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Civic networks and urban regeneration ‘from the bottom-up’: towards a new framework for understanding urban policies? Evidence from Milan, Italy.
Bottom-up urban regeneration
 is a term that identifies a variety of experiences which may differ in inspirational principles, realization practices and final aims, from so-called ‘integrated’ public policies to business-led economic development strategies or popular grassroots and neighborhood-based efforts to capture the benefits of urban restructuring for local residents (Pacione 2005: 463–475). In any case, urban regeneration from the bottom-up presupposes a certain degree of cooperation, if not of participation, among the actors involved in the policy process (Healey 1997). The generally restricted meaning of participation in urban policy, as well as the ideology and implications behind it, was the object of enormous debate at the beginning of the 2000s (Raco 2000; Swyngedouw, Moulaert, and Rodriguez 2002; 

 ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM CSL_CITATION {"citationID":"RVPvmv3M","properties":{"formattedCitation":"(Raco 2000; Jones 2003)","plainCitation":"(Raco 2000; Jones 2003)"},"citationItems":[{"id":271,"uris":["http://zotero.org/users/979334/items/QGIBVDBE"],"uri":["http://zotero.org/users/979334/items/QGIBVDBE"],"itemData":{"id":271,"type":"article-journal","title":"Assessing community participation in local economic development — lessons for the new urban policy","container-title":"Political Geography","page":"573–599","issue":"19","author":[{"family":"Raco","given":"Mike"}],"issued":{"date-parts":[["2000"]]}}},{"id":164,"uris":["http://zotero.org/users/979334/items/F8FVMTVD"],"uri":["http://zotero.org/users/979334/items/F8FVMTVD"],"itemData":{"id":164,"type":"article-journal","title":"Urban Regeneration's Poisoned Chalice: Is There an Impasse in (Community) Participation-based Policy?","container-title":"Urban Studies","page":"581-601","volume":"40","issue":"3","source":"CrossRef","DOI":"10.1080/0042098032000053932","ISSN":"0042-0980, 1360-063X","shortTitle":"Urban Regeneration's Poisoned Chalice","author":[{"family":"Jones","given":"Peris"}],"issued":{"date-parts":[["2003",3,1]]},"accessed":{"date-parts":[["2013",5,24]]}}}],"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Jones 2003). In this paper we are less interested in assessing ‘community’ participation within urban regeneration policies in Milan; nor do we wish to deconstruct the rhetoric of participation that has recently become so overwhelming (Jones 2003) or even to propose a methodology «to rethink and apply urban regeneration policy in ways that could yield a step change in wellbeing and sustainability outcomes» (Unsworth et al. 2011: 183). The aim of this paper is to widen the debate about urban regeneration with reference to the initiatives promoted by local, self-organized civic networks (Morandi and Rabbiosi 2012). We focus on urban regeneration ‘from the bottom-up’ (Morandi 2008) as a tool for empirical research about urban resilience and the restructuring of urban governance. In so doing we also connect, and test, a new concern in urban policies as well as urban studies which consists in matching the effects of the economic recession with a renewed interest in what is often mentioned as the ‘hidden potential’ of local areas within cities (Unsworth et al. 2011) and propose alternative forms of urban regeneration. This trend is generally understood as opposite to the failing ‘pro-growth, business-as-usual approach’ that characterized the decades before the financial crisis (ibidem). In this paper we refer to some case studies that showed how civic networks promoted revitalization by integrating public, private, and nonprofit on a spatial basis (Morandi and Rabbiosi 2012). We are interested in better understanding «the mobilization of actors who do not have direct policy commitments of their own» as generative of «productive outcomes on the organization of space. It is argued that these actors not only make claims in the public sphere, but also actively contribute to the dynamics of space production that trigger the processes of spatial change at the urban level» (Rossi 2004, 158). However we make use of Boelens and Boonstra’s notion of ‘self-organisation’ (2011) to better understand urban resilience with reference to urban regeneration proposals coming from the bottom-up in a specific inner area of Milan at the end of the 2000s – as the crisis was rising – and we focus on research results following field work conducted in 2011
.
Our intent is threefold. The first, which is mainly descriptive in its aim, is to answer how urban regeneration from the bottom-up is developing with reference to the case study we portray. The second intent, which is mainly explicative in its aim, is to test our hypothesis that the results of urban regeneration from the bottom-up as it emerges from self-organized civic networks are particularly topical in the context of the institutional crisis in cities brought about by the economic downturn. They constitute, in a way, a form of urban resilience. The third intent is to present our thesis that this shift is coherent with a next step in the contemporary spirit of capitalism that follows Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello's theory: «when capitalism is obliged to respond positively to the points raised by critique, to try to placate it and maintain the support of its troops, who are in danger of listening to the denunciations, by the same gesture it incorporates some of the values in whose name it was criticized» (2005, 28).

