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Abstract
River contracts (RCs) are voluntary agreements between stakeholders for man-
aging water bodies and involve participatory, evidence- based action plans. 
Increasingly, European authorities recognise that effective water policies require 
bottom- up, inclusive decision- making. Despite widely held assumptions about 
the benefits of including stakeholders in river basin management and encour-
aging participatory mechanisms of decision- making, the growing rhetoric about 
the need for public engagement implies that this “new” paradigm of water man-
agement remains filled with ambiguities. Adopting ethnographic methods and 
drawing on a variety of primary and secondary sources, this paper analyses three 
RCs in the Friuli Venezia Giulia region of Italy. These case studies reveal the 
potential for RCs as tools not only for water management, but also for increasing 
stakeholder involvement through place- making activities conceived as potential 
hydrophilic encounters. In order to understand whether RCs contribute to a flu-
vial sense of place, we looked at the effects of top- down versus participatory pro-
cesses. We asked whether RCs were considered participatory processes designed 
to achieve a co- designed outcome or simply territorial management projects that 
objectify the river as something to be developed. We found that ratifying an RC 
was not, in itself, proof of an effective process; rather the nature and quality of 
an RC was determined by the degree and type of participation. We contend that 
participatory events and sharing information are not sufficient in themselves to 
achieve the active involvement of all stakeholders. We argue that the best frame-
work for enabling place- making and enhancing a sense of place is to develop RCs 
within a process that includes a high degree of participation. This enables citizens 
to shift from simply being passive recipients of plans to becoming effective territo-
rial actors.
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1  |  INTRODUCTION

The effects of human action on the environment have become increasingly evident to the public in recent years. Citizens 
are asking how they may realistically address the challenges posed by climate change to prevent their environments 
from deteriorating and adapt to new forms of living. However, protecting the environment often involves multiple lay-
ers of governance, complex legal systems and a multitude of actors (Meadowcroft, 2007; Robinson & Graham, 2018). 
Freshwater management has become a key issue, as water is fundamental to life. Moreover, reconnecting local communi-
ties to water (McEwen et al., 2020) and developing their “encounters” with water experiences, as well as their knowledge, 
is seen as an essential component to successful management (Kitson et al., 2021). In this context the Water Framework 
Directive1 (WFD) represents a key pillar of the European Union's strategy for water management. One of the WFD's goals 
is to establish a new European water governance paradigm, which adopts a “bottom- up” strategy, and stresses the role 
of inclusive decision- making processes as it underlines the importance of river basins in water governance (Bosselmann 
et al., 2008; Kaika, 2003).

Despite recognising the value of stakeholder participation and participatory mechanisms in general, the growing rhet-
oric surrounding the need for public engagement in decision- making processes suggests this “new” paradigm remains 
ambiguous (Schoeman et al., 2014; Von Korff et al., 2012). River interventions were first aimed at reducing hydrological 
risks; thus, “participatory mechanisms are often adopted only when the environment requires restoration or decontami-
nation, such as in polluted areas or specific at- risk sites” (Di Quarto & Zinzani, 2022, p. 2850).

In this paper, we explore the role that river contracts (RCs) play within this new policy framework on water manage-
ment (Bastiani, 2011). We will examine three RCs in Friuli Venezia Giulia (FVG), Italy: (1) the Roiello Pradamano RC; (2) 
the Natisone RC; and (3) the Marano Lagoon wetland contract. In this paper, we ask whether RCs contribute, via partic-
ipatory processes and place- making activities, to an enhanced sense of place, and discuss whether they can be seen as a 
novel approach to water management that “puts the community front and centre of deciding how their place looks and 
how it functions” (Courage, 2021, p. 2). We explore the possibilities of these new agendas, using the notion of “sense of 
place” as originally conceived by Massey (1994) –  as geographies in the making built through intersections of dynamic, 
mobile, constructed and contested spatial processes. As Davenport and Anderson (2005) stress, sense of place tends to 
evolve as it is continuously being reshaped following meaningful interactions between actors in which the community's 
voice is key for both river conservation and future development. Vallerani similarly proposes the concept of “fluvial sense 
of place” (2018, p. 9) as one route towards engaging with the powerful affective capacities of water and place, particularly 
how “the importance of waterways today shifts from a mere economic frame of reference to wider cultural and recre-
ational contexts. … This new and increasingly shared sensitivity has been emerging from the need to retrieve the quality 
of the environment and to re- evaluate specific geo- historical landmarks” (Vallerani, 2016, p. 201). Within this perspec-
tive, we will highlight that, without continuous and renewed mutual connection between people and their respective 
water bodies, sense of place and a mature awareness of the fluvial environment is difficult to achieve.

The paper is structured as follows: first, we review the literature on RCs, paying specific attention to stakeholders' 
participation. After introducing our methods of data collection (document analysis, participant observation and semi- 
structured interviews), we present three case studies. The paper concludes with a discussion about the potentialities and 
problems associated with RCs in terms of their contribution to a new paradigm in water management.

