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"CIAK! Si, parteciPO".
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Urban rivers provide many ecosystems services contributing to improving the
quality of life in cities and becoming landmarks that define unique riverscapes.
However, climate change increasingly causes systemic stresses, leading to more
frequent extreme events. In this scenario, researchers supported by academic
student teams as AkaNoah, are called to get out of universities and collaborate
with citizens, local government, and other stakeholders to preserve the quality of
natural common goods. This article discusses the importance of a participatory
approach and interdisciplinary collaboration between stakeholders to foster
environmental and systemic awareness and civic engagement by presenting the
case study of the project "CIAK! Si, parteciPO". The project, supervised by
academics from design, biology and environmental engineering, focused on the
co-creation of a short documentary working with 20 young citizens. The goal is to
holistically explore complexity and systemic relationships around the Po River in
the city of Turin (Italy). Without any specific filmmaking skill, participants worked
in teams to co-produce a participatory short movie that immediately
communicate citizen's perspective and voices of various local stakeholders about
the civic use of Po Rivers using the emotional power of sounds and images. The
group was supported by an interdisciplinary team of mentors who provided
participants basic knowledge concerning concept design, scriptwriting, filming
and audio recording techniques, and guided them during the creative

videomaking process. The visual design practice has been adopted as an



instrument to foster peer-to-peer learning, civic and participatory imagination
and community empowerment about the Po River as an urban common good. At
the end, this article highlights opportunities provided by participatory projects to
strengthen the network of various stakeholders at the local scale, including
policymakers, to support the socio-ecologically conscious, resilient and
systemic-oriented management of freshwater ecosystems in the urban

environment.
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Introduction

Urban rivers are precious natural elements in the built environment since they provide
various essential ecosystem services and benefits contributing to the improvement of
life quality in cities (Deeksha & Shukla, 2022). In this framework, the Po River (North of
Italy) is considered a real economic engine that supports the agricultural industry,
farming, hydroelectric production and many other economic activities. Moreover, it is an
ecosystem rich in biodiversity and a natural element that created strong and ancient
socio-cultural relationships in various Italian regions (Ravella & Servadei, 2022). In the
city of Turin (Piedmont Region, Italy), the Po River crosses an urban context
characterised by high anthropic activities, and it provides supporting, regulating,
provisioning and cultural ecosystem services. First of all, the Po River provides
high-quality public and potable water to all citizens, being a real hallmark characteristic
of Turin represented by numerous dark green fountains adorned with bull's heads
distributed throughout the city. Various cultural activities are supported by the presence
of this freshwater ecosystem, such as canoe and rowing sporting clubs, birdwatching,
and third-sector cultural centres for environmental education. Moreover, the Po River
creates unique habitats for migratory birds in the urban environment, such as the
Special Protection Area (SPA) of Meisino and Isolone di Bertolla, included in the Natura

2000 network of protected sites in Europe (Bari et al., 2008). Due to this particular
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framework where natural and anthropic realities coexist, the Po River is considered a
crucial case study for understanding the complexity of socio-ecological relationships
and preserving the integrity and richness of interactions between the freshwater

ecosystem and citizens (Cao & Wantzen, 2023).

Considering the effects of climate change, rivers are among the most sensitive
ecosystems increasingly affected by extreme events such as drought and floods that
compromise ecosystem dynamics and create civil danger warnings (Vari et al., 2022;
Cattozzo & Marotta, 2018).

In this framework, civic participation and engagement are increasingly adopted by
municipalities and policymakers as a strategy to acknowledge and foster climate change
adaptation (Centre for Public Impact, 2021). Civic engagement refers to the active role
played by citizens, as individuals or groups, to identify and address issues of public
concern, and propose actions to improve the life of a local community in the future
(Adler & Goggin, 2005). It is considered a set of collective actions that offers community
services through the involvement of citizens in decision-making processes at various
scales and through different instruments. Indeed, it is crucial to define holistic strategies
to empower citizens and make them co-responsible in the process of knowledge
co-creation towards sustainable transitions and transformative adaptation processes of
cities (Smith et al., 2024).

