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MAIN RESEARCH STRATEGY

*PARTICIPATORY **ACTION RESEARCH (PAR)
*PARTICIPATORY: Scholars work in partnership with community members 
(the general public: laypersons, scientists, administrators, …)
**ACTION RESEARCH: Learning by doing. Theory and practice are deeply connected. 

RESEARCH IS AN OPPORTUNITY TO IMPROVE THE LOCAL CONTEXT

SECONDARY RESEARCH STRATEGY

CASE-STUDIES TO IMPROVE THE PAR PROCESS
Collecting “stories from other rivers”

PAR



1Background 
Research Questions and Methodology 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH (PAR)

CASE-STUDIES TO IMPROVE THE PAR PROCESS

 Research questions are shaped during the PAR process with 
other participants

 Case-studies are shared with other participants in order to 
improve the collective learning process



REFRAMING RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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How can researchers and community members work together, in order to find a common vision?

What does community mean? Who are community members, and how can they work together?

How can different people, single or organized in associations, work together with Institutions, 
in ecological design and environmental management, playing their part (with their knowledge, 
abilities and willingness) in a responsible way?

Is it possible to establish practices of dialogue amongst community members in spoiled 
contexts, in order to manage rivers’ ecosystems in a responsible way? 
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Is it possible to establish practices of dialogue amongst community members and institutions 
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Main research question [PhD dissertation]

RIVER AGREEMENT
PROMOTING DIALOGUE

Debate about Managing Common Goods 
(Hardin, Ostrom)

Debate about 
integrating science, 
technical expertise 

and lay citizens’ 
experience 

(Gorz, Fisher, Jonas) 

Debate about long 
term visions for 

healthy ecosystems 
(Gunderson, Holling, 
Lovelock, Martinez 

Alier, Rifkin) 

Theory Framework

Debate about conflict and collaboration amongst stakeholders
(Foucault, Habermas, Flyvbjerg, Healey)



Is it possible to establish practices of dialogue amongst community members and institutions 
order to revitalize rivers’ ecosystems in spoiled contexts? RIVER AGREEMENT

RIVER AGREEMENT
PROMOTING DIALOGUE

Debate about Managing Common Goods 
(Hardin, Ostrom)

Theory Framework

Debate about conflict and collaboration amongst stakeholders
(Foucault, Habermas, Flyvbjerg, Healey)

2Community Engagement Toolbox
Laws and Practices

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Debate about 
integrating science, 
technical expertise 

and lay citizens’ 
experience 

(Gorz, Fisher, Jonas) 

Debate about long 
term visions for 

healthy ecosystems 
(Gunderson, Holling, 
Lovelock, Martinez 

Alier, Rifkin) 



RIVER AGREEMENT
PROMOTING DIALOGUE

Debate about Managing Common Goods 
(Hardin, Ostrom)

2Community Engagement Toolbox
Laws and Practices

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Debate about conflict and collaboration amongst stakeholders
(Foucault, Habermas, Flyvbjerg, Healey)

Debate about 
integrating science, 
technical expertise 

and lay citizens’ 
experience 

(Gorz, Fisher, Jonas) 

Debate about long 
term visions for 

healthy ecosystems 
(Gunderson, Holling, 
Martinez Alier, Rifkin) 
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

There are no recipes.
There is a toolbox 

Context based 



LAWS

2Community Engagement Toolbox
Laws and Practices

“Public participation in the development, revision, and
enforcement of any regulation, standard, effluent limitation,
plan, or program established by the Administrator or any
State under this Act shall be provided for, encouraged, and
assisted by the Administrator and the States. The
Administrator, in cooperation with the States, shall develop
and publish regulations specifying minimum guidelines for
public participation in such processes.”
FEDERAL WATER POLLUTION CONTROL ACT (As Amended
Through P.L. 107–303, November 27, 2002). § 101 (e)

CLEAN WATER ACT (1972) EU Water Framework Directive (2000)

“Member States shall encourage the active involvement of all
interested parties in the implementation of this Directive, in
particular in the production, review and updating of the river
basin management plans.”
DIRECTIVE 2000/60/EC OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF
THE COUNCIL of 23 October 2000 establishing a framework for
Community action in the field of water policy. Art. 14 (1).