2  |  PARTICIPATORY WATER MANAGEMENT IN RIVER CONTRACTS

River contracts are voluntary agreements between stakeholders for managing water bodies, and usually involve participa-
tory, evidence- based action plans that are jointly developed with communities or groups that express specific interests relat-
ing to a river, canal, lagoon or delta. Despite variations due to geographical, cultural or legal differences, RCs have a number 
of traits in common. Among them, RCs can be characterised as “participatory processes, with particular regard to involve-
ment on the part of local communities” (Scaduto, 2016, p. 22). These processes may, potentially, enhance a local sense 
of place for participants (Visentin, 2019); through community participation, awareness develops and individuals come to 
identify with the place following social practices of connection, meaning construction and negotiation (Handley et al., 2006).

The importance of bottom- up, participatory styles of water management has been growing for some time (Priscoli, 2004; 
Von Korff et al., 2012), and the inclusion of local communities in decisions has been considered an important step for a 
broad range of issues, such as fostering global environmental justice (Zeitoun, 2013), river restoration (Petts, 2007) and 
catchment management (Cook et al., 2013). Participatory water management is often complicated by power dynamics 
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(Zeitoun, 2013), lack of funding (Petts, 2007) and the distribution of roles (Brown, 2011). This is because water is not 
only a precious resource to be shared and managed, but also a contested space where different powers become manifest 
(Swyngedouw, 2015). Spatial planning and water management are strictly interlinked (Wiering & Immink, 2006), and 
RCs offer an excellent opportunity to engage heterogeneous groups of stakeholders in a shared process of exchanging 
knowledge and best practices (Cialdea & Pompei, 2021).

River contracts can encourage participants to listen to one another and identify shared solutions for co- management. 
A key step of this process is the signing of the “contract” –  a voluntary act signalling agreement between public bodies 
(e.g., municipal and territorial administrations, management bodies, schools), private entities (e.g., farmers, entrepre-
neurs, individual citizens), and non- governmental organisations (e.g., associations, local groups). The more challenging 
phase of implementation and monitoring begins after signing the contract (Scaduto, 2016). Although prior studies that 
have investigated the state of the art of RCs mention participation (Bastiani, 2011; Scaduto, 2016), there is generally a lack 
of evidence on the actual process of participation and the possible effects of RCs with respect to enhancing a community- 
based sense of place.

The relation of the community to its place, however, is crucial, and participatory processes are central to fostering a 
meaningful sense of place, understanding environmental concerns and enhancing pro- environmental behaviour and 
well- being (Gilmore, 2013). In this context “creating a sense of place has become an essential part of contemporary com-
munity planning and development practice and can be achieved through the use of participatory strategies and place-
making” (Ellery & Ellery, 2019, p. 238).

As stressed by Bocchi et al., “the importance the WFD places on the river basin makes RCs a direct way to imple-
ment effective policies”  (2012, p. 515). Indeed, RCs are participatory planning tools, and strongly encouraged by the 
WFD, “not only as sectoral tools for water resource protection and management, but also as catalysts of a new cul-
ture of water” (Scaduto, 2016, p. 109, original emphasis). Indeed, no specific attention has been paid to RCs in relation 
to the territorial effects and to the interplay between participation and place- making activities as collective processes 
whereby individuals reimagine and recreate their physical and infrastructural environments (Strydom et al., 2018). We 
interpret the possible place- making actions as opportunities for sharing leadership, for empowering all stakeholders in 
the decision- making process, and for developing personal competence and “generative” responses to their environment 
(Chawla, 2009, p. 16). As with many key terms, place- making is a process (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995) with multiple 
definitions (Wyckoff, 2014).

However, for the purposes of this paper we understand place- making as “an approach and a set of tools that puts 
the community front and centre of deciding how their place looks and how it functions” (Courage, 2021, p. 2). Bringing 
place- making into the discussion allows us to better situate and understand stakeholders' positions in decision- making 
and participatory processes (Ellery & Ellery, 2019; Gilmore, 2013; Verbrugge et al., 2019). Place- making can, therefore, 
create the conditions for “hydrophilic encounters” that “reveal complex fluvial senses of place situated in the past, pres-
ent and future” (Kitson et al., 2021, p. 12).

Policy documents, including Agenda 21, the Aarhus Convention and the European Landscape Convention, prepared 
the ground for the inclusion of the concept of participation in the WFD. This then became a pillar of the RC process as 
well. Despite the lack of a clear definition, participation is invoked by the WFD and has been shown to help reach positive 
outcomes for stakeholders (Kochskämper et al., 2016; Newig et al., 2005). However, issues with respect to the practical 
implementation of participation persist (Howarth, 2009) and more research on this is needed. Even if the “ladder of par-
ticipation”, as theorised by Arnstein (1969), is a useful starting point for understanding participatory processes for place- 
making (Courage, 2021), a more nuanced analysis is required that takes into account processes, fields, actors, power and 
the exact decision- making moment (Carpentier, 2016).

A range of studies (e.g., Collins & Ison, 2009; Tritter & McCallum, 2006) have already shown that the ladder of par-
ticipation has some limits. For example, participation is often presented in a linear fashion in which power is the axis. 
Moreover, emphasis is placed on the outcomes of participation but not the quality of involvement during the process, 
while participation is also important as a “process of social learning” (Collins & Ison, 2009). In our paper, we agree with 
Grant and Curtis (2004) that both processes and outcomes should be taken into account when participation is analysed.

