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«È attraverso il consumo […] che  
percepiamo il territorio, riconfiguriamo  

i suoi spazi pubblici, scateniamo i conflitti,  
organizziamo le nostre esistenze,  

suscitiamo le nostre tonalità emotive» 
(M. Ilardi, 2004, p. 28) 

 

Abstract – Even in Italy the large-scale retail trade has achieved high levels of presence, 
especially in the northern regions. In 2008, Lombardy Region introduced commercial districts as 
a help to small-scale retail trade in trouble. This policy can rely on considerable financial 
resources and has a wide geographical coverage. In our work this policy is compared to the most 
famous international experiences of Town Center Management and Business Improvement 
District. The results obtained are evaluated considering jointly spatial, financial and management 
aspects in order to highlight the problems and the potentialities of this policy. In addition, a 
general consensus emerges on the usefulness of a systemic approach to the small retail 
management in order to promote its resilience. 
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Introduction 

In a contemporary city retail spaces are extraordinarily important. They can be found everywhere 
and are more and more diversified and molecular; this layout mirrors the increased mobility of 
people and lifestyle fragmentation. Besides the taxonomies which can be used to describe the 
manifold figures of the contemporary commerce, there is no doubt that in the «infinite city», 
whose boundaries are blurred, shops tend to be organized as a network. As a result, it can be 
difficult to study them on the basis of the center-periphery paradigm. As Pomodoro states (2012, 
p. 51): “We no longer live in towns, but in areas, landscapes and sceneries. The possibility of 
defining boundaries, hierarchies and logic seems to be more and more inconceivable now”.   
In Italy, too, the fact that retail spaces are organizing as a network poses new challenges to trade 
policies: the constraints and entry barriers, which were introduced to control competition and to 
reach an abstract balance between the forms of distribution, are replaced with policies aiming at 
enhancing the role of the manifold commercial areas in both the physical and social building of 
the city. Promoting the complementarity between forms of distribution, commercial areas, large and 
small retailers becomes a priority against a more fluid market. And if the retailers are able to 

                                                            
(*) Even though our work is the result of our common ideas, as well as Introduction and Conclusions, paragraphs 
1, 2 and 4 are to be attributed to M.L. Faravelli; paragraphs 3, 5, 6 and 7 and the cartographic maps to M.A. 
Clerici.  
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interface with the “nomad-consumers” of the modern city, they could find reasons for not 
moving (and for their success).  
The “Bersani Decree” (legislative Decree 114/1998) moves towards that, and it overcomes those 
scheduled constraints (Zaninotto, 1986), which held back  the Italian distribution system since 
the 1970s, relegating it to a most peculiar position within the European countries. After 
eliminating the constraints which had granted situation rents and monopoly to small retail trade, 
the policies based on the systemic vision of the shops concentrated in one place (the historic center, 
a district…) obtain a growing consensus as a means to support the resilience of the small retailers 
facing the growth of the large-scale retail trade. Also in our country the idea of “networking” in 
order to support the small trade in trouble is becoming more and more remarkable. As a result, 
policies aiming at the creation of centri commerciali naturali and commercial districts are spreading in 
many regions. Nevertheless, the differences in the policies and their concrete results are still 
mainly unexplored. This study aims at filling this gap with reference to the policy of commercial 
districts introduced by Lombardy Region in 2008. Both the liberalism in the distribution system 
management of Lombardy and a well-articulated settlement system make this case-study very 
interesting. In fact this settlement pattern consists of a great metropolitan area around Milan, of 
the other main towns which want to oppose the supremacy of Milan, and of a number of 
medium- and small-sized centers in the plains and mountains. This complexity impacts on 
commerce, affected by quite different problems. 
Our work is divided into two parts. The first one deals with the role of rules in conditioning the 
transformation of the Italian distribution system, and in promoting new policies in support of 
small retailers after the liberal turn in 1998 (§1-3); the second part is dedicated to the case-study 
of the commercial districts in Lombardy, which are analyzed from different points of view 
(territorial, financial and managerial) (§4-7). This is a complex interpretation aiming to highlight 
the potentialities and the critical issues of commercial districts, which, in just a few years, have 
become a real ordinary policy in support of small retailers in one of the Italian regions where 
trade revolution is deeper.          
 