Academics and researchers activate actions of civic engagement through the third
mission (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020), offering and disseminating knowledge that
enables stakeholders and citizens to the conscious exploration of issues significant for
society. The third mission is performed through various interdisciplinary activities,
including educational experiences, that stimulate academics to move from the concept
of academia as an "ivory tower" and produce socio-economic impacts on civic society
(Comino et al., 2024). Performing the third mission through an interdisciplinary
approach offers the opportunity to (i) increase the citizens' awareness of the
socio-ecological system in which they are embedded and (ii) allow academia to identify
and gather information on the interconnected needs of citizens and the environment,
built or natural (Stolze & Sailer, 2022). Environmental and Sustainability Education (ESD)
plays a key role in changing people's mindset and habits and developing critical skills

and ecological literacy to build a sustainable and more environmentally conscious
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society (Brown, 1981). On the other hand, systems thinking presents several points of
convergence with ESD and provides an effective approach to performed projects
focused on sustainability and education (Kioupi & Voulvoulis, 2019). Systems thinking
amplifies the effects of ESD (Voulvoulis et al., 2022), offering a holistic perspective of the
relationships between humans and natural systems and enabling the understanding of
complex causal relationships (Storen Wigum, 2022; Puk & Stibbards, 2012). In this
article, systems thinking is applied to ESD as an instrument to investigate and explore
the urban stretch of the Po River as a complex system and develop different levels of
understanding of socio-ecological challenges (Rogers et al., 2013). Moreover, systems
thinking is adopted as an approach to activate socio-ecological changes in citizens'

perception and conception of the semi-natural river ecosystem (Demissie et al., 2023).

This article introduces and discusses outcomes obtained by the project "CIAK! Si,
parteciPO", highlighting the effects of a participatory approach, civic engagement, and
interdisciplinary collaboration between various stakeholders in fostering environmental
reflections and systemic awareness. The project, supervised by an interdisciplinary team
of academics, was carried out by using the participatory video-making approach (PV) as
techniques to foster socio-ecological knowledge co-creation of a group of 20 young
citizens. This group of citizens was called to collaborate and develop a narrative lens to
co-produce a short documentary that holistically explores the complexity of
socio-ecological relations around the Po River ecosystem. At the end, the article
discusses opportunities provided by the use of PV as an instrument to foster the civic
and participatory imagination about the civic use of the Po River as a natural common

good and landmark in the city of Turin.

Theoretical framework: systems thinking and action research to
improve socio-ecological responsibility.

The project "CIAK! Si, parteciPO" was developed in a theoretical framework influenced
by concepts about ESD, systems thinking and participatory methods to foster
socio-ecological responsibility and civic engagement (Figure 1). Referring to Freire's
education concept as a key factor to change reality, a new perspective of collective
learning processes is required to address ecological challenges and drive sustainable
transformation of our society (Souza, Wals & Jacobi, 2019).
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework of the project "CIAK! Si, parteciPO".

ESD is a fundamental medium-long-term strategy to reorient society since it leverages
the diffusion of a new perspective of ecological human responsibility to facilitate a
paradigm shift concerning the actual development model (UNESCO, 2014). In fact, ESD
provides a baseline to help individuals better understand the world dynamics and
realise the complex interdependent impacts that threaten the global ecosystem
(Hofman-Bergholm, 2018). The ESD aims to develop cross-cutting abilities and attitudes
that empower individuals to critically take into account current and future
environmental, social, cultural and economic impacts of their actions, developing a
holistic perspective and mindset. ESD addressed a wide range of learners from
preschool to tertiary education, and it is performed through various strategies and
methods, including non-formal and community-based education that emphasise the

development of lifelong cognitive skills (Rieckmann, 2018).
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Systems thinking is a multi-perspective and interdisciplinary approach able to enrich the
dialogue about ESD. Systems thinking introduces key concepts that may help and guide
learners to understand the complexity of multiple interactions and dynamics between
systems components, including humans, natural ecosystems and the built environment
(Meadows, 2008). Systems thinking can be adopted as an instrument and learning lens
to facilitate the dissemination of ESD contents and foster the paradigm shift in
approaching and transforming socio-ecological systems (Schuler et al., 2017). Systems
thinking is often adopted in the education field to prepare future leaders in recognising
their role as change agents and stimulate their pro-active attitude and responsibility to

undertake sustainable actions (Williams et al., 2017).

