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Community Mapping in 

the Mood for Learning

Giusy Pappalardo
Skype meeting on November 2015.

I was taking classes with Laura Saija while she was helping with 
a class at the University of Catania, and we were engaged in a 
participatory action research project in the city center of Catania. 
Of course I was just a student taking planning classes, and I had 
no idea what participatory action research could mean. I was just 
observing what my professors were doing, and I was engaged in 
that service-learning project for students.
I was curious because this was different from other approaches, 
in the sense that we were on the ground doing things with com-
munities for real – instead of studying things in a book or doing 
projects that were just on paper. So I was fascinated by the ap-
proach of being involved directly with communities and trying 
to do something that could be, in some way, useful for my city. 
But I was troubled, too, because it was a first project in the area of 
an ancient market in Catania that was under control of the mafia. 
There were a lot of troubles with the people who sell products 
and who were connected with the mafia economy. So the project 
was interesting because we were involved with the community. 
But it didn’t have any physical impacts. At one point we had to 
stop, because the municipality stopped supporting that project. 
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So the first thing was that, yes, I was curious, but then I was frustrat-
ed because we did something nice and different from other class-
es, but then what happened? Nothing changed on the ground. 
So, for a couple of months I was frustrated, and I didn’t want to do 
any other planning things because I thought that it was just use-
less – that nothing could really change. Then I had to choose my 
master’s thesis. I reflected a little bit, and I said: “Ok, let’s try to do 
that again. Let’s try to investigate a little bit more what planners 
can actually do in contexts like Sicily, where there is a lot of trouble 
with the relationships between institutions and the mafia power”. 
So I said, “Ok, let’s do it again”. 
I went back to my professors, to Laura Saija and Filippo Gravagno, 
who were working together, and I asked to do my master’s thesis 
with them. At that time, they were working with the Simeto com-
munity, and I chose that project because, again, I was curious, and 
I thought: “Ok, that could be interesting”. 
What was going on in the Simeto River area at that time was a pro-
posal from the regional board to establish an incinerator in a pro-
tected area close to the river. It was not, of course, a wise project, 
because it was a protected area, and they were trying to transform 
that into a huge industrial site, with this huge incinerator. 
In the meantime, the community was asking for other things, and 
opposing the project. So I stepped into the Simeto Valley situation 
when there was this protest. The Simeto community didn’t want 
the incinerator in their community, and they wanted to do some-
thing to stop it, so they asked the University of Catania to establish 
a partnership to understand what could be done differently.
I was troubled by my role, because at the beginning I couldn’t un-
derstand what my role was, actually. I was there taking notes dur-
ing the meetings and trying to understand what my role could be. 
I mean, that question was in my mind for the whole master’s thesis 
project. I can answer the question now, because I thought about it 
after I finished the project. 
I think that my role was actually to try to bridge different ideas, 
collect different ideas, and try to synthesize what was coming out 
of the discussions. So I was just collecting and putting pieces to-
gether. I was also adding, of course, some of my technical knowl-
edge – but I was aware that my technical knowledge was just a 
small piece of a very huge and complex system of knowledge of all 
those people that were participating in the project. 
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Practically, what I did was develop a community mapping initia-
tive together with Laura Saija and the other participants. 
At the very beginning the meetings were just the ones that I was 
invited to. In the Simeto Valley there are different associations who 
were networking, but in the beginning,  they were working kind of 
separately because there were different associations in different 
municipalities. One association was in one small city called Paternò. 
But there were different municipalities, and different associations 
involved that I was invited to. They were discussing what to do – try-
ing to focus on what to do, on strategies – and they were arguing 
because they were not that sure of what should be done. When they 
were stating their objections, let’s say, by saying, “We don’t want the 
incinerator”, everything was kind of easier, because the sentiment 
was just, “We don’t want that thing”. But when it came to, “We want 
to do this instead of that”,  it became more complicated – because 
everyone wanted to do something different. So in the meeting we 
were sitting in a circle and talking with a person who was leading 
the discussion; but that was not me – I was just taking notes.
