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The Impact of Regional Design on River Agreements: The Case 
of the Ombrone River in Tuscany
Carlo Pisano and Valeria Lingua

Department of Architecture, Università Degli Studi Di Firenze, Florence, Italy

ABSTRACT
Regional Design is a planning approach employed to build up 
robust argumentative structures and visions of the future that aim 
to guide decisions over a long time. The paper investigates the 
impact of the use of the Regional Design operational approach for 
the definition of a River Agreement. It traces the path of research- 
action that led the local community of Buonconvento, a small 
Tuscan town, to activate networks of social capital useful to build 
the Ombrone River Agreement. The methodology of analysis builds 
on Faludi’s concept of ‘performance’ and falls within four main 
areas of observation.

KEYWORDS 
Regional design; river 
agreement; visioning; 
performance; scenario 
construction

1. Introduction

Regional design (RD) as a method of argumentation in urban planning refers to the 
ability of representations to build up robust argumentative structures and visions of the 
future (Thierstein & Forster, 2008; Balz & Zonneveld, 2014; Lingua, 2017). It is based on 
the use of spatial representations of future developments or visions, both to indicate 
physical changes and stimulate debate on the sharing of responsibilities and resources 
(Balz & Zonneveld, 2014). Visions are drawn up in a collaborative visioning process with 
stakeholders (Helling, 1998; Nam, 2014), which is a process of persuasion and seduction 
that has a lot in common with planning as persuasive storytelling (Throgmorton, 2003; 
Stoep, 2014; Kempenaar et al., 2019).

In this process, the world is reimagined to develop common ground for collective 
action (Rauws & van Dijk, 2013), which can be useful in regions where an overarching 
regional authority is weak or lacking, such as a supra-local, regional context. Due to its 
discretionary character, RD is often regarded as a useful approach to deal in political and 
geographical cross-border contexts demanding synchronization of planning philoso-
phies, systems, tools, and methods.

Notwithstanding a growing number of researches on RD approaches to planning (Von 
Seggern et al., 2008; de Jonge, 2009; Meijsmans, 2010), little empirical research has been 
developed about the effects of RD on the complex and fragmented setting of cross-border 
or natural regions such as bio-regions or river basins, which have often highlighted 
a great difficulty in applying tools related to their management (Danese & Chicca, 2007).
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The paper aims to foster the debate on RD by developing an insight into the spectrum 
of its possible applications and impacts on River Agreements (RA). Within a river basin, 
these voluntary tools for territorial governance integrate different territorial and land-
scape measures and projects with different planning tools (Voghera, 2020). Intended as 
an agreement between the largest possible number of actors from both the public and the 
private sector to harmonise the diverse uses and functions of the river, its banks, and the 
water resources, RA appears a relevant field of action to test the RD approach.

This paper unravels the path that has led to the definition of the Ombrone RA in 
Tuscany, Italy, as an empirical case study to discuss both the premises and the methodol-
ogies within which approaching a RA as an occasion to build up and make operational 
a shared vision of a ‘larger-than-local’ context as the one of the river basins, using a RD 
approach.

The research questions concern the way the RD approach can help constructing a RA, 
as well as the traceable performances of RD for both these processes and their 
implementation.

In the next section, we elaborate on the notion of RD and its potential use for RA 
processes. The methodology of analysis, building on different contributions on the role 
and performance of RD, falls within four main areas of observation related to the capacity 
of RD to (i) change the perception of a region; (ii) shape or enhance regional networks 
and relationships; (iii) provide for navigation devices for regional planning and devel-
opment; (iv) foster the implementation process through local actions.

Despite RA experiences have flourished across the whole of Europe in the last decades 
(Ingaramo & Voghera, 2016), the analytical framework is tested with reference to the 
Italian context, where particular attention is dedicated to both the design of the process, 
the regional-scale vision provided for the river basin and the operational projects con-
ceived for its implementation. The Ombrone RA process, which is the subject of our 
study, is analysed and put into tension through this analytical framework, to define 
traceable RD performances and their realization. We conclude by suggesting perspectives 
and directions for further research in the generalization of this analytical framework for 
strategic planning in supra-local cross-border areas and discussing possible challenges of 
its application.

Table 1. Correlation between the factors proposed to evaluate the performance of RD, the related 
literature and specific criteria used in the study. Source: Authors, 2021.