On the other hand, ESD and civic engagement are mutually supported thanks to the
focus on local communities, the adoption of participatory and experiential approaches,
and the opportunity to foster social interactions. In the framework of place-based and
experiential learning, participatory action research (PAR) can be adopted as a qualitative
research methodology that invites members of a community to collaborate with other
local stakeholders to co-create knowledge and produce tangible actions and changes
(Kemmis, McTaggart & Nixon, 2015). PAR adopting a bottom-up approach creates open
spaces for dialogue and co-learning processes between various stakeholders to
empower local people to build capacity within their communities (Meyer et al., 2018).
Various techniques and methods can be adopted and implemented to support
community-based learning processes that are useful to define needs and identify or

suggest solutions and alternative practices.

In the project "CIAK! Si, parteciPO", the PV was developed as a participatory learning
approach and participatory action research method to engage citizens in lighting
perceptions, points of view, threats and reflections concerning the Po River to
understand the complex socio-ecological relations established with the urban
environment. PV is generally a filmmaking method involving a group of people or a
community in every part and aspect of the process, with the aim of exploring a specific
issue through a subjective and local perception (Sarria-Sanz & Alencar, 2023). In PV, the
co-creation process itself is the aim of the project since it is meant as a strategic tool to
improve community awareness and knowledge (Maurelli, 2019). In the present work,

through a path of training, peer-to-peer education, co-creation and sense-making
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activity, citizens were empowered with methods to understand the context in which
they live, interpreting its functions and defining a common civic ecological imaginary
(Krasny et al., 2014; Krasny, 2018). In this sense, the activity establishes a greater
awareness of the complex social-ecological system analysed, facilitating understanding
of opportunities to protect and improve it. In fact, the experiential co-creative activity
and peer-to-peer education play a pivotal role in fostering the active exploration and
understanding of the interrelated processes of the socio-ecological system (Jacobs,
1961; Kinkela, 2009). Moreover, citizens disclose and discover invisible elements and
dynamics characterising the semi-natural environment through research and filming.
The PV method requires adopting a narrative lens to explore the complexity of
socio-ecological systems using film and documentary art to "tell a story" that gives voice
and eyes to multiple stakeholders (Vigliano Relva & Jung, 2021). As stated by the
ecoliteracy principle (Capra, 2007), "making visible the invisible", this participatory
activity increases citizens' knowledge, unveiling the relations and effects between urban
and ecosystem dynamics (Goleman, 2009). Thus, the application of PV is meant as
participatory action research since it is applied as a research method to investigate a
context and empower a community through experiential knowledge co-creation
(Cornish et al., 2023). This active civic role of socio-ecological responsibility can be
defined as the result of the developed activity, whose theoretical components provide
citizens with experiential knowledge, skills and stimuli useful for the sustainable

transition of the urban system.
Case study: "CIAK! Si, parteciPO" project

The project "CIAK! Si parteciPO" was carried out in 2023 (12 months) with the goal to
increase the ecological awareness of young citizens concerning the importance to
preserve and enhancing the freshwater ecosystem of the Po River in the city of Turin
(Italy). The project focused on opportunities provided by the participatory video method
in empowering the local community and fostering discussion spaces for bottom-up
proposals about the management of the urban river as a natural common good. The
project also received the financial support of Fondazione Compagnia di San Paolo in the

framework of the "Active civic participation" program that aims to promote and sustain
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the implementation of collaborative practices to foster the civic activism focused on the

inclusive and ecological conscious use of common goods.

The project was proposed and supervised by an interdisciplinary academic team of the
Department of Environment, Land and Infrastructure Engineering, Politecnico di Torino
(Italy), composed by ecodesigner and systemic designers, biologists and environmental
engineers. The project was conducted as a "third mission" activity by the academic team
with the aim of strengthening the social impact of scientific research on civic society.
Indeed, "CIAK! Si, parteciPO" collects the outcomes of many years of techno-scientific
research on freshwater ecosystems conducted by the academic team and transfers
them to civic society through a participatory project in order to foster the ecological
perspective of the civic use of urban rivers. Each member of the team contributes to the
project implementation by providing specific know-how and skills, i.e. environmental
protection, river infrastructures, service design of eco-cultural activities, and visual

communication, which enriched the activity thanks to the multi-perspective view.

