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1 - Progressive civil society and the making of public policies : the research questions and the analyzed cases

The spreading of participative experiences and practices
 and the related growing expectations – concerning above all the deliberative mechanisms
 – have not only given rise to a great production of normative and methodological literature, but also to an equally growing scientific scepticism about the real consequences brought about by such practices
. In order to verify if this scepticism is founded this paper addresses the general problem of the actual consequences brought about in the public sphere by participative practices, considering their impact on the making of public policies in an urban context, as well as on the involved actors of civil society.

The paper presents the results of research on « civil society and participative practices in Rome »
 aimed to understand the relationships between the normative and discursive frameworks within which participative opportunities are established and the actual outcomes of civil society’s involvement in public processes. In particular, the analysis focused on three participative practices whose normative framework was characterized by high expectations. Associating civil society to urban policies is nowadays an almost orthodox mood, as urban social movements and associations « claim to be actors in the city and are recognized as such by urban governments, which have developed various techniques for dealing with them – relations of cooperation, which however, do not prevent recurrent conflicts and opposition » (Le Galès, 2002, 191). But what happens when the involved actors of civil society
 have a radically progressive orientation, that is they pay attention to local, national and transnational issues of common goods, in opposition to commodification and neoliberalism ? In the analyzed cases, other than carrying cultural and political criticism of the neo-liberal policies, the non-institutional actors also perform social practices that are intensely charged with cultural and political values, being to some extent alternative to the capitalist market. So, they belong more to the « movement organization » (Diani, 2004) than to the neighbourhood committees, volunteer or philantropic « association » civil society types. Moreover, these actors have taken part together in many events and initiatives of the so-called « anti-globalization », or « alterglobalist », or « for global justice » movement, such as transnational campaigns, parallel summits and the World and European Social Forums (Pianta, 2001 ; Tarrow, 2005 ; della Porta, 2007).

These actors also react to the growing de-legitimation of representative democracy, which appears to be challenged by a displacement of decisional power: from politics to the economy; from the national State to the supranational and international institutions (such as EU, WB, IMF, WTO) ; from the elected assemblies to the executive; from the mass-parties to professional and cartel parties (della Porta, 2005). So, it is not strange that the participation of civil society actors in a city’s political activities is accompanied by discourses stressing more political than functional objectives. The high expectations include a radical reorientation of urban policies toward a non-neoliberist paradigm and the democratization of political processes.

Thus, the main questions this research tried to answer can be synthesized as follows. If a participative practice is for civil society actors an activity implying relationships with political and institutional actors, through which the former mobilize resources, use their knowledge, make more stable configurations of meaning, select their goals and implement a strategy of territorialization of the struggle against the global neo-liberalism, sometimes providing old struggles with new meanings :

· Do such participative practices actually influence the agenda and the orientation of urban policies ?

· Does the participation and institutionalization of civil society appreciably affect the nature of urban governance ?

· What do the actual consequences depend on ? For example, do they depend on the kind of interested public policies, or on civil society’s cultures and patterns of action ? Is the way practices are shaped important ? In particular, are deliberative arenas more likely than bargaining ones to produce a strong impact ?

· Do civil society actors’ involvement bring about effects on their own kinds and strategies of action ?

Rome’s urban context seems to be particularly well-suited to focus on such a general problem, as it is characterised by :

· An agenda of policies through which the political leadership aims to combine growth and social cohesion, the latter being particularly emphasized in the political discourse (d’Albergo, 2006) ;

· A certain amount of administrative decentralization of the City government through «municipalities»
 that balance the great concentration of political power around the directly elected Mayor. This also provides the «local» dimension within the metropolitan area with meaningful political agendas ;

· A sound civil society made up of different actors, NGOs and «progressive» social movements included (Jouve, 2007).

Three participative practices have been analyzed in Rome : (a) the Agenda 21 forums at the City and municipal levels; (b) the cooperative relationships established between local government actors in charge of the housing emergency policy and social movements struggling for « housing rights » ; (c) the relationships between the organizations for « fair trade » and « the other economy » and the City, especially within the joint « Other Economy Board ».

(a) 
The Local Agenda 21 is « a comprehensive plan of action to be taken globally, nationally and locally by organizations of the United Nations System, Governments, and Major Groups in every area in which human impacts on the environment »
. It was adopted at the UN Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992. It is implemented by local authorities « undertaking a consultative process with their populations and achieving a consensus on “a local Agenda 21” for the community ». In 1994, due in particular to the interest of the Mayor at that time,, Rome became one of the eighty European cities that signed the Charter of European Cities for Sustainable Development (known as the Aalborg Charter), under which local government assumed responsibility for implementing A21 at a local level and for working out a long time action plan aimed at promoting enduring and sustainable development. Moreover, the Charter stressed the importance of local community involvement in the process of the implementation of A21. In the years immediately following the City’s administration began its first consultative process, but this was really restricted to just a few groups (the three main environmental associations operating in Rome; some bodies responsible for providing public services; and to academics and experts in environmentalist issues). Its objective was to prepare a “preliminary document”, prior to the drawing up of the City’s Environmental Action Plan, containing the main problems to be dealt with and objectives to be achieved in promoting a process of sustainable development. The Environmental Action Plan itself was to be developed through a participative process. In 1997 the City council leaders gave some consideration to the constitution of a Citizens Forum in order to implement A21 locally in Rome and this body involving 71 organizations started work in 1999. The Forum concluded its activities in 2002 and the City council subsequently approved the final Environmental Action Plan for Rome. Three years later a Municipality (XV) established its own Agenda 21 forum, whose aim has so far been that of providing citizens with information on sustainable development in their neighbourhood area and many others municipalities are now following this example.

