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Preface 
Towards an ecological transition from below

Emanuele Leonardi

The essays which compose this thought-provoking book pro-
ve beyond any reasonable doubt that Just Transition – conceived 
of as a field of research (academic as well as non-academic) – is 
going through a fruitful period of original and much-needed po-
litical elaboration. The discussion is rich and multifarious, as it 
should be, with regards to both general frameworks and con-
text-specific outcomes. Yet, my impression is that two elements 
constitute common ground for such variety of theoretical appro-
aches and practical options. 

The first may be labelled as ‘the failure of ecological transi-
tion from above’. This formula refers to the ‘green economy’ wa-
ger, made by ruling elites in the late 1980s/early 1990s, accor-
ding to which environmental constraints could be turned from 
economic nuisances to lucrative opportunities for sustainable 
business. Hence, the twofold promise of such wager: more pro-
fits and more environmental protection. The main policy instru-
ment to operationalize this strategy was market-creation throu-
gh ‘giving a price to nature’ narrative was the following: “sure, 
the ecological crisis is a market failure as standard economics 
was unable to account for negative externalities; however, a new 
wave of environment-friendly marketization would turn such 
externalities into commodities whose subsequent trading would 
produce a sustainable society”. Good for people, good for natu-
re, good for companies. Who would dare disagreeing with such 
a radiant vision? 

Well, it is all too easy – in July 2024, the time of this writing 
– to play the joy-killer. Heavily implemented in recent decades 
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(especially but not exclusively in the realm of climate governan-
ce – think of carbon markets, for example), this kind of eco-po-
licies are now unanimously assessed in negative terms: econo-
mically, all agree that they didn’t live up to expectations (where-
as many judge their performance as altogether detrimental); 
environmentally, they were utter disaster. It’s not just that they 
did not deliver on time. They actually drove the world further 
away from effective ecological action. Let’s consider the issue 
from a climate change perspective: the goal of these market-ba-
sed ‘solutions’ was to reduce current CO2-equivalent emissions 
with regard to 1990 – Kyoto’s baseline year. Their result is that 
more CO2-equivalent has been emitted between 1990 and 2019 
than it was released in the atmosphere from 1750 to 1990. Other-
wise put: the UN-led COP system is not ‘simply’ proceeding too 
slowly on a right path – as commentators have used to describe 
every disappointing COP since the Paris Agreement in 2015. Cli-
mate governance as we know it is actually racing very fast in the 
direction opposite to the desirable one.

Economist Martin Wolf, in a recent article for the Financial Times 
– titled ‘Market forces are not enough to halt climate change’ – bril-
liantly summed up the state of the art:

At the heart of attempts to halt damaging climate change is a pair 
of ideas: decarbonise electricity and electrify the economy. So, how 
is it going? Badly, is the answer.

[…]
Here is a sobering fact: in 2023, the production of electricity gener-
ated by fossil fuels reached an all-time peak. The share of electricity 
produced this way did fall, from 67 per cent in 2015 (the date of the 
celebrated Paris Agreement) to 61 per cent in 2023. But global out-
put of electricity  jumped 23 per cent in those eight years. As a 
result, even though generation from non-fossil-fuel sources 
(including nuclear) rose by an impressive 44 per cent, that from 
fossil fuels rose by 12 per cent. Alas, the atmosphere responds to 
emissions, not good intentions: we have been running forward, but 
going backwards. 

Against this background, the second element may be labelled 
as ‘the convergence towards an ecological transition from be-
low’. Here, what needs to be analytically emphasized – before 
assessing a healthy plurality of perspectives – is the necessity to 
address climate/environmental issues by enlarging democratic 
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spaces. Putting the market at the center of the green economy 
has engendered a process of ‘executivization’ of politics whose 
main victims have been mass parties and trade unions. Whatev-
er forms social participation will find to infuse new energy in 
eco-policies, it will be by mobilizing workers and citizens in sup-
port of such policies. As the essays in this collection compelling-
ly edited by Luca Novelli show, this requirement is simultane-
ously political and scientific. 

With particular regard to the latter aspect, I would like to 
conclude by sharing one of the results of the H2020 project titled 
JUST2CE – A Just Transition to Circular Economy. As the fol-
lowing infographic tellingly elucidates, while most literature on 
the role of labor in circular economy (but it is reasonable to 
hypothesize that the same dynamics apply to ecological transi-
tion as a whole) focus on quantity (how many jobs are going to 
be created in a given CE scenario?), some do engage with quali-
ty, but only in the form of ‘decent work’ (are minimal working 
conditions’ standards respected by CE policies?).

Figure 1. JUST2CE infographic https://just2ce.eu/infographies/

Hence, investigating the ecological transition from below, 
namely by conceiving of workers (and citizens, for that matter) 
as proactive agents of desirable change, with the right to decide 
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not only the conditions of production but also its qualitative 
composition – namely what should or should not be produced 
based on use values – is far from being the norm in most labor-
related CE literature. In the vast majority of cases, academia, 
private foundations and public institutions alike still assume 
workers (and citizens) as merely passive recipients of top-down 
decisions regarding environmental design and policies, with 
their implementation being even more removed from democra-
tic control.

A deeper emphasis on workers’ agency in ecological initiati-
ves would enrich the concept of decent work and overcome the 
limitations of a narrow focus on green jobs and economic 
growth. From a more political perspective, workers’ and citi-
zens’ subjectivity should be regarded as key in two main ways:  
enabling them to take pride in and receive recognition for their 
work and social activism, and empowering them as fundamen-
tal enablers of the eco-transition to a veritable sustainability. 

I believe both these ways are given concrete consistency by 
the analyses readers will find in the next pages. There, political 
passion and scientific accuracy are abundant: let me thank the 
authors and editor for their extremely useful work.



Introduction

Connecting the ecological transition with political 
participation: worker-based and community-based 

mobilisations in industrial territories

Luca Novelli

The ecological transition is a complex and multidimensional 
process. The concept consists of two terms: “transition”, which 
refers to an oriented path, and “ecological,” which denotes the 
goal of this path. As the European Union Member States com-
mit themselves to the achievement of carbon neutrality by the 
year 2050, the theme is becoming more salient in the public de-
bate, generating polarizing opinions. The social and political de-
mand for alternative and green development strategies is incre-
asingly supported: hence, it is imperative that European econo-
mies are committed to a structural process of recalibration of 
consumption and production.

However, the term ecological transition, despite various con-
ceptualizations, has soon acquired the characteristics of a con-
tested concept: different actors adapt different meanings, accor-
ding to their strategic and political goals. In fact, the claims of 
the transnational environmentalist movements have been narra-
tively subsumed by companies – even, and especially, the less 
“green” ones. This device has produced a containment of the 
groundbreaking and possibly transformative capacity of this 
concept, suddenly reverted to a new opportunity for sustain ca-
pital accumulation, and to greenwash extractivist  and fossil-
based economic activities, i.e. based on an intensive exploitation 
of organic or inorganic natural resources which typically result 
in environmental damages and climate alteration. 

Against this backdrop, the hegemonic framework for politics 
and business is the Ecological Modernisation Theory (EMT) 
(Spaargaren and Mol, 1992). In a nutshell this approach claims 
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that every ecological problem can be addressed through a 
technological solution. In broader terms, ecological moderniza-
tion considers technological and economic development as suf-
ficient for improving society’s environmental performance; the 
perspective is, on the one hand, to “ecologize the economy” 
through the adoption of green production technologies; on the 
other hand, to “economize ecology,” incorporating the envi-
ronmental cost of goods and services into their prices (Greco 
and Bagnardi, 2018).

Nonetheless, this sight is contested by some segments of the 
society, and especially in those territories at the “front line”, in 
which environmental damages produce by climate altering indu-
strial activities typically match with socio-economic and cultural 
segregation: these pages aim to give visibility to these political 
experiences and discuss some paradigmatic cases. In fact, this 
“affirmative” conceptualization of the ecological transition is op-
posed by more critical positions, which are described as “tran-
sformative” and fundamentally question the nexus between the 
economy (understood as the production and distribution of go-
ods and services), the environmental sphere, and the social sphe-
re (Stevis and Felli, 2020). An example is the post-growth theory 
which conceptualises the ecological transition as a socio-econo-
mic shift towards development models that do not foresee econo-
mic growth (post growth), thus questioning the logic of profit as 
the driving force of modernization and development (Kallis, 
2018). The feminist critique, on the other hand, conceptualizes 
production, especially industrial production – the heart of value 
generation in modern economies – as detrimental to social repro-
duction, in terms of both harm to human health and biosphere 
degradation, i.e., the progressive and encompassing worsening of 
the bio-chemical equilibrium needed for life to continue (Barca, 
2020). Also, in an intersectional perspective, the concept of “sacri-
fice zones” (Bullard, 1990; Lerner, 2012) sheds light on the cumu-
lative inequalities affecting the territories in which industrial faci-
lities are located: environmental and health damages are often 
accompanied by social exclusion and possibly ethnic segregation.

Reflecting upon the challenges of the ecological transition in 
European societies, the achievement of a post-carbon society 
necessitates extensive mobilisation to gather the consensus nee-
ded for decarbonisation. The involvement of citizens and wor-
kers is a priority for the success of the European Green Deal and 
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the related policy packages, such as “Fit for 55”. This, however, 
should not result in the mere formal consultation of local com-
munities in the implementation of top-down policymaking. The 
ecological transition should not be a vertical process: it requires 
– and will require – unprecedented social collaboration and po-
litical participation; it should be horizontal and inclusive, colla-
borative and participative, to produce positive effects on behalf 
of the most socially vulnerable groups. To make the ecological 
transition an effective process, it is necessary to design its deci-
sion-making mechanisms in an inclusive and participative man-
ner. The objective is twofold: on the one hand, democratic citi-
zenship should be exerted, on the other hand, policymaking 
should be opened towards more horizontal practices.

In light of these general considerations and acknowledging 
that the ecological transition will have an uneven impact on 
workers, communities, and territories, this publication aims at 
tracing some community and worker-based mobilisations that 
occur in the industrial territories: in these pages, democratic 
participation has been primarily interpreted in terms of grassro-
ots activation of organized citizens and workers.

This publication adopts a dual perspective. On the one hand, 
there are the workers whose livelihood depend on work in these 
facilities, which are highly polluting but also capable – even if 
less and less – of distributing income to blue-collar employees 
(and, arguably, profits to the owners). In this regard, the expe-
riences of the working class in dealing with daily exposure to 
noxiousness, and the strategies adopted to cope with the pecu-
liar arrangement of productive factors and managerial choices 
that amount to “employment blackmail”, are of particular inte-
rest (Feltrin and Sacchetto, 2021). The term employment 
blackmail refers to the situation in monopsonistic labour mar-
kets (Tomassetti, 2020) in which workers are forced to accept 
jobs that expose them daily to toxic and harmful substances. On 
this “odious” (Curcio, 2014) dilemma between health and work, 
significant struggles and political platforms have developed 
(Barca and Leonardi, 2016, 2018). In this regard, the analysis of 
the GKN Factory Collective is particularly interesting. Building 
on this discourse, the GKN Factory Collective (GKN et al., 2022) 
– as testified in a text published by Fondazione Giangiacomo 
Feltrinelli – goes further by scaling up to interrogate the climate 
dimension. They develop strategies to decouple production from 
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the climate-altering impact that has caused, and is causing, the 
climate crisis.

A second perspective focuses instead on the activation, 
within these “industrial” communities, of social actors: from en-
vironmental associations, social movements, and civic activism. 
These individuals and groups actively seek to develop strategies 
and actions to envision a green future: it is crucial to address 
these experiences, because it is here that the global dimension of 
climate change converges with the local impacts of highly pollu-
ting industrial production, and here the ecological transition 
must set off from. 

Accordingly, the initiatives and elaborations coming from 
these “left-behind places” (Bez and Virgillito, 2024 fully align 
with the objective of mapping and disseminating best practices 
related to democratic participation, envisioned from a bottom-
up, inclusive, and horizontal perspective. In these pages, the aim 
has been to highlight these voices and contexts, with the belief 
that the political and cultural urgency of these experiences 
should be central to the discussion on democratic participation 
concerning environmental and climate issues.

This publication is built around four essays. Their disposi-
tion in the text follows a logical order.

The first text is written by Charlotte Sophia Bez and is aimed 
at giving a conceptual framework to what will follow, i.e. the 
study of political activation in industrial territories. This text de-
velops the heuristic concept of “left-behind places”, useful to il-
luminate the stratification of social and environmental inequali-
ties that typically occur in geographies characterized by the pre-
sence of heavy industries. Such stratification is commonly defi-
ned as environmental inequality. Following an institutionalist 
approach and backed up by empirical evidence, the text shows 
the lock-in mechanisms that prevent economic diversification, 
looking at spatial power dynamics, path dependency, and job 
segregation. This chapter shows how pollution and economic 
backwardness are intertwined, how spatial inequalities are re-
produced in time through an industrial-technological depen-
dence without sufficient support for transitioning, how these 
industrial territories ended up bearing the environmental and 
social costs of national economic growth, eventually becoming 
“sacrifice zones”. 
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After this conceptual chapter, the publication goes through 
two case studies and a comparative essay. 

The chapter by Lorenzo Feltrin and Gabriela Julio Medel il-
lustrates the case of the petrochemical complex of Porto Mar-
ghera, near Venice. Here the focus is on trajectories of commu-
nity- and workplace-centred mobilisation in dealing with no-
xious petrochemical production. The text illustrates the diffe-
rent positions taken by the two groups of actors and the different 
understandings on the nexus between the job-environment di-
lemma. For the community-centred “front”, Porto Marghera’s 
chemical industrial pole constituted an unacceptable source of 
risk and health damage for the densely populated area, due to 
toxic emissions, the contamination of soil and water, and the 
storage of hazardous substances such as chlorine, vinyl chloride 
monomer (VCM) and highly lethal phosgene, all known to cause 
health as well as environmental damage. The workplace-centred 
front, while agreeing that the plant had been a major source of 
noxiousness in the past, argued instead that due to technical 
improvements existing since the 1970s, it was possible to achie-
ve a sustainable cohabitation between the chlorine cycle and 
communities. 

In a similar fashion, the text by Ilaria Boniburini and Ales-
sandro Esposito looks at another local mobilisation, that of Ta-
ranto. This town of roughly 200,000 inhabitants, located in the 
Apulia region in the South of Italy has been experiencing a deep 
socio-ecological crisis connected to ex-ILVA, one of the oldest 
and to date the largest operating steel plant in Europe. In this 
context, they develop an analysis of “Piano Taranto” (Taranto 
Plan, in English), a planning strategy presented in the form of a 
document and drafted through a grassroots participatory pro-
cess between 2017 and 2018. The objective of this article is to 
present the Taranto Plan as an example of bottom-up planning, 
resulting from a popular and “green” mobilisation, aimed at en-
visaging and imaging a “post-ILVA” future for Taranto, i.e. propo-
sing a radical alternative to the current monocultural economy.

Lastly, comparing the Taranto case with a similar one, the 
contribution by Maristella Cacciapaglia provides an analysis on 
the governance related to the pathways of urban renewal and 
economic restructuring in Taranto and Pittsburgh, two steel ci-
ties. This study critically investigates participatory urban gover-
nance in the two cases, with a specific focus on the processes of 
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change affecting them. In particular, it examines the participa-
tion by socioeconomically vulnerable segments of the popula-
tion in the processes of urban regeneration and economic recon-
version that have taken place and are taking place in both cities, 
showing the limits of this kind of urban governance, branded as 
“participatory” while orientated at fostering capital accumula-
tion and profit-making.

References

Barca, S., (2020). Forces of reproduction. Notes for a counter-hegemonic 
Anthropocene. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Barca, S., and Leonardi E., (2016). Working-class communities and ecolo-
gy: reframing environmental justice around the ilva steel plant in 
taranto (apulia, italy). Class, inequality and community development. 
Bristol: Policy Press, 59–75. 

Barca, S., and Leonardi E., (2018). Working-class ecology and union poli-
tics: a conceptual topology. Globalizations, 15(4): 487–503

Bez, C., and Virgillito M. E., (2024). Toxic pollution and employment dy-
namics: uncovering europe’s left-behind places. Forthcoming in Re-
view of Regional Research.

Bullard, R. D. (1990). Dumping in Dixie: Race, class, and environmental 
quality. Boulder: Westview Press.

Curcio, R., (2014). Il pane e la morte. Roma: Sensibili alle foglie.

Feltrin, L., and Sacchetto, D., (2021) ‘The work-technology nexus and 
working-class environmentalism: Workerism versus capitalist nox-
iousness in Italy’s long 1968’. Theory and Society, 50(5), 815-835.

Collettivo GKN et al., (2022). Un piano per il futuro della fabbrica di Firenze: 
Dall’ex GKN alla Fabbrica socialmente integrata. Milan: Fondazione Gi-
angiacomo Feltrinelli editore.

Greco, L., and Bagnardi F., (2018). In the name of science and technology: 
the post-political environmental debate and the taranto steel plant (it-
aly). Environmental values, 27(5): 489–512

Kallis, G., (2018). Degrowth. Newcastle upon Tyne: Agenda Publishing. 

Spaargaren, G., and Mol A.P.J., (1992). Sociology, environment, and mo-
dernity: Ecological modernization as a theory of social change. Society 
and Natural Resources 5(4): 323–344. 

Stevis, D., and Felli R., (2020). Planetary just transition? How inclusive and 
how Just? Earth System Governance, Volume 6.

Tomasetti, P., (2020). From Treadmill of Production to Just Transition and 
Beyond. European Journal of Industrial Relations, 26(4): 439–457.



1.  
Policy and politics in left-behind places where heavy 

industries are present
Charlotte Sophia Bez

Introduction

This chapter examines policy and politics in Europe’s left-
behind regions, characterized by the presence of heavy industry, 
in order to trace their role in democratic participation. I explore 
how these regions’ environmental challenges hinder the shift to-
ward low-carbon initiatives and propose strategies to overcome 
these hurdles.

Our research illustrates a significant link between envi-
ronmental and social inequality, often described as envi-
ronmental injustice, backed by empirical data. Energy-intensi-
ve and polluting industries, like energy, minerals, metals, and 
chemicals have led to socioeconomic deprivation in certain 
European areas over time. This perpetuates the creation of 
marginalised zones within capitalist centers, isolating both 
places and people. Our findings reveal that pollution and eco-
nomic disparity are intertwined, perpetuating spatial inequali-
ty across time. These factors, when combined, reinforce each 
other, forming a crucial aspect of ongoing spatial inequality. 
Focusing on these ‘left-behind places’ perpetuates inequality, 
trapping regions in a cycle of industrial-technological depen-
dence without sufficient support for transitioning. These di-
sadvantaged regions commonly bear the burden of polluting 
industries, sacrificed for national economic growth, despite 
the health implications for their residents, often in exchange 
for promised employment opportunities.

The chapter is structured in four parts, each delving into di-
stinct aspects of the link between left-behind places and heavy 



18 POLITICAL PARTECIPATIONS IN SACRIFICE AREAS

industries. Section 1 sets the framework by defining and cha-
racterizing the environmental dimension of left-behind places, 
encompassing the geography of industrial pollution, its health 
and disproportional impacts. Section 2 navigates through the 
mechanisms, discussing spatial power dynamics, path depen-
dency and job segregation. Section 3 highlights the political im-
portance of these regions, exploring their connections to right-
wing populism, environmental justice communities, and the 
lessons drawn from NIMBYism. Finally, Section 4 outlines an 
agenda for left-behind places, addressing labour-driven challen-
ges such as job dynamics and unravelling the political complexi-
ties of these regions. Each Section contributes to explaining the 
importance of democratic participation as a pivotal driver of 
socially just transitions.

