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1. Introduction
Large cities have always played a prominent role in European identity, 

as witnessed by the pioneering work of urban sociologists like George 

Simmel and Max Weber. However, despite their role in the modern 

history of Europe, it was only in the last four decades of the twentieth 

century that the government of large cities came to be considered as a 

prominent political question and the concept of metropolitan area was 

widely adopted by European countries.

Between the 1960s and 1980s, the earliest initiatives to create a for-

mal metropolitan level of government were undertaken in countries 

        1999  
 1997     19 9     199   

regionalised countries such as Germany, Spain and Italy, as well as 

countries with a more centralised and hierarchical government struc-

   F       2002   1991  
   2002         199  

 11           -

politan level was presented as ‘a search for correspondence between the 

          
       -

ment was intended to be an instrument to decentralise State power in 

           
           

        -

        2002   1991
Following attempts to apply this sort of rational model to 

the functions of the metropolitan authorities, which were often 

     199    
metropolitan government gained new momentum from the 1990s, 

when processes such as globalisation and the rise of the European 

Union prompted the emergence of new forms of territorial organisation 

   199   1999  200   199   
  199    2002     2002   

       F    
2007         

must deal with two separate but interconnected types of challenges. 

           
metropolitan dimension at an urban level through the containment of 

           
           

mass – in terms of agglomeration, economies of scale and industrial 

specialisation – in order to compete globally, according to the ‘new 

   201   2001   2001  
   200
   1          

           -

          
extended the literature in terms of ways of looking at metropolitan pro-
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         -

phasis is on spatial, economic or organisational aspects of metropolitan 

  200   200
While it is not easy to provide a systematic review of the literature 

                
          

the spatial and socio-economic morphologies of the new metropolitan 

          
focuses on developing the analytical parameters and tools to identify 

          -

   200   2007   201   2012  
which has been pervasively adopted by the EU to promote its vision of 

         200  
F    2002      -

          
           

 200         
    200        -

     201     
   F    2012  

By contrast, a second broad group aims to discover and analyse the im-

plications of the spatial, socio-economic and political transformation of Eu-

ropean urban areas for policy and planning practices. In this strand, most 

authors advocate the emergence of new, more relational, governance set-

          
 2001   1997     200     200  

Given that it is related to the international debate on ‘new institutiona- 

      2017        
also argues for a radical revision of the planning approach to governing 

metropolitan development, emphasising the importance of collaborative 

            
   200   2007     1997     

metropolitan government is seen here as the product of a strategic process 

            
therefore, are also seen conceptually as an instrument to provide metro-

politan government with the legitimacy to perform functions that were 

         200  
   2010    F  2000     200

         
form the backdrop to the analyses presented in this paper. First, how to 

          
         

         
         

context of increasing institutional fragmentation?

In Italy, the challenge of addressing these questions represents one 

           -

      201      
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        1  -

ropolitan authorities – Metropolitan Cities –with a broad range of plan-

ning competencies for the implementation of policy at inter-municipal 

         -

countered in the process of empowering such metropolitan authorities, 

       201   -

            
            -

mate in terms of the implementation of the reform.

         
description of the often controversial processes accompanying the in-

stitutionalisation of metropolitan areas in Italy. Following this intro-

duction, the second section of this paper provides a brief review of the 

national debate regarding the problem of large cities and the lack of an 

           
         -

          
           

          
process deriving from the implementation of a programme to address 

          -

cuses on two main issues that, in my opinion, still need to be addressed 

          
         

lack of multi-level governance.

2. Urban policy and large cities in Italy:  
 a review of the recent debate

          
          1999  

 1999            -

tury that urban areas found a clear space in the national political agenda 

in Italy. Such interest in cities started to grow in the 1990s as a conse-

      
• legislative reforms aimed at decentralising power to city-local 

governments and paying greater attention to urban areas in the 

  
• programmes and incentives to stimulate local initiatives in line 

with EU practices related to urban areas.

