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ABSTRACT

By their very nature physical networks and natural infrastructures and, in particular, rivers
have always had the prerogative of connecting peoples, landscapes and cultures, embodying
a great historical, economic, social and environmental wealth. At the same time — due to their
supra-local character and their geographic configuration — they have often highlighted a great
difficulty in applying tools related to their management (Danese, Chicca, 2007).

The paper aims to describe the methodology used for the definition of a River Contract based
on the Regional Design operational approach. It traces the path of research-action that led the
local community of Buonconvento, a small Tuscan town in the province of Siena, to activate
networks of social capital useful to build the coastal community.

In this particular institutional and scientific context, the River Contract represents an opportunity
to build a more equitable and sustainable future, encouraging the dialogue and the association
of the entire coastal community. Understood, in fact, as a pact for the rebirth of the river basin,
the River Contract calls institutions and individuals to a non-sectoral vision to be managed in
collective forms.

KEYWORDS
Strategic Planning, Participation; Scenarios; Pilot project; Regional Design




The Ombrone River Contract

1 INTRODUCTION

On the 215t of October 2013, the Municipality of Buonconvento was flooded, along with several
other municipalities touched by the river Ombrone and its tributaries (in particular the Arbia
River). This event caused the flooding of the historical citycentre and the twentieth-century
expansion, the destruction of the regional railway line and a bridge that led to the isolation of
a whole settlement for more than six months.

Following this event, the “Committee for the enhancement of the landscape and environment
of Buonconvento” (Comitato per la valorizzazione del paesaggio e dell'lambiente di
Buonconvento), thanks to a previous experience of local mobilization concerning the
installation of a biogas plant that would have had a significant impact on the landscape
(Lingua, 2010, 2014), has undertaken a long process of confrontation with the institutions
responsible for the governance of the territory and the river basin, to understand what could
be the most appropriate ways for a quick restoration of the bridges and the road and railway
network. A framework of complex competences (Land Reclamation Consortium, Civil
Engineering Department, District, Municipalities) was outlined, in which emerged the need to
activate integrated policies for soil and water protection and the enhancement of the territory
and the environmental resources. This need was further strengthened by a second flood
event, which took place on the 24% of August 2015.

The succession of alluvial episodes with a "theoretical" fifty-year return time has contributed
to further increase the sense of citizens weakness towards these catastrophic events, as well
as the sense of mistrust towards the institutions responsible for the management of the river
and, in general, to the government of the territory. These facts made clear the need to know
and make the river known to the populations that overlook it and to transform the external
perturbations in an opportunity for the community growth, not just locally but at a territorial
scale (Floridia, 2016).

To meet these needs, the Committee has identified the River Contract as a proactive path
towards an integrated concept of sectoral policies in a multifunctional vision of the river, and
the Regional Design Laboratory of the Department of Architecture of the University of Florence
as partner in the definition of a research-action pathway aimed at conveying the institutional
interest towards the process and, at the same time, improving the perception of the river by
citizens residing along its shores. The research was then supported by the operational
methodologies of Regional Design (Lingua & Balz, 2019; Neuman & Zonneveld, 2018) for
building up a collective image of the riparian community and defining a shared vision of its
territorial development, in reference to both the local specificities and the river basin as a
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whole, in relation to a renewed perception of the river as resource and opportunity rather
than a risk.

This paper unravels the path that has led to the definition of the Ombrone River Contract as
an empirical pretext to discuss both the social premises and the methodologies within which
approaching a River Contract as an occasion to build up and make operational a shared vision
of a “larger-than-local” context as the one of a river basin. Born as a bottom-up proposal by
the local Committee, when joined by the University of Florence the process has been
developed as a research-action practice. The joint action of the Committee and the University,
operating at different scales (local vs regional) kicked off by the local community of
Buonconvento to activate networks of social capital within the community itself and with the
neighbouring cities and associations of the whole river basin. The methodology developed for
the definition of the basin visions, based on the Regional Design operational approach, has
been conceived as an opportunity to involve local communities of the entire coastal area
around a non-sectoral vision and to reflect on the ways to make the River Contract operational
in collective forms. After a brief description of the territorial context of the Ombrone river
basin, with a particular focus on the community of Buonconvento (section 1), section 2 details
the methodological framework and section 3 presents the preliminary results of this research-
action process; the last paragraph rounds off the contribution with a set of conclusions
underlining the research prospects and operational application of Regional Design methods
and techniques in processes of activation of River Contracts.

2 METHODOLOGY

The River Contract has the intrinsic objective of integrating and territorialising sectoral policies
into a multifunctional vision of the river, through a process that coordinates and supports local
participation in constructing a new sense of community linked to the definition of a shared
vision. The River Contract as defined in Italy by the National Chart of River Contracts (V
National Table of River Contracts, Milan 2010) aims to bring together the different actors of
the territory into an integrated, multidimensional, multidisciplinary approach (Ingaramo &
Voghera, 2016). The institutions and authorities which are directly involved in the
management of the river and the territory, the inhabitants and all the different stakeholders
are linked in a pact that foster a non-sectorial vision in which the river is perceived as an
environment of life (European Landscape Convention - 2000) and therefore as a common
good to be managed in collective forms.