1. The environmental dimension of left-behind places

This Section analyses the to-be-decarbonised sectors in mo-
re detail, based on a disaggregated mapping of industrial activi-
ty in Europe. Among other things, the following key questions 
are addressed. What is meant by left-behind places? In which 
socio-economic contexts do the most energy-intensive and pol-
luting factories operate? How do health and environmental pol-
lution map onto those socio-economic contexts?

1.1 What is meant by left-behind places?

‘Left-behind’ places refers to the concept of a geographic zo-
ne characterised by socio- economic deprivation (see, e.g., Pike 
et al., 2023). They share common challenges like the experience 
of economic stagnation or even decline, depressed wages, and 
demographic loss. These left-behind places have faced signifi-
cant challenges, either due to difficulties in recovering from in-
dustrial decline and population loss resulting from structural 
change, or due to a lack of industrialization in the first place. 
This is often coupled with the overarching sense of neglect from 
policy interventions and economic revitalization efforts. This 
has been expressed as a feeling of political exclusion, a general 
notion of having been forgotten or being irrelevant (Rodríguez-
Pose, 2018; Hendrickson et al., 2018; Antonucci et al., 2017). 
Such authors argue that this sense of exclusion often translates 
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into diminished political participation or support for populist 
movements, as residents feel alienated from traditional political 
structures and decision-making processes, hence highlighting 
the subjective process that left-behindness entails.

The ballot box in form of populist surges brought to the fo-
refront socio-economic inequalities that have grown out of long-
term tendencies but have often been neglected by the economics 
literature. Hence, while deindustrialised, marginalised and de-
clining areas have moved out of policy focus, their urgent politi-
cal relevance, for instance through Brexit (Goodwin and Heath, 
2016; Antonucci et al., 2017), has sparked general renewed po-
licy attention. This makes the case for a politization of left-
behind places.

1.2 The geography of industrial pollution

Industrial facilities, especially operating in the coal, steel, 
petrochemical, and cement industries, are embedded in Eu-
rope’s regions and their emissions are considered hard to abate. 
 This Section provides insights into the geography of industrial 
facilities by giving examples, and by tracing the connection with 
health and environmental disparities.

The geography of heavy industry in Europe is characterized 
by concentrated clusters. These regions are often strategically 
located near key resources such as energy sources and transpor-
tation infrastructure, e.g., river valleys, such as the Rhine and 
the Danube. The Ruhr Valley in Germany, for instance, stands as 
a prominent example with a historic legacy as a coal and steel 
manufacturing hub in Western Germany (Grabher, 1993). These 
highly specialized regional industries are marked by intense in-
terfirm linkages and as well as strong regional political institu-
tions. Many traditional manufacturing strongholds have experi-
enced a significant decline in employment since the 1960s, even 
as some facilities continue to operate, either with reduced out-
put or increased automation (Feltrin et al., 2022).

In fact, heavy industry is responsible for a lion’s share of Eu-
rope’s point-source CO2 emissions that contribute to global 
warming. At the same time, they emit large quantities of local 
toxic air pollutants - for instance, heavy metals - that pose an 
immediate public health threat to local communities and cause 
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environmental degradation. The map below shows the spatial 
distribution of facilities in the heavy industries in 15 European 
countries, by broad activity (see legend). It shows patterns of 
clusterisation of toxic pollution, indicating that a highly pollut-
ed region is likely to be in geographical proximity to another 
polluted region. Such clusters are visible in particular in Spain, 
the UK, Germany, Poland, the Czech Republic, and Romania. 
Moreover, the map shows that polluted places are capturing 
both the deindustrialized (e.g., West Germany) as well as rural 
types of geographies (e.g, Finland).

Figure 1.1: Spatial distribution of facilities in the heavy industries 
in 15 European countries. The color of the dots indicates industry, 
size of the dot indicates toxic pollution intensity over 2007-2018. 
Source: own calculation based on E-PRTR (European Commis-
sion, 2006).

Who are those polluting facilities and which sectors do 
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they operate in? The top-ten polluting facilities of the four 
most toxic sectors (energy, metals, minerals, chemicals), are 
presented in Table 1. It lists the names of the facilities as well 
as the countries and cities that host such facilities, sourced 
from the European Pollutant Release and Transfer Register (E-
PRTR) dataset (European Commission, 2006).
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Table 1.1: Top-10 polluting facilities that operate in the energy, me-
tals, minerals, and chemicals industries. Pollution refers to air pol-
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lution, released at the facility level, and weighted by toxicity. Source: 
own calculation based on E-PRTR (European Commission).

1.3 Example of Europe’s biggest steel factory

Table 1 above suggests that the most polluting industrial faci-
lity in the metals sector belongs to ArcelorMittal Italia (ex-ILVA), 
situated in Taranto in the South of Italy, where steel production 
takes place (also refer to the contributions of Boniburini and 
Esposito, and Cacciapaglia). The ex-ILVA steel plant is depicted in 
Figure 2 and has been the subject of many scholarly articles, pu-
blic debates and environmental lawsuits due to its profound im-
pact on the surrounding environment, public health concerns, 
and the broader industrial landscape surrounding Taranto.

Europe’s largest steelwork ex-ILVA exemplifies a situation 
where the plant didn’t update its production technology or in-
vest in improving production methods, creating a conflict betwe-
en job availability and health risks. The plant’s management hi-
storically resisted adopting better practices, leading to a heavy 
reliance on the area’s single industry for jobs. This path depen-
dency (Greco and Di Fabbio, 2014) - has made the region econo-
mically vulnerable to structural dynamics such as decarboniza-
tion efforts. Lack of industry diversity is coupled with multiple 
dimensions of environmental inequities, such as ill health and 
deaths attributed to toxic chemicals coming from the plant, and 
employment and wage levels below the Italian average (Barca 
and Leonardi, 2016).

How toxic pollution connects to health and environment

Emissions of CO2 and local air pollution are closely lin-
ked. Site-specific local air pollutants are known in the acade-
mic literature as “co-pollutants”, and include for instance 
sulfur oxides (SOx) and nitrogen oxides (NOx), particulate 
matter (PM10) and volatile organic compounds (VOCs). Those 
air pollutants are known to have far-reaching consequences 
on the economy, i.e., labor productivity (Neidell et al., 2023) and 
GDP (Muller and Mendelsohn, 2007).

Moreover, local air pollution ultimately reduces life expec-
tancy, as shown extensively for the US (Bennett et al., 2019) and 
for Europe (Rodriguez-Alvarez, 2021). Indeed, industrial pollu-
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tants pose significant health risks to humans. Long-term expo-
sure to sulfur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), particulate 
matter (PM), and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) may incre-
ase the risk of chronic respiratory diseases Hormati et al. (2022). 
Fine particulate matter (PM2.5) can lead to cardiovascular issues 
such as heart attacks and strokes (Mills et al., 2009). Heavy me-
tals like arsenic and chromium are associated with increased 
cancer risk (Ortega-García et al., 2017). Further, lead and mer-
cury are neurotoxic and can lead to cognitive impairments, lear-
ning disabilities, and behavioural problems (Genc et al., 2012).

Moreover, industrial pollutants have significant effects on 
the environment, ranging from air quality degradation to acid 
rain (Cass, 2013), water pollution, and soil contamination. This 
is often caused by heavy metals, persistent organic pollutants 
(POPs), and other chemicals that accumulate in the soil and lead 
to contamination of entire areas. Soil contamination is further 
linked with legacy pollution, referring to pollutants left in the 
environment by sources that no longer emit them, such as plants 
that have closed down in the name of deindustrialisation or de-
localisation (Bez et al., 2024). Legacy pollutants are often persi-
stent in the environment, such as persistent organic pollutants 
(POPs) - banned since the 2001 Stockholm Convention -, 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) and polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs).

Exposure to toxic harm coupled with the slow decay of che-
mical change maintains and reinforces regional divergences. 
This has been coined by Rob Nixon as “slow violence” (Nixon, 
2011; Davies, 2022), referring to a concept of graduality that re-
sults in long-term, persistent, and chronic impacts on the health 
of communities and ecosystems. According to Nixon, exposure 
to toxic chemicals, exemplified by the petrochemical industry, 
creates a toxic geography of daily environmental concerns (Da-
vies, 2018). Hence, through chemical toxicity, industrial pollu-
tion connects to both health and environmental issues. 

How evidence of disproportionality and inequality are connected 

Disproportionality of industrial pollution is crucial to under-
standing the environmental dimension of left-behind places and 
addressing environmental justice concerns. As touched upon 
above, environmental pollution is characterised by dispropor-
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tionality from both a production and exposure point of view, a 
characteristic that is often overlooked but crucial for effective 
and just policy design.

Figure 1.3: Total toxic pollution by industry, disaggregated by 
pollutant groups, and ranked from industry with highest toxic 
pollution to lowest, over 2007–2018. The pollutant groups are: 
greenhouse gases, halogens, heavy metals, polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs), persistent organic pollutants (POPs), vo-
latile organic compounds (VOCs). Source: own calculation ba-
sed on E-PRTR, see Bez and Virgillito (2022).

From the production point of view, and as shown in Table 1, 
there is evidence for a small number of sectors being responsible 
for a large portion of industrial pollution. Furthermore, within 
those sectors, some plants are polluting a lot more than others, 
also after normalising for size (Ash and Boyce, 2011; Freu-
denburg, 2005). They have been coined ‘toxic outliers’ in the lite-
rature, and framed within the environmental inequality di-
scourse (Collins et al., 2016). Figure 1.3 illustrates disproportio-
nality of pollution production by different heavy industries in 
Europe. The sector that emits the largest amount of toxic pollu-
tion is the energy sector, mostly due to coal-fired power plants, 
at the same time also the main point- source contributor of CO2 
emissions (Zwickl et al., 2024). The metal industry is ranked se-
cond, followed by chemicals and minerals. 

From the exposure point of view, there is disproportionality 
in the distribution of environmental pollution and risk across 
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regions, see Ash and Boyce (2011, 2018); Ard (2015); Ringquist 
(1997). One of the core concepts to study the inequities in distri-
butions is that of “environmental inequality”, a lens to analyze 
the uneven distribution of burdens caused by polluting and haz-
ardous industries. However, it goes well beyond the simple anal-
ysis of geographic and distributional aspects but extends to sus-
tainable materialism1 that acknowledge power and consider the 
environment to pave conditions for social justice, as argued in 
Schlosberg (2013). European scholarship on distributional ineq-
uities has been accelerating over the last ten years, and the rele-
vance of disproportionality of environmental burdens on vulner-
able populations has long been proven (Laurian and Funder-
burg, 2014; Rüttenauer and Best, 2021; Walker et al., 2005). For 
instance, Ganzleben and Kazmierczak (2020) explores evidence 
provided by the European Environment Agency (EEA), finding 
environmental inequality in terms of disproportional exposure 
to air pollution, noise and high temperatures both across Euro-
pean regions and across socio-economic groups. Further, Rüt-
tenauer (2019) and Glatter-Götz et al. (2019), focusing on Ger-
many and Austria, respectively, have used georeferenced facili-
ty-level pollution data from the European Pollutant Release and 
Transfer Register (E-PRTR). They both find empirical evidence 
for immigrant minorities being more likely to live in direct prox-
imity to industrial sites. 

A vast collection of interdisciplinary research seeks to iden-
tify common socio-economic characteristics in exposed popula-
tions to environmental harm to uncover the presence of environ-
mental inequalities across space (see, for instance Newell, 2005). 
They show that communities that host polluting sites differ from 
those that do not, in terms of race, class, and poverty. Environ-
mental inequality researchers have looked at different proxies 
for environmental hazards to study the socioeconomic distribu-
tion around them. Such proxies include the study of hazardous 
waste sites, and manufacturing facilities that release toxic local 

1   Sustainable materialism is the idea that the material everyday life expe-
rience is a function of the status of the natural world, a conception that has in-
creased in urgency with climate change and other ecological crises. Hence, la-
bour and industry demands reaching from green jobs to green technologies are 
core elements of current environmental justice demands (Schlosberg, 2013).
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pollutants2 (Ash and Fetter, 2004; Bowen et al., 1995; Glat-
ter-Götz et al., 2019; Rüttenauer and Best, 2021; Zwickl et al., 
2014), particulate air pollution (Bell and Ebisu, 2012; Jerrett et 
al., 2001), waste incinerators and landfills (Funderburg and Lau-
rian, 2015; Martuzzi et al., 2010; Pellow, 2004), nuclear waste 
(Kyne and Bolin, 2016), illegal dumping of toxins (Banzhaf et 
al., 2019), and more specific for the US context on superfund 
sites3 (Denq et al., 2000; Hird, 1993; Stretesky and Hogan, 1998) 
and on fracking (Clough, 2018; Zwickl, 2019). Commonly cited 
problems include exposure to toxins, dust, odour, noise, illegal 
dumping, and chemical runoff into neighbourhoods and nearby 
water bodies. This illustrates how environmental justice departs 
from the conception that the environment is to what people are 
exposed to on an everyday basis and where people live and work 
(Novotny, 2000), as opposed to a more abstract, natural world. 
Hence, issues of public and occupational health are closely con-
nected issues.

1.4 Connecting the dots

Finally, which implications can be drawn from the insights 
of the geography of industrial pollution and the socio-economic 
fabric of what has been coined “the left behind”? Combined, 
they conceptualize the environmental dimension of left-behind 
places, a concept that uncovers the stratification of socio-econo-
mic and environmental risks. The focus on heavy industries al-
lows us to underline the link with the environment, which has 
received less attention in regional inequalities studies. In that 
sense, Leyshon (2021) offers a way to look at uneven regional 
development through the lens of crises, which include the envi-
ronmental and climate crises.

Taken together, tracing the environmental dimension of left-

2   Here, the United States Environmental Protection Agency’s Toxic Release 
Inventory provides a widely used database to study toxic industrial pollution at 
the point-source level, see for instance in Ash and Boyce (2018); Ash and Fetter 
(2004).

3   The Superfund is an environmental remediation program within the Com-
prehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) 
established in 1980 which gives the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) the 
economic agency to clean up the nation’s most polluted sites (Superfund, 2022)
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behind places is one of the core questions that this Section seeks 
to explore. It is a development that has so far taken place insi-
diously. However, spatial inequality urgently needs to be addres-
sed - not only because of the growing right-wing populism in 
structurally weak regions that threaten environmental policy-
making but also as an important factor in social participation 
toward envisaging a socio-ecological transformation. Indeed, 
many places with low economic diversification and stagnating 
wages depend on heavy industries, as I have illustrated for the 
industrial city of Taranto. Hence, left-behind places where heavy 
industries operate face a combination of social, economic, and 
environmental problems that lead to a cumulative disadvantage. 
As I show, many such places depend on fossil and other toxic 
industries, mainly producing raw materials, such as metals, mi-
nerals, and coal. This makes the case for understanding the ma-
terial histories and theoretical workings of left-behind places, 
which will be explored in Section 2.

2. Exploring the channels

The present Section proposes three channels, spatial power 
dynamics, path dependency and job segregation.

2.1 Spatial power dynamics

The spatiality of power, evident in the creation and perpetua-
tion of left-behind places, illustrates how certain regions suffer 
from environmental degradation and economic de- privation 
due to imposed power structures. Here, power is defined in rela-
tional sense, encompassing institutional, corporate, and syste-
mic power. The concept of left-behind regions affected by toxic 
pollution marks regions where socio-economic erosion is cru-
cial for perpetuating spatial power differences between cores 
and peripheries (Massey, 2009). Industries posing more signifi-
cant threats to human health, being dirtier and more hazardous, 
contribute notably to the spatiality of power. The gradual decay 
associated with exposure to toxic harm reinforces regional di-
sparities, marking regions as sacrifice zones where power is im-
posed, allowing the ‘right to pollute’ through naturalised econo-
mic power (see the pioneering work of Freudenburg, 2005).

Core-periphery research takes up the concept of disadvanta-
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ged and left-behind regions, even though it has received little 
attention within the environmental justice literature. The for-
mer interprets pheripheralised regions within overarching pro-
cesses associated with the globalising economy that leads to re-
gional polarisation that informs regional development research 
and lastly urban policy. This meta-geographical taxonomy sheds 
light on who bears the consequences of our economic system 
(Newell and Mulvaney, 2013). It reflects power dynamics, show-
casing how environmental degradation aligns with other social 
inequalities and global financial instability. According to Chom-
sky and Pollin (2020), capitalist institutions and ideologies are 
deeply entrenched in the destruction of nature and resource ex-
ploitation. Mohai et al. (2009) argue that these ‘side effects’ re-
present industries externalizing social and environmental costs, 
often with complicity from regulatory bodies.

The process of uneven impact, at the local level, has also 
been studied by economic geographers and in the framework of 
land policy. This pattern of spatial inequality has been coined 
the process of ‘peripheralisation’ (Blowers and Leroy, 1994). 
This landscape of centre-periphery arguably created and rein-
forced conflicts between interest and the imposition of power. 
For instance, a manufacturing or fossil fuel company could base 
its location decision on a polluting site based on lower anticipa-
ted organised resistance or even tap into the narrative of ‘jobs 
versus pollution’ (see Ash and Boyce, 2018, for a facility-level 
analysis that proves this narrative wrong).

2.2 Path of least resistance and siting versus sorting

Another important channel looks at “which came first, peo-
ple or pollution” (Mohai and Saha, 2015). The literature at-
tempting to identify potential causal mechanisms behind the 
observed correlations has used longitudinal analyses that focus 
on the unequal siting and sorting decisions (post-siting) of faci-
lities and social groups. Most results suggest that disproportio-
nate siting near concentrations of poor people and people of co-
lour is a driver of environmental inequities, e.g., in Laurian and 
Funderburg (2014) and Rüttenauer and Best (2022) for Europe 
and, most saliently, Mohai and Saha (2015) for the United Sta-
tes. A mechanism often put forward to explaining sorting, i.e., 
when disadvantaged communities move to or disproportiona-
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tely stay in polluted areas, is housing market dynamics, framed 
as an economically rational tradeoff of pollution for lower pro-
perty values and rents, assuming that the environment is a nor-
mal good (Kahn and Matsusaka, 1997). Siting versus sorting is 
also a matter of static versus dynamic behaviour as potential 
drivers of uneven development and peripheralisation: a condi-
tion of ex-ante community disadvantage that favours the choice 
to locate polluting plants in these areas because they are less 
economically valuable than white or rich communities (siting), 
versus a condition of dynamic disadvantage, i.e., through the 
attraction of non-white or poor people in the polluted areas be-
cause the cost of living is lower or mobility of the rich out of 
these places (sorting).