1. Trade renewal and its rules 

The tendency to standardization of globalization, forcing the geographical and cultural 
boundaries of specific identities, is well mirrored in the scenario of the retail trade in the 
contemporary city. The extraordinary growth of global commercial exchanges has increased the 
availability of goods and broken the national chains of production/distribution, promoting global 
retailers (Coe, 2004). Lifestyles and consumption models tend to conform and even the shopping 
centers tend to lose their authenticity and to show all the same signs and goods. As Ritzer (2010) 
suggests, the charm of the architecture of shopping malls and of other stores hides the illusion of 
an apparently infinite supply of goods which is, on the other hand, more and more standardized. 
Despite the tendency to uniformity, relevant differences con be underlined in the distribution 
systems of developed countries (and in their regions), mainly due to the rules of the commercial 
sector. When incomes and socio-economic characters are similar, it is a set of rules – more or less 
pressing – that makes the difference in steering the distribution system of a country towards 
“traditional” or “modern” patterns. As a result, it turns out to be more or less resistant to other 
consumption and distribution models (Guy, 1998; Péron, 2001; Fernandes and Chamusca, 2012). 
And the intensity of trade peripheralization is strongly influenced by rules, as the Italian case 
clearly shows. In Italy, in fact, a strict legislation has slowed down the transformation of the 
distribution system in contrast with the main Western European countries where the spread of 
the large-scale retail trade has not been so hampered (Davis, 1995). It is only according to the 
Bersani Decree (1998) that competition becomes a fundamental principle guiding the choice of 
trade policies: the many barriers to entry required by the 426/1971 Law are abolished. Their aim 
was to enhance the gradual modernization of the distribution system, but they eventually turned 
out to be a protection instrument for the retailers’ interests, mainly because their planning was 
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assigned to the municipalities. Following a change on the horizon of legislation, a new stage of 
great transformation in the distribution system has started, as the rapid growth of shopping malls1 
shows. It is not easy to set competition free from the corporate interests in a sector which has 
been protected for long, but it is a necessary step for both the positive effects on employment – 
which seems to increase more under a liberal management of the distribution system – and the 
benefits to consumers, such as price reduction (Schivardi and Viviano, 2011). But the economic 
reasons must not prevail: according to the new legislation, the Regions play a crucial role in 
planning; therefore, their trade policies should try to reach a compromise between the 
recognition of liberal principles and the recognition of the reasons of the territories and of their 
inhabitants, in order to make the development of the distribution system compatible with the 
peculiarities of local contexts. But this way is not easy. The mass retail channel affects the 
territorial organization considerably, which should not be understimated (Bullado and Buzzetti, 
2001). The big shopping malls, attracted by the hubs, are now the heart of the exploded city, a 
new urban form where it is difficult to find those hierarchies easy to notice once in the historic 
centers. There, a number and variety of the shops contributed to define them. But now the 
mobility increases long-range interdependences and as a result, a growing dissociation between 
places of residence and workplaces can be pointed out. At the same time even the access to 
shopping areas is affected by these interdependences, as well. Therefore, many medium-sized 
urban centers, which were once gravitational poles thanks to their functions, are attracting new 
residents but reducing their commercial appeal, and are moving under the influence of large cities 
and of big shopping malls (Findlay et all., 2001; Powe, Hart and Shaw, 2007). The articulated 
hierarchy of spatial organization of shopping areas, which were described by geographers, even 
before  Christaller, tend to simplify (Brown, 1992; Borchert, 1998). This de-structuring trend 
affects the commercial face of cities: on the one hand, historic cores are becoming more and 
more important; on the other one, the little clusters of small shops present in the different 
quarters are losing importance so that people have to move to access common facilities.  
The transformation of the local distribution channels can be so strong to cause food desert 
phenomena, affecting, above all, the weaker and less mobile people (the old and low-income 
families) who can have difficulty gaining access to food supply, in particular to fresh food. The 
extensive literature on this matter – mainly related to Great Britain, US and Canada – raises the 
questions of consumption democracy and social equity, but also of health protection, driving 
public operators to work in order to maintain an adequate sales network of fresh food. All that 
should be done within the policies for local development and the regeneration of problematic 
urban areas (Wrigley, 2002; Shaw, 2006; Sparks, Bania and Leete, 2011; Donald, 2013). In Italy, 
food desert phenomena are still limited for at least three reasons: the persistence of a high density 
of stores compared with the population and connected with urban fragmentation; the deep-
rooted tradition of outdoor markets, which manage to supply also peripheral areas; and then, the 
leading role of smaller retail shops (supermarkets and superettes), whose spatial proximity to 
consumers is a basic peculiarity, in trade modernization. These structures tend to be more easily 
integrated into the local distribution system and to become complementary to different forms of 
selling, and they are given a growing attention in the policies for the enhancement of urban 
centers in trouble after the peripheralization of commerce. (Thomas and Bromley, 2003). The 
inevitable growth of big shopping malls might, however, make food desert phenomena more 
common in Italy, too. The ongoing density reduction of food shops confirms this hypothesis 
(from 3.4 to 3.1 local units per 1,000 inhabitants in the period 2002-2012). 
    
