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Abstract
Participatory planning methods are an essential tool for rebuilding the relationship between 
the inhabitants and their environment.
This paper presents a successful participation process with children and the adult inhabitants 
of the small town of Odolo through which a landfill of inert waste was transformed in a park of 
10 hectares with recreational facilities. 
Following the proposals of the children and the other stakeholders, the implementation of the 
park was carried out between the end of 2009 and the beginning of 2010. The paper also gives a 
short presentation of the outcomes of a qualitative evaluation of the process and its outcomes, 
conducted in September 2015.
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Waste management and participatory planning 

The recent weakening of the link between the in-

habitants and the environment where they live has 

very serious social and environmental consequenc-

es in the world of waste management, up to well-

known medical emergencies throughout the coun-

try. Usually the population face the concepts of 

waste, landfills and treatment plants with preju-

dice. It is the well-known ‘NIMBY syndrome’, which 

has in recent years extended to regional and nation-

al levels (Livezey, 1980).

The behaviours of some politicians, who do not 

play the role of promoters of responsible values to-

wards their territory, but feed people’s fears and 

stereotyped images, often worsen these problems. 

The outcomes are that the location of new plants 

has hampered as well as the development of exist-

ing installations and rehabilitation work (Lavaget-

ti, 2014; Nimby Forum, 2018). Moreover, that brings 

on the one hand to the export of waste outside the 

territory with impacts and costs that are not sus-

tainable and on the other to the proliferation of un-

controlled and illegal management of waste (EEA, 

2016; ISPRA, 2016). 

Participatory or collaborative planning (Bishop, 

2015) is a very useful tool to decrease the levels of 

conflicts and to attain more sustainable, shared 

and higher quality projects. The involvement of chil-

dren in these processes has further positive effects. 

First, it helps a wider and more diverse group of 

adults to get involved and it facilitates the creation 

of more collaborative positions. Second, as children 

are more open to the needs of other users and more 

responsive to natural elements, it is more likely to 

foster sustainable design projects. Finally, children’s 

involvement adds a powerful educational value to 

the planning process, because children can experi-

ence first-hand how to manage the common good 

(Hart, 1997; Lorenzo, 1998; Driskell, 2002). 

In our country, participatory projects with children 

started spreading in the late 1990s. The approval of 

the UNICEF Convention on the Rights of the Child 

in 1989, ratified by Italy two years later, was the le-

gal milestone of this process. Article 12 affirms «the 

right to express those views freely in all matters af-

fecting the child, the views of the child being given 

due weight in accordance with the age and matu-

rity of the child», being the quality of the environ-

ment where children live a very relevant matter. The 

issuance of the National Law n. 285 (known as Leg-

ge Turco) in 1997 and the project ‘Città sostenibile dei 

bambini e delle bambine’ (Sustainable city of boys 

and girls) gave further boost to the involvement 

of children in community planning projects, offer-

ing legal and financial support to municipalities in-

terested in carrying out participatory planning pro-
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cesses with children (Lombardo, 1998; Amodio et. 

al. 2001; Unicef Insight, 2005). 

The local context and preliminary steps of the par-

ticipatory process 

Odolo is a small town (2.000 inhabitants) located 

in the Valsabbia (Brescia province) 80 kilometres 

east from Milan.Iron industry in Odolo and the Prov-

ince of Brescia has had a long history starting from 

the 14th century, thanks to the presence of iron ore, 

rivers and charcoal. In the 50s Odolo became a na-

tional center for the production of steel round bars, 

used in reinforced concrete for the post-war devel-

opment of Italy. Odolo’s steel round is produced by 

electric ovens, a technology that produces waste, 

the so-called steel slag, made of iron silicates with 

a consistency similar to lava rock (Pedrocco, 2000).

Until the 80s, Odolo’s steel mill waste was deposit-

ed on the ground in the valleys and cliffs close to the 

steel mills, such as the Vergomasco valley, located 

very close to the town and the parish church. After 

the waste legislation (Lombardy Regional Law n. 

