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Abstract

Sustainable Urban Development embeds the three pillars of sustainability:
environmental, social and economic. The European Commission position on
Sustainable Urban Development reflects this concept, recommending an
integrated approach paying attention to several intertwined factors, including the
quality of public spaces. In European cities poverty issues and exclusion are
particularly acute. Inclusive growth is one of the main driver of the Europe 2020
strategy, thus, it is expected that actions for fighting social exclusion are
significant in deprived urban areas. However, in the EC approach still policies for
social inclusion tend to remain relegated to the socio- economic sphere, with a
weak link to the physical element as specific matter of concern. This paper aims
at discussing the role played by the spatial quality of public spaces in supporting
social integration, by focussing on a case study in Italy. More in details, the paper
discusses the effects of public policies undertaken in the 1990s by the City of
Reggio Calabria to reduce poverty for Roma people, by displacing those inhabiting
squalid and unhealthy camps to council housing in two neighbourhoods with a
different quality of public spaces. In one area the displacement happened
successfully, in the other, social issues plague the community. The paper aims at
investigating the influence of the quality of public spaces on the displacement
outcomes. The research methodology is mainly qualitative and is based on field
work complemented by photo survey and interviews. The paper suggests that the
spatial quality of the public spaces might have contributed to exacerbate social
conflict and detachment in the unsuccessful case. It is therefore recommended to
incorporate a significant component on public space inclusive design in any socio-
economic intervention aimed at overcoming social exclusion.
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1 Social exclusion, Sustainable Urban Development and public
spaces

Europe 2020, the current strategy provided by the European Commission for the
programming period 2014-2020, pays great attention to the issue of social
exclusion, by considering inclusive growth a major strategic pillar along with a
smart and a sustainable growth. In quantitative terms, the target set by the
European Commission is to support 20 millions of people to come out of poverty
and social exclusion by 2020. [1] This goal is tackled also through the European
platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion, a tool that couples the Europe
2020 strategy by offering a broad range of solutions to achieve the inclusive
growth goals. [2] European cities are strongly encouraged by the European
Commission to adopt a framework for contributing to the achievement of a smart,
inclusive and sustainable growth. In 2008, following the release of the Leipzig
Charter, [3] the Reference Framework for European Sustainable Cities was
launched, with the aim to provide European cities with an appropriate tool to make
integrated sustainable urban development to happen. [4]

The “Leipzig Charter on Sustainable European Cities” [3] represents a milestone
in the consolidation of the conceptual paradigm of Sustainable Urban
Development (SUD), that stems from the 1990s Community Initiative
Programmes URBAN | [5] and URBAN Il [6] and has been elaborated through
incremental steps. [7] According to the Leipzig Charter, Member States shared
recommendations on, among others, putting forward the following actions:
“creating and ensuring high-quality public spaces” (while) “making greater use of
integrated urban development policy approaches” and “pursuing strategies for
upgrading the physical environment” (while paying) “special attention ... to
deprived neighbourhoods”. Further actions to cope specifically with social
exclusion in deprived neighbourhoods are also included, such as, “strengthening
the local economy and local labour market policy” and supporting “proactive
education and training policies for children and young people”.

As part of the integrated strategy for SUD, public spaces are explicitly
contemplated as an essential component of any balanced intervention. The
European approach on SUD and on the importance of public spaces to support
integrated sustainable development in cities reflects the consolidated body of
literature, according to which consensus exists on the fact that SUD paradigm is
based on a holistic concept, embedding the three pillars of sustainability:
environmental, social and economic. [8, 9] Fighting social exclusion and
triggering SUD are intertwined policies, because interventions aimed to support
social integration are particularly necessary in urban contexts. As highlighted in
the document Cities of Tomorrow [10: iii] “More than two thirds of the European
population live in urban areas. Cities are places where both problems emerge and
solutions are found. They are fertile ground for science and technology, for culture
and innovation, for individual and collective creativity, and for mitigating the
impact of climate change. However, cities are also places where problems such as
unemployment, segregation and poverty are concentrated”. The following section
sets the context for the connection between public spaces and social inclusion



policies and introduce the case study within this conceptual frame.

