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CO-GOVERNING 
THE CLIMATE-
NEUTRAL CITY

This booklet is part of the CrAFtbook series. 
It tells the story of how the “City as a Com-
mons” framework was implemented in 
Bologna, what we learned during ten years 
of implementation, and how this helped 
shape our Climate City Contract. 

Bologna has a long history of public par-
ticipation. To structure and scale this spirit, 
the municipality started to apply the ‘’City 
as a Commons’’1 framework in 2014. The 
City as a Commons ensures that urban 
spaces and resources are accessible and 
beneficial to all residents. This includes 
public goods such as streets, the air we 
breathe, public transportation, sanita-
tion systems, schools, waterways, parks 
and other spaces. Local collaboration on 
urban commons helps resist privatisa-
tion and commodification, and supports 
the creation of inclusive environments 
where citizens actively participate in deci-
sion-making processes.

Between 2014 and 2016, 261 proposals were 
developed and 245 pacts were signed, 

driven by the Municipality of Bologna, the 
Foundation for Urban Innovation, and the 
University of Bologna. This initial imple-
mentation phase highlighted the need for 
a network of stakeholders and economic 
institutions to provide financial support.

In 2023, Bologna’s Climate City Contract 
in the EU Mission on Climate-Neutral and 
Smart Cities and its NetZeroCities plat-
form2 absorbed the 10-year experience 
with the City as a Commons. The Climate 
City Contract, amplified with the City as 
a Commons, aims to give Bologna’s citi-
zens new platforms and better resources 
to play an active role in the city’s journey 
towards climate neutrality by 2030. 

This cooperation resulted in a Co-Moni-
toring Plan with inhabitants in addition to 
the standard Commitments, Action Plan, 
and Investment Plan of the Climate City 
Contract. In this booklet, we explain how 
Bologna organised this work, and share 
recommendations and guidelines for you 
to do the same in your own city.
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AN ECOSYSTEM 
OF PARTICIPATION

In the City as a Commons, public admin-
istrations act as mediators, coordinators 
and facilitators in co-design processes, 
abandoning a top-down governance 
model in favour of a horizontal one. Col-
laborative decision-making and design 
processes are based on common objec-
tives and shared responsibilities of citizens 
and municipal authorities, e.g. through 
public consultations and referendums. 
Easily accessible collaborative networks 
and spaces lower the threshold for people 
to participate in larger political processes.

In Bologna, the City as a Commons frame-
work is applied through the “Collaborare è 
Bologna” programme, based on the Reg-
ulation on Collaboration Between Citizens 
and the City for the Care and Regenera-
tion of Urban Commons3. 

Since the publication of this regulation in 
2014, over 800 Collaboration Pacts have 
been signed. They serve as legal instru-
ments for public-community partnerships 

between citizens, local officials, NGOs, and 
businesses. The regulation was the first 
of its kind, focusing on urban commons 
such as public spaces, abandoned build-
ings, infrastructures, and green areas. It 
promotes civic collaboration with the 
public/administrative institutions through 
diverse tools, such as walking tours, exhi-
bitions, and open discussions with the 
local community.

Since 2017, the Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi 
(ex FIU), in cooperation with the Munici-
pality of Bologna, has coordinated District 
Labs4. Their goal is to promote dialogue 
and collaboration processes in each 
neighbourhood to expose needs, priorities, 
and suggestions for solutions. About 7,000 
people joined the District Labs in 2017-2018 
through neighbourhood public assem-
blies and online topic meetings, resulting 
in 60 participatory budgeting projects .
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CO-DESIGNING 
THE CITY

The City as a Commons initiative is a 
sequence of processes that build robust 
ecosystems of participation, connecting 
bottom-up engagement with top-down 
policy commitments. Tactical urban-
ism invites people to experiment with 
changing their everyday life. Collaboration 
pacts legitimise citizens' commitment and 

generate a transition into tangible agree-
ments. City governance models allow the 
municipality to co-manage the transition 
together with other stakeholders.