94/80), it became a landfill site. The oldest part of 

the landfill, which is further from the town centre, 

was already transformed in a green area (Fig. 1).

In 2005 Vergomasco S.c.ar.l., a new consortium of 

Odolo steelwork companies, committed Montana 

S.p.A., a Milan environmental engineering compa-

ny, for a new environmental recovery project. 

The site of 15 hectares, inaccessible for many years, 

needed to be turned into a public park with recrea-

tional facilities. The entire construction cost of the 

project would be charged to the consortium, as well 

the cost of its maintenance for 10 years.

The project was authorized, in order to adapt the 

landfill to European and National regulation by mit-

igating the morphologies to the surrounding land-

scape.

In 2006 the environmental geologist Piero Si-

mone of Montana S.p.A. and landfill area supervi-

sor, proposed to Vergomasco the use of participa-

tory methods as he was deeply convinced of their of 
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opposite page 
Fig. 1 — View of the project area and the landfill (Photo: 
Piero Simone).

their positive impact in the management of rehabil-

itation projects. 

The consortium agreed in line with its strong tra-

dition of attention towards the inhabitants’ needs 

and questions. And, so did the Mayor, who was in-

terested in trying out an innovative project in the 

town of Odolo.

The team of facilitators, hired to manage the par-

ticipatory process by Montana, conducted an initial 

analysis of the local context, in collaboration with 

the Municipality. The outcomes of this analysis led 

to the decision to give children the leading role in 

the process. The reasons were both educational as 

well as for a successful implementation of the park 

project and its management

Specifically, the team wanted this project to be an in-

teresting opportunity to enforce the European Land-

scape Convention (art. 6) (Castiglioni, 2009) and to 

create a sense of ownership and meaningful connec-

tion between children and the new park, a place stra-

tegically located close to a church parish, sports fields 

and the school. This last goal was even more impor-

tant in the small town of Odolo, where the percent-

age of students with foreign origins was very high. 

Moreover, children were among the main stake-

holders, as future main users of the new area. At 

the same time, as sensitive to other users’ needs, 

they could become powerful mediators of local con-

flicts and involve, as they actually did, their families 

and their community in a proactive dialogue. Final-

ly, projects that are planned with children are usual-

ly more sustainable both environmentally and eco-

nomically (Lorenzo, 1998).

In the spring 2007, the local municipality contact-

ed the primary school, as it could guarantee, better 

than other more informal social environment, a con-

tinuous and articulated participatory process with 

children. In June, the project was presented to the 

school principal and the teachers, who joined it with 

enthusiasm. The project was carried out through a 

unique cooperation among public institutions (the 

Municipality of Odolo, the local primary school and 

the Province of Brescia) and Vergomasco, the lo-

cal consortium of steelwork companies (Ferriera 

Valsabbia, Bredina and IRO). The project had also 

the patronage of Lombardy Region.

The process: participants, content and results

The main participants were a group of around 70 

children aged from 7 to 10. Nearly half of them had 

foreign origins (Chile, Pakistan, India, Mali, Moroc-

co, etc.). 

The process covered three school years between 

the autumn 2007 and June 2010. The process with 

children was divided into a dozen of workshops (2 

hours each) - some took place in the classrooms and 
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experienced facilitators with the support of teach-

ers. More specifically, before each workshop, the fa-

cilitator team briefed the teachers about goals, pro-

cess and desired outcome, so they could be part of 

the team and give effective support during the in-

class activities. The activities were planned by the 

facilitators, giving particular attention to the de-

velopment of tools as diversified as possible (pic-

tures, maps, questionnaires, interviews, role-play 

games, etc.) and to the mixture of individual work 

and teamwork, in order to encourage the best par-

ticipation of all the children.

In September 2007, the facilitators, together with 

the teachers and Montana technicians, pointed out 

the first steps of the participatory process. 

