealth, a 
treasure, a moment of growth [...]. From 
neighborhood relations, to the other 
occupied spaces, to a national network, 
we know that Scugnizzo is never alone”
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Did you know?

Civic and collective use
Scugnizzo Liberato is one of the self-managed spaces recognized as emerging 
commons of civic and collective use by the Municipality of Naples. This agree-
ment is part of the innovative strategy adopted by the Municipality on the 
common goods and on the concept of “civic uses”, which  is experimenting with 
a innovative model of the government of the public space through changes to 
the municipal statute, regulations, creation of departments, offices, an obser-
vatory on Common Goods, and using new tools to return abandoned public 
and private properties to communities that want to carry out cultural and 
social activities. The City of Naples is the first city in Italy to have established a 
Department of Common Goods to increase the participation of the citizens in 
the collective management of public spaces.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

In some difficult moments we realize with some surprise that a lot of people from 
the neighborhood hang out in this space, and they bring us new people or come 
to  work here. In 2017 we held a crowdfunding campaign for the recovery of the 
Theater and on that occasion we were struck, for example, by the immense help 
from local shopkeepers. From neighborhood relations, to the other occupied 
spaces, to a national network, we know that Scugnizzo is never alone.

Interview with: Ilaria Amendola

Scugnizzo liberato  |  N
apoli  |  ITALY
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Ateneu la Flor de Maig 
A cooperative space for neighbors
from 1978

In a place that symbolizes the memory and identity of a combative neighborhood 
like Poblenou in Barcelona, Ateneu popular Flor de Maig was born as a self-managed 
neighborhood space that involves its inhabitants to plan and implement social trans-
formation through culture and cooperation.
Built in 1896, the building was the headquarters of “La Societat Cooperativa Obrera 
d’Estalvi i Consum La Flor de Mayo”, a historic workers cooperative in Spain. At end of 
the 1970s, after imaginative demonstrations and the occupation of the building by 
the popular movement of the neighborhood, it became “Ateneu popular”, a place for 
exchange and the enrichment of the neighborhood where culture and social commit-
ment towards cooperativism, feminism and food sovereignty meet to create an alter-
native to private speculation.
In recent years, the city has tried to shut Ateneu down several times, but each time the 
neighborhood has responded in a cohesive and creative way to defend and reopen it.

laflordemaig.cat
ateneu.laflordemaig
cftflordemaig
flordemaig

Carrer del Dr. Trueta, 195
08005 Barcelona
Spain

A
teneu la Flor de M

aig  |  Barcelona  | SPAIN
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WHERE

The building was constructed in 1896 
to become the headquarters of the 
“Societat Cooperativa Obrera d’Estalvi 
i Consum La Flor de Mayo” (Workers’ 
Cooperative Society for Savings and 
Consumer Goods of La Flor de Mayo). 
The cooperative had been founded a 
few years earlier by sixteen workers and 
had become the largest in Catalonia, 
with 1,600 member families. During the 
1950s, the economic losses and the 
political context forced the cooperative 
to sell the building to a private citizen.
After being unused for some years, 
Ateneu La Flor de Maig was revived 
at the end of the ‘70s thanks to the 
demands of the neighborhood move-
ments that fought to preserve the 
historical and cultural identity of the 
Poblenou neighborhood, to stop the 
decline of the social fabric caused by 
real estate speculation, to stop privat-
ization and recover the historic and 
cooperative buildings of the area.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Commercial (workers’ cooperative 
society)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1896

SURFACE AREA
486 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Capped rent 

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Lobby 
Bar
Concert hall 
Meeting room
Library
Kitchen
Mirror room
Storage 
Corridor 
Bathroom

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 90% 
Weekends: 10% 

OPENING HOURS 
Always open to the collectives forming 
part of Ateneu
Open to public during specific events

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
20-30

WHAT

Ateneu is committed to the social trans-
formation of its neighborhood, working 
every day to actualize its cooperative-re-
lated history and to build a cultural and 
social alternative to the capitalist model, 
inspired by principles such as cooper-
ation, feminism, food sovereignty and 
culture. Ateneu is a self-managed space 
open to the participation of all people, in 
particular the residents and collectives 
of the neighborhood, who can take part 
in the social or cultural activities already 
organized or propose new ones as long 
as they are in line with the principles of 
the Ateneu.

SURFACE IN USE
486 sqm

- 
- 
- 
- 

 10%
50%
40%
 0%
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THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics
Commercial 
Culture and arts
Ecology and environment
Education and training
Welfare

In addition to being the headquarters 
of local associations committed to the 
defense of the environment and civil 
rights, Ateneu hosts numerous activi-
ties ranging from workshops and yoga 
courses to singing and music classes, 
theater workshops, exhibitions, movie 
nights and meetings regarding environ-
mental, political or neighborhood-re-
lated issues.
There are also more informal activities, 
like aperitifs and dinners with the goal 
of raising funds for the space, which are 
open to everyone. One very important 
activity is the collection and distribution 
of food for poor and homeless people in 
the neighborhood.

A
teneu la Flor de M

aig  |  Barcelona  | SPAIN

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone, with 
a special focus on local community.
Under-represented people: poor people

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community

NETWORK
Local

Did you know?

Over a century of cooperativism in the neighborhood
In 1890 some workers, many of them boatmen, founded in Poblenou the “La 
Societat Cooperativa Obrera d’Estalvi i Consum La Flor de Mayo”, named in 
honor of a Catalan choral song. A few years later, the historical headquarters 
of the cooperative was built, which over time grew, always promoting the prin-
ciples of cooperativism, solidarity and the education of the working classes. 
The cooperative, which went through difficult times in the 1930s, was dissolved 
under the Francoist regime, and its properties were confiscated and acquired 
by private companies close to the regime. Then the building became part of a 
city plan regarding the “ateneus” as an entity, although it was privately owned 
and not a public property. At the end of 1978 it became a self-managed space 
for the neighborhood, with a strong popular and cultural imprint, in which film 
screenings took place, a school of continuing education was established, as 
well as a library, but also photography, painting and drawing workshops. Some 
pioneering experiences were also carried out, such as the “Orgia Artística” 
(”Artistic Orgy”) with twelve consecutive hours of living culture and multidisci-
plinary artistic exchange.
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WHO

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Ateneu la Flor de Maig (association, 
   1973)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
10 people
100-150 volunteers

HOW

The governance and management 
system of Ateneu is coherent with its 
deeply cooperative philosophy: it is 
structured in different assembly meet-
ings open to all its members where 
decisions are made and guidelines are 
established horizontally through the 
consensus method.
The General Assembly, which takes 
place twice a year,  involves all the 
members.  The decisions are then 
managed and developed by four 
internal commissions (communication, 
economic, logistics, activities) which 
meet twice a month in the “Cordi-
nadora” (coordinating assembly) to 
discuss operational and managerial 
topics.

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Commercial activities
Membership fees 
Self-funded 
Other: crowdfunding

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
100% Free, or “taquilla inversa” 
(reverse ticket): the spectators decide, 
after seeing the work, to pay what 
they consider appropriate and fair.

Watch the video 
about the Ateneu la 
Flor de Maig
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How did your story begin?

The building was privately owned and the city administration paid the rent until 2012, 
when it stopped for economic reasons. The day after, we launched the campaign 
“Plataforma Recuperem la Flor de Maig”. After a demonstration in the street with 
about 200 people, the building was occupied and became a venue for concerts, 
parties, book presentations, dinners, theatrical performances, and film screenings. 
The movement also spread to the streets and attracted the attention of the people, 
the neighborhood and the city, and on the other hand, a rigorous legal defense 
strategy was conducted.
The property filed a complaint and so La Flor de Maig tried to persuade the city to 
buy the building. We were successful, and when the city bought the building we 
wondered whether to accept its interference: from an occupation we would turn 
into a public building. There were some discussions about how and if we wanted to 
keep the identity of Ateneu, but in the end pragmatism prevailed, because our goal 
was to continue our activities there, so we accepted the agreement with the city.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Ateneu Flor de Maig is an iconic building 
that represents the neighborhood’s 
cooperative past. It is a heritage of the 
neighborhood, it is like entering the 
temple of cooperativism: you see the 
photos from the 1900s in an amazing 
space full of history. Ateneu Flor de 
Maig is like a big family united by the 
love for this space, by the desire to 
maintain it, with great respect for the 
place and for what it was in the past. A 
past that inspires the present.

Interview with: Adrià Menéndez i Molist, Salvatore Cattogno

“Our defining characteristic is the 
love for this space: La Flor de Maig. 
You enter, you see it and it is like en-
tering the temple of cooperativism 
[...] it is like a big family united by the 
love of this space, by the desire to 
maintain it, with great respect for the 
place and for what it was in the past”.

A
teneu la Flor de M

aig  |  Barcelona  | SPAIN
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Ateneu Popular de Nou Barris 
Circus and culture for inclusion and social transformation
from 1977

The Ateneu Popular 9 Barris is a socio-cultural community center managed directly 
by the residents and collectives of the neighborhood. The place is the result of the 
efforts of the residents, who occupied an asphalt factory in 1977 and converted it 
into a social and cultural center for the neighborhood. 
Since its inception, Ateneu’s trademark since its birth has been the performance 
of circus arts, as tools for artistic exploration and social transformation, thanks to 
training programs and the Social Circus.
True to its origins, Ateneu is today a cultural and social center that is a local and 
international hub both for training and for the creation of shows in the field of circus 
arts, in close connection with the territory, promoting participation and social cohe-
sion. The Ateneu Popular 9 Barris is managed by the Associació Bidó de Nou Barris, 
who inherited the the fighting spirit from the first movements in the neighborhood, 
in agreement with the local government within the program “Patrimoni Ciutadà,” 
which promotes civic and community management of municipal buildings and 
public assets.

ateneu9b.net
ateneu9b
ateneu9bn
ateneu9b
ateneupopular9barris

Carrer de Portlligat, 11, 15,
08042 Barcelona
Spain

A
teneu Popular de N

ou Barris  |  Barcelona  | SPAIN
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WHERE

The building housing the Ateneu is  an old 
asphalt factory warehouse, built in 1976 
to provide material for the construction 
of the new access roads to Barcelona, in 
an area classified as forest land. Faced 
with the refusal to dismantle the asphalt 
plant, the neighborhood movement 
initiated a powerful fight against pollu-
tion with assemblies, demonstrations, 
the sabotage of the plant and a 30-hour 
party that created a new awareness 
of the space. The increasing  political, 
circus and cultural activities made it 
necessary to restructure the space: in 
1994, after several years of work, it was 
reopened in a new guise that, while 
preserving the original volumes, allows 
experimentation with new possibilities. 
In 2012, the space underwent a second 
renovation to improve the facilities and 
expand the spaces, permanently trans-
forming the Ateneu.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building
Open space (street)

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (asphalt factory)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1976

SURFACE AREA
1,425 sqm (building)
Around 1.100 sqm (street)

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession  

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
In use

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Hall
Gym 
Bar 
Theater
Offices
Two meeting rooms
Music hall
Area for theater residencies

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 80% 
Weekends: 20% 

OPENING HOURS 
Workdays: always open 
Weekends: open only during specific 
events 

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
100-120

WHAT

Since the end of the 70’s Ateneu’s focus 
has been inextricably linked to compre-
hensive experimentation with the disci-
plines of the circus world, which became 
a tool for artistic research and social 
transformation. The Ateneu organizes 
experimental workshops in collaboration 
with artists, creative residencies, produc-
tions of performances and national and 
international programs. Alongside this, 
there is an intense practice of training 
and social circus that involves children 
and young people from schools and 
the neighborhood, people with intellec-
tual and physical disabilities as well as 
training future teachers of social circus.

SURFACE IN USE
1,425 sqm

- 
- 
- 
- 

 10%
50%
40%
 0%
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COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Other commons 
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities

NETWORK
Local
Regional 
National 
International

The Ateneu  is part of “Caravan”, a network 
of international youth and social circuses, 
uniting circus schools from across Europe, 
the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, and 
which advocates for the positive impact 
of social circus on young lives.

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics
Commercial
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production 
Education and training
Sport and leisure 
Welfare

In addition to the many activities related 
to the Circus, the Ateneu carries out 
various cultural initiatives such as visual 
exhibitions, festivals and performances 
of contemporary and urban theater 
and dance, concerts, artistic residen-
cies, conferences and workshops.

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone, 
with a special focus on:
Children
Families
Local community
Senior citizens
Young people
Under-represented people: disabled 
people 

Did you know?

The communitarian management of Ateneu
The management of Ateneu is strongly communitarian and provides 
spaces for participation, decision-making and discussion organized into 
the following committees and thematic organizational areas: 
Assembly. It is the main space for the general definition of the project. It is 
held to facilitate decision-making and validation. The assemblies are held 
between three and four times a year. In these sessions the project lines are 
defined from an ideological, political, strategic, economic and territorial 
impact point of view. 
Management. It is the governing body of the Ateneu, a representative space 
of the different areas of the project that implements the decisions made by 
the assembly. Its main focuses are dialogue and political representation, 
and executive and organizational management.
Commissions. They have the power of the assembly and the autonomy to 
achieve their goals in coherence with the global project. They are divided 
as follows: Training and Social Circus, Programming, Artistic, Communica-
tion, and Technical. Working Groups. These are thematic workspaces with a 
project focus. There are currently four working groups: culture, community 
management and solidarity economy, territory, care.
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HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
50%  Public grants 
5% Rental income 
40% Tickets and entrance fees 
5% Other: services 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
60% Free
40% Paid 
Other: pay what you want 15%

WHO

The management of the Ateneu de 
Nou Barris is entrusted to Bidó de Nou 
Barris, a non-profit organization that 
manages the Ateneu with the formula 
of “community management” and 
develops economic activities within a 
social economy framework. Anyone can 
serve on internal working committees, 
but commitment to and consistency 
with the values of the Ateneu is required. 
To economically support the Ateneu, in 
line with the idea of social economy, the 
association Bidó de Nou Barris provides 
a list of services such as equipment 
rental, show production, catering, work-
shops, and training.
 
 1. Bidó de Nou Barris (association, 1999)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
12 full-time employees (technical equipe)
100 formal and 450 informal volunteers

Watch a circus perfor-
mance

Discover 40 years of 
action, conflict and 
fun in Ateneu
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How did your story begin?

The history of Ateneu Popular 9 Barris began when the locals fought to reclaim an 
old asphalt plant and turn it into a socio-cultural center. The asphalt plant was 
producing a lot of pollution in the neighborhood so, after protests from residents, 
on January 9th, 1977, around 200 people broke into the asphalt plant and shut down 
its operation, destroyed the machinery and occupied the space to give it a socio-
cultural use. After a period of occupation, the local government decided to close it 
and purchased the building in the 1990s.  In 1999 the Association Bidó de Nou Barris 
was formed to manage the former asphalt plant as a cultural center. Currently, 
the city council owns this space and the Bidó de Nou Barris association manages 
the project thanks to a pioneering community management agreement. Since 
then, Ateneu has been bringing social and artistic activities to the people and it 
has become a model for the whole city of Barcelona.

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

I really like the project Generació Zirc (Circus Generation), a circus training for teenagers 
where we offer several disciplines such as acrobatics, aerial activities (trapeze and 
fabrics), juggling, unicycle and balancing on objects (ball and cable). It works as an 
open group, so its main purpose is not only circus, but building relationships: we work 
with the themes of gender and diversity. This project culminates with the creation 
of a show for the Erràtik Festival, a self-
managed festival which serves as a 
meeting point between various cultural 
projects for the younger generations 
(which also includes international 
exchanges). This project is geared 
toward teens and young people from 
the Nou Barris neighborhood, and its 
objective is raising awareness through 
the practice of circus and healthy habits 
on a physical and social level. 

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

The secret tool for this type of work is great compromise with the community and 
co-responsibility with the people who participate...it is not secret, but necessary! 
Working with a large community of people may generate tension, but this is part of the 
process. We try to overcome these difficulties with five thematic commissions that are 
designed  to manage the development of the activities. These commissions are open 
to everyone (even non-associated people), apart from the Management Commission, 
which is in charge of making important decisions about the future of the Ateneu, so it 
is important to know the overall project very well. The commission’s participants are 
usually individuals, and the commissions are put into action when needed. 
It is a space of interaction and participation in future activities.

Interview with: Naroa Gómez

“Ateneu’s work has become a mod-
el for the whole city of Barcelona. 
The secret tool for this type of work 
is great compromise with the com-
munity and co-responsibility with 
the people who participate... 
it is not secret, but necessary!”

A
teneu Popular de N

ou Barris  |  Barcelona  | SPAIN
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Casal is a publicly owned space, managed by the community of the Ciutat Vella 
neighborhood, with the goal of strengthening the social fabric, local participation 
and promotion of values such as solidarity, cooperation, social justice and diversity.
It was born in 2007 as a result of the fight and mobilization of the inhabitants of 
the neighborhood, caused by a development project planned by the administration 
that did not meet the inhabitants’ needs for social spaces for collective use and that 
had produced an urban void called “El Forat de la Vergonya”.
After a period of municipal management through a service company, a partic-
ipatory process was introduced that made Casal the first structure managed by 
the local residents (gestió ciutadana). Today, Casal is a community space for the 
neighborhood that hosts numerous social and cultural activities, and is managed by 
Federació Casc Antic Gestió Comunitària, a federation that brings together different 
collectives, according to a bottom-up organizational and collaborative model. 
Casal is a center that is open to participatory planning and design of the neighbor-
hood and its communities, a place of conception, exchange, creation, meeting and 
training in opposition to the dynamics of cultural consumption.

Casal de Barri Pou de la Figuera 
The urban void where community is built
from 2003

casalpoudelafiguera.net
Casal de Barri Pou de la Figuera
casalpou
CasalPou

Carrer de Sant Pere Més Baix, 70 
08003 Barcelona
Spain

C
asal de Barri Pou de la Figuera |  Barcelona  | SPAIN
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WHERE

Plaza del Pou de la Figuera is a public 
space that was created around the 
urban void “Forat de la Vergonya” by 
the neighborhood resistance move-
ments following the Plan Especial de 
Reforma Interior of 1986. In 1997, despite 
opposition from the local community, 
the first expropriations and demolitions 
took place, creating an urban void of 
about 6,000 sqm in the city center. After 
years of struggle and protests, in this 
space now stands a building, the main 
headquarters of community activi-
ties, built by the city as a result of the 
participation process enacted, and a 
community garden managed by an 
informal group of citizens, a participa-
tory tool to involve the neighborhood 
and support the spread of the project 
in the neighborhood. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building 
Open space (community garden)

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Residential

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
2006 

SURFACE AREA
Around 200 sqm (building) 
Around 2,800 sqm (community 
garden)

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession  

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Urban void

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Big room (sala gran)
Small room (sala petita)
Office (oficina)
Community garden (horter)

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 90% 
Weekends: 10%

OPENING HOURS 
Community garden: always open 
Multifunctional space: 
Monday, Wednesday and Friday:
10am - 2pm / 4pm - 8pm

WHAT

Casal de Barri Pou de la Figuera is a 
neighborhood space with free access 
and free activities whose goal is to 
offer a space for exchange, creation, 
meeting and learning through proac-
tivity, commitment and responsibility, in 
opposition to the dynamics of cultural 
consumption. The space implements 
an open model that favors participa-
tion: the planning of activities, in addi-
tion to the proposals of the members of 
the common, is open to the proposals 
of the neighborhood, with the goal of 
giving space to as many initiatives as 
possible.

SURFACE IN USE
Around 200 sqm (building) 
Around 2,800 sqm (community garden)

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics 
Commercial 
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment

- 
- 
- 
- 

 30%
50%
20%
 0%
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Education and training
Entrepreneurship 
Sport and leisure
Technology
Welfare

Casal is a hub for the activities of the 
neighborhood and its community, a 
fundamental tool for social life thanks 
to a busy calendar that includes both 
periodic activities, such as music, folk 
dance, gymnastics, rap and crafting 
courses, and single events such as film 
forums, presentations and debates on 
current events or political issues.

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Children
Families
Local community
Senior citizens
Young people
Under-represented people: disabled 
people, migrants, poor people 

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies 
Other commons
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local 
Regional
National 

WHO

Casal is a community space granted 
through an agreement for commu-
nity management between the city 
of Barcelona, the Ciutat Vella district 
and the Federació Casc Antic per una 
Gestió Comunitària, a federation that 
includes 9 associations. 
 

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Casc Antic per una Gestió Comu-
   nitària (federation, 2013)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
4 (2 full-time employees, 1 part-time      
    employee, 1 gardener)

HOW

The open and participatory model 
of organization and management is 
structured around 4 interconnected 
main bodies: the general assembly, 
the highest decision-making body; 
a management and monitoring 
committee made up of representa-
tives of the assembly; a monitoring and 
evaluation commission, made up of the 
municipal council and the manage-
ment commission; and a work commis-
sion for the planning of activities. 

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Public grants 
Self-funded 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
100% Free

C
asal de Barri Pou de la Figuera |  Barcelona  | SPAIN

Read the agreement 
for the community 

management of the 
common
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How did your story begin?

Between the late 1990s and the 2000s, the City of Barcelona demolished many 
buildings, leaving a 6.105 sqm empty lot in our neighborhood that people called “El 
Forat de la Vergonya” (The Hole of Shame). As a reaction, people started occupying 
it and organizing activities such as urban gardens, playgrounds for kids, concerts 
and festivals. The neighborhood community mobilized against the urban and 
speculative model of the city, in favor of the defense and reappropriation of a 
public space, and in 2003 the conflict escalated to the point that the citizens 
destroyed the fences that the City had built around the area. In 2006 the 
municipality agreed to initiate a participatory project that led to the construction 
of a public square. It was a great victory for the neighborhood, because this is 
the largest space without asphalt in the city that conforms to all the functions 
requested by the inhabitants: an enclosed space that the community can use 
free of charge. 
The building that hosts our cultural center was built then, after the agreement with 
the city: a community space that was granted by the city to the neighborhood.
However, from 2006 to 2013 Casal was not managed by us, but by an enterprise 
that was already managing other cultural centers in the neighborhood, so it had 
some sensitivity towards the community. 
In 2013 the City proposed a new form of management called “Plataforma de Gestió 
Ciutadana”, and the management of some public spaces such as Casal has 
been entrusted to a federation of entities that are in charge of the management 
of the space and receive annual public grants for this purpose.

Is there a practice or value that 
represents you and you think 
may be an inspiration to others?

The project of the Circus (Encircant 
el barri) is a broad project that 
involves public and private spaces,  
cooperatives and individuals working 
towards the same goal. “Encircant el 
barri” is a sort of neologism, meaning 

to shape the neighborhood like a circus. We have been working on this project for 
5-6 years, and it’s starting to give continuity to the different projects initiated by 
people from the neighborhood.  There were more projects related to the circus, but 
they were not talking to each other, so we decided to coordinate between them 
and mostly to initiate a project on “street circus”. Because the street circus projects 
are for free and this is our prerogative: to work on a project that is a circus school 
with a social mission. We are working on it, trying to implement our values in this 
work: responsibility, authonomy, compromise. It is not easy because we need more 
space, and we have to find a form of management. Step by step we will invade the 
neighborhood with the circus.

“Our functional form is: responsibili-
ty, compromise, autonomy. 
We created a sort of neologism: 
ʼEncircant el barri ,̓ which means 
to shape the neighborhood like a 
circus. We always use dialogue and 
conversation, this is our principle”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

One thing that represents Casal is its functional form, which is the triangle 
“Responsibility, Compromise, Autonomy”: it allows people to feel this space, 
to sympathize with it. By “feeling” this space, people can grow and at the same 
time sympathize with other people who are part of the Casal. No one can take 
possession of the space on a specific time or day of the week, because maybe 
one day another person proposes an activity that is more important than the one 
previously taking the space. So we have to understand which is the most important 
need in every moment. 
For me the good thing about having a small place like ours is that this negotiation 
takes place every day. Because each day brings new projects and new people, 
and this need to co-exist is the best thing about Casal, that differentiates it from 
other spaces: it involves constant relationships between people who come from 
very diverse backgrounds.
We have an inner regulation that we use in extreme situations, when we have 
serious issues with someone and we have to stop an activity. But so far we have 
used it only once. We always use dialogue, conversation. This is our principle. We 
have conflicts all the time, because people are very different, people sympathize 
more with some people, and less with others… So for me the elements that allow a 
project to work are patience, dialogue, giving people the opportunity to meet, to 
recognize each other.

Interview with: Aidà Almirall Serra

Did you know?

Plataforma de Gestió Ciutadana
The city of Barcelona has a well-established history of public services and 
facilities managed by citizens, whose efforts throughout the years have 
brought about the creation of cultural, educational, and sports associations 
specifically designed to run them. Today, this opportunity is provided for and 
guaranteed by Article 34 of the “Carta Municipal de Barcelona”: “Non-profit 
entities, organizations and civic associations may exercise municipal powers, 
or participate on behalf of the City Council, in the management of services 
or facilities whose ownership corresponds to other public administrations. 
The civic management of municipal competencies can be used for activities 
and services that can be managed indirectly, is always voluntary and not-for-
profit, and is awarded by public tender when there are several entities or 
organizations with identical or similar characteristics.”
This principle of bottom-up subsidiarity was recently strengthened thanks to 
the commitment of 18 local entities, including Casal, which in 2009 founded 
a network (Plataforma de Gestió Ciutadana) to defend and promote all the 
associations that manage or aspire to manage Barcelona’s public facili-
ties. Today, the “Platform” continues to meet to give visibility to this model of 
community management and promote it in all neighborhoods of the city.

C
asal de Barri Pou de la Figuera |  Barcelona  | SPAIN
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Spaces to exercise the right to the city

The term “inclusive city” was introduced for the first time in 2001 by 
the United Nations, which defined it as “a place where everyone, 
regardless of their economic status, gender, race, ethnicity or religion, 
is enabled and empowered to fully participate in the social, economic 
and political opportunities that are on offer” (United Nations Centre 
for human settlements 2001). A city can therefore be defined 
as inclusive when it builds its policies and identity on the explicit 
recognition that diversity can be a resource for the development 
of society. Although the inclusive city is a shared virtuous model 
towards which to strive, the urban space includes many factors that 
increase polarization, fragmentation, and social exclusion, under the 
influence of the global market. Within this articulate system, common 
goods can play a crucial role in making a city inclusive. Specifically, 
commons, in their broadest sense as places of solidarity and sharing 
of community-based practices, are proving essential in providing 
services and support to communities, especially to the people more 
often excluded and marginalized by our society.