EU Landscape Convention (2000)

“Landscape means an area, as perceived by people, whose 
character is the result of the action and interaction of natural 
and/or human factors”. EU Landscape Convention, Art. 1 (a).

“[…] During the 1970s, citizens became engaged in water
issues at the grass roots as never before. The federal
government spurred this in several ways. Responding to the
ethos of the 1960s movements, Congress passed the Clean
Water Act Amendments of 1972 with strong requirements
for citizen participation. […]” (Sirianni 2006)

“[…] the Water Framework Directive (WFD), currently the main
guidance in European water management practices. It not only
strongly advocates an inter-sectorial approach, but also
mandates the participation of stakeholders in water
management. As a consequence, public participation (PP) has
been repeatedly raised as one of the most pressing and also
challenging issues in ensuring the prompt and adequate
implementation of the WFD and the achievement of the quality
objectives outlined by the Directive. […]” (Krantz et al. 2006)
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Laws and Practices

CHESAPEAKE BAY PROGRAM PANARO RIVER AGREEMENT 

http://www.chesapeakebay.net/ Giorgio Pizziolo & Rita Micarelli – Personal Archive 

PRACTICES (PARADIGMATIC CASES)

Network of citizens, associations, agencies  
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 Engagement as an opportunity to define a common 
vision for the future, starting with the history and those 
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 Engagement as a way to promote education and 
responsible behaviors in watershed management

 Engagement as a process of exchange amongst all 
community members

PRACTICES (PARADIGMATIC CASES)

CHESAPEAKE BAY PROGRAM PANARO RIVER AGREEMENT 
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CHESAPEAKE BAY PROGRAM PANARO RIVER AGREEMENT 

 Engagement as an opportunity to define a common vision 
for the future, starting with the history and those values 
within its various contexts

 Engagement as a way to promote education and 
responsible behaviors in watershed management

 Engagement as a process of exchange amongst all 
community members

PRACTICES (PARADIGMATIC CASES)

DO THEY APPLY EVERYWHERE, U.S.A., IN EUROPE, 
IN THE WORLD?



source: http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquamaps/index.html source: http://www.wri.org/map/

Local contexts in the global picture.
Water scarcity and water quality are not experienced everywhere at the same way. 
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ENVIRONMENT 

SOCIETY ECONOMY

SUSTAINABILITY

Critical levels  
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SICILY AND MISSISSIPPI?
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ENVIRONMENT 

SOCIETY ECONOMY

SUSTAINABILITY

Critical levels  

Local contexts in the global picture.
Water scarcity and water quality are not experienced everywhere at the same way. 

WHAT ABOUT 
SICILY AND MISSISSIPPI?

Critical levels  

There is not a strong 
tradition of 

Community Engagement 
for ecological concerns
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ENVIRONMENT 

SOCIETY ECONOMY

SUSTAINABILITY

Critical levels  

Local contexts in the global picture.
Water scarcity and water quality are not experienced everywhere at the same way. 

WHAT ABOUT 
SICILY AND MISSISSIPPI?

Critical levels  

But there are efforts.
And there is always 

HOPE.
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The Simeto River Experience 
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South Europe - Italy - Sicily 
The largest Mediterranean island 

9,927 sq mi
About 5 million of inhabitants

The Simeto River   

The widest watershed in Sicily 



3The Simeto River Story 
Lessons from the Field

The Simeto River 



3The Simeto River Story 
Lessons from the Field

Physical Biotical

Cultural
Heritage areas and 

peculiar farming system

Unique geomorphological, 
farming and architectonical 

characters

Rare elements of wildlife 
and plant life still 
existing

The Simeto River 
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water and ground pollution
Cities’ depuration plants do not work; Waste management system do not  

work; Some polluting factories; Nutrients load

derelict lands
Crisis local agricultural market many young people do not  want to work 
into the local farms anymore they leave farms landscape is changing

Unfitting hydraulic infrastructures
The Simeto River is a “manual” about WORST PRACTICES,

according to several civil engineers  

Illegal pumping
Many farmers do not have permits to pump the water, 

but they do it anyway

The Simeto River 
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3The Simeto River Story 
Lessons from the Field

Physical

Cultural
It is a problem of EDUCATION

It is a problem of 
LEARNING HOW TO TAKE CARE OF 

THE LANDSCAPE 
Citizens + NGOs + Scientists + Public Agencies + 

…

The Simeto River 



The staring point of the story
a critical moment 

THE WASTE MANAGEMENT PLAN BY SALVATORE CUFFARO* - 2002 
(*Sicilian Governor,  condemned for mafia affairs by the court some years later).