(b) 
In Rome, due to a persistent situation of chronic housing shortage and hardship, an emergency housing policy has now become a structural and, more or less, dominant element within the broader housing policy. In this context the housing rights movement and the housing emergency policy is a complex field of practices, which are different as far as the territorial dimension (the city as a whole vs. the municipalities within it) is concerned. At the city level the research analyzed the opening of a formerly existent policy network – made up of the City’s administrators, representatives of real estate, house-building firms, trade unions, land property – to social movements fighting (also through house occupations) for housing rights. The main actor is the movement organization called Action-Diritti in Movimento (Rights in Movement) whose main kind of action is that of illegally occupying houses. Action is part of a wider network of « radical civil society » actors. The targets of their action are both the global sphere of politics – perceived as an arena characterized by significant deficit of democratic legitimacy – and the economic context, dominated by the operation of firms and markets and by commodification processes of many activities previously provided and regulated by states (Pianta and Marchetti, 2007). Since the beginning Action has adapted its frames and strategies to a rather innovative representation of the relationships between collective action and political institutions, especially taking into account its historical roots in previous experiences of the « radical left », such as the « Autonomous » movement of the 1970’s.
At the municipality level the research focused on two cases
 of districts suffering from housing shortages and within which significant struggles were fought by the above mentioned social movement. In both the municipalities the practice consists in the establishment of « housing counters » aimed to cope with the housing emergency through an original activity of assistance to people without a house, evicted people, etc., that had previously been experimented in the occupied buildings.
(c)
the « Roman Other Economy Board » is a participative practice established in 2002 by the Department of Rome’s City in charge of policies for « Peripheries, Employment and Local Development » in order to foster the participation of civil society to the making of policies based on the principles of the « ethical economy » and oriented toward sustainability and responsible consumerism. About 40 organizations active in the field of fair trade and ethical finance are part in the Board, together with some City representatives. As it is stated in a common document subscribed by the participants to the Board, they « refuse the goals of unlimited development and growth, the pursuit of profit at any cost, the exploitation of people by economy » and define the Other Economy as « the economic activities that do not pursue the goals of the capitalistic economic system inspired to liberal or neo-liberal principles »
.

These are not the only forms of public participation that have been developed in Rome in the course of the last few years (for other examples see d’Albergo and Moini, 2007), but they are important, for an analysis of the impact of public participation, because they very effectively represent “the need for greater public participation in decision making and for new forms of democratic practice” (Barnes-Newman-Sullivan, 2007, 1), within three crucial and strategic fields of urban public policies (environment, economic development, social housing) in Rome. The three forms of participation analysed, however, share some similar aspects and also present some elements that indicate differences, and this makes them particularly interesting from a comparative viewpoint. They all permit the involvement of civil society organisations (not of individual citizens) with an anti-liberal orientation (most evident in the cases of emergency housing policy and of the Other Economy Board, and less obviously in the case of A21) and that involve themselves in urban policy sectors which have a high political and economic profile. Instead the three forms of participation differ in relation to : a) their temporal origin (two of them,A21 and Other Economy Board, came into existence in the second half of the 90’s while the other one, the housing emergency policy, came into existence in the first half of 2000) ; b) the role and the importance of conflict among the repertoire of forms of action available to the different social actors (high in the emergency housing policy, low in the other two cases) ; c) the size of their sphere of operation (A21 and emergency housing policy are relevant at a citywide and municipal level, while the Other Economy Board is relevant only at a city level). Altogether, despite their important differences, they appear significant because they constitute new forms of relationships between the City’s political and institutional bodies and civil society actors who bring into the political sphere demands for a “decommodification” of common goods through both regulatory policies and new social practices.

2 - The « transformative potential » of participative practices on public policies and governance mechanisms

What are the consequences brought about by such participative practices ? And how can they be explained them ? The operationalization of the dependent variables is based on the synthetic concept of « transformative potential », which is to be considered a continuum from a minimum to a maximum influence produced by participative practices along two dimensions.

On one hand, the impact of the three participative practices on public policies has been analyzed considering the changes possibly affecting policy outputs. A practice can be said to produce high influence when its consequences affect :

(not only) the agenda (new issues vs. static issues) ;

(but also) the policy instruments (bringing about new measures and/or administrative devices) ;

(and also) the allocation of (material) values (redistributive effects) through changes affecting policy goals ;

(and also) the underlying values and orientation (policy paradigm) of the public actions and a new social construction or « framing » of social problems. In the analyzed cases this is linked to a tension between regulations oriented toward the market vs. common goods, the concerned goods respectively being housing (as a commodity vs. social right) and the social and environmental values (sustainability vs. pro-growth orientation) in the urban economic and physical development.

On the other hand, the effects on urban governance have been analyzed considering a practice’s consequences on the existing organization and functioning of the political processes within a policy domain. In particular, changes may affect :

(not only) the set of actors taking part in the policy process (new actors coming in) ;

(but also) the formal or informal incorporation of the practice within the policy decision mechanisms vs. its subsidiary position in relation to the more institutionalized ones ;

(and also) the distribution of decisional power between elected and/or administrative bodies and civil society actors.

The relationships between civil society actors and the institutional sphere can either shape a specific « place » for action and public decision making within wider, already existing and institutionalized « policy spaces », or modify the latter. Moreover, they can establish new policy spaces, even starting from social activities that were previously unconnected to the political dimension. It is very likely to find positive relationships between a practice’s impact on policy outputs and its capability to bring about changes in the governance system. That is, a high impact is likely to affect both policy outputs and governance.