Factor Sources Criteria

i RD changes the perception of the 
region

(Balz & Zonneveld, 2014; Kempenaar 
et al., 2016; van Dijk & Ubels, 2016; 
Lingua, 2017)

New practices and activities of 
inhabitants and institutions 
concerning their experience of 
the river

ii RD builds up regional networks and 
relationships

(Hajer et al., 2006; Von Seggern et al., 
2008; Meijsmans, 2010; Rauws & van 
Dijk, 2013; Förster et al., 2015)

Overcome conflicts caused by 
institutional barriers

iii RD provides navigation devices for 
regional planning and 
development

(Neuman, 1996, Neuman, 2000; de 
Jonge, 2009; Balz & Zonneveld, 
2014)

Build institutional capacity related to 
RA at a National and Regional 
level

iv RD fosters the implementation 
process by operationalizing local 
actions

(Lingua, 2017, Lingua, 2020; Pisano, 
2018a)

Affect decisions and influence actual 
physical developments
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2. The Use of Regional Design Operational Approach for River Agreement

Planning used to be carried out primarily by government authorities. However, in many 
countries, it is now a more inclusive process of governance involving both governmental 
and non-governmental stakeholders (Healey, 1997; Sanyal, 2005; Innes & Booher, 2010). 
The nature of Planning in the European countries has also changed from a pre-dominantly 
regulative activity to a more strategic and proactive activity to facilitate or stimulate 
development (Waterhout et al., 2013; Reimer, 2014; Roodbol-Mekkes & van Den Brink, 
2015). This has led to an increasing need for coordination, facilitation, and process 
management in the planning and development of regions (Kempenaar et al., 2016).

This brought design-led planning experiences to emerge in many European regions 
where politicians, administrators, planning professionals, market and civil actors are 
experimenting with urban, landscape or regional design approaches to overcome limita-
tions that the statutory planning systems pose and, alongside, to face ‘a relative decline of 
the role of the state, a growing involvement of nongovernmental actors in a range of state 
functions, the emergence of new forms of multi-agency partnerships and more flexible 
forms of networking at various spatial scales’ (Davoudi, 2008). All these factors call for 
different and new ways for defining and designing the regionin particular, for ‘non- 
institutional’ or ‘soft’ planning spaces with fuzzy boundaries (Allmendinger et al., 2015).

Defining the Region: The Contribution of Regional Design

Given the differences in planning cultures, systems and procedures, the experiences of the 
last decade outline the role of the RD approach to not just define physical interventions, but 
to contribute to the creation of institutional and organizational capacity (Balz & Zonneveld, 
2014). This development-oriented planning style calls for improved alignments between 
governmental agencies and societal actors, indicating how growing spatial integration 
exceeds restricting administrative boundaries, and demonstrating why and how such 
barriers should be overcome (Förster et al., 2016).

Many conferences, seminars, and literature have been recently dedicated to the topic of 
RD and on the use of design-led approach in spatial and strategic planning (Neuman, 2000; 
de Jonge, 2009; Meijsmans, 2010; Balz & Zonneveld, 2014; Förster et al., 2016; Kempenaar 
et al., 2016; Lingua, 2018; Pisano, 2018b). A large part of the cases raised can be framed 
under the notion of Functional Urban Regions, as areas that people and businesses refer to 
in carrying out their activities (Friedmann & Weaver, 1979).

Less attention has been placed in cases in which the Region by itself should be 
established, so identified in social practices and regional consciousness, both inside and 
outside the geographical context (Paasi, 1991) and used by social actors as a medium in the 
struggle over resources and power (Paasi, 2009). Regions are not permanent (Kempenaar 
et al., 2019), they perpetually evolve under the influence of many factors (Keating, 2000; 
Paasi, 2009). Some of them have been historically established, some created to serve 
a specific purpose, and have little self-evident raison d’être so they need to be more actively 
built and constructed (Kempenaar et al., 2019).

Although various initiatives on the coordination and planning of spatial developments 
in European cross-border regions have been established (Luukkonen & Moilanen, 2012; 
Fricke, 2015), areas such as mountain ranges or river basins result in a network of informal 
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and multiple formal (national, regional, provincial) planning arenas involved in the plan-
ning and coordination of spatial developments and still highlight a great difficulty in 
applying tools related to their management (Danese & Chicca, 2007).

The coordination of developments in such a fragmented planning landscape depends 
on the capacity of regional planning ideas, concepts, visions, and strategies to transfer to 
other planning arenas. Moreover, to have an effect, these ideas, concepts, visions, and 
strategies need to have persuasive power and hold that power over a considerable period 
of time (Albrechts et al., 2003; Healey, 2006).

Designing and Managing River Basin Regions: The Role of River Agreements

It seems therefore appropriate to deepen the study of the application and impacts of the 
RD approach on RA, which are a voluntary tool for territorial governance within 
a river basin that integrate different territorial and landscape measures and projects 
by different planning tools (Voghera, 2020). The RA has the intrinsic objective of 
integrating and territorialising sectoral policies into a multifunctional vision of the 
river, through a process that coordinates and supports local participation in construct-
ing a new sense of community linked to the definition of a shared vision. The RA as 
defined in Italy by the National Chart of River Contracts (Regione Lombardia, Regione 
Piemonte, Autorità di Bacino del Fiume Po, & A 21 Italy CdF, 2010) aims to bring 
together the different actors of the territory into an integrated, multidimensional, 
multidisciplinary approach (Ingaramo & Voghera, 2016). The institutions and autho-
rities that are directly involved in the management of the river and the territory, the 
inhabitants, and all the different stakeholders are linked in a pact that fosters a non- 
sectorial vision in which the river is perceived as an environment of life (European 
Landscape Convention – 2000) and therefore as a common good to be managed in 
collective forms.