But at the end of the meeting I found that my role was to share my 
notes with the people. I saw that was helpful for them because it 
helped them to keep track of what was said in the previous meet-
ing. It was something that they were not doing, so I said: “Ok, I can 
do that; I can take my notes, and I can share my notes with you”. 
So that was what I did in the beginning. In the meantime, Laura 
sometimes led the discussion – so it was the two of us. She was 
leading the discussion and taking notes onto a blackboard so that 
everybody could focus, could see what we were saying, and or-
ganize the discussion. I was sharing a full version of the notes via 
e-mail after the meeting and before the next meeting. 
Another thing about my role at that time was that I did a lot of case 
study research about community mapping. So I found myself useful 
in sharing what I had done, and I said: “OK, in other parts of the world, 
community mapping has been done like this, like this, and like this, 
and we can do that here in our own way – but we have to be aware 
that there are other relevant experiences. So let’s just learn from oth-
ers’ experiences, and let’s just focus on what we want to do here”. 
So I felt a little bit better when I could do that with them, in the 
sense that I could feel useful. I was sharing my research, and I was 
helping them understand a little bit better what could be done 
there, as a community mapping initiative. 
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Also the frustration was that, of course, I was in charge of organiz-
ing the community mapping initiative, but I felt that other people 
could do the same thing. They were not planners, so I said: “OK, so 
if they can do that, and of course I can do that as well with them, 
what then is my specialization?”. 
So during my master’s thesis it was like I lost myself, but then I un-
derstood that my specialization was keeping together all those 
different pieces. So we come to the third point:
The community mapping initiative was organizing public meet-
ings that were based – instead of having just discussions – on a 
map we had. We asked people to put on that map their different 
ideas in terms of what they did and cared about, and we did that 
by asking very simple questions. We asked, “What do you like? 
What do you not like? What are your memories? What are your vi-
sions and ideas for the future?”. 
So we asked people to indicate places on the map and to write 
down some notes related to what they had put on the map. So 
we really collected a variety of different ideas. Sometimes there 
were people, of course, who agreed with each other, and some-
times they didn’t; but, at the end of the process, that lasted about 
nine months, we had reached out to about five hundred people, 
and the real challenge was synthesizing, to try to make sense of 
what we had collected. Of course, we had different things, differ-
ent pieces, and we wondered how to make something that could 
be a little bit organic, and that could be, of course, helpful.
So to organize those pieces was the real challenge. At that point I 
understood that my role was really to try to find a sort of balance in 
this huge variety of things: in terms of the knowledge that people 
had of their place, in terms of projects or ideas. So instead of hav-
ing just a list of projects, the challenge was to understand what the 
priorities were and what would have to come next. 
So my knowledge acquired as a planner was applied when we had 
to synthesize that huge variety of ideas. Then I understood: “OK, 
my role could be to try to make sense of this diversity”. 
That’s what I had studied, you know, about strategic planning and 
all these things. So I was using the tools that we had studied in 
class to make sense of that diversity. So, the ideas and the knowl-
edge came from people, the system of values underlying the proj-
ect came from the people, and what we did as planners was just to 
try to make sense of that diversity. 
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Again, the technical knowledge came into play because those peo-
ple had studied more about, for example, alternative forms of col-
lecting garbage and how to process garbage, or alternative forms 
of selling products in local markets – so they really had more knowl-
edge than me because they were directly involved in the issues.
When I say “they”,  I mean “local activists in that part of the project”,  
and then we also involved the institutional people, but that’s an-
other story; so when I say “they”,  I really mean the activists.
There were also people who were activists and who at the same 
time had their technical knowledge because their job was con-
nected with what they were doing. So we had people who pos-
sessed technical knowledge. That happened mostly with organic 
farmers, who had their small farms there. They had studied how 
to run an organic farm, so they had a lot of knowledge about that, 
and then they were involved in processes of activism as well. Of 
course they knew more than me about agriculture, so their knowl-
edge was important in the project, and I learned from them be-
cause I’ve never studied organic farming.