2 Fighting exclusion: what role for public spaces?

The importance of public spaces as they are designed and shaped may vary
according to the perspective of the evaluator [11]; however, consolidated
consensus exists in the literature on the high social value and potential for
integration of public spaces. [12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19] Dines and Cattel
[20] recognized that public realm offers opportunity for social encounter and
therefore ethnic integration. Gaffikin et al. [21] explored the relationship
between physical shape and social conflict in constexted cities, even supporting
the idea that manipulating spaces may have a social impact. Bollens [22:103]
discussed the key role played by materiality in supporting (or not) social
integration. Regarding politically turbulent cities, he even stated that: “Urban
policy shaping of materiality and space will not turn around a society that is
splintered or unraveling. Urbanism can, however, create physical and
psychological spaces that complement and encourage inter-group reconciliation,
exploiting and building upon peace building opportunities when a city advances
beyond a suspended state of ethnic division toward some greater array of spatial
options.” Moreover, consensus exists on the connection between quality of urban
design and quality of public spaces. [16, 23]

Despite the magnitude of the problem of the social exclusion and although in the
literature it is recognized how public spaces, and in particular their physical
component, are relevant in supporting effective integration, [22- 25] still policy
documents lack of attention on how to address spatial quality of public spaces in
a consistent manner. For the reasons highlighted in the previous section, this gap
may cause a failure in the attempt to achieve integrated SUD.

Innovative instruments such as Community Led Local Development (CLLD) and
Territorial Integrated Investments (IT1), introduced by the European Commission
in the current 2014-2020 programming period, are not likely to be supportive on
this in themselves. Although in theory it is asserted that the two instruments are
now available and “can be used to implement territorial strategies on the ground,
linking the thematic objectives identified in the Partnership Agreements and
Operational Programmes and the territorial dimension: Community Led Local
Development (Article 32-35 of the Common Provisions Regulation) and
Integrated Territorial Investments (Article 36 of the Common Provisions
Regulation)”, [26] in practice, because they are not specifically conceived for
pursuing integrated urban regeneration, the integration they mention tends to
remain relegated to the financial sphere, with a weak link to the physical element.
Due to the nature of both CLLD and ITI, aimed at supporting integrated
governance amongst different stakeholders and at allowing a better focus on the
place specificity at the larger scale, it is unlikely that they would act as catalysts
for effective integration at the neighbourhood scale without a proper support of
specifically spatial- led and physical oriented instruments. Because public spaces
play a key role in SUD and as the importance of design in quality public spaces is
recognized, physical quality should be incorporated within any integrated policy.



This paper aims at discussing the role played by the spatial quality of public spaces
in supporting social integration, by focussing on case study in Italy. More in
details, the paper discusses the effects of public policies undertaken in the 1990s
by the City of Reggio Calabria, to reduce poverty for Roma minorities, by
displacing those inhabiting squalid and unhealthy camps to council housing with
a very different quality of public spaces. Two neighbourhoods have been observed
(Arghilla and Rione Marconi- Sbarre, see fig. 1), where Roma people have been
displaced. The research methodology is mainly qualitative and is based on
extensive field work complemented by photo survey and interviews in the two
neighbourhoods, where this displacement took place in two different ways, one
more successful than the other.

More in details, social exclusion plagued Roma community in Reggio Calabria
since the 1950s, when they used to gather particularly close to the streams.
Disastrous floods in the 1970s affected Roma population and raised public
attention on the issue of their exclusion. Consequent public policies of
displacement of Roma community to council housing were aimed at improving
their conditions and overcoming a situation of extreme poverty. [27, 28] It has to
be highlighted that Roma population is suffering high level of poverty and
exclusion in almost all European countries, [29] thus, European Commission is
particularly seeking to address this issue across the whole Europe. [30, 31] In
Reggio Calabria, at the end of the 1990s many Roma families were directed to the
neighbourhood of Arghilla, while others were displaced to different areas,
including Rione Marconi- Sharre. A local NGO -Opera Nomadi- supported Roma
population in getting council housing (interview with Opera Nomadi, 2016).

