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Introduction

In the past few years it has become evident that citizens across Europe have
been undertaking collective action with the aim of disrupting the destructive
status quo linked to austerity measures, state capture, mismanagement in the
public service sector, or usurpation of public functions and interest. It is particu-
larly at local and municipal levels — where the interaction between authorities
and citizens is more close-knit — that initiatives borne from discontent with
the status quo are in a position to quickly become real policy alternatives that
allow higher rates of citizen participation, increased public ownership, more
transparency, and give more power to democratic agency. Up until 2018, a wide
range of European progressive political communities and social movements
have called to municipalise Europe.! A strong consensus on a range of issues
has been reached by many progressive cities through the Fearless Cities Summit
created by the municipalist movement, from Naples, Barcelona, and Madrid in
the south, to Ghent, Amsterdam, and Hamburg in the north.? Citizen partici-
pation, public ownership of services, participatory governance models — all of
these and others have been directly inspired and motivated by a wide-spread
commons movement which has already organised assembly meetings across
Europe, and has also made achievements in maintaining hold over public own-
ership and continuing with the democratisation process in some less visible
cities such as Grenoble or Vienna.® Although contesting the current distribution
of power often starts with a confrontation of the existing order or rules, it can
also gradually lead to more constructive proposals, which in turn can become
real changemakers in the social architecture of a city. In some cases, it results
in institutional innovation and puts into force practices that directly empow-
er citizen engagement, thus challenging the ongoing reduction of democratic
practices into that of a merely representative model.

This report will primarily look at the emergence of ‘public-civic partnerships’ as
a counterproposal to the detrimental effects of the more prominent public-pri-
vate partnerships (PPPs). Public-civic partnerships represent a new hybrid form
of institutional arrangements wherein the democratic agency of citizens and
their vibrant social energy is coupled with the institutional stability of public
administration. Public-civic partnerships not only represent a real alternative
to detrimental PPPs which rely on investment-related interests of private in-
vestors, putting public interest in the backseat, but they are also — depending
on the case — examples of a new institutional design in which citizens can cre-
ate new value through the collective exercise of their constituent power. For
the Greens that hold executive positions in different cities and municipalities
across Europe, the involvement of citizens can be especially beneficial as it
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provides a fresh source of enthusiasm for green political projects. However,
public-civic partnerships are not something final, completed, or monolithic; they
rely on experimentation, and emerge in different forms within the fluidity of
new social movements and initiatives that call for more equality and sustain-
ability, frequently coupled with demands for more public control and protec-
tion of public interest. Often they are a direct result of controversy or conflict
around a specific idea or project, but they can also be a response to austerity
measures or privatisations that turn cities into powerless territorial units and
leave citizens without the ability to constructively engage with local politics.

Within the current context, public-civic partnerships emerge as attempts at
‘commoning’, remunicipalisation efforts, or as initiatives to democratise urban
governance regimes that hold the transformative power to turn institutions into
an empowering, civic-centred state with citizens as its partners.* Likewise,
another interesting proposal for the transformation of the state is the concept
of a ‘Platform State’, which can ‘only emerge from the local experimentation
of institutional, social and economic innovations and therefore from the pro-
cess and the methodology on which the co-city is based. The Platform State
is therefore a relational, enabling, facilitating State, that plays a central role
in incentivising and supporting the efforts of the other actors in taking care
of shared resources, engage itself in a collaborative/polycentric approach to
urban governance, facilitates the conditions for which actors can develop so-
cial relationship.” ®

Public interest - the main ingredient of democracy

Before exploring how new and inclusive models of governance and public own-
ership can operate, it is important to briefly reflect on our current state. Why is
it now that citizens have suddenly started to oppose the neoliberalisation of their
cities, to challenge state capture at a local level, or to contest the usurpation of
public functions? Evidently, time was needed to realise the limits of representa-
tive power, which has been influenced by a variety of actors who have neglected
public interest and delivered cities across Europe to the predatory rules of the
market. This has often been manifested through malfunctioning governance
and a toxic mixture of austerity and public-private arrangements designed to
generate short-term profits for the business and political classes, while leaving
citizens and future generations with significant debts and a hopelessness about
the capacity for change within local politics. In many of these cases, citizens
have been caught with little choice except between bad governance of public
property on one side and aggressive privatisation on the other. This systemic
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pattern has been repeated countless times across Europe in different phases,
with the results pauperising citizens and ultimately eliminating their capacity
for efficient political activity.

