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FOREWORD 

A NEW BEGINNING: STARTING WITH THE CITIZENS  
 
 
 This book has a precise objective, based on the certainty that people not only have needs, 
but capabilities as well, and what is more, that such capabilities can be put to use by the community 
to help respond to collective needs, in collaboration with the public administration.  
 
        This certainty, which derives from a particular notion of what human beings can achieve, 
received fundamental confirmation under the constitutional reform of 2001, which introduced the 
principle of horizontal subsidiarity into the [Italian] Constitution, with the following statement: 
ÒThe State, the Regions, the metropolitan cities, Provinces and Municipalities shall encourage 
independent initiatives undertaken by citizens, both individuals and groups, to promote activity in 
the common interest, based on the principle of subsidiarityÓ (final sub-clause of art. 118). This new 
constitutional provision, in recognising that citizens are capable of taking autonomous action in the 
common interest and providing that the political institutions should lend support to them in such 
endeavours, provides confirmation that people do indeed possess capabilities which can be put to 
use, not just for resolving their own problems, but also for the common good. 
 If this is the certainty which underlies this book, its purpose will be equally clear: to 
broadcast to as many people as possible the arrival of this great constitutional novelty, which has 
taken shape under the subsidiarity principle, and that fact that it can change their way of 
participating, as citizens, in society.  
 Those who have grasped the enormous potential of this novel principle are few indeed. And 
of those few, there are those who, rather than acknowledging the radical change which has taken 
place in the relationship between the citizen and the institutions of the state, are using a limited 
interpretation of subsidiarity to justify the drastic reduction of the role of public bodies in the 
provision of a whole range of public services. Subsidiarity, in this sense, basically means privatising 
services or outsourcing them, through developing various private sector types of public services, 
with market-led remuneration.  
  Such an interpretation, while perfectly legitimate, cannot be shared. First of all because, 
even making all the necessary adjustments, the role of public bodies in guaranteeing civil and social 
rights under the Constitution remains an  essential one. Secondly because, in this writerÕs view, the 
true essence of subsidiarity lies not so much its function as a principle governing the confines 
between public and private spheres, which are inevitably in conflict with one another, but in its role 
as a constitutional platform upon which a new model of society can be constructed, in which active 
citizenship is widely represented, consisting of independent, responsible citizens with a well-
developed sense of solidarity.  
 Indeed, this book has been written in order to demonstrate (in a few pages and as clearly and 
simply as possible) how anyone can make use of this new constitutional principle, in order 
transform him or herself from being someone who is merely ÔadministeredÕ, into an active citizen 
and an ally of the public institutions in the care of public assets. 
 In affirming that public institutions must encourage Òindependent initiatives undertaken by 
citizens, both individuals and groups, to promote activity in the common interest,  the Constitution 
in fact recognises for the first time, even if only by implication, that the public administration no 
longer has a monopoly over safeguarding the public interest. In addition it formally legitimises 
citizens to emerge from a passive role as users of public services to become active citizens who, 
together with the administrative authorities, take responsibility for the care of public assets such as 
the land, the environment, water, air, security, confidence in social relationships, legality, human 
rights, health, education, artistic heritage, public services, market regulation, infrastructure and so 
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on, whose improvement enriches everyone (in other words, which are in the general interest), just 
as if they become impoverished, the whole of society is impoverished.  
 This is a completely new way of being citizens which up to now has not been possible, since 
the legal system did not permit ordinary citizens to deal with public matters while still continuing to 
be simply citizens. Until now, whoever wanted to do something in the public interest had, of 
necessity, to stand for some kind of public office, from the local council to Parliament. The notion 
of an ordinary citizen, alone or as part of a group, possessing the will and capacity to take on 
responsibility for looking after public assets, together with the administrative bodies, while still 
retaining the status of an ordinary citizen, was thought quite absurd.  
 The problem lies in the fact that for about two hundred years, the public administration has 
