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1. Introduction 

Although the Italian government and the European Union have adopted development policies to 

contrast the economic and social divide between the North and the South of Italy, both failed to reach 

the converge not only at national level, but also with the most advanced European Union regions2. 

What are the causes that have hindered the implementation of national and regional policies? In this 

paper, it will be argued that changes in the regulation models – centralization versus decentralization 

– of the development policies for the Southern regions leads to a redefinition of the center-periphery 

relations. Nevertheless, the shift from government to territorial governance hasn’t had relevant effects 

on economic development, since policy outcomes have been conditioned by the persistence of social 

and institutional constraints. From the second post-war period to the present, two different policy 

approaches have been adopted to support endogenous development in the South of Italy: a) the 

Extraordinary Intervention (between 1950 and 1992), based on a top-down regulation model, highly 

centralized (especially in the first two decades of implementation); b) the European cohesion policy 

(since 1996), which – through the funds provided by the European Union – has tried to stimulate the 

activation of local development, through a decentralized policy approach, based on multilevel 

governance and involvement of local stakeholders (Mayntz 1999). The assumption, at the basis of 

this work, is that in an economically peripheral context such as the South of Italy, the development 

policies could be hampered by endogenous institutional factors, such as a weak social regulation 

capability (Fantozzi 1993; Eisenstadt 1974).  

The Extraordinary Intervention was expression of a typical top-down development model, linked to 

a Keynesian growth strategy, based on a strong role of the central government in the promotion of an 

industrial and infrastructural apparatus. The main limits of this approach are related, first, to the 

difficulty of defining – from the centre – development strategies suitable for the periphery and, 

second, the exclusion from the decision-making activity of stakeholders operating at local level. In 

this policy-approach, the centre-periphery relationship was unbalanced in favour of the centre. 

Differently, the governance approach is oriented to promote collaborative solutions involving several 

policy makers and stakeholders in the decision-making process (Koontz et al. 2004). In these policy-

networks, actors involved share information, analyse information, develop together choices and 

strategies.  

 
2 After almost 70 years of development policies, the economic gap between the North and the South of Italy, according to major 

indicators (per capita GDP, productivity, employment rate), has not abated. In 2019 – before the pandemic crisis – in the Southern 

Regions the per capita GDP was half that of the Centre-North; unemployment was close to 20%, double that of the rest of the country 

(Source: Istat data, 2020). The infrastructural endowment and the quality of essential public services was unsatisfactory. These regions 

remain among the least developed and have the lowest GDP growth rates among the EU’s NUTS2 regions.  
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Based on these two different approaches (top-down and bottom-up), development policies in the 

South of Italy – as discussed in the following analysis – both have generated unexpected 

consequences, without to be able to reduce the development gap inside Italy and in the European 

Union. In conclusion, it will be showed that the development of South of Italy doesn’t depend only 

on the design and the strategy of the policies, but these last ones are also influenced by factors such 

as institutional quality at the local level, which includes both the political and economic dimensions, 

as well as formal and informal social rules. 

 

 

2. Extraordinary Intervention: policy structure and regulation model  

Moving from this research questions, in following sections will be analysed the impact generated by 

these two different policies approaches on the North-South divide. This paragraph is focused on 

Extraordinal Intervention, the first relevant policy oriented to reduce the wide economical gap 

between North and South of Italy. The Extraordinal Intervention started in the 1951, following a top-

down approach aimed to stimulate, exogenously, the modernization of the southern socio-economic 

structure, through the propulsive action deployed by the central government. This policy strategy had 

a huge impact in socio-institutional framework in the South of Italy. 

The Extraordinary Intervention was based implementation of large-scale strategic projects, both in 

the infrastructural and industrial field. A centralized, technocratic and top-down approach represented 

the three distinctive features of the Extraordinary Intervention in its first two decades’ implementation 

(Barca 1997; La Spina 2003; Martinelli 2020). As will be subsequently dealt with, this feature will 

be lost over time, with politics progressively infiltrating.  

Parallelly, the Land Reform decided by the central government at the beginning of the 1950s, the 

southern agrarian elite was rapidly swept away, together with the clientelistic networks it had built. 