3  |  CONTEXT: RIVER CONTRACTS IN ITALY

River contracts were first legally recognised at the national level in Italy in 2016 with Article 68- bis “Contratti di Fiume”, 
Law 152/2006 (Grossi & Polsinelli, 2020; Scaduto, 2016). Given the recency of RCs at the national level, literature on this 
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subject is still scarce. However, RCs are increasingly gaining attention and research on them is also growing. An RC is 
best viewed as a planning tool (Bocchi et al., 2012; Scaduto, 2016) in which water systems are considered as a common 
good (Grossi & Polsinelli, 2020) and participation is inherent to both process and outcome. Despite the fact that the WFD 
applies to river basins, RCs in Italy refer to the “river community”, not the basin, leaving the various consortia room to 
decide for themselves the limits and reach of the RC. Indeed, Italian RCs are very different from one another, and the 
subjects and territories involved heavily influence them. This peculiarity could be understood as distinctive to the Italian 
context for orographic, hydraulic, historical or cultural reasons.2 However, there are certain fixed procedural steps that 
all RCs must complete before arriving at the final signature, including a memorandum of understanding, preliminary 
investigation, strategic document and programme of actions. All these steps should be grounded in people's involvement 
and participation, and each of them must be ratified by the RC assembly of stakeholders. Public engagement may involve 
different degrees of participation and forms of place- making activities that could be considered hydrophilic encounters 
–  “moments of perceptible awareness of feeling connected through water” (Kitson et al., 2021, p. 15). These experiential, 
practical and participatory “encounters” are crucial for enhancing a sense of place within a community.

Various documents by the RC National Table –  Il Tavolo Nazionale Contratti di Fiume (the RC coordination and pro-
motional body at the national level) are replete with references to RCs as a process, stressing the importance of each step 
and the procedural aspect in order to build awareness among stakeholders and riverine communities. Indeed, partici-
pation is deemed “particularly useful for enhancing both the identity and specific needs of a specific territory” (Bastiani 
et al., 2020, p. 5). Participation is thus not considered just as a tool for a more effective outcome but is linked to a renewed 
sense of place for local communities.

Public engagement should not be considered as something accessory to the RC. However, papers dedicated to the con-
cept of participation in RC are scarce. Often, assessing the extent of public involvement is difficult (Bocchi et al., 2012). 
However, Caruso (2020) showed how, for the Ombrone RC (a river in Tuscany), a small local committee developed a 
bottom- up approach that led to the community participating in the process, and also included several institutional actors. 
Caruso (2020) further problematised the process, highlighting how the election of a key figure to the local committee led 
to a loss of commitment within the group that was leading the RC process. The participatory process simply stopped after 
the memorandum of understanding was signed.

Moreover, Grossi and Polsinelli (2020) highlighted a risk within participatory processes, whereby institutions fail to 
implement actions agreed to in the contract, thus jeopardising the trust of local communities. Similarly, Di Quarto and 
Zinzani (2022) remain pessimistic of the WFD, highlighting key flaws of the participatory process, and claim it fosters a 
kind of politics of unsustainability. In this vein, Di Quarto (2020) focused on the Seveso RC, signed in 2006. Despite the 
agreement, many decisions on the river were taken without the participation of the community, generating a degree of 
opposition.

4  |  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: STUDYING RIVER CONTRACTS 
DURING THE PANDEMIC

The investigations that led to this paper commenced at the end of 2019 after one of us received a mandate from the 
University to follow the Roiello RC. This research was then developed further to include other RCs in the region.

Following an ethnographic approach, this study drew on primary and secondary sources of data regarding three 
RCs in the FVG region of Italy. The main stages included: (1) document analysis; (2) participant observation; and (3) 
semi- structured interviews between March 2020 and June 2021. The aim of the research was focused on understanding 
the relationship between participation, place- making and sense of place. After a preliminary review of data, we used a 
grounded approach to analyse emerging themes, such as project, process and time.

The COVID- 19 pandemic affected not only our research, but also the internal processes of the RCs. Not all RCs in-
volved the same procedural steps as described above. Pandemic restrictions caused problems during fieldwork, as well 
as for the RCs in the participation phase, and affected possible place- making implications. In fact, had the RCs been un-
derway, with already “well- oiled” initiatives and functioning mechanisms, and had the preliminary participation work 
been completed before the pandemic, we believe it would have been easy for participants to continue interacting using 
online modalities (as for the Roiello Pradamano RC). Where participation was weak before the onset of COVID- 19, the 
pandemic further weakened it (such as the Natisone RC). Concerning the Marano Lagoon wetland contract, in practice, 
the process for establishing the contract was initiated in parallel with this research in January 2020; thus participants 
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faced the full impact of the restrictions from the beginning. Consequently, our view can be considered only partial be-
cause most of our observations and interviews were obtained using online platforms in a somewhat low- fidelity mode of 
interaction.