It was useful because of course if you have to develop a project in 
a rural area, you need to know something about organic farming! 
So, they gave that advice to me and the only thing I had to do was 
to understand what they were saying, and put that together with 
other things – because, of course, on the other side you could have 
fisherman or ecologists for example. They wanted clear water and 
advocated for rivers so sometimes that could be a little bit in con-
trast with agriculture, let’s say. And they had their own knowledge. 
They know how a river works, and I didn’t know anything about 
that. So I learned from them, and then I tried to put their needs 
together with those of the farmers – and then we had people who 
were, for example, tourism operators.
So they know about their business, and some of them want to de-
velop sustainable tourism. So you can link that knowledge with 
the farmers’ knowledge and say: “Ok, we can do tourism and then 
do something with the organic farms, linking them to the sustain-
able tourism system”. So you had people who were really different, 
and did different jobs, so they had different forms of knowledge, 
and you don’t know that much about each job – but putting them 
together you can help these ideas flow from one group of actors 
to another.
Some of them were saying, “Oh, we can put the organic issues to-
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gether with the tourism issue”. Some of them already had that in 
mind. Some of them understood the importance of doing things 
in an integrated way, and of course we were pushing toward that. 
So, some of them knew that, but not everybody. Some of them 
already understood the importance of working with other pieces 
of the puzzle.
It was not just me doing all the learning; they were learning from 
each other, too. We had public meetings and it was tense in those 
meetings, because when you have a public meeting, everybody 
speaks and says something about his or her own specific inter-
ests. So after the meetings, then, you could talk to the other par-
ticipants and hear: “OK, that was interesting because, oh, I didn’t 
know that before”.
So we could see that they were really learning from each other 
as we were doing, because, of course every person who came to 
speak had a specific knowledge of something. If you were in the 
mood for learning, other people could say: “Oh, that was interest-
ing”. So that was thanks to the public meetings.
So yes, these public meetings did involve expertise, and yes, chaos 
was there. So how did they work? I think it comes back to the ques-
tion about the role of doing planning action research. Of course 
there is always chaos, and we experienced that, so I am not saying 
that everything was perfect, of course. But we learned also, devel-
oping this, how to organize chaos a little bit. So we found it very 
useful, at first, to share, every time that we did something – again, 
taking notes and transforming those notes into collective docu-
ments so that people could really follow the discussions step by 
step throughout the meetings. They could have the feeling that 
what they were doing was not just starting from the beginning 
every time, but that there was a slow, but real, progression of the 
discussion. 
That was like keeping a shared record or shared history. We shared 
that in different forms. It could be just an e-mail, or it could be 
a document that then became part of a huge collection of doc-
uments – that then became part of the River Agreement that 
was made with these recorded pieces that have been produced 
throughout the years. So that was very useful because people 
could have the feeling that they were not just starting from the 
beginning every time. They saw that what we were saying was not 
just words in thin air, but that we were really trying to affect reality.
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These were not just words, but something more that could be 
effective in reality. Because a big part of the chaos, in my experi-
ence, came from people who had the feeling that we were just 
discussing about nothing. During the meetings, of course, they 
shared their frustration, that nothing has changed, and nothing 
is changing for real. So during the meetings that was one part 
of the chaos.
We were trying to keep them focused on the fact that we were 
building something step by step. So with this, we tried to say, 
“Look at the progress that we have made from the beginning up 
to now”. So that was one part.
Another thing we did was split up the group. So we usually start-
ed the meeting with, let’s say, a plenary session, with all the par-
ticipants together. Then we split the group into smaller numbers 
that were focused on specific issues. 