***
The area we have analyzed consists of urban neighborhoods within the urban core and the suburban margins of Milan. The area can be represented as a triangle bordered by the historic canals of Milan, i Navigli, and stretching southwest from an upper point close to the city center towards a base that touches the urban fringes (Morandi 2008). This area will be that mostly touched by the Universal Exposition in 2015. In fact the Expo site is actually located outside the city limits, slightly more than 10 km to the northwest. However the Navigli have been initially planned as connective waterways to the Expo site. The upper part of the area plays host to service activities and skilled artisans, giving birth to a landscape in which traditional and innovative elements coexist (Morandi 2008). In this area, commercial gentrification has less to do with large-scale urban renewal schemes, including strong retail components, and more to do with «spontaneous», non-planned commercial gentrification processes (see also Morandi 2011). Relevant forms of competition and complementarity emerge in this new retail environment that are far more complex than simply a process of «old» retail forms being displaced by new, «trendy» ones. In the southern part, urban retailing is poorer and matches with old, often decaying buildings – among which are a huge amount of council estates – and new, real-estate driven, middle-class developments. Housing and retailing mirror social divides. The southern part of the area remains a mixture of very popular neighborhoods and areas that are hard to name. Mainly the result of urban sprawl and property speculation, these southern neighborhoods and areas are only lightly touched by urban and/or commercial gentrification.
In the area of Milan that we are analyzing, we started by identifying the organizations that were already stimulating a process of urban regeneration from the bottom up, be they business-led actors or socially committed organizations. This helped us identify the ‘potential’ that was already there (see also Unsworth et al. 2011) in the area between the two canals and that could be better understood along a few major spheres. A few implications arise from our observations. The revitalization and regeneration of the area is not necessarily the ultimate end of bottom-up proposals; the relationship with the area – as a means or/and as an end – is at the core of urban regeneration from the bottom-up proposal coming from social entrepreneurship, which is represented by a well-structured entity in the area.  Further reflection upon the networking of local actors is needed. A well-structured system of webs and alliances exists. However, they have a high rate of mortality, or they easily change geometry. Some local, self-organized civic networks have reinforced or enlarged themselves as an ad hoc measure to gain access to external funding in order to sustain specific projects. In Milan, many cultural, environmental, or welfare-oriented projects are co-financed by a philanthropic foundation connected with a bank (Fondazione Cariplo). To be granted financing, projects have to be submitted by networks of private and public actors with different profiles. Therefore – at the local level – we can distinguish among networks that are born specifically to submit proposals for external funding and those that are free from interests of this kind. The ties among the organizations that compose this second kind of network come more in the form of bonds than of bridging. In this case, urban regeneration is more strictly based on the ‘value’ of social capital. Networking can bring an indirect benefit in terms of reputation and therefore serve the networks’ own interests, albeit while providing revitalization at a spatial level. The local, self-organized civic networks we have observed also have very different ideas of what ‘valorization’ of the local area means: some networks rely on the traditional – i.e. economic – idea of multiplication of economic capital. Organizations involved in civic networks associate different meanings to what they see at the core of their initiatives of urban regeneration or revitalization. Reconnecting, or mending (ricucire), was a term used to pinpoint the need to mend the divides that physical obstacles create within the area. In fact, most of the organizations propose urban regeneration actions that might reduce the physical obstacles. However, the mending action does not take into consideration only physical divides. For some civic networks, divides are eminently social, and to regenerate means to activate plugging actions with reference to social deprivation paths. ‘Participation, synergy, bond creating, place making’ emerge as key terms to foster urban regeneration from the bottom up in the point of view of many organizations. However, they mean very different kinds of participative actions, widely considered along a formal continuum between institutional participation and community-based initiatives.
***

