
15

rules. The third part of this equation 
is known as “commoning,” and is the 
central aspect of commons which makes 
them different from other organizations 
of resource use. That brings us to the 
second major aspect of the definition: 
self-organization. Commons begin with 
commoning, i.e. when a group of people 
negotiate rules among themselves about 
how to collectively use and manage 
a resource. While the structures may 
change over time, generally the initial 
rules and the idea to manage that 
resource are generated by the group 
itself. Cities present particular challenges 
to commoning which influence all three 
parts of this equation.

REsOURCEs
In commons resources such as radio 
waves or biodiversity, the rules which 
can be put in place have a lot to do with 
the characteristics of the resource. Three 
specific characteristics are critical for 
determining which types of rules are 
possible (and are also responsible for 
the wealth of conflicts around commons 
resources): depletability, excludability, 
and rivalrous use.  Depletability refers to 
whether the resource can be used up or 
not – does one user’s use of the resource 
reduce other users’ enjoyment of it or 
the overall quantity of the resource? 
Excludability refers to one user or group 
being able to exclude others from using 
or accessing the resource – can you 
put a fence around it or a password on 
it? Rivalrous use means that there are 
multiple uses for a single resource – do 
several users want to use the resource for 
different things?

Due to the land-based nature of most 
urban commons and the large pressure 
on scarce resources in cities, urban 
commons are usually excludable and 
have multiple rivalrous uses. Consider an 
urban gardening project. The decision 
to start an urban gardening project on an 
abandoned lot means that other possible 
uses cannot be implemented there 
(rivalrous use). In addition, the urban 
gardening community could agree among 
themselves to be a closed group and erect 
a fence (excludability). The commoners 
may still engage in commoning in their 
closed, self-organized group, however 
this project may raise questions about 
access to resources, despite the fact that 
it is a commons. In addition, non-land-
based urban commons can be depletable. 
Consider the resource “quiet;” in a house 
or housing block, the users get together 
to agree on what times of night to be 
quiet, and how to deal with people who 
go against the rules. Anyone who has 
been kept up by a loud party will know 
the depletability of quiet in a big city.

INTRODUCTION
If we assume that we all have a right 
to our cities, that means a right to 
access its spaces and use resources 
such as facilities for education, health, 
recreation, cultural exchange, and 
democratic participation, then it is 
important to develop a culture and way of 
governing these resources collectively. In 
order to develop cities more sustainably 
and meet the enormous challenges that 
we will face in the coming years, all 
the players in this scene must undergo 
significant changes. State mechanisms 
and institutions need to be adapted to the 
changing landscape of socio-economic 
dynamics. Markets need to be carefully 
put in place to unfold constructive 
potential. At the same time, we need 
concepts and ideas about how people 
outside the state and the market, i.e. the 
civil society, can work collaboratively 
to shape their environment. How can 
we develop sustainable and meaningful 
lifestyles that provide access to 
immediate and transcendent human 
needs, and which, in the end, also allow 
us to maintain pluralistic and cohesive 
societies? 

One concept has emerged as a possible 
answer to this question: commons. In the 
following article, we will look into the 
concept of commons, and specifically 
urban commons, both from a more 
theoretical point of view and as a recently 
rediscovered form of collective resource 
use.
Commons have become very popular 
in recent years, but it is often hard to 
get a grasp on just what commons are, 
since the types of resources which can 
be managed as commons vary so widely. 
In addition, “each commons has its own 
distinctive character because each is 
shaped by its particular location, history, 
culture, and social practices,”1 explains 
commons expert David Bollier, adding 
another layer of complexity to this 
already complex issue. 

So what are commons? One of the 
definitions that Bollier mentions in his 
“short and sweet” introduction to the 
commons is “a self-organized system by 
which communities manage resources 
(both depletable and replenishable) 
with minimal or no reliance on the 
Market or State.”2 This definition has 
several parts. First of all, commons are 
not the resource itself, but rather the 
COMBINATION of (1) the resource, (2) 
the community that uses and manages 
it, and (3) their negotiation of the rules, 
values and norms surrounding their use 
and management of the resource. So, put 
very simply, all commons are made up 
of three parts: resources, people, and 

“Commons are not the 
resource itself, but rather 
the COMBINATION of (1) the 
resource, (2) the community 
that uses and manages it, and 
(3) their negotiation of the rules, 
values and norms surrounding 
their use and management of the 
resource.” 

To sum up: due to the nature of cities, all urban commons have 
multiple rivalrous uses. Land-based resources are usually 
excludable and non-land-based resources can be depletable. 
This situation has high conflict potential, often leading to 
questions about equal access to resources and participation.

PEOPLE
In commons such as fisheries, the internet, or outer space, 
the group of people who are interested in the use of or access 
to the resource (commoners) is usually very large, and can, 
as in the latter case, potentially include the entire world 
population. Resources like clean air affect all of us, but are not 
under the jurisdiction of any one country – therefore, countries 
must get together to agree upon rules how to manage these 
resources. This is a typical example of a commons resource; 
the commoners agree on rules by proxy through their elected 
officials.