2. Policies for the resilience of small- scale retail trade 

                                                            
1 According to the Osservatorio Nazionale del Commercio, in the period 2001-2009, the shopping malls grow 
from 537 to 885, and the gross surface doubles (from 6.530.054 to 12.277.037 m2). 
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As the peripheralization of commerce goes on, even in our country the different roles of  small 
shops are pointed out and new policies try to support them. Considering the countries where 
department stores are widely spread, the economic literature has highlighted the reasons for a 
public intervention in support of retail trade, underlining the fact that it can meet the demand for 
consumer goods and contribute to control the efficiency of the distribution system (Zanderighi, 
1990). First, small-scale retail trade increases the possibilities of consumers’ choice, since it can 
provide some products that otherwise would not be available, such as typical products or genuine 
organic food. Then, small-scale retail trade can enter those interstitial markets where large-scale 
retail trade can’t. In this way, the choice possibilities are not reduced. Finally, it enhances great 
competitiveness since it increases the variety of products and shopping facilities. Within this 
general framework, the specialization in ordinary goods or problematic ones is significant to 
distinguish the position of small businesses. In the first case, their main role is to be 
complementary to large-scale retail trade; while in the second one, the small stores supply highly 
customized services for the purchase of problematic goods, and therefore they keep on having a 
considerable importance.               
But the economic factors must be considered together with the social and cultural values that 
make small-scale retail trade an essential activity for the habitability of a city. Whoever lives in a 
district, where there are many stores and all goods are available, can testify to the value of small 
retailers. Some shops can represent the collective memory of a quarter, can be local meeting 
points and good places from where you can monitor social and economic changes of the quarter. 
For this reason, some scholars tend to consider small retail business – in particular the 
independent one - as a public patrimony to be preserved (Brunetti and Santini 2006).         
What policies can be adopted to do that? There is no longer a reason why the past unnatural 
balance between small- and large-scale retail trade can be kept and in the current stage of 
liberalization the trend is to underline the fact that these two worlds are complementary. As a 
result, in Italy, too, a new stage of active policies has started so that the resilience of small-scale 
retail business can be enhanced, against both the competition of department stores and, more 
recently, the economic crisis, which is increasing shop closures. Besides the specific trends 
(Simmie and Martin, 2010), the idea of resilience is essential because it turns the attention to the 
mutual adaptation of forms and shopping places and not to their opposition, to the fact that they 
are complementary and so they can intercept different people and different lifestyles. The 
contemporary consumer can be compared to a bricoleur. His identity depends on the mixture of 
goods bought in different places, in different times in order to meet different needs and wants. 
All the various shopping places – extraordinary department stores, small shops, farmers’ markets, 
where food is sold directly by farmers to consumers, and other more – exist simultaneously in the 
contemporary city and are in mutual adaptation. They can be considered the cornerstones of 
multipolar sales channels, and, for this reason, emphasizing the contrast between the different 
kinds of stores is completely out-of-date. 
The resilience of small-scale retail trade depends on the retailers’ individual strategies for meeting 
the demand, but it can be increased by the coordination of the local partners. As a result, the 
attention is no longer drawn to a single business, but it turns to the business system and to its 
contexts. The systemic vision of small shops and the recovery of “organizational surplus” 
(Zanderighi, 2004), which has been identified as an asset of the out-of-town trade, is often 
proposed as an essential element to preserve the urban fabric of trade. This is the basic idea of 
the manifold experiences of the Business Improvement District (BID) and of the Town Center 
Management (TCM) in the US and the UK2, where the changes in distribution system are at their 
peak.  

                                                            
2 The first experiences date back respectively to 1974 (New Orleans) and to 1987 (Ilford and London Borough of 
Redbridge). In Canada the Business Improvement Area, which was similar to BID, spread from 1970 onwards 
(Toronto). The BID is an urban portion in which the firms pay an additional tax to make projects within the area 
itself, to provide cleaning services, security, urban design, marketing and investment attraction. The services 
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In Italy the systemic vision of urban commerce is not new. As a matter of fact, in the 1990s a 
number of pilot projects for the development of historic centers and the “Associazioni di via” 
followed this path (Gilli, Pesci and Rossi, 1994). But in the current scenario of trade liberalization 
the international experiences of the TCM and BID have led to find new strategies in order to 
support the sector by introducing centri commerciali naturali (CCN) and commercial districts (CDs) 
in many Italian regions (Miglietta, 1998; Paparelli and Del Duca, 2010).                       
 
