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1. Context
Bologna is a vibrant medium-sized town in the north of Italy, and seat of the oldest University in Europe, a key factor 

for the city fostering culture, creativity, new ideas and social, intellectual and economic growth. The main University 

campus is located in the historical center, area with a high concentration of heritage sites. However, the area is often 

considered a no-entry zone, always suffering from conflicts and decay.

2. Bologna and culture
Culture is one of the main elements of Bologna’s reputation in the world. The idea that culture is a competing market 

and a right for everyone to enrich their existence has always guided its municipal policies. In terms of resources, 

culture is worth 6% of the entire budget. 

The project, in the context of H2020 ROCK project, was started by the Municipality in close collaboration with the 

University. A Living Lab (U-Lab) was organised in the University area (U-Area) by the Foundation for Urban Innovation 

based on three main guiding pillars (sustainability, accessibility and collaboration for new cultural productions), 

bringing together citizens and other actors to co-design and co-build possible solutions to the problems of the area.

The project strategy also reflects the city’s main pillars of development policies in the field of sustainability and 

inclusion, considering culture and cultural heritage as moving engines fostering welfare and economic growth.

Some of the key results are closely related to the actions fostered by Agenda 21. With reference to the 17 SDGs, 

Bologna Culture Living Lab relates to: 

• Culture and Cultural Heritage accessible for all (Goal 1).

• Foster participation in cultural life and capacity building activities (Goal 3).

• Education for a sustainable development and lifestyle (Goal 4).

• Connection between culture and sustainability and sustainable use of the resources (Goals 6 and 7).

• Foster innovation (Goal 9) through culture and tools linked to Cultural Heritage.

• Cultural participation as a key factor for the inclusion of all people (Goal 10).

• Inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable cities (Goal 11), tangible and intangible cultural heritage fostering local 
sustainable development.

• Inclusive institutions (Goal 16), citizens enabled to participate in the design, implementation and evaluation of 
actions.

THE MAIN GOAL OF THE PROJECT IS TO TRANSFORM HISTORIC CITY CENTERS 
CHARACTERIZED BY SOCIAL CONFLICTS AND DECAY INTO SUSTAINABLE, 
ACCESSIBLE AND CREATIVE DISTRICTS.
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3. Goals and project implementation
3.1. Main aim and specific goals

The main goal of the project is to transform historic city centers characterized by social conflicts and decay into 

sustainable, accessible and creative districts through an integrated, multi-stakeholder and place-based approach, 

which sees cultural heritage and people at the centre of circular transformation processes.

3.2. Development of the project

The initiative followed a 4-phases methodology:

1. OBSERVATION PHASE: stakeholders shared needs and discussed ideas/proposals.

2. CO-DESIGN PHASE: stakeholders transformed ideas into concrete action plans.

3. EXPERIMENTATION PHASE: the best proposals were included and funds were allocated.

4. MONITORING PHASE: data collection.

U-Lab performed sociological and ethnographic surveys mapping key elements. Its results featured in the ZONA-U 

Atlas. Also, in 2018, the project funded 16 bottom-up proposals. The first regeneration action transformed the Piazza 

Scaravilli into a green and co-designed public space, through a participatory process. Then, the foyer Respighi of the 

Municipal Theatre was opened for reading, listening or studying. Other co-designed regeneration actions followed, 

in order to turn underused spaces in sustainable and accessible places for public use and sociality (Piazza Rossini 

as one of the main examples).

Beneficiaries

The beneficiary is the entire city community in a systematic way: citizens, students, public bodies, companies, NGOs, 

foundations, cultural associations, shop owners, etc.

Main actions carried out

a) Culture, Cultural Heritage and Accessibility: “U-Area for All” is a co-design process launched to offer inclusive 

guided tours in the U-area for both tourists and residents, aiming at encourage people to explore the area and 

increase its accessibility for people with disabilities. 

b) Culture, Cultural Heritage and Sustainability: aiming at linking cultural heritage to environmental sustainability.

Main axes of intervention:  

• Greening in unconventional places: Public-Private Partnerships, with private foundations and civic 
crowdfunding “DAI PIANTALA”.

• U-Garden, the pocket garden on the Bologna Opera House theatre.

• Life Cycle Assessment study for the new theatre production of the Barber of Seville.

• UPCYCLING - Circular economy workshops reusing cultural advertising banner in a creative way.