So it was easier to manage smaller groups, rather than manage 
a big and huge group of people. When I say “big” it might be one 
hundred people, which we then split into three to four smaller 
groups, sometimes five, of let’s say, twenty to twenty-five peo-
ple, so they were easier to manage.
In the smaller groups you had one person leading the discus-
sion, and another person taking notes. That’s the best situation 
you can have, and of course you have to have facilitators – so 
people that could do that, but that’s another story. 
So in these groups, the first thing that we usually asked people, 
person by person, was, to introduce themselves very briefly. We 
gave them, let’s say, two minutes to answer, “Why are you here? 
What are your expectations?” for example. So we began with a 
very brief introduction so that everybody could understand who 
was in the group. That was the first thing, and then we focused 
on the specific issues. So we had to discuss, “What’s the best way 
to manage the water cycle in a farm? What are, for example, the 
projects that can be done in order to not waste water or not 
put polluted water into the river?” let’s say. So everybody shared 
experiences related to that in the small group that was focused 
on water.
Then there might be another group in the meantime that was 
working on tourism, let’s say, and they were discussing things 
in the same way – introducing themselves and then saying: “Ok, 
let’s discuss about what’s the best, let’s say, greenway that we 
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can have to connect the farms, and what’s the path that we have 
to design?” and all these things. 
And let’s say another group in the meantime was discussing 
farming itself, with questions like, “What are the problems of 
farmers?” “We have to sell our products and we don’t have out-
lets like other businesses in shopping malls and all these things, 
so let’s try to make links to local markets, farmer’s markets, and 
all these things…”. So these groups are working together, first 
introducing themselves: every person is introducing himself or 
herself in the group and then discussing specific issues.
So, let’s say that it takes one hour to do that, and at the end 
all these groups come together again into, let’s say, the plenary 
session. There are a couple of people usually who are the facili-
tators, or there’s a facilitator and one person on behalf of the 
participants, and these people share what they have done as a 
small group with the other groups.
So in the plenary session the facilitator can put things together 
and try to have a more organic project; this is what should hap-
pen. This is what we have been able to do when we were sup-
ported by classes of students doing service learning projects. 
We could have a good number of facilitators, so that the groups 
could be supported by two people leading: one person taking 
notes and the other leading the discussion. But often you have 
just a few people involved as facilitators because there are no 
resources for the project. Our real situation is that you don’t re-
ally usually have the number of facilitators that would be best.
So, there are a lot of challenges because, of course, let’s say you 
don’t split in groups, and then it’s more complicated to discuss 
things in a plenary session – or if it is just one person who is fa-
cilitating and is taking notes, at the end of the day that person 
will be very tired. So this kind of thing really can work when you 
have a good team of people who are working together.
Some people just think if you get groups together they are go-
ing to spend an hour complaining about how bad everything 
is. That could happen, and it could happen too that you have 
people butting heads with each other, of course. Whenever it 
happens I have learned that I have to let them for a little bit at 
least, express their conflicts, their complaining. So they have to 
say what they are concerned about, and they have to share this 
with others.
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That’s fine, you are not wasting time if these things happen. If I don’t 
let them share that, I think they are not going to be able to con-
tribute their best to the discussion because they have in mind what 
they haven’t been able to say. So they have to share whatever is on 
their mind. 
But you have to keep the discussion on track. So, whenever there is a 
complaint you have to ask: “Ok, that’s the problem! What do you think 
could be the solution?” or “Ok, that’s the conflict, you are right; but 
what do you think, how can we overcome that, what are the issues?”.
All those questions can help them move forward. So, you say, “OK, 
we know that, that’s the problem. Yes, that’s true, you are right, but”... 
– just asking the question that can help them move forward a little 
more is important. Then someone could say: “OK, but you know this 
is never going to happen”,  and whenever they say that, OK, you say: 
“No. OK, we know that Sicily is not like California, let’s say, but let’s try 
to do that”. So it’s always, you know, saying the words that can keep 
the discussion focused on: “OK, we know that there are problems, 
and we are not going to solve them tomorrow, we know that. But 
we are doing this, and we don’t want to waste time, so we are doing 
this for a reason, so let’s just focus on that reason…”. So that’s how 
we usually manage to try to keep going forward.