The starting point was the identification of what 

makes a quality green space. Each student drew his/

her favourite activity in a natural environment and 

pointed out the main features of these spaces; in-

cluding: the alternation of large spaces and smaller 

ones hidden by the vegetation, water (lakes, rivers), 

fruit-bearing plants, shrubs, aromatic herbs, plants 

with coloured, sweet-smelling flowers, etc. (Fig. 2). 

The following inspection of the area allowed the 

children to check its position with respect to the 

country and to gather data for its analysis from both 

a subjective and an objective point of view. The col-

lected information included the size and morpholo-

gy of the area and its native vegetation, as well as 

the positive and negative feelings that this place 

gave the children. During the inspection the children 

were also informed about the ‘design space’ availa-

ble and the main environmental and regulatory con-

straints that were to be taken into account (Fig. 3).

As the park would be a public space, the children 

identified the other future users (mothers with 

young children, elderly, teenagers, etc.), wrote a 

short questionnaire, that was then refined by the 

facilitators, and asked a sample of known people, 

beneath the identified groups, to fill it.

Once completed the analysis of context and needs, 

the team proceeded to the planning step itself and 

the development of the first design proposals. The 

tool used was an ad hoc variant of Planning for Re-

al, a widely used tool in the context of participa-

tory planning. Similarly, to what usually happens 

in role-playing games, children, divided into small 

groups, were asked to describe a visit in the park by 

the different groups of users (children, adolescents, 

mothers with toddlers, dog’s owners, old people, 

etc.) and then act as advocates defending their ide-

as. Then, using a large map of the project, conflict 

situations were solved, bringing to a proposal sup-

ported by the whole class (Fig. 4).

On June 4th 2008, an exhibition and a meeting were 

Fig. 2 — Exploring children’s needs using the 
drawings of their favourite play activities (Photo: 

Claudia Zaninelli).

opposite page 
Fig. 3 — The inspection of the project site: each group 

of children was given a sheet of paper with its task 
(photo: Claudia Zaninelli).
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held at the town hall. The children presented the 

work they had done and their proposals to the Mayor 

of Odolo, the Vergomasco CEO Pierluca Levrangi, the 

representatives of Montana, Piero Simone and Ales-

sandro Bertelli, and many parents and friends. The 

purpose of the meeting was also to gather adults’ 

suggestions and ideas about children’s projects.

In autumn 2008, at the beginning of the second 

year, the participatory process was divided into two 

parts. While Montana worked at the assessment of 

technical and economic feasibility of the children’s 

project and the complex paperwork to authorize the 

project, the facilitators developed the second phase 

of the process with children. The aims were to draw 

the final project and to get children to participate to 

the implementation of some interventions directly. 

Following the presentation at the town hall and the 

gathering of comments by adults, landscape archi-

tect Anna Marelli drew a draft of the final project, 

which also took into account the technical and eco-

nomic feasibility of the proposals (Fig. 5). The pro-

ject was presented to the children, who were asked 

to write further comments on post its (Fig. 6). On 

these comments, the landscape architect drew the 

final project (Fig. 7). Then the children were asked 

to choose the plant species to be used in the park. 

This was done starting from a preliminary selection 

of plants made by a naturalist who was involved on 

a voluntary basis. Between the end of 2009 and the 

spring 2010, the children were involved in monitor-

ing the progress of the implementation of the pro-

ject, through visits to the site and continuous up-

dating by the facilitators (Fig. 8). In May, as the pro-

ject was almost completed, the children planted ar-

omatic herbs in some flowerbeds (Fig. 9) and organ-

ized the opening event: children wrote their speech, 

prepared the communication materials and wrote a 

letter to their schoolmates’ families asking to cook 

traditional dishes of their country for the party. The 

children through a contest chose the name ‘Odolan-

dia Park’. The opening event took place on June 12th, 

the last day of the school year. More than three hun-

dred people participated (Fig. 10).