Until the wave of progressive ‘fearless cities”® emerged as a systemic response,
many cities were exposed to a multitude of detrimental impacts that rapidly
and dramatically transformed urban life and public functions of the city. In
many cases, this manifested as a further degradation of public services and
quality of life that went hand in hand with the privatisation of public services,
shrinking of public spaces required for social cohesion, and less affordable and
accessible options for housing. Very often, local politicians played the roles of
middlemen for their own interests while burdening both future generations —
threatening their quality of life and access to resources — and public budgets,
in which there were increasingly less funds available for education, health, or
housing, due to debt and interest repayments. In reality, investments in most
of these cases were not meant to improve the living conditions of communities,
but instead to increase consumption or to mirror social inequalities through
the creation of exclusive zones or expropriated property. Under pressure, local
proponents of the neoliberal agenda were in many cases pushing forward with
their systemic plundering and privatising of the remaining natural resources
and public infrastructure.

Paired with austerity measures, in a number of cities this led to discontent and
burgeoning protest movements that openly challenged the status quo or — where
possible — overturned it through direct self-organisation in different areas. As
reported by the Transnational Institute, TNI,, during the past decade thousands
of initiatives have emerged across Europe to reclaim and democratise the pub-
lic service sector (in sectors such as housing, energy, water, or care), directly
responding as a counter-power to control the damage created by the neoliber-
alisation of the city.” Collective action, much of it successful, was organised in
order to compensate for the large vacuum that emerged from the withdrawal
or severe reduction of state competences induced through austerity. In fact,
the crisis appeared to open a window of opportunity for citizens to directly
engage and democratise structures of governance and to claim public owner-
ship — albeit in unfavourable circumstances, as financial losses and debts were
created through the extractivist logic of neoliberalism. Citizens were now in a
position to start anew and use their democratic agency to decentralise power
and regain control over public resources, recognising the failures of different
neoliberal instruments such as PPPs and outsourcing practices.
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Vienna, Austria - the good life for all’

In Vienna, where public ownership and civic participation are still highly appreciated
and maintained, the convergence of progressive civil society, academia, social move-
ments, and trade unions has created the concept of ‘The Good Life for All’ on both
the theoretical and practical level. They organise congresses biennially, with dialogue
series taking place between congresses to offer space for reflection and debate on
new questions. The meetings are often frequented by thousands of participants in
order to collectively develop further ideas of transformation. This collective action
dares to be emancipatory and utopian through the idea of ‘The Good Life for All’,
wherein progress does not come at the expense of others but through freedom,
peace, and solidarity.

The 2017 Opening Congress of ‘The Good Life for All' concluded with five theses
that aim to offer a vision for the world and society that provides good livelihoods for
everyone:

1.  Societies need a vision that provides orientation and maximises the realisation
of individual potential.

2. The good life for all is a concrete utopia; a civilisation where progress for some
does not come at the expense of others.

3. Freedom for all needs democratically-defined limits.

4. Selective economic regionalisation can promote sovereignty and cosmopoli-
tanism.

5. The good life for all must create space for mobilisation from the grassroots.?

In particular, the'emphasis on both sovereignty and cosmopolitanism is interesting
as it acknowledges that global problems like climate, poverty, human rights, and the
world economic order have many layers and do not have to be dealt with at only the
global level. Climate and social policies are often made and/or implemented at the
local level. “At all levels people can become active in order to promote freedom, sol-
idarity, sustainability, and democratisation.”

1 http://www.guteslebenfueralle.org/en/

2 More details on each of the five theses can be read here: http://www.gutesle-
benfueralle.org/en/id-5-thesis-for-a-goodf-life-for-all.html
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According to TNI, with the goal of protecting public interest, thousands of pol-
iticians, public officials, workers, unions, and social movements are currently
working — often invisibly — to reclaim or create effective public services that
address the basic needs of the people and respond to our social, environmen-
tal, and climate challenges. In total there have been more than 1600 cities in
45 countries involved in ‘(re)municipalisation’, referring to ‘the return of pub-
lic services from private to public delivery’.® These (re)municipalisations have
generally succeeded in bringing down costs and tariffs, improving conditions
for workers and boosting service quality, while ensuring greater transparen-
cy and accountability.® The same report by TNI also states that ‘(re)munici-
palisations occur at all levels, with different models of public ownership, and
with various levels of involvement from citizens and workers. But out of this
diversity a coherent picture nevertheless can be drawn: the movement for (re)
municipalisation is growing and spreading, despite the continued top-down
push for privatisation and austerity policies.™