RA is seen as the instrument to combine interventions for environmental protection – 
closely related to the resolution of flood safety problems – with the needs of local 
development and fruition. The active involvement of local communities is, therefore, 
essential for searching for solutions based on integrated policies for ecological regenera-
tion, and for the fruition of the landscape river system. RA is an agreement that allows us 
to take a rules system in which criteria of public utility, economic performance, social 
value, and environmental sustainability are equally involved in searching solutions for 
the River Basin redevelopment (Cialdea & Cacucci, 2017).

Inspired by international experiences (i.e. Belgium, France), the process leading to 
the formation of a RA has already been undertaken in several river basins in Italy 
(Voghera & Avidano, 2012). Unlike most territorial planning tools, in Italy the RA is 
not based on an institutional law; it is more of an experience implemented and 
developed in the last years and constantly consolidated both methodologically and 
operationally. However, its role in water management and territorial planning is 
gradually gaining widespread recognition, and as a result, the RA is increasingly 
being inserted in a variety of planning tools (basin or hydrographic district plans, 
water protection plans, landscape plans, rural development programs) and nowadays 
soil defence is interpreted as an integral part of a general environmental planning 
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strategy, related to the requalification of waters, management of the fluvial heritage, 
protection of natural assets and control of soil uses, separating it definitively from 
a sectoral approach.

3. Methodology

Regional design has emerged as a non-statutory approach to planning, based on the 
construction of future scenarios, characterized by involvement and collaboration 
between public and private, as well as the ability to plan and act in a large area (region) 
in a transcalar perspective.

Given the informal, not statutory status of both RA and RD processes, as well as the 
institutionalisation of their outcomes, at a level where there is no democratically elected 
council but decisions are the result of soft negotiations and deliberations, the metho-
dological framework is built on the notion of ‘performance’ (Faludi & Altes, 1994; 
Faludi, 2000). The application of a performance-based evaluation approach to RD 
needs to assess not, or not only, the ends scheme, which only makes sense dealing 
with specific and well-defined operational policy or policy problem (Mastop & Faludi, 
1997), but to consider also the capacity of the process to change regional frames of 
reference and regional fields of action: changing discourses, institutionalized percep-
tions of regions and commonly perceived problems (Förster et al., 2015).

To unravel the contribution of Regional Design in the formation and even duration 
overtime of a RA, the evaluation of the performance of RD can be approached through 
the use of a series of factors drew by Balz (Balz, 2018), Kempenaar (Kempenaar et al., 
2019) and other scholars1, selecting three main factors that can better express the outputs 
of a process of RD, and adding a fourth one that, as recent practices show (Ingaramo & 
Voghera, 2016; Pisano & Lingua, 2019a), seems to be promising in the application of RD 
to RA:

(i) RD aims to develop a change in the perception of a region (Balz & Zonneveld, 
2014), by enabling collective conceptualization and shared envisioning and 
building support for the proposed ideas (Kempenaar et al., 2016; van Dijk & 
Ubels, 2016). The capacity of prefiguration or visioning assumes fundamental 
importance, in reference both to inhabitants of the region, who perform their 
visioning skills concerning their experience of life and lived space, and the 
institutions, required to recompose this ability to foreshadow the micro- 
experienced personal dimension to the micro and macro scale of the city as 
a collective experience (Lingua, 2017).

(ii) RD shapes or enhances regional networks and relationships (Hajer et al., 2006; 
Rauws & van Dijk, 2013) through visualisation: even if making problems, 
dynamics and strategies visible can elicit strife (Balz & Zonneveld, 2014), parti-
cipatory processes within the frame of a RD process create occasions for con-
frontation and collaboration (Von Seggern et al., 2008; Meijsmans, 2010). The 
performance of RD in this field measures the capacity to both enlarge networks 
and enables visioning processes: from the governance side, it enhances 
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participation and establishes transparency and openness; within the visioning 
process, RD makes multiple views visible, initiates discussions and dialogues, 
strikeout new directions by integrating multiple voices (Förster et al., 2015).

(iii) RD provides for navigation devices for regional planning and development 
(Langner, 2014): scenarios and visions affect decisions concerning the physical 
environment in a region (Neuman, 2000; de Jonge, 2009), and as a consequence, 
can influence the actual physical developments, change defined rules systems and 
add forms of discretion to the planning process (Balz & Zonneveld, 2014). 
Regional Design does not replace statutory planning, nor any other strategic 
planning model, but represents the moment of construction, clarification and 
sharing of a vision by establishing indicative frameworks, images and visualisa-
tions of the territory that are functional to the interaction between institutions 
and stakeholders involved in a territorial project. Within this process, the crea-
tion of spatial representations is essential not only for creating, testing and 
calibrating strategies but especially for building the institutional basis to support 
and implement them (Neuman, 1996).