The decline of land clientelism, however, did not cause this particularistic form of intermediation to 

be overcome definitively. It actually entailed a simple turnover of actors responsible for mediating in 

the centre-periphery relationships, with the contextual rise of a new social bloc bound both to parties 

and to new functions assumed by the State in the economy (Graziano 1980; Gribaudi 1980). However, 

given the high centralisation of the Extraordinary Intervention and the independence of the Fund for 

the South from politics, at this stage this new bloc of mediators did not have any influence on policy 

choices.  

Still in a full spirit of fordist capitalism, a widespread idea was that the State should take on the active 

role of being a promoter of development, based on the vertically integrated large enterprise, favouring 

its embeddedness also in an environment hostile to entrepreneurship and structurally unsuitable to 
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support its spontaneous growth. At this stage, per capita investments in the industry field in the South 

of Italy exceeded those in the Centre-North, activating a catching-up dynamic: for the first time since 

Italy’s unification the gap between the Centre-North and the South was narrowed (Fig. 1). «The 

inclusion of Southern Italy at the centre of an overall country growth strategy was one of the 

conditions leading to an “active” industrialization policy, triggering a strong process of convergence, 

essentially due to a profound and virtuous modernisation of the southern industrial system3» 

(Cappellani et al. 2012, p. 248). Between the Fifties and 1973 the annual growth rate of per capita 

GDP in Southern Italy grew at an average rate of 5.8%, compared with 4.3% in central and northern 

Italy (Barbagallo 2011, p. 327). This was achieved through a model of regulation which was still 

centralised and technocratic, and which was impermeable to the constraints and influence of politics 

and clientelist mediation networks operating in Southern Italy. 

 

Fig. 1. Annual per capita GDP variation in Southern Italy (Centre-North = 100). 

 

Source: own elaboration based on data by Daniele and Malanima 2011, p. 139. 

 

Since the mid-1970s, the effectiveness of the Extraordinary Intervention began to decline rapidly, and 

the North-South divide started to widen again (Fig. 1). Gradually, «the ability of the policy to direct 

interventions towards the achievement of specific objectives of structural adjustments was weakened, 

specifically at a time when the production system was losing much of its propulsive capacity 

demonstrated in the 1970s and till the first oil shock» (Cappellani et al. 2012, p. 248). The reduction 

in the growth trend of the southern regions (Fig. 1b) can be partly due to the slowdown in growth and 

to frequent cyclical contractions which, since the Yom Kippur War, have characterised the recent 

economic history of industrialised countries, putting an end to the post-war super growth. At the same 

time, the Extraordinary Intervention lost its original of independence and technocratic lineaments, as 

 
3 This literal quote, and the following ones, are translated by the authors. 
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politics progressively infiltrated with negative effects on investment choices. Such changes 

proclaimed «the shift from markedly technocratic management to more political management of the 

issue of industrialisation and of Southern Italy, bringing to the fore men […] tied to government 

parties» (Barca 1997, p. 604).  

Resources were progressively dispersed in several low-quality projects, in absence of a specific policy 

strategy to which to connect investments, more and more exposed to electoral dynamics susceptible 

to the search for the consensus of the scarcely legitimate political class – both national and local. In 

add to that, the mediation efforts carried out by the southern clientelistic bloc, which succeeded in 

«taking control of public life, entering active administration and political life» (Graziani 1979, p. 65) 

considerably grew stronger. Its manipulative action thus ended up projecting and infiltrating the Fund 

for the South which, having lost its initial independence, entered an unevolutionary spiral, marked by 

indiscriminate dispersion of investments and social benefits (Martinelli 2020). 

So, the decentralization of decision-making processes and the emergence of distributive drifts 

drastically diminished the efficiency of the Extraordinary Intervention. During 1980’s was decided a 

profound re-definition of the policy strategy incorporated within the Intervention, with the aim of 

supporting bottom-up and self-centred development, through polycentric scheduling of interventions. 

By triggering a progressive decentralisation of decision-making processes to a regional level, the new 

bottom-up approach entailed a considerable fragmentation of investments, in absence of any coherent 

project vision with which they could be linked.  