Hence, the mechanisms behind environmental inequalities 
crucially include the siting versus sorting debate. The political 
economy of disparate siting includes anticipated weaker organi-
sed resistance or even increased public acceptance due to pro-
mises of economic development or even welcome for the desira-
ble prospect of economic development (Phillimore and Moffatt, 
2004), a narrative that has been coined ‘job blackmail’ by some 
scholars, see for instance Bullard (2019). Other aspects of siting 
decisions include low land prices, especially greenfields, the pre-
sence of beneficial industrial infrastructure such as proximity to 
roads, and a relatively cheap workforce (for instance Mohai and 
Saha, 2015). Sorting decisions or residential mobility, for in-
stance, studied by Rüttenauer (2018), depart from the notion 
that the well-off move away while the worse-off are forced to 
stay, and cheaper housing spurs clustering dynamics of di-
sadvantaged social groups (see, again, Mohai and Saha, 2015).

2.3 Rigid specialization trap and job segregation

Having a very polluting factory in an area can harm the local 
economy in several ways. It can lead to rigid specialization traps 
and job segregation, implying fewer job opportunities in the 
long run (Iammarino et al. 2019). To understand how regions 
develop into existing technologies and growth paths, we must 
pay attention to the drivers of regional diversification. In fact, 
lock-ins entail place and history-dependent paths that occur by 
means of the continuous reproduction of localised knowledge 
and socio-technological regimes (Cimoli and Dosi, 1995).
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Heavy industry in particular faces peculiar technological re-
gimes of innovation and competition. For instance, it is not su-
sceptible to either high levels of innovation or intense competi-
tion. As a consequence, it seems that major polluters are often 
within-sector outliers characterised by a low rate of efficiency, 
indicating that environmental damage is often neither economi-
cally nor technologically required by the variety of production 
techniques available (often referred to as ‘toxic outliers’). In this 
respect, high-scale toxic pollution is a proxy for low-technologi-
cal dynamism and absence of investment in efficient techniques 
of production, rather than a necessary externality.

Consider for instance the well-known case of the ex-ILVA ste-
el plant in Taranto, Italy, which has been introduced in Section 
1. The latter represents a clear combination of lack of technolo-
gical upgrading, absence of investment in enhancing techniques 
of production and purported employment-health trade-off. The 
latter has been revealed by an ownership- managerial orienta-
tion historically resistant to promoting technical progress in the 
plant (Greco and Bagnardi, 2018). As a result, the mono-indu-
strialisation pattern of the area has created a strong economic 
dependence in terms of job opportunities.

3. The risk of becoming politically consequential

How can spatial inequality be prevented from turning into 
exclusion and political back- lash? Economic deprivation and 
cultural shifts intertwine,4 fueling the surge of political backlash 
against elites and the political establishment, especially expres-
sed by right-wing populism. This tension is heightened in left-
behind places. Widespread economic deprivation due to events 
like the 2008-2009 global financial crisis and austerity measures, 
but also structural phenomena linked to globalization and auto-
mation amplifies risks of political backlash (Noury and Roland, 
2020). This phenomenon has been coined ‘the revenge of the 
places that don’t matter’ as a result of local economic and indu-
strial decline combined with social disadvantages, for instance, 

4  I.e., economic deprivation can amplify cultural divides between cosmopo-
litanism and communitarianism.
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Brexit (Goodwin and Heath, 2016), but also regional import 
shocks (Bez et al., 2023).

Addressing spatial inequality is crucial for at least two poli-
tical reasons. Firstly, the rise of right-wing populism in left-
behind regions threatens environmental policymaking. Se-
condly, it plays a vital role in enhancing democratic participa-
tion in envisioning a socio- ecological transformation. This Sec-
tion highlights the political importance of these regions through 
the regional salience of right-wing populism. The framing of 
environmental justice communities and lessons drawn from 
NIMBYism provide tools for bottom-up policymaking, depar-
ting from the material realities on the ground. It aims to be a 
guide for where political participation could strategically depart 
from.

3.1 The left-behind and right-wing populism

The comeback of economic nationalism, with figures like 
Trump, Bolsonaro, and Brexit at its forefront, stands as the pre-
vailing strain of populism today. This brand of politics strongly 
champions protectionism and isolationism as its core principles, 
aiming to safeguard domestic industries and workers. A central 
theme revolves around highlighting the interests and worries of 
ordinary people in contrast to the elites. This trend finds its roots 
in both economic and cultural factors, as I will explain.

Economic distress and regional disparities play a significant 
role in fostering populist sentiments (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). 
Regions experiencing economic decline, loss of industries, and 
as an extension, jobs, or stagnant wages have been proven to be 
fertile ground for populist movements. Economic distress and 
regional disparities play a significant role in fostering populist 
sentiments. Regions experiencing economic decline, loss of in-
dustries, and as an extension, jobs, or stagnant wages have been 
proven to be fertile ground for populist movements. Indeed, glo-
balisation and automation are two often cited examples with 
large distributional effects (Dorn et al., 2016; Acemoglu and Re-
strepo, 2018). For instance, there is substantial literature on the 
effects of globalisation on attitudes and voting, finding that tra-
de exposure tilts voters in the nativist and authoritarian direc-
tion, a trend that arguably drives the support of radical-right 
policy platforms (Ballard-Rosa et al., 2021; Dippel et al., 2022; 
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Colantone and Stanig, 2018; Autor et al., 2020). The polarisation 
of political ideology in general (Dorn et al., 2016), and the incre-
ased support for nationalist and right-wing parties in particular 
(Colantone and Stanig, 2018) has been termed the ‘globalisation 
backlash’, referring to the political shift of voters and parties in 
a protectionist and isolationist direction, largely consistent with 
policy platforms of right-wing populist parties. Transitioning to 
a low-carbon economy and climate impacts imply reinforced or 
additional distributional consequences, and without appropria-
te perceived and actual compensation further political bac-
klashes are to be expected (Vona, 2019). Generally, the rise of 
populism in Western democracies can be attributed to a general 
failure of compensation and representation (see Frieden, 2018).

Right-wing populism further tends to emphasize issues 
related to nationalism, immigration, and cultural identity. In-
dustrial decline and structural change can threaten local cul-
tural values and identities, and hence citizens could resonate 
with the cultural agenda of right-wing populist parties. Fur-
ther, right-wing political agendas often go hand in hand with 
climate denial or delay (see, e.g., Jylhä et al., 2020; Dunlap 
and Brulle, 2020). The alignment between right-wing populism 
and climate denial stems from the scepticism and hostility to-
ward climate action prevalent among political leaders and 
supporters. This association often roots itself in an ideological 
standpoint, emphasizing the conflict between ‘the people’ and a 
perceived elite. Such an ideologically driven explanation sug-
gests that the antagonism within right-wing populism plays a 
pivotal role in obstructing support for effective climate policies 
(Lockwood, 2018). This explanation complements the mate-
rial drivers in left-behind places, mainly centered around 
heightened vulnerability to industrial restructuring and con-
version, induced by climate policies.

A plausible theoretical nexus emerges between the disen-
franchised demographic associated with the ’left-behind’ and 
environmental justice communities. The latter will be defined in 
the next Section. This linkage is predicated on shared senti-
ments of political neglect and socio-economic disadvantages. 
Notably, right-wing populist movements occasionally leverage 
these sentiments to resonate with marginalized communities, 
albeit without necessarily championing environmental justice 
or advocating for climate policies.
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3.2 Environmental justice communities

As I have shown, environmental and social inequality tend 
towards stratification, which is often summarised under the term 
environmental injustice. As touched upon in the Sections above, 
an adjacent concept to that of environmental inequality and the 
interrelations between industrial pollution and socioeconomic 
disadvantages is that of Environmental Justice (EJ). The concept 
of justice has been studied by many economists (see, for instance, 
Sen, 2008) as a foundation of economic reasoning and measure-
ment of human well-being. EJ advocates for the right to live in an 
environment free of pollution and other environmental hazards, 
and immediate threat to health, and the fair treatment and mean-
ingful involvement of all people regardless of race, colour, nation-
al origin, or income with respect to the development, implemen-
tation and enforcement of environmental regulations.5 

Different contexts look at different socio-economic vulnera-
bilities, expressed as racial minorities, for instance, Black and 
Brown communities, or immigrant communities more generally, 
the working class, the unemployed, and the poor. Across these 
areas of analysis, race and income emerge as consistent determi-
nants of environmental inequality (Walker, 2012; Boyce, 2020). 
For instance, higher levels or closer proximity to environmental 
hazards are associated with decreased income levels and in-
creased poverty rates.

Mounting evidence for the clustering of environmental harm 
in space and reproducing over time gave rise to the concept of 
disenfranchised, overburdened or disadvantaged communities. 
Their definition and identification vary across contexts and often 
include an analysis of economic disinvestment, environmental 
vulnerability and risk, disempowerment from decision-making, 
and peripheralisation. Those communities of interest are margin-

5   It has several dimensions, which include distributive, procedural and re-
storative justice (Kuehn, 2000). Generally, justice claims are made by linking 
evidence of a condition of inequality with a normative position on what is just or 
unjust. Concepts of political theory are borrowed to address normative que-
stions, given that social scientists mostly prioritize positive research questions 
(Sayer, 2011). Hence, EJ distinguishes itself from environmental inequality 
which gives a descriptive account of a specific social group being disproportio-
nately affected by environmental hazards.
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alised both in terms of decision-making authority and in terms of 
economic and social prospects of growth. Policymakers some-
times use the term ‘environmental justice communities’ (Collins 
et al., 2016). All these definitions have in common the sensibility 
of socio-demographic characteristics and measures of the over-
burden of environmental harm. For advocates for environmental 
justice, it is a priority that those to whom injustice has been done 
start being included in decision-making processes of redressing 
past harms but also in the design and implementation of new 
environmental policies. The marginalisation of the many and en-
vironmental privileges for the few has mostly failed to be structur-
ally addressed as corporate-led policies continue to exclude disad-
vantaged and unorganised populations (Faber et al., 2021). Fur-
ther, as Schlosberg (2013) notes, participatory justice puts the 
focus on ‘speaking for oneselves’, ensuring that marginalized 
voices are not only heard but also central in shaping equitable 
policies. This must be coupled with compensatory justice, de-
manding material and structural changes that rectify historical 
and systemic environmental inequities. The following Section 
further illustrates how a lack of participation and representation 
harms environmental justice. 

Finally, I suggest that reclassifying communities traditional-
ly referred to as “left behind” in regions dependent on heavy in-
dustries as EJ communities could enhance the emphasis on ma-
terialistic interests concerning environmental action and decar-
bonization efforts. This reclassification aims to underscore the 
perspective of positionality of environmental issues, i.e., en-
abling the elaboration of a working-class ecology by these com-
munities affected by industrial activities (see Barca and Leonar-
di, 2018, on the concept of positionality).

3.3 Lessons from NIMBYism

Next, I trace the link between environmental justice commu-
nities and NIMBYism (“Not In My Back Yard”) (see, for instance, 
Esaiasson, 2014). This concept highlights the tension between 
advocating for environmental justice and the resistance to build-
ing harmful or burdensome infrastructure. NIMBYism can refer 
to various kinds of locally unwanted sites, such as airports, nu-
clear reactors, landfills, and wind farms. Here, I will focus on 
industrial facilities that operate in heavy industries, such as 
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coal-fired power plants, steel mills, cement factories, and oil re-
fineries.

The common narrative assumes that such industrial facili-
ties “have to go somewhere”, in the name of national economic 
growth through sustained industrial production. As a conse-
quence, the issue is framed as a dilemma between satisfying a 
national need whilst seeking to accommodate the demands of 
those communities that must pay the cost of living in the direct 
proximity of environmental hazards. This conflict, starting with 
singular protests, has been widely coined as NIMBYism and 
gained prevalence in the 1980s.6 From the point of view of devel-
opers and facility siting authorities, gaining acceptance from 
local residents who resist anticipated personal and ecological 
harm is key to carrying out construction projects. The impact of 
NIMBYism protests often has been substantial and succeeded in 
avoiding harm in already disadvantaged communities and hence 
further aggravating environmental inequalities.

However, power differences that make some protest voices 
heard more than others can also entrench further injustices 
through NIMBYism. For instance, consider the infamous case of 
Warren country in North Carolina, USA, often cited as the orig-
inator of environmental justice struggles in the US, where the 
prevalently Black population has protested against a planned 
landfill of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs)7 (McGurty, 2009). 
The siting decision followed the path of least resistance (Schelly 
and Stretesky, 2009) with unwanted sites located near the voice-
less, racialised and poor: it was indeed the NIMBY attitude by 
the white part of the city that resulted in the dump being located 
in a majority black neighbourhood, overhearing their protests. 
Not only is this considered to be the beginning of the environ-
mental justice movement (Bullard et al., 2008), NIMBY was 
hence also acknowledged to give potentially rise to a ‘squeaky 
wheel gets the grease’ phenomenon, and the need for a universal 
‘Not In Anyone’s Backyard’ (NIABY) was formulated in order to 

6   The concept has been also used to look at public opposition to renewable 
energy technology infrastructures such as wind or solar farms (see, for instance, 
Smith and Klick, 2007; O’Neil, 2021, and in the Section below). 

7   These highly carcinogenic chemical compounds are banned from produc-
tion by United States federal law since 1978, and by the Stockholm Convention 
on Persistent Organic Pollutants since 2001.
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prevent asymmetric power relations from harming disadvan-
taged communities and protect communities unequally (Bull-
ard, 2018; Schaffer Boudet, 2011). Understanding the political 
economy of left-behind places is urgently needed to address the 
politics of the green transition and guarantee citizens’ participa-
tory processes. Activating citizens is crucial to overcome a po-
tential lack of imagination for an alternative future after decades 
of industrial activity and normalisation of the status quo be-
tween socio-economic deprivation, ill health and the general 
feeling of political under-representation.

4. Towards an agenda of a just transition in left-behind 
regions

Transitioning towards a greener economy has direct effects 
on heavy industries and on workers affected by restructured or 
closing plants. Understanding what the affected communities 
want is imperative here, which highlights the importance of citi-
zens’ participation in left-behind places. However, first and fore-
most, it is imperative to move beyond the narrative that commu-
nities have to choose between jobs and good health, or between 
jobs and and an intact environment. Put differently, there is a 
need to move from the geography of pollution to the geography 
of transitions. This is key to making sure that citizens in left- 
behind places do not find themselves on the losing end of the 
green transition. Left-behind places in general and workers in 
affected industries would have reason to become subjects in en-
vironmental struggles, due to their materialist dependencies on 
those toxic industries. Hence, policy-makers, in dialogue with 
communities, must find entry points to formulate a future agen-
da for a green transformation that has working-class environmen-
talism at its core. In what follows, I will situate working-class 
environmentalism in the context of industrial landscapes.

4.1 Overcoming the job blackmail and blue-green conflicts

The debate on the relation between environmental regula-
tion and employment dates back to the early 1970s with the in-
troduction of environmental and workplace protections in the 
US (Greenstone et al., 2012). Since then, there has been a wide-
spread perception that environmental regulations limit econom-
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ic growth and reduce employment. This concept has been theo-
rised by Ehrlich and Holdren (1971) and Commoner (1972), 
who have popularised the proportionality hypothesis on hu-
man-environment relationships, assuming a linear trade-off be-
tween environmental deterioration and economic wealth. These 
theories form the backbone of the ‘jobs versus environment’ di-
lemma, an argument since then nurtured and fueled by industry 
interest groups and played back by political representatives. 
They make the case that economic growth and environmental 
protection are intrinsically opposing forces, often to justify the 
deregulation of the economy (see Coglianese and Carrigan, 
2013).8 Conceiving this relationship as a zero-sum game has the 
consequence of producing a rift between labour and environ-
mental organisations. Labour organisations and unions tend to 
ally with the industry as famously theorised in Schnaiberg’s the-
ory of the treadmill of production (Schnaiberg 1980, see also 
2020).

In industrialised countries, one of the main debates fuelling 
such ‘blue-green’ conflicts revolves around the job-killing argu-
ment on environmental policy. At the core of the conceived ‘jobs 
versus environment’ dilemma - from the workers’ point of view 
- is the decades-old concept of job blackmails, firstly theorised 
by Kazis and Grossman (1982). The term refers to the common 
corporate practice of threatening employees with a choice be-
tween secured employment and human-environmental health, a 
mechanism that seeks to normalize ecological contradictions in 
the publics’ and workers’ minds, hence conjuring that there is no 
alternative. Job blackmail is widely used against workers in 
large industrial complexes, whose operations pose major envi-
ronmental and health hazards and hence face major regulation 
(Bullard, 2018).

However, it is also used in a broader context, whereby large-
scale industrial job loss or even closing of factories is falsely at-
tributed to environmental regulation, but in reality stems from 
other economic forces such as globalisation, automation or 
growth stagnation, and would hence have occurred regardless 

8   In public speeches, for example, Republicans have called the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency a “cemetery for jobs” or “the job-killing organisation of 
America” (both recited in Coglianese and Carrigan, 2013). 
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(Kazis and Grossman, 1982). Not only has this tactic the effect 
of justifying corporate business as usual, but also buys workers 
and their communities into anti-environmentalist discourses, 
even though they are disproportionally affected by  environmen-
tal pollution. This leads to the production of an artificial separa-
tion between labour and environmental justice struggles (Barca 
and Leonardi, 2018).

4.2 Framing working-class environmentalism

This Section sheds light on conversion strategies in which 
industrial workers act as subjects. The concept of environmental 
justice has been widely studied, analysing anti- toxic struggles 
within a working-class and anti-discrimination framework (see, 
for instance Bullard, 2018; Harvey et al., 1996; Mah, 2020). 
Examples for Europe come from highly polluting industrial 
complexes such as in Taranto (Barca and Leonardi, 2016) and in 
Venice around Porto Marghera (Feltrin and Sacchetto, 2021), 
where workers have succeeded in re-framing labour-envi-
ronmentalism relations away from the job blackmail, but inste-
ad reconciling them around the struggle of reproduction, there-
fore making them natural allies.

If toxic pollution contributes to a place being left behind, 
then the environmental dimension might matter for politics, i.e., 
populist stances, which however are mostly anti- environmenta-
list. Instead, left-behind places would have reason to become 
subjects in environmental struggles in general and the Green 
New Deal in particular, due to their materialist dependencies on 
toxic economic growth. In this regard, economists are advised to 
apply environmental justice approaches to contemporary envi-
ronmental challenges. This points to the general need to bring 
deindustrialised and marginalised places back into policy focus, 
apart from their political relevance.

The labour and environmental justice struggles can be con-
nected by a common element, which is the health of workers 
and fence-line communities, as argued in Sheehan et al. (1993). 
Adopting this perspective facilitates grasping the connection 
between work and the environment, workplaces that produce or 
co-produce hazardous substances that later become envi-
ronmental problems, such as in large industrial complexes. Ho-
wever, occupational health hazards are largely unpoliticised and 
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dealt with independently from environmental standards (Mayer, 
2009).

Theories of working-class ecology are seeking to overcome 
this dichotomy by incorporating the perspective of environmen-
tal justice. They depart from the observation that working-class 
communities are often situated in places that are affected by 
environmental injustice, i.e., being disproportionately exposed 
to pollution (see Barca and Leonardi (2016) for a case study on 
working-class ecology in Taranto, Italy, and Mohai et al. (2009) 
for a full review). Through the concept of sacrifice zones asso-
ciated with socio-economic decline, it becomes apparent that 
union-environment relations are no class conflict between wor-
king-class trade unions and middle-class environmental move-
ments, but a struggle that starts at the workplace.