(iv) Finally, RD is a proactive method for implementation: visions, strategies, and 
perspectives become operational through local actions and projects that make 
them visible and tangible (Lingua, 2020). The use of visioning methods and 
techniques related to the concept of RD aims to activate processes of mutual 
contamination between strategies and operative actions, conceived as tactics 
(Lingua, 2017; Pisano, 2018a). If local projects are intended as tactics, i.e. extem-
poraneous processes which call into question the mechanisms and rules of 
strategic spatial planning, this last prefigure the framework in which they move 
on and toward a possible future to achieve. RD represents the intermediate and 
linking step between these two dimensions. In the transition from proactive to 
strategic action and back, it stimulates and gathers the different local projects.

This analytical framework is verified on the case study concerning the Ombrone RA in 
Tuscany, the second river of the Tuscany Region in Italy, by analysing the design process 
and its main results.

4. A Field-tested Regional Design Approach: The Ombrone River Agreement

Born as a bottom-up proposal by a local Committee, the Ombrone RA started symbo-
lically on the 21st of October 2013, when the Municipality of Buonconvento was flooded 
along with several other municipalities touched by the river Ombrone and its tributaries 
(in particular the Arbia River). This event caused the flooding of the historical city centre 
and the twentieth-century expansion, the destruction of the regional railway line and of 
a bridge that led to the isolation of a whole settlement for more than 6 months.

Following this event, and perceiving a lack of action by the Municipality of 
Buonconvento, a local association, Comitato per la valorizzazione del paesaggio 
e dell’ambiente di Buonconvento (Committee for the enhancement of the landscape and 
environment of Buonconvento), undertook a long process of confrontation with the 
institutions that are responsible for the governance of the river basin and its territories 
(Municipality of Buonconvento, Land Reclamation Consortium, Civil Engineering 
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Department, District, other surrounding municipalities), in order to understand what 
could have been the most appropriate ways for a quick restoration of the bridges and the 
road and railway network. In the framework of complex competencies shared by the 
different institutions at all levels [Table 2], the need to activate integrated policies 
emerged for many aspects, from soil and water protection to local development con-
nected to the river fruition. These needs were further strengthened by a second flood 
event, which took place on the 24th of August 2015.

With the awareness of being able to act from below, the Committee identified the RA 
as a proactive path towards an integrated concept of sectoral policies in a multifunctional 
vision of the river, supported by the operational methodologies of RD (Pisano & Lingua, 
2019a) for building up a collective image of the riparian community and defining 
a shared vision of its territorial development.

The local committee proposed the activation of the RA to several institutions and, the 
University of Florence became a partner for promoting a dedicated participatory process.2 

Within this partnership, a participatory process has been developed as a research-action 
practice to test the performance of RD for both the definition and the implementation of 
the RA. As summarized in the methodological diagram [Figure 1] the work was composed 
of two parallel and strongly linked processes: the participatory process – developed with 
experts3 and technicians, with citizens and schools – has integrated the visioning process 
defined in the scientific research field, binding it to the reality and local ambitions. The 
participatory process helped to define a set of themes and goals to be inserted in the RA, 
and the visioning process allowed to organize them in a coherent framework.

Figure 1. The methodological structure of the research. Source: (Pisano & Lingua, Pisano and Lingua, 
2019b).
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The joint action of the Committee and the University, operating at different scales 
(local vs. regional), followed a trans-scalar methodology (Ingaramo & Voghera, 2016). 
The scale of the work, from the analysis to the project, has followed an oscillating trend 
from the large scale of the ‘scenario construction’ up to the scale of the detailed projects 
of ‘case studies’, and then returned to the evaluation of the results for the entire river 
basin, passing through the definition of the more technical thematic maps, useful to 
foster the participatory process.

Regional-scale

The design approach for the vast scale of the river basin was assisted through the technique 
of “scenario construction“ (Bozzuto et al., 2008): scenarios are intended as hypothetical and 
opposing stories of the future that answer the question: ”what would happen if . . . ” (Secchi, 
2003). The scenario is therefore a collection of hypotheses that question the future and 
which allows to deal with and discuss about the future (Viganò, 2010; Cavalieri, 2013; 
Pisano, 2016). In this sense, the scenario can assist the correct reconstruction of problems: 
a problem setting service, able to isolate issues and place them in a reciprocal relationship. 
The construction of scenarios for the Ombrone RA allowed the discussion of the different 
thematic systems in a specific manner – hydraulic, naturalistic, economic, and social 
aspects – to set problems, to the ground and specify conflicts and interests.

First, an analysis of general and sectoral spatial planning instruments at the Regional 
and Provincial levels has let to provide for a scenario integrating different ways to 
conceive the basin area and its future. These projects, together with the results of the 
workshops with citizens and school children held in the first participatory phase, 
provided for defining three main issues (Table 2), at least partly divergent: risk and 
infrastructure; environmental and eco-systemic quality; accessibility, and local develop-
ment. These three scenarios call for different ways of understanding the river and its 
future, conveyed by groups of technical stakeholders, differentiated local interests, often 
in conflict with each other, and accustomed to different specific languages and 
terminologies.