Thus, the Intervention was increasingly distorted by dynamics of political-clientelistic exchange with 

noxious effects on efficiency and efficacy in using the invested resources. Brokerage, carried out by 

parties’ clientelism, was spreading out parallel to the increase in de-centralisation of dynamics of 

policy regulation. Centre/periphery relations were thus declined in an increasingly more clientelistic 

key, losing sight on the productive objective (Graziani 1987, p. 215). Such a framework structured a 

sort of Sisyphus syndrome, generating unexpected effects and «the demand of greater and more 

efficient State aids in order to move the stone of development forward, closing, however, one’s eyes 

to the powerful forces which, from inside Southern Italy itself, tend to use public resources in ways 

that ultimately hinder this development» (Trigilia 2001, p. XIII). Consequently, the «constraint, major 

perhaps, on Southern Italy’s auto-centred growth nowadays comes from within precisely: it rests on 

the excessive weight of political power relations in the society» (Trigilia 1988, p. 183). 

In the 1992, Law n. 488 decreed the definitive closure of the Extraordinary Intervention. This was, 

however, the point of arrival of the slow decline of this South-oriented policy, which had already 

begun in the mid-1970s: «from the oil crisis […] onwards the Italian economic and political spirit has 

profoundly changed. National managerial classes’ priorities change; the policies for Southern Italy 
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continue, but with far poorer political and cultural attention, technical quality as well as concrete 

results» (Prota and Viesti 2012, p. 8).  

The analysis carried out in the paragraph outlined the parable of the Extraordinary Intervention in the 

South: after an initial phase of significant effectiveness, which enabled convergence with the central-

northern regions, the Intervention subsequently entered a spiral of increasing ineffectiveness, which 

led to its closure in 1992. With the reduction in the effectiveness of the Intervention, the North-South 

gap began to grow again. What led to this result? What causes contributed to this outcome? The 

following paragraph is geared towards answering these questions. 

 

 

3. Weak institutionalisation of the southern political system and the effects on the Extraordinary 

Intervention 

From the analysis carried out so far on the Extraordinary Intervention seems emerge a regularity in 

the relationship between policy regulation and the impact on the South development (Fig. 1): as the 

level of centralisation and policy-makers’ autonomy increases, the gap between Central-Northern 

Italy and the South (in terms of GDP per-capita) regularly tended towards reduction; on the other 

hand, as the level of decentralisation of policy-making increased, the gap showed regular growth 

trends. It is clear that the complex problem of Southern Italy’s development cannot be simplified and 

reduced to one single dimension, that of policy regulation. On the other hand, it is also true that the 

policy regulation and the characteristics of the policy network (actors involved, strategies and 

purposes pursued by them, etc.) have a central role in the effectiveness of any public policy. 

 
Tab. 1. Regulation of Extraordinary Intervention and Southern Italy’s economic performance.  

Phase Model of regulation Effects on 

development 

Involvement level of the 

southern managerial class 

Pre-industrialisation 

(1951-1961) 

Top-down, 

centralised and 

technocrat 

Convergence 

activation 

Very low 

Industrialisation 

(1962-1974) 

Progressive 

reduction of the 

Fund’s 

independence  

Convergence Growing 

Stasis and closure 

(1975-1992) 

Polycentric Convergence 

setbacks 

High 

Source: own elaboration. 
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Why did the Extraordinary Intervention perform systematically worse as the degree of 

decentralisation and openness of the decision-making process was increasing? The cause should be 

probably traced back to a weak level of institutionalisation of the southern political system, a 

condition which has favoured the spread of clientelism as main lever for gaining consensus and 

caused widely distorting effects on the regulation of public policies. This paragraph aims to 

reconstruct such structural dynamics, with the relative impact on the policy regulation and the 

centre/periphery relationships.  

As Shmuel Eisenstadt argues (1974, p. 58), «some of the structural characteristics of modernisation 

processes in any society depend on the features of that society when its modernisation begins». In 

Southern Italy, the presence of deep-rooted clientelistic networks has given a particularistic 

connotation to modernisation, by conditioning its subsequent evolution and the full deployment of 

the universalistic and acquisitive features of modernity. Thus, since the aftermath of the Second 

World War, in the southern political system traditional clientelistic networks have been 

instrumentally used by major parties to gain electoral consensus (Eisenstadt and Roniger 1984). At 

the same time, the flows of public expenditure from the centre to the periphery have taken on the dual 

role of primary instrument to gain consensus (Eisenstadt and Roniger 1984, pp. 64-70), and of main 

resource to support the local economy, by structuring pervasive dependency dynamics. 