An important contribute to the scientific knowledge-transfer process was provided by
the academic student team AkaNoah. It is focused on raising awareness on the
importance of protection and valorisation of freshwater ecosystems, creating a bridge

between academia and civic society.

Considering that the goal of the project is the co-creation of a high-quality participatory
short documentary, a professional expert in filmmaking was involved to support the
academic team and guide the community of citizens during all stages of the co-design
process. The project was also sustained by a large network of local partners consisting
of two third-sector cultural organisations, an environmental non-profit entity, an
academic student team, the Turin canoeing and rowing division of the Italian university
sport centre, and the riverine park authority. These partners were involved in the
project as important stakeholders interested on various scales in the management and
use of the Po Rivers in the urban context. The creation of a partnership composed of
individuals and organisations with different backgrounds and know-how highlights the
project's intent to build a bridge between academic and non-academic environments in

order to increase the positive impact on civic society.
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Figure 2: Structure of the project "CIAK! Si, parteciPQ". The first stage can be considered as the
preliminary one that requires low participation from the community of participants. At the same
time, other stages were organised as workshops conducted with the involvement of partners
and took place in several locations along the Po River in order to build a bridge between

participants and organisations and create a network of key stakeholders at a local scale.

Participatory video method applied to "CIAK! Si, parteciPO"

"CIAK! Si, parteciPO" was structured in various stages from the creation of the
community of participants to the distribution of the collective short documentary as the
main result of the project itself. Step by step, partners, stakeholders and the community
of participants were involved with different commitments in order to increase the
empowerment and active participation and to transfer the responsibility and

engagement for the project from the proposer to the community itself (Figure 2).

The first stage consisted of the selection of 20 young citizens to be part of the
community of videomakers through a "call for participants" entitled "become a
filmmaker to enhance your river", prepared and distributed thanks to the involvement
of partners and other key stakeholders. At the same time, materials required to carry

out workshops were prepared, and a list of key performance indicators (KPI) was
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defined to assess the progress of the project and the feedback of the community
engaged. Participants were not required to have any specific skill in videomaking, and
the selection process was conducted considering the gender, age and background

balance.

The second stage was composed of five meetings organised in lectures, experiential
learning activities for capacity building and moments of team-building. Some theoretical
lectures focused on film-making, storytelling, scriptwriting, interviewing and audio
recording techniques were provided by an interdisciplinary team of experts and
mentors. Moreover, principles of participatory filmmaking theory adopted in social and
environmental documentaries were presented through some real case studies. The goal
of the project was presented by the academic team reporting direct experiences and

stories of local stakeholders concerning the civic use of the Po River.

Knowledge gained during theoretical lectures was experienced through outdoor
activities organised in small groups, during which participants had the opportunity to
test interviewing, filming and audio recording techniques supervised by the project
team. Participants prepared a list of key questions on the project topic and asked them
to people they met randomly during outdoor activities in order to firstly explore citizens'

perception about the importance of urban rivers in Turin.

Team-building activities were conducted to facilitate the knowledge and familiarity of
members within the community and to divide them into smaller working groups based

on their personal art skills and interests (Figure 3).

The third stage consisted of the realisation of the participatory documentary. The
community members were called to holistically explore the socio-cultural and
environmental complexity of the Po River and define systemic relationships between
stakeholders and the river ecosystem. Participants worked in smaller teams to identify
additional stakeholders to involve in the co-production of their short movie through
interviews and collect and narratively translate citizens' perspectives and their own
voices using images and sounds. Indeed, the community was guided by this statement:
"Don't just film. Try to tell a story" (Choi & Klok, 2022). Several brainstorming moments

were organised to better identify the synopsis, the script and the storyboard (Figure 4).
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Figure 3: Activities of team-building carried out with participants during the 2™ stage

of the project.

Figure 4: Brainstorming activities conducted by participants who worked in groups.