3. Two remarkable themes  

How can our analysis of the new policies for a shared and inclusive management of commerce be 
carried out along the lines of the international experiences? This paper dealing with the CD case 
in Lombardy highlights two crucial issues: 1) the necessity to overtake the interpretations focused 
on management aspects; 2) the need to place the policy with respect to reference models.    
As for the first issue, the systemic trade policies, involving a number of actors, actions and 
resources, would require transdisciplinary analyses, not easy to perform (Reeve, 2004). In the 
extensive literature on TCM, the authors focus their attention mainly on specific themes. Special 
attention is given to the partnership between different participants and to the transition from 
short-term to long-term trade policies directed to the whole functional mix of urban centers 
(Page and Hardyman, 1996; Stubbs, Warnaby and Medway, 2002; Whyatt, 2004). And this 
literature makes scholars reflect not only on the operators’ involvement, on their roles and 
behaviours – considering, in particular, the free-rider3 problem –, but also on the indicators useful 
to evaluate policy effectiveness in order to fine-tune its goals and actions and to increase the 
number of participants (Pal e Sanders, 1997; Forsberg, Medway e Warnaby, 1999; de Nisco, 
Riviezzo and Napolitano, 2008; Cook, 2009; Donaghy, Findlay and Sparks, 2013). Some other 
studies focus on the strategies adopted to face specific matters such as safety, event promotion 
and urban recovery (Oc and Tiesdell, 1998; Warnaby, Bennison and  Davies, 2005; Otsuka and 
Reeve, 2007). But the attention is drawn mainly to the different organizational structures, i.e. the 
forms of management used to support trade, which are quite diversified with respect to two key 
parameters: the degree of formality of the networks of participants and the source of funding 
(Warnaby, Alexander and Medway, 1998). 
But the policies for a shared and inclusive management of commerce should be analyzed more 
deeply, taking into account the involved areas. How are these areas defined? Even if this question 
gets little attention, it is not less important. Relying on the local operators’ activism is not enough; 
it is also necessary to understand how their boundaries are fixed and how commercial systems are 
implemented by spontaneous aggregations. This is remarkable to get the meaning of a policy and 
its effectiveness in relation to its goals, which are the enhancement of commerce and the 
maintenance of a distribution system well-balanced in the urban and territorial scale. This is 
underlined by a study on the 60 BIDs in New York (Meltzer, 2012): they were “born” 
spontaneously in the neighborhoods with high commercial potentialities, but they didn’t manage 
to recover the problematic areas, where the number of small shops was low. Before applying a 
model extensively, it is to consider if it is suitable for the context. This is a problem even for the 
TCM, which is probably more suitable for medium sized centers than for the small ones, where 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
provided by the BID are added to those already paid by public administration. The Association of Town Centre 
Management (ATCM), whose members include 600 cities in the UK, defines TCM as «a co-ordinated pro-active 
initiative designed to ensure that our town and city centres are desirable and attractive places. In nearly all 
instances the initiative is a partnership between the public and private sectors and brings together a wide-range of 
key interests».  
3 In economics, a free rider refers to someone who benefits from resources, goods, or services without paying for 
the cost of the benefit. 
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the policies should encourage the single businesses so that they can recover scale economies and 
diversify their supply4. 
The other considerable matter concerns both similarities and differences between policies. The 
globalization of policies makes it possible that the TCM and BID models are applied also to 
contexts different from the original ones. As a matter of fact, the intense debate on neoliberal 
urban policies shows that commerce is one of the fields where they find greater application 
(Sager, 2011). Moreover, a number of networks between countries are created in order to share 
strategies of commerce management5, probably at risk of proposing “homeless” models. The 
legislation of the different countries filtered the global trends and directed the changes in the 
distribution networks along specific paths. But the local peculiarities are important and it is to 
wonder how the TCM and BID models were adjusted to suit to other contexts. The issue was 
dealt with mainly with respect to the BID, a model relying on contracts between private entities 
and moving from the US and Canada towards Europe, Africa and Australia (Cook, 2008; Morçöl 
et all. 2008; Hecker, 2010; Peyroux, Pütz and Glasze, 2012; Didier, Morange and Peyroux, 2013). 
Less attention was given to the application of the TCM model outside Great Britain (Coca-
Stefaniak et all., 2009). Yet it can be a reference model for all European countries where public 
operators want to play a key role in the adoption of governance-based policies.  
 