Rione Marconi - Sbarre area is located East of the Reggio Calabria city centre,

while Arghilla is located in a suburban area in the Northern part, detached from
the city centre. In both areas council housings were built according to the 167 Law
—i.e., the national Law that gave impulse to the construction of massive public
estate neighbourhoods in Italy-. It is anticipated that currently, while in Rione
Marconi- Sbharre no relevant issues seem to emerge in terms of social conflict,
neither from the secondary data gathered, nor from the interviews, showing a high
level of social integration between different communities (in particular, the Roma
community and the existing one), Arghilla results to be labelled as a ghetto, where
the integration of different communities is not happening.
The research conducted suggests that the spatial quality of the public spaces
contributed to exacerbate social conflict and detachment in the unsuccessful case
(Arghilld). The following section discusses this issues throughout the analysis of
the empirical data gathered.



Fig. 1. Case studies localization, map elaborated by A. Errigo, G. Minervino, Y. Ou, L. Starace (2016)

3 Investigating the role played by public spaces in supporting
integration

Once defined the research question as how far public spaces influence successful
policies aimed at fighting social exclusion, it was decided to investigate successful
and unsuccessful integration intervention, in similar context with different
outcomes. The research methodology stemmed from the constructivist approach
in social sciences and was mainly driven by the goal to unveil the embedded
knowledge of the local actors on the matter of concerns -i.e. integration, quality
of public services, quality of public spaces. The selection of the case studies was
led by some preliminary interviews with key informants, that allowed the
researchers to raise the question of what differences existed between two
neighbourhoods interested in high level of Roma minorities displacement and
showing different degrees of integration. More in depth, the preliminary
interviews allowed to focus on the two areas of Arghilla and Rione Marconi-
Sharre areas within the city of Reggio Calabria (interviews with city planners at
the City of Reggio Calabria, 2014). This initial research input was corroborated
with secondary data gathering, including newspaper articles, e-magazines and
further literature. All the sources converged towards highlighting the importance
of the Roma integration issue in the two selected neighbourhoods.



The research design was aimed at relating the matter of concerns with the two
purposely selected case studies, in order to find out what was working, and what
was not working, in the two cases. The research methodology was mainly
qualitative and was based, for both areas, on: (1) Analysis of secondary sources
(literature, newspapers, articles, e-magazines); (2) Spatial analysis (grid pattern,
public spaces layout, connectivity with the wider urban context); (3) Visual
analysis (field work, photo survey); (4) Informal interviews with residents (taking
not-recorded written notes of informal discussions with random local people
during the field work); (5) Semi-structured interviews with key- informants (both
key informants specifically involved in one of the two areas and key informants
on more general issues of social integration in Reggio Calabria).

The field work benefitted from two sessions on research method run by the author
at the International Doctorate on Urban Regeneration and Economic Development
(Ph-D students involved in 2015: Biancuzzo, Cantafio, Cascella, Colombo,
Mahmoud and Pronesti; in 2016: Errigo, Minervino, Ou, Starace). Visual analysis
in both areas was conducted during multiple sessions of field work, including
informal talking with local people. Semi-structured interviews were aimed at
investigating the significance of the following factors in supporting social
integration: (1) mixed use (2) connectivity (3) public facilities (4) socio-cultural
activities. The four factors were drawn from the literature on the role of public
spaces and urban design in supporting social integration. [12, 15, 16, 18, 19] The
interviews structure followed the mentioned criteria, while the analysis was
conducted by taking in account both the frequency of the recurrent concepts and
the different values given to the main criteria by the interviewed. The visual survey
of the public spaces conditions supported the discussion of the opinions gathered
through the interviews, such as the physical/ social connectivity and the size and
shape of the public spaces.
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Fig. 4. Survey of the public facilities of Rione Marconi-Sharre (elaborated by Errigo, Minervino, Ou,
Starace 2016)