Because of the southern society’s being highly-dependent on resources intermediated within 

clientelistic networks in the South, no large-scale social mobilisation dynamics has emerged, capable 

of deconstructing «major clusters of old social, economic and psychological commitments», as 

written by Karl Deutsch (1961, p. 494), bringing out new forms of socialisation. Social mobilisation 

and institutionalisation represent the two basic foundations of political modernisation. 

Institutionalisation is defined by Samuel Huntington (1968, p. 12) as «the process by which 

organizations and procedures acquire value and stability». In order for any political system to be both 

efficient in meeting external demands, and stable it must effectively combine institutionalisation and 

participation. In Southern Italy, high political participation preceded the full institutionalisation of 

the political sphere, leading to structural weakness of the local political community. Moreover, in 

political systems with low levels of institutionalisation and high participation, social forces act 

directly on the political sphere (Huntington 1968), without the intermediation of parties in the role of 

preference aggregators, creating structural conditions for the proliferation of clientelism and systemic 

corruption. As Huntington himself points out (1968, p. 59), «corruption is, of course, one measure of 

the absence of effective political institutionalization. Public officials lack autonomy and coherence, 

and subordinate their institutional roles to exogenous demands».  



 

 
9 

In the presence of low institutionalisation levels of the political system, politicians use their role to 

satisfy particularistic demands and to consolidate their consensus, thus increasing the structural 

dependence of large segments of the peripheral social structure on resources intermediated by the 

political class. This dynamic also leads to the commodification of public resources (offices, votes, or 

decisions) in order to obtain private advantages (Huntington 1968, p. 70). The expansion of public 

intervention itself multiplies the opportunities for corruption, as much as the political system is not 

sufficiently autonomous, stable and adaptable, that is – as in the meaning suggested by Huntington – 

institutionalised. Only when they are fully institutionalised do political structures gain autonomy and 

independence which are essential to become impervious to particularistic pressures and corruption. 

In a backward society, that is a society with no longer traditional traits but not fully modern yet, the 

principal opportunities for enrichment and social climb are still controlled by the political sphere: 

«More money can be made in a shorter time with the aid of political influence than by any other 

means. The use of political office as a way to wealth implies a subordination of political values and 

institutions to economic ones. The principal purpose of politics becomes not the achievement of 

public goals but the promotion of individual interests» (Huntington 1968, p. 67).  

Therefore, a poorly institutionalised political sphere cannot contain the instrumental and 

particularistic use of public resources by politics itself. Not only that: in a social-economic structure 

that depends on transfers from the centre, mediated by politics via policy networks populated by 

politicians being vote hunting and by voters hunting for resources and benefits, one can hardly obtain 

outputs really able to pursue general interest. It is thus clear that it is difficult to combine this 

contextual situation with policy interventions that are effective and regulated in a decentralised 

manner. Conversely, power devolution would risk reinforcing southern ruling classes further. It is 

evident that «the conservatives of the past cannot be the builders of the future» (Baran 1952, p. 79). 

As pointed out by Augusto Graziani (1989, p. 42), it is necessary to face the Southern Question with 

full awareness of an inescapable fact: «ruling classes in the South draw their own power from the 

southern economic structure being dependent, and therefore they cannot have any direct interest in 

its fundamental traits being turned upside down». 

Given the exogenous characteristics of the southern socio-political structure, it is plausible to 

conclude that the Extraordinary Intervention appeared more efficient in high-centralisation phases 

precisely because it was isolated from particularistic-clientelistic action unfolded by the local ruling 

classes’ (Tab. 1). The initial centralised and technocratic model of regulation of investment by the 

Fund for the South – which was established at that time as an autonomous agency independent from 

political interference and from its constant search for electoral consensus (La Spina 2003, pp. 233-

234) – prevented relative distributive drifts, and encouraged resources to be concentrated on goals, 
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strategic sectors and territorial areas, functional to activating convergence and dynamics narrowing 

the North-South divide. When independence has progressively decreased, with political parties 

gradually infiltrating into the Fund and the start of a more polycentric regulation models of decisional 

processes, the efficacy of the Extraordinary Intervention collaterally decreased (Tab.1). These 

exogenous southern Italian socio-institutional characteristics continue to strongly influence also the 

functioning and performances of new territorial policies, given their place-based and strongly 

context-dependent nature. Not only have forms of policy regulation changed over time, but so have 

the actors involved in policy networks and the protagonists of the centre-periphery relationships. So, 

with the territorial-based approach, development policies implemented in the South of Italy acquire 

new operational features: from top-down, they become bottom-up, open to participation of several 

stakeholders and policy-makers. 