The three practices have shown different capacity to transform both the outputs and the structure and processes of policies. In particular, as far as policy outputs are specifically concerned :

At the City level, the A21 Forum did not bring about substantial changes in the issues and measures of Rome’s environmental policy
 and even less important have been its mainstreaming effects on other policies in spite of the shared arguments about the necessity of cross-sectoral integration. At the level of municipalities, even though the international « label » (A21 Forum) has been the same, so far this has only been used to provide citizens with one-way flows of environmental information. A21 shows that participative and deliberative practices can have low impacts on policy not only when they have to cope with the classical problem of their «scaling up» (Levine-Fung-Gastil, 2005 ; Friedman, 2006), but also in processes of « scaling down » that cannot automatically compensate the intrinsic weakness of the practice.

At the City level, the field of participative practices concerning housing has proved to be the most effective among those compared in this research. New instruments for tackling housing emergency, as well as new goals (forcing the market regulation in order to protect social rights) have been brought about in the policy process, even if not completely implemented. The research has shown that both the new representations of housing emergency problems
 and the new solutions
 are principally to be imputed to the involvement of Action with its own ideas and proposals in the process through which the most important resolution concerning both the housing and the emergency housing policies was negotiated and then passed by Rome’s City Council (n. 110 of 2005). These changes have neither concerned the broader (not limited to emergency) housing policy, nor the integration within the urban planning policy of the housing rights priority. Institutional actors and civil society actors have achieved agreements about the policy instruments to cope with the housing emergency, leaving untouched and essentially unresolved the question of the general aims of the City housing policy. This situation is not surprising considering that « debates about instruments may offer a means of structuring a space for short-term exchange, for negotiations and agreements, leaving aside the most problematic issues » (Lascoumes and Le Galès, 2007, 16).
At the muncipality level, the practice of cooperation between the social movement « Action » and two municipalities has brought about a thoroughly new way to deal with housing emergency, through the establishment of public offices (counters) for the mediation between local demand and supply of housing, funded by the City. The availability of funds for financing local welfare initiatives in the field of housing made it possible to bring into being a previously non-existing housing emergency policy at the municipality level. The municipalities outsourced the management of these offices to Action – Diritti in Movimento, which had built up a specific know-how and a network of social relationships with people affected by serious housing problems, providing itself with resources that have turned out to be crucial in order to gain further legitimacy, as well as material resources from the political institutions.
On one hand the Other Economy Board has provided the base of cognitive and organizational resources for launching a City of Rome policy for « another economy ». The latter and the above mentioned local implementation of a national programme for economic development within urban deprived areas occurred within a policy frame inspired to principles and theories alternative to the pro-growth predominant mood. On the other hand this practice has had no appreciable impact on the City of Rome’s broader policy for economic development, which is made through the involvement of powerful private sector stakeholders into a different semi-institutionalized arena, run by other City Councillors (the Rome Project – Progetto di Roma)
.

So, the impact of the analyzed participative practices on how governance arrangements work is as much differentiated as the impact on policy outputs (the two of them are synthetically represented in figure n. 1).
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In particular :

At the City level, the A21 Forum was a consultative and weakly deliberative arena and above all it was not competitive with other gateways through which civil society actors (especially environmentalist organizations) reach the places where the decisions of Rome’s environmental policy are made. So far, at the municipality level the Forum is only an information and pedagogical device, so it cannot even be considered a consultative body ;

At the City level the practice concerning housing consists of the entering of a social movements with a repertoire of action made up of both illegal actions and technical skills in the existing policy network of the housing emergency, together with real estate, land property and trade unions representatives. The City Council official decision n. 110/2005 established a concertative body for the subsequent implementation of the emergency housing policy, including Action in it. So far the strategy of the City of Rome for governing this negotiation arena made up of conflicting interests has been a « radial » system of bilateral relationships. This means that the collegial body has never been formally convoked, but there have been very many and frequent meetings between the City administrators and each of the involved interests. At the municipality level the housing emergency initiatives are based on the active partnership between the (two) municipalities and the same social movement, which so far has played not only a co-deciding role but also a managerial one, without giving up its conflictual and illegal repertoire of action (especially occupation of private buildings).

The Other Economy Board has obviously produced consequences on the governance of the narrow « policy for the other economy », as the latter coincides with this deliberative arena. Within it public (elected and civil servants) and social actors make together the most important decisions – such as the drafting of the City Council Decision n. 554/2004 on the founding (and funding) of the « City of the Other Economy » – and civil society organizations are also engaged in their implementation, through the outsourcing of management activities. So, the Board has given rise to a sort of « alternative » economic policy, adjunctive and co-existing with the City’s main economic development policy. The arenas within which the big decisions are made are liable to be affected neither by this practice, nor by this kind of civil society actors and are not even open to them.

So, only in the cases of the Other Economy Board and of the management of housing emergency at the Municipality level can an effect of « incorporation » of a participative practice into a policy structure and process be observed. In these cases this effect goes with some degree of redistribution of decision power (co-decision) toward places where civil society is present.