Archival data consisted of documents relating to various policies (local, regional and national), laws and charters, 
as well as those provided by local and regional administrators and stakeholders. Material produced by the RC National 
Table, the Regional Atlas (a dedicated policy document prepared by the region) and the individual documents produced 
by each RC was crucial to establishing a general overview. For example, memoranda of understanding were ideal doc-
uments for mapping the objectives of the process and the internal organisation of each RC, and identifying the initial 
stakeholders involved.

Thematic observations of archived material prompted a number of research questions for the ethnographic stage. 
We participated in several meetings, focus groups and informal encounters over the course of 2020 and 2021. In some 
cases, we were also able to attend in person, but most of the meetings were attended online. We used field diaries, 
recorded meetings and voice memos to capture our observations, conversations, thoughts, feelings and reflections. 
These first two phases of data collection informed the third stage, during which we conducted 18 in- depth semi- 
structured interviews with six main stakeholders involved in each RC. In order to grasp the complexity and illustrate 
the full spectrum of the actors involved, for each RC we interviewed the regional delegate, the water management 
body, the lead body, the promoter and at least one association and one municipality. All interviews were conducted in 
Italian, and recorded, transcribed and coded in order to identify patterns relating to the key terms previously identi-
fied. Once all interviews were coded and the topics reached saturation, a second wave of coding was undertaken and 
our thesis was refined to include information as it emerged. All the data obtained (documents, participant observa-
tion and interviews) were compared and cross- examined to better understand the relationship between stakeholders 
and their respective views.

5  |  CASE STUDIES

First, it is important to underline that RCs are managed in different ways, depending on the perspectives, approaches 
and expectations of the various actors and how they interact. We need to look beyond the contract signatures to the kinds 
of active participation that lead to a sense of place being created within the RC process. RCs were first introduced in the 
FVG region in 2016 by the regional government. The Regional Landscape Plan of 2018 (Regione Autonoma FVG, 2018) 
recognised RCs as a planning tool, but since several RC processes have commenced, only the Marano Lagoon wetland 
has been finalised (in July 2021), with stakeholders soon expected to ratify the contract. At the time of publication sub-
mission three further RCs, concerning the Judrio, Cormor and Livenza rivers, were in the initial stages of the process. 
Literature on RCs in this region is scarce, with only the Cormor RC receiving some prior interest (Marchigiani, 2020). 
The RCs for the present study were selected on the basis of: (1) these RCs are in their later stages, enabling us to under-
stand current best practices; and (2) they represent geomorphologically different topographic features (an artificial canal, 
a river and a lagoon), allowing us to intercept a range of dynamics. A map showing the river contracts analysed in this 
study is presented in Figure 1.

5.1 | The Roiello Pradamano river contract: Participation towards a conscious partnership

The Roiello is a short canal (11 km) fed by the Torre river, a tributary of the Isonzo river. It has a long history and was first 
mentioned in a medieval diploma (dated 1171) written by the Patriarch Ulrico II of the Counts of Treffen. Historically, it 
has been considered by local people as a common good, an indicator of centuries of human activity and testimony of the 
ancient relationship between humans and their environment. Indeed, the Roiello is protected as a geographical feature 
of considerable public interest by a Decree of the Ministry for Cultural and Environmental Heritage (14 April 1989). In 
2011, this canal became a symbol of local activism led by the Amici del Roiello di Pradamano (Friends of Pradamano's 
Roiello). At the time, water was not flowing regularly into the canal and this, according to activists and the local popula-
tion, threatened its existence from environmental, social and cultural points of view. It was at risk of losing its role as a 
community place, and being demoted to a simple conduit through which little water drained. According to the words of 
the president of the Amici del Roiello committee, “it is completely different to ‘have’ a canal for irrigation built in con-
crete material 50 years ago compared to a canal that has a history of 800 years, which has characterized the history not 
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only of the community but also the memory of individuals”.3 The committee took a leading role, raising local awareness 
and organising citizens' participation, local meetings, monitoring and mapping actions along the canal, school activities 
and festivals, as well as promoting books (Amici del Roiello di Pradamano, 2015) and photographic exhibitions. They 
also organised activities such as cleaning the riverbanks and removing waste, which attracted residents and empowered 
canal identification and empathy towards the small water course. These activities can all be considered as place- making 
events because they were voluntarily carried out by local inhabitants, allowing hydrophilic encounters that contribute 
to a fluvial sense of place, and encouraging moments of affective connection with water. This introduction is important 
because it was in this fertile ground that, in 2017, a memorandum of understanding was signed by the municipalities of 
Udine and Pradamano, the FVG region, the Land Reclamation Consortium (as the lead body), and the Amici del Roiello 
committee (as promoter). The process for the second step –  preparation for the “preliminary investigation”’ –  was long 
and articulate, and debated among all stakeholders, eventually being signed in September 2020. All stakeholders took 
part in drafting the document during meetings and thematic groups. Meanwhile, the number of stakeholders steadily 
grew thanks to the committee's promotional activities and a memorandum of understanding, which was initially signed 
by five stakeholders but then later included some 34 stakeholders by May 2021.