Evaluation and conclusions

In May 2015, Montana was asked to present the Od-

olo project at the International Workshop on Waste 

Architecture at the Sardinia Symposium in October.
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Fig. 4 — One of the very first project proposal: the park was divided into three parts: the area with recreational facilities, ‘the wild area’ 
and the area with sporting facilities (photo: Claudia Zaninelli).
Fig. 5 — The draft of the final project (photo: Monica Vercesi).

opposite page
Fig. 6 — Children’s comments on the draft of the final project (photo: Monica Vercesi).

next pages
Fig. 7 — The final project.
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The facilitators took this opportunity to conduct a 

post-construction evaluation of the project with its 

stakeholders to assess the impact of this experience 

after a few years. Specifically, the goal was to eval-

uate the process (feelings and memories they have 

kept of this experience) and its outcomes (the quality 

of the green area and their feelings towards it).

The evaluation was carried out using different tools. 

The school’s teachers and a group of ex-students 

were invited to attend a town hall meeting where 

they were first asked to fill two questionnaires with 

open questions (one for the teachers and the oth-

er for the ex-students) and then discuss the results. 

The other stakeholders (the Mayor of Odolo, the 

Vergomasco CEO and the Montana landfill work su-

pervisors) were interviewed. 

In everybody’s opinions, the park has always been 

popular since its opening, because it is well planned, 

located near the schools, the parish church and 

the town centre and well kept by Vergomasco. The 

teachers appreciated the consistency between the 

initial objectives and the results, the methodology 

and, above all, the capacity of the project to involve 

foreign-born students and their families: «the ac-

tivities were well planned and succeeded in involv-

ing all children, including the ones who didn’t speak 

Italian very well», «the project succeeded in reinforc-

ing the connection between children and their en-

vironment and increase their sense of responsibili-

ty towards it». The ex-students gave a high score to 

the project process and outcome (between 4 and 5 

on a 1-5 scale). Among the main reasons cited, they 

wrote they were able to express their needs, desires 

and creativity, «to work together with our school-

mates», «to be heard by adults», to see the out-

comes of their work, «to feel very important» be-

cause they had done something good for their town 

and to be able to visit a place which they had planned 

and designed. Four out of six students said that the 

park was implemented as they had planned it.
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Fig. 10 — The opening ceremony (photo: Claudia 
Zaninelli).

opposite page
Fig. 8 — The soil layers over the landfill.
Fig. 9 — The children plant the aromatic herbs (photo: 
Monica Vercesi).
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ly non-existent. The Mayor said that this experi-

ence was a great opportunity for their town and he 

really appreciated the way children had committed 

themselves to the project. There have been a few 

episodes of vandalism, but they were less frequent 

than in other green area. The only problem they had, 

at the beginning, was the custom-made slide (the 

bottom filled with water when it rained), but then 

they solved it. While the Vergomasco CEO said that 

was an «extremely positive experience, to be re-

peated as soon as the economic situation will allow 

it». The landfill work supervisors said that the par-

ticipation of children succeeded in lowering the con-

flicts with some people who lived around the site. 

Even though the group of stakeholders involved in 

the evaluation was not truly representative1, the re-

sults confirmed that the project’s aims were almost 

reached. 

In conclusion, we can say that when evaluating the 

success of the Odolo project several factors should 

be considered. Children’s involvement should start 

only when there is high potential for project’s im-

plementation, i.e. decision makers are truly com-

mitted to the project and the appropriate fund-

ing for planning and implementation is available. 

In the project’s initial phases, children should be in-

formed about their role in the process; they should 

understand the characteristic of the site and take 

into account its main environmental and regulato-

ry constraints. It is very important that children are 

not given the impression that anything can be built 

on the site without constraints: idea feasibility is a 

very important aspect of the planning process and 

it will help them feel that their contribute is taken 

seriously. Therefore, if some of their proposals are 

not feasible children will have to be informed about 

the reasons (Iltus and Hart, 1995; Unicef Insight, 

2005). Children should be involved in the planning 

process as well as in the implementation of the pro-

ject, even though it is a small part. This will increase 

their sense of ownership and responsibility towards 

the project.
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Endnotes
1 The primary schoolteachers were asked to get in touch with 
the ex-students, but it was not an easy task. Specifically no 
foreign-born students participated in the evaluation.
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