In this chapter, you can read more about 
how the City as a Commons inspired Bolo-
gna’s Climate City Contract. 

Figure 1: The CO-CITY Protocol © LabGov5
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3.1 The Co-City Protocol

The Co-City Protocol guides cities and 
their citizens in making better use of their 
commons. It consists of six phases:

	→ Cheap talking: Organise a series of 
informal meetings to identify and discuss 
urban commons in a specific neigh-
bourhood, engaging citizens in dialogue 
with public and private sectors, property 
owners, cultural and creative sectors, aca-
demia and other relevant stakeholders

Mapping: Use fieldwork, surveys, inter-
views and similar tools, supported by 
outreach events and initiatives, to assess 
and visualise the commons identified in 
the previous phase 

	→ Practising: Create networks between 
municipal and local authorities and other 
collaborative actors to identify common 
interests and synergies and to shape 
ideas that can be tested in specific events

	→ Prototyping: Invite participants to 
co-design and outline an implementa-
tion proposal with the support of topical 
experts

	→ Testing: Apply the proposal in a real 
context. Use qualitative or quantitative 
tools to assess whether it meets the pro-
posal’s original objectives

	→ Modelling: Use policies, standards, and 
other legal frameworks to facilitate the 
process of urban commoning by the city

The CrAFt Cookbook6 describes similar 
steps in detail, including examples from 
European cities and communities. 

LabGov, the LABoratory for the GOVernance 
of the City as a Commons7, is a network 
of research platforms designed to share 
methods, tools, experiences, and ideas 
on collaborative management of urban 
resources. LabGov developed the Co-City 
Protocol after the first experimental appli-
cation in Bologna and other Italian cities. 
The network now includes 187 cities world-
wide and has collected 543 case studies8.

The most effective application of the 
Co-City Protocol was the 2014-2016 Co-Bo-
logna project promoting new relations 
between citizens and local administra-
tions and steering the development of 
the “Regulation on Collaboration Between 
Citizens” and the “City for the Care and 
Regeneration of Urban Commons”3.

The Regulation identifies cooperation 
pacts as legal instruments for establishing 
public-community partnerships between 
inhabitants, public administration, local 
non-governmental organisations, and 
local businesses.

3.2 Collaboration Pacts

Collaboration Pacts are legal instruments 
to establish public-community part-
nerships. Their main actors are officials 
and public administration, representa-
tive groups of citizens and inhabitants, 
non-governmental organisations, and 
businesses. 

Between 2014 and 2016, 261 proposals were 
developed and 245 collaboration pacts 
were signed within the municipal territory. 
They were mainly related to the main-
tenance of public spaces and schools; 
interventions to improve bicycle paths, 
roads and squares; the elimination of 
architectural barriers; and renovation and 
management of abandoned buildings9. 

Most pacts were implemented at neigh-
bourhood scale as partnerships between 
the municipality and one local entity. Mul-
tilateral, multi-stakeholder partnerships 
were more common in complex city-scale 

regeneration projects. Basic care activi-
ties, such as graffiti removal and cleaning, 
accounted for about half of the pacts, 
one quarter concentrated on co-manag-
ing urban spaces for cultural and social 
activities, and another quarter on complex 
urban regeneration projects. Most urban 
creativity projects were short-term, single 
events. Nearly all pacts targeted urban 
public spaces, with only few directed at 
buildings. 

These first results10 highlighted the impor-
tance of creating a network of stakeholders 
and collective economic institutions 
that can provide the necessary financial 
support, acting at neighbourhood level 
throughout the entire city. 

Since 2016, 800 collaboration pacts have 
been signed, with detailed open data 
available for further analysis11. 
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Figure 2: Collaboration pacts signed in 2016-2022 in Bologna. Detailed open data available at 
Opendata comune di Bologna Collaboration pacts Map (CC BY 4.0). 