The activities offered range from reception and hospitality to 
social inclusion and education, training and job placement. The 
commons therefore become spaces to exercise the “right to the 
city”: experiences that generate positive encounters and cultural 
exchanges, promoting an equal and active participation of 
communities in the development of the city and in the fulfillment of 
the needs of a varied population. A haven for those on the fringes 
of society, safe and comfortable spaces that have the ability to 
provide and reproduce social stability by surpassing market and 
central government control.Therefore, this itinerary shows how the 
emergence of urban commons is often a reaction to all the laws 
and mechanisms of global capitalism that physically exclude 
those who cannot afford to pay the price imposed by the market for 
goods and services, or cannot benefit from state welfare systems 
because they are refugees, migrants, marginalized people or 
simply because they want to live differently within society.

The cases presented here are indeed notable for being promoters 
of unconventional activities of care and collective management 
of common goods in which new forms of living spaces are tested 
out and new ways of inclusion are experimented with through 
social and economic models of solidarity and sustainability. These 
unique experiences make “commoning” – the practices of sharing 
material and immaterial resources – both the means and the 
end for the promotion of alternative projects in social housing, 
education, culture, trade, production and provision of services.

Building an inclusive city

Diversity as a 
resource for 
society

The commons 
become to 
exercise the 
right to the city 

Inclusion 
through 
solidarity social 
and economic 
models 
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Commons as a response to social crises
The deep crisis that has affected Greece since the autumn of 
2009 has had direct and serious consequences on people’s 
everyday lives, with particular impact on the most vulnerable 
and fragile groups through cuts in pensions, wages, social 
services, tax increases and structural reforms. 
As a reaction to the austerity politics imposed by the central 
government, solidarity and mutual-aid actions were initiated by 
collectives and individuals all over the country. From occupying 
the parliament square (Syntagma Square) with tents, to the 
“movement of the squares” born in 2011, there’s a lot of people 
who, acting outside their comfort zones, took part in public 
solidarity actions, which often led to new or alternative ways of 
using the urban space. 
The country has seen the emergence of over 400 self-organized 
spaces, squats, collectives and community initiatives; around 
40 solidarity clinics and pharmacies with an average of 46 
volunteers per clinic and 2,000 people being taken care of per 
month; 47 self-managed food banks and 21 social kitchens with 
about 56 volunteers per group who, in 2014 alone, distributed 
4,318 food packages per month; 45 distribution networks, with 
over 5,000 tons of products distributed; and about 30 solidarity 
education facilities. 

In spring 2015, it became clear that the domestic policies of the 
individual states were not enough to deal with the dramatic 
increase in the flow of refugees. According to the UNHCR, there 
are currently about 119,700 asylum seekers and recognized 
refugees in Greece; 100,600 are on the mainland and 19,100 are 
on the Aegean islands. In this case too, alongside the actions 
of the central government, other bottom-up solidarity projects 
and experiences arose to respond to the ongoing emergency. 
These solidarity practices, which today are an important 
experiment in shaping a new and different public sphere, are 
characterized by the implementation of alternative forms of 

What’s going on in Greece?

Greek people 
react to the 
crisis by 
taking part to 
mutual-aid 
actions

From 2015 on, 
bottom-up 
solidarity 
projects 
arose for the 
reception of 
refugees 

These spaces allow for the practice of a new “active welfare” 
in support of the skills of the most fragile communities and 
individuals, reminding us that the quality of the urban space does 
not only depend on the infrastructures available within an area, 
but also on the quality of projects, the relationships they generate 
and the ability to tackle social conflicts, manage diversity and 
benefit from it.
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Commons for 
a future that is 
more open to 
inclusion

engaging in politics in situations of crisis and deprivation, by 
the introduction of new actors in the field and by the ability to 
eventually reconfigure public space and redefine the forms of 
urban citizenship.

The experiences that were included in this thematic itinerary 
propose a different narration of the Greek humanitarian 
emergency, one in which commons become examples of 
participatory democracy and direct action, for a future that is 
more open to solidarity, community-making and inclusion.

Building an inclusive city
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Ateneo Laico Stanbrook 
The house of secular youth associations
from 2015

Ateneo Laico Stanbrook is a socio-cultural community space created and managed 
by the associations forming part of MJALP - (Movimiento Juvenil Aragonés Laico 
y Progresista - Aragonese Secular and Progressive Youth Movement). Created in 
1997, the movement initially occupied an old mine on the outskirts of Zaragoza, then 
moved to an old farm, which subsequently became the La Nave training center. 
Today, Stanbrook is an inclusive space for young people, migrants and members 
of theLGBTQ+ community whose headquarters are in the city center of Zaragoza 
that organizes and hosts social and cultural activities promoted by the different 
entities forming part of the movement. The organization took its name from the 
British ship that sailed from the Spanish coasts on March 28, 1939, allowing the last 
evacuation of Republican refugees before the end of the Spanish civil war.

centrodeformacionlanave.com
edu.unizar.es
Ateneo Laico Stanbrook

Travesía de Funes, 8 Planta 0 
50004 Zaragoza
Spain

A
teneo Laico Stanbrook  |  Zaragoza  |  SPAIN
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WHERE

Even though the headquarters of 
Ateneo Laico Stanbrook is located in the 
city center, inside an old workshop for 
aluminum processing, during summer 
most of the activities take place at the 
La Nave training center, a youth center 
located in the city of Torrellas, outside 
Zaragoza. The center was created by 
renovating an old poultry farm, thanks 
to the volunteer efforts of the young 
students and workers who made use of 
the space.
La Nave consists of a hostel that can 
accommodate over one hundred 
people, and all the structures needed 
to organize dozens of youth meetings 
every year: a café, a computer room, 
classrooms, laboratories, a recreation 
area, a living room, and a kitchen. The 
underlying principles of this space are: 
self-management; diversity and the 
fight against discrimination; environ-
ment and sustainability.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (metal processing workshop)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1938

SURFACE AREA
300 sqm 

OWNERSHIP 
Private

CONCESSION 
Owned by the managing organization

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Abandoned

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Main floor: a hall, a lounge for commu-
nity activities, a  kitchen, a dining room, 
two washrooms, a small courtyard
First floor: a hall, a coworking space 
with 5 computer stations, two offices, a 
small storage room

WHEN

TIME OF DAU USED
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: open everyday
Weekends: open two weekends per 
month 

OPENING HOURS
Open every day for people working in 
the associations
Open to public only during specific 
events 

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 10-12

WHAT

The Movimiento Juvenil Laico y Progre-
sista de Aragón has many functions: on 
a social level, it creates opportunities 
for personal growth of young people 
with their peers, generating spaces for 
relationships and participation. It acts 
as a citizenship school, offering young 
people training and information to 
make them aware of their role in society 
and their responsibilities towards it. 

SURFACE IN USE
300 sqm 

THEMATIC AREAS
Activism and politics
Culture and arts
Ecology and environment 
Education and training
Welfare

- 
- 
- 
- 

 60%
30%
10%
 0%
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USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Associations and collectives
Senior citizens
Young people
Under-represented groups: disabled 
people, LGBTQ+ community, migrants, 
poor people, women 

COLLABORATIONS
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Universities and schools 

NETWORK
Regional 
National 

WHO

The Movimiento Juvenil Aragonés Laico 
y Progresista is a collective of associa-
tions that brings different non-religious/
progressive groups and organizations 
together. The various associations are 
dedicated to youth, trade unions, poli-
tics and students in the autonomous 
community of Aragon.
These entities and associations share 
a common operating procedure 
called “Quintuple Estructura” (five fold 
structure), a model for informal youth 
engagement and education.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. FADEA, Federación de Asociaciones 
   de Estudiantes de Aragón
2. FAPAE, Federación de Alumnos Plata-
   forma de asociaciones de estudiantes
3. FAESA, Federación de Asociaciones 
   de Estudiantes solidarios aragoneses.
4. MOVIDA, Movimiento por los Dere-
    chos del Alumnado
5. INTEGRA, Voluntariado Joven
6. Fundación de Acción Laica (FAL)
7. Colectivo Magenta LGTBI
8. Asociación Mujeres Libres, Manuela 
    Blasco
9. Asociación Redes para la transfor-
    mación social 

10. Asociación Servicios Para la 
     Animación Sociocultural
11. Asociación Yo te lo Monto 

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
7 people managing relations with the 
associations
25 collaborators 
200 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Rental income
Self-funded 
Public grants

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
50% Free
50% Paid

A
teneo Laico Stanbrook  |  Zaragoza  |  SPAIN
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How did your story begin?

We are an association created in the framework of the youth movements of the ‘90s.
Between 1994 and 1995, the government reduced funding for youth projects, so 
many activists founded new autonomous bottom-up movements, like youth 
groups, university groups, women’s groups, etc. Throughout the 2000s, the different 
associations decided to create a common space to establish their headquarters and 
carry out their activities. So a non-profit association was born that brought together 
the individual organizations and allowed them, with their own savings, to buy a former 
chicken farm outside Zaragoza, which then became “La Nave” thanks to the work 
of volunteers. Through the projects and summer camps organized at La Nave, the 
association managed to raise the funds needed to buy the building in Zaragoza where 
its headquarters are currently located. Today Stanbrook hosts the offices of the various 
associations and their activities, while La Nave is used as the location for summer 
camps and as a hostel.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration 
to others?

Our association has a unique 
operational method: the “Quintuple 
Estructura” (five fold structure), 
a methodology for the active 
participation of young people, 
which we have developed within 
the association and passed on to 
other entities. The idea behind it is to 

maximize the participation of young people according to their commitment. 
The Quintuple Estructura is based on two premises. First, we identify the five 
structures that must be present in every organization: the participant structure, 
the activity structure, the functional structure, the organizational structure, and the 
resource structure. Secondly, the associations and working groups must have an 
organizational structure that is coherent with the activities offered and the level of 
participation and commitment required.
There are different levels of participation that depend on people’s interests, 
background, availability, and commitment. Different levels of participation are also 
identified: leaders, activists, members of stable groups, users, beneficiaries, all youth. 
Once this structure is established, based on the participation interests of the youth, 
appropriate activities are identified for each level of interest: leadership activities, 
work activities, group activities, user activities, leisure activities, and host activities.
It is important to find a balance between the time dedicated to the activities and the 
time dedicated to the interests of the participants. We tend to diversify our selection 
of activities a lot, in order to attract the greatest number of young people through 
different levels of participation. This structure allows us to coordinate activities 
among the many associations and people involved.

“We are an open and inclusive associ-
ation that welcomes migrants, LGBTQ+ 
people, young people… We tend to 
diversify the offering a lot, in order to 
attract the greatest number of young 
people through different levels of par-
ticipation. This structure allows us to 
coordinate activities among the many 
associations and people involved.”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

The ability to be an open and inclusive association that welcomes migrants, 
LGBTQ+ people, and young people.
The constant work and effort of people dedicating their time to a movement that 
has just celebrated its 25th anniversary and counts on more than 1000 people. 
Also La Nave can be considered a secret tool, because it is a space that allows us 
to be independent. 

Interview with: José Antonio Gadea

Discover the origin of 
the Stanbrook’s name

A
teneo Laico Stanbrook  |  Zaragoza  |  SPAIN



92 Credits: yes we camp



93Credits: yes we camp

Les Grands Voisins 
A factory of the common good
from 2015-2020

Les Grands Voisins was a cooperative utopian solidarity village active from 2015 until 
2020 on the grounds of  the former Saint-Vincent-de-Paul hospital as a transition 
project towards the creation of a district that will be completed in 2024. It was a place 
where diverse groups of people (artists, craftspeople, migrants, unemployed people, 
women and men, young and old alike) could meet, discuss projects, exchange ideas, 
and build a unique kind of coexistence. 
The Les Grands Voisins project was born with the backing of the Parisian govern-
ment, with the goal of responding to the housing emergency for migrants and 
people in vulnerable situations. Thanks to the action and the various skills of the 
organizations involved – Aurore, Yes We Camp and Plateau Urbain – Les Grands 
Voisins became a unique place hosting spaces for reception and reflection against 
exclusion; economically and socially sustainable offices and workshops, activities 
and cultural events for the city and its neighborhood. 
The considerations and experiments produced by this experience, which is now over, 
have inspired some important elements of the future neighborhood: the preservation 
of some symbolic places in Les Grands Voisins (La Lingerie bar, L’Oratoire restaurant, 
Pouponnière hall), the importance of participation, the promotion of forms of “social 
and fair economy”, the introduction of a neighborhood manager and a platform to 
manage the various commercial activities.

lesgrandsvoisins.org
lesgrandsvoisins
lesgrandsvoisins
voisins_les

Av. Denfert Rochereau, 74 
75014 Paris
France

Les G
rands V
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WHERE

The Saint-Vincent-de-Paul site has an 
extension of 3.4 hectares and is located 
in the heart of the 14th arrondissement of 
Paris, between Denfert-Rochereau, the 
Cartier Foundation and Port-Royal.
It consists of twenty or so buildings 
built during different stages of urban 
development: founded in 1650, the 
complex welcomed orphans in the 18th 
century, and then became a children’s 
hospital. After its closure in 2012, Saint-
Vincent-de-Paul was identified by the 
public administration as a place to host 
a new eco-neighborhood open to the 
city. While waiting to start construction, 
the area hosted the temporary social 
project Les Grands Voisins.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Complex of buildings

ORIGINAL FUNCTION
Religious, educational and healthcare

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1650-1750: novitiate for Catholic priests
1814-1914: hospice for children 
1930-2011: hospital specializing in birth 
and children’s care 

SURFACE 
34,000 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Free cession

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Abandoned

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE 
Accommodation and hospitality:
 7 lodging facilities for homeless or 
disadvantaged people

Reception spaces for asylum seekers
5 landscaped courtyards
Maison des Voisins - Trocshop 
(bartering space)
Camp site (tents and original mini-
houses)
Reception - concierge service
Sport fields and playgrounds

Bars and restaurants:
La Lingerie
L’Oratoire
Chaufferie
Chez Gada
3 food distribution counters

Culture, wellness and learning:
Construction workshop
Pouponnière hall (conference room, 
cinema and theater)
Banya (Russian steam bath)
Amphitheater
Shared studios
Arts Voisins Gallery
Wellness cooperative (Solidarity and 
educational space dedicated to well-
ness and health: yoga, therapy, dance, 
cooking)

Boutiques:
Ressourcerie (store, workshop, storage 
area dedicated to the reuse of objects 
and materials)
Boutique collective (artwork, crafts and 
small-scale agricultural products)
Boutiques-ateliers (designers, artists 
and local craftspeople who create 
products ethically and responsibly)
Epicerie (grocery store selling fresh, 
organic, local, seasonal products 
cultivated by responsible producers 
through sustainable agricultural 
practices)
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WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Les Grands Voisins was a temporary 
reactivation experience that ended in 
2020, when the complex was closed.
The space was open 24/7 for people 
working and living in it, while it had 
opening hours for the public.

OPENING HOURS
Open to public (2015-2020):
Workdays  7am - 9pm
Weekends 10am - 9pm

Workdays 50%
Weekends 50%

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
4,000 visitors per day
2,000 people living and working at all 
times
1,000 homeless people hosted by 
Aurora
46,500 were welcomed in the reception 
center for asylum seekers and refugees
600,000 visitors over 5 years

WHAT

The main activities of the common could 
be categorized as follows:
Accommodation center and employ-
ment support. The Hôpitaux de Paris 
hosted more than 1,000 people experi-
encing housing difficulties and tens of 
thousands of asylum seekers through 
emergency accommodation services, 
stabilization and integration processes 
and a hostel for foreign workers.
Affordable workplaces. Hundreds of 
workshops, stores and work spaces were 
designed and opened to help realize 
projects that had problems in accessing 
the traditional rental market. The goal 
was to promote the return of crafts-
manship to the heart of the city, and 
spread manual, artistic and agricultural 
know-how with circular economy and 
environmental sustainability in mind.
Cultural events. More than 300 cultural, 

educational and artistic free events 
were organized. The cultural agenda, 
with free events open to everyone, 
offered sharing and training opportu-
nities to the residents of the reception 
spaces, but also to the neighborhood 
and the city at large. At the same time, it 
offered opportunities for experimenta-
tion and creation, mixing cultural events 
and artistic projects in outdoor spaces.

SURFACE IN USE
34,000 sqm 

THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial 
Coworking and workspace
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Entrepreneurship
Housing
Welfare 

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities were open to everyone.
Under-represented people: homeless 
people, migrants 

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Other commons
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities 
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local
Regional
National 
International 

Les G
rands V

oisins  |  Paris  |  FRAN
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WHO

Les Grands Voisins  is a virtuous example 
of cooperation between institutions 
and a team of private organizations 
formed by the associations Aurore and 
Yes We Camp and the cooperative 
Plateau Urbain, which were responsible 
for the management and economic 
sustainability of the project.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Aurore (association, 1871)
2. Yes we Camp (association, 2013)
3. Plateau Urbain (cooperative, 2013)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
20
Over 5,000 volunteers

HOW

The governance system of Les Grands 
Voisins was composed of a General 
Council and three working groups 
organized monthly and open to inter-
ested parties, on the following topics: 
set-up of the spaces, social work, and 
cultural agenda. Finally the Conseil des 
Voisins, open to everyone, was organ-
ized every two months to exchange 
ideas and updates, and to make deci-
sions regarding collective projects. The 
meeting was also a cheerful moment 
when people shared common values. 
In addition, the three main organiza-
tions had weekly meetings to deal with 
problems in daily management. The 
main expenses were investments in the 
development of the common areas, 
the salaries of the coordination team, 
and the operational expenses (site 
maintenance, security, artistic sched-
uling, routine maintenance). 

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Codesigned

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Commercial activities
Public grants 
Rental income
Tickets and entrance fees

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
50% Free 
50% Paid 

Listen to 29 podcasts 
about daily life in Les 
Grands Voisins
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Did you know? 

The evolution and heritage of Les Grands Voisins
In December 2012 Cécile Duflot, the Minister of Housing, launched an appeal 
to the owners of vacant buildings in order to find a solution to the housing 
emergency in Paris. In response, the Assistance Publique - Hôpitaux de Paris 
(APHP) trust decided to offer the unused premises of the maternity ward of 
the Saint-Vincent-de-Paul hospital to the association Aurore. As a result, the 
first two emergency reception centers were opened on the former hospital 
premises.
In 2014 the City of Paris, which had become the owner of the complex, offered 
the Aurore association the opportunity to occupy all 3.4 hectares of space 
while waiting for the works that would see its transformation into a mixed-use, 
predominantly residential district, with the political will to make the spaces 
useful to as many people as possible. 
Upon the invitation of the municipality of the 14th arrondissement, the asso-
ciation Aurore tried to diversify its activities by combining housing with other 
social activities. To this end, the association was joined by two organizations: 
the cooperative Plateau Urbain and the association Yes We Camp. Plateau 
Urbain helped to formalize an economic model for the management of the 
complex, making some spaces available to associations, small businesses, 
artisans and artists in exchange for a small fee. Yes We Camp was responsible 
for planning and developing a cultural program open to Parisians and local 
residents.
In 2015 the experiment found its name, Les Grands Voisins, and common goals 
were set: to promote social diversity, encourage the creation of a place for the 
community, and propose new forms of resilience in the city. 
A “prototype” phase, which lasted until December, was established to test the 
cohabitation of different demographics: residents of the temporary housing 
center, tenants of commercial premises, visitors, campers, and activists for the 
period of COP21. 
Between 2016 and 2018, Les Grands Voisins was home to 250 associations and 
enterprises, accommodating nearly a thousand people, and welcoming up to 
5,000 visitors per day. 
In October 2020 Les Grands Voisins closed its doors but the experience inspired 
the planning authority Paris & Métropole Aménagement in its reflections on 
the future of the neighborhood: the importance of participation, the need to 
pursue activities with a strong dimension of “social economy and solidarity”, 
the need for a neighborhood manager, the importance of integrating a center 
for the reception of people in need, and attention towards common gathering 
spaces. The administration also decided to preserve some symbolic places of 
Les Grands Voisins: La Lingerie bar,  L’Oratoire restaurant, and Pouponnière hall.

Les G
rands V

oisins  |  Paris  |  FRAN
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How did your story begin?

Plateau Urbaine was a young organization when it identified a big opportunity: 
a hospital in the Paris city center was about to be demolished to give way to a 
new housing project. The project was delayed so the local government decided 
to do something different: they contacted the association Aurore, an important 
organization engaged in social service projects, and proposed the idea of using 
the rooms of the former hospital to host homeless people and refugees awaiting 
documents and permits.
Back then, Aurore, which already knew Plateau Urbaine and Yes We Camp, asked 
us: “Why don’t we try to do something different, something bigger?” 
We received political support from the Ministry of Housing and started a 
collaboration with the city council, which gave birth to Les Grands Voisins. 
Yes We Camp was responsible for the opening to the public, taking care of 
artistic direction, public communication, local partnerships, cultural agenda, 
visual identity, design of common spaces, etcetera. Plateau Urbaine was 
responsible for technical coordination, space management and designing a 

sustainable economic model 
attentive to social needs and 
future development. Aurore, 
in addition to the operational 
management of the day care 
center and reception centers, 
was responsible for the technical 
and financial management of the 

project. It was a wonderful five-year experience, thanks to a proactive, trust-
building approach that showed how Les Grands Voisins was a temporary and 
effective alternative to private owners for preserving and reusing buildings. 
Even though the experience of Les Grands Voisins is now over, it will never 
disappear: it was well documented with photos and a documentary, but most of 
all it positively influenced the real estate project: after this experience, the new 
neighborhood that will rise in the place of Les Grands Voisins will have social 
areas where people can meet,  a shared garden, and work spaces that are more 
affordable than market prices. So, even if the project doesn’t exist anymore, part 
of its madness survives.

“Les Grands Voisins  was a place that 
meant a lot to all the citizens of Paris. 
Giving this place back to the communi-
ty was our biggest achievement.”
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Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

The year Les Grands Voisins closed, we organized a big party, opening the doors to all 
the people who contributed to the project for an entire day: people living or working in 
the complex, politicians, and employees of the urban planning department and the 
social sector. 
We set up a stage where people could meet, there were podcasts to listen to and learn 
about the project, and in the evening we had a big meeting in the former nursery, 
which was also broadcast on the radio. 
At one point we asked the audience to share their memories. A man stood up and 
told us, “Even if you know me, you don’t know that I was born right in this place, 70 
years ago.” He had lived his whole life in that neighborhood of Paris and he wanted to 
share that the importance of the project was that it gave new life to a place that had a 
special meaning for people who lived in Paris, especially in this neighborhood of Paris, 
because it was a place where people were born, had children, and sometimes died.
This account offered us a different perspective: this was not just the place where we 
would come to develop an urban project, it was a place that meant a lot to all the 
citizens of Paris. Giving this place back to the community was our biggest achievement.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Two things are needed in projects like Les Grands Voisins: creating a group 
where people talk to each other, and generating trust among people. Through 
dialogue, we were able to solve internal problems, support the growth of the 
project and help the people coming to Les Grands Voisins, sometimes from 
difficult situations.
So, for me, the secret tool is: “always be open to dialogue and trust people even 
when it seems like a crazy thing to do, because most of the time, when you think 
something terrible is going to happen, it doesn’t actually happen”. This is the 
foundation of the common: it doesn’t belong to you, it belongs to everybody. 
And if you don’t talk to people and you don’t trust them, it’s not a common, just 
something that resembles it.

Interview with: Martin Locret 

Les G
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Mercato Lorenteggio 
A market of many cultures
from 2013

A covered market in the outskirts of the city, the center of life in a multicultural 
neighborhood of Milan, is the birthplace of Mercato Lorenteggio, a community 
project to experiment with a new way of living the city and to revitalize marginal 
areas through an innovative and virtuous mix of commerce, culture and social 
responsibility. It is a “town square” to exchange and share knowledge, to enhance 
and discover diversity between Milan and its local communities.  
Mercato Lorenteggio presents itself as a pioneer experience of community cultural 
welfare, based on accessibility and co-production of culture, self-promotion of the 
community, and redistribution of value, including economic value, to be reinvested 
in social issues.  
The goal of Mercato Lorenteggio is to redefine a crucial neighborhood as an 
“open-air workshop”, where citizens, public and private institutions, and local 
networks enhance indigenous social and cultural resources. Here skills, goods, 
and services for the community are shared by building concrete opportunities for 
cultural leadership, social aggregation and economic recovery.

mercatolorenteggio.it
MercatoLorenteggio
mercato_lorenteggio

Via Lorenteggio, 177
20147 Milan (MI)
Italy

M
ercato Lorenteggio  |  M
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WHERE

Mercato Lorenteggio, one of 23 covered 
markets owned by the city of Milan, is 
located in the southwest outskirts of 
the city, in the Giambellino-Lorenteggio 
neighborhood, which is composed of 
about 33% of foreign residents and one 
of the largest and most valuable patri-
monies of council houses in the city. Built 
in 1954, the market played a central role 
in the life of the neighborhood between 
the ‘80s and the ‘90s; the decline started 
at the end of the ‘90s due to the spread 
of large supermarkets, the evolution of 
the migration phenomenon and the 
more recent economic crisis that grad-
ually emptied the market.
Today, alongside the commercial 
spaces characteristic to each market, 
there are spaces for cultural initiatives 
both inside and outside the market, 
thanks to the platform built in 2015 by 
Renzo Piano’s G124 group and Dyna-
moscopio. In the summer of 2018, the 
renovation of the space was concluded 
with the completion of the heating and 
fire prevention systems, finally making 
the space usable in all seasons for both 
commercial and cultural activities. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION
Commercial (city market)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1954

SURFACE AREA
1,274 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession (Dynamoscopio)
Regular rent (merchant consortium)

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION 
Underused

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Commercial spaces
Cultural/performance spaces
Connection spaces with mixed 
function
External area for cultural use

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays 80%
Weekends 20%

OPENING HOURS 
Monday: 8:00am - 1:00pm
Tuesday: 8:00am - 7:00pm
Wednesday: 8:00am - 7:00pm
Thursday: 8:00am - 10:00pm
Friday: 8:00am - 7:00pm
Saturday: 8:00am - 7:00pm

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
250

WHAT

The market is no longer just a place 
to stock up on food and drink from 
sustainable and fair trade producers, 
but it is also a place that is closely 
connected to its neighborhood through 
its services, from the most traditional 
to the most innovative, such as the 
“spesa sospesa”, a bundle of groceries 
that consumers can buy and donate to 
poor families. Moreover, thanks to a rich 
cultural program that includes exhi-

- 
- 

- 
- 

 40%
40%
20%
 0%
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bitions, workshops, debates and live 
performing arts, the market becomes 
a stage surrounded by the council 
houses of the neighborhood.