In urban commons, user groups are usually much smaller. 
The group can be closed or open, depending on whether 
the resource is excludable or not. Another important aspect 
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to a large number of decisions made by 
persons or groups which are not part of 
the internal commoner group, and who 
may not even know about the project and 
its value.

 In summary: urban 
commons, much 
like other commons 
types, undergo 
the internal and 
repeated negotiation 
of rules known as 
“commoning;” they are 
however also subject 
to (changes in) rules 
and regulations made 
by parties who may 
not prioritize the 
project or even know 
about it.
ACTORs OF URBAN ChANGE PROJECTs 
ThROUGh A COMMONs LENsE
Having looked at the different 
components of urban commons from a 
more theoretical standpoint, we will now 
use this approach to analyze two different 
community-based and participatory 
projects from the program Actors of 
Urban Change (see info box p. 22). 
These projects serve as two examples 
of the resourses that can potentially 
come into play on the way to creating 
a more sustainable, inclusive and just 
city (see page  6 ). The projects were 
carried out by cross-sectoral teams 
(made up of members from the public, 
private, and non-profit sectors) in 
Bratislava and Bologna, which brought 
different perspectives, but also different 
institutions, together in each project.   

MORE BIkE kITChEN 
(BRATIsLAVA, sLOVAkIA)
REsOURCEs: 
1. Bike paths on public streets, 2. 100 
shared bikes, 3. Bike sharing web app 
PEOPLE: 
Bike community made up of a relatively 
stable active core group and a larger 
group which is open to the public

of commons in urban settings is the 
fact that urban populations fluctuate 
frequently – commoners may move within 
or leave the city. New users join and may 
suggest changes to existing structures 
or rules. In this context, frameworks for 
generating trust and cooperation and 
for maintaining rules become even more 
important.

 Thus, it can be said 
that urban commons 
have dynamic user 
groups, which means 
that commons 
projects in cities are 
also more dynamic.
RULEs
In natural and technological commons, 
governmental agencies agree on use and 
maintenance rules. In other, non-urban 
contexts, such as cooperatively-used 
pasture land, the users agree on internal 
rules collectively. This process is known 
as “commoning” and forms the core of all 
commons.

Urban commons also undergo this 
internal “commoning” process, which 
usually involves lengthy and repeated 
negotiation. In the urban context, the 
external conditions are however also 
vitally important – these could include 
rules or rule changes from the property 
owner (in the case of a lease or squat) or 
changes in the legal conditions from any 
level of government (municipal, state, 
or federal). Urban commons are thus 
significantly more vulnerable than non-
urban commons, since they are subject 

RULEs: 
Weekly meetings (Bike Kitchen) where 
rules are agreed upon, bikes are repaired, 
and conflicts are resolved 

The Slovakian capital faces 
considerable traffic problems due to an 
underdeveloped public transportation 
system and a fundamental lack of 
bicycle infrastructure. To address these 
problems and effect positive change, 
a team from Bratislava developed a 
project to establish and expand local 
cycling culture and secure a better 
representation of cycling in the city’s 
transportation policies.

Several aspects of the Bratislava team’s 
activities can be understood within the 
commons framework.  If we consider 
that the streets are monopolized by cars 
(rivalrous use between automobiles and 
other forms of transportation), then the 
collective opening of these spaces for 
new uses, in this case cycling, can be 
understood as the creation of a commons 
resource. Bike paths represent a form 
of infrastructure, which can be used by 
everyone, since they are not excludable. 
Thus, the team’s fighting for these spaces 
represents not only an affordable and 
green mobility alternative for local 
residents and an attractive new offering 
for tourists, but also the creation of a 
collectively-used resource which is open 
to a variety of different potential user 
groups. 

This resource was fought for by a 
motivated group of bike activists, who 
we can describe as the commoners. The 
core of the informal group is made up of 
about ten dedicated people; they run the 
weekly meeting, the Bike Kitchen, where 
food is served and bikes are repaired. 
They describe this weekly meeting as 
the backbone of their activities; it brings 
together existing users and is open to 
anyone who wants to participate. These 
meetings provide a space for commoning, 
a space and time to regularly discuss 
current and future activities and internal 
rules and issues.

A second aspect of the initiative “More 
Bike Kitchen” can also be understood 
within the commons framework: the 
group created a self-initiated bike sharing 
system after receiving a donation of 100 
bicycles from a Dutch adventure park. 
The private sector representative of the 
team, a web developer, helped the group 
from the Bike Kitchen develop an open 
source bike sharing app, thus enabling 
the bike sharing system to be managed 
with simple number locks. One resource 
in this case is the bikes themselves. A 
second resource is the open source app, 
which has been adopted by other bike 
sharing systems in the meantime. The 
commoners are the people that use these 
bikes. The user group is restricted - one 
needs a recommendation to become 
part of the system. This rule is the result 
of commoning, in this case negotiation 
about who gets to use this excludable 
resource. Other forms of commoning 
are also present, such as participation in 
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of a network of relationships, which 
come from situations in which groups 
have contact. The main problem, not 
only in Navile but all over Bologna, is 
that refugees and long term residents 
live parallel to one another, with little 
or no occasion or interest to interact. 
The Actors of Urban Change team from 
the theater company Cantieri Meticci 
provides formats that attract and provoke 
interaction, thereby creating a non-
depletable urban commons. The group 
overcomes the excludability inherent 
in all social groups by opening the 
workshops to all interested parties and 
organizing workshops just for women 
(who might otherwise not participate in 
co-ed groups).