had a monopoly over, precisely, the ÒpublicÓ interest. It appeared obvious that private individuals 
should tend solely to their own affairs; therefore, it was necessary for some entity to be concerned 
with public matters. Nowadays such a simple scheme no longer functions, for the very reason that it 
is too unsophisticated for an increasingly complex society. 
 It has been evident for years now that, without the collaboration of citizens, authorities 
involved in public administration alone are incapable of resolving the increasingly numerous and 
complex problems of daily life. It is not merely a question or greater or less efficiency, resources, 
staff etc; the reality is that it no longer works, as the world has become too complicated to think in 
terms of there being a public administration on the one hand, which operates the whole complex 
system of rules, systems, services and so on, which permit us to lead civilised lives, and on the 
other, millions of individuals all exclusively concerned with their own affairs (when things are 
proceeding normally, that is, when they are not actively hostile towards anything to do with the 
public interest, seen as a hindrance to the pursuit of their own particular interests).  
 In fact, the shared administration model, that is, administration based on collaboration 
between individuals and institutions, has been present and operative within our administrative 
system for some time now, but, seen from the viewpoint of the traditional administration theory, it 
appeared as an anomaly, something inexplicable. Now, conversely, the Constitution has fully 
recognised this new modality for administration, thereby simultaneously legitimising the efforts of 
thousands of people who have already been active for many years in the voluntary care of public 
assets encountering indifference, if not actual hostility, from the administrative authorities.  
 The widespread commitment by ordinary people is evidence that the principle of 
subsidiarity is already in operation in daily life (and will be much more so in the coming years), 
thanks to those individuals who take this principle seriously and also help to reinforce, with modern 
forms of application, another constitutional principle, namely the sovereignty of the people. Active 
citizenship is now, in fact, one of the new ways of participating in public life, which places a novel 
form of participation alongside the tried and tested tools of representative democracy, to be seen at 
work in the administrative rather than the political sphere and consisting of concrete achievements 
and engagement in problem-solving, rather than (or together with) debate about it. This could be 
called administrative democracy, based on subsidiarity, whereby private individuals, in sharing the 
care-taking of public assets with the administrative bodies, assume full responsibility for improving 
the conditions of public life in tangible ways, just as responsibility for the choice of government is 
determined by the act of voting. 
 But active citizenship, so far as the collective good is concerned, involves the assumption of 
duties over and above those already implied by the status of citizenship, by people who are 
endeavouring to find solutions not only to their own problems, but also to othersÕ. That is, people 
who have grasped the fact that the answer to their own problems lies in seeking solutions to 
everyoneÕs problems and not (as many now believe), by casting about with a greater or lesser 
degree of cunning, for individual solutions to common problems. 
 Exploiting the subsidiarity principle to permit individuals to become active citizens, who 
manage public assets in partnership with the administration, does not therefore imply subtracting 
resources earmarked for investment in the common good, but conversely, it means adding to such 
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resources, integrating the public element with those priceless assets of time, expertise, contacts, 
experience, ideas and so on which active citizens possess, to create an alliance between entities 
which maintain their own diversity and differences, just as their respective responsibilities are quite 
distinct. None the less, they decide to collaborate under certain circumstances, because both the 
citizensÕ groups and the administrative bodies recognise that the problems facing todayÕs societies 
are so complex and interwoven that they are incapable of being resolved by one entity alone.  
 These relationships based on the subsidiarity principle are those between independent, 
distinct individuals, each maintaining their own identity and role and taking responsibility for 
themselves. In other words, combining public resources with those of active individuals does not 
imply the creation of a new entity which embraces all those individuals involved in the relationship 
of subsidiarity; rather, a new form of administration emerges. It is not that a new institutional 
structure is created, but rather a new mode of functioning of the common interest emerges, which 
uses the shared administration model instead of the traditional one.  