The pre-production stage was self-organised, adopting a peer-to-peer approach to
define the whole videomaking process, including the direction plan, stakeholders'
engagement, materials and instruments recruitment, filming stages, voice recording
and music composition. The peer-to-peer approach was fostered to the abilities,
interests and skills of all community members and to sustain the increase of their
co-responsibility and their problem-solving capacities. The academic team and the
filmmaker expert supervised the entire creative process through periodical meetings

and facilitated the realisation, supporting the community in the organisation steps.

The fourth stage consisted of the video editing and post-processing done by the
filmmaker expert. The community provided hand-held footage, interviews, music and
voice audio tracks, and detailed storyboards to guide the filmmaker expert

minute-by-minute during the editing of the documentary. Periodical meetings were
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organised to review the progress and collect community feedback and specific
adjustments. A 15-minutes documentary entitled "Ascoltando la corrente—Listening to

the river flow" was the result obtained at the end of this stage.

The last (and still ongoing) stage consist in public presentation and distribution of the
documentary through public events at the local scale. A premiere of the documentary,
followed by a public debate, was organised along the Po River in Turin for all citizens
and stakeholders, and the event was promoted by all project partners. Following the
premiere, all community members are currently responsible for the documentary
distribution by suggesting local and national film projections and festivals focused on
socio-environmental cinema. Moreover, some public presentations were planned in
collaboration with local associations and other third-sector organisations, not directly
involved in the project, to disseminate the results of this collaborative experience.
Especially, the ongoing intent of the community is to create spaces for meeting young
citizens and raising awareness of environmental issues concerning the importance and

protection of river ecosystems and water resources as common goods.
Project outcomes: results and discussion

The project "CIAK! Si, parteciPO" produced various outcomes organised in three main
categories: (i) the short documentary as the principal result of the PV method; (ii) effects
of the participatory process, shedding light on citizens' engagement and the active role
of participants during and after the project's end; (iii) effects produced through the

dissemination of the short documentary.

These outcomes are presented by discussing qualitative and quantitative data collected
during the project through KPIs used to evaluate the project's progress and the impact

of the participatory process.
Ascoltando la corrente: a short film to tell many stories

The short documentary "Ascoltando la corrente" was obtained by combining and
integrating point of view of various stakeholders who provided many insights about the
civic use of the Po River, highlighting interconnections existing between ecological,
social and cultural dimensions. A part of it was performed as a semi-fiction film with the

integration of interviews conducted with six external stakeholders. It is a "manifesto" of
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the collaborative effort of engaged community members who shared their perspectives
with each other in order to obtain an organic and homogeneous result through
participatory and co-design filmmaking.

Participants started the co-design process by questioning themselves: "What does the
Po River represent to me?" and "Which services do | use the most?" These questions
were pivotal to the investigation process performed using a holistic lens. Participants
decided to use the character of "Dora" to tell the stories of many stakeholders involved

at different scales in the management and use of the Po River in Turin.

The short documentary focuses on Dora, a young researcher studying the effects of
climate change on the Po River ecosystem. Dora feels to miss some aspects in her
research: the importance of places cannot be properly represented using only data and
statistics. Emotional dimension plays a pivotal role in the sense of place, and she
realises the need to adopt other instruments to really understand the importance of
relationships between people and the river. Dora decides to move from the academic
"ivory tower" and meet the Po River through the eyes of those who experience it every
day. During her journey along the riverbanks, Dora meets people and realities that allow
her to listen to the real voice of the river and capture the true essence of 'living together

with its waters'.

Using a narrative lens, participants tell their personal experiences and perspectives
shaped during the "CIAK! Si, parteciPO" project. Dora is the personification of each one
of us who looks at the river every day with distracted eyes. "Ascoltando la corrente" is
the story of a meeting and experiential discovery that tells the complexity and richness
of the socio-ecological dimension of this semi-natural ecosystem. In this sense, the PV
expresses the path of awareness and civic engagement undertaken by participants
during the whole project (Vigliano Relva & Jung, 2021).
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Figure 5: Filmmaking stages organised and conducted by participants.