The three scenario maps [Figure 2] elaborated for the Ombrone river favour 
a representation of information organized in systems, envisioning the result of an 
interpretive action. This interpretative action is intended to develop different representa-
tions of the same river basin, which construct a reading of the territory organized on 
issues consolidated in planning practices and the local debate (Carta, 2009) and directed 
to highlight respectively: the system of large infrastructures and hydrogeological risk and 
the works aimed at mitigating it, as contained in the Flood Risk Management Plan of the 
District Basin Authority of the Northern Apennines and the Reclamation activities plan 
of the Land Reclamation Consortium; the interaction between the environmental and 
ecological dimension of the territory, informed mainly by the Regional Spatial 
Framework and Landscape Plan and the Hydrogeological Plan of the Basin Authority; 
the anthropic dimension, calling for organising sustainable mobility and local develop-
ment, as contained in the Provincial Territorial Coordination Plans of Grosseto and 
Siena provinces and in the Regional Spatial Framework and Landscape Plan.
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Local Case Studies – Participatory Design Workshops

The integration and convergence between the three main scenarios was approached at the 
local scale through the use of the pilot projects technique, in which the different aspects, 
related to the river management, are combined. Included in several theoretical frame-
works – such as Landscape Urbanism (Steiner, 2011), DIY Urbanism (Sawhney et al., 
2015), and Tactical Urbanism (Lydon et al., 2015) – pilot projects are meant as community 
engagement and as instruments to learn about how planning and design decisions hit the 
ground, thereby improving the final implementation (Gehl & Rogers, 2010). In the 

Table 3. Correlation between the factors proposed to evaluate the performance of RD, the specific 
criteria and the evidence emerged during the study. Source: Authors, 2021.

Factor Criteria Evidence

i RD changes the perception 
of the region

New practices and activities of 
inhabitants and institutions 
concerning their experience of the 
river

- Re-publishing of the Ombrone Journal 
- Workshops and seminars organised by 
the Municipalities of the Ombrone valley 
- Definition of a new project for promoting 
and improving the perception of the river 
identity among the young generations

ii RD builds up regional 
networks and 
relationships

Overcome conflicts caused by 
institutional barriers

- Institutional mediation for the project of the 
bridge over the Cassia 
- Enlargement of the RA partnership for 
the promotion of a project for the young 
generations by involving other 
municipalities, schools and associations

iii RD provides navigation 
devices for regional 
planning and 
development

Build institutional capacity related to 
RA at a National and Regional level

- Ombrone RA as best practice by National 
observatory of River Contracts 
- Ombrone RA as good practice for the 
2019 regional call for RA 
- Definition of a Regional Landscape 
project that involves the river basin area

iv RD fosters the RA 
implementation process 
by operationalizing local 
actions

Affect decisions and influence actual 
physical developments

- Feasibility study, executive design and 
realisation of the first ‘gate’ of the river 
park in the Municipality of Buonconvento 
- Feasibility study, executive design and 
realisation of the trekking paths in the 
Municipality of Cinigiano

Figure 2. Three scenarios for the Ombrone river. From left: risk and infrastructure; environmental and 
eco-systemic quality; accessibility and local development. Source: (Pisano & Lingua, 2019a).
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downscaling from macro to micro, the regional-scale strategies have been tested in more 
detailed projects that, once developed and shared with the community, have been scaled- 
up in their strategic assumptions to inform again the final river basin vision.

The pilot projects in Buonconvento and Cinigiano municipalities have been chosen as 
representative of two very different realities of the river basin. They are both located 
along the river, but in very different areas from an ecological, political, and topographical 
point of view (high and low Ombrone, province of Siena and Grosseto).

Through a series of participatory planning workshops, a collective reflection on the 
impact of different scenarios in the local area and on possible intervention strategies was 
developed [Figure 3]. The participatory design workshops promoted the reconciliation of 
the divergent large-scale scenarios in an integrated design perspective, by focusing on 
concrete problematics which affected a specific territorial portion of the river basin. Thus, 
the recreational activities along the fluvial territory were, for instance, connected to the 
safeguard and enhancement of environmental and ecosystem quality and with the 
hydrogeological risk management and mitigation works. In this way, the local scale 
becomes the key dimension for the definition of integrated policies able to guarantee 
the balanced management and development of the fluvial territories and its community 
[Figure 4].

At the end of this process, a memorandum of understanding of the River Agreement 
was formally signed on the 22nd of September 2018 by the actors involved in the 
participatory process. The memorandum contains the formal establishment of 

Figure 3. The Buonconvento pilot project: the maquette shows the results of the participatory 
planning workshop held in Buonconvento from the 7th to the 25th of May 2018. Source: Authors, 2019.
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Figure 4. The Buonconvento pilot project: the layers of the axonometry represent the issues related to 
the three main scenarios. From the top: Accessibility and local development Risk and infrastructure; 
Environmental and eco-systemic quality; existing situation. The connections between the layers 
represent potential synergies activated by the pilot project. Source: Authors, 2019.
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a permanent coordination, planning and organization Table, the first draft of an Action 
Plan to be implemented through the coordination of the Table, and the responsibilities 
and obligations of the signatory parties.