3 - What does the impact depend on ? The explanatory variables

In the current discussion on participative democracy, deliberative practices are often considered more likely than the processes based on conflict and negotiation to produce innovation in the making of public policies. Some risks for civil society coming from the involvement in deliberative arenas have been underlined. They would come from the power asymmetry, the instrumental use of participation to legitimize already made decisions and preserve the status quo through the prevalence of hegemonic concepts and accounts (Young, 2001 ; Sanders, 1997). These risks seem difficult to overcome by means of the solutions advanced by the advocates of deliberative practices. In fact these solutions – that concern the regulation, the control and the design of the setting of deliberation (Kadlec and Friedman, 2007) – often determine a de-politicisation of the issues at stake through a tendency to make participative practices more technical.
In the three analyzed cases a pronounced deliberative component is present only in the case of the Other Economy Board and in a weaker form in the Agenda 21 forum. In the case of housing emergency the relationships are of a more aggregative nature, as resources coming from conflict and mobilization help civil society actors to establish negotiation relationships with political actors and to influence the agenda, the policy outputs and even the policy frame they are based on. Thus, the deliberative vs. aggregative feature of participative practices does not seem to be a variable able to explain their impact, as much as one that in turn depends on some other conditions. These can be gleaned from a closer consideration of both the aspects of similarity and the most significant differences between the analyzed practices’ impact on policy outputs and governance.

Similarity can be firstly found in a substantially linear relationship between the two kinds of impact. Up to this point nothing new, as this means that participative practices’ influence on policy outputs depends on how (and how much) the practices themselves transform the policy processes and structures. But, given the rather different nature of the considered policies, civil society actors and participative practices, the nature of the paths leading to such a similarity deserves to be discussed more in depth, as some of the causal factors are converging (that is they produce the same kind of effects), whereas others diverge.

3.1 - Converging factors

The main converging factor concerns the nature of interests that are at stake in the decisions made within a policy sector and a certain space dimension and above all their political salience. The stakes of a policy can be both material (allocation of economic resources) and non-material (allocation of symbolic and legitimization resources). The results of this research confirm that the higher the stakes are, the lower the influence of participative practices on both governance processes and policy outputs. Not only is the type of social and economic interests relevant in defining the nature of a stake, but also the spatial dimension. The broader it is (coinciding with an urban or metropolitan extension) the lower the impact of participation is likely to be. The narrower the area (coinciding with a neighbourhood or administrative municipalities extension) is, the higher the impact. Forty years ago R. Dahl (1967, quoted in Savitch and Kantor, 2002, 323), observed that in the smaller « boxes » of government political participation is easy, but the issues are often trivial. In the larger scale ones, the matters are more important but participation must be reduced – perhaps to little more than a single act of voting. What can be observed in the case of Rome forty years later is a rather similar rule, even if extended to other variables, first of all those concerning the relevance of stakes.

The combination of stakes and space dimensions produces a factor with a rather high explanatory capability, as on the two of them depends the political salience of the related issues in the City’s agenda (that is the interest generated in political actors, sometimes going with a higher degree of social and political conflict). So, as far as the stakes and the territorial dimensions are concerned, a fundamental distinction is to be introduced between narrower or micro versus wider or macro dimension of the impact of participative practices. The former only affects a policy space that is often as limited as the interested territorial space within the city (such as a policy sub-sector, issues concerning limited stakes, or a neighbourhood space). The latter usually affects a whole policy sector and/or its intersectoral spill-overs, and the urban space as a whole. The way this explanatory factor helps to understand the influence of participative practices in the three case studies is synthetically clarified in the table n. 1.

Table 1 The political salience of policy issues and the impact of practices

	
	Agenda 21
	Housing
	Other economy

	macro dimension : high salience

(high stakes ; wide area)
	Mainstreaming effects of the City’s environmental policy
	The City’s housing policy and cross-sectoral intersection with land use and planning policy
	The City’s policy for economic development

	impact of practices
	Low
	low
	low

	micro dimension :

low salience

(low stakes; narrow area)
	City’s and municipalities’ environmental initiatives 
	The City’s and municipalities’ emergency housing policy
	The City’s policy for « another economy » and initiatives for local development

	impact of practices
	medium
	high
	High


As was shown by other research, such a linear relationship is typical of cities’ economic development policies, especially of those implementing competitive strategies : « rarely do we find strategies designed to improve a city’s position in the international marketplace through democratic, participatory institutions » (Savitch and Kantor, 2002, 314). Even though the rhetoric of popular control and local democratic accountability (as well as the rhetoric and practice of deliberative democracy) « have continued to arise within urban political struggles, they have been largely dissociated from the field of urban economic policy » (Brenner, 2004, 204). Empirical research indicates that community involvement is « easier to achieve in the field of social inclusion that in the field of economic competitiveness. In the latter involvement often ends up being strictly limited to a community of resourceful economic actors (individual enterprises or corporate actors such as chambers and trade unions) essential for achieving the objective of making the local economy (more) competitive » (Getimis et al., 2006, 15).

This happens in Rome as well, since neither governance, nor policy outputs at the macro dimension of impact (concerning the economic development and the space and housing planning) have actually been modified by the practices which radical civil society actors take part in. High stakes produce bargaining (and rarely deliberative) processes and partnerships dominated by strong private stakeholders, endowed with effective pressure resources, whereas deliberative processes can be found above all within the policy niches where the stakes are low. These results seem compatible with the results of other research aimed to « test some hypotheses on the conditions favouring deliberative problem-solving within the European Union that confirm the reservations on the alleged role of deliberation: the level of politicisation of decisions has to be low, deliberation mostly takes place at the preparatory and implementation (as opposed to the decisional) phases of the policy-cycle, and redistributive or constituent issues are not suitable for it » (Elgstrom and Jonsson, 2000, quoted in Papadopoulus, 2002, 11). This is the reason why a combination of deliberative features and high transformative potential would bring to a deceptive interpretation, as this only happens when the micro dimension is concerned. As shown below a high degree of social conflict seems to be a more effective factor in making the civil society participation able to modify policy orientations in such policy and institutional environments. But this does not mean that the macro dimension of impact can easily be within range of participation. According to the results of this research not only did participatory institutions launched by initiative of political actors and shaped by them turn out to be far from exerting impact on economic policies, but the same can be said of the participative practices initiated by civil society.