4. The commercial districts in Lombardy  

In Italy large commercial areas can be found mostly in Lombardy, where the peripheralization of 
commerce began in the 1970s, when the first hypermarkets and department stores were opened 
around Milan and the other big cities (Zerbi, 1977). Gradually large-scale retail trade spread also 
at the lower levels of the urban hierarchy and consequently small-scale retail trade reduced. That 
reduction stopped only after the entry into force of the Bersani Decree: in the period between 
2003 and 2011 the number of neighborhood shops increased, even if after 2008 the growth 
slowed down and sometimes the trend was negative following the serious economic crisis (tab. 
1). Although the reference period (2003-2011) is short, the dynamics of change in small-scale 
retail trade confirm that the hierarchical levels of distribution networks are de-structuring. The 
heterogeneous conglomeration of medium-sized urban centers (1,000-10,000 inhabitants) is 
mostly under stress owing to the combination of a modest growth of the neighborhood shops 
and a significant increase in population as a result of the suburbanization on the fringes of cities, 
which is not yet over. On the contrary, the largest towns (with more than 10,000 inhabitants), 
where the growth rates of the stores are higher than those of population, have a dense 
distribution network and manage to face the development of large-scale retail trade more easily. 
In many cases, they even manage to increase their appeal to the neighboring areas. In the 
remaining conglomeration of small urban centers (less than 1,000 inhabitants), only the behaviour 
of few municipalities is to blame for the nonlinear trend of retailers, while as to most of the 
others their distribution network seems not to change over time. 
In this framework an innovative policy for the support of commercial networks is represented by 
the CDs. The detailed definition contained in the legislation emphasizes their complex nature: 
they are “geographical areas [...] clearly identifiable at the infra-municipal, municipal or supra-
municipal level, characterized by an integrated commercial offer which is the mirror of a local 
community”. They can also be considered  a tool  for “integration and enhancement of all the 
resources available in the region, useful to increase the attractiveness,  to recover the urban fabric 
and to support the competitiveness of its commercial polarity” 6. The CDs can be outlined more 

                                                            
4 We are referring to the policies enhancing the cooperation for product supply and supporting the development 
of multifunctional shops where both goods and services are sold. 
5 Tocema-Town Center Management and Mandie-Managing District Centers in Northwest Europe are two 
examples of networks created within the framework of EU-funded projects (respectively Interreg IIIC and 
Interreg IVB).  
6 Respectively D.g.r. 24th  July 2008 n. 8/7730 and D.g.r. 28th  October 2009 n. 8/10397. 
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clearly considering their organizational structure, their resources and their aims (tab. 2), which are 
a common benchmark for evaluating the policies for a uniform management of commerce. Three 
are the qualifying elements of CDs: 1) the partnership between public and private entities related 
to TCM model and in particular to the simple management of the Forum; 2) the leading role of 
the Region which co-finances the creation of commercial districts through specific calls for 
tenders; 3) the plurality of districts aiming at involving not only individual large municipalities 
(through the urban district formula), but also conglomerations of smaller municipalities (through 
the diffused district formula). 
The possibility that several urban centers join together is a breakthrough in the actions of politics, 
with respect to the TCM and to the CCN introduced elsewhere in Italy, both of them addressed 
to individual municipalities. The district formula is very remarkable because it proposes a 
regionalization based on trade, but its forms are different from the previous experiences of the 
Tagliacarne and Somea Atlases: the boundaries are not pre-defined on the basis of mathematical 
algorithms, but are the result of free choices of local operators, following simple “rules of the 
game” established by law. 
         