The Roiello is located in two municipalities, so the RC includes several public entities and, thanks to their geograph-
ical proximity, it is fairly easy to build relationships between associations and private entities. The large number of sub-
jects involved (for a limited sized territory) was made possible thanks to continuous place- making activities that made 
hydrophilic encounters successful. However, this process required many years between 2011 –  the start of the preparatory 
phase –  and 2017, when the RC process commenced.

The director of the Land Reclamation Consortium explained that “the idea of the RC was quite natural because there 
was a ready ‘territory’ with a diffused and active associative activity that collaborated or had relations with institutions”.4 
This does not mean that there were no disagreements between stakeholders, or differences between the visions and 
desires of grassroots actors and those of institutional representatives. Debates involving different visions and objectives 
are part of this “game” of inclusiveness, a process which eventually produced the strategic document, signed in May 

F I G U R E  1  Map of RCs analysed.
Source: Luca Cadez, University of Udine
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2021. The preparation of this document, authored collaboratively without any kind of project manager, was preceded by 
another moment of conscious participation –  a questionnaire prepared in collaboration with the authors of this paper 
and sent to all RC stakeholders. Analysis was carried out along two lines. In the first instance, keywords were identified. 
Responses were organised by macro issue and cross- matched with keywords. Emerging concepts were identified, with 
the most relevant issues highlighted. The analysis was guided by a distinction routinely used in human geography for the 
study of qualitative data (Dunn, 2005): the data were interrogated first according to their explicit content and, second, in 
terms of their latent content. This helped the thematic groups take into consideration the priorities of the community and 
then harmonise them within the strategic document.

This RC may be considered an example of how to go beyond the dichotomy of top- down versus grassroots approaches 
(Platt, 2021), in that participation was constantly and consciously re- negotiated and re- designed by actors without using 
any pre- fixed schema for organising their partnership. Indeed, the process was initiated by the Amici del Roiello com-
mittee, a grassroots movement that, following a period of activism and place- making activities, tried to build a network 
involving other local associations, long before even the idea of a river contract emerged. The Amici del Roiello committee 
organised a number of walks and readings along the canal, as well as local school visits, preparation of signposts with 
historical and cultural descriptions, regular cleaning of the riverbanks and an annual meeting of the association. On the 
one hand, all these activities were oriented to enhance a sense of place for the local community, and on the other for the 
association to “become a credible interlocutor for institutions with a plethora of expertise”.5 This activism did not go un-
noticed, and after a few years the Pradamano municipality started to help them, as affirmed by a politician in a municipal 
office: “The initial push was given by the Amici del Roiello. They are essential because they are the ‘unmoved mover’ [of 
this RC], giving life to a network of transversal collaboration”.6

Now, responsibilities are shared among all stakeholders and the meetings at each step see large levels of participation 
among different sets of stakeholders. At this moment, the Land Reclamation Consortium is the lead body for this RC but, 
above all, its role is to organise and gather information from all stakeholders and to call the meetings. Various stakehold-
ers and actors are now working on the fourth step represented by the action plan, using the same methodology that was 
used for drafting the strategic document. Meetings and focus groups are in progress, divided into thematic areas, with the 
intention of producing the final document in late summer 2022.

5.2 | The Natisone river contract: The river as the object of a project

The Natisone basin, a sub- basin of the Isonzo river, covers an area of 327 km2, of which about 65 km2 falls within Slovenian 
territory. It crosses a site of geomorphological interest and an area rich in historical and cultural sites; for example, the 
town of Cividale is on the UNESCO heritage list. Moreover, the Natisone valleys are natural tourist attractions. The 
Natisone RC was promoted in 2014 by the Associazione Parco del Natisone (Natisone Park Association), born with the 
aim of promoting the Parco fluviale transfrontaliero del Natisone, a cross- border nature park between Italy and Slovenia. 
At that time, RCs did not exist in the FVG region, and the association was the first actor to embark on such a project be-
cause they saw the RC as instrumental to establishing the park. Within a short time, the Kobarid municipality of Slovenia 
was left out because of bureaucratic issues. The RC appeared promising so the association signed the memorandum of 
understanding in 2017, which was endorsed by the region, the Natisone Park Association, a local aqueduct group, the 
basin authority and nine municipalities, with the Municipality of Manzano as the lead body.

Since the beginning, the explicit aim of the RC was to make the river accessible, especially with the development 
of paths for pedestrians, cyclists and horses, and the recovery of historical and environmentally significant sites. The 
association's leadership had a clear view about the possibilities offered by the RC, a voluntary membership instrument 
able to bring together institutions and local stakeholders beyond the formal institutional structures of the territory. It is 
relevant to underline that the target of the association was the establishment of the park, and the RC was instrumental in 
reaching this goal. Up until mid- 2019, some public events took place in different municipalities, but then stopped as the 
RC process lost momentum. On one hand, the association was not able to establish a shared view with the municipalities, 
and on the other it needed to involve other local stakeholders to expand support for the RC. But it failed to do so because 
involvement of other stakeholders was not a priority for the association. This, coupled with changes of administration at 
the regional and local levels, created a stalemate until 2019, when the Manzano municipality took the lead. It took some 
time to restart the process, in part because of the pandemic. In June 2021 the strategic document was signed, and the 
idea of the park was no longer a priority because the administrators did not want to issue new regulations while trying 
to create a new entity.
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Unfortunately, the Natisone Park Association lost interest in establishing and signing the RC because of the difficul-
ties associated with developing the park, especially given the risks perceived by administrators. Moreover, the challenge 
of involving civil society persists and will affect the next steps of the RC. Although “the association has always tried to 
orient other subjects in a positive way”,7 the other subjects have trailed behind it, and sufficient synergy has not been 
created between the various stakeholders, leading to issues in continuing the process. Although the area through which 
the Natisone river flows is not very extensive, the socio- geographical differences between the mountain and the lowland 
municipalities led to a divergence in expectations and objectives, making it difficult to achieve consensus among the 
various actors. Furthermore, it should be noted that this RC was the first to be activated in the region in 2017. In this 
case, time was a determining factor in generating difficulties as few place- making activities were organised and time was 
“wasted”, leading to a progressive lack of interest in the process.