It proposed to build an INCINERATOR INSIDE a 
Special Area of Conservation (European Directive: Habitat)
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The staring point of the story

HERE!
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References

The staring point of the story
NO to the incinerator! No to the plan!
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The staring point of the story
NO to the incinerator! No to the plan!

YES TO 
MORE SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES!
Overcoming the Not In My Back Yard syndrome (NIMBY)
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ENGAGEMENT PROCESS

YES TO 
MORE SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES!

WHICH SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES?
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ENGAGEMENT PROCESS
Steps Goals Actors Involved

0.   Building the  partnership

1. Community Mapping

2. Design Workshop

3. Strategic Plan

4. Pilot Projects

1. River Agreement

0.   To design the process

1. To explore context & visions

2. To focus on primary issues

3. To have a framework

4. To Experience Sustainability

1. To have an Organizational 
Structure

0.  Researchers + Key Actors

1. 500 people (NGOs network)

2. NGOs + some institutional 
representatives 

3. Researchers + Key Actors 

1. Researchers + Key Actors + 
Schools + institutional repr.

2. University + NGOs + Laymen 
+ Institutions



3The Simeto River Story 
Lessons from the Field

+

Starting Partnership (1  4)

Voluntary Students and Researchers 
Department of Architecture and Urban Planning

and 
NGOs concerned with active revitalization of 

the Simeto River (farmers, inhabitants, 
tourism operators)

+
River Agreement (5)

5 Municipalities 
1 Province

2 more NGOs 
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0. Building the partnership

Working with NGOs activist to focus our goals, objectives 
and tools, to design the engagement process
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References

1. Community Mapping
500 people involved in four municipalities
(NGOs activists, farmers, retired people, 

students, general public) 

What do you like?  What do you not like?  Which memories do you 
have? What is disappearing and you would like to save? Which are 

you proposal to help the River? Do you want to tell a story about 
the water?
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References

2. Design Workshop 

Community Projects for Environmental Regeneration 
(Pilot Actions)

6 topics have been highlighted
during the Community Mapping process

Network of Small Scale Organic  Farmers

Community initiative for the river and water as a common 
good Network of Local Tourism Operators 
Renewable Source of Energy

Sustainable Buildings 
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3. Community Strategic Plan

First Report
Activities from December 2009 to May 2010

and how to continue

This Report was shared with people involved into the 
process, and with people to involve in next steps (in 
particular, institutional representatives)
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4. Pilot Actions
Planting and adopting trees 
in a derelict area

SMALL PROJECTS TO DEMONSTRATE THAT DIFFERENT COMMUNITY MEMBERS CAN 
ACTIVELY WORK TOGETHER IN ORDER TO REVITALIZE THE ENVIRONMENT

Creative school-community garden in an 
abandoned public space
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5. River Agreement

History and Values 

Regulatory Framework 

Community Projects

CITIZENS 
+ 

INSTITUTIONS 
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www.simetopar.org

If you want to know more:

(or ask me questions!)
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Some lessons from the field.
 Engagement is a slow process: it takes time and patience. Results are not immediate or so 

evident. 

 Engagement means to be open, to be able to listen at different ideas and perspectives.

 Engagement can generate conflicts: it is a consequence of different ideas and perspectives, 
and it is the measure of how much people care.

 Engagement means to be able to overcome conflicts, in order to take care of common goods.

 Engagement needs facilitators, “passionate participants” that feed the process.



4Open Questions for Mississippi

Who are the important leaders, stakeholders, and NGOs who can 
significantly affect and/or improve healthy ecosystems? 

Who is allowed to participate in the decision making process in 
environmental matters, and how? Who is not, and why? How do 
public agencies implement the principle of participation? 

What activities have to change? How? Which can remain the same, 
and why? 

What does the word “Sustainability” mean in the local context?
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