If I have to be honest, completely honest, about the Simeto proj-
ect, we came to one point when we had done so many meetings 
and we had written so many documents that if we didn’t do some-
thing real on the ground, real projects that people could touch, we 
were going to lose all these things, all that work.
So when we started doing these meetings at the beginning, it was 
just the university with associations. Then we understood that 
it was necessary to involve institutions, government, and all the 
agencies at every level in order to transform this discussion into 
reality. Otherwise it’s just discussion. So then we were at the point 
when we shared the documents that we had done as the univer-
sity in partnership with the associations and institutions. 
They liked what we had done because we had done it with no 
public money! So it was – OK, let’s say – a sort of gift, that we were 
giving them our ideas, our time, and our work. But then we wanted 
to transform ideas into something that was real, and the institu-
tions, some of them, were excited and supported us – and then we 
signed a document that now is a sort of memorandum of under-
standing. That now is the Simeto River Agreement and the official 
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document, the last document, was signed in May 2015!
Let me go back a bit. The community mapping initiative started in 
December 2009 and had a first moment of synthesis in April 2010. 
After that was the first time when we realized that we had to in-
volve governmental agencies, and, at that time, we were focused 
on municipalities.
We had the documents with the ideas, projects, and it was in our 
hands. It was a sort of strategic plan, a community-based strate-
gic plan. And then we thought: “OK, how can we transform it into 
reality without the municipality? We cannot do that by ourselves”. 
That was what we thought because we understood that the as-
sociations didn’t have, let’s say, the power or the money or could 
not do that alone.
So we focused together during discussions with governmental 
agencies that had the responsibility of doing things. So we did 
not want to substitute or assume their responsibilities, but we had 
to bridge them and to include them in what we wanted to do. I 
think we were able to think about that because in the partnership, 
within the associations, we had people that had previous public 
administration experience.
We had a former mayor who then became an activist, and she is 
very special as a person: every participant trusts her! I think this 
is particular to our project. She was able to let people understand 
through her words that the governmental agencies were not al-
ways just enemies but they needed to be included in the discus-
sion – because she explained to us: “That’s, you know, how our in-
stitutions work now. We have institutions that are in charge, and 
they have to do things, so we cannot exclude them”.
Some people saw the public institutions as enemies: “They don’t 
do their job! They do bad things”. So yes, some people didn’t want 
them, but other people were OK with that. From the university 
perspective, too, we knew that it was important to involve the in-
stitutional part, the governmental agencies, because we wanted 
to have them as another piece of the puzzle. I mean, if you have a 
puzzle to put together, you have to have every piece to work with, 
and that was a necessary piece for us. But it took time to focus. It 
took discussions. It took conflict. It took everything we had, be-
cause people didn’t think the same way. But in the end, we decid-
ed that’s the thing we had to do: we had to involve governmental 
agencies in the project.
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People trusted Graziella Ligresti because when she was a mayor she 
was very good – so she is one of the most trusted leaders that the 
community has had as a governmental person and as an activist. 
Now she is just an activist, but her previous experience gives her the 
accountability of saying things in the right way, and people, in the 
end, trust her. So I think she was very special, and she has been one 
of the unique elements in our work. There might be other people 
able to do the same thing in other places – to be as trusted as she 
is – but in the process there were things that happened because of 
the specific people who were who they were.
One of the successful, let’s say, outcomes of the process now, is that 
different associations became able to network in a sort of umbrella 
association that now exists, but didn’t exist before. That exists be-
cause of the process that we did. So instead of having associations 
working and networking but working separately in different mu-
nicipalities, now you have ten municipalities, and in every munici-
pality,  there is a group that is networking for real. They are doing 
things together: organizing meetings, organizing all those things 
that can help the community stay together in the sense of meet-
ing and keeping this process alive, and on the other hand, pushing 
institutions to do what they have to do.