SURFACE IN USE
1,274 sqm
THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial 
Culture and arts 
Education and training
Welfare

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Associations and collectives
Local community
Young people 
Under-represented people: migrants, 
poor people 

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools  

NETWORK
Local 
National 

WHO

Thanks to a call for tenders launched 
by the Municipality, the management 
of Mercato Lorenteggio is entrusted 
for the next 15 years to the “Consorzio 
Mercato Lorenteggio”, set up in 
February 2013 by the “veteran” traders 
active in the structure. The concession, 
valid until 2028, requires the Consor-
tium to pay the rent, carry out the reno-
vation works for the entire building, and 
create a “Point of social aggregation 
for cultural and educational events” 
(Cultural Space). Through a loan for use 
agreement signed in 2014, the Consor-
tium has entrusted the Dynamoscopio 

Cultural Association, which contrib-
utes to the ordinary expenses, with the 
management of the Cultural Space. 

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Dynamoscopio (association, 2013)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
5 part-time employees of Dyna-
moscopio
Up to 30 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
5% Donations 
80% Public grants 
15% Self-funded 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free

M
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How did your story begin?

Mercato Lorenteggio was built after the Second World War to provide food 
access to the lower classes. During the ‘90s, the proximity trade in the market 
declined – as in most Italian communal markets - in the face of the expansion 
of large-scale distribution. While an Esselunga megastore was being built at 
the turn of the millennium a few hundred meters from the market, the turnover 
of migrants, who find their first landing place in Giambellino and settle there to 
start new life projects, has grown in the last decade to such an extent that not 
even the reception policies have yet managed to deal with it. The Giambellino 
neighborhood made headlines as a symbol of the recession, urban poverty, 
social discomfort and conflict, working-class condominiums, unemployment, 
lonely elderly, mismanagement of housing and service needs, and the absence 
of public policies. Marginality and prejudice undermine trust and human bonds, 
and the fear of not succeeding is rampant. Even Mercato Lorenteggio was left 
without customers, trade and opportunities. In 2010, the fate of this small public 
asset seemed marked by the degradation of spaces, the dismantling of activities 
and the sale to private parties.
Many people, however, fought against this destiny: we discovered that, together, 
the few traders who remained open and dozens of locals and regular customers 
had collected signatures for a petition, with which they asked the City Council at 
that time not to dismantle the market, but to restructure, rethink and reactivate 
it; in short, to give it a “new life”. Six hundred signatures were effective, and after 
complicated negotiations and rumors, in 2011 the president of the Zone 6 City 
Council was very forward-thinking and introduced an innovative solution: a public 
tender, which would assign the management of the entire property to function 
as a covered market to a consortium, in exchange for the renovation of the 
building and the destination of 25 square meters of floor area on loan for use to a 
non-profit organization for entertainment activities. In 2012, the remaining traders 
created a Consortium, finalized the proposal for the renovation of the building 
and developed, together with Dynamoscopio, the permanent project for social 
and cultural entertainment. A few months later, the consortium was awarded the 
tender for the management of Mercato Lorenteggio and Dynamoscopio, which in 
the meantime had obtained funding through an experimental call by Fondazione 
Cariplo and obtained the right to the management of the entertainment activities.

Is there a practice or 
value that represents you 
and you think may be an 
inspiration to others?

The experience of the Intercultural 
Playroom came from the study of 
the context, of a neighborhood 
with a very high rate of immigration, 

and of bilingualism, which is not appreciated in the same way for “migrant 
languages”. Observing the neighborhood and daily practices, we have noticed 
that many mothers, so as not to lose the cultural link with their origins, had started 
teaching Arabic at home. This gave us the idea of bringing this practice outside the 
home, inside the market, with the goal of reaching a wider audience who already 

“The goal when we started was to show 
that there were many other possibilities 
for that place. Josaph’aire is a place of 
experimentation and the house we built 
is the symbol of this action, something 
that helps to identify what we carry on”
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visited the market. So they began offering Arabic language courses through a 
more fun, hands-on, collective approach. Alongside the classic lessons there 
were open days (for all children) to present this culture through lighter activities. 
On the day we opened the enrollment, we received 110 applications for 20 spots. 
So we understood that we had found a winning approach that has strengthened 
over time.
Another inspiring project is the creation of the Giambellino Archive. Over time, 
many students, researchers, writers, videomakers, artists and photographers have 
come through Giambellino. In many cases, these explorations have produced 
studies, research, dissertations, as well as photographic, audio and video projects. 
That’s why, witnessing the birth of some of these works, the Association decided 
to collect them in the “Giambellino Archive”. The aim of the archive is to house as 
much research as possible, from the past, the present and the future. It is the best 
way we could think to present the precious fortune of knowledge produced in and 
about the neighborhood. The Giambellino Archive is public, digital and shared, 
so that anyone can publish their work, because Dynamoscopio believes in the 
principle of knowledge as a community asset.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

We do not consider culture as something for the elite, or as a form of entertainment, 
but we focus on the anthropological sense of culture, which enhances the set 
of values, symbols, daily practices, and behaviors that characterize the life of 
a social group. For this reason, the outskirts of cities are also extremely diverse 
cultural assets, “frontier lands” that reveal emerging urban cultures and the social 
ingenuity that brings innovation to the entire city.
Our secret lies in bringing this focus back into every activity and project we carry 
out, which then allows us to give value to the community we work within. 
Mercato Lorenteggio is a regenerating place, because it gives back this potentiality 
through paths of cultural co-production and civic protagonism addressed first to 
the local population, fragile and less in touch with everything the city offers, and 
then to the whole city. We have always conceived Mercato Lorenteggio as a spark 
that, together with other local entities, triggers a process that includes the entire 
neighborhood.  Culture as an engine for the regeneration of Giambellino is the 
vision we have been practicing for years. 

Interview with: Ambra Lombardi

Discover the 
Giambellino’s archive

M
ercato Lorenteggio  |  M

ilano  |  ITALY



106Credits: VinziRast Mittendrin



107

VinziRast Mittendrin 
A space for humanity
from 2011

VinziRast Mittendrin is an innovative social housing project where former homeless 
people, refugees and students live: a heterogeneous community of people with different 
life stories, cultures and of various age groups, who live together sharing experiences 
and enriching each other’s lives, encouraging diversity in the city and offering a different 
perspective on society. This initiative, a pilot project in the field of  communal living, was 
born in 2009 on the occasion of the student protest movement “Uni Brennt”, during 
which students occupied the Vienna Audimax, Vienna’s largest auditorium. During the 
occupation, some of the students came into contact with homeless people who were 
also present in the auditorium of the main university. After the end of the occupation, 
they agreed to create a project together. They located an empty building in the 9th 
district of Vienna, where they eventually founded a communal living space, with the 
support of investor and longtime VinziRast supporter Hans-Peter Haselsteiner, who had 
suggested the project to VinziRast founder Cecily Corti. The project offers residents, as 
well as other homeless people, the opportunity to work together, create new connec-
tions, regain confidence in themselves and trust in others, and find an extra source of 
income. The project offers residents, as well as other homeless people, the opportunity 
to work together, create new connections, regain confidence in themselves and trust in 
others, and find an extra source of income. The building provides spaces and meeting 
opportunities: besides the shared living spaces, there is a restaurant, Lokal Mittendrin, 
as well as two event venues and several workspaces. VinziRast Mittendrin is one of the 
projects run by Vinzenzgemeinschaft St. Stephan, a 95% volunteer-run organization 
founded in 2003 by Cecily Corti to offer support and hospitality to homeless people in 
Vienna. Today, the organization promotes various projects with the goal of giving refu-
gees and former homeless people a second lease on life.

vinzirast.at
vinzirast
vinzi_rast

Währingerstrasse, 19
1090 Wien
Austria
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Common areas: Communal kitchens, 
common living rooms and terraces on 
each floor 
Verandas in front of each common 
kitchen
Offices
Study rooms 
Library
Large event space
Restaurant
Workshops areas
Rooftop garden 

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays 90%
Weekends 10%

WHAT

VinziRast Mittendrin is made up of three 
distinct projects: the social housing 
project, VinziRast-Lokal-Mittendrin and 
VinziRast-Chance.

- Social housing: a project unique to 
Europe, in which a group of 26 people, 
composed of students, refugees and 
formerly homeless people from more 
than 10 different countries, live in 
shared apartments and work together 
regardless of age, cultural background, 
religious beliefs or sexual orientation. 
A meeting place that offers access 
to communal spaces and workshop 
areas.

- VinziRast Lokal Mittendrin: the ground 
floor hosts a restaurant that is jointly run 
by volunteers and former and current 
residents of the housing project.

- VinziRast Chance: a project started 
in 2014 and developed with the help 
of volunteers, offering support and 

WHERE

VinziRast Mittendrin is located in a 
very central area of Vienna (“mitten-
drin” actually means “in the middle of 
everything”), the Alsergrund district. 
The building that hosts the project is 
an example of Biedermeier-style archi-
tecture. The original building was reno-
vated, with the addition of another floor 
on which a rooftop studio and a large 
rooftop garden were created. Following 
the principles of environmental 
sustainability, many of the original 
materials were recovered and reused 
for the interiors. The renovation, which 
only received preliminary funding from 
the city administration, was completed 
mainly through donations and volun-
teer labor, an element that still charac-
terizes the entire project.

LOCATION
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE
Building 

ORIGINAL FUNCTION
Commercial
Residential 

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
First half of the 19th century

SURFACE AREA 
1,500 sqm
                    
OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Owned by the managing organization

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Ten communal apartments with three 
small private rooms, washrooms and 
mini-kitchens 

- 
- 
- 
- 

 40%
40%
20%
 0%
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Did you know?

The Vincentian Community (Vissen Gemeinschaft) 
The Vincentian Community is the largest secular volunteer organization in the 
world, with over 60,000 communities and more than one million active members 
spread across every continent. It was founded by Frederic Ozanam (1813-1853), a 
law professor in Paris, in response to social injustice and inspired by Saint Vincent 
de Paul (1581-1660).
The actions of the Vincentian Community are very varied and, of course, highly 
dependent on the type of poverty and the necessities of those in need. In principle, 
any member of the community - regardless of profession, education or religious 
belief - can volunteer to offer as many resources as possible to people in need.

hospitality to 12-15 asylum seekers. 
The project offers German language 
courses and the possibility to use work-
rooms, a wood workshop, a sewing 
workshop and an upcycling workshop, 
where asylum seekers design and 
produce unique items together.

SURFACE IN USE
1,500 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS
Commercial 
Design, crafts and production
Education and training
Food and drink
Housing
Welfare 

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Young people
Under-represented people: asylum 
seekers and refugees, homeless 
people, migrants, poor people

V
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COLLABORATIONS 
Artists and creatives
Companies 
Professionals and freelancers 

NETWORK
Local
National 
International 

Vinzenzgemeinschaft St. Stephan, the 
organization that runs VinziRast Mitten-
drin, is part of the international secular 
volunteer organization Vincentian 
Community (Vissen Gemeinschaft).
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WHO

VinziRast Mittendrin is a single space 
managed by two legal entities. The 
Social Housing project and the hospi-
tality project VinziRast Chance are 
managed by the NGO Vinzenzgemein-
schaft St. Stephan and its volunteers, 
while the Lokal Mittendrin restaurant 
is completely independent in terms of 
management and accounting.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Vinzenzgemeinschaft St. Stephan 
  (NGO, 2003)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
6 employees
90-100 volunteers

HOW

The management of VinziRast Mitten-
drin includes a board of management 
(responsible for financing and strategic 
planning), a chairwoman, a Manager 
(responsible for all business matters 
of the organization) and a Lenkungs-
gruppe or Steering committee (a small 
decision-making structure for the 
single projects).

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE 
Codesigned: the organization was 
created upon the initiative of a single 
person but has been developed by 
volunteers

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Vertical

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY
Donations
Rental income

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
100% Free
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How did your story begin?

The project was born after the student protests of 2009 against the severe 
limitations on access to study introduced by the government. During the weeks 
of protest many buildings were occupied (including the Vienna auditorium) 
and the students ended up living with some homeless people who had joined 
the protests. After this positive experience, the group began asking for spaces 
where the newly formed community could continue this sharing experience. 
Their request attracted the interest of the industrialist Hans Peter Haselsteiner, 
who in turn involved the non-governmental organization Vinzenzgemeinschaft 
St. Stephan in managing the entire implementation of the idea and specifically 
the whole community project. The building that hosts VinziRast Mittendrin was 
located by students and was empty at the time. It was purchased and renovated 
by the Gaupenraub+/- architecture studio, with the help of many volunteers. 
The homeless were directly involved in the renovation process, taking charge of 
several manual activities until the opening of 2015.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration 
to others?

VinziRast Mittendrin’s social housing 
is certainly a key project because it 
is rare to see communities as diverse 

as the one at VinziRast Mittendrin. This experience allows people to learn from 
each other, it offers different opportunities and provides many social benefits. 
We are very fortunate that organizations keep visiting us to learn and study our 
initiative. We are especially happy when we can inspire others to develop similar 
projects and I hope that many valuable new initiatives like ours will emerge in the 
coming years. Inclusion is an important aspiration of our work. The reason why 
we don’t offer services to just one target group - let’s say exclusively to formerly 
homeless people or exclusively to refugees, for example - but create diversity in 
the mix is that it brings so many benefits to the community. For example, we find 
it hypocritical to house traumatized people in cramped quarters on the outskirts 
of the city. This lays the ground for overstrain, conflict and crises. However, if we 
mix the group and this new diversity becomes the norm in everyday life, then 
different people from different backgrounds enrich each other’s lives enormously. 
Those who may have less emotional stability or are going through a crisis will find 
support and security, while there is always also something they can bring to the 
community. Learning German is so much easier in a diverse group. So if everyone 
is dedicated to the community, resources and social skills and opportunities are 
brought together and integrated for the benefit of everyone involved.

“The presence of elements of stability 
in a group is useful, and social mixity is 
such an element, because it distracts 
people from their personal problems 
in their everyday life”.
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Did you know?

Vienna’s unique social housing program
The city of Vienna holds several records: it is the largest property owner in Europe 
(about 220,000 apartments are owned by the administration) and 62% of its 
inhabitants live in municipal or subsidized housing. More importantly, Wien has 
been one of the top cities in the quality of life indexes for decades, and one of 
the reasons for its success certainly lies in housing policies, which historically 
represent the pride and glory of the municipal administration. The roots of this 
extraordinarily innovative policy lie within the interwar “Red Vienna” period, when 
thousands of municipal dwellings were built. The aim was to provide affordable 
homes of good quality, giving people access to “light, fresh air and sunshine”, while 
also providing them with all the social infrastructures and communal facilities. 
The idea of a “house for everyone” is still at the heart of Vienna’s urban policies: 
rents and land prices are not completely controlled by the free market, because 
housing is considered a public responsibility and part of general interest services. 
The housing policies, which today have been extended to the middle classes of 
the population, include measures to ensure quality homes at controlled prices: 
open competition between builders, architects and experts; purchase of land at 
controlled prices; quality construction parameters; attention to the management 
of the works. Moreover, the city has established four parameters for the evaluation 
of building projects: Architecture, Economy, Ecology and Sustainability. Finally, the 
city defines precise objectives to support specific categories of the population 
(women, migrants, students, etc.) or meet specific requisites (sustainable trans-
portation, wooden buildings, home automation, etc.).

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?
Three elements come to mind: dedication, responsibility and flexibility. Dedication 
is at the heart of all our projects, because we work with very diverse and heter-
ogeneous people and we have to be present and able to adjust, especially in 
situations of conflict. You have to be creative and attentive to be able to guide 
and support others. We believe it is important to take them as they are, accept 
them, not to judge them. We never know what roads they have traveled and how 
they have formed their beliefs. We try to approach each person with openness 
and empathy and take the wishes and ideas they have concerning their life as 
the measure of things, even if they may differ from our own world view. We try to 
be there for the volunteers as well, because they bring their own ideas, try new 
things and make their own mistakes. It is important that they feel self-sufficient 
and that they feel like they are part of the big picture, that they can identify with 
the organization. Finally, of course, we need to be flexible because circumstances 
can change quickly. The fact that we work with many volunteers and that many 
people also get to know us by joining in volunteer work, strengthens our public 
image. People tend to like to donate to organizations like ours that rely on volun-
teers and receive no public funding, but have little administrative overhead. Since 
we do not work with a public administration, we have relatively little bureaucracy 
to comply with. 

Interview with: Renate Hornstein
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Habibi.Works 
An intercultural FabLab of freedom
from 2016

Habibi.Works is an intercultural meeting place, makerspace and platform for 
education and empowerment located in Katsikas, near the city of Ioannina, open 
to refugees and locals. It is a “FabLab of freedom” in which all people are welcome 
to participate, to take ownership, share their expertise, design and create their own 
solutions, in order to realize their potential and contribute with their skills.  
In concrete terms, Habibi.Works is a space made up of thirteen workspaces - 
including a community kitchen, woodshop, metal workshop, sewing atelier, creative 
atelier, FabLab, and a new plastic upcycling lab - that allow refugees and locals to 
combine knowledge and share skills with entrepreneurs and international experts on 
the creation and manufacturing of products. Habibi.Works is run by Soup & Socks, 
a German non-profit organization founded at the peak of the European Refugee 
Crisis in December 2015. Just a few months after its establishment, the organization 
decided to change its mode of intervention, previously focused on providing emer-
gency humanitarian goods, to the implementation of a long-term project like Habibi.
Works, which can provide effective practical support as well as the tools needed to 
nurture the talents and experiences of refugees, who in turn can enrich our society. 

habibi.works
HabibiWorks
habibiworks
habibiworks
Soup and Socks e.V.

20 km E.O. Katsika
Koutselio, Enanti Palaiou 
Aerodromiou, 
Katsikas Ioannina 45221
Greece
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WHERE

Habibi.Works is located in close prox-
imity to the Katsikas refugee camp, 
which houses approximately 1,100 refu-
gees from Syria, Iraq, Kurdistan and 
Afghanistan. Due to the growing restric-
tions for international actors to access 
refugee camps, Soup & Socks located a 
building outside the camp in which to 
create Habibi.Works: a 700 sqm maker-
space. The makers have access to 13 
well-equipped working areas, among 
them a woodshop, a metal workshop, 
a sewing atelier and a media lab with 
advanced technology available, such 
as 3D printers and a laser cutter.

LOCATION 
Rural

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building 
Open space (green area)

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Commercial

SURFACE AREA
725 sqm (building)

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Regular rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
13 workshop spaces:  community 
kitchen, woodshop, metal workshop, 
barber shop, bike repair station, sewing 
atelier, creative atelier, media lab with 
3D printers, laser cutter and VR, gym, 
library, plastic upcycling lab, music 
studio, and community garden 
 

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am

Workdays: 80%
Weekends: 20%

OPENING HOURS 
Open from Tuesday to Saturday 
9am - 2pm / 3pm - 6pm

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
150

WHAT

Besides being a space where people 
can create, learn, teach and meet, 
Habibi.Works allows people who have 
been stuck in a refugee camp for years 
to use their time constructively, giving 
them the support needed to create 
solutions. Instead of telling them what 
to do, the project encourages migrants 
to share their abilities and expertise 
and to develop new transferrable skills. 

SURFACE IN USE
725 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment
Education and training
Sport and leisure
Welfare

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Local community
Underrepresented people: asylum 
seekers and refugees, migrants

COLLABORATIONS
Associations and collectives
Public administrations and public authorities
Universities and schools

- 
- 
- 
- 

 50%
50%
  0%
 0%
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NETWORK
Local
International

WHO

Soup & Socks e.V. is an association 
made up of adults willing to devote time 
and energy to support refugees on the 
borders of Europe. Besides providing 
direct support on site, the NGO Soup 
& Socks e.V., which founded and runs 
Habibi.Works, sends information to 
Germany and other European countries 
regarding the current situation at the 
borders of the EU. Through fieldwork, 
the organization has the opportunity to 
convey direct impressions and findings 
on the migrant emergency in Greece 
and to take a critical stance. 

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Soup & Socks e.V. (association, 2015)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
6,5 of whom are working in the field and 
one working remotely from Germany
15 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Mixed

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Donations
Self-funded
Sponsorships 
Others: Funding by nonprofit entities, 
crowdfunding

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
100% Free 

Watch the interview 
with Mimi Hapig and 

Thomas Jäger

H
A

BIBI.W
O

RKS  |  Katsikas Ioannina  |  G
REEC

E



118Credits: Habibi.Works



119

H
A

BIBI.W
O

RKS  |  Katsikas Ioannina  |  G
REEC

E



120Credits: Habibi.Works

How did your story begin?

Everything started in September 2015, when eight German youths, frustrated by 
the lack of solidarity expressed by the EU towards the migrant crisis in Greece 
and Italy, decided to spend their Christmas vacations providing food and clothing 
donations to migrants stranded in public squares in Athens. When this experience 
ended, we regretted not having built anything sustainable, like a structure or a 
project that would last after our return to Germany. So, after three months we 
came back to Greece with the intention to build a community kitchen inside a 
refugee camp. A series of circumstances brought us to the Katsikas camp, where 
we built a kitchen with the help of the camp residents. It was set up as a long-
lasting project, and we were proud of it. Just three weeks after we had returned to 
Germany however, one of the volunteers to whom we had handed it over called 
and informed us that the soldiers managing the camp had closed the kitchen. 
The official reason for the closure was that the kitchen did not meet hygiene 
standards, but in a camp with no running water this seemed like a weak excuse: 
perhaps the real reason was another: the soldiers had realized that the kitchen 
had become a place where people could meet, organize and make decisions 
together. It took us three months to plan the following step. We wanted independ-
ence from the military forces in the camp, so we went back to Katsikas, where we 
had made some connections, to create Habibi.Works outside the camp, where 
we moved our community kitchen and built a fully-equipped makerspace. Our 
project became independent, bigger and better thanks to the months we spent in 
the camp: we had come to understand that people living there had experiences, 
skills and good ideas, they knew exactly what they needed but lacked the tools, 
equipment, machinery and materials to turn their ideas into solutions. So that’s 
what we decided to make.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration to 
others?

We are not here to “help” in a top-down 
approach; we are here to offer access 
to tools, materials and know-how 
so people can implement their own 
ideas. We believe in shared ownership 
and participation. A beautiful example 
for this was the construction of the 
wooden dome on the exterior of Habibi.

Works. We had realized that we needed a space for the activities that required 
some silence, because inside Habibi.Works all the rooms have noisy machines 
and equipment.
Together with the people living in the camp we built this beautiful structure that 
can be replicated by everyone for free because it is “open source”, thanks to the 
support in the building process we received by experts from Germany, but also on 
the field. It took a long time, there were many trials and errors, but we all learned a 
lot from each other in the process. We built a beautiful, welcoming space, starting 
with the needs we identified together and finding a solution together.

“During the months we spent in the 
camp we had come to understand 
that people living there had expe-
riences, skills and good ideas, they 
knew exactly what they needed but 
lacked the tools, equipment, ma-
chinery and materials to turn their 
ideas into solutions. So that’s what 
we decided to offer.”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

We think that people are the experts of their lives. We don’t see people who fled their 
countries as helpless victims, but as talented and experienced men, women and 
children who can enrich our society, if we give them the structures that they need to 
integrate themselves. This is what Habibi.Works aims to do on a small scale.

Interview with: Mimi Hapig

H
A

BIBI.W
O

RKS  |  Katsikas Ioannina  |  G
REEC

E



122

Credits: Melissa Network



123

Melissa Network 
A network for migrant and refugee women
from 2014

Melissa is a network for integration and a safe space where migrant women in Athens 
can meet, share their experiences and find the support needed to follow their dreams. 
It was founded in September 2014 with the help of migrant women, and today it is 
made up of women from 45 different countries who now live and work in Greece.
The name “Melissa” means “honeybee”: its vision of society is not as a collection of 
isolated cells, but as a beehive of creativity, communication and exchange. 
Through an innovative program for integration, which includes workshops, support 
and training, Melissa provides a platform for networking, skill building and advocacy 
dedicated to migrant and refugee women. 
The aim of the initiative is to engage migrant and refugee women in the public sphere, 
because they bring with them unique skills, ideas, and stories and, if supported, can 
become agents of change in their own lives, their families, their communities, as well 
as in the society they live in.

melissanetwork.org
Melissanetworkgreece33
melissa_network
melissanetgr

Feron Str. Victoria Square, 18  
104 34 Athens 
Greece
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WHERE

Melissa Network is located in a building 
on the margins of Victoria Square in 
downtown Athens. Their multicultural 
safe space is purposely nestled in 
the middle of a neighborhood close 
to a stronghold of the xenophobic, 
extreme, right-wing group Golden 
Dawn. On the walls of the buildings 
surrounding Melissa you can see graf-
fiti declaring “Refugees Welcome”, as 
well as fascist slogans and the symbol 
of Golden Dawn.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Residential

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1928

SURFACE AREA
500 sqm 

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Regular rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
1 workshop space
8 carpentry workshop spaces 
1 media lab

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am

Working days 80%
Weekend 20%

OPENING HOURS 
Monday-Friday: 9am - 6pm
Weekends: only during specific events 

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
100-130 during working days
50-80 during weekends

WHAT

The Melissa Network focuses on seven 
branches of activities to fulfill commu-
nity-building goals for integration of 
women and girls: literacy, psycho-so-
cial support, information and referrals, 
advocacy support, art and creativity, 
skill and capacity building.

SURFACE IN USE
500 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Education and training
Sport and leisure
Welfare
Other: gender issues

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Under-represented people: women 
asylum seekers and refugees, women 
migrants

COLLABORATIONS
Associations and collectives
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Other: volunteers from all over the world

- 
- 
- 
- 

 50%
50%
  0%
 0%
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NETWORK
National 
International 

WHO

Melissa Network is comprised of migrant 
women from over 45 countries, who live 
and work in Greece. The staff – mainly 
made up of migrants – works in collab-
oration with academic experts, artists, 
volunteers and other organizations to 
support the newcomers.  The participa-
tion of women leaders from long-term 
migrant communities who were involved 
in Melissa’s early days is one of the 
strengths of the project. 