5. Boundaries and structure of commercial districts  

This policy spread widely: between 2008 and 2010, 187 districts (excluding the chief towns) were 
set following four calls  for tenders. These districts involve 52% of municipalities and 68% of the 
neighborhood businesses in Lombardy (fig. 1). In particular, the mountains and plains areas in 
the provinces of Brescia, Bergamo, Pavia and Mantua played a leading role. There, in fact, the 
network of CDs is particularly dense. Despite the extraordinary mobilization of the territories, 
the fragmentation of the district aggregations is to be underlined. It does not ensure the 
achievement of a territorial scale and a commercial mass suitable for the control of the 
distribution system. Apart from the case of monocentric districts, which were prescribed for the 
non-chief towns with population exceeding 15,000 inhabitants, according to the regional notices, 
the lower limit of the aggregation was set to three municipalities. This “rule of game” was widely 
applied, given that, after the monocentric districts (41), the largest number of them (40 out of 
187) is composed of three municipalities. Local communities preferred to undercut, not only in 
the first tender – due probably to the novelty of the policy – but also subsequently, even if they 
were allowed to redefine the district boundaries by joining more municipalities. The spontaneous 
activation of local partners, requested by the Region in the name of subsidiarity, could shed light 
on new micro-territorialities in the organization of distribution networks and in the 
interdependencies between residential areas, to an extent similar to the BIDs. From a different 
point of view, they would uncover the real layout of the quarters of the city, which is different 
from the planners’ design. It is a great potentiality, but the small aggregations might be pushed 
simply by their extreme parochialism and their opportunism in order to get regional funding. 
This behavior could significantly affect the management of  trade system. The fact that in the 
fifth call for tenders7 no funding was planned for new districts, but it was only for the merging of 
the existing ones, seems to confirm the problem of the existence of extremely small aggregations 
that should redefine their boundaries. As a matter of fact, this fragmentation is confirmed by the 
comparison between the boundaries of the districts and those of the supra-municipal areas, 
which are identified in the provincial planning as intermediate units for the management of the 
territory. Even as far as the province of Bergamo is concerned, where the aim of promoting a 
territory “in the plural” led to the identification of articulated supra-municipal areas, the 
commercial districts overlap with this complex layout in an irrational order: small areas are 
further fragmented and municipalities belonging to different areas are often joined together. Why 
can a number of municipalities decide to set up a CD? No answer is often given; otherwise, one 
of the reasons can be spatial proximity or even the fact of being a part of the same territorial 

                                                            
7 It was approved by D.d.g. n. 1744 on 1 March 2013 (deadline 31 May 2013). 
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system (of the mountains or of the plains). The district is “built” and “explained” by combining 
data and information relating to the individual local entities. That is far too little, compared to our 
legislation that conceives of it as a unified commercial system, with polarity peculiarities with 
respect to the surrounding area. Small federations in comparison with the extent of commercial 
networks are prevailing, with 49% of the districts joining less than 200 neighborhood stores. 
Moreover, the fragmentation has increased over time: the first districts, set up after the first calls, 
were larger – they are often monocentric districts such as Busto Arsizio, Gallarate and Vigevano 
–; then, the emerging trend was to join a smaller number of stores. The smallest districts, joining 
respectively 23 and 21 shops, can be found in Borgo Priolo (Pavia) and Garzeno (Como). 
More critical issues arise from the analyses of their structure, according to two variables: 1) the 
concentration of stores in each municipality of the district, in order to distinguish monocentric, 
hierarchical and non-hierarchical districts; 2) the commercial density of the whole district 
(neighborhood stores/1,000 inhabitants), compared with the regional one, in order to identify the 
different districts (fig. 1). The classification highlights the prevalence of a weak district – sparse 
and non-hierarchical – in which the lack of a dominant municipality, able to attract stores, goes 
together with a low index of commercial density. Once again it is doubtful that a spontaneous 
construction of optimal combinations would be possible: all these districts do not mirror the 
concept of polarity requested by the regional legislation, unless such a concept is to be considered 
as a simple spatial concentration. 
But the most important matter probably concerns the ability of the districts to take in the 
problematic situations, and so to become a means in support of trade resilience, especially where 
it is in trouble. On the whole, between 2003 and 2011, the growth of the neighborhood stores is 
higher (+1.7%) in the municipalities aggregated into districts than in the others (+1.4%)8. These 
data confirm that the policy has offered a protection for small-scale retail trade. A closer analysis, 
however, reveals that this is true especially for the districts with dense distribution networks and 
so with connotations of polarity, while the weak districts with diffused networks show trends, 
which are more difficult to interpret. In particular, the most critical situations in the commercial 
field have been isolated. They are represented by the municipalities that have a sparse distribution 
network (their commercial density rates are below regional average) and showed a reduction in 
stores between 2003-2011 (in contrast with the regional data). This situation affects 436 
municipalities – many of which are concentrated around Milan and in the foothills. But only less 
than half are “captured” by the districts, which is worrying. In fact, on the one hand the small 
business crisis justifies policies aiming at a specific purpose, on the other one, these policies are 
not necessarily in support of the problematic contexts, at the cost of making the existing 
imbalances even worse.  
 