Community engagement and civic participation

Thirty young citizens expressed their interest in the call for participants of the project
"CIAK! Si, parteciPO" and twenty of them were selected according to their motivation to
be part of the community of videomakers. The community was composed of a
heterogeneous group of members with various backgrounds in cinema and media
engineering, communication design, architecture and urban planning, anthropology,
human studies and environmental engineering. All members demonstrated interest,
awareness and commitment to environmental issues as motivation to participate in the
project. During team-building, each member shared with others their personal skills and
interests such as photography, acting or musical composition. Each member became
responsible for a specific task during the project in order to create a real film crew (e.g.
cameraman, light and sound designer, music composers, interviewers, actors, voiceover
speakers, production and locations managers). An average of 15 participants attended
co-design meetings and workshops, while 17 of them actively participated during the
entire co-design and distribution process. Co-design activities and workshops revealed a
high level of initiative and motivation among participants who organised 20
independent meetings, including on-the-spot visits, organisational meetings with
stakeholders, writing activities, filming, revision of the footage and coordination.
Participants worked for 60 hours during two months of intensive workshops, organising
filming stages that involved 3-6 different participants each as part of the 20-members

film crew (Figure 5).
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Concerning external civic engagement, participants identified five main dimensions that
characterise the life around the Po River: aquatic sports associations, organisations for
cultural nightlife, birdwatching associations, groups of young environmental activists,
and the civil protection department. The community identifies and engages at least one
or two stakeholders for each association or organisation and organises with them a
"get-to-know-you" meeting and a filming stage. The diverse backgrounds characterising
the community of participants and the collaborative nature of the activity that involved
external stakeholders led to establish dynamics of peer-to-peer learning. Knowledge
and skills of participants, not only about storytelling and filmmaking, but also on the
socio-ecological value of freshwater ecosystems, grew and strengthened through

peer-to-peer processes (Meyer et al., 2018).
Dissemination of the short documentary

The dissemination aims to improve the value of this short documentary as an
empowering instrument for communicating the civic and ecological imagination within
the community of participants about the Po River. Citizens' participation was quite
significant during the public premiere (around 80 attendances) that was carried out
along the riverside in collaboration with project partners. Following the premiere,
participants became co-responsible for the dissemination and autonomously proposed
"Ascoltando la corrente" to a local informal event and festival focused on social and
environmental cinema (Figure 6). These projections provided the opportunity to create a
space of dialogue with citizens and other stakeholders, including policymakers, to
discuss future actions and proposals to preserve the Po River ecosystem. Moreover, the
short documentary was submitted and selected for the Environmental Film Festival that
will be held in Turin in 2024. Even if it is still ongoing, the dissemination demonstrates
the co-responsibility attitude of the community of participants. The autonomous
dissemination initiatives proposed by participants represent the proof of acquired

co-responsibility (Williams et al., 2017).
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Figure 6: Dissemination events carried out in Turin with citizens and various stakeholders,
including policymakers.

Final remarks and future perspectives

"CIAK! Si, parteciPO" demonstrated the effort of young citizens in Turin towards local
ecological advocacy and willingness to actively participate in civic initiatives addressing
environmental issues. The project activated various groups of participants and
highlighted the importance of inclusive community engagement strategies in fostering
participatory active research. The significant investment of time shown by participants
during the project demonstrated the engagement as a result of the PV method. The
adoption of a systems thinking lens helped participants to build a rich network of
interconnections between various realities and parts that enliven the Po River
ecosystem. Indeed, the short documentary "Ascoltando la corrente" reports the holistic
investigation conducted by the community of participants describing the Po River as a
system with flexible boundaries consisting of multiple and essential socio-ecological
relationships. While Systems Thinking helped to "see the whole beyond the parts", on
the other hand, it also contributed to developing conscious leadership in participants.
Thanks to the collaborative storytelling and narrative lens, participants not only
contribute to the dissemination of ecological awareness but also engage citizens in
processes of self-reflection, collective empowerment and co-responsibility. These
processes reinforce the significance of participatory and systemic approaches in
fostering community-driven initiatives for ecological advocacy and actions. The project
also creates the opportunity to enlarge the initial network of partners, creating bridges

between organisations and individuals interested in undertaking future collaborative
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actions to preserve the river ecosystem and increase citizens' ecological awareness. At
the end, the peer-to-peer capacity building also led to collaborations between

participants and partners for future creative projects external to "CIAK! Si, parteciPQO".
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