3.2 - Diverging factors

Causal diverging factors (producing different kinds of effects) can be individuated in :

· the degree of institutionalisation of the « space of governance » of public policies that are affected by participative practices ;

· the nature of civil society organizations : kinds of culture, subjectivity, resources and principally the role played by conflict in their repertoire of action ;

· the existing relationship between civil society groups and some components of the political system ;

· the way participative practices are started.

For each of the three participative practices the research considered the role played by a pre-existing space of governance – that is a system of relationships involving public, private and social actors and the rules that distribute among them the resources through which they can influence the political decisions. The cases of housing emergency at the municipality level and of the policy for the Other Economy show how a new policy space can be established because of the emergence of a participative practice. The other cases show the emergence of a new practice looking for its place within a pre-existing system of relationships between political and civil society actors.

Such a space of governance can be more or less structured and institutionalized
. In the former case – as happens in the housing emergency (at the City level) and in the environmental policies – the way decisions are made and their content are less likely to be influenced by the participative practices that were examined in this research. The consolidated « radial » network of relationships of the housing emergency policy did not prevent the social movements from being involved in it, but it hampered the full incorporation of such a practice into the policy system, as the newly established Housing Emergency Board inclusive of Action has not been actually convoked. Thus, the governance of the housing emergency has not been transformed, while the practice itself has been forced to take a shape similar to or compatible with the pre-existing bilateral relationships between the City and the private actors.

Something similar happened in the case of Agenda 21, as the space of governance of Rome’s environmental policy is highly structured and there are several other opportunities different from this new practice for both social movements and private stakeholders to influence the City’s decisions. So, neither the system of relationships, nor the policy outputs have been modified by the Agenda 21 experiment.

When an institutionalized policy network did not previously exist the role of civil society can be that of facilitating a new course of public action to take place and also to provide it with different resources, as happened in the case of the Other Economy Board
.
Even though there is a shared prerequisite for the analyzed civil society organizations to take part in policy processes, that of controlling strategic resources that are not available to the political and administrative actors, such as knowledge about policy problems and social relationships which the implementation of actions can depend on, other features (identities, culture, strategies) of civil society actually make a difference. Most of all, two factors are important. On one hand a more or less conflictual repertoire of action and the other hand the propensity and capability to build coalitions with parts of the local political system.

The three kinds of civil society organizations share a radically critical thought toward the dominant paradigm in which the market is the strongest principle of regulation (this concerns both the environment, the economic development and the commodity-based regulation of housing as well). Nonetheless they do not share the same repertoire of action. Conflict based actions can be found only in the case of housing emergency. Both at the City and municipal levels the social practice of illegal building occupation brings about a strong pressure towards the political actors and their private partners that is not present in the other examined practices.

Relationships between radically progressive civil society and a part of the political actors based on trust and the sharing of values and languages are made possible by the pluralistic nature of Rome’s political system. The role of a strong leader – the directly elected « Presidential » Mayor – goes together with a fragmented coalition, within which Rifondazione Comunista (a sort of « post-communist » Communist party) holds some seats in the Council and in the City’s executive board, as well as some municipalities’ presidents. This party’s representatives offer partnership opportunities to the most radical components of Rome’s civil society.

This happens in the case of the Other Economy Board, within which the sharing of ideas with political and administrative actors – some of their biographies including experiences in the same associational milieu – makes up for conflictual sources of pressure. Both aspects are present in the case of housing emergency at the municipality level.

On the contrary, environmentalist organizations have been labelled « movements without protest » (della Porta and Diani, 2004) at the crossroads between institutionalization and mobilization, and this is reflected in the case of Agenda 21.
Participative practices involving civil society organizations can start on initiative of either social or institutional actors, the latter possibly opening spaces of participation in reply to social pressures. Thus, the source and kind of legitimization of a practice can be truly different, as the strategies and visions of the actors who trigger a participative practice may precondition important aspects of its development. What is the place of participation in Rome’s political actors strategies ? Forms and meanings of participation – issues, rules, invited actors, etc. – are as different as the political cultures present within the governing coalition. Participation can be interpreted as an instrument of mediation between interests through either negotiating or deliberative procedures. On the opposite, it can be viewed as a particular institutional welcoming of social conflict and as a force for re-politicizing policy processes.

Institutional actors’ initiative was determining in the launching of the Agenda 21 Forum, whereas the participation of social movements in the making of the housing emergency policy is attributable to an institutional reaction to a strong and non-conventional social mobilization. In 1999 the Agenda 21 practice had been fervently backed by Rome’s Mayor (F. Rutelli : 1994-2001), a backing that failed when a new Mayor (W. Veltroni : 2001 - 2008) was elected,. As a rule the launching of a practice by institutional actors seems to produce a lower transformative potential, which is likely to be higher when the practice is started in reaction to social pressures, such as happens in the case of the housing emergency. The Other Economy Board shows a distinguishing characteristic, having been initiated by political and social actors together, as a way to launch a brand new policy.

4 - The role of participation within Rome’s urban regime

So, only partially do the actual consequences on governance and policies brought about by the analyzed practices correspond to the rhetoric – the set of discursive argumentations sustaining their worth – which provides their establishment or experimentation with legitimization. When the expectations and the subjective orientations of civil society actors include what should be considered the maximum degree of policy transformation – that is a shift from market-oriented regulations of important aspects of social and economic life to common-goods based ones – practices are more likely to be confined to non-influential « policy niches ».