4.3 Policies and politics for a just transition

Policies for a just transition should be guided by democratic 
ownership and community control, enabling economic demo-
cracy over what and how much shall be produced, hence mo-
ving away from the focus on consumption. Many highly pollu-
ting industrial plants can go through a process of conversion 
towards renewable energy and sustainable manufacturing hubs. 
Other plants will close down, e.g. coal-fired power plants.  Such 
phase-outs inevitably lead to localised losses in jobs and com-
munity identity (Galgóczi, 2019), which stresses the importance 
of just phase-outs that do not overburden already left-behind 
people and places.. Hence, industrial policy must heavily feature 
investment in green jobs and training programs and redeve-
lopment of former industrial sites (Keeley and Benton-Short, 
2019).

Moreover, conversion and decline will leave behind lasting 
imprints on the territory, i.e., legacy pollution and industrial 
brownfields. Restoration has already gained momentum in most 
industrialised countries, reducing health hazards due to conta-
mination and pollution, inner-city decay, and tackling left-
behind communities. Such approaches can be summarised un-
der the umbrella term of ‘restorative environmental justice’, a 
recently developed concept that focuses on repairing, healing 
and correcting environmental harms already made in order to 
achieve justice (Braithwaite 2019). 



411. POLICY AND POLITICS IN LEFT-BEHIND PLACES...

Worker-based and community-based mobilisations play a vi-
tal role in pursuing a just transition in regions facing the conver-
sions and closure of heavy industries. They can be breeding 
grounds for reconversion demands, centred around the working 
class and around the reappropriation and collective use of indu-
strial means of production (also refer to the contribution of Fel-
trin and Julio Medel).
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2. 
A planet on fire fell into the sea: Communities and 
workplaces in Porto Marghera’s deindustrialisation

Lorenzo Feltrin and Gabriela Julio Medel9

Do you know what is Marghera?
Is the place where the sea used to be.

A long time ago, you know,
A planet fell into the sea,

All on fire…
Alberto D’Amico, ‘Ti Sa Miga’10

Introduction

Marghera, the neighbourhood, is the Other of Porto Marghe-
ra, the industrial area. The two Margheras form part of the Ve-
nice council area and are divided by a mere road, Via Fratelli 
Bandiera, severing the dark smokestacks from the red-tiled con-
dos. Established from 1917 onwards, Porto Marghera used to be 
the largest industrial hub of north-eastern Italy and a major la-
bour stronghold (Chinello, 1996; Zazzara, 2017). The 2000-hec-
tare area comprised a multitude of factories, power stations, the 
industrial port and an important transport hub. The most im-
portant factory in Porto Marghera’s history was called Petrolchi-
mico (Zazzara, 2009). This integrated petrochemical complex 
was established in 1951 by electric company Edison and passed 
through Montedison in 1966, to be then gradually bought up by 
Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI). Since the late 1970s, Petrol-
chimico’s slow-motion downswing came to symbolise the crisis 
of the whole industrial area.

The residential counterpart to Porto Marghera’s industries is 

9   Parts of this article are re-elaborations from Feltrin 2022.
10   All sources in Italian and Venetian dialect were translated by the authors.
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the mostly working-class neighbourhood of Marghera (Nappi, 
1994). Most people in the Veneto region know Marghera indi-
rectly, through a mythology of immense and deadly factories, 
endemic heroin addiction, sex trafficking and crime, left-wing 
‘extremism’ yesterday and ‘excessive’ immigration today. This 
picture clashes to some extent with the one offered by the nei-
ghbourhood when actually visited: large and well-kept green 
areas, strong public services, lively and crowded open spaces. In 
2000, the Venice council area had a population of 275,000 inha-
bitants, 28,000 of them living in Marghera (Città di Venezia, 
2020). In line with the findings of the environmental justice lite-
rature (see Taylor, 2014), Marghera’s poorest area, the slum of 
Ca’ Emiliani, was the nearest to Petrolchimico, before being flo-
oded and mostly demolished in 1974.

In the 1990s and 2000s, community-centred and workplace-
centred mobilisations diverged over Petrolchimico’s chlorine-
based production, with the former demanding a just transition 
away from chlorine and the latter a just transition within it (Fel-
trin, 2022). While the rival mobilisations limited damage to he-
alth and the environment on the one hand, and to chlorine wor-
kers’ livelihoods on the other hand, chlorine-based production 
was closed without full environmental remediation and without 
the relocation of all its workers to comparable jobs. Based on 
qualitative and quantitative data, this article sketches a narrati-
ve of this transformation and of the resulting new makeup of 
Porto Marghera’s workplaces and communities. Many of these 
changes reflect broader trends in Italian society, yet some – such 
as the marked shift from manufacturing to services employment 
and high immigration rates – are more pronounced and tied to 
Porto Marghera’s specific history as a working-class heartland in 
transition.

1. Marghera vs Marghera

Since the late 1960s, Porto Marghera became the site of fier-
ce workplace struggles against noxiousness, i.e. production-in-
duced health damage and environmental degradation (Feltrin 
and Sacchetto, 2021). Over the decades, two competing wor-
king-class environmentalist perspectives emerged from such 
struggles, one mostly organised in the factories through unions 
and party factory branches and the other mainly organised in 
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the neighbourhood through social movement organisations and 
party neighbourhood branches. The workplace-centred camp 
was composed of the ‘confederal’ unions, CGIL, CISL and UIL, 
and the majorities of the Centre-Left parties DS – originated 
from PCI – and Margherita – derived from DC’s Left (see Table 
2.1). The community-centred camp had also originated in the 
workplace with the New Left factory groups. However, after 
being marginalised in the factories, the New Left put down 
stronger roots in the neighbourhoods. The community-centred 
camp thus became composed of environmentalist and workers’ 
health associations rooted in the history of struggles against fac-
tory noxiousness (most prominently AmbienteVenezia, Associa-
zione Bortolozzo, Ecoistituto Langer and Medicina Democrati-
ca), the leftist PRC, the Green Party (Verdi), the post-autonomist 
Rivolta Social Centre and the radical union CUB.

AN Alleanza Nazionale (National Alliance)

APCRC Assemblea Permanente Contro il Rischio Chimico (Permanent 
Assembly against Chemical Risk)

CGIL Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (Italian General 
Confederation of Labour)

CISL Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Lavoratori (Italian Confed-
eration of Workers’ Trade Unions)

COORLACH Coordinamento Lavoratori Chimici (Chemical Workers’ Coor-
dination)

CUB Confederazione Unitaria di Base (Unitary Rank-and-File Con-
federation)

DC Democrazia Cristiana (Christian Democracy)

DS Democratici di Sinistra (Left Democrats)

FdI Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of Italy)

FI Forza Italia

LeU Liberi e Uguali (Free and Equal)

M5S Movimento 5 Stelle (5 Star Movement)

MSI-DN Movimento Sociale Italiano-Destra Nazionale (Italian Social 
Movement-National Right)

PCI Partito Comunista Italiano (Italian Communist Party)

PRC Partito della Rifondazione Comunista (Communist Refounda-
tion Party)
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PRI Partito Repubblicano Italiano (Italian Republican Party)

PSDI Partito Socialista Democratico Italiano (Italian Democratic 
Socialist Party)

PSI Partito Socialista Italiano (Italian Socialist Party)

UdC Unione di Centro (Centre Union)

UIL Unione Italiana del Lavoro (Italian Labour Union)

Table 2.1 - List of organisational acronyms

In traditionally left-wing Marghera, the New Left gained po-
pularity also by opposing industrial pollution, as shown by the 
fact that all Borough Presidents between 2005 and 2020 belon-
ged to PRC or the Green Party. Many Green local leaders, such 
as Gianfranco Bettin and Michele Boato, had formerly belonged 
to the extra-parliamentary group Lotta Continua (Boato, 2019). 
The local CUB branches and the Rivolta Social Centre, instead, 
emerged mainly from Potere Operaio and Autonomia Operaia. 
In the early 2000s, CUB still represented a vocal minority of Por-
to Marghera workers. In Petrolchimico, CUB was led by envi-
ronmentalist employees such as Luciano Mazzolin, who had 
established the COORLACH news agency to denounce the indu-
stry’s noxiousness. Rivolta, instead, was based in a large, disused 
factory in Porto Marghera, self-managed by the local group of 
the post-autonomist Tute Bianche movement. It was also an im-
portant social milieu for working-class youths, for example the 
Venice football team supporters.

The workplace-centred and community-centred camps were 
both represented in the Venice administrations of the 1990s and 
2000s, mostly led by ‘mayor-philosopher’ Massimo Cacciari. 
Even Tute Bianche had elected activist Beppe Caccia as a city 
councillor with the Green Party. The point of contention regard-
ing Petrolchimico was, however, the complex of factories known 
in the public debate as the ‘chlorine cycle’: three integrated plants 
located downstream from ‘Petrolchimico’s heart’, its ethylene 
cracker, and producing respectively chlorine and sodium hydrox-
ide, polyvinyl chloride (PVC) and toluene diisocyanate (TDI).

The community-centred camp held that Porto Marghera’s 
chlorine cycle constituted an unacceptable source of risk and 
health damage for the densely populated area, due to toxic emis-
sions, the contamination of soil and water, and the storage of 
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hazardous substances such as chlorine, vinyl chloride monomer 
(VCM) and highly lethal phosgene. Moreover, the ageing plants 
were subject to frequent leaks and accidents. In 1999, Associazi-
one Bortolozzo published a report linking carcinogenic industri-
al emissions to higher-than-average cancer incidence amongst 
fenceline communities, demanding epidemiological research. In 
their view, the three plants should be closed and environmental 
remediation was needed to make space for cleaner production. 
Their position on employment was that workers’ income had to 
be protected through a combination of subsidies, employment 
in remediation works, and redeployment in other local factories 
(already existing or to be created post-remediation). Additional-
ly, they supported Greenpeace’s calls for a global decrease in 
plastic production (particularly PVC).

The workplace-centred camp agreed that Petrolchimico had 
been a major source of noxiousness in the past but held that the 
trajectory of substantial technical improvements existing since 
the 1970s could be further progressed to achieve a sustainable 
cohabitation between the chlorine cycle and communities. It 
was with the double objective of relaunching industrial employ-
ment in Porto Marghera while improving the industries’ envi-
ronmental performance that the Agreement for Chemistry be-
tween trade unions, employers (mainly ENI) and public author-
ities was signed on 21 October 1998.

An analysis of employment trends is necessary to under-
stand the relationship between the two camps. Throughout Por-
to Marghera’s history, only a minority of the industrial area’s 
workers lived in Marghera (Nappi, 1994), which is hardly sur-
prising as for many decades the number of jobs in Porto Mar-
ghera exceeded that of Marghera residents. However, in the 
1960s, when Porto Marghera employed between 33,000 and 
40,000 workers,11 a high share of Marghera residents were em-
ployed in the factories (Bonello, 2017, 179). This gradually 
changed when employment in the industrial area started to de-
cline in the 1970s.

Unfortunately, the population census report from 1981 did 
not include disaggregated data for Marghera, but we can see an 

11   The difference in the figures depends on whether one includes an esti-
mate of the workers under the most transient employment arrangements.
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evident fall of industrial employment even between 1991 and 
2001, after the mass layoffs of the 1980s had already happened 
(see Figure 2.1). Employment deindustrialisation is a national 
trend. Nonetheless, as the Marghera neighbourhood was located 
next to a major but retreating industrial hub, the decline in its 
local share of manufacturing jobs between 1991 and 2001 (-7%) 
was much more pronounced than the national figure (-3%).

The employment structure of Porto Marghera also changed. 
On the one hand, there was a drastic decline in the number of 
workers employed in the industrial area. On the other hand, 
there was an increase in the number of enterprises operating 
there (see Figure 2.2). This means that the remaining workforce 
is fragmented in a relatively large number of smaller workplac-
es, which constitutes an obstacle to effective union organising.

Figure 2.1 - Employment share by economic sector among resi-
dents of Venice (council and province), the Marghera neighbou-
rhood and Italy, 1981-2011 Sources: Authors’ elaboration using 
data from ISTAT (census).

Figure 2.2 - Number of workers vs number of enterprises pre-
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sent in Porto Marghera, 1965-2018.12 Sources: Authors’ elabora-
tion using reports from Ente Zona Industriale di Porto Marghe-
ra (EZIPM) and Osservatorio di Porto Marghera.

By the 1980s, the relationship between neighbourhood and 
factories had already become uneasy as the locals found fewer 
and fewer jobs on the other side of Via Fratelli Bandiera. This 
malaise surfaced provocatively when the local reggae band Pitura 
Freska rose to fame singing: ‘Marghera without factories would 
be healthier: a jungle of corn, tomatoes, and marijuana’ (Marghe-
ra, 1991). Marghera was thus undergoing a deep ‘noxious em-
ployment deindustrialisation’ process, i.e. a situation in which the 
share of manufacturing employment in an area declines but si-
gnificantly noxious industry remains (Feltrin et al., 2022).

The chlorine cycle directly employed about 600 workers, a 
large majority of whom commuted from the further urban cen-
tres of Mestre and Chioggia as well as rural localities scattered 
within and beyond the province. In turn, many Marghera resi-
dents commuted to insular Venice to work in its cultural sector, 
public services, hotels, shops and restaurants. The majority of 
Marghera residents are working class, yet they became less in-
dustrially employed than before. The growing chasm between 
employment in the industrial area and residence in the local 
neighbourhood increased tensions between the two work-
ing-class environmentalist camps presented above, as the next 
Section shows.

2. The fight over the chlorine cycle

In the summer of 1994, retired petrochemical worker Ga-
briele Bortolozzo entered the office of Public Prosecutor Felice 
Casson to submit a complaint against his previous employers 
Montedison and ENI, based on his own lay research on the he-
alth of his colleagues at Petrolchimico. The blue-collar turned 
green activist believed the high number of deaths from cancer 
was due to exposure to vinyl chloride, an intermediate material 
in PVC production (Bortolozzo, 1994). Casson did open an in-

12   This chart refers to employment in the Porto Marghera industrial area, 
not the whole municipality.
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quiry, but Bortolozzo never saw the beginning of the trial. He 
was killed in a road accident while riding his bicycle on 12 Sep-
tember 1995.

Large numbers turned up for the first hearing of the Petrol-
chimico case, on 13 March 1998 in Mestre’s bunker-courtroom 
(Allen, 2011). Thirty Montedison and ENI managers and doctors 
stood accused of charges including manslaughter, injury and en-
vironmental disaster, while hundreds of former Petrolchimico 
workers, relatives of the victims, unions, NGOs and public au-
thorities participated as civil parties. The charge of manslaughter 
concerned the death by cancer of 149 Petrolchimico workers 
who had been exposed to vinyl chloride, although subsequent 
research updated the number to 248 (Pirastu et al., 2003). The 
charge of environmental disaster referred to the contamination 
of the soil and water surrounding the factories, the severe pollu-
tion of the Venice Lagoon, and the proliferation of noxious 
landfills in different areas. In fact, in December 1998, the go-
vernment declared Porto Marghera a highly polluted site in need 
for remediation.

The workplace-centred and community-centred camps both 
endorsed the trial, but they diverged on how to interpret it (Cera-
si, 2007). According to the community-centred camp, the lawsuit 
contributed to show that the chlorine cycle had to be closed down. 
To this end, it held a ‘self-managed referendum’ on 6-7 June 1998, 
collecting 23,000 signatures. The workplace-centred camp, led by 
CGIL’s chemical federation local leader, Bruno Filippini, counte-
red that union action had substantially reformed Petrolchimico, 
and thus – while the trial was needed to address past wrongdoings 
– it had no implications for the future.

The first instance ruling came on 2 November 2001, after 150 
testimonies and 1.5 million pages of documentation. The bunker-
courtroom was packed and the atmosphere tense. Judge Ivano 
Nelson Salvarani slowly read out his verdict, reiterating ‘acquit-
ted’ for each and every charge. The public – mostly retired wor-
kers, family members and activists – reacted with disbelief. Rivol-
ta members led by Tute Bianche spokesman Luca Casarini broke 
into the courtroom and hung a banner reading ‘Guilty, yesterday 
like today’ under the inscription ‘The law is equal for all’. A heated 
debate erupted across the news media. What had happened?

The prosecution had shown that the carcinogenicity of vinyl 
chloride was first revealed in 1969-70 by Dr Pier Luigi Viola and 
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confirmed to Montedison by Professor Cesare Maltoni in 1972 
(Casson, 2007). Yet Montedison did not publicise the informa-
tion due to a ‘secrecy agreement’ subscribed to by the largest 
petrochemical multinationals (Markovitz and Rosner, 2002). 
Vinyl chloride’s carcinogenicity became publicly known only in 
1974, after the correlation between exposure and death from the 
rare angiosarcoma cancer emerged in BF Goodrich’s Kentucky 
plants. The court, however, rejected the secrecy agreement the-
sis, interpreting it as a confidentiality clause to be respected un-
til research on vinyl chloride could be completed. Moreover, the 
judges accepted the defence’s argument that, since 1974, Monte-
dison had taken satisfactory safety measures.

Concerning the charge of environmental disaster, the court 
(like the defence) acknowledged the severe contamination of the 
soil, canals and lagoon by a great variety of pollutants (metals, 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, dioxins, etc.). However, it 
held that it could not be proven that Montedison and ENI were 
the main culprits or had violated any existing laws. Ironically, 
two days before the verdict, Montedison had agreed with the 
Ministry of Environment – until then a civil party in the trial – a 
compensation of €271 million for environmental remediation.

The community-centred and workplace-centred camps both 
appealed against Salvarani’s ruling. The appeal court verdict 
was reached on 15 December 2004. Five defendants were con-
victed for the angiosarcoma death of Petrolchimico worker Tul-
lio Faggian, because – as the high toxicity of vinyl chloride had 
been known since the 1950s – Montedison had the legal respon-
sibility of reducing workers’ exposure even before carcinogenici-
ty was fully proven. Judge Francesco Aliprandi thus recognised 
Montedison’s responsibility for all other angiosarcoma deaths 
and Raynaud syndrome cases, but the statute of limitations for 
them had expired. The verdict also acknowledged Montedison’s 
responsibility for illegal discharges into the lagoon until the 
1990s, but the statute of limitations for these irregularities had 
also elapsed. On 19 May 2006, the Cassation Court upheld the 
appeal court ruling.

However, Petrolchimico’s trouble were not over. On 28 No-
vember 2002, a tank exploded in Petrolchimico’s TDI units. The 
sirens screeched through Marghera, the population was told to 
go home and shut their windows. For long minutes, the apo-
calyptic prophesy of Marghera ablaze seemed to have at last co-
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me to pass. Luckily, however, the shock wave from the explosion 
of a second tank extinguished the main fire, allowing the fire-
fighters to gain the upper hand. The fire department’s official 
report later famously thanked all those ‘who, at their own risk, 
prevented the accident from having worse consequences, cer-
tainly benefitting from the assistance of divine Providence’.

In what many saw as ENI’s betrayal of the 1998 Agreement 
for Chemistry, Petrolchimico’s TDI plant had been sold to Dow 
Chemical in 2001. In 2005, three Dow managers would be con-
victed for the 2002 explosion. However, after the first instance 
court ruling in the Petrolchimico case, legal proceedings could 
scarcely appease the infuriated fenceline communities. This ti-
me, the focus of accusations was the highly lethal phosgene gas 
stored in a 15-tonne tank close to the TDI unit where the explo-
sions happened.