         1990    
   1 2        

that transcends local authorities by providing the provinces with greater 

competencies and by introducing metropolitan areas into the national 

institutional system. While this reform element remained largely un-

          
  199    1         

for the empowerment of city government. For instance, the direct elec-

tion of mayors and their greater powers over the city councils provided 
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increased political stability to local government, accompanied by the 

emergence of new political leadership and a managerialisation of policy-

      2000   2000   
role of these reforms in stimulating the emergence of a new urban politi-

cal agenda in the 1990s has been underlined by many Italian scholars 

 200   2002   200
            

1990s to a series of programmes that the Italian government launched 

         
        -

      199    
      199  -

      1997     -

       
         1999  

            
space of time, hundreds of Italian cities experimented with new ways 

of tackling urban regeneration according to paradigms and approaches 

           
 2000     2000

           
not unanimous agreement that the innovative programmes introduced 

in the 1990s represented a structural change in the way the public sec-

tor addresses urban problems. In the last few years, several analyses 

 2009  201   201   2011   201  
          

orientation to support city development, although they recognise that 

such initiatives mark a turning point in the way urban problems are be-

ing addressed in the country.

   201       
          199  2007   

    2010       -

dress urban issues faced by Italian governments as a combination of ‘ex-

          
           

had an extremely limited impact on the urban question for two main 

 1           
       2   

they represent incremental adaptation to imperatives and paradigms 

        201   1
In addition, the authors identify the main obstacle to the emergence 

of a national urban agenda as lying ‘in the process of regionalization 

          
role of municipal authorities, which are seen by national government as 

         201   
1        201     
the strong role attributed to the regional level of government – espe-

            2001 
 2011          



european journal of spatial development  |  no 70  |  February 2019 6

levels of the institutional hierarchy, leading to a fragmentation of re-

sponsibilities, a lack of progress towards a national urban agenda and a 

        201
          

       2010  201     
that the intense process of demographic and economic polarisation in 

the urban areas since the 1950s have not been accompanied by adequate 

          
          

territory, at least since the mid-1970s, no longer matches the spatial 

        2010    
        

within the Italian urban system, with serious implications for the coun-

           
      2009  201
Such critical perspectives argue that special attention should be given 

             
creation of metropolitan government has undoubtedly generated new 

         
        201  

201   2011   201   201      

             
          
  201           

         F
            

increasing interdependence among cities and regions, are well explained 

  2011            
given the risk of ungoverned urban regions being unable to address the 

       
• vertical disarticulation        

       -

   
• horizontal disarticulation, resulting from development strate-

gies implemented by individual local authorities, which do not 

align to their wider urban systems.

For instance, the lack of policy coordination at metropolitan level 

           
          

      2011    
           

            
        
           
    201      
         

administrative boundaries and the geographies generated by social, 

economic, environmental and political processes underway within urban 
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         -

pacts on several dimensions of territorial development, including urban 

sprawl, infrastructure congestion and rising housing costs. In relation 

     2011      -

relation between demographic changes within the largest cities and the 

real estate boom that took place in several metropolitan areas in the 

2000             
last decade is extremely weakly correlated with the social rearticulation 

             
          

201   201   2012   2010
Focusing on the environmental implications of territorial disorder, 

     201        
           

urbanisation processes that took place in the urban regions, which is a 

clear consequence of the laissez-faire approach to spatial policy over 

        
especially at the urban fringes, in several parts of Italy we now see a 

new form of metropolis that is characterised by almost unlimited spatial 

    2017       
        

  2010           
and advocates an urgent urban agenda based on policy principles such as 

stopping soil consumption, re-establishing ecological cycles and re-using 

abandoned physical capital.