 This interpretation of subsidiarity as an alliance therefore excludes its exploitation (which 
some would prefer) as a means of allowing administrative bodies to withdraw from the performance 
of their own institutional tasks in spheres where citizens are actively involved. This is not only 
because it would be an absurdity if administrative bodies were to withdraw from operating in the 
general interest at the very moment when individual citizens were beginning to become involved in 
its management. There is another basic reason, which has to do with a fundamental principle of the 
Italian Constitution, to be found in the equality principle, governed substantially by article 3(2), 
which confers a real constitutional ÒdutyÓ on all public bodies and administrative ones in particular, 
namely Òto remove all economic and social obstacles that [...] prevent full individual development  
[...]Ó.  

 This is known as Òequality of opportunityÓ and it is a fundamental principle which 
highlights the difference between a system of everyone for himself (such as in the United States) 
and one in which the institutions are involved in creating conditions under which each human being 
may fully realise him/herself and their own aspirations and potential. This is a task which 
institutions can certainly undertake, not simply ÒforÓ the citizens, as hitherto, but Òtogether withÓ 
them - a task from which they cannot, however, withdraw. 

 Both on a theoretical and a practical level it would have been difficult to imagine, when the 
Constitution came into force, that the relationship between citizens and institutions could operate in 
ways and methods which differed from traditional ones, which were based on the notion that 
administrative bodies had a ÔmonopolyÕ in pursuing matters in the common interest and that those 
who were administered were merely recipients of action taken by public bodies. It was the 
RepublicÕs task to support citizens, contributing to the removal of obstacles to their full 
development; the individual citizens were neither able nor allowed to do other than draw the 
maximum benefit possible from their condition as people who were ÔadministeredÕ.  
 Today the situation has changed: thanks to the development of Italian society and the new 
subsidiarity principle, it is not only possible but, in certain cases, necessary to change the direction 
of the relationship between the institutions and citizens, given that the latter may, together with the 
Republic, exercise a new, supportive and responsible form of liberty, in making a contribution to 
the pursuit of the general interest, which fundamentally coincides with their full realisation as 
people. This goal is in fact achieved, in part, through participation in initiatives which originate in 
the subsidiarity principle, and therefore an active citizen is also someone who achieves more 
satisfactory self-realisation, by putting their own capabilities to work for the general interest. 
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 Taking subsidiarity as the foundation for an alliance between individual citizens and the 
institutions, all this explains how it is possible to Òbegin again, starting from the citizensÓ. Because 
citizens possess an infinity of potentially rich resources which, when put to use, could play a 
fundamental role in providing solutions for a countryÕs problems.  
 Indeed, if thousands and thousands of individual citizens all over Italy organised themselves 
by taking up the care and management of public assets in tangible ways and on a daily basis, 
resulting in a sort of ongoing ÔmaintenanceÕ of the country, the entire effect would be extraordinary, 
both in terms of the general increase in the level of civilised coexistence as well as in practical 
terms of improvement in everybodyÕs quality of life. The effect would be to revitalise a debilitated 
organism, since a society where active citizens are strongly represented is not merely one where 
everyone lives better (not just the rich...) but also one which is more competitive in its entirety, in 
that active citizenship is a potent factor for innovation and improvement of the whole system, from 
every point of view.  
 There are without doubt many people in Italy who, once they possess the relevant information 
and are motivated, would be inclined to cross the threshold of the conventional notion of citizenship 
and set out along the path of active citizenship, each at their own pace and with their own ideas and 
capabilities. This is amply demonstrated by those who have worked for decades in all sectors of 
society, relieving suffering, providing services, protecting rights and so forth, just as various studies 
have shown that there is a considerable degree of willingness to make a commitment in the general 
interest and participate in shared aspects of social life, albeit in places and through means which 
differ from the usual political ones. 
 However, the notion that it is possible to Ôbegin again, starting with the citizensÕ is based upon 
an element which, though intangible, is as powerful as hope; something more than merely concrete 
facts, although these undoubtedly exist.  
 This book begins with the statement that the certainty underlying it was that ordinary people 
have capabilities and not just needs. But such certainly only exists if it is sustained by hope. Hope, 
not in the sense of the expectation that sooner or later something will happen that resolves all 
problems by magic, but rather the willingness to take risks, the capacity to imagine that a different 
kind of world is possible and the determination to work hard to achieve it. In short, hope as an 
incentive for action. 
 Hope without action is a sterile thing; action without hope runs the risk of becoming mere 
activism or power-seeking. The idea is to be able to have vision and at the same time be able to 
have an impact on reality, to be Ôpractical utopiansÕ, in the knowledge that, so far as this kind of 
venture is concerned, there is no trodden path to take.  
 Caminante, no hay camino, se hace camino al andar. But you must have a clear goal. 
 
          Gregorio Arena 
 
 
 The subject tackled in these pages is a pioneering one, still largely unexplored or developed. 
At this point, therefore, the author would like to thank readers for their comments, suggestions or 
concrete examples of individual experiences of people who have taken on the care or management 
of public assets, and so on, to the following address: contatti@labsus.org 

 
  
  
   
 
 
 