Race to the bottom - the damaging pathways of public-private
partnerships

However, the political reality of the last few decades is that PPPs were particu-
larly instrumental in the overall neoliberalisation of the city, expropriation of the
commons, and erosion of public functions of the city. In many cases, through
support to these instruments and similar policies, some local politicians used
their privileges to expropriate resources of public value (often improving their
own status and increasing the inequality gap) while leaving future generations
with large debts and risks linked to unsustainable projects. It was precisely
the failures of PPPs that led many European cities into unsustainable finan-
cial situations, debt, and expensive expenditures of public budgets which were
burdened with and exhausted by PPPs.

According to TNI, ‘PPPs are a medium- or long-term contractual arrangement
between the state, a regional or local authority, and a private sector company,
in which the private sector participates in the supply of assets and services
traditionally provided by government. Examples include hospitals, schools,
prisons, roads, railways, water, sanitation and energy services. As such, they
include areas that affect the basic human rights of citizens. PPPs are presented
as an alternative to the traditional way of procuring public infrastructure or
delivering social services. In traditional procurement, the state has to finance
and pay the costs upfront when a road or a school is built. With PPPs, on the
other hand, the costs are spread over a long period of time. This relieves the
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Bologna, Italy Bologna regulation

One of the most remarkable and drastic restructuring of urban life has recently been
implemented in‘Bologna through the work of LabGov?, the first laboratory devoted to
the study and practice of urban co-governance, put into practice under the co-di-
rection of Christian laione and Sheila Foster since 2012. In this context, laione was
also part of the drafting process of the'BolognaRegulation on the Urban Commons.?

LabGov gained international recognition after hosting the international conference
‘The City asa Commons’in 2015 in Bologna, which brought togetherever 200 experts,
academics, and commoners from all over the world underithe umbrella of the Inter=
national Association for the Study of the Commons (IASC). Based on its blueprint\and
Co-City® protocol, othertabGovs in Italy* and beyond emerged, with theirdetails
being collected in the Co=Cities database®; more than 130 cities are nowdimplement:
ing several hundreds of commens-based projects and urban\policies. The-analysis
of all these different projects feeds into the Co-City protocol-which-is constantly
being modified by LabGov. This also makes the protocol open enough to adapt to the
needs and conditions of each local context, allowing it to serve as a guidance rather
than a strict plan for all co-governance experiments.

2. The Bologna Regulation is a legalframework created to answet the citizens’ demands for co-
governance, as the existing instruments were not capable of allowing cooperation between the
municipality and its.citizens in the.€o-management and care of the city’s public spaces. For more
details, cf. Laura Sobral, Doingittogether - Cooperation tools for the city co-gavernanGe, 2018,
pp. 62-81: https://issuu.com/acidadeprecisa/docs/doing_together_laurasobral_2018_iss See
also: https://labgeweity/thecommonspoest/bologna-regulation-on-public-collaboration/

3 More informationonwhat constitutes a:Co=City.can-befound here:
https://labgov.city/city-as-a-commons/#CCP

4 Including Battipaglia, Mantua Reggio Emilia, and Rome.

5 The database canbeaccessed hete: http://commoning.city/commons-map/
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public treasury and reduces borrowing needs at the outset. However, PPPs may
store up borrowing and debt for the future, reducing governments’ fiscal space
and their ability to deliver essential services. In addition, PPP projects often
create infrastructure or services that come with user fees to generate revenue,
which can effectively exclude poorer citizens.” Despite the praise they receive,
at the end of the day many PPPs are more expensive due to profit expecta-
tions, transaction costs, and cost of the capital. With such arrangements, the
future of such cities is often locked into new costs, debts, and narrowed policy
choices in the long term, which can often lead to poor services and the loss of
democratic accountability.'” Placing the delivery of public services completely
into the hands of private providers protected by bulletproof contracts disables
citizens from taking part in any decision-making while also exposing them — as
both users and contributors — to significant risks through local taxes.