The collaboration pacts are short docu-
ments (5-6 pages) with a similar structure: 
name of the pact and subjects involved; 
objectives and actions for shared care; 
modes of collaboration; personal data; 

reporting, evaluation and supervision; 
forms of support; duration, suspension 
and withdrawal; liability. They are signed 
by the representative of the association/
society and the neighbourhood director.

3.3 Urban Innovation Plan

In 2016, Bologna municipality initiated a 
transversal innovation framework called 
“Towards the Urban Innovation Plan” 
(Verso il Piano Innovazione Urbana). It 
linked opportunities, territory potentialities 
and public decisions through an open 
document that could be updated and 
implemented over time. The goal was 
to spread opportunities, tools, resources, 
spaces and skills to favour regeneration 
and reuse of resources.

The first version of the plan (2016-2021) 
included the following instruments:

	→ A Governance Unit for Civic Imag-
ination to coordinate and disseminate 
participatory tools, and map spaces for 
the implementation of the Plan for Urban 
Innovation. The unit also integrates and 
improves the municipality's collaborative, 
participatory and civic activation policies

	→ Promote the development of places 
of opportunity and collaborative spaces 
where citizens and communities can 
co-create new forms of gathering

	→ Prioritise policies for social inclusion, 
education, rights and equal opportunities, 
in particular for young people not involved 
in any training or work path

	→ Strongly integrate environmental 
sustainability with urban design

	→ International attractiveness and a 
proximity economy to strengthen the 
liveability of neighbourhoods, local com-
merce, and the redevelopment of strategic 
poles for international attractiveness. 
Increase the beauty of urban areas and 
improve the impacts of strategic assets 
and infrastructures

	→ Launch metropolitan digital citizen-
ship and manage advanced research 
projects in the field of big data and digital 
humanities, at the service of the community

In 2019, the second version of the Urban 
Innovation Plan was issued as a mul-
ti-voiced storytelling tool for the city's 
future, firmly founded in territorial engage-
ment. It resulted from two years of work 
within the District Labs, spaces for discus-
sion and decision-making.

The main objective of these District Labs 
was proximity: to connect, year by year 
and neighbourhood by neighbourhood, 
policies and decisions with the networks, 
and widespread the potential that derives 
from the direct commitment of citizens 
and communities. Since 2017, the District 
Labs have organised over 280 meetings 
with the participation of more than 7,000 
inhabitants. The aim was to ensure that 
all citizens could participate in in-person 
meetings, abandoning digital tools such 
as online voting.
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3.4 The Stakeholders

The main stakeholders responsible for 
implementing Bologna’s City as a Com-
mons and Climate City Contract are the 
Municipality of Bologna with its Europe 
and International Sector Office, Fondazi-
one IU Rusconi Ghigi, and the University of 
Bologna (UNIBO). Fondazione IU Rusconi 
Ghigi  is a public Foundation, co-owned 
by UNIBO and the municipality.

The municipality is responsible for the “City 
of Knowledge” initiative which includes 
knowledge workshops and citizen sci-
ence (Officina della Conoscenza) and 

“Bologna for Science and Research” with 
its co-development of a digital twin of 
the city together with other stakeholders. 
These initiatives are supported by interna-
tional networks, cooperation agreements 
and funding.

Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi is a multi-
disciplinary centre and laboratory for city 
transformation, in which citizens’ contri-
butions play a key role. It manages many 
participatory initiatives together with the 
Municipality of Bologna. 

 

Figure 3: Open space , Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi  headquarters. Citizens can meet here and discuss 
during public debates. Credits: UNIBO.

Since 2017, Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi 
has coordinated the “District Laborato-
ries”4 in collaboration with the Municipality. 
These collaborative initiatives foster dem-
ocratic dialogue with the citizens about 
their needs.