The comparative analysis has shown the following (table n. 2) relationships between the independent variables and the transformative potential of the three analyzed practices.

Table 2. Synthesis of dependent and independent variables

	
	Policy space
	Issues’ political salience
	Resources of civil society organizations

	Impact of participative practices
	High
	weakly structured 

new
	MACRO:

high stakes

wide area 
	cognitive 

mobilization (and/or)

alliance with political actors

	
	Low
	presence of other institutionalized practices
	micro:

low stakes

narrow area
	cognitive


In particular, the transformative potential is higher when :

· policy spaces are not (or are less) occupied by other non-institutional actors (especially strong economic and social stakeholders) through different and more institutionalized practices, such as the neo-corporatist ones ;

· the policy is a low-stake and narrow-area one (defined above as micro, that is with low political salience). Besides, the high-stake and wide-area policy spaces are more likely to be structured through the above mentioned neo-corporatist practices ;

· the involved civil society actors are provided not only with cognitive resources, but also with considerable capability of mobilization and pressure through non-conventional kinds of action.

As far as the macro dimension of impact is concerned the analyzed practices are confronted with already occupied policy spaces, the issues have high political salience (high stakes ; wide area) and civil society actors are not able to mobilize their resources toward significant conflict actions. The Action movement organization is to be excluded, but only partially, as its initiatives effectively affect the housing emergency domain but not the housing and spatial planning policies. Consequently in the case of Rome a shift from the micro to the macro dimension (high stakes, wide area) of the impact of participative opportunities in which radically progressive civil society actors play the role of main characters does not seem possible, or at least easy.

In Rome, like in other big western cities, the wide range of urban policies is structured on a fragmented set of administrative branches and corresponding policy networks, among which a minimum coherence concerning a lot of potentially diverging actions is required. The major resources for such a coherence belong to both the policy and politics dimensions, and are mostly brought about by the Mayor’s leadership and his strategy aimed at promoting local consensus and co-operation and at avoiding disputes, in the same way it has happened in other European cities (Garcia, 2006). Within such a strategy, to pursue a sustainable growth should be made possible by including private stakeholders, civil society and even « radical » social movements in the making of public policies. In more general terms, in Rome, a strategy of local adaptation to the exogenous pressures exercised by global neoliberalism based on a hybridisation of the neo-corporatist and neo-communitarist models described and analyzed by Bob Jessop (2002), seems to prevail. The resulting model of political consent Rome’s governability is based on – which is called by the Mayor himself and well known in the Italian political discourse as « the Rome-model » – also reflects the pluralism of the political coalition supporting the Mayor, within which both centrist and left-wing parties are represented. Both the balance between market-oriented and social-oriented policies and the cohesion of the political coalition are made easier to achieve by factors specifically concerning the institutions and practices of urban governance. One of them is of the existence of those policy-niches in which the orientation of public actions is influenced by the civil society actors this research has focused on. Another possible example concerns participatory budgeting, which has been experimented since 2004 in the XI Municipality and turned out to be a highly deliberative practice concerning micro (low stakes; narrow area) issues (d’Albergo and Moini, 2007). Through all this sort of practices the existing institutions of public-private-partnership that give rise to a sort of « new urban corporatism »
 are complemented by the civil society’s contribution, which brings to (other) policy processes specific and non-replaceable resources.

The positioning of such participative practices within policy niches makes it possible to better understand which is the role of participation – which appears to undergo a sterilization process in the dimension of micro impact – within Rome’s political system and the relationships of the latter with the urban society. Within what could be called Rome’s « urban regime » governance and governability are based on the establishment and maintenance of cooperative networks with the different actors present in the urban society, even if they are set against each other from the (social) point of view of interests and the (cultural) point of view of values. Other than as an element of ambiguity, which is deemed to be often present when urban regimes incorporate social and neighbourhood movements into decision-making processes (Sellers, 2002, 365), within this framework the three analyzed practices are to be considered as an element that complements and counterbalances the influence of economic interests and pro-growth orientations on the City’s political decisions. This is why something resembling a City’s overall (that is intersectoral and concerning the whole urban area) explicit and coherent « policy of participation », which seems to exist in other big European cities
, is lacking, nor would it be possible in Rome. The peculiar nature of the City’s decentralization – very pronounced in terms of political weight and policy agendas of the Municipalities – also helps to explain why participative practices established at that level, therefore here qualified as micro, are not to be considered only a « consolation prize » for civil society and the political actors who promote them.

This also gives rise to further questions about the possible « feedback effects » of the involvement of civil society actors in participative practices. Social sciences have analyzed the relationships between social movements and political institutions, assuming that « all movements make demands on the political system » (della Porta and Diani, 1997, 233), and specifically focusing on the processes of institutionalization that would often affect social movements (Meyer and Tarrow, 1998), as well as on the possible instrumental use of movements by political power in order to gain legitimization and/or to prevent or reduce conflicts when relationships are cooperative. In particular, the institutionalization of social movements is depicted as a process that bears significant implications for their goals and strategies, bringing about routine tactics, inclusion of compliant groups and cooptation. In these kinds of processes the energy of a movement is often bound up and channelled by consultative processes set up by political actors (Müller and Neveau, 2002). Being at the same time « within and against the state » movements would have a tendency to lose their critical identity (Mayer, 2000).