The process leading to the formation of a River Contract has already been undertaken in
several river basins both in Italy and in Europe (Voghera & Avidano, 2010). The innovative
nature of the Ombrone project lies in the kick off from the bottom, from the riparian citizens.
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As a consequence, the local reality becomes the starting point for a process that links different
scales of action and operating methods. In managing this link among scales and actors, a
Regional Design approach has been developed.

From a general perspective, the Regional Design approach uses visioning as an act of
explanation of current and future scenarios through the definition of an horizon (Secchi,
2003). Therefore, referring to a large scale design (in this case, the fluvial region), together
with the 'analytical' and 'normative’ dimensions of planning concepts (Davoudi, 2003),
Regional Design represents the process of explication of the third dimension, the
‘argumentative' one (discursive), through which the spatial representations assure the analytic
process of co-production of knowledge and, at the same time, attribute meaning to the
definition of strategies and actions, through their spatial transposition (Balz & Zonneveld,
2014). In the Ombrone project, the research has followed different trajectories and models
enriched by the contribution of different experiences and expertise. As summarized in the
methodological diagram (Fig. 1) the work is composed of two parallel and strongly linked
processes: the participatory process — developed with expertst and technicians, with citizens
and schools — has in fact integrated the visioning process defined in the scientific research
field, binding it to the reality and local ambitions. Furthermore, following a transcalar
methodology (Ingaramo & Voghera, 2016), the scale of the work, from the analysis to the
project, has followed an oscillating trend from the large scale of the “scenario construction”
up to the scale of the detailed projects of “case studies”, and then returned to the evaluation
of the results for the entire river basin, passing through the definition of the more technical
thematic maps, useful to foster the participatory process. It was therefore important to find
an instrument able to ground on a shared vision the choices of valorisation of the territory
and the landscape, composing conflicts and interests at the local level through negotiating
processes, building a dialogue between the socio-economic political and planning instruments
with those of local government. One of the methodologies proposed in the research is based
on the "scenario construction" (Secchi, 2003), a technique of pre-vision of the future often
investigated both in research experiences and in professional practice (Gabellini, 2010;
Magnaghi, 2007; Secchi, 2003) The scenarios are intended as hypothetical and opposing
stories of the future that answer the question: "what would happen if ..." (Secchi, 2003).
The scenario is therefore a collection of hypotheses that question the future, and which allows
to deal with and discuss about the future (Cavalieri, 2013; Pisano, 2016; Vigano, 2010). In
this sense, the scenario has the capacity to assist the correct reconstruction of problems: a

! The partecipatory process, entitled “Osiamo!Verso ilcontratto di fiumeOmbrone”, was financed by
Toscana Regiona (L.R. 69/2007) and coordinated by Micaela Deriu and Fabio Ferlanda.
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problem setting service, able to isolate issues and place them in a reciprocal relationship.
Through the construction of scenarios is therefore possible to separately study and discuss
different thematic systems — hydraulic, naturalistic, economic and social aspects — in order to
ground and specify conflicts and interests.
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Fig. 1 The methodological structure of the research

The purpose of the River Contract is however to foster a process in which the different
aspects, related to the river management, can coexist and integrate with one another. This
quest for integration and convergence between the themes, expressed in scenarios, was
approached at the local dimension through the use of the pilot projects methodology. Included
in several theoretical framework, such as Landscape Urbanism (Steiner, 2011), DIY Urbanism
(Sawney, 2015) and Tactical Urbanism (Lydon, 2015) — pilot projects are meant as community
engagement and as instruments to learn about how planning and design decisions actually
hit the ground, thereby improving the final implementation (Gehl, 2017). In the down-scaling
from macro to micro, the regional-scale strategies have been tested in more detailed projects
that, once developed and shared with the community, have been scaled-up in their strategic
assumptions to inform again the final river basin vision.
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3 RESULTS

For the reasons described above, the scenarios construction has been chosen as a consistent
methodology to organize the various points of view and the interests that animate the river
and its management. First, an analysis of general and sectoral spatial planning instruments
at Regional and Provincial level has let to provide for a scenario integrating different ways to
conceive the basin area and its future. These projects, together with the results of the
workshops with citizens and school children held in the first participatory phase, provided for
defining three main issues (Tab. 1), at least partly divergent: risk and infrastructure;
environmental and eco-systemic quality; accessibility and local development.