Since 2020, Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi 
(in 2020 operative under the name FIU), 
has promoted the initiative “Un clima di 

partecipazione” (a participatory climate), 
which introduces Citizens' Assemblies as 
a participatory tool and regulates their 
implementation12. One example of these 
Citizens’ Assemblies is the ‘’Assemblea cit-
tadina per il clima”13. In these gatherings, 
citizens, as well as cultural, creative and 
commercial sectors, discuss how climate 
neutrality and quality of the urban envi-
ronment can go hand in hand.

3.5 Tactical Urbanism

Tactical Urbanism14 is a process of inex-
pensive temporary transformation where 
inhabitants and other local stakehold-
ers test new uses of public space that 
are a better fit for their needs and pri-
orities. During these processes, Bologna 

monitors what works, for whom, and why, 
to inform decisions regarding the final 
design and implementation. This involves 
techniques such as questionnaires, inter-
views, focus groups, field observations, 
and video cameras (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Workflow of the Tactical Urbanism processes. Credits: Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi
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The Emergency Pedestrian Plan is an 
example of tactical urbanism in 2020. 
The municipality initiated experiments 
to pedestrianise selected road sections 
that until then had been used for car 
traffic or parking. With creative interven-
tions, they temporarily repurposed the 

road sections for recreational, sports and 
cultural purposes. Some of these trans-
formations were made permanent, such 
as the pedestrianisation of Via Milano 
and the realisation of a schoolyard in Via 
Procaccini15.

Figure 5: Aerial photo of the transformed urban area in Via Procaccini  
Credits: Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi.
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BOLOGNA’S 
CLIMATE CITY 
CONTRACT AS  
A COMMONS

4.1 What is Bologna’s Climate City Contract?

A Climate City Contract (CCC)16 is a tool 
used by the EU Cities Mission and its 
NetZeroCities platform. It consists of 3 
correlated components: Commitment, 
Actions, and Investments. Signed by the 
Mayor, the European Commission, and 
national/regional authorities, CCCs aim 
to identify policy gaps, coordinate stake-
holders and authorities, and create a 
one-stop-shop for multi-level negoti-
ations to facilitate city activities. They 
promote inclusive governance, acces-
sible economic models, and integrated 
urban planning with digital technologies.   

As one of the Mission Cities, Bologna uses 
a transformative approach that inte-
grates all sectors. The objective is to deal 
with the climate crisis, achieve greater 
local energy autonomy through renew-
able resources, combat energy poverty, 
improve air quality, and contribute to a 
healthy urban environment. The City as 
a Commons approach is particularly rel-
evant for the Commitment component, 
as it emphasises the key role of different 
stakeholders in addition to new forms of 
collaboration and co-creation  to achieve 
climate neutrality.

Bologna’s Commitment Plan17 is:
	→ A continuous process of transforma-

tion for the city, beyond a document or 
predefined agenda

	→ An innovative approach involving 
different sectors and layers of the city: 
institutions, ecosystems of research, local 
economy, third sector, and citizens, build-
ing on the City as a Commons initiative

	→ An introduction to Bologna’s political 
vision, promoting collaborative governance 
models, different layers of participation 
paired with transformative strategies, 
and an investment plan to reduce CO2 
emissions and achieve climate neutral-
ity by 2030

Bologna’s commitments are devised in 
two main parts. The first one describes the 
mission, the objectives and the principal 
actors, such as the municipalities and the 
agencies from private and third sector. 
The second part refers to the commit-
ments collected from local and regional 
stakeholders.
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4.2 The Action Plan

4.2.1 A Public Call to Action

City-wide collaboration and participation 
can pair climate neutrality with improved 
urban life. In order to find such win-win, 
no-regret solutions, the municipality needs 
to create a dialogue with stakeholders to 
understand local urban systems, map 
challenges, and co-create an action 
plan. To make these changes happen, 
the municipality will need a strong man-
date for administrative changes. We have 
shown several examples of such regula-
tions and collaborative pacts in Chapter 3.