Commoning here takes the form 
of sharing stories and personal 
experiences. The commoners in this 
situation are those who get involved 
with the theater workshops, either as a 
participant or as an audience member. 
The commoning has two phases. The 
first phase takes place within the theater 
workshop groups themselves, in this 
case between actors from Italy or Europe 
and actors with recent displacement 
experiences, who are usually not from 
Italy or Europe. The second phase takes 
place between the theater workshop 
groups and the audience. The format 
of the commoning can vary, since the 
theatrical format determines the rules or 
patterns of exchange, and ranges from 
classical performances on stage, with a 
clear divide between the audience and 
the actors, to flash mobs in public space. 
In both cases, the choice of format also 
influences the characteristics of the 
audience, from more or less random in 
the case of the flash mob, to generally 
interested and/or generally supportive 
of interaction with refugees in the case of 
the formal theater piece. 

Conclusion: The Bologna team’s work 
can also be understood as a form of 
commoning. A self-organized theater 
group has engaged Italians and non-
Italians alike. After developing rules and 
formats for theatrical performances, an 
intangible commons resource, social 
capital, is built up through sharing stories 
and experiences.  The theater groups 
engage in commoning with each other, 
but also with audience members, thus 

the weekly Bike Kitchen meetings, and 
the collective maintenance of the bikes 
that takes place there. This collective 
maintenance works against the inherent 
depletability of the bikes by making sure 
all 100 are in good working order.

Conclusion: The Bratislava bike initiative 
fits the various criteria of an urban 
commons. A core group of motivated, 
self-organized activists have banded 
together to collectively manage (and 
create) resources such as new bike 
lanes, a bike sharing app and the bikes 
themselves. They agree on the rules by 
which the resources should be used and 
maintained as a group in straightforward 
commoning formats such as the weekly 
Bike Kitchen meeting, thus creating 
added value for the transport situation in 
the Slovakian capital.

 MET – ARTIsTIC TRAINING FOR A 
ChANGING CITY (BOLOGNA, ITALY)
REsOURCE: 
Social capital
PEOPLE: 
1. Theater workshop group members 
with different backgrounds, 
2. The audience
RULEs: 
Sharing stories internally in the 
workshop group and between the 
workshop group and the audience - the 
different theater formats, which are 
agreed upon in advance, provide the 
framework for this sharing

Navile, a district in the north of Bologna, 
faces the challenge of bringing together 
migrants, refugees, and long-term 
residents. To address this challenge, the 
theater initiative Cantieri Meticci has 
developed cultural formats which bring 
new and old residents in contact with 
one another and encourage intercultural 
dialogue.

The commons resource in this team’s 
case can be understood as social capital, 
a term that describes “the links, shared 
values and understandings in society that 
enable individuals and groups to trust 
each other and so work together.”3 
Social capital is a vital intangible resource 
in urban areas, since it provides the 
basis for collective action, community, 
cooperation, and a great many other 
social benefits. Social capital consists 

breaking down barriers to interaction and working towards 
dismantling prejudices. 

CONCLUsION
High demand for limited resources means that urban 
resource use has high conflict potential. The urban commons 
framework presents a way for urban residents to think 
about and potentially adapt existing actions. Existing urban 
commons projects can also be an inspiration for those who 
are not yet active. In this regard, urban commons can serve as 
a tool to decide and articulate the issues that they consider to 
be important, and then self-organize to manage them in a way 
that will affect the change that they want and need. Thus, urban 
commons present a new opportunity for civic engagement in 
urban planning and urban resource use from the bottom up.

The process of commoning also builds connections between 
people and groups that might otherwise not have had intense 
contact with each other. Ideally, a feeling of community and 
shared identity is generated through the intense negotiations 
which accompany commoning. Thus, it can be said that 
commoning also has the potential to create and increase social 
capital, which is critical for cooperation and participation 
both in the commons and in other spheres of daily life. Urban 
commons have the potential to allow urban residents to 
co-produce new rules and structures for a more just, more 
connected, and more engaged society in cities and beyond.

Analyzing existing, community-centered and non-profit 
activities in cities from the perspective of the urban commons, 
such as in the cases described above, allows us to understand 
local dynamics more fully. Current approaches to urban 
policy often consider the various aspects of resources such 
as infrastructure without considering the groups who use 
them, or consider urban populations divorced from the 
resources that they use on a daily basis. The urban commons 
framework provides us with a more complete picture of 
resource use in the city and is therefore a useful tool to 
help us consider resources, user groups AND the rules and 
negotiations that they undertake equally. In particular, a close 
examination of the elusive but absolutely central third aspect 
of commons – the negotiation and maintenance of collectively-
used resources – will allow us to better understand the core 
elements of self-initiated and self-organized activity. After all, 
as we’ve seen, it’s more than just about resource use – in the 
end, commons build communities.