6. The mobilization of the peripheral areas   

In the analysis of CDs policy, the investments mobilized by local participants9 are to be 
considered, too. In the districts situated in the central urban area of Lombardy, where the 
network of small stores is in contrast with the strong presence of large retailers, investments are 
at a high level. It is also remarkable the fact that the monocentric districts, many of which are 
around Milan, make modest investments in comparison with those districts joining more 
municipalities (fig. 2). This feature probably reflects the ways of co-financing by the Region, 
which are more unfavourable to large municipalities, and describes one of the peculiarities of the 
CDs policy, that is to help confederations of participants and territories in smaller contexts. The 
policy is not directed only to the top level of the commercial hierarchies, but involves all the 

                                                            
8 Excluding the chief towns. 
9 The data refer only to the districts set up after the first three calls. The validity of our observations  
should not be denied thanks to a significant number of cases analyzed (134 out of 187 districts). 
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participants, deeply considering the territories where the maintenance of the neighborhood 
distribution network is difficult. 
The ratio between the whole investment planned in the district program and the regional funding 
(the so-called financial leverage), is a useful index to measure the intensity of the local effort in 
support of commercial networks. Its values are higher when the public and private participants, 
federated into districts, manage to use also their own resources, and not only the regional 
funding, whose maximum depends on the number of the municipalities of the district and on its 
population. When the investment is very close to the resources provided by the Region, the 
values of the index are low. These values characterize a number of districts with wide distribution 
networks, suggesting opportunistic behaviors – the district considered as a simple opportunity of 
funding, together with other kinds of contributions –, but also the difficulty in the cooperation 
between different local participants. Whatever the true explanation is, the efforts of the coalitions 
of small municipalities to increase the resources in support of their business seem to be 
confirmed. 
Another useful indicator to assess the impact of the policy is the ratio between the total planned 
investment and the number of neighborhood stores in the district. The values of this indicator 
show that the primacy of the central urban area tends to fall (fig. 2): the districts belonging to the 
provinces of Varese and Milan are less considerable owing to their investment plans which are 
reduced compared to their wide distribution networks; while the districts of the peripheral areas 
in plains and mountains are more relevant. This confirms the ability of the policy to involve the 
smaller contexts, where the available resources are definitely limited, but at the same time relevant 
with regard to the consistency of local distribution networks. 
As to the origin of the investment, the largest number of CDs (50 out of 134) relies on public 
funding, followed by a fair number of cases (44), with an equal distribution between public and 
private resources and a similar number of cases (40) relying mainly on private resources. Like in 
the case of the TCM, the contribution of local authorities is essential from an  economic point of 
view, but it also helps to build consensus and to develop a complex project in support of trade, 
whose actions aim at the recognition of the offer, the accessibility and the recover of urban space. 
With respect to the public-led approach the CDs in Lombardy differ from the CCN set up in 
other Italian regions, where, the retail-led policy prevails. It is interested in more intangible issues 
such as event planning, market research and the improvement of consumer services. Their names 
themselves hide different approaches: the name ‘district’ emphasizes the centrality of relational 
networks and refers to the connection between the social and the economic spheres, which is the 
core of industrial districts (they have become reference models for the local development in 
many fields such as tourism, cultural heritage, traditional products); the name ‘CCN’, instead,  
highlights the size of the agglomeration of stores in the city centers, which is to be reconsidered 
as a unit opposed to the extra-urban shopping centers. 
 