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Melissa Network

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
20 women
20-30 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Vertical

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Donations 
Public grants 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES
100% Free

Watch the video 
“Being A Woman”
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How did your story begin?

Everything was inspired by the awareness that the members of every community 
are active only within their own group, but normally do not come into contact or 
sympathize with other communities. We felt the need for a space where migrants 
could share advice, activities, talents, and their stories, for a network that would 
make migrant voices heard and would create a solidarity network.
When we started, in 2014, we did not have a regular space, so we would meet in 
squares and outdoor spaces. When we saw the building on the margins of Victoria 
Square we fell in love with it, and we told ourselves that it would be our headquarters, 
the place where we would create a space for refugee migrant women. It was an old 
residential building that was being rented to migrants because it was in very bad 
condition. So we occupied the ground floor and the first floor, we renovated and 
decorated it with the help of refugee women and we turned it into a safe space.
We are implementing a holistic integration program: every day we organize 
activities to provide support and a learning space to refugee women who have 
just arrived in Greece or have been abused. They can come to Melissa, meet other 
women, share their stories, express and cultivate their talents and skills, attend 
language courses, and find psychological support.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration to 
others? 

Melissa’s program for integration 
and community building among 
migrant women and girls is based on 

a holistic approach that aims to promote equality, involvement in the program 
implementation, and communication with society. 
In concrete terms, the program has seven branches that we call “7 pillars of 
activities”: a program of language literacy, with Greek lessons in several levels and, 
upon request, courses in English, French, and German, psychological support that 
includes individual counseling and sessions of group therapy, training courses on 
legal rights, advocacy, but also art workshops, programs for the development of 
their skills and abilities, and self-care and community activities. 

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

I think it’s very important to create a safe and inclusive space, and to show 
empathy and trust in order to create a community. If we follow this spirit, the 
women will surely feel involved and consequently participate openly. When they 
see their drawings on the wall, or when they work, they feel part of the 
network and the activities we carry out at Melissa.

Interview with: Deborah Carlos-Valencia

“We organize activities to provide 
support and a learning space to ref-
ugee women who have just arrived 
in Greece or have been abused. They 
can come to Melissa, meet other 
women, share their stories…”
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Mirmigi 
A solidarity network for everyone in Kypseli
from 2012

Founded in the autumn of 2012, Mirmigi is a volunteer-run solidarity center in the 
Kypseli neighborhood for people in need, providing them with social support by 
collecting food and clothing. It is the result of an initiative by neighborhood resi-
dents who created a network of help and solidarity available to everyone, without 
discrimination or exclusion, with the goal of fighting poverty and neglect in their 
area as well as the increase in racism.
Mirmigi also organizes political events and protests, free shops, open meetings 
and discussions, and cultural events and projects.

tomirmigi.blogspot.com
tomirmigi
tomirmigi

60, Eptanisou Str.
11361 Athens
Greece
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WHERE

Mirmigi is located in the neighborhood 
of Kypseli, in the 6th district of Athens, 
which experienced significant transfor-
mations during the 1980s when many 
of its middle and upper class residents 
began to move to the suburbs. This led 
to a perceived “decline” of the area, and 
when in the 1990s many migrants moved 
to the empty apartments, xenophobia 
and racism rose. Since 2008, many of 
the migrants living in the area have 
moved out, because the economic crisis 
struck their professional sectors, like the 
construction industry, before the others. 
Although many migrants had to leave 
the area, Kypseli gradually attracted 
younger Greeks because of its low rents, 
its proximity to the center of Athens and 
its multiculturalism. Forms of resilience 
in this area tend to be mostly related to 
the rise of bottom-up social movements 
and solidarity structures that emerged 
in social movements in the period from 
2008 to 2013 and in opposition to the 
rise of racism and xenophobia among 
the remaining Greek residents from the 
1990s. Since the late 2010s, Kypseli has 
been under the threat of gentrification 
and touristification. Rising rents affect 
many locals already struggling with 
economic hardship. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Educational

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1950s-60s

SURFACE AREA
100 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Regular rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Two rooms
One basement

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am

Workdays 80%
Weekends 20% 

OPENING HOURS 
Wednesday: 8pm - 10pm
Thursday: 6pm - 8pm
Saturday: 2pm - 4pm
Sunday: 6pm - 8pm

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 50

WHAT

The idea of Mirmigi stems from the Agora 
Kypselis squat in response to the spread 
of economic crisis, as well as the rise of 
racism, with the idea of creating a soli-
darity network for migrants and Greek 
citizens in the Kypseli neighborhood. 
Mirmigi’s main activity is collecting 
food supplies that are donated by 
the customers of local supermarkets; 
donations from other individuals and 
groups are also welcome. All members 
take turns participating in the weekly 
food collection. Approximately 30 to 70 
families visit “Mirmigi” twice a month to 
receive one bag of supplies. Mirmigi also 
offers 100 meals twice a week in collab-
oration with solidarity cooking groups. 
Clothes and books are donated too, 
and classes in Greek language, math-

- 
- 
- 
- 

 10%
80%
  10%

 0%
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HOW

There are weekly assemblies, which are 
open to anyone, even new members 
and beneficiaries, regardless of 
gender, nationality, religion, sexual 
preference, during which the people 
directly involved in the project make 
the decisions.

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
Commercial activities
Donations
Membership fees
Other: donations from
Solidarity groups in Germany 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
100% Free

ematics and other subjects are offered. 
Mirmigi hosts movie screenings, cultural 
events and other social activities.

SURFACE IN USE
100 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Activism and politics
Culture and arts
Education and training
Welfare 

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Families
Local community
Senior citizens
Under-represented people: asylum 
seekers and refugees, migrants, poor 
people 

COLLABORATIONS
Citizens
Other: solidarity centers

NETWORK
Local

WHO

Myrmigi is a self-organized social 
structure whose operation is based on 
equality and openness,  an inclusive 
space where racist and discriminatory 
behaviors are not tolerated. 
 
MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Mirmigi (Informal group, 2012)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
26 core members
12 volunteers
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How did your story begin?

We started as a part of a large anti-austerity movement. Specifically, everything 
started in 2012/2013, when the “No Middlemen Movement” emerged as a response 
to the economic crisis in Greece, promoting a fair and sustainable economy for the 
benefit of producers and consumers. The goal was to do something to effectively 
help people who were starting to face poverty. Many people had also participated 
in the squatting of the abandoned municipal market  Agora Kypselis. From there 
we started being very active in the community and promoting solidarity as a 
practice and also as a political proposal.

Is there a practice or value 
that represents you and you 
think may be an inspiration to 
others? 

We mostly help people affected by 
hunger by collecting and distributing 

food. This is how people see us, as a solidarity group, not as a political movement. 
We distribute food, clothing, and shoes, and we have a theater group open to 
the people living in the neighborhood. Before the pandemic we used to have a 
movie night every Thursday and a lot more indoor events and entertainment. We 
organized a rally in March 2021, during which 1.200 people manifested against 
police brutality during the lockdown. After the rally the situation got better.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

We are not an NGO, a municipal service or a governmental agency. We do not 
receive financial support from the state or corporations: we are an independent 
organization. During the pandemic we had some economic issues, because we had 
to stop all the activities to fund the project. Our German friends from the solidarity 
network gave us great financial help. The neighborhood supported us too, because 
they understand the role we play and the importance of helping people in need.

Interview with: Gregorio Tsar

“We started as a part of a large 
anti-austerity movement. The goal 
was to do something to effectively 
help people who were starting to 
live in the streets”

Did you know? 

The no-middlemen movement
The “No Middlemen Movement”, born in the northern Greek city of Katerini, is 
a model inspired by ethical purchasing groups that involves entire cities, and 
consists of buying products in bulk directly from producers at affordable prices, 
allowing citizens to continue purchasing products despite the economic crisis and 
producers to continue their work and receive payments upon delivery.
A network of volunteers puts producers directly in contact with consumers. 
By cutting out the wholesalers and other intermediaries, who often make signifi-
cant profits in Greece, consumers get cheaper goods while producers profit more. 
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In the market, a symbol of Karditsa that was abandoned after the Greek economic 
crisis, an intercultural center was born to support the communities of refugees and 
asylum seekers coming to Greece by encouraging integration with the local Greek 
community. Stavrodromi - meaning “crossroads” in Greek,  thus symbolizing the 
journey so far and the route to the future - is a hub for all people coming from a 
different cultural and social context, who want to start working on a new life project. 
The center provides people with information and assistance in accessing social 
services, enrolling their children in public school, entering the workforce, and learning 
Greek. Together with associations, NGOs and local authorities, and with the support 
of the City of Karditsa, the Center designs activities to encourage the meeting and 
cooperation between the refugees and the local community, with the goal to create 
a new identity that is open to the reception of migrants and refugees.
The Center, active since 2019, was created with the support of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees ESTIA Program and is funded under the EU’s  Asylum, 
Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF).

Stavrodromi Intercultural Center
Community center for refugees and migrant communities
from 2019

anka.gr
diapolitismikokentrostavrodromi
ANKA.A.E
an.ka_ae
ANKArditsas

Nik. Plastira
431 00 Karditsa
Greece
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WHERE

Stavrodromi is located inside the munic-
ipal market of Karditsa, a concrete, 
metal and glass building that was 
built in the late 1920s and is a unique 
example of modern architecture in the 
Panhellenic region. This is probably one 
of the last surviving municipal market 
buildings built by the French company 
Hennebique, which began to build rein-
forced concrete buildings for public use 
in the late 19th century.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Commercial (city market)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1925-30

SURFACE AREA
3,400 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Regular rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Abandoned

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Nursery school
Language school
Computer room
Conference room
Small kitchen
Meeting place for community
Offices

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ......... 7am - 1pm  45%
Afternoon .....  1pm - 7pm 45%
Evening .......... 7pm - 1am   10%
Night ................ 1am - 7am    0%

Working days: 90%
Weekends: 10%

OPENING HOURS 
Monday - Friday: 8am - 5pm

AVARAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 50

WHAT

The Stavrodromi Intercultural Center is a 
steady constant for people who have just 
arrived in the city, providing them with 
the safety and confidence they need. In 
order to meet the needs of migrants and 
refugees and involve them in a collective 
project, the Center organizes periodic 
meetings with representatives from the 
migrant communities, local organiza-
tions and entities, co-designing with 
them activities and services through the 
UNHCR policy on Age, Gender and Diver-
sity.
The Center organizes informative meet-
ings on rights and obligations, and 
provides assistance in accessing the 
healthcare service, the public education 
system, employment, etc.; in collabo-
ration with local associations, it organ-
izes cultural activities. On its premises, 
language courses are organized. Greek 
courses are being provided by ANKA, 
while Arabic and French courses are 
provided by volunteer members of the 
refugee community under the guidance 
of ANKA and local teachers.
Additionally, coaching and mentoring 
services are offered by ANKA under the 
“YES!” Project, a European project funded 
by EEA and Norway Grants. As of April 
2021, this service, initially offered to Greeks 
aged 18-29 excluded from employ-
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Local community
Young people
Under-represented people: asylum 
seekers and refugees, disabled 
people, migrants, parents in need 

COLLABORATIONS
Associations and collectives
Companies
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools 

NETWORK
Local
National
International 

Did you know?

The Cities Network for Integration (CNI)
The City of Karditsa is part of the Cities Network for Integration, an inter-municipal 
network led by some Greek municipalities with the support of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) Greece to exchange and co-design good practices in the field 
of migrant and refugee integration, with the goal to strengthen social cohesion 
through actions and interventions coordinated at local and national level.
The Cities Network for Integration was formed in January 2018 on the basis of a 
memorandum of understanding between the municipalities of Athens and Thes-
saloniki. To date, 18 municipalities have joined the Cities Network for Integration: 
Athens, Chania, Delta, Agios Dimitrios, Heraklion, Thessaloniki, Ioannina, Kalamaria, 
Karditsa, Katerini, Larissa, Livadia, Neapoli - Sykees, Nea Filadelfeia / Nea Chalki-
dona, Piraeus, Telos, Trikala and Tripoli.
The memorandum lays the foundations for a common framework of cooperation 
between the members of the Network in the areas of expertise sharing, strength-
ening of infrastructure and human resources, promotion of good practices, policy 
development at a European, national, regional and local level, participation in 
funding proposals and implementation of initiatives. 

ment, education and training (NEETs), is 
also open to refugees and migrants in 
this target age group, even online, thus 
reaching refugees/migrants beyond the 
Karditsa region. ANKA is in the process 
of developing a mentoring scheme with 
mentors and learners from both the local 
and the refugee community. Training in 
key areas such as digital skills is being 
occasionally offered by ANKA under “YES!”.

SURFACE IN USE
134 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Education and training
Design, crafts and production
Welfare

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone, 
with a special focus on:
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Children
Families

Stavrodrom
i Intercultural C

enter |  Kardista  | G
REEC

E



138

WHO

The Center is coordinated by AN.KA 
S.A., the development agency of the 
Karditsa Prefectural Unit, together with 
other organizations and local author-
ities, initially with the support of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees ESTIA Program, managed 
by the Greek Ministry of Migration and 
Asylum as of 01/01/2021, and funding 
from the EU’s  Asylum, Migration and 
Integration Fund.
 
MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Development Agency of Karditsa S.A. 
  (AN.KA) (Development agency, 1989)

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
40 full time employees
From 2 to 10 volunteers 

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Top-down

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Vertical

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
95% Public grants 
5% Sponsorships 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
100% Free
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How did your story begin?

The market was one of the many public buildings abandoned after the Greek 
economic crisis, so when we rented it from the City, we had to do some renovations. 
It is a significant place for Karditsa and its inhabitants: it is located in the center 
of the city and the city market that takes place on Wednesdays happens right 
outside of this building. 
We thought that by bringing in a project for the acceptance of immigrants and 
refugees in this symbolic building, the heart of the social life of the city, we would 
put the situation of migrants and refugees at the center of public discussion.  

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

The history of this building is inspiring, but it is the hospitality activities that take 
place within it today that have become a new element of Karditsa’s identity. 
Refugee inclusion policies will forever impact this city because some of the people 
accepted will eventually continue living here. This is the first time this has ever 
happened, because until now Greece was not a destination for refugees. Greeks 
were most often forced to leave the country in the past as migrants themselves, 
for example because of the civil war. 
In the past, we accepted and helped 
people from other countries, like from 
Albania, but with this project we are 
doing it in a more professional way, 
offering very structured services to 
support large organizations (such 
as UNHCR) and creating, through 
activities for the acceptance of 
refugees, a new feature of the local 
identity.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Our “powerful weapon” is the strategic role of participation in our organization: 
we involve people or local authorities, not because they are functional to the 
realization of a project, but to involve them in the design of new ideas and projects. 
Participation is therefore a goal, not a means. This way of considering participation 
is really appreciated by authorities and local entities and generates mutual trust 
and a form of participation that is truly active . Being part of a local network and 
coordinating it is a big responsibility, but it’s also very inspiring, because bottom-up 
activities start every day.

Interview with: Vasileios Bellis

“We thought that by bringing a 
project for the acceptance of immi-
grants and refugees in this symbolic 
building, the heart of the social life of 
the city, we would put the situation of 
migrants and refugees at the center 
of the public discussion”

Stavrodrom
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Itinerary Focus: Italy

4 - Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa Palermo, Italy ...............................

5 - Central Fies Dro, Italy .............................................................................

6 Prato, Italy ...............................................................................  

7 - MAR - Miniera ARgentiera Sassari, Italy ..................................

8 - OvestLab Modena, Italy ........................................................................ 

9 - Periferica Mazara del Vallo, Italy .................................................... 

1 - De Besturing The Hague, The Netherlands ................................

2 - ExRotaprint Berlin, Germany ..............................................................

3 - ZAWP Bilbao, Spain ...................................................................................

- Lottozero
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From
 industrial to cultural production

From industrial to cultural production

In the last few decades, many reactivation projects have been 
initiated in Europe, reinterpreting and modernizing abandoned 
production spaces and turning them into multifunctional 
cultural centers. 
The trend of factories and industrial areas being decom-
missioned is one of the clearest manifestations of contemporary 
socio-economic dynamics: the shift to the service sector 
(tertiarization of work?) and the delocalization of production 
that, together with periodical financial crises, has impacted 
organizational forms of production, trade and living in the city.

Today, these spaces represent an opportunity to reorganize the 
urban layout of cities and redevelop their productive function 
(the city of Bilbao is a prime example of this concept). 
The dimensions and flexibility of these spaces, together with 
the images evoked by their past, favored their reactivation, 
sometimes temporary, through artistic and cultural practices 
that interpret the history and identity of the space, experimenting 
with new uses and functions.
This itinerary collects some of these experiences to illustrate 
how art and culture constitute a crucial trigger in the initiation 
and implementation of urban regeneration processes and in 
the future transformation of cities.

These new cultural centers become spaces of full-scale 
experimentation, mixing art and creativity, sustainable and 
ethical approaches to economy and collaboration, civic and 
social innovation, and experimentation in governance. 
Whatever origin and juridical form they have (cultural 
associations, social enterprises, cooperatives, foundations…), 
they are projects capable of gathering communities of artists 
and creatives, networking with similar organizations and driving 
and inspiring local governments in the construction of more 
sustainable cities through art and culture. 

Despite their differences and peculiarities, these are evolving 
spaces, where art and creativity become tools to interpret 
and understand their memories, to give value to abandoned 
cultural assets and produce a new reflection along with new 
contemporary practices.

Former 
production 
spaces become 
multifunctional 
cultural centers 

Reactivation 
through artistic 
and cultural 
practices that 
interpret the 
history and 
identity of the 
space

Spaces of 
full-scale 
experimentation

Culture as 
a tool for 
understanding
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What’s going on in Italy?

Urban regeneration and cooperative cultural actions
It is estimated that there are millions of vacant, underused or 
abandoned buildings in Italy; these assets represent a difficult 
challenge, but also an extraordinary opportunity for reactivation 
and regeneration. This varied group of buildings includes around 
130,000 abandoned industrial sites, factories, power plants, 
warehouses, quarries, and depots. These buildings represent a 
historical, architectural and cultural fortune, the memory of a 
transforming productive system.

Some of these productive places, instead of becoming a 
memory of the past or a piece of industrial archeology, turned 
into spaces for cultural urban regeneration, transforming these 
urban voids into generative and inclusive cultural centers for 
the people and the communities.
These are not industrial, but cultural production spaces, in which 
innovation is experimented, art and micro-enterprise are mixed, 
creative talents are nurtured, and opportunities are created for 
new social relations and bottom-up participatory processes, 
with a varied audience of communities, participants and users.

These experiences, which originate in production spaces that 
are strongly linked to the vocations of the territory, interpret the 
“genius loci” and succeed in understanding and translating 
their social, historical and cultural context through projects that 
are strongly site-specific.
These initiatives can also be credited for helping to change 
the world of art and culture, pushing it out of the galleries and 
theaters and into the squares, gardens, abandoned factories, 
and public places, bringing it closer to the people and intervening 
in the debate about the city alongside the communities.

A nationwide network, “Lo Stato dei Luoghi”, today collects all 
these experiences, spread all over Italy, with the goal of making 
these new centers visible and promoting public debate on 
themes of cultural urban regeneration.

There are 
around 130,000 
abandoned 
industrial sites 
in Italy

Generative, 
inclusive and 
empowering 
cultural and 
creative centers 

Spaces that 
translate the 
“genius loci” 
and the socio-
cultural context

A network for 
cultural urban 
regeneration 

From
 industrial to cultural production
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De Besturing was founded in 2006 inside an old industrial building in the Binckhorst 
business park in The Hague by Dennis Slootweg and Tiddo de Ruiter. Originally, 
De Besturing started off as a temporary project in an area that was owned by the 
municipality, which planned to demolish all the buildings and create new houses. 
Creative professionals were offered the opportunity to use the space before the 
demolition, and during that time the space went from being a temporary studio 
complex to a sustainable collective of artists, designers and other creatives. Initially, 
the space was assigned to the collective for free on a temporary basis, but during 
that time they collected rent from the tenants in order to raise the capital needed to 
later purchase the building in 2017. 
De Besturing now hosts a sustainable collective of uncommon minds who work with 
different creative disciplines: from textiles, wood and metalworking, to ceramics, 
photography, architecture, stonework, interventions in public space, and sound. 

De Besturing
From tenancy to collective ownership
from 2006

debesturing.nl
DeBesturing
debesturing

Ateliercomplex De Besturing 
Saturnusstraat, 89
2516 AG Den Haag
The Netherlands
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WHERE

The De Besturing studio complex is an 
old industrial building in the Binckhorst 
business park in The Hague. The building 
is located directly on the harbor, oppo-
site a large concrete plant where in the 
past sand and gravel were loaded and 
unloaded to produce asphalt. Today 
the area is being redeveloped into a 
more urban environment. 

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (naval)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1950s

SURFACE AREA
Around 2,100 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Owner

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Abandoned

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Coworking space
Laboratories for ceramics, metal and 
wood work
Event space
Exhibition Space
Film recording studio
Meeting space
Sound recording studio

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am

Workdays 50%
Weekends 50% 

OPENING HOURS 
Open every day to tenants
Open to public only during specific 
events 

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
20-25 (there are 45 tenants in total)
During events: up to 200-300 

WHAT

The building houses a group of 28 
artisans and creatives who work with 
different crafts: leather, wood, metal-
working, ceramics, photography, archi-
tecture, interventions in public space, 
and art. The FabLab of The Hague was 
also located here in 2017. De Besturing 
offers services such as coworking 
spaces, mentoring, networking and 
events, professional development work-
shops and training.

SURFACE IN USE
Around 2,100 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial 
Coworking and workspace
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Artists and creatives 
Young people
Other: art buyers and clients of the 
tenants

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives

- 
- 
- 
- 

 50%
40%
  10%

 0%
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Watch the video 
“From tenancy to 

collective ownership”

HOW

Initially De Besturing had a  contract 
with the municipality to use the 
building for free in the form of a loan 
agreement (in Dutch: bruikleenover-
eenkomst). During this period, each 
tenant paid rent to use the spaces, 
accruing substantial savings over the 
years. In order to buy the building, the 
tenants created additional studios to 
be rented and received a loan from the 
Triodos Bank. In order to raise the last 
part of the amount needed, the tenants 
themselves, together with their friends 
and families, provided De Besturing 
Foundation a 10-year loan. 

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Top-down. 
The goal is to improve the involvement 
of the tenants in what is being done, 
in order to turn De Besturing into a 
bottom-up initiative.

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Vertical (aiming for horizontal)

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
100% Rental income

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
60% Free
40% Paid

NETWORK
Local
National 
International 

WHO

The De Besturing Foundation is now 
the owner of the building, which hosts 
about 40 studios and workstations. Ever 
since the beginning, the project has 
been run by the creatives themselves.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. De Besturing Foundation (Founda-
   tion, 2015)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
7
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How did your story begin?

Our building is located in a former industrial area. At first, the administration activated 
anti-occupation measures, then invited artists and creatives to use the building in order 
to prevent squatting. The building was conceded to a group of people for free, who then 
rented out the spaces to other people who needed a space for their activities. The money 
collected from the tenants allowed them to purchase the property in 2017 and keep the 
rent for the workspaces low. The reason why we obtained this building and were able to 
buy it at a reasonable price is that, at that time, our contact person in the city council 
was responsible for both real estate and culture. It was an unusual combination, mixing 
real estate assets and culture. So we found ourselves in a unique position: De Besturing, 
a place for artistic and cultural research, in the middle of an area that would become 
residential (because in the Netherlands housing prices are a big problem). The context 
is changing a lot, and the area is being gentrified, and we have to be careful, as we are 
a “noisy” space with a lot of experimentation. We wonder what will happen when the 
houses will be finished and families with children will live there. We will not be allowed to 
make all the noise we were used to making, and we will have a new interaction with the 
suburbs. It’s important to establish a careful relationship with our surroundings. This is a 
challenge for our future, because we own the building but not what’s around it.

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

We try to make all the tenants feel responsible for the building, not just as tenants, 
but as a part of a community. This was always our goal. For this reason, we organize 
events aimed at creating a sense of community and regular meetings between 
the tenants, when we talk about what we do, we update each other on the activities 

we are organizing, etc. We try to share 
knowledge and experience on various 
subjects, because many people would 
like to try something different from 
what they usually do for work. We are all 
creatives who work in design, art, music 

(experimental music too), and video games. This is a very diverse environment and 
we are happy about it, because we have the opportunity to get to know different 
fields of work. I can’t wait to see what the others are doing and to be inspired by them.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

De Besturing is located in a very rich area and we were afraid that the Coronavirus 
pandemic would cause economic and financial problems, but all the tenants are 
still here and paying rent, so as long as that continues, we won’t have any serious 
problems. Our foundation is managed very carefully, we are saving money in order to 
prevent future problems, and so far this has been a very effective strategy. We also take 
the project very seriously and want the people involved to devote their time and effort 
to organizing this place in the best possible way, because having a healthy financial 
system is not easy, especially in a long-term initiative.

Interview with: Stephan Sjouke

“We try to make all the tenants feel 
responsible for the building, not just as 
tenants, but as a part of a community.”
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ExRotaprint
An alternative model for urban development
from 2004/2007

exrotaprint.de
ExRotaprint

Gottschedstr., 4
13357 Berlin 
Germany

ExRotaprint is the former site of the Rotaprint printing press manufacturing plant 
in Berlin’s Wedding district. In 2004, visual artists Daniela Brahm and Les Schliesser 
formulated a concept in which on-site tenants would take over the property. The 
goal was to develop the location to serve a heterogeneous mix of uses for Arbeit, 
Kunst, Soziales (work, art, and community) and affordable rents for all. Following 
lengthy, arduous negotiations with the Berlin Senate and the Liegenschaftsfonds 
Berlin, the tenant-founded ExRotaprint gGmbH took over the complex in 2007. In 
order to ensure the project’s long-term development as a not-for-profit and rule 
out real estate speculation, a ninety-nine year heritable building right contract was 
signed with two foundations, Trias and Edith Maryon. Today, ExRotaprint represents 
a space of possibility for the realization of new social urban development strategies, 
free from the exclusionary consequences of speculation and financial profit.