The key problem is that, since the beginning, the RC has been led using a top- down approach that does not include 
local communities. In this process we can see an alternative interpretation of RCs emerging out of the peculiarity of the 
institutional approach. As exemplified by the president of the association,8 “a municipality predominantly demonstrates 
its efficiency by making sidewalks, asphalting the streets, making construction- type interventions, with a regulatory plan, 
with new roads, with new urban variants”. Municipalities need to have something “built” to show to the elector and win 
the next cycle of elections, then “build” a participatory process. Administrators plan according to a 5- year time frame, 
after which they face re- election, so their actions need to be tangible in order to demonstrate their competence. At the be-
ginning of this RC, local administrators found themselves involved in a process they did not fully understand or embrace, 
yet later they were bound to its objectives. For example, a politician in the Manzano municipality stated that “works are 
always preparatory to the development of a territory, so public bodies must always start, therefore, to develop specific 
interventions, one of which we are thinking is to enhance the waterway”.9 He also added that “the best investments are 
always those in maintenance”. While careful not to negate the relevance of maintenance works in often neglected river 
basins, the relationship between the water and the local community was not so compelling for him; rather, he considered 
water landscapes as something to be governed and offered a practical and partial interpretation of an RC's potential.

Following this perspective, for municipalities the main aim of an RC is to enhance access to the river for tourism 
and leisure purposes. Here, the RC is a development tool that goes hand- in- hand with construction and infrastructure, 
so public participation becomes neither relevant nor desirable. Looking at the ladder of participation it seems that this 
particular RC process was limited to informing the public via events such as public meetings and recreational activities. 
More recently, though, participation has been relegated to even lower levels. A research participant told us that civil so-
ciety participation came late to the process, only after key decisions had already been taken. A politician in San Pietro al 
Natisone added that “the river is a beauty, it is something that must be enjoyed by everyone. If I do not create the infra-
structure that must be coupled and must be completed with the territory and with the river itself, I can't expect the tour-
ists to see or enjoy the Natisone”.10 There is an awareness about the importance and beauty of the river, but this awareness 
is leveraged only to exploit it from an economic and political point of view. Thus, the river becomes a mere stage, and 
local communities become spectators while the landscape is commodified as a well- being corridor for leisure activities 
and tourists. Stakeholders may grasp the beauty of the river, but not their potential role in shaping its sense of place or for 
improving the quality of the water or protecting its fauna, which is suffering as a result of climate change, pollution and 
a general lack of interest in the life contained within rivers. It seems that this particular RC treats its fundamental task as 
conducting business about the river, but not with the river and, therefore, place- making is completely absent. In this case, 
the river Natisone seems first to be an object of a project, and then the subject of a process.

5.3 | The Marano lagoon wetland contract: The limits of time in participation

The Marano Lagoon is often considered in two parts, in reference to the two municipalities that control it –  Marano and 
Grado. This RC deals only with the western part, which belongs to the Marano Lagunare municipality (approximately 
160 km2). It is a feature of great naturalistic interest, with two nature reserves: the reserve of the mouth of the River Stella 
and the Canal Novo Valley Reserve. Regrettably, the lagoon is polluted with high concentrations of chemicals from in-
dustrial and agricultural run- off. Moreover, it is expected that climate change will lead to a number of ecological changes, 
endangering the delicate balance of the lagoon's ecosystem (Fontolan et al., 2012), potentially causing it to lose much 
of its biodiversity. Indeed, as stressed by an official of the Comunità Riviera Friulana, the key aim of the RC is to “try to 
maintain the naturalness of the place” in the face of risks of impending deterioration.11
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The proponent and lead partner of the RC is the Comunità Riviera Friulana, an inter- municipal territorial union 
that includes all 11 of the councils involved in the RC. Other members include the FVG region, the regional agency for 
tourism promotion, the University of Trieste, the district basin authority and two local associations. However, unlike 
the other case studies very few local organisations are involved, with no environmental or historical associations nor 
members of the fisher community, despite the lagoon's importance to local history and the economy. Unusually, this RC 
has been developed from within a European Union programme, the Coordinated Wetland Management in Italy- Croatia 
Cross- Border Region (CREW) project, which ran between December 2018 and August 2021.12 Thanks to generous fund-
ing, two people (one of whom is situated at the Comunità Riviera Friulana) work full time on this project. The crucial 
challenge here is to sign the RC within the EU project's (CREW) timeline. This seems apropos of the contingent nature 
of time –  and timing –  in participatory projects (Brown, 2011; Del Gaudio et al., 2017; Platt, 2021). Of course, the process 
has been complicated by the pandemic, with respect to both the internal organisation of the contractual process as well as 
for us as researchers. Pandemic restrictions led us to miss all public meetings and created difficulties in reaching poten-
tial stakeholders. Moreover, the inability to meet in person made it impossible to engage fully in meaningful hydrophilic 
encounters. Indeed, the digital dimension cannot fully capture the sense of place as it lacks engagement with the materi-
ality of the water environment. The only in- person activity was the summer school, but even this was towards the end of 
the process and active participation included only the students while the community remained passive.