• Green Public Procurement in Bologna summer events focused on disposable plastic.

“The Five Squares” initiative is an example of how these assets have been mixed in a series of actions, making 

the main actors collaborate for a common objective. The event connected 5 squares located in the U-area to make 

people think about it as an interconnected organism, rich in hidden and often unknown heritage treasures. 
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Obstacles  
• Green Public Procurement and Public-Private Partnerships should be supported by the creation of a national 

sustainable and competitive model scheme.

• Working in historic settings requires the activation of long authorisation procedures.

• Crowdfunding may be difficult if directly managed by a public body.

• Gathering complete datasets for a LCA study may be difficult if cultural institutions and operators are not used 
to it.

• Ensuring accessibility for all requires an overall cultural change and holistic approach.

Results

The experimented actions have been translated into an Integrated Management Plan as an inspiring/strategic/

operative guide with several levels of specificity for Policy Makers. 

THE PROJECT HAS ALLOWED TO TEST A SET OF HERITAGE-LED ACTIONS, MANY 
OF WHICH ARE BECOMING ORDINARY PRACTICES.

4. Impacts
4.1. Direct impacts

Bologna Living Lab has allowed to test a set of heritage-led actions, many of which are now becoming ordinary practices. 

More specifically:

• The municipality has stably introduced environmental sustainability approach in public procurements and cultural 
calls. Cultural operators are given specific training on organizing sustainable events.

• Accessibility has become a top priority for the City Administration. Bologna is competing for the Access City Award. 
The approach followed by the Bologna Living Lab has been used to identify a roadmap for the accessible city through 
an open call for action and resulted in the development of a specific app for accessibility (Bo4All).

• The city tourism agency has a new service for people with disability.

• The transformation of Piazza Scaravilli and Piazza Rossini in pedestrian squares and places of socialisation has 
become permanent.

• Use of technological tools  is being evaluated for extension to other areas. Also, the videogame (WunderBO), created 
to place value on Bologna museums, has been offered to schools. 

• The ecosystem network created through the Living Lab has allowed to foster new collaborations and alliances.

• Within the local administration, the project has allowed to start an inter-departmental work. Collaboration with the 
University still continues. 

• The project has raised awareness about the cultural potential of the area.
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4.2. Evaluation

An integrated evaluation system has been implemented, and is still ongoing, which includes both traditional 

methodologies (analysis of the socio-demographic context and data from institutional databases, surveys and 

interviews) and methodologies based on experimental and innovative technologies (crowd monitoring sensors, 

environmental parameters, and participatory mapping tools). 

An improvement in the area is expected in terms of liveability, liveliness, investments, and social and political 

attention in the area.

4.3. Key factors

Culture and cultural heritage, combined with sustainability and accessibility, have shown their potential as catalysts 

of urban sustainable development and inclusive growth, nurturing a circular process for heritage-led regeneration, 

plans and actions.

The collaboration between public institutions, private operators, citizens and other city users make this urban 

governance process effective and potentially replicable and exportable.

The cooperation with the University has been particularly effective, creating a “ROCK office” allowing municipal 

staff to work with researchers and students, finding innovative solutions to city challenges through research, and 

offering the opportunity to test research findings and ideas on the ground. 

4.4. Continuity

The living lab approach will be further applied, starting from the accessibility path underway and to enhance the 

regenerative power of culture and cultural heritage at district level. The experience gained also feeds the City 

Strategic Plan for Culture and CH.

Moreover, an Integrated Management Plan has been drafted identifying Principles, Priorities and Tactics developed 

within the project to guide policymakers.

5. Further information
Bologna was a candidate for the fourth “UCLG Mexico City – Culture 21 International Award” (November 2019 – May 

2020). The jury for the award drew up its final report in June of 2020, and requested that the Committee on Culture 

promote this project as one of the good practices to be implemented through Agenda 21 for culture.

This article was written by Pamela Lama, In charge of International Projects Unit – International Relations and Projects 

Office - Culture and City Promotion Department, Municipality of Bologna, Italy.

Contact: pamela.lama@comune.bologna.it and silvia.bartoloni@comune.bologna.it     

Website: www.comune.bologna.it 

CULTURE AND CULTURAL HERITAGE, COMBINED WITH SUSTAINABILITY AND 
ACCESSIBILITY, HAVE SHOWN THEIR POTENTIAL AS A CATALYST OF URBAN 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND INCLUSIVE GROWTH.
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