 ExRotaprint |  Berlin  | G
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WHERE

ExRotaprint is the former site of a 
printing press manufacturing plant in 
Berlin’s Wedding district. The Rotap-
rint company was a German printing 
press manufacturer considered to be a 
pioneer of small-format offset printing. 
Founded in 1904, the company began 
its production at Reinickendorfer Straße 
46 in 1916 and it had a lasting influence 
on the city block between Gottsched-
straße and Wiesenstraße throughout 
the following decades. After the air raids 
of 1945, 80% of the area’s production 
sites were destroyed. In the early 1950s, 
productivity increased rapidly, creating 
demand for new production spaces. 
Rotaprint began to rebuild and rede-
sign the Wilhelminian-era commer-
cial buildings that had survived the 
destruction of the war. Architect Klaus 
Kirsten was commissioned to design 
new, architecturally ambitious build-
ings that gave the site its current iden-
tity. Due to new advances in electronic 
technology, the company went bank-
rupt in 1989. From that moment, the site 
was left without any future prospects. 
The complex is now included in the 
Registry of Berlin’s Historically Protected 
Monuments.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Complex of buildings 

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (printing press manufac-
turing plant)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1904/1907 and 1950s

SURFACE AREA
8,400 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

The buildings are owned by ExRotaprint 
gGmbH and the land is owned by Trias 
and Edith Maryon Foundations

CONCESSION 
Owner
99 years regular rent for land through 
heritable building right

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Underused

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Industrial workshops 
Offices for community outreach organ-
izations and classrooms
17 practice rooms for bands and 
musicians 
22 artist studios
1 cafeteria
Space for events, conferences, work-
shops
2 guest apartments

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Workdays: 80%
Weekends: 20%

OPENING HOURS 
Open all day for workers
Open to public only during specific 
events 

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
450

WHAT

ExRotaprint is a model for urban devel-
opment that rules out financial profit 
through ownership and establishes 
a diverse, open environment for all 
community groups. ExRotaprint rents 
an equal amount of the overall space to 
each area (work, art, and community) 
and the spatial coexistence of manu-
facturing, creativity and job services 
provides a mix that creates mutual 
exchange, critical consciousness, and 
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WHO

ExRotaprint e.V., the first platform 
created during the initial phase of the 
project, decided to found the not-for-
profit company ExRotaprint gGmbH 
by majority vote in 2007. The tenants 
who were interested in being actively 
involved in the development of the 
project became partners. Presently, 
ExRotaprint gGmbH is composed of 
eleven partners, one of which is the 
tenants’ association, RotaClub e.V., 
which has a single collective vote in 
the company. Each tenant can join 
Rotaprint e.V. and thus be involved in 
the decision-making process of the 
not-for-profit company. The partners 
meet once a month to discuss issues 
concerning the project’s development 
and all related current and long-term 
issues.
 
MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. ExRotaprint gGmbH (not-for-profit, 
   limited liability company, 2007)
2. RotaClub e.V. (association of all 
   renters, 2005)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
2 managers
3 full-time employees (administration,-
caretaker, general maintenance)
1 freelancer (building maintenance)
1 freelancer who takes care of the rental of 
shared spaces

future growth. 
Inside ExRotaprint there are businesses, 
community outreach organizations, and 
independent creatives. The community 
outreach organizations guarantee that 
the complex is open to people who live in 
Wedding and are part of the social fabric 
of the district.

SURFACE IN USE
8.400 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial 
Coworking and workspace
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment
Education and training
Entrepreneurship
Housing
Technology
Welfare 

ExRotaprint rents spaces to projects 
operating directly within its neigh-
borhood: a German-language school 
for migrants, counseling services for 
the unemployed, a learning center for 
school dropouts, and a project offering 
career guidance to youth.

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
The activities are open to everyone

COLLABORATIONS
Ex Rotaprint is a space of possibili-
ties. Musicians, designers, writers, and 
artists rent office spaces, practice 
rooms and studios. The tenants bring 
their own activities into spaces, they are 
extremely well-networked and create 
their own professional structures.

NETWORK
Local
National 
International 
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HOW

ExRotaprint institutes a unique form of 
ownership and self-organization: it is 
a model for ownership without private 
ownership. Rental income provides 
the financial basis of the project and 
covers the costs of the renovations, 
the building modifications, the annual 
rent of the ground, and the operational 
expenses. The heritable building right 
formed with the Trias and Edith Maryon 
foundations allowed the project to 
avoid the standard market logic and 
its associated consequences and risks. 
The ground rent that ExRotaprint pays 
annually to the foundations refinances 
the purchase of the site and enables the 
foundations to take on new projects of a 
similar nature. This creates a long-term 
cash flow extending beyond ExRotaprint 
and its own interests.

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

Did you know?

The Heritable Building Right
The heritable building right was introduced in Germany in 1919 with the Herit-
able Building Right Law in order to promote residential construction and enable 
lower-income populations to build homes. At the same time, the idea was to create 
an instrument to oppose property speculation.
A heritable building lease describes the transfer of the right of use from the owner 
to the ground leaseholder for 99 years.
This instrument divides up ownership of property by separating the parcel of land 
from the buildings. The party providing the heritable building right owns the land; 
the party receiving the heritable building right owns the buildings. A heritable 
building right is equivalent to ownership with all the associated rights and obliga-
tions related to property management. With a heritable building right contract, the 
landowner leases the parcel of land to the recipient of the heritable building right 
for an agreed period of time.
The heritable building right means that the land can be effectively withdrawn from 
speculation and permanently used for the common good of society without the 
barriers to entry being increased by rising prices over time. 

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC RESOURCES 
10% Public grants 
90% Rental income

Currently annual rental income totals 
460,000 Euros. In accordance with the 
heritable building right contract, ExRo-
taprint pays the foundations an annual 
ground rent of 10% of net rental income 
(currently 46,000 Euros per year), or at 
least 35,200 Euros per year, equivalent to 
5.5% of the initial land value (2007). 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES 
100% Free

Watch the video 
“From industrial 

production to 
collective urban 

development“
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How did your story begin?

After the Rotaprint company went bankrupt in 1989, the district took over the manage-
ment of the buildings and rented them for short-term periods.  In 1991, the ensemble 
of Wilhelminian-era commercial buildings and 1950s-era extensions were listed as 
a monument and placed under strict historic preservation protection, a status that 
probably saved them from demolition. From 2000 on, we were tenants in one of the 
former Rotaprint buildings, owned at the time by the City of Berlin, which put it up for 
sale. Our story began in 2004 as a tenant initiative: we started the ExRotaprint project 
with the people who were already renting spaces on site, a very diverse group. In 
2005, we decided to create the association of tenants ExRotaprint e.V., which was our 
first platform. At the same time we started negotiating the purchase price with the 
city. The managing board of the association handled the negotiations and was the 
contact representative for city politics and the public. At the beginning, the effort to 
develop a bottom-up project was totally uncertain, and to make it real we needed 
tenacity, ideas, political pressure, and eventually the support of the district and state.  
After two years of negotiations and political pressure, we were able to purchase the 
10,000 sqm Rotaprint complex in 2007. After the purchase, the association decided to 
establish the not-for-profit ExRotaprint gGmbH, which today manages the complex 
for which it alone is responsible based on a ninety-nine year heritable building right.

Is there a practice or value that 
represents you and you think 
may be an inspiration to others?

Besides the diverse mix of users 
(workers, artists, community members), 
the most inspiring thing is the legal 
construct we have built in order to 
ensure the long-term objectives of the 
project and the system against speculation. For this purpose we set up a legal 
configuration, which consists of a heritable building right and the not-for-profit 
status. This legal solution separates the land from the buildings: the buildings are 
owned by ExRotaprint gGmbH, while the foundations retain ownership of the land. 
Based on a ninety-nine-year heritable building right, ExRotaprint manages the 
site and is responsible for all aspects related to project development, the renting 
of spaces, financing, and renovation; only the sale of the complex is excluded. 
Any financial profits generated must be used for the preservation of the historical 
architectural monument and the promotion of art and culture.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Dealing with different entities (neighbors, politicians, people from different 
countries): it is important to always try to establish close, direct contact with 
people. We always overcome difficult situations by getting close to people, in 
order to communicate and open up to them. Don’t write emails - talk to each 
other instead.

Interview with: Daniela Brahm

“We set up a legal configuration, which 
consists of a heritable building right 
and the not-for-profit status. This legal 
solution separates the land from the 
buildings: the buildings are owned by Ex-
Rotaprint gGmbH, while the foundations 
retain ownership of the land.”

 ExRotaprint |  Berlin  | G
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ZAWP
Regeneration in transition
from 2008

zawp.org
zawpbio
zawp
ZAWP

  Calle Pintor Ignacio Zuloaga, 9 
48014 Bilbao
Spain

ZAWP (Zorrotzaurre Art Work in Progress) is a project created in 2008 by the Haceria 
Arteak cultural association with the goal of helping the urban transformation 
process of the Ribera de Deusto and Zorrotzaurre neighborhoods in Bilbao. The goal 
of the project is to generate employment and artistic opportunities while the urban 
transformation is underway, while also serving as an interface between institutions, 
neighbors, businesses, cultural agents of the city and the construction companies.
Today, ZAWP is an interdisciplinary social and cultural movement that operates in 
favor of the social, financial and cultural regeneration of the neighborhood through 
projects and events that favor the valorization of its memory and stimulate its crea-
tive fabric, generating new job opportunities. ZAWP has contributed to the launch of 
dozens of temporary reactivation projects in over 8,000 sqm of abandoned spaces, 
the reactivation of three buildings, and the planning of hundreds of local, national 
and international events and socio-cultural initiatives every year. The goal is to 
inspire similar processes in other urban, rural and post-industrial areas through 
transitional urbanism.
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WHERE

The Ribera Deusto and Zorrotzaurre 
neighborhoods form an area of Bilbao 
in which two very different souls have 
coexisted for years: an industrial port 
district that was active until the end of 
the last century, and a rural area, which 
disappeared in the mid-twentieth 
century with the urbanization process.
The first urban expansion plan of the 
city (1927-1929) reinforced in this area 
the model of port city with the design 
of two movable bridges to facilitate 
the passage of boats and to form the 
Deusto channel from the river of the 
same name. Between 1940 and 1975 
new industrial enterprises were opened, 
and in 1968 the Deusto canal was 
completed, creating the Zorrotzaurre 
peninsula.
During the 1980s, the city experienced 
deep social conflicts and saw a rise in 
unemployment and drug-addiction 
rates. After this severe crisis, urban reno-
vation and regeneration works started 
in the 1990s in all of the neglected indus-
trial and port areas of Bilbao, including 
Zorrotzaurre.
On November 29th 2012, the Bilbao City 
Council gave the final approval to the 
Special Urban Plan for Zorrotzaurre, 
based on the Master Plan designed by 
the famous Iraqi-British architect Zaha 
Hadid. The main idea of the plan is to 
transform Zorrotzaurre into a mixed-use 
island that will host houses, offices, 
shopping centers and public spaces, 
including 154,066 sqm of open areas 
and 93,537 sqm of land for public instal-
lations for educational, health, sport 
and cultural use.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Urban district

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial and infrastructure

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1920s-1970s 

SURFACE AREA
84 hectares

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Regular rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
The following lists indicate the spaces 
reactivated in the past and those 
currently undergoing temporary reac-
tivation:

Spaces reactivated in the past:
La Haceria: 120 sqm multi-purpose 
space that was used mainly for theater 
and music performances
Garabia: multi-purpose space that 
was used mainly for exhibitions and 
shows, but also as a meeting place for 
local residents, open to the needs of the 
neighborhood 
Loft ZAWP: this space hosted the 
Haceria Arteak association, meetings 
and a coworking space
ETC02: 250 sqm space used for creative 
workshops 
ZAWP Denda: small neighborhood 
grocery store that sold basic food and 
hygiene products and was also the 
infopoint for the activities of ZAWP
Papelera ZAWP: the former plant that 
was rented by ZAWP in order to initiate 
a dialogue with the owners and insti-
tutions for its reactivation. Thanks to 
ZAWP and the support of the Asociación 
Vasca de Patrimonio Industrial y Obra 
Pública (AVPIOP), the building currently 
hosts the Kunsthal design school. 

Spaces currently reactivated
La Nave Va: the new headquarter of 
ZAWP and the Haceria Arteak associa-
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of “mientras tanto” - the “in the mean-
time” (transition period) - or, the act of 
supporting spaces and urban areas in 
transformation through the develop-
ment of activities related to culture, art 
and creativity. 

SURFACE IN USE
Around 5,000 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial 
Coworking and workspace
Culture and arts

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Artists and creatives
Children 
Families 
Senior citizens 
Young people
Under-represented people: migrants

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools 

NETWORK
Local
Regional 
International 

tion, it hosts various coworking spaces, 
meeting spaces, a workshop, a ware-
house, and areas open to the public 
during weekends, with a cafeteria, an 
internal and external terrace and two 
exhibition spaces.
La Terminal: an old printing house and 
boiler factory, converted into a large 
factory of Cultural and Creative Indus-
tries (CCI) that encourages, promotes 
and opens itself to exchange and coex-
istence between different artistic disci-
plines. Inspired by the Cuban Art Factory 
(FAC), La Terminal is the first operational 
CCI factory in the Basque Country, and 
aims to be a hub in Bilbao’s cultural 
scene and in the urban transformation 
of this island through its varied cultural 
offerings.

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  

Workdays: 30%
Weekends: 70%

OPENING HOURS 
From Friday to Sunday

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
600-700 (average per weekend)
2,000-4,000 (average per month)

WHAT

Through ZAWP, the Haceria Arteak 
association experiments with new solu-
tions to guarantee the sustainability of 
the projects in the different sectors of 
Cultural and Creative Industries (CCI) in 
the Basque Country, generating busi-
ness models and products for their 
professional positioning and offering 
training programs and support in their 
development, both in management 
and internationalization processes. This 
objective is applied to the philosophy 
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WHO

ZAWP was started and is now managed 
by Haceria Arteak, a cultural not-for-
profit association, which is a movement 
open to the involvement of all citizens, 
not only to those who belong to the 
cultural and creative sector. Given the 
complexity and the urban dimension 
of the ZAWP project, the association 
is constantly in contact with the local 
administration, in order to establish the 
mutual relationship of trust needed for 
the reactivation of abandoned spaces, 
which although temporary, is very 
inspiring for the city.
 
MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Haceria Arteak (association, 1997)

PEOPLE INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
7-8

HOW

ZAWP is an independent and self-man-
aged center but, as stated in its 
charter, it is well aware of the interde-
pendent relationship with the other 
project stakeholders and the strongly 
plural context in which the activity 
develops. Over the years, ZAWP has 
established collaborations with various 
public and private institutions, as well 
as with companies, artists and cultural 
networks in order to achieve its goals 
and a level of sustainability that is 

based on a logic of mixed funding 
(public and private) that responds to 
principles of redistribution, reciprocity 
(volunteering, exchange in kind, etc.) 
and self-financing through market 
initiatives. The main funder is the 
Department of Culture of the Basque 
Government through a program for 
creative industries.
In order to efficiently and effectively 
manage the complexity of ZAWP, its 
activities and relationships, a Customer 
Relationship Management system is 
used, which helps in the management 
of more than 10,000 contacts, and 
allows the organization of all the phases 
of the relationships with employees, 
collaborators, coworkers or other users 
of the various activities, from issuing 
invoices to sharing research projects.

NATURE OF INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OG MANAGEMENT
Vertical

ECONOMIC RESOURCES
80% Public grants 
10% Rental income
10% Other: commercial activities, 
donations, membership fees, tickets 
and entrance fees 

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES
70%  Free
30%  Paid

Watch the video 
“What is ZAWP?”
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How did your story begin?

The neighborhood in which we are located is part of the process of urban regen-
eration of Bilbao from an industrial city to a third sector/tourist city. The source 
of inspiration for the ZAWP cultural movement is the urban master plan for the 
neighborhood and the need to generate cultural and creative opportunities in 
the city of Bilbao and change its landscape through art and culture. Today we are 
witnessing a process of gentrification, in which the neighborhood will go from 450 
to 20,000 residents. We want to let the citizens of Bilbao know that art and culture 

can change the landscape, the destiny 
of an urban area. ZAWP originates 
from the concept of “transit urbanism,” 
conceived by sociologist Ruth Mayoral, 
one of the creators of the movement 
and its philosophy. ZAWP exists because 
there is an evolving urban landscape 
that follows the direction of the master 
plan. Within this dynamic, in 2019 we 
were forced to move to other spaces 
because the old ones were demol-
ished. So we took all our materials, 

chairs, computers, and equipment, and we started from scratch. This concept of 
transit urbanism implies constant movement, a process of change that focuses 
on what happens “in the meantime”: what we cause to happen between the time 
the city council decides on a new urban plan and when it is actually realized. 
During this “meantime”, over the past few years, we have reactivated the space, 
created opportunities, and changed the landscape. Another design line is the 
enhancement of the memory of the neighborhood as an industrial port. Between 
2009 and 2013 we created a project on the visual memory of the neighborhood, 
collecting many photographs, interviewing neighbors, mapping the factories that 
were in the neighborhood, meeting with factory workers, and collecting urban 
memories.

“This concept of transit urbanism 
implies constant movement, a 
process of change that focuses on 
what happens “in the meantime” 
[...] During this “meantime”, over the 
past few years, we have reactivated 
the space, created opportunities, 
and changed the landscape.”

Did you know?

The role of cultural and creative industries in the Basque Country
Bilbao has developed a road map of cultural and creative disciplines, which 
in recent decades has become one of the main axes of its great urban and 
economic transformation. The city has been able to equip itself with infrastructures 
and projects in this field, achieving international recognition and visibility. Similarly, 
projects focused on supporting the consolidation and growth of the sector at a local 
level have also been developed (such as the process involving the Zorrotzaurre 
peninsula), through the involvement of a large number of entities, companies and 
organizations of varying sizes that contribute significantly to the development of 
the city’s creative and cultural sector. In the Basque Country, cultural and creative 
industries account for 10.25% of companies and 5.29% of total employment (data 
from 2019). This is a strategic sector for the Region, which has recently relaunched 
in its support a new interdepartmental program that addresses the field of culture 
and creativity from the perspective of innovation.
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Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

One of the first things we did was to call five professional photographers to photo-
graph a building that was going to be demolished in a few days. We asked the 
photographers to go inside of it and share their point of view on that abandoned 
building, then we set up our first exhibition. The last exhibition we set up was in 
the new location where we are now, in the street named after a famous Basque 
painter, Kalean Zuloaga. During Halloween weekend, we organized a small festival 
inspired by this painter, and we called it “Zuloaga in the Street”. We invited street 
artists and citizens to paint the walls of the city, and we organized a rich program 
of activities on this painter with the aim of changing the landscape, because we 
are new to that part of the island and we want to make it more artistic-oriented. 
This artistic work on the urban landscape is influencing the development of the 
master plan. At first the main idea was to demolish the whole island and rebuild 
from scratch. Today instead 14 buildings will be saved.  One of them in particular is 
a former paper mill that we rented for 2 years to lobby and force public institutions 
not to demolish it. Thanks to our actions, the City Council first financed the cost 
of the remediation to change the use from industrial to educational, then bought 
the building, which now houses a private design school. It was a success because 
we were the ones who asked the city council to save this building. Art and culture 
can save our abandoned architectural legacy.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Our secret ingredient is “not being against institutions”: we do not work side by side with 
them, but we aren’t against them just because they are institutions. We invest some of 
our time in communicating to them all the initiatives and activities we do, so that they 
are informed. Even if it’s a crazy project, like proposing to stop traffic for a day! Sometimes 
it’s something you can accomplish and sometimes it’s not, but it’s important for us to 
make them part of and aware of what we do. Because sometimes you might need to 
ask them for a favor and it’s important to know each other well!  

Interview with: Cristina Pascual
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Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa
A district for cultural production
from 1995

info@cantiericulturalizisa.it
cantiericulturalizisa.it
cantiericulturalizisa

Via Paolo Gili, 4 
90138 Palermo (PA)
Italy

The Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa are located in Palermo in a 55,000 sqm area of indus-
trial archeology, now transformed into factories of cultural and artistic production 
by a large collective project of urban regeneration. The area hosts 38 public and 
private organizations that bring life into the old pavilions with exhibitions, theater, 
music, film and cultural performances of all kinds.
After a long process that began in 1995, the Cantieri have established themselves 
in the national and international scene as an important center of independent 
cultural production and fruition, managed through an innovative public and 
private governance system.
It is a combination of unique spaces, skills and resources that hosts the most 
important educational institutions in the artistic and cultural field, international 
cultural centers, cultural spaces managed by the city and independent creative 
spaces enlivened by a wide range of associations, all in synergy with each other.

 C
antieri C

ulturali alla Zisa | Palerm
o | ITALY



168

WHERE

The former industrial area where the 
Cantieri are located played a central 
role between the end of the nineteenth 
century and the first half of the twen-
tieth century. It housed wooden and 
metal Art Nouveau furniture designed 
by the Palermo architect Ernesto Basile 
in the Officine Ducrot and aircrafts 
designed by the engineer Giovanni 
Battista Caproni in the Aeronautica 
Sicula production spaces.
The recovery and renovation of spaces, 
carried out by the city administration 
during the 1990s, was followed by years 
of neglect and abandonment. Today 
the Cantieri are a true citadel of culture 
that has reactivated 32 spaces and 2 
common courtyards: 3 spaces have 
been dedicated to dance, 2 to music, 3 
to theater, 3 to cinema, 8 to visual arts, 
1 to children, 12 to training, 13 are hybrid 
spaces and 2 became libraries.

CONTEXT
The area where the Cantieri Culturali alla 
Zisa are located is close to the city center, 
between the working-class districts of 
Zisa and Noce, which are densely popu-
lated and lacking in services. It is a very 
fragmented and disconnected part 
of the city and, despite its proximity to 
the La Zisa palace and the center of the 
Arab-Norman Unesco itinerary, the area 
is strongly isolated from its context, also 
because of its perimeter walls. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, the Cantieri 
area was engulfed by and partially 
subjected to a senseless and abnormal 
construction boom, the so-called “sack 
of Palermo”, which distorted the archi-
tectural physiognomy of the city and 
destroyed many Art Nouveau buildings.

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Complex of buildings

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (factory for the production of 
furniture, weapons, airplanes, railway 
cars) 

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
Late 1800s 

MAIN HISTORICAL FACTS 
1891: during the National Exposition 
of 1892 the furniture factory of the 
Palermo entrepreneur Carlo Golia 
gained national recognition.
1902: The enterprise called “Impresa 
Carlo Golia e C.” changed its name to 
“Ducrot Palermo, Successore di Golia 
& C. e di Solei Herbert” and became 
property of Vittorio Ducrot (adopted 
son of Carlo Golia), who entrusts the 
architect Ernesto Basile with the role of 
artistic director. The structures of the 
new company were located in Via Gili, 
the main road from which today the 
area can be accessed.
1912-1937: the Ducrot furniture factory 
expanded until the 1930s, when the 
factory grew from 200 to 2,000 workers, 
establishing itself as one of the largest 
Italian furniture factories and as one 
of the main suppliers of luxury Art 
Nouveau furniture at international level.
1936: a part of the factory was 
converted to aircraft production.
1939: the Zisa production halls became 
property of a Genoese group; after 
the Second World War, the business 
started its inevitable decline. From this 
moment on, the production of furni-
ture coexisted with the aeronautical 
company that never took off and with a 
company that produced railway cars.
1957-1973: the production halls spread 
towards the Zisa district, reaching their 
maximum expansion. In 1973, a large 
portion of the area was destined for 
residential construction with a variant 
to the Master Plan.
1977: part of the area was demolished 
to construct a residential building.
1995: the City of Palermo bought what 
remained of the Ducrot factory at the 
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bankruptcy auction and began a slow 
process to transform the spaces into 
cultural, exhibition and theater centers.
2004: Palermo hosted the Interna-
tional Security Conference, receiving 
substantial funds for the organization 
of the meeting. Portions of these funds 
were used to rebuild the pavilions of 
the halls hosting the conference.
2011: The civic movement “I Cantieri che 
vogliamo” published an Open letter to 
the future mayor of Palermo. This was 
the start of a season of activism that 
led to a dense series of city assem-
blies and cultural activities, as well as 
the self-managed reopening of the 
De Seta cinema and the Tre Navate 
pavilion.

2018: the “Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa” 
organization is founded. It is an entity 
that brings together different organiza-
tions that operate in the Cantieri area,  
with the goal of initiating a shared 
management process.

SURFACE AREA
55,000 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public

CONCESSION 
Free cession

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Abandoned

 C
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WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 50%
Weekends: 50%

Winter: 15%
Spring: 40%
Summer: 25%
Autumn: 30%

OPENING HOURS 
The space is open daily until 9pm with 
special openings during events and 
shows.

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 500

WHAT

The Cantieri are a true citadel of culture 
that hosts and organizes exhibitions, 
training courses, theatrical, musical, 
and cinematographic activities, and 
community initiatives organized both by 
the managers of the individual spaces 
and by external cultural organizations. 
In 2019, 882 activities and initiatives were 
carried out within the area, of which 157 
were carried out by temporarily hosted 
organizations. The result is a cultural 
proposal that goal the Cantieri Culturali 
alla Zisa every day of the year, stimu-
lating and solidifying the multifaceted 
community that inhabits these spaces 
on a daily basis: artists, creatives, makers, 
young students, inhabitants of the Zisa 
district, innovators who contribute to 
shaping the Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa 
system.  

SURFACE IN USE
38,500 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial 
Coworking and workspace
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production
Ecology and environment
Education and training
Food and drink
Technology

CULTURAL PRODUCTION
Public art
Performing arts 
Music 
Visual arts
Game design

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Children
Local community
Senior citizens
Young people

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Other commons
Professionals and freelancers

NETWORK
Each of the cultural organizations inside 
Cantieri alla Zisa has its own network
In 2019, 742 partnerships were activated 
for the implementation of the activities

WHO

The Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa are 
managed through a coordination of 38 
public and private organizations.
Some of the “residents of the Cantieri”, 
as they call themselves, have created 
a second level organization, the third 
sector organization Cantieri Culturali 
alla Zisa, capable of bringing together 
and coordinating the entities sharing the 
spaces, taking into account the diversity 

- 
- 
- 
- 

34%
30%

  35%
  1%
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Focus on the cultural production

Cultura in cantiere
A game event, which involved all the organizations operating inside the Cantieri, 
held in 2018 - the European Year of Cultural Heritage - to celebrate the inte-
gration of different cultures that work side by side in the city every day. During 
the game, people were invited to solve puzzles and pass tests together with 
the organizations that inhabit the Cantieri, ranging from music to illustration 
to foreign cultures. The themes that inspired the game (urban commons, 
cultural activities, Arab-Norman heritage) were chosen 
during the Partecip@ttivi process, promoted by the City of 
Palermo when it was awarded the title of Italian Capital of 
Culture for 2018, and some of the games were inspired by the 
participatory game design meetings that took place during 
the project. The game allowed the public to get to know the 
Cantieri better and to narrate, together with the local inhab-
itants, the different features of the spaces.