Even though these are the plausible outcomes of the involvement of movements, two out of three of the cases analyzed (the Other Economy Board and the emergency housing policy) may bring different interpretations. The participative practices analyzed could be considered another place-specific « hybrid form of co-optation, in which both the government and the movement retain their identity, yet in which the goals of the two parties become compatible » (Pruijt, 2003 ; Uitermark, 2004). This emerges when considering two analytical dimensions : (i) the cognitive dimension of framing processes (Benford and Snow, 2000), which refers to the social processes through which movement actors shape their views and consequently their purposes, agendas and strategies of action, as well as their own identity (Melucci, 1996) ; (ii) the dimension of activities, and the so-called « repertoire of actions », which changes over time because of fluctuations in interest, opportunity and organization (Tarrow, 1998), and may combine conventional political forms of action with innovative or direct actions (della Porta and Andretta, 2001)
.

As far as the cognitive dimension is concerned, cooperative relations with local political institutions have brought about no appreciable effect, since civil society actors in Rome basically maintain the same frames, representations and discourses they had developed before contact with the local institutions. This concerns : a) the ruling actor to be opposed, which for Action and the other actors in the Other Economy is to be identified with the market economy prevailing in the neo-liberal globalization at the global level, as well as in an urban contexts ; b) the spatial dimension of their strategy, as claiming the right to the city implies simultaneously demanding the defence of public services and infrastructures in the city as well as at the global level. Action declared that « today we have occupied a building to stop injustices (…) in a city where the savage rent market produces exclusion and unavailability for the old, and new figures of social precariousness (...); another possible world can be built only through those daily practices of conflict that lead to the conquering of substantial rights, such as the housing one »
. So, the representation of global and local spaces as targets for localized actions have not been altered by the practices observed. Neither have the environmental actors involved in Agenda 21 changed their strategic and spatial frames.
The case of Other Economy shows not only social actors being aware of the risks implied by getting involved in relationships with the political institutions, but also how they have tried to avoid them. The implementation of the « city of the other economy » project had the effect of deepening some already existing differences between these social organizations, These concerned the forms of action and organization that characterize on the one hand, the bigger organizations that joined the Board and on the other hand, the smaller ones, less used to managing themselves and their « business » within the formal rules and criteria required for their participation in an institutional project. This can indicate how, even if involved in networked relations that were defined by the actors themselves (in an interview) as « a process of contamination », not all the participating organizations were ready to question their stated positions, their discourses and frames and, ultimately, their identity.

Neither in this, nor in the case of Action were there exchanges between cultural and political radicalism with its related contentious activities and non-material (legitimation) or material resources coming from political institutions. In the case of the Other Economy Board there has been no request by the political institution for the movements involved to exchange their radical culture for the benefits gained through this cooperative relationship. On the contrary, in this case it was possible to observe a process of contamination of the local institution (at least until the administration changed politically in 2008) by the issues and culture that characterize civil society actors.

As far as the dimension of activities is concerned, the civil society actors involved in the practices analyzed did not change their repertoire of action by putting aside their « traditional » activities (house squatting, campaigning for fair trade and opposing neo-liberal globalization), but rather made it more heterogeneous. For example, the « city of the alternative economy » project meant, for many social organizations, carrying out activities that were very different from the ones they had been used to, as they became engaged not only in decision making processes, but also in implementing a City policy. To carry out the project many of these actors had to deal with those rules and tasks that are typically required for the development of a public project. This process was defined as a « cultural jump » by the social actors within the Board, who had not previously been used to respecting managerial organizational and economic criteria. So, the new activities implied by participatory practices are indicators of a diversification, more than of a change affecting the « repertoire of actions » because they have not entailed a cessation of the activities the actors were used to employing before they started cooperating with the City authorities.

Even in the case of Action the partnership with the Rome City Council and municipalities did not bring the movement’s actors to “routinize” their repertoire of contention» (Tarrow, 1998). They instead combined their previous radical strategies, activities and speeches with conventional ones. While seeking original solutions for old policy problems, Action interacted with local state administrations without renouncing those forms of disruptive action that had brought it to the forefront, such as occupying buildings, grass-root protests, sit-ins and all those tactics aimed at attracting the attention of the mass-media. Thus, when interacting with the political institutions this urban movement adopted a behaviour which oscillated between proposing solutions, typical of advocacy, and contentious activities. Even when a tendency towards one of these two poles stood out clearly, Action did not abandon the opposing one. This included an unpredictably conventional political tactic, as Action decided to propose a slate of candidates for the 2006 Rome City Council elections, the so-called «Rainbow Slate», supporting Mayor Veltroni’s (2001-2008) candidacy
. Action saw this strategy as a supporting tool for the movements’ mobilization, and presented itself as a « movement that gets into the institutions without losing its main features »
, nor abandoning its goals.

In the period under observation there is no sign of a process by which either Action, or the associations for Another Economy passed from a non- (or low) institutionalised to an institutionalised position. In particular, it was possible for the two movement actors to develop cooperative relations with the City of Rome without either negotiating their frames and discourses (political cultures), or reducing their types of activity. As concerns the action dimension, the activities aimed at building « life-spaces » within which alternative behaviour to the dominant economic and cultural codes can be exercised, the collective actions aimed at challenging the dominance of market rules, as well as the network activities aimed at fostering local and trans-national alliances have not been displaced by activities intended to formulate and implement public policies, acting as partners with political institutions. As far as the environmentalist actors involved in the Agenda 21 experiment are concerned, their feature of « movement without protest » was not modified by this practice.