Because of the necessity to accelerate the process, instead of the process proceeding in sequential stages, in this case 
the stages were launched in parallel. As stressed by an RC expert involved in EU project management at the beginning 
of the process, this was “absolutely an anomaly; it was not nice to see a contract managed a bit like this. … On one hand 
there was the whole issue of the pandemic, on the other hand the project had time frames that they have to respect for the 
European project”.13 Del Gaudio et al. (2017) argue that, insofar as participatory processes are concerned, time “cannot 
be considered as something imposed externally that can be divided into intervals and structured according to the pre- 
determined deadlines of project planning” (p. 116). However, this seems to be the case here, which appears to have led 
to a short circuit in internal communication, creating confusion among participants who did not understand their role 
with respect to each phase. One of the staff noted that “it is clear that we do not really respect the phase order as it was 
approved at the regional level”.14 Each RC phase has its own logic and timing within the process and these phases have 
been studied and imagined precisely in order to create the conditions for inclusive participation. Therefore, following 
these steps in sequence is not just a formal issue, but rather is an inherent part of the procedure itself.

Since the public event in February 2020, when the project was first presented, subsequent events have been held 
remotely. Various activities have included presentations by experts, mapping workshops and online focus groups, and 
using comics to illustrate key concepts.15 The range and number of activities have been quite remarkable, given the un-
predictable nature of the pandemic and the pace of progress. In this RC, information was collected by RC staff in a very 
effective way and later incorporated into the documentation. Certainly the COVID- 19 pandemic complicated matters, 
but this was not the only problem that made participatory processes difficult and ineffective. Participation cannot be 
forced into dedicated moments, because developments cannot be foreseen, particularly those moments of collegiality 
that arise from confrontation. In this case, although participants were “active”, their activity was consumed in the per-
formance of the participatory moment, in the hours that were centrally planned. In fact, where dedicated timeslots were 
assigned, participation did not go beyond them, nor were new relations or new directions developed with respect to the 
overall project.

Hosting face- to- face events was impossible because of pandemic restrictions. Thus, a number of online methods 
were used to foster participation. However, citizens were given little time to fully consider all the information sent to 
them and, although people were interested, they ultimately failed to become place- makers. One of the first conditions of 
place- making is to have citizens heard as experts. However, the process here fell short of developing into a community of 
practice because the documents for the RC were not coproduced, but were rather generated using a top- down approach 
(Platt, 2021).

From our observations, in this case neither the RC nor the process improved people's approach to water or the eco- 
systemic quality of the lagoon. Nor did it enhance a sense of place among the various coastal communities. This RC, 
therefore, risks representing yet another form of planning without creating a real paradigm shift.

The failure to engage with associations, the difficulties in organising meaningful place- making activities and the time 
limits imposed by the funding body generated structural issues for this RC. These difficulties directly impacted on the 
process of creating of a sense of place among communities, stakeholders and citizens. Despite that, it is likely that the 
achievement of certain managerial and promotional objectives included in the RC will remain unaffected.
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6  |  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The WFD is focused on water and ecosystem quality, while participation is considered only a tool for achieving it. Our re-
search shows that RCs can be a tool to foster discussion about the links between communities and water bodies and help 
move the conversation towards a renewed community- based sense of place in which participation plays an active role. 
The case studies presented here exhibit the potential for RCs to be tools not only for water management, or for enhancing 
tourism and leisure alongside the waterscapes, but also for developing a community- based sense of place, thanks to the 
active participation and interaction of a range of stakeholders at every stage of the participatory process.

Our case studies showed how different modes of public engagement led to different place- making effects. On one side, 
the Natisone RC failed to develop public engagement or connect with local communities. Alternatively, the Roiello RC 
and Marano Lagoon wetland contracts both organised several events. However, while the latter did not fully manage to 
develop meaningful “hydrophilic encounters”, the former managed to develop moments in which the community was 
connected to and through water.