On 4 December 2002, a large gathering of locals and activists 
led to the foundation of the APCRC (see Table 2.1). Even if some 
retired factory workers were still involved, the APCRC’s most pro-
minent leaders were a mixture of middle-class professionals – 
such as IT consultant Anthony Candiello and health and envi-
ronmental inspector Franco Rigosi – and service sector workers 
– such as janitor Roberto Trevisan and social worker Michele Va-
lentini. Noting that ‘jobs keep going down while cancers go up’, 
APCRC began a long anti-chlorine campaign featuring several 
mass demonstrations (Benatelli et al., 2006; Chesta et al., 2014).

Meanwhile, remediation works were relaunched in 2002, 
using a combination of public funds and mandatory contribu-
tions by the industry, engendering hopes for a regeneration of 
the declining industrial area. However, between 2001 and 2005, 
maverick petrochemical multinational Ineos acquired full ow-
nership of Porto Marghera’s PVC plants. In 2005, chemical wor-
kers staged a campaign of strikes and roadblocks demanding 
that the public authorities grant the permits to expand produc-
tion required by Ineos to keep the factories open.

On its part, APCRC collected 12,600 signatures in support of 
a consultative referendum on the chlorine cycle in the council 
area. Between 19 June and 8 July 2006, all Venice citizens recei-
ved a postal ballot with the question: ‘Do you want the produc-
tion and processing of chlorine, vinyl chloride, and phosgene to 
continue?’ A week later, the survey results were out: 34.3% eligi-
ble participants expressed their view and 80% of these chose the 
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‘No’ option. Marghera was the borough with the highest partici-
pation rate (41%), with 80% against the chlorine cycle.

In August 2006, Dow announced it would decommission its 
Porto Marghera plant. The corporation never explained if the 
survey had influenced its decision or not, although Dow Italia 
manager Roberto Lombardi only mentioned ‘market issues’. In 
any case, Dow’s 180 workers were furious. Remediation works 
were progressing at a snail’s pace and no ‘green chemistry’ in-
vestments were in sight for the workers to be redeployed. In De-
cember 2006, ENI agreed to re-hire the Dow workers who were 
not near retirement and would not find alternative employment, 
but this happened slowly and, for some, after years on income 
support schemes.

In March 2008, the government overrode the national envi-
ronmental commission to grant Ineos the final permits. But the 
financial crisis was erupting and, in July 2008, Ineos announced 
it would abandon its Italian PVC plants, to the dismay of its 270 
Porto Marghera employees. The factory was put under special 
administration in an attempt to find a buyer, while the workers 
– led by technician Nicoletta Zago – began a tenacious campaign 
in defence of their jobs, including spectacular actions such as 
the symbolic occupation of the plant’s flare stack and San Marco 
Square’s bell tower. ENI was this time unwilling to re-hire the 
Ineos workforce, although extra-ordinary income protection 
schemes were kept in place until late 2014. The PVC plants never 
resumed production.

An invisible part of this story was uncovered in 2013, when 
it turned out that Consorzio Venezia Nuova (CVN) – the consor-
tium of companies tasked with carrying out Porto Marghera’s 
remediation works – was behind a network of bribes and illicit 
financing (for an alleged €1 billion) of politicians in exchange 
for public tenders. It emerged that Altero Matteoli – environment 
minister between 2001 and 2006 for the post-fascist party AN – 
had secretly obtained through CVN the award of an inflated pu-
blic tender for Porto Marghera’s remediation works to crony 
entrepreneur Erasmo Cinque, after having brokered Montedi-
son’s compensation in 2001. The tender for Porto Marghera’s 
remediation – worth an ever-inflating sum of hundreds of mil-
lions – was then awarded to CVN without competition. During 
the CVN trial, businessman Piergiorgio Baita allegedly declared: 
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‘Without CVN, Porto Marghera’s clean-up would have been ea-
sily completed by now’ (Il Gazzettino, 8 July 2016, 3).

3. The new Marghera

In May 2022, ENI permanently turned off its ethylene crack-
er, ‘Petrolchimico’s heart’. While smaller plants that were once 
part of Petrolchimico remain in operation, this closure symbol-
ised an already accomplished fact, the twilight of the centrality 
of petrochemical production for Marghera. According to EZIPM 
data, employment in Porto Marghera’s chemical industries de-
creased from over 14,000 in 1965 to 2200 in 2005, to reach about 
700 in 2018. By now, the largest industrial employer in Porto 
Marghera is by far Fincantieri. Established in 1920 as Breda, 
this massive shipyard occupies about 1600 direct employees and 
an oscillating number of outsourced workers – allegedly close to 
10,000 during peak times –, which made it infamous for its high-
ly intricate, precarious, and racialised subcontracting system 
(Quondamatteo, 2022). However, the vast majority of Marghera 
residents are today employed in the service sector, where tour-
ism in insular Venice plays a big role. The latter generates its 
own problems – and related social movements – particularly 
more precarious employment patterns, the further expulsion of 
Venetian residents to the mainland, the damage to the lagoon’s 
ecosystem engendered by large cruise ships, and a considerable 
contribution to excessive air traffic.

	Even in the industrial area, concerns about pollution are not 
over. On 15 May 2020, the acetone plant 3V Sigma suffered a 
dramatic explosion. ENEL’s coal-fired power station remains ac-
tive, as well as a waste incinerator. After closing its ethylene 
cracker, ENI announced plans to open a new incinerator, which 
engendered a strong opposition campaign by Marghera resi-
dents, with particular concerns over the fact that it could be 
used to burn the PFAS-contaminated muds generated by the 
Miteni environmental disaster in nearby Trissino (Tamas 2020). 
Highly worrying is also the fact that the remediation of vast con-
taminated areas in Porto Marghera is far from completion, leav-
ing them unusable for other purposes.

The province of Venice has consistently reported deaths and 
cancers beyond the regional average (see Table 2.2). Recent re-
search has also demonstrated that, within Venice, Marghera is 
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in turn the neighbourhood with the highest excess deaths and 
cancer incidence, although the difference between Marghera 
and other areas has been narrowing in recent years (Gessoni et 
al. 2020).

Males Females

OBS SMR (CI90%) OBS SMR (CI90%)

General 

mortality

8,044 108 (106-110) 9,384 105 (103-107)

All malignant

Tumours

2,676 114 (111-118) 2,345 116 (112-120)

Circulatory di-

seases

2,564 105 (101-108) 3,654 105 (102-108)

Respiratory 

diseases

 531 87 (81-94) 638 102 (95-108)

Digestive disea-

ses

321 116 (106-128) 348 104 (95-113)

Urinary disea-

ses

121  96 (83-112) 122 73 (63-85)

Table 2.2 - Mortality in Venice for the main causes of death. Num-
ber of observed cases (OBS), standardised mortality ratio (SMR), 
90% confidence interval (CI90%); reference = Veneto, 2013-2017. 
Males and females. Published in Zona et al., 2023, 113.

In the 1980s, a new form of noxiousness, heroin addiction, 
invested Marghera. At the time, drug trafficking was managed by 
the local criminal organisation known as Mala del Brenta, which 
was disbanded in the 1990s (Dianese, 2018). According to our in-
terviewees’ perceptions, heroin trafficking and addition had im-
proved in the late 1990s and the 2000s, but it made a relative co-
meback in the years following the 2008 financial crisis. Today, 
Mestre and Marghera (the mainland side of Venice’s council area) 
have the sad record of being the first area in Italy in terms of per 
capita drug-induced deaths, mostly caused by heroin.13

Marghera’s reputation as an unhealthy place to live has prob-
ably contributed to a remarkable increase in the number of emp-

13   The data is available at www.geoverdose.it.
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ty properties and a decline in house prices. While real estate de-
preciation is a national trend, even more so when inflation is tak-
en into account, in Marghera it reached more than 50% in real 
average prices between 2006 and 2022, a difference much more 
pronounced than in the neighbouring areas (see Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.3 - Rate of depreciation of the average sale prices (per 
sq. mt.) of residential units in ‘optimal’ conditions between 2006 
and 2022 (prices adjusted to 2022) in selected homogenous are-
as. Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from the Ministry of 
Economy and Finances (Agenzia delle Entrate).

Relatively cheap housing, combined with the availability of 
nearby employment opportunities in both industry and services, 
has in turn contributed to high foreign immigration rates. Italy 
has shifted from having a 2% rate of foreign population in 2001 
to 9% in 2021. Marghera, however, moved from 2% in 2001 to 
27% in 2021 (see Figure 2.4).

The largest immigrant community in the Venice council area 
is made up of Bangladeshi nationals, followed by Romanian and 
Chinese citizens, according to Venice Registry data. Marghera’s 
immigrant population has a much higher male to female ratio 
(116 men per 100 women) than both the national average and 
the neighbouring municipalities (see Table 2.3). This might be 
related to the presence of Fincantieri, which makes extensive 
use of an outsourced workforce, often male and immigrant 
(Rabby, 2023). Another important source of employment for the 
immigrant population is Venice’s hospitality sector, which noto-
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riously provides, for a large share of jobs, very poor pay and 
conditions (Magatte, 2019).

Figure 2.4 - Foreign residents in selected areas (% of the total 
resident population), 2001-2021. Source: Authors’ elaboration 
using (1) data for the municipalities of Marghera, Venice and 
Mestre from the Venice Registry, (2) all other data from ISTAT.

Ratio of males to 100 
females, foreign resi-
dents

Percentage of ma-
les, foreign resi-
dents

2011 2021 2011 2021

Marghera 
(M)

116.0 116.9 54% 54%

V e n i c e 
(M)

57.7 62.8 37% 39%

M e s t r e 
(M)

91.6 98.1 48% 50%

V e n i c e 
(C)

87.4 92.8 47% 48%

 Table 2.3 - Male to female ratio in the immigrant population of 
selected areas, 2011 and 2021. Sources: Authors’ elaboration us-
ing (1) data for the municipalities of Marghera, Venice and Me-
stre from the Venice Registry, (2) all other data from ISTAT.

The influx of immigrants has mitigated the decline and 
ageing of Marghera’s population. In fact, the number of Italian 
citizens residing in Marghera has declined from about 27,600 in 
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2001 to 20,700 in 2021, according to Venice Registry data. The 
ageing index (i.e. the ratio of the population aged 65 or more to 
that aged between 0 and 14) was particularly high in Marghera 
in 2001, but it then converged with the Italian average in recent 
years (see Figure 2.5), which is most probably due to immigra-
tion.

Figure 2.5 - Ageing index in Marghera and Italy, 1981-2021. 
Sources: Authors’ elaboration using (1) data for the municipali-
ty of Marghera from the Venice Registry, (2) data for Italy from 
ISTAT.

These transformations of Marghera’s employment and resi-
dential make up have also changed its political outlook. Three 
periods can be distinguished in this respect. The first phase, 
from the post-WWII decades to 2005, saw a hegemony of PCI 
(and its heir DS) and PSI. These were the traditional parties of 
the labour movement, with a strong presence in the trade unions 
and in the industrial area. Since the Maghera municipality was 
established in 1975, these parties or their successors always won 
the presidency, except for a four-year Green Party tenure (see 
Figure 2.6). However, employment deindustrialisation and ri-
sing awareness over the impacts of industrial pollution under-
mined this state of affairs. Between 2005 and 2020, PRC and the 
Green Party – originated from Marghera’s New Left groups – 
kept the presidency of the municipality on a platform based on 
combating pollution and strengthening public services. This is a 
quite exceptional development in an otherwise mostly conserva-
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tive region such as Veneto. However, for the first time in Mar-
ghera’s history, the Right won the 2020 municipal elections, 
inaugurating the third and current phase. This shift to the Right 
is consistent with the national trend and – according to some of 
our interviewees – it also stems from a rise in implicit and expli-
cit racism in relation to immigration.
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Figure 2.6 - Timeline of Marghera municipality presidents 

In parliamentary elections, Marghera, once a safe Left con-
stituency, became a contested seat, with right-wing parties gai-
ning ground in recent years (Figure 2.7). Comparing the evolu-
tion of electoral outcomes since 1983, we can see a first decline 
of the Left in 1992, which was the first election after both the fall 
of the Soviet Union and the corruption scandal Tangentopoli. 
There has also been an increase in vote dispersion to smaller 
parties (represented in grey). However, Marghera kept voting for 

the Left in greater proportions than the country’s average until 
the very last election, while at the same time ‘testing the newco-
mers’: FI in 1996 (not charted here), M5S in 2018 and, finally, 
FdI in 2022.
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Figure 2.7 - Vote share by party at Chamber of Deputies elec-
tions, selected years. Source: Authors’ elaboration using data 
from the Ministry of Interior and Venice Council (data prior to 
2006 is disaggregated at the council level only). See Table 2.1 for 
acronyms.

From this account, it emerges that Marghera’s deindustrial 
transition has been accompanied by multiple forms of malaise. 
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Nevertheless, it is important to remember that we are still dea-
ling with a neighbourhood situated in one of Italy’s richest are-
as. Income tax (IRPEF) data show that Venice is part of the top 
1% councils in Italy, both in absolute and per capita terms. Whi-
le Marghera’s income per capita is no doubt lower than that of 
insular Venice, the latter is among the three metropolitan areas 
with the lowest income inequality (Biagetti, 2020).

	Furthermore, while problems such as pollution and drug 
abuse are real, there is a good dose of classism and racism in the 
sensationalistic and stigmatising depictions of Marghera that 
can sometimes be heard in Veneto. These representations over-
look the social wealth of a territory with strong citizens’ associ-
ations, cultural and political activities, and public services that 
resist in spite of defunding. Marghera has also long been a refer-
ence point for youth countercultures, with its music scene – for 
instance the Venezia Hardcore collective – and its football fan 
clubs. Such community bonds explain to a large extent the deep 
sense of attachment that the people who live Marghera or know 
it well feel towards this neighbourhood. An open question is 
how this social texture is modifying in relation to Marghera’s 
changing population, which increasingly resembles that of the 
whole planet.

Conclusion

With the chlorine cycle gone and remediation far from com-
pletion, neither the workplace-centred camp nor the communi-
ty-centred one realised their goals. The environmentally sustai-
nable chlorine cycle envisioned by the unions did not materiali-
se, and neither did the regeneration based on post-remediation 
green jobs advocated by the environmentalists. Yet, on the one 
hand, the workplace-centred mobilisations protected workers’ 
income to some extent through re-hiring by ENI and extra-ordi-
nary income support schemes. On the other hand, the commu-
nity-centred camp achieved significant environmental improve-
ments in terms of partial remediation and reduced industrial 
pollution and hazards.

As a reflection on this experience, Gianfranco Bettin publi-
shed a novel titled Cracking (Bettin, 2019), a reference to Petrol-
chimico’s last major plant. The protagonist is a retired petroche-
mical worker enraged about the fact that his former colleagues 
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are being left without viable employment alternatives. The nar-
rative, written by one of the most visible leaders of the anti-chlo-
rine campaign, is meant as a contribution to heal the fracture 
between the workplace-centred and community-centred camps 
through the perspective of its protagonist, both Marghera resi-
dent and former union activist.

A convergence between the workplace-centred camp and the 
community-centred one would possibly have generated more ef-
fective pressure on employers and the state authorities to deliver 
an environmental remediation that, to the present day, is far 
from realisation. Such remediation would have been in the inte-
rest of both camps, as it would have removed much pollution 
from the vicinities of residential Marghera while making space 
for new sources of employment. Perhaps, the times were not 
ready for such a coalition across workplaces and communities. 
We have seen a major example only recently, with the conver-
gence between factory workers and the climate justice move-
ment successfully led by the Ex-GKN Florence Factory Collecti-
ve (Collettivo GKN et al., 2022). While the GKN dispute has 
many characteristics making it very special, it is to be hoped 
that it will serve as an inspiration for future struggles over pro-
ductive conversion and its relationship to the surrounding terri-
tories.
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3.  
Piano Taranto: between participation and planning

Ilaria Boniburini and Alessandro Esposito

Introduction

Taranto is a city of roughly 200,000 inhabitants, located in 
the Apulia region (South of Italy), which has been experiencing 
a deep socio-ecological crisis, due to different and intercon-
nected economic, social and environmental contradictions, lar-
gely connected to the ex-Ilva, one of the oldest and largest ope-
rating steel plants in Europe. Taranto’s community has been 
particularly vulnerable to the so-called job blackmail, whereby 
the right to a healthy environment comes into conflict with the 
right to work, largely provided by the steel factory. The ex-Ilva 
case is also characterised by a series of complex events, invol-
ving judiciary, administrative and legislative powers at different 
levels, which are still under judgement. These include legal pro-
ceedings against the ex-Ilva and the Italian State by European 
institutions (Graziuso, 2022). In this context, Piano Taranto [Ta-
ranto Plan], a planning strategy presented in the form of a docu-
ment, was drafted through a grassroots participatory process 
between 2017 and 2018. Assuming the steel-plant closure as ne-
cessary, the Plan aims at providing a radical alternative to the 
current monocultural economy by a massive brownfield reme-
diation and diversification of the economic bases.

The objective of this article is to present the Taranto Plan as 
an example of bottom-up planning. However, this analysis aims 
to go beyond the scrutiny of the genesis and content of the Plan. 
By listening to the words of those who participated, in one way 
or another, in conceiving the Plan, we would like to unveil the 
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assumptions, conceptions and categories on which the Plan and 
the imaginary of Taranto rest. The intention is to offer a non-
neutral reading of the Plan, but to question the more general 
relationship between bottom-up participation and planning. 
Can the Taranto Plan be considered a virtuous example of bot-
tom-up planning? What elements determine this bottom-up pro-
cess? Is it able to escape the developmentalist and colonial con-
ception of ‘planning’ or does it rather risk unwittingly to repro-
duce its theoretical assumptions?

Before reasoning on the participatory process, a few events 
about the last sixty years of industrial, urban and social history 
of Taranto need to be recalled. The ex-Ilva is the last Italian plant 
mobilizing an integral cycle of steel production, which means 
the transformation of raw materials to final steel products throu-
gh a blast furnace/basic oxygen furnace process (Acciaierie Ita-
lia, 2022). The environmental impact of such a plant is devasta-
ting and includes the emission of pollutants of various origins in 
the air, discharge of toxic and hazardous liquid and solid waste, 
contamination of surrounding agricultural land and biodiversi-
ty reduction. In terms of public health threats, the assessments 
of the impacts of the exposure to contaminants of industrial ori-
gin commissioned by the Italian National Health Institute reveal 
excess mortality in the Taranto area from cancer, cardiovascular 
and kidney illnesses, as well as increased neurological, heart, 
kidney, and digestive illnesses and respiratory infections (SEN-
TIERI, 2019).14 

The steel plant, at its full capacity, can produce up to 10 mt 
(million tons) of steel per year (Romeo, 2019), but since the 
1980s both the production and employment have decreased pro-
gressively.  In 2021, there were 8,165 employees including those 
in layoff (Acciaierie d’Italia, 2022) and production in 2023 was 
less than 3 mt (Federmanager, 2024). Starting its operation in 

14   Further studies have revealed serious neurobehavioral effects on child 
development (Renzetti et al., 2021), while a cohort study on mortality and mor-
bidity in the area of Taranto shows that people living in the districts closest to 
the industrial zone (featuring lower socioeconomic indicators) have higher mor-
tality/morbidity levels compared to the rest of the city area (Mataloni et al., 
2021). Most recently it has been estimated the significant mortality impact asso-
ciated with the greenhouses gases emission of the ex-Ilva to be expected by the 
end of the century based on the 2020 declared emission (Gianninico et al., 2023).
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1964 as a State-controlled company, ex-Ilva represents a clear 
example of how the Italian State organized the industrial deve-
lopment of Southern Italy after World War II. The establishment 
of the steel factory was seen as the basis for the modernization 
of a “backward” economy, previously founded on primary sec-
tor, military arsenal and shipyards. Although the ex-Ilva 
prompted the construction of some activities, including a ce-
ment plant and a Shell refinery, it did not boost the expected 
development. During the 1970s the plant doubled, and its foot-
print reached about 15 million sqm. Both phases of construc-
tion occurred in complete disregard of statutory urban zoning 
plans, as the chosen site was right on the edge of the city centre 
and adjacent to an existing residential area. 