The peculiar nature of such a process of cooptation without heavy feedback effects on the subjective characteristics of movements is explained by the fragmented nature of both social movements and the urban governance structures and processes. In this specific case the possibility for movements and institutions to cooperate without asking each other to change fundamental aspects of their identity – such as cognitive parameters (frames and discourses) or kinds of activities (disruptive ones included) – was allowed by the substantial relegation of the role of movements to within political niches, narrow spaces related to both politics and policies. As regards the former, this means that the privileged relationships between social movement actors and their partners in the City government do not involve the urban political system as a whole. This is made up of several parties, each one having its own leeway in establishing relations with different groups (and potential constituencies) of urban civil society. As regards the latter (policy), it means that the impact on public policies of the activities of movements and of their involvement in cooperative relations is low if referred to « macro » policy processes, such as those concerning the economic and spatial development of the city, and higher if referred to the «micro» and less influential policy niches which have been previously mentioned.
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* Whereas both authors assume joint responsibility for this article, E. d’Albergo is the author of sections 1 and 3, while G. Moini wrote sections 2 and 4.


� From the point of view of policy analysis it is possible to see the concept of « practice » in the following texts: Wagenaar – Noam Cook 2003; Laws - Rein 2003. In our research – in accordance with our previous work - we define practices as : «forms of political and social action of individual or organized actors that take part directly (without any representative or institutional mediation) in processes concerning collective problems. In so doing, they give rise to a system of activities through which citizens-social actors choose goals and strategies, mobilize their resources, exploit their knowledge, make steady configurations of sense, promote values and shape relationships with the actors of the political and institutional system. These actions make more sense within a local community, that is a network of territorially contextualized social interactions, within which the knowledge about local communities’ needs and problems becomes structured, as well as the definition of the possible solutions. The latter are obviously influenced by the values and interests carried forward by the involved actors» (d’Albergo et Moini 2007, p. 108).


� The publications on the deliberative mechanisms (and more specifically on deliberative democracy) are endless. A good starting point is given by various «classical» anthologies: Bohman-Rehg (eds) 1997; Elster (ed) 1998; Macedo (ed) 1999; Fishkin-Laslett (eds.) 2003 van Aaken-List- Luetge (eds.), 2004.


� Examples may concern different aspects, such as the continuing role of the elected and representative democracy (Jouve, 2004), the counterintuitive consequences of social movements’ involvement in the making of urban policies (Mayer, 2003 ; 2007) and the limitation to particular local interests of participatory structures that make «proximity democracy» different from«participatory democracy» (Sintomer,  2007).


� The research was carried out in 2006 and 2007, through the analysis of documents and 34 interviews.


� In this paper the concept of civil society does not include the organizations of economic interests, as the research focused on no-profit and anti-neoliberal actors.


� For a critical view of such an assessment (in terms of policy change) of the implications of urban struggles against neoliberalism see Leitner et al. (2007).


� Rome’s City with 2.825.000 inhabitants is the fourth largest administrative territory in the European Union, after London, Berlin and Madrid. It covers a surface of 1,285 squared kilometres, which is divided into 19 municipalities, each having an average of 148.000 inhabitants. The municipalities have a great amount of administrative power, a directly elected president and a council, even though they have neither a fully autonomous budget, nor taxation power. 


� In accordance with the United Nations’ Division for Sustainable Development : � HYPERLINK "http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/agenda21/index.htm" ��www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/agenda21/index.htm�) 


� Municipalities n. III (54.000) and X (180.000 inhabitants).


� Other Economy Board, Charter of Principles. (� HYPERLINK "http://www.altraeconomiaroma.org" ��www.altraeconomiaroma.org�).


� The City’s main programmatic document stating goals and tools of the environmental policy (the Environmental Action Plan) that had been submitted to the Forum was not substantially changed, whereas in 2006 the official assessment of the initiatives and achieved results made no mention of the Agenda 21 Forum.


� The housing emergency in Rome concerns about 11.000 families, mostly evicted people, homeless, people assisted in City’s centres, people illegally occupying unused buildings and people living in illegal shacks. But the new characteristics – which emerged as a consequence of Action’s participation in the process – are especially those of immigrants, students and employed people earning average wages but having problems with housing because of the prevailing market regulation of this good in Italy and the high and growing level of prices.


� Such as the promotion of a new regulatory instrument of housing market, the « solidary rent » (canone solidale), a kind of social rent.


� The Rome Project is, an informal, semi-institutionalized board of dialogue and negotiation between the City of Rome and the strongest economic and social stakeholders, the trade unions included.


� According to the « neo-institutionalist » theoretical and empirical parameters, such as consolidation, formalization, taken-for-grantedness, presence of shared values, languages, symbols,etc.


� It is too early for the practice of Agenda 21 at the Municipal level – which is really new – to be assessed.


� That is a policy arena based on the non-competitive participation of a few organization, recognized by local authorities, which monopolize the representation of interests of a number of social an economic groups. In Rome this is well represented by the mentioned Rome Project.


� For example in Madrid (Oecd, 2007, 230).


� A third dimension, concerning changes possibly affecting the organizational structure of social movements, was considered in the research, but for reasons of space it is not possible to take it into account in this text.


� Flyer distributed on the occasion of the occupation of an INPDAP (a state body) owned building, March 2003.


� Other members of Action had previously been elected to the Rome City Council. In the 2008 elections, which turned out to be a debacle for the center-left and particularly for the left in Italy (with no representative elected to Parliament) and in Rome (where a right-wing Mayor was elected) the candidate for the Left who gained most votes in the election for the Rome City Council was a member of Action and not of the traditional leftist parties.


� Document « Rainbow as the common good of a movement », Action April 2006.