VISION 1 VISION 2 VISION 3
AUTOHORITY - Planning instrument Risk and Environmental and  Accessibility and
infrastructure eco-systemic local
quality development
TUSCANY REGION - Regional Spatial L M H

Framework and Landscape Plan (Piano

di indirizzo territoriale con valenza di

piano paesaggistico)

TUSCANY REGION - Regional Mobility H M M
Plan (Piano Regionale Integrato

Infrastrutture e Mobilita (Priim))

TUSCANY REGION — Regional Plan for M M L
Mining Activities (Piano Regionale delle

Attivita Estrattive (PRAE))

TUSCANY REGION - Rural Development L M H
Program (Programma di Sviluppo

Rurale)

DISTRICT BASIN AUTHORITY OF THE H M M

NORTHERN APENNINES - Flood Risk

Management Plan (Piano di Gestione

del Rischio Alluvioni)

BASIN AUTHORITY - Basin Plan - H L L
Hydrogeological Plan (Piano di Bacino -

Piano di Assetto Idrogeologico)

TUSCANY REGION — Multi-year H M M
intervention programs (Programmi di

intervento pluriennali)

LAND RECLAMATION CONSORTIUM- H H M
Reclamation activities plan (Piano delle

attivita di Bonifica)

SIENA PROVINCE - Provincial L M H
Territorial Coordination Plan (Piano

Territoriale di Coordinamento

Provinciale)

Tab. 1 Correlation between planning instruments and visions (High-Medium-Low)

These three scenarios call for different ways of understanding the river and its future,
conveyed by groups of technical stakeholders, differentiated local interests, often in conflict
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with each other and accustomed to different specific languages and terminologies. The three
scenario maps elaborated for the Ombrone river favour a representation of information
organized in systems, envisioning the result of an interpretive action. This interpretative action
is intended to develop different representations of the same river basin, which construct a
reading of the territory organized on issues consolidated in planning practices and in the local
debate (Carta, 2009): the synthesis directed to highlight the system of large infrastructures
and hydrogeological risk and the works aimed at mitigating it; the synthesis focused to
underline the interaction between the environmental and ecological dimension of the territory;
finally, the one aimed at organizing the anthropic dimension, sustainable mobility and local
development (Fig. 2).

*
o~

Fig. 2 Three scenarios for Ombrone river. From left: risk and infrastructure; environmental and eco-systemic
quality; accessibility and local development

The different scenarios informed and were informed by the participatory process which was
based on the two case studies of Buonconvento and Cinigiano municipalities, which have been
chosen as representative of two very different realities of the river basin. Those two
municipalities are, in fact, located in two territorial areas both along the river, but different
from an ecological, political and topographical point of view (high and low Ombrone, province
of Siena and Grosseto). Through a series of participatory planning workshops, a collective
reflection on the impact of different scenarios in the local area and on possible intervention
strategies was developed.
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The participatory design workshops have shown how the pilot project could be intended as a
tool able to recompose the divergent large-scale scenarios in an integrated design perspective.
Thus, the use of the fluvial territory can, for example, find a point of equilibrium with respect
to the safeguard and enhancement of environmental and ecosystem quality; or the
hydrogeological risk management and mitigation works can coexist with fruitive and
productive activities.

In this way, the local scale becomes the key dimension for the definition of integrated policies
able to guarantee the balanced management and development of the fluvial territories and
its community.

Fig. 3 Pilot project of Buonconvento (Sl): the masterplan resulting from the participatory process
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4 CONCLUSION

The innovative character of the research-action path undertaken by the Regional Design
Laboratory together with the Buonconvento Committee regards two elements: the structure
of the bottom-up approach and the methodology used to define the vision of the riparian
community.

Concerning the first point, the project seeks to find an integration between representative and
participatory democracy starting from the bottom (bottom-up approach): the shared action
of the local and the scientific community, which is also enriched by local researchers involved
in the research-action process, outlines a concrete approach, based on a clear civic will that
compares itself with the administrations to resolve the division of political competences. With
respect to several examples of River Contracts both in Italy and abroad, generally promoted
by supra-local institutions, in this case the proposal comes from a community that aims to
involve a substantially wider territorial area and, starting from a traumatic event, to develop
a collective reflection on the relationship with the river of the entire riparian community. This
reflection, addressed with Regional Design methods and techniques, can give substance to a
"regional project" that is as necessary as challenging, given the context of historical criticalities
in which it is inserted.

In particular, the methodology consisted of a mutual contamination between scales (from
micro to macro and vice versa) and between policies (from short to long term and vice versa),
acting at the same time at the scale of the river basin — through the surveys subsumed in the
three territorial scenarios — and at the local scale, through the two pilot projects. The results
are then recomposed in a continuous process that binds the different scales of action and
operating modes.

This process is therefore an attempt to overcome the hierarchical visionof the urbanistic and
architectural design, placing in relation, from the first moment, structural and strategic choices
with the design of the single nodes.

The current outcomes of this research-action path, as well as its future developments, through
the definition of integrated pilot projects, shows that the use of Regional Design methods and
techniques in the processes of activation of River Contracts opens wide research prospects
and operational application, linked to the definition of indicative frameworks, images and
visions of the territory and the interaction between the different institutions and projects, and
between these and the stakeholders involved in the project of the future of the coastal

territory.
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