In October 2023, Bologna municipal-
ity launched a public ‘’Call to action’’ to 
guide interventions related to the city’s 
climate-neutrality mission. The call was 
addressed to companies, organisations, 
associations, the third sector, and infor-
mal groups of organised citizens in the 
territory. 

It was supported by the dedicated Task 
Force “Ecological Transition and Mission - 
100 Climate Neutral Cities by 2030”16. The 

Task Force is mainly composed of the 
municipality of Bologna and the Fondazi-
one IU Rusconi Ghigi (ex FIU). It contains 
expert-members of the Council (energy 
communities, public affairs, urban plan-
ning, mobility and digital agencies), as 
well as the Citizens’ Assembly for climate, 
and UNIBO experts. Furthermore, several 
heads of municipal departments par-
ticipate, such as climate and ecological 
transition, constructive and housing sec-
tor, mobility, digital agency and public 
affairs. 

The Actions are supported by several 
structural measures:

	→ Assemblea cittadina per il clima (Cit-
izens’ Assembly)

	→ Sportello energia (Energy Desk for 
frequently asked questions and requests)

	→ Showroom energia e ambiente (Edu-
cational programmes related to energy 
and the environment)

Figure 6: Illustration of topics in which works the city of Bologna with Fondazione IU and other key 
stakeholders, during the implementation of CCC. These topics were discussed during public debates 

with citizens, such as the ''Citizens' alliance''. Credits: Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi.
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The Assembly worked on three specific 
questions:

	→ How can an energy transition of the 
city be promoted from the most impactful 
climate-emitting sectors, while ensur-
ing the principle of equity and climate 
justice and counteracting poverty and 
marginalisation?

	→ How can institutions and citizens 
address and contain the city's main cli-
mate risks (heat islands, extreme weather 
events, floods, droughts, etc.)? 

	→ Are there any obstacles in municipal 
rules, services and regulations preventing 
the achievement of these objectives or 
improvements and innovations?

Within four months after this first round, 
as stipulated by the City Charter, the 
City Council expressed its opinion on the 
Assembly’s proposals and integrated 
them in the Sector Activity Plan and the 
Bologna Climate Mission Contract. Their 
implementation will be co-monitored by 
the Monitoring Committee.

4.2.3 Energy Desk

The Energy Desk18 is promoted by the 
Municipality of Bologna, and managed 
by the Agency for Energy and Sustainable 
Development (AESS). It is a free-of-charge 
informative and educative service for cit-
izens on the topics of renewable energy, 

energy efficiency, and energy savings. 

The Desk aims to:
	→ Improve citizens' knowledge of the 

benefits of renewable energy sources

	→ Increase people’s awareness of their 
energy consumption

	→ Guide people's attitudes towards 
energy efficiency

4.2.4 Centre for Ecological 
Transition Education

The “Showroom energia e ambiente”19 is 
the Centre for Ecological Transition Edu-
cation in the city of Bologna. Active since 
2003, it is an exhibition space of more than 
250 square metres inside the Aldini-Vale-
riani-Sirani Institute. Every year it involves 
more than 5,000 students and citizens in 
life-long learning on ecological transition 
issues: energy saving, circular economy, 
sustainable use of resources and renew-
able energy, and the fight against global 
warming.

Its variety of programmes includes a mul-
timedia room for teaching, training and 
dissemination activities, interactive edu-
cational paths dedicated to schools (for 
pupils aged 8-18), information materials 
on ecological transition, an information 
desk for teachers, and advice on envi-
ronmental education20.

4.2.2 Citizens’ Assembly

On 19 December 2022, the City Council 
initiated its first Citizens’ Assembly, ded-
icated to climate. Bologna was the first 
city in Italy to adopt this innovative par-
ticipatory tool for decisions of general 
interest13. This is related to the City as a 
Commons approach and the participa-
tory processes.