3. In search of metropolitan government/ 
 governance
Metropolitan areas are not new in the Italian administrative system, as 

     1990   1 2      
   19     1992     

nine metropolitan areas based on the largest Italian cities, in addition to 

             
   1 2        

         -

         
of inertia, as regions and municipalities feared losing power to metro-

        2 1999   
2 2009         -

             
       1 2 1990 -

 2017     201
          

  201        
largely remained unresolved. However, renewed attention was 

prompted in the late 2000s, when the search for institutional solutions 

to address metropolitan government was accompanied – and in some 

ways stimulated – by the implementation of a series of governance and 

          201  
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• governing and spatial organisation of the new metropolitan au-

• the shift in the planning approach to address the metropolitan 

• the implementation of the European urban agenda at the metro-

politan level.

3.1 Governing and spatial organisation of the new metropolitan 
authorities

 1          
201         1 2 1990  

           
           

              
provinces².  In such cases, the province is replaced by the Metropolitan 

City and the reform is considered to be a move towards abolishing 

       2011

Figure 1: The 14 Metropolitan 

Cities in Italy with their 

respective institutional 

boundaries. In dark grey the 

perimeters of the 20 regions 

(Source: Author)



european journal of spatial development  |  no 70  |  February 2019 9

           
of metropolitan government. Based on the idea of simplifying the politi-

cal process to empower the new authorities, the Metropolitan Cities are 

            -

           
           
      1   2   

from the mayors and local councillors, who support the metropolitan 

         
conference comprises the mayors of all the municipalities within the 

metropolitan area, and functions roughly like a parliament, deliberating 

policy and government proposals presented by the mayor and metro-

politan council. It may also propose its own political initiatives.

          
of policy areas based on merging previous regional, provincial and mu-

           
     1990      
•     
•      
• coordination and management of services of metropolitan re- 

      
• promotion and coordination of development policy.

Table 1: The spatial and 

demographic profile of the 
Italian Metropolitan Cities 

(Source: Italian National 

Institute of Statistics, 2018)

Metropolitan 
Cities

Population 
(Jan 2018)

Surface (km2) Density  
(In./km2)

Number of 
municipalities

Population 
capital city

% population 
capital city

Rome 4,355,725 5,363 812 121 2,872,800 66.0

Milan 3,234,658 1,575 2,053 134 1,366,180 42.2

Naples 3,101,002 1,178 2,630 92 966,144 31.2

Turin 2,269,120 6,827 332 312 882,523 38.9

Palermo 1,260,193 5,009 252 82 668,405 53.0

Bari 1,257,520 3,862 326 41 323,370 25.7

Catania 1,109,888 3,573 311 58 311,620 28.1

Florence 1,013,260 3,513 288 41 380,948 37.6

Bologna 1,011,291 3,702 273 55 389,261 38.5

Venice 853,552 2,472 345 44 261,321 30.6

Genoa 844,957 1,833 461 67 580,097 68.7

Messina 631,297 3,266 193 108 234,293 37.1

Reggio 
Calabria

551,212 3,210 172 97 181,447 32.9

Cagliari 431,955 1,248 346 17 154,106 35.7
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management role now attributed to metropolitan authorities – instead 

of a simple coordinating role – in some key policy areas that are relevant 

for sustainable development, such as planning, environmental protec-

tion and mobility.

           
              

         201  
and 2016. Based on an initial comparative analysis of such local met-

   2017   201     
2017              

           
        

           
        

whether or not to divide the Metropolitan City territory into ‘homogene-

           
           

to be represented in the governance/government structure of the Met-

      
             

   11  7     
         

          
           
            

     201      
         1    

interpretation of metropolitan powers, mostly based on priorities such 

     2       
more explicit hierarchical decision-making process. In other words, the 

         
governance relations within the national institutional sub-system, given 

        201    
importance attached at national policy level to voluntary cooperation 

           
200

Furthermore, such government/governance relations are particu-

larly relevant where the boundaries of Metropolitan Cities do not cor-

          
    2   
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concentrated in the regional capital cities, with large rural areas sur-