Reclaiming the public, re-inventing the city

The self-organisation of citizens at a local level can evolve into true democratic
agency and transformative power through interaction with public institutions.
There are many pathways that can be instrumental in demonstrating the Eu-
rope-wide emerging movement aiming to reclaim the public; either through
the commoning of the state (at both national and local levels)™ or through
(re)municipalisation of public services. This is often coupled with evolving
ideas on how to democratise the current governance model or increase pub-
lic ownership, having been reduced in many cases by different forms of state
capture. One of the advantages of this is that the common perspective around
public interest can likely be shared by both the municipality and its citizens,
while this is rarely the case with private investors aiming primarily for reve-
nues and profit. Thus, specific structures have recently been designed across
Europe to build on collaboration and cooperation between public institutions
and citizens, occasionally even including commons initiatives' in a variety of
policy fields and areas of interest (such as waste, water, energy, housing, edu-
cation). They are part of multi-year experimentation processes designing and
arranging a variety of hybrid institutional arrangements between community
initiative and public administration, focused on protecting public interest rather
than searching for private investors to take over and commodify resources or
infrastructure. In some cases, ‘local administrators have recognised the public
interest in active citizenship and capable communities: therefore they support
the commitment of residents and other stakeholders to develop pioneering
social initiatives’."® In these cases, through commoning or other collective ac-
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Hamburg, Germany - our city, our grid

The case of Hamburg is not only one of the best examples of re-municipalisation
of public services in Europe, but also an example of the successful Energiewende’
movement that has resulted in systemic ecological transition in the energy sector
coupled with the creation of community energy. It started with the phasing out of
concession contracts with big energy companies, which provided a window of op-
portunity for systemic change as the topic of future local energy provision was put on
the agenda and opened the door for overcoming established relations.

The coalition ‘Unser Hamburg — Unser Netz? (Our Hamburg — Our Grid®) was founded
in 2010 by six organisations from the social and environmental movements, among
them Attac Hamburg, Friends of the Earth (BUND), parts of the Lutheran Church, and
more. Their referendum to/ legally bind the city' government to re-municipalise the
energy grids (electricity, district heating, gas) and to create an energy sector in line
with customers’ needs and climate protection was won in September 2013 with 50.9
per cent of the votes.

As stated by Soéren Becker in;his contribution for the Transnational Institute, TNI, the
success of the referendum in-‘Hamburg was by no means the end, but rather was the
initial spark for re-municipalisation-politics in Germany, as similar process could also
be observed in other German cities suchjas Berlin® and Augsburg. “In short, the gov-
ernment who had previously opposed re-municipalisation outright suddenly found
itself in charge of implementing thereform.”®

“[Rle-municipalisation seems to have resulted in changes that were bigger than the
issue of energy provision itself’¢ as it has led to the end of ‘business as usual’ in the
general political economic structures that do.not only apply to the German energy
sector.

1 German energy transition
http://unser-netz-hamburg.de/

A short presentation of the initiative in English can be found here: http://www.energy-democracy.net/?p=935

ENENANN

Cf. Transnational Institute, Reclaiming Public Services: How cities and citizens are turn-
ing back privatisation, 2017, Available at: https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/
reclaiming_public__services.pdf, pp 24-25 for more details on the eventsiinBerlin

5 Transnational Institute, Reclaiming Public Services: How cities and citizens are turning back privatisation,
2017, Available at: https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/reclaiming_public_services.pdf, p. 127

6 Transnational Institute, Reclaiming Public Services: How cities and citizens are turning back privatisation;
2017, Available at: https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/reclaiming_public_services.pdf, p. 128
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tions, citizens are able to produce new social value that is the antithesis of the
extraction-oriented methods of PPPs.

Many of these ideas have already been shared and cultivated by progressive
communities (primarily European green parties, ecological movements, com-
mons movements, degrowth movement, and ‘good life for all’ initiatives'®) as core
ideas of a necessary paradigmatic shift. Recently, they have also been gaining
more mainstream popularity through a variety of municipalist platforms and
— once the representative power is gained through elections — through their
efforts to transform public institutions. However, even in these cases ‘munici-
palist initiatives question the sharp division between the “inside and outside” of
local institutions, whilst accepting that there must also be a productive tension
between these spaces. In many cases, the organisation of municipalist candida-
cies come from social movements, as activists and ordinary citizens decide to
present themselves for elections. For that reason, municipalism promotes both
‘pressure from outside’ as well as opening up decision-making mechanisms
from within local institutions so that movements can have a greater impact on
policy.’” Citizens who are the driving force of community initiatives often per-
ceive themselves to be ‘capable of pursuing social purposes at the same level
as, or even better than institutions. In their opinion, the talents and knowledge,
the entrepreneurial spirit, the organisational and practical capacities, and the
sincere and deep engagement of citizen groups allow being more efficient in
driving urban change, much better than through public policies conducted by
bureaucratic structures.”® Nevertheless, there are also warnings that, for much
the same reason, it is beneficial for social movements to be more anarchist in
practice so as to maintain their autonomy and negotiating position when merg-
ing with public structures.’