The signing of the RC is not itself proof of an effective process; what matters is the quality of participation that com-
prises the process. The three RCs examined here followed distinctive patterns of development as they adapted to the 
territories and stakeholders, as stressed by Scaduto (2016). This allowed a certain flexibility when a new RC was estab-
lished, but it compels us to highlight some critical issues that we encountered. The first is related to how the RC process 
is structured. Even if RCs are voluntary processes conducted within established guidelines, no regulatory bodies actually 
check the quality of the process, as noted by Brun (2014). A second issue concerns the need to change the cultural mean-
ing of and attitudes towards RCs. Many actors see RCs as just a water management project, and not as a territorial pact 
where the river is the subject –  not the object –  of a process. A third issue is an economic one. The literature stresses the 
chronic lack of funds as a barrier to participatory processes (Brown, 2011; Grossi & Polsinelli, 2020; Petts, 2007). While 
this may be true, the situation is somewhat more nuanced. On one hand, when funds are present, the correct allocation 
is necessary. On the other, we must consider three potential factors when we evaluate participation in environmental 
protection (Twyman, 2000, p. 325):

1. different stakeholders hold different expectations regarding their participation;
2. different stakeholders may experience difficulties in getting their messages heard because of power dynamics;
3. both the perception of the process and the inclination to participate influence the efficacy of participation.

In our study, in order to understand whether RCs contribute to building a community- based sense of place, we 
looked at the weights of either top- down or participatory processes and whether the RC was considered a territorial 
management project or a participatory process. We synthesised our findings, trying to intersect these approaches, in 
a graphic that illustrates not the quality of RCs per se, but the aspect of place- making and the involvement of local 
actors (Figure 2).

The horizontal axis is a continuum between the top- down approach and participation represented as poles. We see 
them as possible opposite approaches to co- designing an RC, even if we prefer not to use the concept “bottom- up par-
ticipation” because we believe that for an effective RC all actors (with horizontal or top- down structures) connected 
to the water body should be involved. We are aware that actors have different capacities to influence participatory 
processes and, as already identified by Caruso (2020), leadership should help the RC process by enabling participa-
tion. We do not conceive of leadership as simply the role of a powerful appointee with the task of controlling the 
RC process, but as someone who exhibits sufficient responsibility to activate local involvement and stimulate the 
process. Moreover, despite the fact that each RC holds the potential to enable place- making, information- sharing 
and participatory events, these are not sufficient in themselves to achieve the active involvement of all stakeholders 
in the process.

The vertical axis has at one end the RC conceived of as a project, and at the other as a process. Developing an RC using 
a managerial approach, with a linear conception and a scheduled agenda, could lead to a poor outcome because of the 
lack of involvement of the local population. Conversely, an RC carried out as a process, respecting all the phases, allow-
ing sufficient time, and building a sense of belonging, will motivate stakeholders because they will identify themselves 
as part of the process itself. In the top right quadrant, we envision the best combination for enabling place- making and 
enhancing the sense of place –  developed as a process with a high degree of participation. This will allow citizens to move 
from being passive recipients of plans towards becoming effective territorial actors.
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From our analyses, two other variables should be considered: space and time. These can be introduced in evaluation 
of the territorial effects inspired by the RC's “space”, which has to be conceived as the geographical dimension of the RC. 
In this perspective, an RC of a minor water body is potentially easier than one which extends over a larger area because 
of the number of actors involved and the potential issues in the territory. “Time” has to be considered as the duration of 
the RC process. Allowing a conspicuous amount of time to sign the RC is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for a 
meaningful RC.

Furthermore, a process that is too long can lead to disaffection and, ultimately, to failure of the RC. These two vari-
ables do not determine the outcome of the RC, but are important aspects to consider and deserve further investigation. As 
a final note, we want to stress that few RCs have actually been signed. Implementations of RCs are not well investigated, 
leaving many questions open for future research. Looking at Figure 2, we would suggest some possible future analyses 
on role dynamics following the signing event, who does what, and what the place- making effects are on the territory and 
whether local inhabitants can genuinely be considered a community of practice, and whether RCs successfully integrate 
territorial planning at different scales.
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ENDNOTES
 1 2000/60/EC.

 2 On the European scale, comparative studies between different RC experiences are scarce. Scaduto (2016, pp. 16– 26) is one of the few overviews 
that discusses RCs in Spain, Italy, France, Belgium, Luxembourg and Switzerland, and discusses the diversity of RCs across Europe. See also 
Cialdea and Pompei (2021) for a short international overview.

 3 P.B., interviewed 9 December 2020. All interview segments were translated by the authors.

 4 A.D.N., interviewed 3 March 2021.

 5 P.B., interviewed 9 December 2020.

 6 D.M., interviewed 21 December 2020.

 7 C.C., President of the Natisone Park Association, interviewed 19 February 2021.

 8 C.C., President of the Natisone Park Association, interviewed 19 February 2021.

 9 V.V., a key figure for this RC since 2019, interviewed 31 March 2021.

 10 C.P., interviewed 8 April 2021.

 11 C.B., staff member for this RC, interviewed 5 February 2021.

 12 The overall aim of this project is to sign seven RCs. For more information see: www.italy - croat ia.eu/web/crew/about - the- project.

 13 V.V., member of Eco- azioni, an Italian group that aims to foster participation in RCs, interviewed 4 February 2021.

 14 C.B., staff member for this RC, interviewed 5 February 2021.

 15 For a complete list of activities, see: www.faceb ook.com/Contr atto- di- area- umida - per- la- Lagun a- di- Maran o- 11188 26637 29518/ posts.
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