In the very beginning of the process they came in just representing 
their own associations, and at the end they were still representing 
their own associations, but now they were working together in a 
very, very different way.
The River Agreement Memorandum of Understandings that was 
signed in May 2015 basically contains a governance system of the 
river agreement, saying how these pieces – governmental organi-
zation, non-governmental organizations, researchers and educators 
– have to stay together. So we wrote that there has to be – because 
we agreed on that all together – an association of associations that 
is called the Participatory Presidium of the Simeto River Agreement, 
that represents the whole non-governmental sector. 
So this exists as a new entity, and inside it we have all these asso-
ciations or citizens individually: all these people who can be rep-
resentatives of an association or of themselves as a single person 
– but all of them are part of this new entity that is the participatory 
presidium. 
The participatory presidium represents the complexity and the 
wholeness of the associations that exist in the Simeto valley, and 
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they are supposed to work together with the other pieces in the 
general assembly. The assembly is composed of each mayor – so if 
we have ten municipalities, you have ten mayors, two people from 
the participatory presidium, and one person from the University of 
Catania. So this is how the assembly works: whenever the assembly 
meets, you have ten mayors, people from the University of Catania, 
and two people from the presidium. These people, together, are in 
charge of organizing things, and they are in charge of making things 
happen, for real, in the sense now that you have projects. 
The community has done a lot of work together, so how do we trans-
form these things into practice? How do we prioritize things? How 
do we find resources for doing things? In the assembly the most ac-
tive part has been the participatory presidium, because the mayors 
are slow – they have a lot of things on their minds, and things to 
do with their municipalities. So the participatory presidium actu-
ally leads the discussion. This is the design that we came up with 
in the agreement, and we’ll see in the future how it works and then 
adapted it as it goes.
Of course, the relationships among all these participants developed 
slowly over time as they shared information. A nice thing was said 
by a person during a meeting about this. An activist, during a meet-
ing, said, “OK, thanks to the community mapping initiatives, we fi-
nally learned that we have to listen to each other”.
So I would say that people finally understood that they were not 
alone, and that they had to, at least, listen to each other. It is not 
that you always agree on everything, of course, but at least you 
have to understand what other people that live close to you think 
about the place you are living in – in order to make that place be-
come what it can be, together. So listening to each other, I think, is 
the thing that we all really learned doing that – because we under-
stood things, and it was not just listening in terms of words. Again, 
you have the map, and on the map, you have different signs, differ-
ent notations. It is not just about words, because you have a map 
with things that are drawn on the map, that people have drawn. So 
it is not just listening to words but seeing how in one place there 
are different ideas or in another place the ideas are the same, or 
can be going in the same direction. The ideas can be in some ways 
conflicting, but at least you see that you have this complexity that 
you have to deal with. So that was a thing that would happen: lis-
tening to each other.
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What did people get out of this? They were seeing the process of 
doing things with specific tools that were planning tools, because 
we use maps as planners. Before starting the project, I couldn’t 
imagine how powerful a map could be. But if you do the act of 
mapping with people that are not used to have a map in their 
hands, then when they have one in their hands, it’s something 
that really helps them to understand things in a different way. It’s a 
powerful tool that I was happy to show them, and I know that they 
were happy to use that tool, because they were saying things like: 
“Oh, we can see where we are...”. 
I don’t know how to say it, but I thought the act of mapping was 
something that made a difference in the process because they 
could not just talk but deal with the complexity of the space. It 
was not just saying, “I want to build a greenway”, let’s say. It was: 
“OK, let’s see, where should we do something like that? What does 
it affect? Who are the people we have to involve because the gre-
enway is here instead of there?”.
So it was keeping the discussion a little more focused on the dif-
ficulties that are connected with implementing projects, rather 
than just saying: “OK, we want a greenway, that’s it”. 