5. Discussion

The analysis of the performances of the RD in constructing the Ombrone RA falls within 
four main areas of observation related to the capacity of RD to (i) change the perception of 
a region; (ii) shape or enhance regional networks and relationships; (iii) provide navigation 
devices for regional planning and development; (iv) foster the implementation process 
through local actions. The analytical framework is verified on a case study concerning the 
Ombrone RA, by analysing the design process and its main results, but also through the 
comparison with other RA processes activated both in Tuscany and in Italy (Table 3).

i RD Changes the Perception of the Region

The first area of impact is related to the capacity of a RD operation to enable the creation 
of a shared (new) conceptualization of the territory, changing the perception of a region 
(Balz & Zonneveld, 2014; Kempenaar et al., 2016; van Dijk & Ubels, 2016). From this 
perspective, the Ombrone RA case could rise two different reflections. Firstly, the 
participatory events, especially the design activities carried out during the participatory 
design workshops, helped to switch the common perception of the river Ombrone that, 
after the 2013 and 2015 floods, was mainly centred on risk and fear. The scenario of risk 
management was conceived as first, but during the discussion the need for ecological and 
landscape protection and for the development of local activities for fruition and territor-
ial animation emerged, enriching the global vision of the basin river with the other two 
dimensions (environment and development-oriented).

Secondly, the participative methods helped local communities in defining a shared terri-
torial perception (Paasi, 1991) of the Ombrone region, which previously emerged in various 
social practices, but that was never made explicit. The realisation of events in which citizens 
and administrations shared their vision on the river expanse, the republishing of the Ombrone 
Journal – an old publication which, in the thirties, promoted the beauty of the Ombrone 
Valley and is now aimed at collecting the stories and perceptions of the river community – the 
several walking-workshops helped to construct shared narratives and to signifying the 
Ombrone region identity, both at the community and institutional level [Figure 5].

At the community level, Osiamo! (Let’s try) is a narrative that is now recognised by 
citizens of the involved municipalities as the slogan of the river agreement and has been 
the base for a project financed to the local committee and aimed to promote the building 
up of the river community within the young generations.4 At the institutional level, the 
building up of the river community faced the difficulties of dialogue between small 
municipalities (mostly under 5.000 inhabitants and interested in the use, development 
and protection of the river), and the provincial capitals of Siena and Grosseto, which 
haven’t yet signed the RA: this can be due to both the different political colour5 and the 
size (60.000 inhabitants in Siena, 80.000 in Grosseto) such as to consider the river and its 
management as a residual part of their territory and policies.
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ii RD Builds up Regional Networks and Relationships

Several participatory techniques were applied in the Ombrone RA over more than 1 year: 
co-design initiatives, workshops, focus groups, and public presentations had been orga-
nised as part of the RD process that helped to build networks and relationships between 
participants (Hajer et al., 2006; Rauws & van Dijk, 2013).

The capacity of the RD to assist the process from the territorial to the local scale helped to 
overcome the conflicts that often remained unsolved in other RAs. Conflicts that would have 
been difficult to resolve on a river basin scale, or would have remained vague and undefined, 
have found a coherent solution on a pilot case scale, where the various players have been able 
to confront specific situations, freeing themselves from the restrictions and prejudices of 
individual disciplinary and technical positions (engineering, ecological, economic, etc.) and 
seeking a comprehensive and rewarding mediation. The ability of RD to assist the transcalarity 
of the process helped therefore to solve conflicts and allowed the creation of solid networks.

Evidence is manifested by the fact that in May 2018 during the RA process, the 
Transport and Mobility sector of the Tuscany Region proposed the project for a new bridge 
over the Cassia Regional Road near the historical centre of Buonconvento. This infra-
structure could have produced heavy environmental and landscape impacts. Through the 
Guarantee Table of the RA, a direct relationship was established between local authorities 
(municipal administration) and supra-local authorities (Tuscany Region), which allowed 
a direct comparison, dialogue, and mediation, convincing the Region to develop an 
alternative project that would have been more coherent with the propositions of the 
masterplan defined during the participatory process for the River Agreement.

Moreover, the building up of the project for the young generations has been the occasion 
to enlarge the RA partnership to other 7 municipalities and to 18 schools, as well as to other 
local associations engaged in the promotion of the river identity and fruition.

iii RD Provides Navigation Devices for Regional Planning and Development

The aim of design-led approaches is not just to define physical interventions, but to 
contribute to the creation of institutional and organizational capacity (Balz & Zonneveld, 
2014), therefore an innovative RD endeavour can also impact the planning and design 
professions and the way that plans are made (Millard-Ball, 2013; Salewski, 2013).