 

4. After the Extraordinary Intervention: the Negotiated Programming  

After the Extraordinary Intervention, it is only in the second half of the 1990s that a renewed phase 

of public commitment is generated, which culminates in the Negotiated Programming (Law no. 662 

of 1996). A new season of policies is thus opening; in this case policies are centred around some of 

the principles conveyed by the wide range of theories of local development.  

What are the main differences between the previous policy of Extraordinary Intervention and the new 

coming approach based on territorial governance? To answer to the question, firstly, it is necessary 

to highlight the paradigmatic change subtending the new logics of intervention. 

Between the 1970s and 1980s, even in theoretical terms, development policies will be radically 

rethought. The growing involvement of socio-economic actors in public decision-making processes 

promoted the transaction from the nation-State model to the network-State model (Bobbio 1996). 

With the increase in the policy inclusiveness (Dahl 1980), the State itself is increasingly configured 

as a network composed of individuals rather than institutions (Nordlinger 1981). Consequently, «the 

concept of governance refers to autonomous inter-organizational networks characterized by 

independence, exchange of resources and significant autonomy from the State» (Rhodes 1997, p. 15). 

The governance approach, therefore, promotes a flexible model of public policies regulation, 

achieved through a profound downsizing of the role of the State. The central government, ended the 

function of alone decision-maker, has acquired the function of primus inter pares in mixed 

public/private decision-making networks (Kooiman 1993). «Political practices that include 

consultation, negotiation and/or deliberation between governments, civil society associations and 

individual citizens» (Akkerman et al. 2004, p. 83) – such as governance – structure an interactive 

model of policy making (ibid.). This new model of regulation, obviously, increases the difficulties 



 

 
11 

related to regulate the public policies: the complexity of contemporary public policies consists in the 

plurality, and heterogeneity, of the points of view represented within a policy making process (Dente 

2012).  

In the Italian case, the new approach was adopted nationally with Law n. 662 of 1996, the Negotiated 

Programming, but with specific regard to the southern regions. This policy emphasize more the role 

of the territory and its socio-economic peculiarities, giving greater responsibility to the ruling classes 

operating at the subnational level. 

Compared to the past, the change of perspective was radical. This is essentially the first time that 

public intervention in Italy has placed the growth of intangible resources functional to territorial 

development paths among its aims. An attempt is made to overcome the logic of individual incentives, 

and the advantage of considering the importance of the link between local development, learning and 

growth of specialised knowledge is stressed; this link can only be adequately developed through the 

creation of networks between local, public and private actors (Barbera 2001).  

In the wake of the territorialist season, the empowerment of the local ruling classes is accompanied 

by the exponential growth of those involved in development programs, feeding a qualitative 

transformation of the networks in which information, agreements and expertise circulate. The 

development plans, proposed by local actors and funded by the centre, must go through challenging 

concertation phases between all those involved, and they push towards research and consolidation of 

trust and cooperative relationships. With peripheral administrations engaged in the search for efficient 

public intermediation, the governance has been lengthening and widening, with the active 

participation of new local and supranational interests. It was a question of encouraging development 

programmes based on forms of public-private partnership, in order to enhance the mechanisms for 

coordinating local economies and to facilitate dialogue and integration between enterprises, social 

parties and public institutions at territorial level. The idea was that the mutual exchange, cooperation 

and sharing of knowledge, skills and values produced by concertation could lead actors to break down 

deep-rooted particularistic and clientelistic agreements between the centre and the periphery 

(Pescosolido 2019; Trigilia 2014). For the benefit of innovative practices more oriented towards 

collective well-being. A policy orientation that wanted to keep together economic development, 

political and administrative decentralisation and social innovation according to a structured plan. The 

center-periphery relationship finds a different balance with respect to traditional forms of 

centralization. The State continues to finance development projects but is now asking local 

administrations and networks of territorial actors to assume decision-making responsibility regarding 

the objectives of growth and social integration. A change of perspective which brought endogenous 

factors back to the centre of international debate on regional socio-economic disparities (Crouch et.al. 