The visual analyses showed a substantial difference in the spatial quality of public
spaces in the two cases. While Arghilla presents generous but disconnected open
public spaces, lacking in defined edges (see fig. 2), on the contrary, Rione
Marconi- Sharre area is characterized by a fine grain of streets, intertwined with
some public open spaces whose boundaries are clearly defined by the surrounding
built environment (see fig. 3). In terms of community sense of ownership, while
in Arghilla public plazas and streets appears abandoned and derelict and people
reported feeling of insecurity and fear (interview with local people, 2015), in
Rione Marconi- Sbarre playgrounds and public spaces are place where people
gather and talk. Some local residents even reported that the community took the
initiative to fence a small green open space for the security of children (informal
interviews with local residents, 2015). In terms of services, the two
neighbourhoods are very different. In Arghilla the main social aggregator is
represented by the local parish, coupled by a centre for children run by a local
volunteering association with enthusiasm and good results in a place made
available by the City (interview with volunteers, 2016). In the area there is a major
attractor with a high potential in terms of tourism as well, that is, the Ecolandia
Park (number 6 in fig. 3). [32] This latter was built thanks to the URBAN program
in the 1990s, and is located in a marvellous landscape frame on the Strait. It
includes green open spaces, playgrounds, small buildings for workshops and small
meetings and offer a broad range of didactic activities for children and leisure for
adults. However, volunteers and social workers serving the park reported a lack of
participation in the initiatives, in their opinion, because of the persisting stigma



associated with the neighbourhood of Arghilla, not a pleasant place to spend free
time for people from outside the area (interview with local volunteers, 2016). On
the other side, the neighbourhood of Rione Marconi- Arghilla shows a level of
services much higher (see fig. 4). More in details, in the early childhood service,
it seems that excellent results have been achieved (interviews with experts
working in the early education services in the Rione Marconi, 2016; interview with
public officers working at the Social Policies Department of the City of Reggio
Calabria, 2016).

Interviews with local residents, informally conducted during the field work in both
areas, showed a shared perception of a poor level of integration in Arghilla and a
fair level of integration in Rione Marconi- Sharre. Semi- structured interviews
analysis conducted through a frequency analysis (see fig. 5) showed a shared
consensus on the importance of the accessibility and management of public spaces.
Consensus also existed on the importance of having these spaces available as
precondition to make the community-led initiative viable (interview with Arghilla
volunteers, 2016).

public spaces

integration

accessibility
public policy

frequency analysis

Fig. 5. Frequency analysis from the interviews (elaborated by Errigo, Minervino, Ou, Starace 2016)

4 Conclusions and recommendations

Sustainable Urban Development, far from being an abstract concept, requires a
high level of integration in public policies, including those aimed at overcoming
social exclusion. However, through inclusive growth is one of the three pillars of
the current 2020 European strategy, still a gap in the current approach exists on
how to balance across different factors, including the physical one. This paper
discussed the role played by the spatial quality of public spaces in supporting



social integration, by focussing on a case study in Italy, suggesting that the
physical component shouldn’t be underestimated. In particular, by analysing the
effects of public policies undertaken in the 1990s by the City of Reggio Calabria
to reduce social exclusion and poverty of Roma minorities, the research sought to
understand whether the different quality of public spaces might have influenced
the different outcomes in the displacement process. Although it is not possible to
conclude that public spaces positively influenced the successful case of
integration, still a combination of factors can be observed in the unsuccessful case
(Arghilla), that includes poor quality of public spaces and lack of connectivity of
the neighbourhood with the wider urban context. By reflecting on the empirical
data collected, this paper suggests that the spatial quality of the public spaces
might have contributed to exacerbate social conflict and detachment in the
unsuccessful case. Although it would be difficult to quantify the contribution of
each factor in the overall (un)success, it is therefore recommended to incorporate
a significant component on public space inclusive design in any socio-economic
intervention aimed at overcoming social exclusion in cities.
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