7. A “trade-centerd” policy 

Considering the participants in the CDs formation, the mobilization was so intense to involve 
not only the municipalities – which represent the core – but also trade associations and a variety 
of other participants. The contrast between the wide networks of the districts set up in the 
peripheral provinces and the small ones of the districts around Milan is sharp, but also the 
participants’ scopes are to be analyzed (fig. 2). According to their fields of activity, they have been 
divided into three groups: trade associations, associations related to other economic activities 
(industrial and craft associations, banks, utilities...) and those related to extra-economic activities 
(cultural associations, civil society representatives...). 
The hypothesis is that the different composition of these networks hides a different idea of 
districts. In 29 cases the network is formed only from people belonging to the commercial sector, 
while in 36 cases it is larger, but includes people belonging only to the economic sectors. A 
network of this kind is predominant in the areas around Milan, in Lomellina and in some 
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mountains areas and reflects the idea of a district as a sectorial policy which supports commercial 
activities. The partnership, which is often very limited, is only a filter between regional funding 
and local businesses. In these cases, investment programs strongly emphasize funding 
possibilities and try to obtain entrepreneurs’ support, making it possible significant private 
investments in smaller districts, as well10. In the other 69 cases, where the participants are not 
connected with the economic sectors and their projects are deep-rooted in the territories, the idea 
of the district is stronger. This attitude is predominant in the south of Lombardy, where the 
district projects seem to be an alternative to large and dense shopping areas, aiming at the 
enhancement of local products and architectural heritage. 
Overall, an excessive focus on trade, already identified as a distinguishing feature when the TMC 
model is transposed to other European countries, is confirmed (Coca-Stefaniak et all., 2009). The 
“trade-centerd” trend is a problem far from being irrelevant. The commercial landscape of the 
historic centers mirrors the flows of people passing there and their functions; networks of “trade-
centerd” partners make it difficult the actions on the complexity of the functions and 
relationships of historical centers. These networks should be expanded in order to let more 
people be represented. But it is not easy, mainly in Italy, where the historic centers are subject to 
strict rules and different jurisdictions (Martinelli and Balboni, 2011). 
Unlike the TCM experiences, often involving large retailers, the CDs support small traders. 
Indeed, the opposition to large commercial areas is often exaggerated: many district projects 
describe the crisis of neighborhood commerce as a result of the excessive growth of large-scale 
retail trade, but they don’t care that such a development is related to the more general change in 
lifestyles and industry/distribution relationships. 
The “business-centerd” trend is further reinforced by the forms of governance which assign the 
task of planning investments and implementing them to small groups of partners/actors. The 
representatives from trade and the other economic sectors are the core of these simple structures, 
while the other partners play a minor role with few possibilities to impact on investment plans.  
The forms of governance are to be considered with great attention and concern. The idea of 
networking in order to relaunch small-scale retail trade is shared, but it is not clear how to do 
that. The problem of governance of districts is often put off after the regional funding, but it is 
never a prerequisite for their implementation. As if to say, “First the funding, then we’ll decide”. 
This is not irrelevant at least with regard to two issues: 1) the support for the small retail trade 
should be the result of a shared plan at a local level and should go beyond the regional funding; 
and 2) private partners should be encouraged to take part in an overall project of co-construction 
of local public goods for the commerce, and not simply collect individual business initiatives. 
The TCM experience is definitely different. It is “organization, activity and process” (Otsuka and 
Reeve, 2007, p. 436), able to provide a strategic vision, involving a significant number of partners 
in order to carry out a complex project of local development, which is not a simple action for 
trade support. In the Italian experience, neither CCN (Codato, 2010), nor the CDs in Lombardy 
manage to achieve these objectives. 
 
Conclusions 

The policy of CDs didn’t define areas and problems ex-ante, but suggested a work method based 
on public-private partnerships and on a complex planning aiming at enhancing small retail trade. 
The fact that in both the structure of districts and the evolutionary dynamics of distribution 
networks, a clear trend never emerges, confirms that the CDs can fit to different contexts, thanks 
to the few “rules of the game” established by Lombardy Region. More than  other Italian policies 
aiming at creating CCN, the reference model for CDs is the TCM, with respect to its public-led 

                                                            
10 This is very different from TCM. In the CDs the retailers find the opportunity for co-financing in order to  
realize their projects.  
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approach and to its variety measures. Nevertheless,  a strong “trade-centerd” trend and rather 
undefined forms of governance underline significant differences from the TCM. As a result, it 
makes it difficult to find a perspective view, which considers commerce as a part of a more 
complex system of functions – and hence of populations, needs and temporality – that must be 
run together, in order to redefine the roles of historic centers and commercial extra-urban 
agglomerations. But there is also a positive difference from the TCM, represented by the 
introduction of diffused districts, based on the federation of a number of municipalities. In this 
innovation the original Anglo-Saxon model is adapted to a different territory with a fragmented 
settlement system. Diffused districts make it possible a decisive action in support of small retail 
trade, even in the smaller areas and in the territorial peripheries at risk of commercial 
desertification, due to the attraction exerted by a dense network of large shopping malls. Thanks 
to the formula of diffused districts, commerce together with other functions helps to strengthen 
the polycentrism, which is the core objective of the regional territorial planning. Local 
communities, which have been delegated too much, have often interpreted the CDs in a 
reductive way, creating a myriad of small and weak  conglomerations only to obtain the regional 
funding. But perhaps this is coherent with the liberal attitude of Lombardy Region: the principle 
of subsidiarity could simply hide a redistributive approach in support of the category of retailers. 
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Figure 1 – Commercial districts: public calls and retail networks  
Figure 2 – Founds and actors involved (public calls 1-3) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