 

 
12 

2004; Hooghe and Marks 2001). Within these new negotiating development policies, in addition to 

the financial resources to be invested the State offers regulatory frameworks and general guidelines 

in order to control and accompany the best project ideas coming from the periphery. Social innovation 

would be the result of administrative modernisation and of new action practices which local actors 

would learn to put into practice, through mechanisms such as concertation, intervention programming 

and evaluation. Essentially, a relevant part of incentives and controls accompanying the actual 

realisation of negotiation policies aimed at modifying the peculiar tangle that had been established 

between economy and politics during the Extraordinary Intervention (De Vivo 2006).  

Old local mediators’ interests –embedded in the administration, in the parties and in the traditionally 

economic power – will definitely not be bypassed and neutralised in their thorough control and attract 

of public funds, but they will make a net loss of influence. Thanks to the Negotiated Programming 

tools local concertation tables allowed broader participation to a whole of actors who until then had 

been excluded from the creation of development policies. Though with poor veto power, in relation 

to important political and economic interest groups, small and medium-sized entrepreneurs, regional 

and provincial union representatives, universities, citizens’ associations see increasing potential 

margins of participation in the government of territorial development. This is because the almost 

monolithic power bloc, with few parties acting as regulators of local flows and requests, is 

deconstructing, and the fragmentation of the representation system and a phase of personalisation of 

politics are being witnessed. Mayors, directly elected, and presidents of regions who lead 

administrations growing stronger, also through territorial programmes boosted by negotiating 

instruments, enliven a political season that promotes bottom-up participation and civic mobilisation.  

The approach insisting on the socio-institutional dimension of potential development paths will show 

shortly after the first signs of weakening. The difficulties of building social capital in backward 

contexts were immediately clear (Trigilia 2016). The distance between the objectives of the new 

policies and the results produced is significant. On the other hand, Southern Italy is not a clean slate 

where certain development-oriented actions can be freely weaved, but rather it is an area where the 

cultural and social weight of a long political and economic phase, which has legitimized a highly-

centralized model of development, is evident. 

The construction of local networks in many cases continues to leverage short-term interests, and many 

national funds are captured and spent without producing different paths of territorial development. 

The deficient cooperative culture of local actors, the opportunism of political and business power 

groups and a too permissive State evaluation of local development projects will cause a progressive 

de-legitimization of the national territorialist season.  
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5. The restructuring of relationships between the centre and the periphery: the role of Cohesion 

Policy 

During the first decade of the 2000s, the Italian negotiating policies found a coherent institutional 

combination with the ratio of the european cohesion policy. Both the national intervention model in 

favour of depressed areas and the supranational convergence policy aimed at greater responsibility of 

local governments, and at the recovery of concertation practices functional to the development needs 

expressed by territories. Besides, the Italian negotiation policies and the strategy promoted by the 

European Commission reached an important point of agreement and complementarity in considering 

the integration of interventions in development plans as central. In an attempt to overcome the old 

sectorial logics of action, highly idiosyncratic in relation to the complexity of the problems to be 

solved. 

European cohesion policy will contribute to further redefine the model of regulation of development 

policies, legitimizing a regional territorialist approach. Already in the 2000-2006 cycle, the regions 

assumed a central role in the changed governance of development policies. The decision-making 

power of the presidents of the regions increases and that of the new administrative bodies responsible 

for managing the Structural Funds, some tension arises between centralizing and decentralizing 

dimensions and between dependence and the search for autonomy, which reveals a complex structure 

of institutional relations. 

At the same time, the role of the State takes a different shape, as it is confined in a regulatory regime 

which highly depends on both budgetary rules imposed by the EU and by spending choices made by 

regional governments. At this point the configuration of the relations between the center and the 

periphery in Italy begins to depend on an external supranational actor. The main restrictions for 

national governments derive from the European single market, which establishes the considerable 

reduction of any form of State aid now considered as detrimental to competition. 

The affirmation of such a governance model also generates a tension concerning both the 

legitimisation of political choices and decisions and the way in which financial resources to be 

managed are distributed. This renegotiates the rules of exchange and appropriation of public resources 

and the contents of political representation, with an overall redesign of the Italian society and of the 

interests of its social groups. 