From the beginning, industrial development marked the ter-
ritory,  redefining the socio-spatial organization of the city and 
the everyday life of citizens. This powerful transformation, 
oriented  to the stabilization of a monoculture and to build a 
popular industrial consciousness was sustained by a pervasive 
discourse, cultural and pedagogical programs and propaganda 
(Nistri, 2009; Leogrande, 2013; Romeo, 2019). This expansion, 
which involved the concessions of coastal and rural space to the 
industry, was not accompanied by interventions to balance the 
social and environmental costs. As the Old city depopulated - 
due to the collapses of buildings and subsequent evictions - the 
real estate speculation encouraged over construction outside the 
historical perimeter  (Romeo, 2019) believing the unreal demo-
graphic forecasts of 300,000 inhabitants. “Citizens could finally 
enjoy its belated “economic miracle”, witnessing growth in per ca-
pita income and understandably taking pride in the new city iden-
tity of “Steel Capital” [...] the Megamachine celebrated its trium-
phs, fueling the illusion of unlimited growth in both output and 
employment, a fantasy destined to dissipate in the following deca-
de” (Nistri, 2011, 1 ).

In the early 1980s, the factory reached the maximum expan-
sion of its employment base, with 21.791 units (Riva Fire, 2011), 
but a global economic recession came in, together with the con-
traction of the European steel market. In a decade, from the 
1980s to the 1990s, employment halved (Cerrito, 2010). In 1995, 
after the plant was sold to the Riva family, a restructuring pro-
cess took place. On the one hand, it transformed the Ilva into the 
biggest steel making plant in Europe for production capacity, 
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making outstanding economic profits in the early 2000s. On the 
other hand, it deeply changed social and labour relations, fur-
ther degrading both working and living conditions in the city. As 
environmental and health concerns became stronger, biomoni-
toring became more systematic and demonstrated that the ex-
Ilva was causing a severe increase of pollution in the surroun-
ding area. Already in 1986, the Italian State included Taranto in 
the list of the national sites at ‘higher risk of environmental cri-
sis’, and in 1998 was included in the first group of contaminated 
sites of national interest (SIN). 

A sequence of events led in 2012 to what is considered the 
turning point of Taranto’s industrial and social history: the legal 
confiscation of the “hot area” due to environmental disaster, put 
forward by the Public Prosecutor Patrizia Todisco. According to 
the prosecutor, the ex-Ilva managers were accused for the crimes, 
among others, of unnamed disaster, food poisoning, intentional 
omission of precautions against accidents at work, extortion and 
corruption. The  judgment demonstrates,  for both men and wo-
men, an excess of mortality for different pathologies, as well as 
higher infant mortality, compared to the regional population, for 
pathologies etiologically correlated with exposure to the conta-
minants emitted by Ilva. Despite the evidence brought up by the 
judiciary, the Italian governments kept bypassing the 2012 sen-
tence issuing a subsequent series of decrees Salva Ilva [Save Ilva] 
in order to maintain the hot area in productive continuity.

In June 2017, Italy awarded most of ILVA’s assets to Arcelor-
Mittal InvestCo, a consortium led by Arcelor Mittal, which is the 
world’s leading manufacturer of steel in terms of capacity. Cur-
rently, Arcelor Mittal owns 62% of ex-Ilva, while public investment 
agency Invitalia has the remaining 38%. For months both parties 
have been accusing each other of failing to respect their commit-
ments, but recently the Italian Government has placed the plant 
under special administration and is looking for new investors 
again, leaving the fate of Taranto at the mercy of events.

1. Semantics and contradictions of planning

In order to understand Piano Taranto and decipher its inten-
tional codes in the words of those who participated in the pro-
cess, it is necessary to question the instrument of “planning”. 
Specifically, it is crucial to recognise the central role assigned to 
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planning in the development of Italian marginal areas, which is 
reflected in some in the discourses about the difficult rela-
tionship between North and South of Italy and the so-called 
“southern question”, one of the most accentuated cases of eco-
nomic dualism in the West. In the backdrop of the hegemonic 
narrative about the Southern inability to plan and implement 
infrastructural, economic and social plans there was the lack of 
industrialisation first, and later the technological and cultural 
lag. The ex-Ilva is trapped precisely in this narrative. In the ima-
gination of the Taranto community, the ex-Ilva’s inability to bre-
ak out of the job’s vs environment dilemma is seen as the result 
of a political inability to plan a different future for the city. In the 
face of this impasse, Piano Taranto is an attempt - by a part of 
the Taranto community - to take ownership of the planning tool, 
in response to the immobilizing narrative of national political 
and institutional powers. 

“Planning” is an attractive and powerful tool for envisioning 
the future,  however it can lead to a number of contradictions and 
socio-political positioning. Underlying the definition of planning 
is the word “development” and the Western gaze has taken ow-
nership of it, as the necessary process for the construction of a 
socio-economic system aimed at individual and collective well-
being. Both the liberal and capitalist traditions, as well as the 
more radically anti-capitalist ones, read “development” in positi-
ve terms, at most questioning the ways to do it in a given territory.

In 1992 The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge 
of Power was published, edited by Wolfgang Sachs. The book 
aims to unveil the fundamental contradictions underlying the 
processes of exploitation and socio-ecological destruction inhe-
rent in the Western world’s developmentalist approach. It also 
places attention to the narrative established since World War II. 
Specifically, the category of “development” is exposed to be 
much more than a simple technical determination of “socio-eco-
nomic endeavor.”: “it is a perception which models reality, a myth 
which comforts societies, and a fantasy which unleashes passions. 
Perceptions, myths and fantasies, however, rise and fall indepen-
dent of empirical results and rational conclusions; they appear 
and vanish, not because they are proven right or wrong, but rather 
because they are pregnant with promise or become irrelevant” (Sa-
chs, 2010, xvi). 

In a sense, “development” constitutes a category peculiar to 
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a specific form of socio-cultural and political narrative, which 
has determined the expansion of a Western-driven global project. 
Two major procedures have been essential in this regard: profes-
sionalization and istitutionalization (Escobar, 1995). The first 
allows certain forms of knowledge, and not others, to achieve 
and maintain the status of truth, which are generated and vali-
dated by a set of techniques, strategies and disciplinary practi-
ces. The entire process of construction of a problem and identi-
fication of its solution, passes through a system of measuring, 
theorization and normalization, which is western based (such as 
statistics) and functional to the development project. The latter 
is a complex system of reports, programmes, conferences, local 
practices, and the like through which discourses and techniques 
are produced, recorded, stabilized, modified, and circulated. For 
instance, as industries were associated with cities, a physical re-
distribution of population from countryside to urban centres 
was wished, linking indissolubly together industrialization, ur-
banization and development. Universal education and a system 
of values, supportive of industrial growth, such as punctuality, 
hard work, capacity to respond to monetary incentives, were al-
so considered necessary for having a skilled, literate and inven-
tive population.

Another article in the Dictionary asserts the centrality of 
planning techniques and practices in the development project 
since its inception and explains that social change and deve-
lopment can be “engineered and directed, produced at will” 
(Escobar, 2010, 145). This position is not neutral; planning beco-
mes - hidden under the guise of good intention - the main vector 
and the technical-scientific arm for imposing the modern We-
stern model on the world, specifically on the  “underdeveloped” 
areas, a tool of “domination and social control”.15 However, this 
is not sufficient to highlight its inherent power as an instrument 

15   In the “Vocabulary of culture and society” (1983), Williams explains that 
the most significant change to the meaning of the word “development” came 
after 1945, when underdevelopment came into use, and development was con-
nected with the idea that economies and societies were to pass through predic-
table ‘stages of development’. Expressions such as ‘backward’, or ‘underdevelo-
ped’ became the way to permanently define the countries of Africa, Latina Ame-
rica and Asia. Later, a similar treatment was applied to marginal areas within 
national borders, in Italy to the South. 
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of capitalism. Town planning gained prominence for dealing 
with the built environment, social planning was instrumental 
for promoting  people’s welfare in the hands of professionals 
and the State, and modern economy institutionalised the mar-
ket and the formulation of classical political economy (Escobar, 
2010). Therefore, the economist and the planner were leading 
figures. The first was the expert par excellence called upon to 
produce the most basic truths about development, the latter  
was who applied theoretical knowledge through planning, lin-
king policy and the state (Escobar, 1995). 

Modern city planning was also progressively relevant. Its 
fortunes in Western countries are linked to problems of hygiene, 
promiscuity of uses, and the collapse of property values derived 
from the rapid industrialization of the 19th century. Beginning 
with sanitary reforms and the introduction of zoning, the city 
was planned in neighborhoods to accommodate the labor force 
migrating from the countryside and find a balance among the 
different uses and functions. “Reifying space and objectifying pe-
ople, the practice of town planning, along with the science of urba-
nism, transformed the spatial and social make-up of the city, gi-
ving birth in the twentieth century to what has been called ‘the 
Taylorization of architecture’” (Escobar, 2010, 146). 

Transforming the urban living space, deeply pervaded by so-
cial, economic and cultural networks involves the transforma-
tion of subjects and their experience of daily life; and this im-
plies - by the State - a standardization of realities through pro-
blems and solutions to solve them, with the suppression of diffe-
rence and diversity (Ibidem).  

As a modern device for normalising everyday life, urban 
planning and planning more generally, call for a reflection. On 
the one hand, communities and cities become the place where 
everyday life is naturalised and  the technical-scientific knowled-
ge (at the basis of the planning process) determines the constitu-
tion of a class holding the power of drafting plans, controlling 
urban transformations and ultimately dominating communi-
ties. On the other hand, by excluding community’s knowledge 
and desires, urban and social planning enter into conflict with 
the territorial practices intrinsic to the history of the communi-
ties themselves.

This excursus becomes therefore a warning about the power 
of planning as a tool, pervasively constitutive of modern reality. 



80 POLITICAL PARTECIPATIONS IN SACRIFICE AREAS

Analysing Taranto Plan, as an attempt by a community to plan 
from below its own emancipation from the exploitative linear 
industrial model, also means testing their experience in compa-
rison with the very use of such a tool. In the following para-
graphs, we try to understand how this community managed to 
appropriate the instrument of planning and to what extent it 
succeeded in overcoming its modern assumptions, and avoiding 
the reproduction of those imaginaries belonging to the process 
of Western domination over marginal territories.

2. Piano Taranto: participatory planning as a response to the 
hegemonic narrative

The first assembly of the participatory process leading to the 
drafting of the Taranto Plan document was held in November 
2017. The aim of the call to the city, launched by Comitato dei 
Cittadini /Lavoratori Liberi e Pensanti [Committee of Free and 
Reflective Citizens/Workers] (hereafter CCLLP), is to “bring toge-
ther all the intelligences that care about the present and the future 
of the city of Taranto, aware of the fact that only a bottom-up pro-
cess, broad and participatory, starting from the local but involving 
the whole country and beyond, can allow us to regain possession 
of a destiny that others think they have already written for our 
tormented land, and that we can no longer delegate to anyone” 
(Piano Taranto, 2018, 5). Beside CCLLP participated others civil 
society organizations,16 workers and citizens. The assembly had 
a broad and heterogeneous social composition in terms of age, 
social class, neighbourhood of residence, occupation, education 
and previous experience in environmental justice movements. 
On the basis of preparatory texts discussed during public assem-
blies, held weekly for about five months, a conversion plan for 
Taranto was drafted. From this proposal it was expected that all 
the actors involved would undertake scheduled commitments 
through regulatory instruments and agreements. The experien-

16   Giustizia per Taranto a political-cultural association based on the values 
of environmental justice, social advocacy and democratic participation as tools 
to promote inclusion, funded in 2017 by former members of CCLLP;  Tamburi 
Combattenti, a group of inhabitants of the Tamburi neighbourhood; the Taranto 
civic movements Taranto Respira and Tutta mia la città; and ISDE Massafra, an 
association of doctors for the environment. 
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ce of the decommissioning of another Italsider steel plant in 
Cornigliano (Northern Italy) - which had seen intense mobilisa-
tions and a subsequent Agreement between workers, trade 
unions and the government - served as an important precedent, 
at least for the workers of the Assembly, and the CCLLP in gene-
ral. A report about the opportunities that the reclamation of pol-
luted sites can offer for the economic and environmental regene-
ration of territories (Confindustria, 2016) and Piano B for Taran-
to, a document produced by the environmentalist organization 
Peacelink (2014) on a possible future for the city were important 
references.

Taranto Plan is presented on the morning of 1 May 2018 at a 
press conference, attended by institutional representatives, tra-
de unionists, and MPs elected in 2018 in the lists of the Movi-
mento 5 Stelle in the Puglia-Taranto constituency.17 The date is 
no coincidence. Since 2013, Labour Day in Taranto has been 
celebrated with Unomaggio Taranto, a nationwide music festival 
attended by artists, activists and intellectuals from all over Italy. 
The launch of this festival and the birth of the CCLLP, who orga-
nises it annually is linked to the events of 2012. 

In order to understand the genesis of Piano Taranto, it is 
necessary to contextualise it in relation to the socio-cultural 
transformations that led to the judicial seizure of the ex-Ilva ‘hot 
zone’ and consequently to the establishment of the CCLLP. As 
mentioned above, with the privatisation of the factory in 1995, a 
restructuring process had begun, affecting production, manage-
ment and labour relations, which were becoming progressively 
more precarious. In addition, the closure of the Ilva hot-air plant 
in Cornegliano implied the transfer of that production to Taran-
to. In 2008, following revelations about the presence of dioxin in 
cows and sheeps’ milk, the environmental movement Altamarea 
emerged.  A big strike, followed by 20,000 citizens, and suppor-
ted by local institutions took place. Unfortunately, Altamarea 
broke up, failing to overcome differences and the involvement of 
the working class in the construction of the social and political 
path (Corvace, 2011). Despite the mobilisations, and the 

17   It is worth emphasising that the 5 Stelle party explicitly aligned with the 
movement for the closure of the plant and the struggles for environmental justi-
ce at the national level. However, after the election their withdraw their support.
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mounting evidence of the ongoing contamination, the national 
governments continued to ignore the evidence, but the judiciary 
intervened, ruling the seizure. A few days later, during a strike 
called by the major trade unions against the verdict and seizure 
- which established their subordination to the job blackmail - a 
worker, dissident trade unionist and founder of the CCLLP took 
the microphone and shouted “Enough of your speeches! It’s our 
turn to speak”.

The protest that emerged was not only against the ex-Ilva 
executives, trade unions and governments. As in all struggles for 
hegemony - the ability of a specific social class to dominate over 
others, not only in political and economic terms, but also in cul-
tural terms (Gramsci, 1975) - the narrative dimension is funda-
mental. Social and political initiatives and the participatory 
planning process itself are configured as initiatives of resistance 
and contestation against a dominant culture, connected to the 
idea that every economic and social progress for the city depen-
ded on the production of steel (Nistri, 2009). It is a dialectical 
hegemonic process, neither static nor rigid (Leitner et al, 2007; 
Rose, 2002) in which hegemonic (government and institutions) 
and counter-hegemonic (social and environmental movements) 
imaginaries and visions of Taranto are articulated. Taranto’s cul-
tural hegemony is built on two key elements. First, the configu-
ration of the steel production as a strategic sector for the natio-
nal economy, which replaced the 1960s-80s rhetoric of industrial 
development as a modernising force. This new narrative is 
strictly functional to justify the Salva Ilva decrees in defence of 
a highly impactful company, whose environmental and social 
costs are externalised and made to fall on the Taranto communi-
ty. Second, the employment guarantee, which frames the socio-
economic dependence of the territory on the factory.

Underpinning Piano Taranto’s counter-hegemonic narrative 
is the determination to demonstrate the economic and envi-
ronmental unsustainability of the linear steel-based economy 
and that “another way is possible”. Three main elements frame 
the Plan. The first element is the claim that the removal of the 
polluting sources, and therefore the closure of the ex-Ilva, is pri-
or and essential to any alternative development. Technical op-
tions to mitigate the environmental impact of steel production 
are not considered viable transitions. If the reduction of pollu-
tants released into the environment is considered an insufficient 
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measure to guarantee a healthy life for inhabitants, deep tran-
sformations through innovative production cycle technologies 
(fossil-free steel through hydrogen and electrification) are consi-
dered utopian in the short and medium term. On the one hand, 
the environmental and health risks are amply described. On the 
other hand, the document criticises the alleged strategic role of 
steel in the Italian economy, as repeatedly claimed by the Italian 
governments over the last ten years. This criticism is based on a 
detailed examination of the financial aspects, including in-
vestments, debts, loans and costs mobilised and incurred by the 
government after 2012. This Section of the plan concludes by 
identifying the winners and losers of this process, in terms of 
financial benefits (private) and social and environmental costs 
(public). The second element of the plan is the reallocation of 
the ex-Ilva workforce. In this regard, a report by the  main asso-
ciation representing manufacturing and service companies is 
used to demonstrate the economic and employment opportunity 
of the reclamation. The third, and final, element of the Plan is to 
demonstrate economic feasibility. The plan claims the need for 
a diversified economy to overcome the negative impacts of mo-
noculture. Innovative sectors such as renewable energy produc-
tion, circular economy, energy efficiency (building products and 
services), port and intermodal development, tourism and cultu-
re are suggested. The plan also indicates a series of European 
and national funding schemes to be used to finance the transi-
tion and identifies the responsibilities of each institutional actor 
in finding and managing these funds.

3. Voices from the community

What lies beneath the pages of Piano Taranto holds a far mo-
re complex and vast horizon. To explore it, we dig into the expe-
rience of the community that gave life to the Plan and into the 
different imaginaries and reflections that the subjectivities of 
that community bring with them. This paragraph gives space to 
the socio-ethnographic side of our research and gives voice to 
the protagonists of the participatory process that led to the Plan 
and with those who, being part of the political processes since 
2012, have in some way crossed this path, otherwise what we 
would see is only the technical-scientific scope of the Plan.