So this was more dealing with the complexity of doing things for 
real, rather than just saying we want this because we want this. It 
was like: “OK, we want this, and now how do we do that? Let’s take 
the map and let’s see what should be done”.
So they are dealing with difficulties but they are also dealing with 
solutions and not just saying what they want. Now people from 
the community organize walking along an old rail trail that they 
want to transform into this greenway. They are actually still work-
ing with other maps and they are going and seeing places. They 
are actually working on the project. Of course with them is an 
architect who is doing his job. He wants to do that because it’s 
his job, but he is doing it with the perspective of the activists, too, 
and with the other participants. So they now know how to work 
together and through the participatory presidium they are devel-
oping this project for real. And the project’s difficulties are con-
nected, again, with the institutional authorities, because they have 
a lot of problems in getting, first, the money, and then authoriza-
tions and things.
So, again, the community is vibrant, but the institutions are slower. 
So the big challenge now, I think, is to bridge these two pieces. The 
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community has learned a little bit how to work together, and the 
problem, now, is to help the institutions to work together with the 
community with the same rhythm and not to be that slow com-
pared to the fast pace of the community.
Another thing that I can say about this project is that the project 
has had different phases. You start with huge enthusiasm: people 
were participating, public meetings were vibrant. Then you do a 
lot of work: you produce documents and at one point – this had 
already happened in the process, in 2012 or so – it seemed like the 
process was dying because there was no more enthusiasm. People 
didn’t want to participate anymore; they felt frustrated because 
nothing had changed. So that happens, and that was only a phase. 
I mean, in that moment I thought, “Oh!”. I was frustrated, too, be-
cause I thought, “OK everything is finished, and we have done a lot 
of things for nothing!”. But what I saw is that if you did things in a 
certain way, then a new element might have been thrown into the 
discussion again. 
Probably there won’t be the same people who participated before. 
Although some will remain, and some new people will start, in the 
light of what has been done before during the phase of enthusi-
asm. They will start doing things again with the same enthusiasm 
from the very beginning. So a new cycle starts, and then, again, you 
have people involved in participating and doing all these things 
with enthusiasm, OK, in the high points of the process. Then again 
it can also happen that people get tired and frustrated again. But 
my hope is that this is not a short-term process, but a long-term 
process. But there could be different phases. 
You have to be good at maintaining a record of what has been 
done from the very beginning up to now. So that even if you have 
phases of frustration where people don’t want to participate any-
more, it doesn’t matter. You are still working in a different way, and 
then something new will happen. Then you will have new, vibrant, 
and energetic meetings and phases.
I am seeing that in the process there can be moments of high en-
thusiasm and moments of very low enthusiasm. Then, as long as 
there is a group of people that is able to maintain a memory of the 
history of what has been done, there will always be a new moment 
of enthusiasm – probably with new people involved, but with the 
awareness that something has been done before, so that you are 
building step by step.
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In addition to the technical skills, an important skill is to keep track 
of what has been done, and to not give up, in the sense that you 
have to push on when things are not vibrant anymore. So it’s like 
keeping track – it’s memory, memory of the process – keeping 
track of the memory of the process.
Along with keeping track, there’s always the question of “What 
can we do now?” So, yes, one of the key things that a facilitator 
would do would be to say: “OK, yes there are problems, but what 
can we do, what can we do next?” – to pose the right questions 
at the right time, during meetings, during whatever, and to be 
focused on the right questions: “OK, we know there are problems 
but what can we do?”.
So it is always, “We know there are problems, but what should we 
do?” So it’s not giving up on problems, it’s just trying to find alter-
native solutions – and to put them into the discussion. Then peo-
ple would discuss them, but the point is to trigger these things, 
to remember what you are there to find out about, and to discuss 
how to move forward, continuously.