In the inner area of Milan ‘between the canals’, a number of organizations involved in local civic networks are shaping a «common campus» (Ponzini 2009) through which urban regeneration and revitalization within the area is influenced, often overcoming institutional policy limitations. At the same time these actions integrate the public, private, and nonprofit on a spatial basis and influence the urban governance process through a interplay with the urban, legitimate policy scheme. Indeed, Milan has always been known as a city with a lively civil society and participative entrepreneurship, even though, as Massimo Bricocoli and Paola Savoldi underline, «Milanese and Lombard pragmatism» has granted very few to strategic institutional policies that promoted urban regeneration from the bottom-up. The local politics arena always preferred use traditional forms of participation that privileged traditional groups of stakeholders (2010: 256) even though new bottom-up policy tools have been introduced even before the change in the City Council government (Morandi 2008). In addition, civil society’s wings were strongly clipped by the twenty-plus years of center-right government that incentivized exploitative real-estate redevelopment and annihilated participative projects, if not reifying them and using them as a city marketing strategy. Milan, an urban center generally considered the most prominent transport, industrial and financial hub in northern Italy, has been a traditional stronghold of the right wing since Silvio Berlusconi entered politics in 1993. The new elections in May 2011 unexpectedly saw the success of a left-wing candidate, Giuliano Pisapia. Listening to the civil society proposals is a key element on which the coalition guided by Mr. Pisapia would like to be distinguished from its predecessors.

Following the abundance of ‘bottom-up’ projects to regenerate the district proposed by local, self-organized civic networks and in connection with the novelties both introduced by the new City Council and the horizon of the World Expo in 2015, the District Mayor of the area ‘between the canals’ proposed that both the central City Council and local stakeholders should take part in a ‘MilanoExpo Zona 6’ Forum. The project was quite ambitious if we consider Italian urban (and national) politics, highly noted both for a scarce vertical and horizontal communication among different political levels or among Offices and for a scarce tradition of policies really bringing together different urban categories and interests (Bricocoli and Savoldi 2010). The District Mayor’s idea was to create an intermediate occasion for debating projects that he and a ‘technical group’ would then propose to the Councillorships Office explicitly created to coordinate the actions previewed for the World Expo 2015. All ‘juridical persons’, such as associations, institutions, organizations, and business companies, were invited to the Forum as long as they had elaborated projects, preliminary initiatives, or socio-economic development coherent with the Chart and/or as long they were willing to actively contribute with their participation in the operative plan for transformation and valorization of the area around the Waterway Expo 2015. The District Mayor had seen in these projects the chance to take advantage of World Expo 2015 to propose projects that would contribute to the urban regeneration of the area well after the event. The document for the actuation of the Forum was signed at the end of March 2012. The first presentation to potentially interested stakeholders was planned to take place in June 2012.
***

Strategies for mending physical as well as social divides were missing in town, as were paths towards participative forms of urban regeneration framed by at least a few criteria of social, environmental, economic, and institutional sustainability. Indeed, «recognis(ing) untapped areas of potential by challenging and going beyond the business-as-usual urban policy orthodoxy, and how to enable communities to realize this potential to build their own resilience strategies and improve well-being» (Unsworth et al. 2011: p. 83) is not only of interest to self-organized civic networks but also, and more often, to institutional actors, which might be very sincere in their desire to take the path of listening to bottom-up proposals, promoting ‘active citizenship’ and legitimate forms of urban regeneration interventions coming from the bottom-up. However, this attention seems also an easy way to respond – at institutional level this time – to the move from ‘turbo capitalism’ to ‘zombie capitalism’ (Oosterlynck and Gonzalez, 2008: p. 1076). The effective presence of many different stakeholders proposing urban regeneration projects ‘from the bottom-up’ does not represent only a form of urban resilience. It might be exploited by the City councils to favor local development in the context of the economical and institutional delegitimization that they are experiencing. And, obviously enough, for exploitative business, who might indirectly take advantage of the urban regeneration provided by local, self-organized civic networks and turn it to their own advantage.
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� This paper draws from a research project that was conducted at the Department of Architecture and Planning (now Dep. of Architecture and Urban Studies) in 2011 under the direction of Prof. Corinna Morandi (URB&COM Lab). The reaserch project was operative in its aims and was a joint initiative by URB&COM Lab. and Lombardini22, a company located in Milan who gave birth to Mesopotamia Milanese, a network whose aim was to propose urban regeneration projects from the bottom-up within an area of Milan (the aim of the association and the area are discussed in more detail in the next pages). The project was partially financed within a programme promoted by Regione Lombardia (regional council). 


Contrary to the original research project, this paper is mostly theoric in its aims. It draws from reflections that have emerged during the international seminar on ‘Public spaces and services in changing urban spaces’ organised by Prof. Corinna Morandi at the Politecnico of Milan, Dep. of Architecture and Urban Studies on April, 8-9, 2013. 


� See note 1 for the description of the general framework of the research. Action-research was used to help a civic network (Mesopotamia Milanese) in clarifying its vision of urban regeneration from the bottom-up and potential partners. The final aim of the research project was to favour the network empowerment. Whether this outcome was reached or not is not discussed here. 
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