The imaginaries are fundamental for unravelling the rela-
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tionship between bottom-up participation and planning. They 
also account for a renewed meaning in the light of the depth of 
a Southern Italian territory’s socio-ecological crisis, also a vic-
tim of a narrative of the development/underdevelopment dicho-
tomy. This dichotomy seems to permeate the general intention 
behind the Plan, which stems primarily from the image of steel 
production as a barrier to Taranto’s potential:

 “The organization focused on what at the time was considered 
an obstruction to the economic development of the city of Taranto. 
[...] The Plan did not mean to indicate the future of Taranto. It 
meant to be the inception of an agreement for the closure of the 
Ilva without the loss of jobs”. (Interview 1 aprile 2022). The pro-
tagonists seem to share the idea that Taranto has an economic 
potential, which has been trapped by decades of industrial mo-
noculture. The imagery that emerges at the beginning of the 
process does not correspond, at least at first sight, with a radical 
rethinking of the relationship between community and territory 
or questioning the socio-economic system that led to the indu-
strialisation process. Rather, it appears to be linked to that con-
cept of ‘development’ promised to the Southern territories for 
decades, and irretrievably betrayed by the environmental and 
economic devastation of the Big Industry. What has changed is 
that the new enemy of development now is the twentieth-centu-
ry industrial model, which prevents the extraction of other va-
lues from the territory. In particular, the reference to the Corni-
gliano Programme Agreement, as an inspiration by some acti-
vists, is fully situated within this vision, whereby the old concept 
of large-scale monocultural industry gradually gives way to the 
relocation of highly polluting production and consequent new 
forms of socially exploitative activities, although more envi-
ronmentally sustainable. The removal of the obstruction finds 
its premises in the image that economic progress is closely lin-
ked to the release of new energies, linked to advances in techno-
logy and scientific specialisation. The desire is - we are told by 
another interviewee - “to move from a retrograde and highly pol-
luting production to an innovative industrialization based on a 
renewable economy” (Interview 15 February 2022). Piano Taran-
to represents in the eyes of a part of the community an opportu-
nity to show how Taranto is submitted to a production model 
that has failed. Faced with the Big Industry’s huge costs, the 
answer is to modernise the local economy on the basis of Taran-
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to European city, projected towards the green economy. Taranto 
without ex-Ilva is an imaginary that, starting with its planned 
decommissioning, envisages an urban renewal under the impe-
tus of contemporary economic and technological development, 
which requires a cultural renaissance and new cultural institu-
tions:

 “its own university, its own university campus, giving young people 
a perspective so that they can study in Taranto, a research laboratory 
on the Mar Piccolo, which is a source of economy for mussel farming, 
marine biology, and thus create jobs. Or new jobs connected with the 
history of Taranto, archaeology, and the national museum, which is 
one of the most important in Italy. So, developing around culture by 
creating jobs for young people, so that they do not leave the city, be-
cause it means culturally impoverishing the city” (Interview 4 April 
2022).

The suggestion that renovation comes through the valorisa-
tion of the local and young intelligentsia has as its premise a 
specific vision of the Taranto community by some subjectivities 
that conceived the Plan. The words of the interview just quoted, 
imply a  vision of backwardness compared to the western sy-
stem’s ability of extracting value from the cultural and education 
industry. This feeling goes so far as to become a detriment to the 
transformation itself. In fact, it is the opinion of another activist 
that Taranto requires “to be literate, to have tools of understan-
ding in order to bring about change on a cultural level. A great ef-
fort was needed to explain difficult things in an understandable 
way, to provide the cultural background for understanding the pol-
lution in Taranto, without mentioning Ilva. If for decades the 
schools explained how blast furnaces were built, now we have to 
explain what dioxin is”: (Interview 2 April 2022). Here literacy 
means territorial skills from a developmentalist perspective ac-
cording to the dictates of today’s environmental transition, ai-
med at investing in environmentally sustainable technologies.

Bottom-up planning therefore identifies with “bringing tech-
nical-scientific skills into the territory” and operating a cultural 
and technical reform. A vision which clearly shows how plan-
ning passes through the technicalisation of the process of con-
structing spaces. Not only, but it also implies that technical and 
cultural skills belong to an elite, a conception which is far from 
community bottom-up processes. It is rather in continuity with 
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the cultural conversion, already experienced by the South of 
Italy in the years of unification and the modernisation process 
(Conelli, 2022), which took as its model the construction of a 
bourgeois and elitist intelligentsia within the European indu-
strial revolution (Williams, 1972).

From the words of the people who have believed in the Ta-
ranto Plan or who have questioned the possibility of overcoming 
the monocultural model of big industry, the vision emerging is 
anchored to a conception of development linked to western 
forms of green, smart and creative regeneration processes, whe-
re the buzzword remains “development”.

On the one hand, Piano Taranto is conceived as a participa-
tory product of the community that thinks of itself beyond Big 
Industry, moved by a feeling of liberation; on the other hand, it 
has in its nature the assumptions of a developmentalist model. 
In this sense, Piano Taranto, although a bottom-up endeavour, 
remains entangled in the production and reproduction of classic 
positions of the western development  model, of which the ex-
Ilva is an exemplary concretisation.

Conclusions

Providing a new imaginary is not an easy thing to do, espe-
cially when it emerges from a condition of socio-ecological de-
vastation such as that of Taranto. The present study tries to in-
terrogate Piano Taranto as an attempt to open a crack in years of 
a national dominant narrative of steel monoculture starting 
from a study and a vision coming from the same subjectivities 
living on their bodies, the deep impact of a multifacet crisis.

The result of the analysis conducted here, however, digs a 
gap between the possibility of a new “imaginary” and the plan-
ning of a socio-economic alternative for the city. Indeed, the for-
mer calls for a relationship between community and territory 
that is dynamic and based on the collective construction of a 
new way of inhabiting space, and establishing emancipatory re-
lations between humans (work, care, housing) and between hu-
mans and nature, beyond abstract planning and within commu-
nity practices that place the role of social reproduction as the 
pivot of daily and collective life at the centre.

The planning instrument is unable to free itself from being 
irretrievably bound to a western and modern idea of “deve-
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lopment”. Piano Taranto is thus anchored - between its pages 
and, even more so, in the words of those who contributed to its 
drafting - to the hope of a redemption of the South and, specifi-
cally, of Taranto from the meshes of cultural, technological and 
economic backwardness on the basis of an imaginary that is 
anything but new. It has its origins in the induced myth of the 
superiority of the western and, specifically, northern European 
system of progress.

In the final instance, Piano Taranto captures the hopes of a 
devastated community, which unconsciously is forced to repro-
duce even in the image of a new and prosperous future the syste-
mic processes that always determine its socio-ecological cata-
strophe.
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4.  
Pittsburgh for Taranto

Striving for participatory and inclusive governance  
in changing steel cities

Maristella Cacciapaglia

This chapter analyses the participatory governance concer-
ning urban renewal and economic restructuring in the steel ci-
ties of Taranto (ITA) and Pittsburgh (USA). In neither case does 
governance prove to be inclusive; however, it is actively conte-
sted only in Pittsburgh. In Taranto, the focus of contention lies 
primarily in the environmental injustices perpetrated by the ste-
el plant: its chimneys still have an overwhelming character in 
the city’s political arena.

Introduction18 

The city of Pittsburgh in United States, once famously la-
beled the American ‘hell with the lid off’19 due to its steel crisis, 
has undergone a significant transformation. Today, it serves as 
a model for new sustainable development trajectories, inspir-

18   The author would like to thank Franco Chiarello and Marianna d’Ovidio 
for all their suggestions, which proved invaluable in the various stages of drafting 
this work. I would also like to thank Sabina Deitrick, Chris Briem and all my col-
leagues at the University of Pittsburgh for guiding me in the study of their city.

19   This expression was first popularised in the 1866 Atlantic Monthly dedi-
cated to the city of Pittsburgh, which described it as follows: The town lies low, 
as at the bottom of an excavation, just visible through the mingled smoke and mist, 
and every object in it is black. Smoke, smoke, smoke—everywhere smoke.” It was, 
he wrote, “like looking over into hell with the lid taken off.
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ing – among others – steel cities in crisis like Taranto. The lat-
ter, in Italy, is best known for the various problems (environ-
mental, economic, social) associated with its steel industry 
despite a millennial history as the capital of Magna Graecia or 
as a Mediterranean port, prompting a demand for transforma-
tion. However, the ‘modeling’ in question occurs without prop-
er investigation, neglecting crucial issues such as gentrifica-
tion20 in Pittsburgh and social exclusion among African Amer-
icans, other than the prevalence of working poverty in post-in-
dustrial contexts. 

This study critically investigates participatory urban gover-
nance in Taranto and Pittsburgh, with a specific focus on the 
processes of change affecting both cities’ steel industries. In par-
ticular, it aims to analyze the participation of socioeconomically 
vulnerable segments of the population in the processes of urban 
regeneration and economic reconversion that have taken place 
and are taking place in both cities. 

Initially, attention is directed towards urban governance, of-
ten touted as ‘participatory,’ despite cities increasingly prioriti-
zing the expansion of capital’s reproductive and profit-making 
capacities (Sassen, 1993; Harvey, 1989). Subsequently, the cases 
of Pittsburgh and Taranto undergo analysis to ascertain the ex-
periences of participating citizens and the contextual conditions 
influencing their involvement. Finally, a comparative examina-
tion of the two cases ensues, facilitating a broader contempla-
tion of participatory and inclusive urban governance, transcen-
ding mere rhetoric.

Semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and 
analysis of secondary sources were conducted for the study of 
both cases. Specifically, over a total period of five months in 
2016, the fieldwork in Pittsburgh involved 35 participants, inclu-
ding academics, activists, policy-makers, and other citizens. The 
study in Taranto, on the other hand, can be regarded as a native 
ethnography, engaging a total of 52 individuals – entrepreneurs, 
workers, activists, policy-makers, third-sector practitioners, and 
other citizens – between 2016 and 2023.

20   Statistics on the living conditions of African-Americans and other seg-
ments of the population, the economic fabric of the city, the level of education, 
etc. are available at the Western Pennsylvania Regional Data Centre (http://www.
wprdc.org/) or at Data USA (https://datausa.io/).
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1. Participatory governance in the entrepreneurial city: 
opportunities for whom?21

As opposed to ‘government’, the concept of ‘governance’ re-
lies on complex networks of heterogeneous and interconnected 
actors, both institutional and non-institutional, engaging toge-
ther in decision-making processes that concern public matters 
(Pierre, 2000). Especially at the city level, numerous instances 
highlight the benefits of adopting such participatory approaches 
to collective decision-making, fostering a deeper understanding 
of community needs and enabling the design of more equitable 
solutions. This inclusive approach also helps bridge gaps betwe-
en citizens and institutions, enhancing individuals’ abilities to 
listen and advocate for their interests within the community. 
However, urban governance often presents a complex and frag-
mented socio-political landscape, with limited opportunities for 
participatory decision-making. Particularly within the fra-
mework of the ‘entrepreneurial city’, such processes may priori-
tize the interests of public and private entities, potentially exclu-
ding vulnerable citizens. 

As explained by David Harvey (1989), late capitalism has 
witnessed a ‘shift’ from managerialism to entrepreneurialism in 
urban governance. Cities have become increasingly preoccupied 
with the exploration of new ways in which to foster and encou-
rage local development and employment growth. This entrepre-
neurial stance contrasts with the managerial practices of earlier 
decades which primarily focused on the local provision of servi-
ces, facilities and benefits to urban populations. The ‘entrepre-
neurial city’ can rather be understood as a ‘growth machine’ — a 
notion reminiscent of Logan and Molotch’s renowned expres-
sion (1987) — embedded within a geographical landscape of in-
terests to be safeguarded and expanded through strategic coali-
tions. Moreover, it operates within a fiercely competitive global 
market, where the primary focus is on consistently improving 
the capacity for capital reproduction and profit-making, mirro-

21  This paragraph does not aim to provide an exhaustive overview of the 
scientific literature produced over the years and more recently on the topics in 
question. Instead, it seeks to offer readers brief theoretical insights (as interpre-
ted by the author), which can be further explored (and interpreted) in speciali-
zed academic journals.



94 POLITICAL PARTECIPATIONS IN SACRIFICE AREAS

ring the strategies adopted by economic actors. Authors such as 
Saskia Sassen (1993) adeptly articulate this phenomenon.

At the core of the entrepreneurial city, one encounters lan-
downers, representatives from chambers of commerce, finan-
ciers, industrialists, developers, and real estate agents. Conver-
sely, at the margins, reside many citizens who lack the capital—
whether economic, social, or human—needed to assert their 
rights and advance their interests within the sphere of urban 
politics. It follows that, in this type of city, there would primarily 
be room for those at its core, with limited space at most for the 
so-called ‘active citizenship’. Indeed, there is an argument in 
many circles that participatory urban governance should be re-
served only for citizens capable of strategically organizing 
themselves to assert individual and collective interests (Bobbio 
e Pomatto 2007). This perspective distances itself from those 
who advocate for the most marginalized subjects to be the pri-
mary protagonists of participatory urban politics.

Finally, it is noteworthy that in the entrepreneurial city, par-
ticipatory governance is often rhetorically used to conceal demo-
cratic deficits and growing social risks. Various institutional ac-
tors, including some progressive forces, misuse slogans like Hen-
ri Lefebvre’s ‘right to the city’ (1968) to initiate participatory pro-
cesses that exist only on paper or to imply that suburban issues 
are resolved through superficial means like murals. Furthermo-
re, it is likely that marginalized segments of society remain unre-
presented, or that formal responsibilities are not fulfilled in ad-
dressing contemporary social issues associated with commodifi-
cation, extending beyond the city to labor and welfare concerns. 
In the words of Patrick Le Galès (1998), many contexts witness a 
double-faced politics that legitimizes weak and exclusive forms 
of participatory urban politics. On one hand, politics dictates so-
cietal distribution among a small group, while on the other hand, 
there is a commitment to involve all citizens in public choices 
and address pressing issues, often without proper follow-up.

Neither Pittsburgh nor Taranto are exceptions to participa-
tory governance that, beyond rhetoric, prioritizes individual 
economic needs or those limited to specific citizens. Neverthless, 
these cases show further irregularities and complexities that un-
dermine the model, to the point where urban policy is challen-
ged to bring about a radical and non-rhetorical change, at least 
in the US city.
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2. The case of Pittsburgh and exclusive livability 

At the dawn of the 20th century, Pittsburgh earned the mon-
iker of the American ‘hell with the lid off’. The city’s survey of 
1907 underscored the compromised health, working conditions, 
and living standards of its populace, drawing attention to the 
high infant mortality rate. Yet, it wasn’t until economic down-
turns, linked to the steel industry, catalyzed the initial strides 
towards urban revitalization and economic diversification. Spe-
cifically, from 1920 onward, Pittsburgh’s exclusively steel-depen-
dent economy faced decline amid stabilizing demand and 
heightened competition from emerging industrial hubs across 
the nation. Despite economic resurgence during the Second 
World War, Pittsburgh’s steel industry failed to reverse its down-
ward trajectory.

Against a backdrop of smokestacks, Pittsburgh’s initial en-
deavors towards economic transition and urban renewal, later 
termed Renaissance I, witnessed substantial investments in elec-
tronics and technical-scientific research. Its identity beyond a 
mere steel hub was then reshaped, in what was never just a steel 
city: Henry Heinz’s food company found its origins in Pitts-
burgh, just like Frank Llyod Wright’s famous House on the Falls 
commissioned by the Kaufmann family.22 Concurrently, urban 
renewal initiatives unfolded, encompassing the development of 
Point Park as a central urban feature and negotiations for the 
renovation of adjacent structures, including parking facilities, 
hotels, luxury residences, the Alcoa and IBM skyscrapers. 

All the Reinassance I initiatives found support from the Al-
legheny Conference Community Development, spearheaded by 
the business and political elite, orchestrating both economic and 
urban transformations: notably, figures like the entrepreneur 
Richard King Mellon, whose economic interests extended beyond 
the steel market, and the city’s mayor David Lawrence, a pioneer 
of public-private partnerships as levers for local development. 

According to Roy Lubove (1996), rather than including any 
vulnerable segments of the population, Reinassance I in Pitts-

22   The Kaufmann family was involved in the retail sectors, with the 
Kaufmann’s Department Store,  rather than in the steel one.
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burgh exemplified the utilization of public resources to advance 
specific private interests, resembling what could be termed a 
‘Reverse Welfare State’. Furthermore, amidst the projects of ur-
ban renewal, there were recurrent instances of severe social ex-
clusion directed at these vulnerable groups, echoing James 
Baldwin’s notion of ‘negro removal’. Adjacent to Point Park was 
the Hill District ghetto, where, in 1956 alone, 1324 buildings 
were razed, 1551 families were displaced, and 413 businesses 
were forced to close.

In Pittsburgh, citizen participation in urban politics, includ-
ing vulnerable groups, only gained momentum during the ‘con-
testation years’, facilitated by the formation of interest coalitions 
involving social researchers and activists. These conducive con-
ditions, coupled with a diversifying economy ahead of the global 
steel crisis, fostered ongoing opportunities for participatory ur-
ban governance. For example, in 1973, citizens contributed to 
drafting the city’s Bill of Rights and established the Shadyside 
Action Coalition to strategically advocate for the interests of vul-
nerable citizens and defend them against those of others, partic-
ularly bankers and landlords. Additionally, organizations like 
the Neighbourhood Housing Service or the History and Land-
marks Foundation provided financial support for the most chal-
lenging mortgages showcasing how urban regeneration could 
occur without the need to dismantle existing structures. 

Nonetheless, the definitive collapse of the steel industry in 
the 1980s marked a new turning point, symbolizing not only re-
lief from environmental hazards for many citizens,23 but also a 
pathway out the labour market (or the local economy as a whole) 
and the urban governance as well. Indeed, this caused an irre-
versible erosion of their intergenerational lifestyle, synonymous 
with security and social recognition.

23   Attempts by some workers to reopen certain industrial plants in the city 
are alternated with protests by numerous citizens living nearby. For example, we 
refer to the attempts of the ‘Network to save the mon-ohio valley’ and the ‘Steel 
Valley Authority’ (SVA), formed by several workers around the conviction that 
de-industrialisation cannot be the answer to the steel crisis. In particular, with 
five thousand workers, the SVA decided to reopen the plants that LTV only built 
in the 1970s in Southside, a few kilometres from Downtown and the University 
District (Oakland). Six years later, however, Southside residents successfully mo-
bilised against the same industrial plants.
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More precisely, following the clousure of the many steelworks 
located in Pittsburgh and its surrounding, further processes of 
economic reconversion and urban renewal were initiated in the 
city, once again in the direction of research and technological in-
novation. Emblematically, these initiatives included Strategy24 or 
the Partnership for Medical Renaissance,25 whose opportunities 
tuned out to accessible, strong, and ongoing only to those who 
embraced the concept of post-industrial Pittsburgh and possessed 
the adaptable skills needed to thrive in it, such as engineers, doc-
tors, and other highly skilled professionals. 

For most steelworkers and their families, these initiatives of-
fered neither place nor opportunities. Despite some vocational 
retraining programs, such as those offered by the Aliquippa Alli-
ance for Unity and Development and the Heinz Endowments for 
younger people,26 many steelworkers had no choice but to leave. 
150,000 Pittsburgh steel mill workers were laid off by the early 
1980s. And between 1980 and 1983, another 95,000 manufactur-
ing jobs were lost. By 1990, half of the population of the Pitts-
burgh region disappeared.

Even more recently, when Pittsburgh has been seeing the fru-
its of its economic, human and social capital reinvested over time 
unlike the Rust Belt ‘black spots’, the opportunities for participa-
tory urban governance are open and strong only for those citizens 
who play an economic and social role, as well as a political one, in 

24   A programme launched in 1985 by Mayor Tom Murphy to raise the nec-
essary financial funds for the construction of the Biotechnology Centre in place 
of the LTV smokestacks, bringing together municipal interests with regional in-
terests and, at the same time, those of the Pennsylvania Economic League, the 
University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University.