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
433 activity managers
313 employees
120 volunteers

HOW

Not all the organisations that operate 
in Cantieri alla Zisa have joined the 
third sector organisation but they all 
participate in its management through 
the members meetings, where each 
space is represented by a delegate.

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY 
24% Public grants 
12% Regular public funds
48% Self-funded
16% Sponsorships

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
40% Free
60% Paid

of their statutes and identities, in order 
to constitute the designated point of 
contact of the municipal administration. 
The spaces have been assigned by the 
City of Palermo, through lease contracts 
at a capped rent, since they offer free 
services to the city. 

COMPOSITION
Network

NUMBER OF ORGANIZATIONS INVOLVED 
IN THE MANAGEMENT
38

JURIDICAL FORM OF THE ORGANIZA-
TION(S)
ETS (Third sector organization, 2019)

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
Third sector organizations: Aopcs, Arci 
Tavola Tonda, Babel, CLAC, Comunità 
Ellenica, Consorzio Arca, Coop. Colorè, 
Ditirammu, G273, Legambiente Sicilia, 
Lumpen
Foreign organizations: Goethe-Institut, 
Goethe Zentrum, Institut Français 
Palermo, Verein Düsseldorf–Palermo e. V.
Public institutions: Accademia Belle 
Arti, Centro Sperimentale di Cine-
matografia, Comune di Palermo, DAMS
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How did your story begin?

In 1995, the City of Palermo purchased what was left of the Ducrot factory and 
began a slow metamorphosis that was only partially governed. The mayor of the 
city, Leoluca Orlando, assigned the only building then accessible to the Goethe 
Institut, which, being a foreign cultural institute, proposed cultural activities 
without requesting funds from the city administration. Without the presence of 
the Goethe Institute, the whole process would not have started. At the same time 
the then-councilor for culture invited some important personalities of European 

culture to Cantieri, like Wim Wenders 
and Pina Bausch, who were impressed 
by the place, and chose it as a venue 
for artistic productions and some 
major events in collaboration with local 
artists. Between the late 1990s and 
early 2000s Nick Cave, 99 Posse, and 
Subsonica performed here: there was 
a great cultural excitement around the 
area. A few years later, more structural 
recovery interventions were funded, 
and so the ZAC (Zisa Arte Contempo-

ranea) exhibition space was restored. However, no further cultural events were 
organized: for ten years the city administration, which had changed in the mean-
time, focused its attention on other spaces. The attention on Cantieri was reignited 
in 2011, when it was feared that they may be turned into a shopping center. So the 
area was occupied and there was a strong opinion movement that associated, in 
a symbolic way, the reactivation of Cantieri with the reopening of Cinema De Seta, 
the only public cinema in all of Sicily. People were angry at the time because the 
culture workers of the city were in a severe economic crisis due to the cut in funds 
for culture, so much so that many cultural production companies were forced to 
close. At the same time, however, new dynamic organizations emerged. 
In this situation, the movement “I cantieri che vogliamo” (The Cantieri We Want) 
was created, involving at first culture workers and then artists, lawyers, notaries, 
and academics. The first public assembly was attended by 300 people, then the 
movement grew, welcoming all the cultural organizations that did not have a 
home. We organized conferences, public meetings, and concerts until we decided 
to occupy the cinema and to share the statute of the movement, written collec-
tively by constitutionalists and culture workers. 
After a moment of unprecedented political involvement during the electoral 
campaign for the regional and municipal elections in Palermo, a difficult period 
began because in the meantime, with the economic crisis, the city no longer had 
the same funds available as in the past. 
However, we began to debate the applicability of the “Regulations for Urban 
Commons” and of the concept of “fiscal loss” (the loss caused by a city adminis-
tration when it leaves a property abandoned). In order to proceed with the Cantieri 
project, we turned to the Fondazione per il Sud which, having the necessary funds 
at its disposal, accused the city administration of committing fiscal damage by 
leaving the area abandoned. In this way, the Foundation for the South took over 
the assignment of the spaces, and then managed the allocation of the spaces.

“We are guided by the idea of mak-
ing the Cantieri a driving force for 
the community, pushing the people 
of the neighborhood to experience 
these spaces, in an idea of a local 
ecosystem that includes every so-
cial and age group.”
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Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?
The process of building Cantieri Culturali is constantly in progress, because it is a 55,000 
square meter area, with 18 assignees, at least 30 organizations, and thousands of activ-
ities that inevitably tend to  overlap. Given the complexity, the process must be struc-
tured, made functional. Despite the difficulties with the city administration, we continued 
to work in the direction of greater integration and coordination among the organizations 
participating to Cantieri Culturali; for this reason in 2018 we promoted the activity “Comu-
nità che si organizzano” (Self-Organizing Communities), because we needed a legal 
entity that could interface with the municipality. We invited other organizations that, like 
us, were thinking about establishing a more official identity. So in 2019 we created the ETS 
(third sector organization) Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa that brings together the entities that 
operate inside the Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa. With the ETS we tried to initiate the shared 
physical planning of the area and at the same time, to work on a shared calendar of 
activities in order to avoid overlap and generate synergy. The most ambitious goal of the 
ETS is to build a community that can recognize itself not only within the identities of indi-
vidual cultural centers but also within the organization that contains them. This is done 
through the exchange of users and audiences and through continuous representation 
of the needs that emerge in the management of shared spaces. 

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

We are guided by the idea of making the Cantieri a driving force for the community, 
pushing the people of the neighborhood to experience these spaces, in an idea of a local 
ecosystem that includes every social and age group. That’s why the space, after risking 
being closed and turned into a shopping center, today involves such a big critical mass 
that it cannot be shut down. We would like to further open up to the neighborhood. After 
the metaphorical openings with cultural activities, we would like to create a “physical” 
opening in the walls surrounding the space, making it easier to access.

Interview with: Filippo Pistoia

 C
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Centrale Fies
A power plant that produces culture
from 1999

info@centralefies.it
centralefies.it
centralefies 

Loc. Fies 1, 
Dro (TN)
Italy

Centrale Fies is an independent center for residencies and performing arts located 
inside a hydroelectric power plant that dates back to the early 1900s, still partially 
active, owned by Hydro Dolomiti Energia. Centrale Fies is the first Italian example of 
regeneration of an industrial archaeology site for artistic and cultural purposes in 
which experiments with practices, production methods and processes connected 
to artistic residencies and performing arts are innovated.
Launched in 1999 by the Il Gaviale cooperative as an experiential landing place 
of the Drodesera Festival (born in 1980), today Centrale Fies is an international 
artistic research center in connection with many artistic production centers and 
performing art festivals throughout Europe and worldwide. To its credit, it has 
numerous productions that have contributed to the creation and growth of a new 
generation of artists, as well as to the development of artistic practices such as 
dance and architecture, dance-theater, and socio-political theater.

C
entrale Fies | D

ro | ITALY
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WHERE

Centrale Fies is located in a Hapsburg 
hydroelectric power plant from 1911, still 
partially active and owned by Hydro 
Dolomiti Energia. In 1999, the Il Gaviale 
cooperative signed a loan for use 
agreement with ENEL, and obtained the 
permission to organize festivals and 
cultural events inside the power plant.
The method of restoration, through the 
use of reversible materials such as steel 
and wood, is an example of reuse of 
industrial archeology among the most 
virtuous in Italy, which has allowed for 
the preservation of the spirit of the place 
and to make its spaces flexible. What 
was originally the transformer gallery 
(Galleria Trasformatori) is now a space 
for exhibitions and public events such 
as meetings, workshops and presenta-
tions. The turbine hall (Sala Turbine) has 
been transformed into a large theater 
that can be divided into two rooms with 
200 seats each. The Forge, Control and 
Crescent rooms (Forgia, Comando and 
Mezzelune) are used both as rehearsal 
rooms and as spaces for public pres-
entations of performances. 
Further renovations are planned that 
will expand the spaces related to the 
reception of artists, with guest houses 
and kitchens, and the accessibility of 
the entire complex. 

CONTEXT
Centrale Fies is located in southwest 
Trentino, in the Autonomous Province 
of Trento, between the Sarca river and 
the Marocche di Dro natural reserve, on 
the site of a mighty landslide caused by 
the collapse and sliding of stone mate-
rial, in the heart of the Valle dei Laghi in 
Trentino. It is an isolated but lively loca-
tion, where evocative natural elements 
such as rocks, river, and woods become 
inspiration for artists and creatives.

LOCATION 
Rural

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building
Open space (green area)

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (power plant)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1911

MAIN HISTORICAL FACTS 
Early 1900s: the city council of Trento 
is granted the permission to build a 
power plant.
1906 - 1909: the power plant is built .
1911: electricity production starts, 
covering the energy needs of the 
municipality of Trento, the industries 
of the city and the nascent electric 
tramways designed to link Trento to the 
nearby valleys.
1920s: expansion of the plant, which is 
integrated with the new power station 
built a little further downstream, near 
Dro, dedicated to Prince Umberto di 
Savoia.
1960s: the activity of the Fies power 
plant is considerably reduced due to 
the construction of new plants
1970s: the power plant is decommis-
sioned.
1980s:  the Drodesera Theater Festival 
is developed inside the houses and 
courtyards of Dro.
1999: the Il Gaviale cooperative signs a 
loan for use agreement with ENEL, and 
obtains permission to organize festivals 
and cultural events inside the power 
plant under the name Centrale Fies.
2002: the Drodesera Festival moves 
permanently inside the Fies hydroelec-
tric power plant.
2010: the first phase of renovation 
begins.
2022: the s.econd phase of renovation 
is planned to create residences on the 
upper floor.

SURFACE AREA
6,000 sqm
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OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Free cession

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Underused

C
entrale Fies | D

ro | ITALY

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
Coworking space
Foyer
Park
Guest house
Galleria trasformatori (Transformer 
gallery)
Sala turbine (Turbine hall)
Mezzelune (Crescent room)
Forgia (Forge room)
Sala comando (Control room)

Forge
courtyard

Forge

Turbine rooms 1 and 2

Stairs

Foyer
F2: Control roomGF: changing room,  

        transformer gallery
F1: offices, press area 
F2: Mezzelune room

GF: Office
F1: Troupes space

Central
part still
active

Storage

WEST ELEVATION

PLAN

Credits: Centrale Fies
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WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 80%
Weekends: 20%

Winter: 25%
Spring: 25%
Summer: 25%
Autumn: 25%

OPENING HOURS 
Always open for people working in the 
spaces and the artists hosted
Open to the public by appointment or 
during specific events

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Around 25

WHAT

Centrale Fies is an artistic production 
center visited every year by dozens 
of artists and creatives from all over 
the world, whom it supports in every 
aspect: from curatorial and productive 
support (offering residencies, equipped 
rooms and technical assistance, and 
coworking areas) to practical support 
(management assistance, organization, 
fundraising and administrative support, 
production and national/international 
networking). 
Thanks to its multidisciplinary capacity, 
it attracts and contributes to the growth 
of entrepreneurial entities and hybrid 
projects with a strong experimental 
nature. It has developed close rela-
tionships with many centers of artistic 
production and performing art festivals 
in Europe and around the world, and 
contributed to more than 150 produc-
tions and co-productions that have 
helped to create and grow a new gener-
ation of artists, creatives, technicians.

SURFACE IN USE
6,000 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Coworking and work space
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Education and training

CULTURAL PRODUCTION
Public art
Performative arts
Visual arts

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Artists and creatives
Children
Local community
Professionals and companies
Young people
Under-represented people: migrants

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Other commons
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local: local associations
Regional: Passo Nord, a regional center 
for artistic residencies
National: Residenze Artistiche, the 
national network of centers for artistic 
residencies officially recognized by the 
Italian Ministry of Culture
International: APAP (Advancing 
Performing Arts Project), Europe’s oldest 
performing arts network 
Live Works, international platform for 
performing arts

- 
- 
- 
- 

35%
35%

  25%
 5%
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HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY 
50% Commercial activities 
50 % Regular public funding

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
50% Free
50% Paid

WHO

The Il Gaviale cooperative, born as a 
volunteer association, has consolidated 
over the years as a cultural enterprise 
specializing in the conception, design 
and management of cultural projects.
Over time, the original cooperative for 
the management of different projects 
has been joined by the Fies Project asso-
ciation for theater projects with schools 
and the Fies Core cooperative society for 
the creative hub.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Il Gaviale (cooperative, 1990)
2. Fies Project (association, n.a.)
3. Fies Core (cooperative, 2014)

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
8 full-time employees
4-5 freelance collaborators
30-45 people hired during festivals

Focus on the cultural production

Enfant Terrible 
An educational program dedicated to primary school students in the area, 
Enfant Terrible aims to educate the public of tomorrow. Every year, curators, 
pedagogues, visual and performing artists, and creative artists (architects, 
illustrators, photographers, etc.) guide the children through a series of prac-
tical itineraries to approach and discover the languages of contemporary art 
and interpretation of artistic research.  Enfant Terrible aims to establish a direct 
relationship between artists and children, counting on the ability of the artists 
themselves, together with their students, to build a common ground on which 
to meet, communicate and surprise each other. Since 2010, numerous artists, 
curators and operators have extended their experience and research to chil-
dren. In 2017, the format featured Perform!, a team game conceived by the artist 
Hannes Egger, in which children compete in re-enactments of various histor-
ical performances. From Yoko Ono to Jiri Kovanda, from Marina Abramovic to 
Alighiero Boetti, the young participants stage actions, gaining awareness of the 
expressive potential of the body as a tool for symbolic communication, and of 
the rules and syntax of performative language. Only at the end, through video 
content and images, do the children discover the original works and rediscover 
the meaning of their actions.

C
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How did your story begin?

It all began in 1979 when, together with a group of friends, we organized Drode-
sera, an open-air festival of live arts in the courtyards and houses of the town 
of Dro. In the 1980s, an open-air festival with shows and performances was an 
original way to break away from the ordinary structure of the village, constructing 
a different “time” and “place”: the square became a theater, the villagers were 

the audience. Dro was transformed 
and became Drodesera with a spirit of 
innovation and the idea of welcoming 
the artists who came to the village. It 
worked because it was a time when 
cultural centers in big cities had lost 
their centrality to research and crea-
tivity, which were instead beginning to 

emerge in suburban areas. Then the emergence of the internet definitely made 
it possible to be relevant even in the most isolated suburban areas, allowing 
for connections with the biggest cultural centers in Berlin or New York. Over the 
years the festival expanded: every evening there were 5 shows that took place 
in squares, courtyards, cellars, woods, rivers, and these same places generated 
energy and enthusiasm. At some point we needed a space to host a workshop; 
the private courtyards were not fit for the purpose and so we thought of the power 
plant, which, despite being an important place, did not “belong” to the commu-
nity, as it was owned by ENEL, the national electricity company. Between 1992 and 
1993 we used the external area of the power plant as a location, and immediately 
saw its potential. A few years later, ENEL changed its policies, opening up to the 
territories and launching the national initiative “Centrali Aperte,” with shows inside 
power plants. This new policy allowed us to enter the power plant in 2000 and use 
parts of it for some shows. We therefore decided to move the Drodesera festival 
entirely to the power plant: the costs of setting up the Festival in Dro were invested 
in fixed installations inside the Power Plant, whose floors and rooms were used as 
the town squares. Thus began a process of reuse and rebirth of the power plant 
and its spaces, which for us means living in them, understanding how they work 
and how they interact. This phase of experimentation allowed us, once we secured 
the economic resources we needed, to minimize errors and use the resources to 
build what is now Centrale Fies: a place for creation, for work, for thought, for artist 
residencies and hospitality. 

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

Culture is not an area nor a sector, but rather a tool to be applied to every situation 
to open up imaginations. From this intuition, the Fies Core cultural hub was created in 
order to support, guide, accompany and launch innovative cultural enterprises, and 
today works toward the intersection of culture with other sectors, such as tourism, 
agriculture, design and education. Fies Core has worked with farmers to save and 
promote the “Susina di Dro” PDO (a type of plum cultivated in Dro) and together with 
artists and designers, it created “fake” products in order to produce new imagery.
Through “Trentino Brand New”, an out-of-the-ordinary training program that revisits 
the clichés related to tourism communication in Trentino, Fies Core worked along-

“Culture is not an area nor a sector, 
but rather a tool to be applied to 
every situation to open up imagina-
tions.”



181

side experts in social media, tourism, storytelling, visual identity, and photographers, 
anthropologists, architects, and other professionals to retell the story of a territory 
that otherwise risks losing a part of its identity to alternative visions, to analyze the 
constantly-changing present, and to experiment with unusual media and tools to 
forge new communication possibilities.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

We are constantly asking ourselves questions about what we are doing, and questioning 
what we have accomplished, constantly searching and reinventing ourselves. Our work 
will come to an end if we can’t make constant strides forward. We too are researching. 
We started by organizing a widespread festival in the city of Dro, then we worked with 
many young theater companies and we helped them to grow and structure themselves 
by financially supporting them, providing them with services and finding them networks 
in which to distribute their shows in Europe. Once we entered the power plant, we asked 
ourselves if being a center where artistic works are produced and shown to the public 
was enough. We needed to find a new identity.
  We realized that, more and more, we wanted to “quit” the performative phase, the 
festival format, the show, to work on research in a broad sense. For us, artistic research 
must meet and intersect with sociological, philosophical and anthropological research. 
Because if art is not able to relate to what is around it, perhaps it does not have a decent 
output.  So, after 40 years, we have decided not to renew the Drodesera festival, but to 
end the experience definitively. Centrale Fies would like to be a research center that 
extends its gaze to other fields, including non-artistic ones, through numerous projects, 
residencies and moments of reflection.

Interview with: Dino Sommadossi, Barbara Boninsegna, Marco Burchini
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Lottozero
An international center for textile design, art and culture
from 2016

lottozero.org
lottozero
lottozero
lottozero
lottozero

Via Arno, 10
59100 Prato (PO)
Italy

Lottozero is an international center for textile design, art and culture. It operates as 
a consultancy studio and as a creative hub, and consists of an exhibition area, a 
shared studio/coworking space and a textile lab.
The work done by the consultancy studio is aimed at designers, artists, brands 
and institutions, providing services to anyone operating in the world of textiles. The 
extensive knowledge of Lottozero is complemented by the expertise and produc-
tion capacity of the Prato textile district and by a widespread and reliable network 
of excellent creatives. The Lottozero in-house textile laboratories allow for constant 
experimentation, creation and prototyping of new ideas.
The work done in the creative hub is directed primarily at people operating in 
textiles and fashion. Feedback, tutorship and the possibility to work and exhibit in 
this environment is provided. The development of emerging talents and brands is 
supported through residencies and by facilitating the exchange and collaboration 
with the traditional companies of the Prato textile district.

Lottozero | Prato | ITALY
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WHERE

Lottozero is located in a former whole-
sale warehouse in the Macrolotto Zero 
area in Prato, about 1.5 km from the city 
center and close to most of the produc-
tion areas of the city. The necessary 
renovation works carried out prior to the 
project’s inauguration have maintained 
the original style of the 1950s and the 
elements related to the original function 
of the building. Today, Lottozero includes 
a textile laboratory equipped with 
machinery for experimentation and 
research on textile materials - through 
manual and industrial craft techniques 
typical of the Italian sector - a design 
office, a coworking space, a Kunsthalle 
and an exhibition space for exhibitions 
and events. 

CONTEXT
Prato is considered one of the largest 
industrial districts in Italy, the largest 
textile cluster in Europe and one of the 
most important areas in the world for 
the production of yarns and fabrics, 
consisting of around 7,000 companies 
in the fashion industry (of which more 
than 2,000 are strictly textile compa-
nies) with a profit of around 2 billion 
euros through exports. 
Textile companies produce fabrics for 
the apparel industry, for furniture, and 
for industrial use. Specifically, Lottozero 
is located in the Macrolotto Zero neigh-
borhood, adjacent to the city center. 
The area was developed during the 
economic boom of the city and today 
has a strong identity linked to the pres-
ence of many citizens of Chinese origin 
and many commercial activities related 
to textiles. It is an area of the city where 
problems related to coexistence and 
social inclusion of different communi-
ties are very evident and where impor-
tant urban regeneration interventions 
are needed.

LOCATION 
Suburban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (food warehouse) 

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1950s

MAIN HISTORICAL FACTS 
1950s: the warehouse is built.
1978: the warehouse is abandoned
2012: the building, which has main-
tained its original look, is inherited by 
the Moroder sisters.
2015: the cooperative is founded and 
the renovation begins.
2016: a crowdfunding campaign is 
successfully conducted, which allows 
for the completion of the renovation 
works and the inauguration of the 
space.
2017: the Culturability tender is won, 
which allows the cooperative to invest 
in the textile laboratory and hire an 
employee. 
2018: inauguration of the textile labo-
ratory, with two open-house days 
featuring concerts, workshops, exhi-
bitions and talks. Activation of the 
library, providing a vast assortment of 
books, texts and magazines on textiles, 
fashion and design, open to the public 
for research and consultation.

SURFACE AREA
400 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Owned by the managing organization

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Unused 

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE
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Textile laboratory and fablab
Research, scouting and tutoring office 
for young creative talents
Coworking space for artisans, artists 
and designers
Kunsthalle (exhibition space and 

gallery open to the public to promote 
access to textile culture)
Communal kitchen
Garden
Library

KitchenLibrary

Art gallery

Coworking

Workshop

Archive

WC

Lottozero | Prato | ITALY
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WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 95%
Weekends: 5%

Winter: 30% 
Spring: 30% 
Summer: 10% 
Autumn: 30% 

OPENING HOURS 
9:30am - 1pm / 2pm - 6:30pm  
Open upon request

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
15

WHAT

The operational center of Lottozero is 
the textile laboratory, an open working 
space intended for technical and 
artistic experimentation, for the devel-
opment of prototypes and projects, for 
the production of handcrafted limited 
quantities and unique pieces, but also 
for training and workshops, for the 
production of works of art, and as an 
operational space to support creative 
art and design residencies.

SURFACE IN USE
400 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Commercial
Culture and arts
Design and crafts
Entrepreneurship
Production and crafts
Training and education
Research

Exhibitions, residencies with artists, 
creatives and designers, workshops and 

seminars on textile design, on the use 
of recycled materials, on traditional 
and experimental printing techniques, 
on creativity, on textile art, as well as 
seminars held by local and interna-
tional experts and professionals at the 
headquarters of Lottozero.
The activities are developed in collab-
oration with other local, national and 
international organizations, and are 
intended for local and international 
designers, creatives and students.

CULTURAL PRODUCTION
Art residencies and design projects on 
textiles
Music and sound
Exhibitions
Performances

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Young people 
Citizens
Artists and creatives
Professionals 
Companies
Local associations
Other: amateurs, school teachers and 
students, designers, people interested 
in urban regeneration or creative hubs

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Professionals
Companies
Other cultural centers

Cultural institutions: 
Museion –  Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art of Bozen, Luigi Pecci 
Center for Contemporary Art, Prato 
Textile Museum, PECI, Villa Romana 
(Florence)

NETWORK
In recent years Lottozero has estab-
lished collaborations with contempo-
rary art museums, cultural institutions 
and associations, which have led to 
the development and realization of 
exhibition projects, performances and 

- 
- 
- 
- 

35%
40%

  25%
  0%
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concerts, organized both inside the 
Kunsthalle and in other contexts.
Local: Legacoop, CNA (associations 
representing the world of crafts and 
cooperatives)
Regional: informal network of reacti-
vated spaces in Tuscany
National: Lo Stato dei Luoghi
International: European Creative Hubs 
Network is without a doubt the most 
interesting network from the point of 
view of shared projects, creation of 
funding opportunities, exchange of 
information etc.

WHO

The Lottozero project was born from the 
intuition of Arianna and Tessa Moroder 
and today it is a non profit cooperative 
society with several members, and fore-
sees the gradual growth of the number of 
members who share its mission.

COMPOSITION
Single group 

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Lottozero (Social cooperative, 2014)

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
2 full-time employee members
2 freelance members
People taking part in the Erasmus for 
Young Entrepreneurs program

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY 
70% Commercial activities 
20% Public grants
10% Rental income

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
20% Free 
80% Paid  

Focus on the cultural production

“Make it here” Residency 
Creative residency dedicated to independent designers/
brands working in the field of sustainable fashion, aimed 
at presenting the textile district of Prato and its production 
processes in order to develop innovative design solutions 
and high-quality sustainable products. Project conceived by 
Lottozero in the context of the Fashion Revolution movement, 
with the technical partnership of the textile company Beste.

Lottozero | Prato | ITALY
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How did your story begin?

The space that houses Lottozero is a former food warehouse built in the 1950s by 
our maternal grandfather, who emigrated from Sicily at the age of 12-13. He had 
not even attended middle school when he arrived in Tuscany before the war, in 
which he fought, and soon after he founded a company dealing in wholesale food 
distribution. He would cross the Apennines equipped with a simple cart to reach 
Bologna where he would buy products and then return loaded with goods to sell. 

In this warehouse he mainly kept drinks. 
We must however imagine that at that 
time the area was not urbanized, but as 
the name Prato illustrates, an expanse 
of fields.
Our grandfather died at 63 and the 
space was left empty for almost 40 
years. Tessa and I didn’t know anything 
about it, since we grew up in Bolzano 

and went to university in Milan. Unfortunately, our mother too died at 63, the same 
age as our grandfather, so we inherited this building and came here to see it 
and understand what to do with it. During our visit, we saw that there were a lot 
of things to do, and the space needed major renovations. I’m a textile designer 
and Tessa studied economics, but she’s always worked in business and in crea-
tive and cultural enterprises, so we mixed the two fields to develop this project. I 
already had a full-time job, while Tessa moved to Prato in 2015 when we started the 
renovation, and finally, in October 2016, the space opened with the event “Inside 
Lottozero”, attended by more than 2,000 people. 130 guests were lucky enough to 
continue the party by sleeping inside Lottozero!