Would I have done anything differently? I would definitely change 
a lot of things, now, in light of what we have done. First, we nev-
er designed the project – except maybe a little bit – and I know 
that you cannot design everything, or let’s say, plan everything, 
because you know reality is complex. We knew that – I knew that 
– but it was like going with the flow at the beginning, and I am 
saying that because we were not good at having a source of funds 
that could sustain this project in a reasonable way. We were just, 
I think, a little bit crazy at the beginning. Now the problem is that 
Laura is in the United States because of that, and we need her a lot 
because she was another person who helped a lot with this pro-
cess being as developed as it was. 
So we are having issues. We don’t have a lot of facilitators when 
we have to develop public meetings, as I was saying before. So 
whenever we had students that could help with a service learning 
process, that was great. But now that we don’t have them because 
we don’t even have a class involved in the process – because, for 
example, Laura is not here – how can we deal with this number of 
people? How can we organize public meetings?
So it’s a very important thing, to have a little bit of design of the 
process in order to get the necessary funds to support and to sus-
tain the process itself – otherwise it’s going to be very complicat-
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ed, very frustrating, very tiring. So I would look for sources of funds 
a little bit more than we did!
We kind of skipped that part and that was not good for the sustain-
ability of the process – that was one thing. Another thing would 
be – and I think it was the main problem – that we had to learn 
to do these things while we were doing them. We were not really 
very sure what we were doing at the beginning. I am talking about 
myself: so I was a little bit confused, and because of this confusion, 
it was more complicated to plan what to do in terms of sustain-
ing the process. So I guess it’s a problem of designing things to be 
done before doing them, but as we were not fully aware of what 
we were doing, it was complicated to do that!
 I don’t know if this is clear or confusing, but it comes down to the 
fact that Laura now is not here because she did not have continu-
ing support despite having done a great job. So I am talking about 
the difficulties connected with the reality of being planners and 
scholars in Italy.
I think the mood for learning can be facilitated. It is something that 
you have to have, but it can be facilitated, and it can be stimulated 
if you provide the right material in terms of documents, devices 
and tools – all these things that we did. So again, going back to 
the community mapping, giving a map to someone is giving them 
something that you can touch, you can see, and you can deal with. 
So creating a report and sharing that report can help people to 
have some material to read or hear in a presentation. Then you can 
ask people not to be just passive listeners, but you can ask them 
questions, and say: “OK, what do you think – what is more impor-
tant, this or that?”. 
So in this way, you can prepare the materials and show the ma-
terials that can help people to be focused, to be active learners, 
and not just listeners but people who can and have to be direct-
ly involved in the process of producing knowledge together – 
through open tools that have been organized before, and then 
the people can add their own part. So you might have, let’s say, 
a report. At the end of the report you always have white pages 
where people can add a little bit more, and you say: “OK, this is 
never a complete report; what more can you add? Please share 
that with us”. So people come to feel more involved in this pro-
cess, and probably, I think, all this can help to encourage a mood 
for learning.
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There’s one more thing. I said that there were a lot of things that 
we were good at doing, but also that during the process we had 
tons of reframing processes – in the sense that we stopped, and 
we said: “OK, we are doing this, but probably we are making a 
lot of mistakes. So let’s stop a bit, and let’s think”. And that was 
done by the scholars and also by the most active participants. So 
I think it’s very important to point out that there are moments 
when you stop, you sit down a little bit, you reframe what you 
are doing, and you change things a little bit – because that’s the 
only way things can continue working. That’s one thing, one 
practical advice I have to share.
When I was saying that the assembly now is composed of ten 
mayors and two people from the participatory presidium, one 
of those people is actually Graziella Ligresti – again, the person 
who was the former mayor. So this is, again, to point out that 
there are some key people in the process who are really invest-
ing a lot of time, and a lot of effort. She is one of those people, 
and it’s thanks to these people that the memory of the process 
is still there – because she’s been there from the very beginning 
until now. A lot of people have changed, but you need to have 
some people who are always there, and she is one of them. That 
is just a detail, but again, it’s important to point out that you re-
ally need people like that in these processes.
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