25   Thanks to various economic resources made available for research and 
the economic revitalisation of Pittsburgh, this collaboration between the various 
hospital facilities associated with the University of Pittsburgh allows the aca-
demic-hospital world to successfully tie in with the new development paradigm 
designed for the city. For some time now, this has been the new focus of the Al-
legheny Conference. Today, the University of Pitt and the prestigious UPMC hos-
pital affiliated with it, are major employers in the city of Pittsburgh, as well as 
international benchmarks for medicine.

26  Their collaboration generates a major social welfare program to provide 
a range of services to the two thousand residents of Beaver County, northwest of 
the city of Pittsburgh, including a youth education and employment project and 
another economic development project, in support of which they also decide to 
build two business incubators.
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the post-industrial city. Engineers, doctors, creatives, and resear-
chers from around the globe continue to flock to Pittsburgh, 
drawn by its vibrant cultural and sporting events, environmental-
ly conscious architecture, and dynamic creative communities.

With high-profile companies like Sony, Apple, and Uber cal-
ling Pittsburgh home, it comes as no surprise that the city has 
garnered recognition as one of the most livable cities in the Uni-
ted States, as acclaimed by Forbes magazine and other publica-
tions. However, for those who live under vulnerable condition 
on a daily basis like so many African Americans, Pittsburgh is 
anything but livable. 

Acutally, Pittsburgh has also been named one of the worst 
cities in the US for African Americans, even more for African 
American women. It has been labeled by other lists for minori-
ties as difficult, racist, inaccessible, exclusive, and ‘gentrified.’ 
These affected residents play a less central role in urban policy, 
the labor market and local development plans, despite policy 
makers, tech entrepreneurs, and real estate agents claiming 
otherwise.

Interestingly, in the case of Pittsburgh, the same rethoric is 
deconstructed and rejected to such an extent that it can no lon-
ger be used to legitimize weak forms of participation and social 
inclusion in urban politics. Activists, academics, and organized 
citizens continuously and strategically work together to open up 
more possibilities for participatory and inclusive processes. 
Especially in the neighborhood of East Liberty, while there is an 
increasing number of events where the most vulnerable citizens 
see their rent multiply in a place already designated as a food 
desert, or compromised in terms of the quality of public tran-
sportation and educational institutions, there are many initiati-
ves geared toward social justice and the formal, not fictitious, 
accountability of the political class on behalf of the most vulne-
rable citizens.

“Around that corner, there was a soul food restaurant of a black cou-
ple. The food was very good and fresh, although the design tastes were 
not hip ones. I remembered a lot of families watching the Steelers 
there. When the couple had problems for the first time in paying the 
rent of the month, they were immediately kicked out. Just a few time 
later a white person opened a new soul food restaurant exactly there, 
supported by the city of Pittsburgh. It was the same kitchen but with 
a white clientele and a more hip aspect. Around this other corner, in-



994. Pittsburgh for Taranto

stead, there is still a native American guy selling cigarettes but several 
developers are pushing to get rid of him since black people usually 
hang out there and this does not positively contribute to a new safer 
image of the neighborhood. Developers also considered dangerous the 
Shadow Lounge a few blocks away, with the best concerts of the city. 
A few years ago, they pushed to shut it down.” (From an interview 
with a movie director and black activist)

An illustrative example of the reactions to this transforma-
tion of the neighborhood is still reflected in the events surroun-
ding the redevelopment of Penn Plaza and Enright Park. Surpri-
singly, the community was only given the opportunity to partici-
pate in the approval of the redevelopment project a mere eighte-
en hours before the final decision. With such a short timeframe, 
developers were set to meet with the community for the first ti-
me, engage in dialogue, and finalize the proposal for a project 
that, if approved, would displace more than two hundred fami-
lies for parking lots, offices, and apartments. The real estate va-
lue intentionally soared far beyond the affordability of the resi-
dents, even doubling the presence of a luxury supermarket, the-
reby reinforcing the connection between the issue of food shor-
tage and economic inaccessibility to healthier options. Yet in 
those very eighteen hours, the East Liberty community decided 
to cohesively assert its right to the city, after organizing itself 
into neighborhood committees and receiving support from nu-
merous for-profit and nonprofit organizations in the city. Stu-
dents and professors from the University of Pittsburgh also 
stand alongside the East Liberty community, as do the city’s ar-
tists and activists. All together, they strategically gave voice to 
those who live in the neighborhood for decades. Leading first to 
the city authorities postponing its decision until January and 
then to cancel, at least for that time, the attempt for participato-
ry and inclusiveness in the project.  

Following these episodes, the owners of the Penn Plaza pro-
perty, Lawrence Gumberg Realty evicted hundreds of residents 
during a snowstorm. Some residents passed away during the 
process and the property remained untouched for several 
months. The protests did not stop but rather converged with 
those following the murder of George Floyd. Black lives matter.

3. The case of Taranto and the difficulty of its inclusive 
‘rebirth’ 
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In Taranto, the steel factory is a city within a city, constructed 
in the 1950s when the national imperative for its own steel indu-
stry aligned with the political, economic, and social ambition to 
modernize Southern Italy. Implicit in its establishment is a clear 
notion of territorial development with an industrial emphasis 
and a top-down approach, lacking autonomy. Moreover, it em-
bodies a notion of development elevated to an infallible and om-
nipotent deity, echoing the sentiments expressed by Alessandro 
Leogrande (2013). Emilio Marsini also captures this narrative 
eloquently in his documentary ‘Planet Steel’ (1962): 

“Because the olive trees, the cicadas, the sun meant sleep, aban-
donment, resignation, misery. (...) This is instead the new citadel of 
Italsider, which will be larger than Taranto itself, a metal skeleton that 
has already transformed into a factory, already in production. Thou-
sands of workers will find employment, peace, and confidence there. 
Hundreds already work there. They came from the fields, from pastu-
res, from resignation. Today, they already feel like different men, final-
ly alive and modern.” 

With ITALSIDER, nearly thirty thousand people found more 
than decent work in the factory and its related allied industries. 
Many of them left the miserable conditions of peasant life in 
Southern Italy27 only to find themselves in life and consumption 
trajectories typical of the industrial cities of the north. Soon, 
workers and their families begin to adapt to the rhythms of the 
steel giant and identify with it.

Franco Chiarello and Lidia Greco (2014) aptly elucidate this, 
highlighting how the widespread socio-economic prosperity fos-
tered a strong and pervasive consensus surrounding the steel 
mill. This consensus endured even during times of crisis and 
privatization of ITALSIDER’s plants.28 Despite efforts by the new 

27   Classical references such as Antonio Gramsci’s ‘La Questione Meridio-
nale’ Friedrich G. Friedmann’s ‘Osservazioni sul mondo contadino dell’Italia me-
ridionale’ (1952) as well as Rocco Scotellaro’s sociological survey ‘Contadini del 
Sud’ begun in 1950 but left unfinished, are recalled.

28   The factors of the crisis are found locally, nationally, and internationally. 
For example: the global reduction in demand; the financial and political unsus-
tainability of the mixed economy; and the unsuccessful development of a com-
petitive and high value-added Taranto industry. For more on this, along with the 
case of rule privatization noted in the Taranto context, see Chiarello and Greco 
(2014).
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management to reduce the workforce and exacerbate tensions 
between capital and labor, the steel mill remained a crucial 
source of well-paid and secure employment. 

In fact, labor at the factory remained highly valued and 
sought after, even historically, as many members of the Taranto 
business class preferred to live in the shadow of the factory or 
rely on public funding for research and innovation. This under-
scores the challenge of finding satisfactory employment oppor-
tunities in other sectors, still faced by many people in Taranto 
nowadays.

In this context, characterized by what was later accused of 
being ‘employment blackmail’, the factory easily wielded signifi-
cant influence over urban politics, which was hardly participa-
tory or inclusive. Alongside the factory, the city’s elite, including 
‘extractive institutions’,29 allied entrepreneurs, and even trade 
unionists-turned-business managers were found. Objectives 
aimed at fostering broader social and political goals for en-
hanced collective welfare among Taranto’s citizens were notably 
absent. Instead, priority was given to individual well-being, pri-
marily within familial or social networks.

However, in the long run, numerous Taranto residents began 
to fall ill or witnessed loved ones affected by severe cases of can-
cer and leukemia. The Tamburi district, for example, became 
compromised to the point where citizens were advised to stay 
indoors during so-called ‘wind days’ to protect themselves from 
fine dust that has already painted the streets, the clothes hung 
out in the sun, as well as the school flower beds pink. Mean-
while, several young people in search of their own professional 
and social identity, who have stayed, returned or even arrived in 
Taranto in some cases, gathered informally in occupied or unoc-
cupied spaces in the city to indicate alternative development tra-
jectories, which start uniquely from below and run especially 
through the cultural and creative sector.

The culmination of citizens’ dissatisfaction with the hazards 
posed by the steel mills peaked in 2012 with the initiation of the 

29   By ‘extractive’ Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) refer to those institutions 
of a social reality which base their own plans and activities on the exploitation 
of the population and the creation of monopolies. Unlike ‘inclusive’ institutions, 
such institutions do not encourage or foster the participation of the majority of 
the population in economic activities by leveraging talents and skills.
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Ambiente svenduto trial by the judiciary, serving the first decree 
of seizure of the plants and provoking the reaction of workers on 
the one hand and citizens and environmental organizations on 
the other. Thus began the ‘tug-of-war’ between labor and health 
respectively, that has characterized the city for a considerable 
period.30

In order to safeguard both these essential rights and consid-
ering the strategic significance of the steel plant at both national 
and European levels, the state implemented extraordinary mea-
sures in Taranto. With illuminated smokestacks no longer emit-
ting pollution, these interventions were specifically targeted at 
addressing environmental issues, reclaiming land, fostering ur-
ban regeneration, and facilitating economic diversification. The 
ultimate objective was to reshape the city into a paradigm of 
sustainable development—a nucleus of technical-scientific and 
cultural-touristic excellence.

The state did act in collaboration with various institutions 
including the Municipality, the regional agency ASSET, the city 
Port Authority, and local universities. Entrepreneurs, Third Sec-
tor organizations, formal and informal groups of citizens also 
participated in the decision-making and executive processes of 
such interventions, just as many workers then exasperated by 
the struggle with their fellow citizens. 

Unlike the decision regarding the shutdown of the steel 
mills, the desire to diversify the local economy has emerged as a 
unifying force among the various stakeholders in Taranto. This 
shared goal has fostered collaboration, marking a significant de-
parture from the past when many citizens were reluctant to en-
gage with institutions or fellow citizens, and numerous organi-
zations operated in isolation. Particularly under the administra-
tions of Mayor Melucci (2017-2021; 2022-present),31 which has 
been prioritizing innovation and culture despite potential social 

30   There is, however, also the case in which citizens and workers find them-
selves united in the same battle, namely the ‘Committee of Citizens and Free and 
Thinking Workers,’ united against the representatives of the national trade 
unions who, being interested in safeguarding ILVA’s continuity of production, 
are accused of being complicit in the social and environmental disaster in which 
the city still finds itself.

31   After being challenged by 17 city councilors (out of 32 total), Mayor 
Melucci won back the 2022 local elections with 60.3 percent of the vote.



1034. Pittsburgh for Taranto

risks, many activists and creatives assumed roles as experts in 
the urban laboratory established by the municipality and its po-
litical allies.

In the past, interacting with institutions seemed impossible, but to-
day, they provide support, such as in organizing festivals. This shift is 
significant progress; at least there is now a vision compared to before. 
However, there is also a tendency to package the city without much 
substance. Persistence is still necessary. Sometimes, someone needs 
to push council members to action, saying, ‘Come on, Councillor, get 
out of the building!’.” (From an interview with a socio-cultural en-
trepreneur)

These more collaborative initiatives included projects pro-
moting green steel production using hydrogen, renewable ener-
gy such as offshore wind farms, innovation in the blue economy, 
and the establishment of a ‘special economic zone’. Additionally, 
urban redevelopment efforts targeted the historic center throu-
gh initiatives like the ‘houses for 1 euro’ program and branding 
strategies aimed at reshaping the image of Taranto. Furthermo-
re, a variety of events including music festivals and sporting 
events such as the 2026 Mediterranean Games were organized 
to enhance the city’s appeal and revitalization.

Nevertheless, despite the broadened and more participatory 
nature of contemporary urban politics compared to the past,32 
the associated processes still face socio-institutional and so-
cio-economic challenges that render them fundamental yet in-
tricate, rigid, and discontinuous. Often, these processes are pur-
sued as ends in themselves and lack inclusivity

Critical socio-institutional issues encompass the challenges 
inherent in extended governance models, where certain actors 
often prioritize their interests over others’. The presence of ex-
tractive institutions, primarily concerned with individual bene-
fits rather than collective outcomes, further exacerbates these 
challenges. Additionally, widespread mistrust persists among 
citizens towards institutions, reflecting systemic distrust among 
individuals themselves. Mistrust and even jealousy among wor-

32  Although it falls outside the time frame of this research, it is worth noting 
that in 2024, the period in which the current chapter is being written, the politi-
cal-institutional context of Taranto has changed once again, undermining, 
among other things, the openness to dialogue and citizen participations.
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kers in the Third Sector and social innovators compound these 
issues. In many instances, dialogues between parties are limited 
to short-term instrumental goals, such as securing national and 
European funding for the city. In practice, change processes in 
the Ionian city often seem driven by actors adhering to a ‘zero-
to-zero logic.’

‘It was thought that we had come to the city to offer them already 
outlined solutions and that other fellow citizens were colluding and 
ineffective in identifying a common, win-win solution (...). If you 
don’t understand that one plus one makes three and that cooperation 
brings everyone a utility, you won’t get very far.’ (from an interview 
with a Third Sector actor at national level)

With respect to socio-economic criticality, reference can be 
made to the many ‘fairy’33 speeches about the quantity and not 
the quality of new jobs that would be created in the tourism-cul-
tural sector or more generally with the economic diversification 
processes for the city.  Alternative development levers to steel are 
erected to ‘Dei infallibili e permalosi’ (infallible and touchy gods),34 
just like industrialism in the past. Yet, these processes can fail 
and even exacerbate the already compromised conditions of the 
most vulnerable segments of the population, which find an em-
blematic representation in the alarming data of the territorial 
statistics on equitable and sustainable well-being (ISTAT 2023) 
or in the streets of Taranto’s historic center. The latter, which is 
significantly known as the ‘old town,’ offers a glimpse into the 
daily lives of those who have no voice in the arena of urban pol-
itics. There, it often happens to witness the buying and selling of 
heroin just as children are playing ball or as a lady, in the com-
pany of her young daughter and very young granddaughter, de-
spairs because another of her young daughters has preferred 
drug dealing to prostitution.

‘I always told you to choose prostitution. At least then you are less 
likely to die.’

33   We chose to repurpose the expression ‘fairy tale’ used by Patrick Vitale in 
his article ‘The Pittsburgh Fairy Tale’ published in Jacobin USA on June 20, 
2017.

34   The bibliographical reference is still that of Leogrande Alessandro, 
‘Smoke on the City,’ published by Fandango Libri, 2013.



1054. Pittsburgh for Taranto

For boys in the ‘old town,’ there seems to be no alternative to 
drug dealing, to which they alternate between clandestine pit 
bull fights and game rooms. For the girls, on the other hand, 
there is still marriage, even reparative marriage, even at a very 
young age. Only one street separates all of them from the crui-
sers who follow the cultural paths dedicated to them, from the 
policy-makers at City Hall or the police at the new building. Such 
a deprived condition does not only affect young people and is 
even accompanied by issues concerning the informal economy, 
long-term unemployment, gambling, scarcity of public services, 
and social exclusion in all its forms. 

Institutions, creatives and pure activists do not seem parti-
curarly determined to give a clear and decisive solution to it, 
except for a few rhetorically focused statements about responsi-
ble tourism or community participation in the aforementioned 
processes.

Conclusions

Placing at the center a critical view on participatory urban 
governance, and hence taking into consideration both its bene-
fits and risks to the detriment of the most vulnerable citizens, 
this article analyzed two important cases of urban regeneration 
and economic reconversion among steel cities. The first involved 
the city of Pittsburgh, which has seen several of the processes in 
question repeated over time, alternating between elements of so-
cial inclusion and exclusion. The second case, on the other hand, 
was the city of Taranto, which has a more recent history concer-
ning the steel industry and urban transformation processes, hi-
ghlighting its particularly rigid and environmentally constrai-
ned dimension.

Comparing these two cases, first, it is evident that citizen 
participation, especially among the most vulnerable, is largely 
symbolic in both instances, but contested only in Pittsburgh. 
Rather, in Taranto, participatory processes of urban regenera-
tion and economic reconversion risk exacerbating the problems 
experienced daily by the most vulnerable segments of the popu-
lation, while activists, creatives, or innovators in Taranto rigidly 
narrow their focus to environmental issues alone. Consequently, 
the steel mill still exerts a dominant, if not overwhelming, in-
fluence. With a sense of overbearingness, it imposes itself once 
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again upon the city of Taranto, despite transitioning from a lea-
ding subject to a contested object in urban governance.

Secondly, unlike Pittsburgh, Taranto’s social capital is cha-
racterized by a dispersion between strong and short, weak and 
casual ties. While family bonds remain valued and irreplaceable, 
relationships with other citizens are often marked by a pervasive 
sense of distrust. Prejudices, fears, and a widespread feeling of 
inadequacy and selfishness further impede the development of 
mutual trust. This lack of trust hampers the construction of net-
works among various actors and undermines the ability to foster 
cooperative and cohesive environments. Specifically, such frag-
mented social capital makes it challenging to strategically organi-
ze diverse interest groups in urban policy, thereby rendering re-
sulting participatory processes at risk of being closed and weak.

Finally, in contrast to Pittsburgh, in Taranto, processes of 
economic reconversion and urban regeneration have not been 
carried out gradually and in anticipation of industrial crises and 
transformations. On the contrary, many of the interventions car-
ried out in Taranto have been abrupt and imposed by regulatory 
frameworks. Furthermore, even today, these interventions seem 
to lack elements of spontaneity and bottom-up activation, despi-
te the expansion of the urban political arena over time.

Yet, as a newcomer to participatory urban governance in 
transitioning steel cities, Taranto has the opportunity to glean 
valuable insights from the complexities and past mistakes, 
which were certainly not lacking in Pittsburgh. There is a chan-
ce to steer urban governance towards an inclusive and participa-
tory path. Qualified actors committed to pursuing social justice 
goals could engage the most vulnerable citizens in processes ai-
med at identifying the daily social needs of their area and colla-
boratively designing more equitable and effective responses. 
This approach would empower marginalized voices, leverage 
the expertise of those on the margins, and foster new forms of 
collective knowledge and intelligence.

Another significant proposal could involve forging network 
pacts binding different stakeholders to synergistic and long-
term actions. Additionally, there are untapped opportunities for 
sustainable local development beyond environmental concerns. 
For instance, efforts could focus on increasing vocational trai-
ning opportunities for residents and fostering pathways for wo-
men’s, youth, and civic entrepreneurship.
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Furthermore, increased regulatory interventions could curb 
real estate speculation and prevent displacement phenomena. 
At the same time, urban policy could embrace a collaborative 
approach, integrating with other public policies that influence 
the well-being of people in territories, particularly emphasizing 
radical stances on labor and welfare policies.
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