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

Lottozero cannot disregard its values that permeate every single project: collec-
tive vision, inclusion, sharing, quality, openness, economic and environmental 
sustainability. In Lottozero’s view, sustainability is the opposite of a trend; in fact, 
we see it as a long-term vision, which should pervade all aspects of a compa-
ny’s life, causing a radical (re)evaluation of its goals and values and inducing 
structural changes. For this reason we created Directory Lottozero, an online map 
that includes around 100 designers, artisans and sustainable brands, selected 
because of the high value of their projects: brands offering innovative and sustain-
able solutions in terms of materials, processes, business models and customer 
experience, which make them a catalyst for change and a revolutionary force 
for the fashion and retail system. For this project Lottozero developed sustaina-
bility criteria, based on the whole product life cycle, from its conception to its use 
and disposal, highlighting how the work of a designer implies the analysis of all 
factors connected to the design issue in relation to a given context, and not only 
the form or function of an object. The fashion industry has an enormous impact 
on the inhabitants and resources of the planet. As of today, it is the second most 
polluting industry in the world. A “sustainable fashion item” is a garment produced 
with awareness of its impact, at every stage of the value chain, and with respect 
for the environment and people.

“Lottozero cannot disregard its values 
that permeate every single project: 
collective vision, inclusion, sharing, 
quality, openness, economic and 
environmental sustainability.”
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Directory was designed to facilitate exchanges and relationships within the Lotto-
zero community, to offer everyone concrete and immediate alternatives to fast 
fashion and to bring as many people as possible closer to responsible consump-
tion, making this choice a habit rather than an exception.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

In 2017 Lottozero initiated its operation as a design studio, offering services in the fields 
of textile design, including technical aspects, research and development, prototyping, 
sampling and product management. It is an open design office that leverages on the 
knowledge of the internal team, of a network of external experts in the textile sector, and 
of the numerous companies in the Prato textile district for the research of materials, the 
development of prototypes and production, drawing on a rich background of know-how 
and varied experiences. Since 2014, Lottozero has built a strong community of 300 
designers and artists with whom it is constantly in contact and involved in experimental, 
commercial and educational projects. We research, visit universities, fairs, research 
centers and creative centers all over Europe, offering networking opportunities and 
active involvement. This allows us to stay up to date, foster relationships and exchange 
knowledge with each other, thus contributing to innovation in and defense of the textile 
culture. A key element of our work with the designer community consists of supporting 
their growth and promoting their work. We have specifically created an online store, a 
hybrid space that is simultaneously a gallery and a real store for displaying projects, 
ideas and objects that we consider valuable and innovative, from an aesthetic, 
conceptual and procedural point of view. We create synergies to embark on a lasting 
path and forge links over time that can enrich and benefit both parties. We are looking 
for partners and sponsors who share our values: close attention to quality, innovation of 
the product and specialized know-how. Each partner contributes in a concrete, active 
and lasting way through technical support, supply of materials, machinery, furniture or 
tools and by providing their time and expertise. 

Interview with: Arianna Moroder

Did you know?

Lottozero Store offers a selection of products and works from 
the designers, artisans and artists forming part of the Lotto-
zero network. It is a platform and showroom for emerging 
designers and young talents, but more than anything, a space 
where it is possible to discover and purchase very unique and 
original high-quality handcrafted products.

Lottozero | Prato | ITALY
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MAR - Miniera ARgentiera
From mining village to open-air museum
from 2017

info@landworks.eu 
landworks.site/mar-minieraargentiera
landworks.official
landworks.official 

Argentiera
07100 Sassari (SS)
Italy

MAR - Miniera ARgentiera is a cultural urban regeneration project that aims 
to protect, enhance and revitalize the ancient mining complex of Argentiera 
(Sassari), one of the greatest examples of mining archaeology in Sardinia, largely 
abandoned and in disuse. The main challenge of MAR is to regenerate the former 
mining village through the implementation of bottom-up projects and initiatives, 
becoming a positive and sustainable model, exportable and adaptable to other 
situations, which puts local communities at its core and involves them in projects 
of self-organization. The goal is to transform the village into an internationally-re-
nowned center of experimentation and multidisciplinary artistic production: aban-
donment meets culture and becomes an opportunity for growth and develop-
ment, to mend and redefine the relationship between man, art, architecture, and 
landscape. MAR, promoted by the association LandWorks in partnership with local 
institutions, aims to create a positive impact on society and generate sustainable 
social value, building an open and inclusive space, a place of dissemination of 
knowledge in close connection with the local community and its heritage. 

 M
A
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WHERE

The village of Argentiera is one of the 
greatest examples of mining archae-
ology in Sardinia. The project for the 
valorization of the whole village has its 
operative and planning headquarters 
in some interesting spaces that the 
municipal administration of Sassari 
partially renovated in 2007 (thanks to 
the European program POR FESR) and 
then entrusted to the LandWorks asso-
ciation. The most significant areas are: 
the Pozzo Podestà, the main space of 
the complex where exhibitions, confer-
ences, and events are organized; the 
old wooden Laveria (the washery), the 
most representative building, which 
today houses the permanent exhibi-
tion “MEMORIE”; the former electrical 
workshops overlooking the Laveria that, 
due to their strategic location and size, 
are used as an infopoint and also host 
conferences, workshops, and exhibi-
tions about the mine. Directly managed 
by the association LandWorks, these 
spaces propagate the projects that aim 
to enhance the village in its entirety and, 
in the future, expand to the neighboring 
villages.

CONTEXT
The Argentiera mining area, located in 
the Municipality of Sassari, on the north-
western coast of Sardinia, represents an 
extraordinary example of the melding 
of environmental, historical, cultural and 
touristic value. The area, which covers 
61 square kilometers, is recognized by 
UNESCO as a World Heritage Site and 
is part of the Historical and Environ-
mental Geominerary Park of Sardinia. 
The village of Argentiera, which in the 
past had 2,000 inhabitants and today 
has only 70, was created as a mining 
community and takes its name from the 
material extracted from the deposits of 
lead, iron, and argentiferous zinc. The 
mine, which was used in Roman and 
Medieval times, resumed its excavation 
activity in 1867, and then ceased opera-

tion in 1963. Currently, most of the resi-
dential buildings are in a state of aban-
donment or severe neglect and the 
landscape is marked by areas contam-
inated by the concentration of heavy 
metals, a consequence of previous 
mining. In addition to the houses, there 
is a church and a small cemetery but 
there are no social services, nor services 
for health, sports and leisure, and very 
few for tourism: a cafeteria on the 
square, a kiosk on the beach, a hostel, 
and a residential hotel. In spite of the 
lack of services and the state of neglect, 
during summertime the area is brought 
to life by a consistent influx of tourists, 
who seem to appreciate a holiday in an 
area with specific environmental and 
historical-cultural values.

LOCATION 
Rural

TYPE OF SPACE 
Village

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (mine) 

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1867 

MAIN HISTORICAL FACTS 
3rd century B.C. - 5th century A.D. 
(Roman era): opening of the mine.
1867: mining resumes.
1963: mining ceases.
2007: the City administration repur-
poses some of the spaces thanks to the 
European program POR FESR.
2011: LandWorks organizes international 
operative itinerant workshops of art, 
architecture and landscape in places 
of particular historical-environmental 
value but in a serious state of neglect 
and abandonment.
2012: the LandWorks cultural associa-
tion is founded.
2015: first LandWorks workshop in 
Argentiera.
2017: LandWorks Plus and other organ-
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izations sign a partnership agreement 
for the valorization and reactivation of 
the village.
2018: participation and victory in the 
Culturability call for ideas.
2019: creation of MAR-Miniera Argen-
tiera, the first open-air mining museum 
in augmented reality.

SURFACE AREA
80.000 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Public and private. 
The renovated spaces are the respon-
sibility of the City of Sassari even 
though they are privately owned (5 
buildings, the streets, the well).

CONCESSION 
Free cession

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Vacant

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 10%
Weekends: 90%

Winter: 5% 
Spring: 15% 
Summer: 70% 
Autumn: 10% 

OPENING HOURS 
Always open

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
Argentiera village: 100
Museum: 30

 M
A
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WHAT

The proposed activities include work-
shops and experimental laboratories, 
an open-air mine museum, studies 
and research, artistic and scientific 
residencies, as well as cultural and 
recreational events and experiences. 
A varied cultural proposal is offered 
to a public that is not only local, but 
international, which involves artists, 
architects, and landscape designers 
alongside performers, singers and 
dancers, in an attempt to promote 
the inclusion of local youth, students, 
the elderly, and guests of the neigh-
bouring migrant reception centres in 
the spirit of cultural and social inte-
gration. The goal is to reclaim and 
return the spaces and their identity to 
the community, giving them shape, 
establishing connections between the 
memory of what once was and the 
abandonment, as well as promoting 
a renewed cultural, social, touristic 
and ecological interpretation. For this 
purpose, MAR tries to create a calendar 
gathering all the different activities, 
and to concentrate the events in the 
period between Autumn and Spring, 
promoting a form of tourism that is not 
linked to the beach season.

SURFACE IN USE
1,900 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Culture and arts
Design, crafts and production
Education and training
Technology
Tourism
Welfare

The program, which is organized along 
interdisciplinary and long-term guide-
lines, is supported by the collaboration 
of all partner institutions, experts and 
professionals from the world of land-
scape, architecture, art, urban soci-
ology, education, cultural economy, 

design, visual and multimedia arts and 
contemporary artistic production.

CULTURAL PRODUCTION
Museum
Public art
Visual arts
Music and sound
Workshop 
Exhibitions

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Children
Families
Local community
Young people
Other: students and tourists

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
Local: businesses, associations, 
DADU-Dipartimento di Architettura, 
Design e Urbanistica (Department of 
Architecture, Design and Urban Planning 
of Sassari University), Accademia delle 
belle Arti di Sassari (Academy of Fine Arts of 
Sassari), Istituto di Istruzione Superiore Devilla 
di Sassari (Devilla High School, Sassari)
Regional: Historical and Environmental 
Geominerary Park of Sardinia, Sardegna 
Teatro
National: Lo Stato dei Luoghi, businesses
International: foreign universities

WHO

For the cultural regeneration of the village 
of Argentiera, LandWorks (LW) cultural 
association has created for the first time 
ever a memorandum of understanding, 
called MAR, by gathering the Municipality 
of Sassari, the Historical and Environ-



197

mental Geominerary Park of Sardinia, 
the Department of Architecture, Design 
and Urban Planning of Sassari Univer-
sity, the Sardegna Film Commission, the 
Academy of Fine Arts of Sassari, Devilla 
High School of Sassari, the Erasmus-ESN 
association of Sassari, and the Formore 
Istruzione cultural association, with the 
active participation of other institutions, 
as well as local and international organ-
izations.  The driving force and soul of the 
project is the LandWorks cultural asso-
ciation, while the project partners are 
involved in specific actions. The spaces 
transformed into a museum were made 
available free of charge by the admin-
istration, and the open air areas are 
now free for public use, such as squares, 
streets, and open spaces in addition to 
disused or abandoned areas that host 
the works produced during the workshops 
with students, professionals and interna-
tional artists, as well as the augmented 
reality works of the widespread museum.

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Associazione Culturale LandWorks  
   (association, 2012)

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
1 part-time employee 
1 freelancer
3 city tour guides
10 collaborators
10 volunteers

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY 
80% Public grants 
20% Tickets and entrance fees

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
95% Free 
5% Paid  
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Focus on the cultural production

ARgentiera in Augmented Reality 
ARgentiera in AR is an innovative exhibit and tour that combines historical and 
mining memory with the artistic exploration offered by technological innova-
tions. 
The itinerary develops along the ancient buildings and wild nature to discover 
Argentiera, where large-scale art installations enrich the surrounding land-
scape with animated illustrations thanks to augmented reality, offering a new 
model of interactive tourism and an innovative way of enjoying the space, open 
to the territory and accessible for free to a wide audience, with site-specific 
content. 
For the creation of this project, digital creativity artists 
with different backgrounds and skills have been involved 
through a national call to explore the theme of the rela-
tionship between memory, man and technology and 
create physical works in paste-up art and digital anima-
tion in augmented reality with the participation and active 
involvement of the local community. 
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How did your story begin?

LandWorks was founded in 2011 as a laboratory project of the Department of Archi-
tecture of the University of Sassari, which organized traveling workshops for the 
creation of installations of art, architecture and landscape design, with the aim of 
enhancing cultural landscape assets in a state of serious neglect and abandon-
ment, and triggering bottom-up regeneration processes in a sort of “wake-up 
call” to administrations and communities. In 2012 the project was organized and 
became a cultural association, continuing to work on abandoned spaces such 

as mines, former military structures, 
etc. on Sardinian territory. The goal was 
to work physically inside the places 
through DIY building practices and the 
creation of temporary installations, to 
enhance and regenerate the selected 
spaces through culture and creativity 

with the active involvement of experts, professors, professionals, international 
students of architecture, art and photography and the participation of the local 
community, embracing a wide range of creative and performance disciplines 
(art, architecture, design, dance, music and theater). In 2015, the traveling work-
shops arrived in Argentiera. At the time, the spaces that now house the museum 
and our headquarters had been partially renovated by the municipality, but 
lacked a management plan. Meanwhile, inside the association we felt the need 
and the desire to take root, to identify a stable place to bring the acquired knowl-
edge and skillsets together, as we knew that regeneration processes require a 
lot of time due to their complexity (the need to establish relationships with the 
administration, community, etc). So in 2017 we chose Argentiera as our stable 
experimentation site. We chose it for its particular historical-environmental value, 
its touristic-productive disposition, the presence of an active local community, its 
proximity to the city of Sassari, the airport, the port, but especially for the presence 
of active partners. In 2018, in partnership with the Municipality of Sassari, Devilla 
High School and the Sassari University, we won the Culturability call for ideas 
which, in addition to the economic resources to get started, allowed us to attend 
a training course to acquire the right skills to deal with the complexity of urban 
regeneration: fundraising, project management, and taking part in open calls.

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

Surely the project that most represents us is MAR - Miniera Argentiera, the initia-
tive that today holds together the different actions that contribute to the protec-
tion, enhancement and revitalization of the ancient mining complex of Argentiera.  
In this process it has been fundamental to create a partnership agreement with 
the Municipality of Sassari and other subjects in order to generate a unitary 
process, since the previous actions were impromptu and fragmented initiatives 
of valorization. The first action was a museum about the mine and Argentiera, 
built in 2019 together with the local community, as we wanted to involve the whole 
village in our considerations and actions, not only the buildings that the adminis-
tration had granted us through the agreement. We needed a context with which 
to relate and the construction of the museum was the first step in getting to know 

“We want to build a micro-economy 
of scale for the territory,  growing 
and including the locals in the work-
ing process, starting from culture.”
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the few remaining inhabitants. From 1963, the year of the mine’s closure, until 2007, 
many buildings had been completely abandoned and all documents, machinery 
and with them the history of the mine were stolen. 

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

We would like to update the industrial model that gave rise to Argentiera, 
transforming it from a village of mining production into a place of cultural 
production. Argentiera was a productive place that operated every day; in the 
same way, we are working to create a center of continuous cultural production 
that operates all year round and especially beyond the summer season, focusing 
on the involvement of tourism that is not related to the seaside, but to culture, 
because this place is a mine of history. Moreover, the village has hosted many 
foreigners since its origins, as the company that managed the extraction was 
Belgian and the workers came mainly from outside the area. We want to start 
from the local features, from the presence of numerous abandoned spaces that 
need to be revived and become public spaces to be shared, to be enjoyed with 
awareness, because in Argentiera you have to come on purpose - to build a slow 
cultural model made of artistic residences, slow tourism, and connections with 
the locals. 
Over time, a village grew around the mine, with all its services including a cinema, 
a church, stores etc. Here we want to recreate the same development, building a 
micro-economy of scale for the territory, growing and including the locals in the 
working process, starting from culture. 

Interview with: Paola Serrittu and Andrea Maspero  

Did you know?

The Culturability call 
LandWorks Plus (LW+), a participatory project for the protection, enhancement 
and revitalization of the former mining village of Argentiera, has been funded by 
the national call Culturability. The call, created in 2009 by Fondazione Unipolis, 
promotes and supports cultural initiatives that generate innovation in terms 
of sustainable development and trigger processes of community activation, 
regeneration and territorial cohesion. The main objectives of the call are to 
support cultural professionals and organizations in capacity building and 
growth; to facilitate processes of comparison and open innovation between 
public and private institutions and bottom-up cultural organizations; to promote 
access to culture in order to reduce social inequalities; to help spread critical 
thinking opportunities that educate citizens to be critical and aware.
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OvestLab
A community factory in the heart of the artisan village
from 2015

ovestlab.it
OvestLab
ovestlab

Via Nicolò Biondo, 86
41126 Modena (MO)
Italy

OvestLab is a community factory, a space that shares practices and thoughts 
about the reactivation of the Villaggio Artigiano Modena Ovest (Artisan Village 
of West Modena) through art, craftsmanship, urban regeneration and commu-
nity participation. The project was created inside a former machine shop and is 
managed by two associations, Amigdala and Archivio Architetto Cesare Leon-
ardi, in a framework agreement with the Production Activities Areas and Service 
Consortium of the province of Modena.
OvestLab is a multidisciplinary center in which training activities, artistic production, 
urban transformation and care of spaces can interact, starting virtuous circles that 
can increase the quality of life in the area and restart a dialogue with economic 
activities, while simultaneously engaging the local community in the process of 
change.

O
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WHERE

OvestLab’s headquarters is located in a 
former workshop that hosted a wood-
shop for many years.
Today the space is composed of an 
open space (equipped with lighting, 
audio, video projector and screen) 
where most of the activities take place, 
a smaller workshop area, two offices, a 
kitchen, restrooms, a warehouse and a 
large outdoor courtyard.

CONTEXT
Ovestlab is located in the Villaggio 
Artigiano Modena Ovest, the first 
artisan village built in Italy and which 
has become an emblematic model 
of public-private relationship, studied 
and replicated internationally. The 
village was built in 1953, in a period of 
deep economic crisis following the war, 
thanks to a public intervention of social 
innovation ahead of its time, and gave 
many unemployed skilled workers the 
opportunity to become entrepreneurs. 
The administration purchased agri-
cultural land in an area near the then-
railway and airport and transformed it 
into a productive area, inviting citizens 
to invest by opening a craft business. 
The workshop-houses, emblems of 
an inseparable link between work and 
life, reflected the resourcefulness of 
the inhabitants and the community 
bond of the village, which was built as 
a real production chain. Given their 
proximity to the airport and in order to 
avoid building speculation, the work-
shop-houses could have a maximum 
of two floors and contain a maximum 
of two apartments in each lot. Between 
1953 and 1968, more than 100 busi-
nesses were started, and the number 
rose to 500 during the 1970s. Many of 
the workshops were built by the artisans 
themselves, also thanks to the support 
of an architect made available by the 
Municipality. 60 years later the village 
faced a slow decline, due to changes 
in the productive system that led to 

the abandonment and degradation 
of 70% of the productive spaces. Some 
of these have been transformed over 
time. Today about 3,000 people live in 
the village, mainly elderly people and 
foreigners who have built places of 
worship in some warehouses.  

LOCATION 
Urban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (artisan workshop)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
1955/1958

MAIN HISTORICAL FACTS 
1953: the village is built.
1955-58: the machine shop is built
2006: the machine shop is closed and 
becomes a woodshop.
2010: the woodshop is closed.
2015: the city of Modena proclaims the 
village an “active transformation area”.
2016:  the space is temporarily reacti-
vated during the Periferico Festival .
2017: the associations Amigdala and 
Archivio Leonardi win the Funder35 call 
for ideas and the expression of interest 
promoted by the Production Activi-
ties Consortium, thus entering into a 
three-year framework agreement for 
the management of the space. The 
Fionda magazine, open to all citizens, is 
founded.
2018:  victory of the Culturability call for 
ideas and and execution of some reno-
vation works.
2019: once the framework agreement 
expires, the lease is renewed directly 
with the owner, who has made some 
improvements to the space. Victory of 
the Creative Living Lab call for ideas, 
which allows for the activation of the 
MOP project.
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Courtyard

Workshop

Office

Office
Kitchen

Office

WC

WC

SURFACE AREA
400 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Regular rent

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Abandoned 

COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE:
Main workshop
Side workshop
Warehouse
Office
Courtyard
Kitchen
Restrooms

O
vestlab | M

odena | ITALY

Credits: OvestLab



204

WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 50%
Weekends: 50%

Winter: 25% 
Spring: 25% 
Summer: 25% 
Autumn: 25% 

OPENING HOURS 
Open during specific events and 
initiatives

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
10

WHAT

OvestLab’s activity is organized around 
four themes:
Public art: works produced by artists 
called to establish a relationship with the 
urban space, with the inhabitants, with 
the places of the neighborhood
Shared territory: actions and tools that 
allow citizens to be key figures in the 
management of the territory they inhabit 
and to be able to welcome new projects 
as a resource
Knowledge assets: sharing of knowl-
edge and skills still present in the village, 
starting from the historical heritage of 
the neighborhood to the present day
Civic economy: new forms of more 
equitable and inclusive economies that 
defend and promote social, cultural, 
and environmental values, boost local 
commerce, and develop forms of coop-
eration among citizens

The result is a rich, open, and participa-
tory programming, which in addition to 
the activities and events promoted by 
Ovestlab, hosts initiatives of other asso-

ciations and entities of the neighborhood 
(organic market, dance nights, etc.).

SURFACE IN USE
400 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production
Education and training
Welfare 

CULTURAL PRODUCTION
Public art
Performing arts
Artist residencies
Visual arts
Civic design

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Children
Local community
Senior citizens
Young people
Under-represented people: migrant 
women

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies
Other commons
Professionals and freelancers
Public administrations and public 
authorities
Universities and schools

NETWORK
OvestLab is constantly in touch with other 
organizations and community spaces on 
all levels.
Local: framework agreement for the 
management and for widespread 
projects in the village, Andante network 
(network of theaters), local associations 
and entities
Regional: HUB Usi Temporanei (Hub for 
temporary re-use by the Emilia-Ro-

- 
- 
- 
- 

20%
30%

  50%
  0%
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magna region), Giovani per il Territorio 
network
National: Stato dei Luoghi, Civic Wise 
Italia, Rete Open (performing art festivals 
network) 
International: Trans Europe Halles, IETM 
(international cultural networks)

WHO

Amigdala is an association for social 
development and support and an art 
collective based in Modena. It operates in 
the field of contemporary and performing 
arts, with a strong interest in urban regen-
eration and civic innovation. Since 2017, it 
has managed the #OvestLab project, 
together with the Archivio Architetto 
Cesare Leonardi association and in 
collaboration with the City of Modena.

COMPOSITION
Consortium or network

MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1. Amigdala (association, 2005)
2. Archivio Architetto Cesare Leonardi 
   (association, 2010)

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
2 full time
3 part-time employees
2 freelancers
1 volunteer

HOW

NATURE OF THE INITIATIVE
Bottom-up

TYPE OF MANAGEMENT
Horizontal 

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY 
5% Membership fees
15% Public grants 
5% Rental income 
75% Regular public funding

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
95% Free 
5% Paid  

Focus on the cultural production

Periferico Festival
Periferico is an international festival of site-specific performance practices that 
was born in 2008 in a nomadic style, building ad hoc programs featuring meet-
ings, performances, concerts and installations in several districts of Modena, 
and stimulating social and urban transformation processes. The festival is 
curated by the Amigdala collective and mixes art and performance, music 
and theater, architecture and civic design, based on the idea of promoting the 
creation of artistic works and practices through the reactivation of spaces that 
would otherwise be separated or hidden from the daily view of the citizen. The 
festival takes place in non-theatrical locations, chosen for their architectural 
value or importance in local history: factories, archives, warehouses, housing 
projects or other little-known but significant places in the city. 
Today Periferico is a recognized and wide-ranging event. Based on a process 
involving residency, observation of the territory and meeting with the commu-
nities, the artistic direction and the artists together evaluate the possibility of 
adapting new or existing works or works specifically made for the festival.

O
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How did your story begin?

Everything started with Periferico, the international festival of site-specific 
performing practices that was born to connect with some spaces in Modena, 
specifically those on the outskirts of the city or subject to strong urban transforma-
tion. It is a strongly experimental moment that allows us to test out and evaluate 
actions and interventions created in close relationship with the chosen spaces. 
Thanks to its structure, the festival has become a tool to connect with the owners 
of the buildings and to initiate processes, so much so that it has temporarily acti-

vated about 40 buildings in the city in 
collaboration with several entities, thus 
creating a widespread cultural center. 
Periferico got to Ovestlab in 2016. During 
that time, the Municipality proclaimed 
the village as an “active transformation 
area”, introducing benefits and incen-

tives for changing the intended use of buildings. On that occasion, the Municipality 
temporarily rented the former workshop and initiated a series of local meetings that 
were attended by Amigdala, among other entities. In 2017, Amigdala and Archivio 
Leonardi won the Funder35 call for ideas and the expression of interest promoted 
by the Production Activities Consortium, thus entering into a three-year framework 
agreement for the management of the space.

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

A practice that represents the way Ovestlab and the Periferico festival operate 
and the urban regeneration projects they started in the neighbourhood is “MOP - 
Modena Ovest Pavillion”, a public art project for the temporary transformation of 
a block of flats in the heart of the Villaggio Artigiano. 
Thanks to our victory in a call for ideas, we wanted to give continuity to the artistic 
initiatives that  have been active in the building since 2017, which have allowed us 
to experience its potential and to enter into a relationship with the owners, who 
gave us the opportunity to use the spaces for free.
MOP was created to rethink the potential of an abandoned space and be regarded 
as a good practice for the redevelopment of the village in which it is located. It 
is a shared project that has seen the participation of residents, volunteers, local 
entities, but also artists, curators and historians of contemporary art. 
The project started with the launch of an open “construction site”, where the citi-
zens participated in the cleaning and painting of the building. This phase was 
followed by the process of reappropriation of space, during which many actions 
took place: workshops of co-design and self-construction of interior design and 
furniture made with volunteers and students of the arts high school, artistic resi-
dencies, co-design roundtables, public talks conducted by critics and art histo-
rians, moments of reflection between artists and citizens, and finally, exhibitions 
and performance events in the spaces of MOP.
The project ended with a party and a shared collection of ideas for the future of MOP. 
As it often happens to “regeneration” projects, MOP was the beginning of another 
project - a widespread hotel in the Artisan Village that offers residencies or tempo-
rary housing to students and artists who will work on projects proposed by OvestLab.  