The Citizens' Assembly is a democratic 
instrument that aims to directly involve 
randomly selected citizens in the forma-
tion and implementation of municipal 
policies and to strengthen the dialogue 
between citizens and the administra-
tion. The assembly is deliberative, i.e. it 
is based on a method of dialogue and 
argumentation. It is convened at most 
once a year on a relevant issue within the 

mandate of the Municipality of Bologna.  
It is now included as an instrument in the 
Municipal Statute, and its implementation 
methods are defined in the “Regulations 
on Citizens’ Rights of Participation and 
Implementation”. 

The first Bologna Citizens’ Assembly took 
place in 2023 and dealt with the topic of 
climate change. Randomly drawn citizens 
received an invitation from the Municipal-
ity of Bologna to take part in the Assembly. 
The Assembly defined proposals to turn 
Bologna into a sustainable city, acceler-
ating energy transition towards a model 
based on energy efficiency, reduced 
energy consumption,  production and 
use of renewable energy, individual and 
collective self-consumption, and energy 
communities. 

Figure 7: The different phases of Citizens' Assembly, concluded in November 2023.  
Credits: Fondazione IU Rusconi Ghigi.
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4.3 The Investment Plan

The Investment Plan provides an assess-
ment of the costs and impacts of the 
actions, with concrete financial contribu-
tions by businesses, economic activities, 
institutional partners, the third sector 
(including cultural sector, unions of prop-
erty owners and tenants) and citizens. In 
Bologna, 24 partners and 70 supporters 
have connected their measurable actions 
and investments to the Climate City 

Contract. Partners include major energy 
players, trade associations and transport 
operators. Additionally, institutional part-
ners, such as the regional authorities and 
the university, are involved in the mission 
with concrete actions and investments. 
Together, these partners have committed 
resources towards 241 concrete actions 
worth 11 billion euros. 

4.4 Co-Monitor

The fourth component of Bologna’s Cli-
mate City Contract, Co-Monitor, tracks 
and assesses what has worked well and 
what can be improved. Simply put, it 
evaluates the social impact in the urban 
context. 

Continuous communication and trans-
parency are at the base of the CCC to 
promote the participation of inhabitants 
as active contributors and create a more 
inclusive  environment. This includes not 
only the more easily quantified energy 
and mobility measures, but also the social, 

cultural, and governance activities, and 
the co-benefits that occur by combining 
different sectors, e.g. through the promo-
tion of urban creativity through cultural, 
social and artistic initiatives with long-
term outcomes.

Co-monitoring also needs to include 
the different layers of experimentation 
and collaboration with the city and its 
stakeholders, and ensure accessibility to 
participation and negotiation.
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ECOSYSTEMS OF 
PARTICIPATION

Bologna's journey towards a 'collaborative 
city' reveals strengths and weaknesses 
that can be integrated into Climate City 
Contracts across European cities. The 
City as a Commons approach demon-
strates how to build a robust ecosystem 
of participation with collaboration pacts 
and other governance tools that support 
new types of people-public-private part-
nerships to co-design, co-manage and 
co-monitor social innovations. 

The actions and interventions presented 
in this booklet are examples of collective 
story building, using cultural and artistic 
tools to engage and empower people 
towards climate-positive futures6.Cultural 
and creative sectors can systematically 
engage and inspire people, challenge ste-
reotypes, and revitalise urban commons, 

which is essential for a more equitable and 
sustainable future in diverse communities. 

We hope these examples and tools can 
inspire other cities. As each urban context 
is unique, they will need to be adapted 
to local needs, priorities and capabilities.

If you want to know more about how 
we tested these components in CrAFt, 
please check our Impact Stories of Bolo-
gna, Amsterdam and Prague21, CrAFt 
guidebooks22, the students’ STEAM Teams 
and Think-Do Tanks23, CrAFt’s NEB Impact 
Model (monitoring)24, and CrAFt’s final 
results and impacts25.
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