Figure 5. The Ombrone Journal, a place where stakeholder can tell their stories. Source: Authors, 2019.
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The Ombrone RA has become an important case study in the evolving and developing 
methodologies of RA, both regionally and nationally. Tuscany Region took the Ombrone 
RA as a good practice and disseminated its results while publicising the 2019 call for 
financing local feasibility studies in the framework of regional River Agreements.

At the national level, the Ombrone RA has been indicated as best practice by the 
National Observatory of River Contracts of the Ministry of the Environment, which asked 
the local Committee and the University of Florence to present the Ombrone RA 
participatory process at the meeting “Public participation in the management of water 
bodies. The involvement of stakeholders in River Contracts” (Rome, 9th of April 2019). 
The RD visioning process, as well, was one of the good practices showed within the 2019 
National Urban Planning Review (Rassegna Urbanistica Nazionale – RUN) organized by 
the Istituto Nazionale di Urbanistica – INU (National Town Planning Institute) as an 
overview of the most advanced experiences of urban and regional planning in Italy. 
Within these events, the contribution of RD processes and methodologies in RA pro-
cesses was acknowledged by institutions, academics, and planning practitioners.

Moreover, at the regional level, the Region of Tuscany has recognised as part of the 
implementation of the river agreement different regional projects aimed to develop 
sustainable mobility and landscape planning, as the ‘Due mari’ (‘two seas’) interregional 
bike-path that, starting from the Adriatic sea, in Tuscany extends along the course of the 
Ombrone river to the Tyrrhenian sea and the Landscape Project ‘Ferrociclovie della Val 
d’Orcia’ (railway-cycle paths of the Orcia Valley), aimed to integrate local bike path with 
the regional railway lines and extended to the municipalities alongside the Ombrone 
River.6

iv RD Foster the Implementation Process through Local Actions

Finally, RD aims to affect decisions concerning the physical environment of a region 
(Neuman, 2000; de Jonge, 2009), and as a consequence, to influence the actual physical 
developments. It is certainly difficult to establish a direct pathway between a RD opera-
tion and changes in the physical environment (Kempenaar et al., 2019), especially with 
little time spam from the formal beginning of the process. However, the Ombrone RA 
allowed the creation of a strong virtuous circle which enabled the Municipality of 
Buonconvento to take part in several Regional and sectorial calls for funding, which 
makes it possible to implement the pilot project proposed as a result of the RA. In 
particular, the planning workshop held in Buonconvento in May 2018 within the 
participatory process related to the RA, foresaw the realisation of a small park located 
close to the historical walls, today used as a parking site, intended as the ‘gate’ of a more 
extended territorial river park. This proposal created the opportunity to take advantage 
of the Regional Call for River Contracts (regional resolution 770/2017) meant to finance 
feasibility studies related to the implementation process of RA. This study was carried out 
by a team related to the Regional Design Lab of the Department of Architecture of the 
University of Florence. The resulting feasibility study was then used by the Municipality 
of Buonconvento to take part in the GAL Leader FESR-based regional funds ‘Siena LAG’, 
designed to give ‘Support for studies/investments related to the maintenance, restoration, 
and redevelopment of the cultural and natural heritage of villages, rural landscape, and 
sites of high naturalistic value, including the socio-economic aspects of these activities, as 
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well as environmental awareness actions’. This call allowed the Municipality of 
Buonconvento to get financings for the executive design of the park and its realisation 
[Figure 6]. This will convey the physical change of an important part of the city, by the 
realisation of the 3 hectares river park conceived by citizens within the participatory 
process.

At the same time, the municipality of Cinigiano used the participatory map of the 
trekking path along the river to get funding by the ‘Maremma LAG’ for the feasibility 
studies of the trekking routes and for their realization.

Finally, the Regional Landscape Project ‘Railway-cycle paths of the Orcia Valley’ is 
conceived as a framework in which developing and financing local pilot projects on the 
involved municipalities.

6. Conclusion

RD is meant to foster a specific discourse, to serve as signposts for subsequent decisions 
either on the level of actors or actions (Balz & Zonneveld, 2014). The methodology 
proposed for the Ombrone RA, based on a RD approach, consisted in the search for the 
mutual influence between scales (from micro to macro and vice versa) and between 

Figure 6. The feasibility study for the ‘Park outside the walls of Buonconvento’. Source: Authors, 2019.
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policies (from short to long term and vice versa), acting at the same time at the scale of 
the river basin – through the surveys subsumed in the three territorial scenarios – and at 
the local scale, through the two pilot projects.

To evaluate the performance of RD actions we defined four areas in which the 
performance of RD can be traced. They are related to the capacity to change the 
perception of a region, to build regional networks and relationships, to define new 
ways in plan-making, and affect decisions concerning the physical environment. The 
performance of the research-action experience of the Ombrone RA was analysed accord-
ing to this framework, to evaluate the contribution of RD in such a large-scale territory 
and governance process.