           
           -

              
         -

      201    
encompass several provinces, or – as in the case of Milan – can even en-

           
          

address metropolitan government in contemporary urban regions, as is 

the case in other European countries, and highlighted by the literature 

    

Figure 2: Overlapping 

between boundaries of the 

Metropolitan City (black), 

OECD Functional Urban Area 

2016 (yellow) and urbanised 

area according to CORINE 

Land Cover 2012 (grey)



european journal of spatial development  |  no 70  |  February 2019 12

           
not ignore the adverse impact of the constitutional referendum held 

  201           
reforms previously passed by the national parliament, including the 

abolishment of provinces as the main intermediate level of govern-

     F        
for the reforms, the referendum left the current institutional system  

         
coexist in larger cities with unclear and overlapping government powers 

 2017

3.2 Strategic planning at the metropolitan level: from voluntary 
to top-down approach?

        -

tice of strategic planning is relatively new to local governments in Ita-

          
adopt a compulsory strategic plan aimed at providing guidelines to pro-

mote economic and social development in each metropolitan area. What 

is meant by strategic planning has been elaborated within the statutes 

     201   201   
          -

             

           
        -

            
            

      201     -

          
process to approve their own strategic plan.

While a systematic evaluation of these plans is not yet possible, many 

of these large urban areas have nevertheless undertaken previous stra-

        1990    -

         200   
200  F    200   200   2009  

             
through the formulation of a shared vision of development that was 

          -

ment to create integrated action plans to address sustainable urban de-

      
            2000  

    200          
public-private partnership, in order to explicitly address how to govern 

          
  2007     2011        

    201        
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 F         

vision of metropolitan development, these topics often form part of 

very complex planning agenda, with implementation responsibilities 

       F   
         

plan was developed with 26 working groups and contained 67 strategic 

   1   
          

change in the form and rationale of these planning processes for three 

main reasons. Firstly, the law contains a requirement to renew strate-

gic plans every three years and update them annually, with new actions 

plans more explicitly aligned to the metropolitan authority governance 

          
         

within the urban region but instead must be referred to the territory 

          
           

shaped by the mandatory competencies performed by the Metropolitan 

City, related governance structures are expected to be more hierarchical 

    
Given that several metropolitan authorities are still experiencing 

           -

        -

       F    
201          

          -

          
            
         -

          
         -

politan authority statutes, with the consequence that strategic plans be-

           
   

       
           -

        2017     
        201    -

tially from the territory encompassed by the boundaries of a Metropoli-

          
          -

          -

tegic plans to go beyond a rigid approach in the consideration of spa-

tial morphologies of metropolitan areas and also address their complex 

morphologies, especially at the margins of the urban cores.
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3.3 Addressing the European urban agenda at the metropolitan 
level

      201 2020   
the metropolitan dimension received more attention than previously. 

 2011        
        2020  

highlighted the challenges tackling metropolitan government in Europe, 

         
advocated paying greater attention to metropolitan development within 

           
      201    

         
         

         
    F  F     

201  1 01 201          
with increased responsibilities in the planning processes in relation to 

   201   2017
For the above reasons, creating alignment between the European ur-

ban agenda and the metropolitan dimension has been an Italian gov-

          201
2020          

 2012            
            

         
distinction in planning between small, medium and large cities/met-

          
government in decision-making about city development. Such guidance 

on the relevance of the metropolitan dimension in cohesion policy can 

be considered an interesting example of the Europanisation of the do-

mestic institutional reorganisation debate.

Given these assumptions, the national government launched a 

     1     
       

       201    
  92     F   

  F        
         
            
         

smart city approach while also addressing social exclusion through a 

          
particular focus on the most deprived neighbourhoods.

Local action plans were co-produced by the national government and 

metropolitan authorities over a two-year period, focusing on three of 

  2020       
access to, and use and quality of information and communication tech-

  2          
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    9         
address several recognised metropolitan challenges and address these 

     
•         -

lutions and increase digital interaction between city users and 

public administration, with the aim of achieving 70% of munici-

palities in Metropolitan Cities providing fully operative digital 

services

• increasing urban sustainability, through energy-saving interven-

        -

         -

   
• reducing social exclusion, by increasing public housing stock, and 

providing new community facilities and services targeted at the 

most vulnerable population.