This can be extremely useful during the transformation of public institutions,
and when the common ground between the perspectives of the public admin-
istration and citizen initiatives must be identified. The notion of a Platform
State, as coined by LabGov in Bologna while working on the ‘co-city’ concept,
is particularly useful for this purpose, as within that framework government
can seek to ‘initiate stable partnerships between the “public as a person” (pub-
lic institutions, the state as an apparatus) and the “public as a community” or
“communities” (composed by the four other actors of co-governance).”?’ How-
ever, a precondition for this is the ‘recognition of the emerging role played by
the collectivity and therefore of legal, political, institutional subjectivity to the
fifth actor of the quintuple helix or pentahelix model, the civic actor (composed
of collectives, active citizens, social innovators, city makers, digital artisans,
urban farmers, co-workers, digital collectives, etc.) represents a novelty and a
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challenge urban constitutional lawyers and urban governance scholars should
take on. Urban constitutionality requires a rethinking of the urban democratic
and policy making process and involves an internal reorganisation of public
administration, both structurally and mentally, in order to develop a new kind
of relationship with citizens, based on coordination and distribution of power
instead of limitations, restrictions, and separations of powers.”! Similar argu-
ments come from seasoned scholars and activists from another angle of the
Italian commons movement, which claim that ‘social movements may be more
capable of challenging existing institutions and offering true alternatives be-
cause they are made up of civil society actors rather than professionals and
may provide the much needed institutional “imagination” necessary to pro-
viding true alternatives for example to private property. They may offer new
imagination in the sense of functioning alternative reconfigurations of proper-
ty, new or traditional communal forms of property that promote cooperation
in sharing scarce resources thus broadening access to these resources for the
local people who depend on them.’?? Accordingly, social movements based on
the commons are seeking institutional innovation and the production of ‘alter-
native forms of resource governance and management’.?®

Conclusion

Due to austerity and other detrimental impacts of privatisation models, multiple
crises opened the window of opportunity for the re-invention of the city through
self-organisation, collective action and commoning.?* Although public-civic or
public-common partnerships are still in an experimental phase, they certainly
do present relevant and viable alternatives to further commodification — and
extraction-oriented practices often exercised through PPPs.?* They empower
citizens, strengthen their agency and stimulate their social engagement and
participation. Through strengthening trust between citizens and encourag-
ing participation, and when designed with attention to class, gender, and the
elimination of other inequalities, these collaborative models can bring about
real change and make a difference in each city and municipality in Europe.?®
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corporations and the capitalist system which exploits them, but also in
sharing the experiences of successful community resource governance.’
Bailey, S. & Mattei, U., op. cit. They ‘provide not just theoretical but
empirical challenges to the assumption of private property and the de-
velopmental state which underpins the liberal constitutional form. Thus
restoration of the democratic constitutional fabric is a constituent action
as long as the direct and physical struggle for the commons is rooted in
a democratic practice of a multitude and can point at a constitutional
text or fundamental principle capable of restoring the interest of the
people over that of the profit.

Baioni, M., op. cit. ‘The economic and financial crisis of Southern Eu-
ropean countries has been reflected, above all, in severe cuts to public
policies. To turn scarcity into virtue, some local administrators have
reshaped their policies, resisting the privatisation of welfare sector, and
focusing instead on creating a positive impact on their citizens’ lives...’
Baioni, M., op. cit. ‘The public administration can give civic initiatives
crucial support, both for operating in publicly owned spaces (by giving
in concession its abandoned properties in return for the reduction of
maintenance costs and small or symbolic rent).’

Baioni, M., op. cit. ‘Finally, at a more general level, the importance of
relational capital has to be underlined. Relational capital is specifically
based on interpersonal trust and habit of participation in networking. A
good level of social cohesion and “civic culture” is helpful for citizen-led
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initiatives. Public administration can play a crucial role in creating

the conditions to reinforce relational capital, shaping its structure and
addressing public policies for making the city and enabling infrastruc-
ture. From the social innovators’ point of view, it is obviously easier to
develop initiatives in a favourable environment, where they can easily
get in touch with people sharing the same aim, skills and attitudes and

where some public spaces and organisations are dedicated to spreading
ideas and to creating networks.’

’ Real democracy in your town
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