This analytical framework allowed the study of the Ombrone RA process in its 
different articulation of scales, action, and operating modes. The impacts highlighted 
in this study, however, have come about in a complex web of actions, in which 
multiple sources contribute to actual changes, and in which it is hard to determine 
causality.

The Ombrone RA moreover started officially only in 2016, and it is therefore impos-
sible to define its long-term results.

However, the study showed that approaching RA through RD techniques opens to 
further research perspectives on the definition of indicative frameworks, images, and 
visions of the territory and the interaction between different institutions and stakeholders 
at different scales; moreover, the interaction between visions and projects is a key factor 
in the frame of the evaluation of the performance of these processes.

In particular, a generalisation of the analytical framework developed on the concept of 
performance highlights how the RD approach could be a viable and sound methodology 
to build up RA processes:

(i) RD changes the perception of the river basin: in a RA, RD led to visualizing the 
river valley, its dynamics, as well as the effects of integrated strategies for territorial 
development, landscape protection, risk management. This visualisation process, 
together with the visioning attitude proper of RD processes, can help in envision-
ing possible futures at the regional level in the form of scenarios that can be 
territorialised at the local level. This implies defining, in the final visions, a strong 
inter-relation among projects at different scales, from the regional to the local one, 
by defining a pilot project aiming to operationalise the basin strategies.

(ii) Given their nature of soft governance agreements, networking in RAs is the base 
for building up the river community and guarantee the implementation of the 
action plan. RD can give an added value to networking formation and consolida-
tion, as it shapes or enhances regional networks and relationships (Hajer et al., 
2006; Rauws & van Dijk, 2013) through visualisation: atelier sessions, workshops, 
and charrettes, organized in the frame of a RD process, make different stake-
holders contribute in defining the river community, by creating situations for 
collaboration and activating or enhancing the capacity of future thinking.

(iii) RD provides frameworks for regional planning and development. In a RA, the 
relationship between planning strategies and local projects is an issue: ‘charming 
master plan or a fascinating strategic scenario gives the illusion of the integration of 
a system, which will probably be developed in its individual parts through an 
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allocation of building lots to investors, who will commission different architects 
who will then propose their own personal vision of architecture, forgetting the 
common strategy’ (Ingaramo & Voghera, 2016, p. 6). In the current socio- 
economic contingency, characterized by a general lack of public resources, RD 
can help to join the strategies at the regional scale to minute and sensitive urban 
projects, through a trans-scalar approach capable of triggering processes of rede-
finition of the urban tissue in the frame of a major and complex supra-local project.

(iv) RD fosters the RA implementation process by operationalizing local actions. In 
River Agreements, RD enhances interaction among scales and levels through 
a design-led approach that gives legs for implementation, by providing both the 
framework of general strategies and local feasibility studies. Financial resources 
are usually easier to find when the interaction among supra-local planning 
instruments and local projects is made explicit (Pisano & Lingua, Pisano and 
Lingua, 2019b). Strategies became operational through local actions and projects 
that make them visible and tangible in a reciprocal relationship between strategies 
and tactics (Lingua, 2017).

In general terms, the research highlights how the highly complex context of a cross- 
border region such as RA, characterized by a fragmented planning landscape, can rely on 
RD initiatives and techniques. These findings improved our understanding of RD 
impacts and their realisation.

Perspectives for further research are concerned with the comparative application of 
this methodological framework to different RA experiences in Italy, Europe and the 
world, to define changing performances of RD in RA according to changes in the 
planning context of RD and, on the other hand, to acknowledge how changes in the 
RA territorial, planning and governance contexts and frameworks affect RD practices.

Notes

1. See Table 1 for a summary of the sources that support each factor.
2. The participatory process, entitled ‘Osiamo! Verso il contratto di fiume Ombrone’ (Let’s try. 

Toward the Ombrone River Agreement), was financed by the Region of Tuscany (L.R. 46/ 
2013). The Regional Design Lab of the Department of Architecture of the University of 
Florence joined the process in the frame of the third mission of the University, aimed to 
promote the civic engagement of the university on territories. For the implications and 
effects of this form of engagement, see (Goddard et al., 2016).

3. The participatory process was coordinated by Micaela Deriu, Fabio Berlanda and Giuliana 
Pincelli.

4. The project ‘Osiamo! Le giovani generazioni verso il contratto di fiume Ombrone’ (Let’s try: 
the young generations toward the Ombrone RA) involves several local associations and 
schools along the river and has been financed by the MPS Bank Foundation, see https:// 
www.fondazionemps.it/contributi/bando-sienaindivenire-i-contributi-assegnati/.

5. Both the capital cities are right wing, while all the surrounding little municipalities are left 
wing.

6. The partnership of the project has been enlarged in July 2021, see https://www.regione. 
toscana.it/-/informazione-e-partecipazione-per-il-progetto-di-paesaggio-ferro-ciclovie- 
della-val-d-orcia-dei-colli-e-delle-crete-senesi.
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