         -

ple reducing energy consumption for lighting in urban areas by 8.8%, 

increasing public transport passengers by 5% and bicycle use by 10%, 

building 2,270 new social houses and renovating around 35,000m² of 

abandoned buildings to support social activities and start-ups in the 

         
still being implemented, there is obviously a lack of in-depth analysis 

          
         

and implementation.

          -

tempt to date to promote an urban agenda at the metropolitan level, 

it is not easy to identify a clear model of metropolitan governance that 

    F        201  
that while the co-production of the local action plans is novel within 

Italian multi-level government relations, by choosing to provide a single 

           
design process and, in turn, resulted in quite standardised local action 

plans.

         -

           F   
speed up implementation, the national government and the European 

         
          

        -

certainty stemming from the slow progress implementing metropolitan 

            
to lead local action plan implementation, instead of the still-weak met-

         
          

periphery, and undermine the kind of metropolitan governance that the 
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4. Conclusion: the question of dealing with  
 territorial diversity

            -

        2     
          -

    1990       
         2001   

           
201             

to govern large urban areas through metropolitan authorities has often 

been addressed within political and academic discourses, this has only 

produced extremely limited outcomes in terms of tangible institutional 

reorganisation and policy-making.

By contrast, over the past few years we have seen the emergence 

           
problematic political context, these processes provide new starting 

          
one hand, there are institutional reorganisation processes, based on the 

       201       
attempts to innovate the planning practice are taking place, prompted 

by national initiatives explicitly addressing the metropolitan dimension 

           
            

metropolitan areas have undoubtedly attracted unprecedented political 

attention in recent Italian history.

However, evaluation of recent developments remains provisional 

            -

marised into three main areas. Firstly, the institutional reorganisation 

      2017   201  
   2017      -

es to implementing reform and the confusing situation resulting from 

the 2016 referendum. Secondly, progress made towards metropolitan 

government still has not led to a clear metropolitan political agenda, as 

urban problems are still weakly addressed by the national government 

   201   2010   2017  -

ly, the future metropolitan governance hierarchy and institutional rela-

tionships remain unclear, while Metropolitan City boundaries also do 

          
 201   201         -

         
            

of national government to provide a standardised solution for metro-

     2017    
morphological complexity was constrained by the boundaries of an ex-

isting institution – the province – with serious governance and planning 

implications where such boundaries did not adequately address the dy-

          -

       2017   
  2017         
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Given the importance of the issue for the future of metropolitan gov-

ernment, based on the position adopted in this paper, we think metro-

          -

erable evidence showing a fair level of variation in spatial and economic 

            
acknowledged both locally and nationally, in other words both in terms 

        -

politan areas.

        
economic development and spatial transformation across the country 

   2017      -

 201            -

          
inner city demographic decline and population growth in surrounding 

          
        2   

southern regions and greater than 10% in the cases of Milan, Bologna 

and Florence.

          
             

           
      201     

comes up against deep rooted development divergences that exist 

between northern and southern regions.

While the entire Italian urban system is generally considered poor 

        201  
   201   201    

deep-rooted north-south development gap is widely addressed in the 

            
employment, productivity, institutional capacity and quality of life. 

        201   201   
large inequalities also exist at a metropolitan level across the country 

 201   201         
201            

      
           

include six out of the fourteen Metropolitan Cities³. 

         
         

F          
       

in reform proposals. Secondly, especially in southern Italy where 

           
structural funds, it can be argued that Metropolitan Cities will not be 
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Endnotes
1          1 2 90    

   F          
           -

   

2                
of only 17 municipalities from the previous province as a result of a law passed by the 

Sardinia region in 2016.

3              -
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