“The Periferico  festival has become 
a tool to connect with the owners 
of the buildings and to initiate pro-
cesses.”
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What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Every time we close a project, we are aware that it will never really end, because all 
projects are actually processes. This awareness helped us to develop the ability 
to tie one project to another. The projects we work on in Ovestlab are full of cross-
contamination. Let me try to give an example: AFOR is a project on oral sources, a 
digital archive that collects the voices of the many people who, in different ways, 
are linked to Modena’s Villaggio Artigiano. Therefore, the project has allowed us 
to collect many accounts/stories to reconstruct the history and identity of this 
part of the city. But that’s not all: the material collected by AFOR is often used to 
write articles for Fionda, another beautiful project created at Ovestlab. Fionda is a 
paper magazine conceived and built by a participatory and open editorial staff of 
citizens and people who work or live in the Villaggio Artigiano. Each issue starts from 
a keyword around which to establish unexplored connections between everyday 
life, memory and imagination.  The magazine is distributed free of charge to all 
the houses of the neighbourhood and out of some local shops. Back to the theme 
of contamination, this year AFOR has also become part of the Periferico festival 
because we have started a three-year project of artistic residencies that will work 
precisely on the accounts/stories collected in the archive.

Interview with: Silvia Tagliazucchi

Did you know?
AFOR - the archive of oral sources
In collaboration with the Modena Institute for the history of the Resistance and 
Contemporary Society
The goal is to create – through video interviews stored online – a collection of the 
experiences and lives of those who have lived in the Villaggio Artigiano since its 
inception and contributed to creating its identity. This is not a museum operation, 
but a real historical and social documentation of the village: in fact, the digital 
archive aims to encourage multidisciplinary analysis and research ranging from 
academic to artistic fields. This path was born, above all, from the research work 
on the territory done over the years by Amigdala, and from the brilliant intuition 
of two thesis students: Cuan Sommacal and Diego Fiori.  The voices of the inhab-
itants who saw the birth of this Village and who, thanks to their actions within the 
territory, have shaped its identity and soul, represent the values and the process 
of shared construction modeled by this village. The archive is available to anyone 
who wants to consult it, offering the chance to freely access 
the interviews, along with the documentation collected 
(photos, videos, digitized paper material) through a mapping 
that connects the places mentioned during the interviews to 
the voices that talk about them, in order to maintain a direct 
relationship between space and memory, also providing the 
possibility to create one’s own exploratory path in the village, 
passing from digital representation to physical experience.
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Periferica
A cultural centre inside a quarry
from 2013

perifericaproject.org
PerifericaFestival
periferica_project

Via dell’acquedotto, 15 
91026 Mazara del Vallo (TP)
Italy

Periferica is an urban regeneration project inside an old abandoned tuff quarry 
in the suburbs of Mazara del Vallo, which has initiated a process of investigation, 
planning and participatory construction by uniting universities, associations and 
companies, to strengthen the link between community and territory.
Periferica was born in 2013 with an international festival on regeneration and crea-
tivity organized mainly for university students who, through multidisciplinary work-
shops, conceived and developed micro-architecture projects, urban settings and 
multimedia projects centered around the development of the space. 
The heart of the project is represented by the tuff quarry, which hosts events and 
initiatives as well as a museum about the quarry, and by an adjacent building that 
has become a coworking space, guesthouse and Periferica’s operational base. 
Managed by a young multidisciplinary team in a challenging context, today Perif-
erica is a 3,000-square-meter cultural park and community hub where profes-
sionals, organizations and communities meet to share innovation, culture, art and 
social relations.

Periferica | M
azara del Vallo | ITALY
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WHERE

Periferica is located in the historic 
Macello district, about 1 km from the 
center of Mazara del Vallo (Sicily), in 
a disused area of over 3,000 square 
meters that includes an old tuff quarry 
and a former nursery school from the 
1980s. The whole area is divided into 
three spaces: on the upper floor there 
is a guesthouse, a coworking space, 
a social kitchen and a playground for 
events while the basement, under the 
quarry, hosts the Evocava Museum and 
an urban park. 

CONTEXT
Mazara del Vallo is a city of about 
50,000 inhabitants overlooking the 
Mediterranean Sea. Its historic center 
with narrow, winding streets is one of 
the few remaining architectural exam-
ples of the Arab presence in Sicily and 
Italy. On a productive level, the city of 
Mazara has always been identified by 
the fishing industry there, but since 
the end of the eighteenth century, the 
excavation business became increas-
ingly important. The calcarenite (tuff) 
quarries occupy about 100 thousand 
square meters, developing an articu-
lated system of parks, tunnels, caves 
and gardens. The oldest quarries date 
back to the same foundation of the city 
and are woven into the peripheral urban 
fabric, about 1 km from the city center. 
The absence of incentives, the frag-
mentation of ownership, and the lack 
of planning leave these places unused 
and at risk for real estate speculation. 

LOCATION 
Suburban

TYPE OF SPACE 
Building
Open space (green area and mine)

ORIGINAL FUNCTION 
Industrial (quarry)

YEAR OF CONSTRUCTION 
n.a.

MAIN HISTORICAL FACTS 
1884: the quarry closed down.
2013: the first urban regeneration 
festival marks the birth of the Periferica 
project.
2014: victory of the “Che-Fare” call for 
ideas.
2014: victory of the first prize for the 
best urban regeneration project in the 
RIUSO national call for ideas, promoted 
by the National Council of Architects.
2015: victory of the call for ideas 
Boom-Polmoni Urbani.
2016: opening of Periferica, the first 
cultural center in Mazara del Vallo. 
2018: discovery of the underground 
quarry and victory of the Culturability 
call for ideas with the project of the 
Evocava museum.
2019: victory of the Creative Living Lab 
call for ideas.
2020: opening of Aula Periferica.

SURFACE AREA
3,000 sqm

OWNERSHIP
Private

CONCESSION 
Owned by the managing organization

CONDITION BEFORE ACTIVATION
Abandoned 
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COMPOSITION OF THE SPACE:
Playground / multifunctional open area
Guesthouse
Studios and coworking space
Community kitchen 
Evocava museum
Park

Periferica | M
azara del Vallo | ITALY

Guesthouse

Studios and 
coworking

Credits: Periferica

Evocava museum

Community kitchen

Playground

Park
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WHEN

TIME OF DAY USED 
Morning ....... 7am    1pm 
Afternoon ...  1pm    7pm
Evening ........ 7pm    1am  
Night .............  1am    7am 

Workdays: 40%
Weekends: 60%

Winter: 10% 
Spring: 30% 
Summer: 40% 
Autumn: 20% 

OPENING HOURS 
Monday - Friday: 10am - 4pm
Open one Sunday a month
Open during specific events and 
initiatives

AVERAGE USERS PER DAY
15 - 20 

WHAT

The main activities organized in the 
space are the driving force of its reacti-
vation: over time, the international urban 
regeneration festival, the micro-archi-
tecture calls for ideas, and the artistic 
residencies made it possible to design 
and renovate the space.
Periferica also organizes cultural events, 
such as film and theater festivals, music 
events, and activities connected to the 
museum. The multifunctional space 
hosts a guesthouse, a coworking space 
and a community kitchen.

SURFACE IN USE
3,000 sqm

THEMATIC AREAS 
Coworking and workspace
Culture and arts 
Design, crafts and production
Education and training

CULTURAL PRODUCTION
Architecture, art, and design workshops
Museum
Public art
Urban regeneration and design 
festivals

USER DEMOGRAPHIC
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Children
Families
Local community
Senior citizens
Young people

COLLABORATIONS
Artists and creatives
Associations and collectives
Citizens and local community
Companies 
Other commons
Professionals and freelancers

NETWORK
Local: schools and third sector organi-
zations
Regional: University of Palermo, Farm 
Cultural Park, ADI Sicilia
National: Lo Stato dei Luoghi, Cultural 
Welfare Center

WHO

Periferica was created as an associa-
tion, and after two years it became an 
under-30 cooperative, thanks to the 
funds awarded by the Boom Polmoni 
Urbani call for ideas. Over time, Periferica 
has built a solid network of local and 
national professionals who have become 
friends of the project and are involved in 
the operational and design aspects of 
the projects in development. During the 
events, in particular the Festival Perif-
erica, there is a dedicated team that also 
welcomes volunteers.

- 
- 
- 
- 

5%
35%

  50%
  10%
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MANAGING ORGANIZATION(S)
1.  Associazione Corda (association, 2013)
2. Officina Periferica Soc. Coop. (cooper-
ative, 2016)

PEOPLE  INVOLVED IN THE MANAGEMENT
Association: 10 members
Cooperative: 3 members
15 volunteers during festivals 

HOW

Horizontal 

ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY 
50% Commercial activities
10% Public grants
35% Rental income
15% Sponsorships

TYPE OF ACTIVITIES  
35% Free 
65% Paid  

Focus on the cultural production

Dieci Metri Quadri. Micro-architecture call for entries
A call for entries to gather the best ideas in the field of architecture and design 
for temporary, innovative and functional settings for the regeneration of the 
quarry.
Professionals and students from all over the world are invited to submit 
micro-architecture projects, designing temporary “modular structures” meas-
uring 10 square meters in area and 3.5 meters in height, adaptable, self-con-
tained and modular. 
For each edition of the call there is a theme to be developed: in the first edition 
“temporary shelters” were designed to expand the hospitality capabilities and 
accommodate students, young professionals, and cultural workers during the 
events; in the second edition “temporary kitchens” were designed to provide 
Periferica with a catering point. 
In addition to a monetary prize, the winners of the competition had the oppor-
tunity to test out and physically construct their project during the Periferica 
festival. 

Periferica | M
azara del Vallo | ITALY
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How did your story begin?

Periferica was created in 2013 thanks to a combination of events: Carlo was an archi-
tecture student in Ferrara and had just completed a workshop in Istanbul in which 
he redesigned an urban void. At the same time, the tuff quarry owned by his family 
was vacated by the construction company that had its headquarters and warehouse 
inside the area. The land of the quarry, being suitable for building, was at first put up 

for sale by the family, but then Carlo 
convinced them, not without difficulty, 
to give him an opportunity to do some-
thing with it. So the first Periferica festival 
was organized in 2013, quite spontane-
ously, immediately gathering a lot of 
participants. The following summer, the 
festival was organized again and in the 
meantime we won the CNAPPC (National 
Council of Architects, Planners, Land-

scapers and Conservators) award for sustainable regeneration. Thanks to the Polmoni 
Urbani program, in collaboration with Farm Cultural Park (which connects Periferica 
with two other Sicilian cultural initiatives, Trame di Quartiere and Eclettica), we obtained 
new funding and so we went on with the project.

Is there a practice or value that represents you and you think may 
be an inspiration to others?

Periferica was born as a festival of regeneration, art and urban creativity with work-
shops, laboratories and cultural events realized together with associations, univer-
sities and companies of the territory. Since 2013, hundreds of students, teachers 
and professionals have come to Mazara del Vallo from all over the world for the 
various editions of the festival, participating in workshops and designing together 
the transformation of a disused area, the quarry, into a useful space with and for the 
local community, through a transdisciplinary design approach ranging from archi-
tecture to multimedia. It’s nice to see how, throughout the 10 days of the Festival, 
Periferica became a temporary micro-village, where participants, tutors, volun-
teers and the public shared working spaces, convivial moments and fun by partic-
ipating in educational activities, excursions, talks and cultural events. Workshop 
participants could even choose to sleep in the campsite set up inside the quarry, in 
the self-built structures, or in houses that were rented in the neighborhood. Through 
workshops and collateral initiatives, Periferica successfully accomplished mixing 
the global community of “insiders” with the local one, creating a unique experience 
capable of generating an incredible impact in just ten days.

What is the secret ingredient that makes your story unique?

Certainly recognizing the tuff quarries as a key to revitalizing the neighborhood 
in which Periferica is located.  Starting from this intuition we have mapped 80% 
of the quarries in Mazara and discovered that they are located in parks, tunnels, 
caves, and  gardens not far from the city center. The quarries differ in morphology, 
age and extraction techniques and are interesting from a geological, historical 

“Quarries are not only valuable in 
themselves, but they are and can be 
a driving factor for the sustainable 
development of the territory through 
history, culture, art, innovation, food, 
tradition, nature and craftsmanship.”
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and cultural point of view, but their use and valorization is blocked by the absence 
of incentives and shared ownership, as well as by poor planning. With Periferica 
we have developed several project proposals in different fields: from design to 
micro-architecture, from urban planning to information systems. What we want to 
bring out is how a radical change of perspective is necessary. Quarries are not only 
valuable in themselves, but they are and can be a driving factor for the sustainable 
development of the territory through history, culture, art, innovation, food, tradition, 
nature and craftsmanship. In 2018 we were literally overwhelmed by the discovery, 
inside Periferica, of a 2,800 square meter underground quarry, which we named Eco. 
Initially we wanted to create a museum to tell the story of the quarry, but then we 
realized that the quarry was already a museum that could tell its own story. So we 
started to design the paths to make it usable, and we organized “Alla scoperta della 
Mazara sotterranea” (“Discovering the Underground Mazara”), a series of events 
that raised the curiosity of the inhabitants who reported and invited us to visit their 
quarries. The quarries there hold the history of Mazara and the lives of the quar-
rymen, a little-known but important history. My grandfather was a quarryman from 
the age of six until he was 21; he would walk 12 km to get into the quarry and stay 15 
days underground. Thanks to my grandfather, I got to know all about the rituals of 
life in the quarry: what they ate, how they slept, how they prayed, their relationship 
with the women. Precious stories that no one else knows. My grandfather himself 
had never told me this part of his life because he was ashamed, but then, after 
telling his story, he felt passionate and proud. The Evocava museum is therefore 
the natural development of a path of valorization that involves both professionals 
and inhabitants: an open-source museum that evokes, through installations and 
multimedia works, the underground Mazara through visiting routes and tourism/
culture-oriented itineraries.

Interview with: Paola Galuffo, Carlo Roccafiorita

Did you know?

Farm Cultural Park
One of the projects that inspired Periferica is Farm Cultural Park, an independent 
cultural center founded in 2010 by Andrea Bartoli and Florinda Saieva in Favara 
(Agrigento). Farm Cultural Park has transformed an abandoned historical center 
into a cultural and tourist attraction, overturning the identity of a town that has 
always been associated with the Mafia, fugitives, illegal activities and malfea-
sance, and turning it into a place of art, culture and experimentation to design and 
imagine the future. Over time, Farm has in fact acquired some of the houses in the 
historic center of Favara, transforming them into exhibition spaces for contem-
porary art, meeting spaces, bars, bookstores and more. The 
area, once abandoned and degraded, has been transformed 
into a cultural and artistic center capable of attracting visitors 
from all over the world, with more than one hundred thousand 
tourists every year. Today, Farm Cultural Park has been defined 
as one of the most influential independent cultural centers in 
the contemporary cultural world and one of the most dynamic 
urban regeneration projects.

Periferica | M
azara del Vallo | ITALY
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The museum in numbers

 
There are no formulas nor operating instructions for the 
creation, management and development of urban commons, 
since there are many complex variables that exist. 
These experiences, however, illustrate some different 
interpretations of urban commons, noted in the form of 
suggestions and stimuli to keep in mind, like side notes in a 
notebook for anyone who wants to follow this path or for those 
who are simply attracted to and intrigued by the world of urban 
commons.

3

25

  8

  

1,317,636

132

7,705

itineraries

commons

countries                Austria
  Belgium
  France          
  Germany
  Greece
  Italy
  Spain
  The Netherlands
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Where

Do location and urban context influence the emergence and development of an 
urban common? 
Urban commons emerge from a very close relationship between the space and 
the people who reactivate it, which is often the catalyst that initiates the process 
of reclaiming and caring for a space. However, the synergy established with the 
context varies depending on the “vocation” and “mission” of the common.

 80% are located in urban areas

 44% are located in industrial areas or buildings

 60% are located in buildings constructed in the 20th century

 48% are located in publicly-owned buildings

Reclaiming community spaces
The space that hosts a common has a strong symbolic meaning for the community 
that takes care of it. It is often chosen for its potential and ability to respond to the 
needs or dreams of the activators and the communities it serves.
The urban context is also significant: commons often emerge in the heart of a 
neighborhood or part of a city that needs community spaces and, therefore, in 
response to contingent social needs. For this reason, the cases identified are often 
found in medium to large cities where social conflicts are more prominent.

 100% are located in urban areas

 100%  are located in currently publicly-owned buildings

 75% have been conceded as a free cession

Building an inclusive city
The spaces that host the commons with a social function are usually less interesting 
from an architectural and historical point of view; they are often chosen because 
they are functional to the initiatives and actions promoted. In almost all the 
experiences, the socio-economic context is the main reason for the emergence of 
the common: it is very evident in Greece, where the economic and political context, 
as well as the geographical position as a crossroads of migratory flows, stimulated 
the birth of organizations with a strong social function rather than oriented to the 
regeneration of the urban fabric.

 87,5% are located in urban areas

 100% emerged after 2010

 75% are located in privately-owned spaces

 50% pay regular rent
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From industrial to cultural production
For commons that are more culturally 
oriented, the space is central from an 
architectural, historical and functional 
point of view. The history, the architecture, 
and the context of the space are 
elements that are part of the identity 
of the common and, sometimes, guide 
the cultural projects (festivals, artistic 
residencies, etc.) and the renovation and 
repurposing work done in the spaces. 
In some cases, the place that hosts the 
commons has been chosen through 
itinerant or widespread projects such 
as festivals and workshops that have 
first identified and then temporarily 
reactivated it, which allowed its use 
and potential to be tested out and 
understood.

 55% are located in urban areas

 44% are managed by their owners

 78% are located in privately- 

 owned spaces

 

C
onclusions generating new

 beginnings

Tips

The way a common is used is more important than its ownership
The structure’s ability to become welcoming spaces, rebuild relationships, 
and to bridge divides should be the main focus.

Promoting the symbolic dimension of public space
Public space must become a space of debate and manifestation of conflicts; 
it is a space of communication and relationships among people and between 
people and institutions. 

Initiate “open” projects with institutions
It is important to establish a dialogue with institutions and property owners in 
order to start a project that will lead to the shared use and care of the space 
through shared management.

The use of a space determines its “public” nature
The live presence of people in public space, whether explicit (passers-by, chil-
dren, etc.) or implicit (signs of presence, appropriation), is a clear sign that there is 
a need to access and use the space freely. 

3.7 % IN USE

22.2% UNDERUSED

37.0% VACANT

3.7% URBAN VOID 

33.4% ABANDONED

Gängeviertel was counted three times because 
it includes previously abandoned, underused 
and vacant spaces.
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When
 
When are they open to the public? 
Every common has its own policy of openness and permeability to the context and 
the public, which varies greatly depending on the mission, the type of initiatives 
promoted and the number of entities and subjects involved in the organization. 

Reclaiming community spaces
Thanks to the various entities and people actively involved in their organization, 
these commons are accessible daily to the community thanks to regular openings 
and to the many initiatives and events promoted within the spaces. 

Building an inclusive city
Due to their nature as spaces for reception and support, they are open almost 
every day with opening hours to the public and for regularly scheduled activities, 
becoming daily places for their users.

From industrial to cultural production
The majority of these spaces are open to the public especially during events and 
initiatives. Since they are often spaces for production and work, they are always 
open to insiders (creatives, artists, students, etc.) as spaces for residencies, 
workshops, coworking, etc.

Tips

Regular appointments and permeable spaces
Regular opening hours and days help to attract more people and make them 
everyday spaces that are more integrated into their context.

Multifunctional spaces, “reversible” setups
The access to a space can be increased through flexible and diversified uses over 
time, differentiating the audience, the type of activities, etc.
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What

What activities take place in the commons? 
Urban commons are hybrid spaces, spaces where people and ideas meet, where 
new projects and services are produced that can often create a dialogue between 
different areas such as culture, entrepreneurship, social commitment, and 
community involvement, and generate a strong positive impact for the area in 
which they are located.

 
Reclaiming community spaces
The activities promoted are often the result of a systematization of 
initiatives proposed by the various entities involved; the result is a full 
calendar of initiatives, very varied in terms of themes and areas, oriented 
primarily to the citizens of the neighborhood and their various interests.  
Some entities have a very strong identity, such as Casal Nou Barris, which expresses 
its circus tradition with activities and shows that involve a very diverse audience, 
from professionals to people with disabilities.

 87,5% offer activities linked to activism and politics

 92% cooperate with local communities
 

Building an inclusive city
These commons concentrate their work on the provision of generative welfare 
services to vulnerable people or those at risk of exclusion (migrants, asylum seekers, 
the LGBTQ+ community) by providing hospitality, food, education, meeting spaces, 
and opportunities for personal growth. The services are often self-organized by 
the recipients themselves, because the act of doing helps create empowerment, 
nurture personal skills and community relationships, and shift the focus from 
assistance to social activism. 

 100% offer activities linked to welfare, inclusion, or participation 

From industrial to cultural production
In cultural centers, projects, activities, and productions are conceived, curated and 
initially organized by the managers of the common, who reserve the right to expand 
the projects through specific collaborations. In addition to events, sometimes it 
is the productions and artistic residencies that involve the communities near the 
common and establish contact with the environment surrounding it.  These are 
spaces that, despite being sometimes located in “peripheral” contexts, have an 
international dimension thanks to collaborations, networks, national and European 
projects.

 78% have work space and coworking areas
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Who
 
Who are the parties involved in the commons? 
Most of the commons are promoted and managed by private entities or private 
social organizations (such as associations, informal groups, cooperatives, 
foundations, NGOs), often in collaboration with public institutions and local 
authorities.  

Reclaiming community spaces
Even after public legitimation and the stipulation of formal agreements with 
administrations, the commons have maintained, in line with their philosophy, an 
open and horizontal governance capable of ensuring maximum participation. 
There are frequent public assemblies and internal working groups, open to citizens 
as well, for the management of specific tasks.  

Building an inclusive city
The governance of the commons is coordinated by NGOs, or by a mixed 
management body that includes public institutions whenever initiatives arise from 
more structured organizations. The commons that arise in a more informal way 
(e.g. Les Grands Voisins, Habibi.Works) are often innovative experiences from the 
point of view of governance and management, which includes the users of the 
commons themselves.

Tips

Use the city in an unexpected way
The most atypical or alternative projects can produce fruitful and unexpected 
impacts.

Distinguish the spaces and consider their complementary nature
Spaces too are related to each other. Each space can offer what other surrounding 
spaces do not. Each space can offer its own identity and a range of unique uses 
and areas that can dialogue with the context and with the subjects that one 
wants to involve
 
Places to pass time, facilitate encounters
Our cities lack places to strengthen the possibility of encounters, inclusion, and 
relationships. The quality of the space conditions the quality of social relationships. 
 
Flexibility of the space
Test out new uses, even through temporary actions, to verify the impact on the 
community. Designing a public space requires the ability to configure it into an 
“open form” that can adapt to new needs or opportunities. 
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Tips

Behind every common there is a community
People “make a community” by working together toward a goal (“community” 
comes from the Latin cum + munus: to accomplish a task together). Through 
the care of a space, the ties that unite them are nurtured, producing and 
developing social capital, integration, a sense of belonging and trust.

Public space as the first step in setting the city free
Taking care of a space allows the emergence of an awareness of the place, the 
first element in starting to take action. The creative and innovative use of public 
space by residents, civil society, and artists sometimes produces generative 
processes that, starting from the common and therefore from a specific need, 
can give broader responses, expanding out to the neighborhood or the entire 
urban context. 

A shared path for the common good
Share resources and responsibilities in the care of the space, in order to favor 
the spread of new civic resources and the emergence of informal projects and 
economies.

From industrial to cultural production
Commons with a cultural nature are generally born with governance systems that 
involve only the activator. 
When the ownership of the spaces is public, it becomes strategic to create a 
dialogue with the public body. 
In the case of the Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa, where each organization maintains 
its autonomy in the management of its own space, a process of coordination and 
common governance has been activated to relate to the local administration. 
This openness towards the community and its participation is implemented mainly 
through ad hoc projects and moments of listening and meeting.
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How

How do they support themselves financially?
The financial sustainability system of the commons, whether cultural or 
community-based, requires a complex mix of commercial activities, public and 
private funding, and volunteer work that varies in each common depending on its 
identity and context.

 72% of the commons receives public funding 
 (public grants, regular public contributions)

 44% of the commons support themselves also through the rental of spaces

Reclaiming community spaces
Economic sustainability is based on management models of an anti-capitalist 
nature, centered on self-organization, self-management, and inspired by the 
social economy to develop a model of an alternative society. Apart from the more 
structured experiences, in which paid staff are also present, the majority of these 
spaces are managed on a voluntary basis, in an open and participatory manner. 
Their economic sustainability is based on self-financing activities, on direct public 
support or through the granting of subsidized rents and on “business” activities that 
make it possible to provide free access to goods and services for the inhabitants of 
the district or for the most disadvantaged members of the population.

 88% offer only free activities 

Building an inclusive city
These experiences generally have self-financing channels that allow them 
independence in their activities. Income can be supplemented by commercial 
activities (bars, restaurants), by the sale of objects made by project participants 
or by initiatives open to a wider public (summer camps, concerts, events).

 78% offer only free activities

 12% offer both free and paid activities 

From industrial to cultural production
All commons operate as cultural enterprises. 
Economic sustainability requires a very complex mix of funding channels and 
professionalism. The commons participate in public tenders at all levels (local, 
regional, national), in some cases in European projects, carry out business activities, 
and establish technical and economic sponsorships with private companies. 

 89% offer both free and paid activities
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Tips

Manage resources in the interest of communities
The ability to involve residents in the financing/economic sustainability of the 
common increases the level of community sharing of the project and helps 
develop a greater sense of responsibility.

C
onclusions generating new

 beginnings

12% CODESIGN

8% TOP-DOWN

80% BOTTOM-UP

NATURE OF 
THE INITIATIVE

4% MIXED

20% VERTICAL

76% HORIZONTAL

TYPE OF 
MANAGEMENT
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