However, the amount of resources that the European Union grants to the regions depends on a high 

bargaining capacity of the local political class and a modern administration capable of spending 

within the time limits decided by the Commission. This takes place within a framework of stiff 
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competition with other EU regions, especially those in the East which have come to the fore in Europe 

with similar growth and social cohesion issues. A form of competitive regionalism (Martinelli 2020) 

which has oriented speeches, regulatory frameworks and the creation of calls for tenders to obtain 

various forms of funding. The southern regions managed to obtain a substantial amount of resources 

and Italy was one of the countries that benefited most from the cohesion policy. But the low impact 

of the different programming cycles on the structural gap was evident. In the South, the Structural 

Funds frequently finance ordinary activities and play a compensatory role in relation to the scarcity 

of national development funds. The low socio-economic impact opens an intense phase of public 

discussion in the country. And regional development plans are criticized for their strategic 

ineffectiveness. Consequently, optimism and expectations about the programming cycles of the 

Structural Funds begin to diminish. 

 

 Fig. 2. Level of GDP per capita (1995-2018). 

 

 Source: elaboration on ISTAT 2020 data. 

 

It is not possible to explain here the numerous causes that contributed to these negative results, so we 

will only consider the administrative variable and the governance model adopted.  

The officials and managers who manage the complex bureaucracy of cohesion policy often do not 

have the necessary expertise. European planning requires multiple skills and an in-depth knowledge 

of the problems and potentials of territorial development, in order to identify a few strategic objectives 

in the medium and long term. Based on the original allocations of human and financial resources, the 

quality of the political and bureaucratic class, the ability to undertake and incorporate modernization 

processes into their organizational structure, the activities resulting from the implementation of 

supranational policies were perceived as an opportunity, as a limitation, or as a further formal 
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procedure, for administrative action (De Vivo and Avolio 2014). The Italian case falls within these 

last two options.  

The bureaucratic and sectorial approach, which still dominates important administration segments, 

has created several dysfunctions in resource management. In not a few cases «projects are selected 

not on the grounds of their quality, but on their suitability to be completed, so that the results in terms 

of investment impact are not satisfying» (Citarella and Filocamo 2017, p. 127-128). Choosing high-

quality projects requires competent administrations to have wide knowledge, potentially able to 

implement integrated and complex development strategies. When this requirement is not satisfied, 

one possible choice is that of following European spending criteria in a purely formal and ritual key. 

For example, it may occur that the objective set by the action has been reached, but that it lacks 

relevance with regard to new jobs, the creation of new companies, the formation of new industry and 

services components connected to a major industry. In sum, the actual risk is that programming is 

free from the real needs of the regions which are recipient of funding (Citarella and Filocamo 2017). 

Instead, as regards knowledge and professionalism within regional administrations, it is undeniable 

that over the last three multi-annual cycles (2000-2020), networks of actors more functional to the 

procedural complexity of Structural Funds have arisen (Crescenzi et.al. 2019). In this circumstance, 

too, however, as far as the Italian case is concerned, it was policy learning dynamics only limited to 

a few public offices, those more directly exposed to the europeanization of development policies 

(Profeti, Fargion 2016).  

 

Tab. 2. Regulation of the European Cohesion Policy in Italy (2000-2020 cycles). 

Phase Model of regulation Effects on development 
Involvement of the southern 

ruling class 

 

2000-2006 cycle 

Multi-level Governance  

National coordination (DPS), 

administrative decentralisation 

and regional actors’ higher 

responsibility 

Low convergence 

Reorganisation of regional 

administrations 

Medium-high 

Requests for local development are 

heard and collected  

Wide regional partnerships are built 

 

2007-2013 cycle 

Multi-level Governance  

Spending lags of southern 

regions. 

Progressive national re-

centralisation after the crisis of 

2008.  

Growth of North-South 

gaps 

Passive adjustment to 

policy Europeanisation   

Medium 

Consolidation of regional networks 

(political, economic and 

administrative) with respect to local 

interests, growth of isomorphism in 

establishing ROPs  

2014-2020 cycle 

Multi-level Governance  

Progressive national re-

centralisation (Agency for 

territorial cohesion) 

Higher spending powers of 

sub-regional governments 

Growth of North-South 

gaps  

Consolidation of regional 

technical structures  

Significant decrease in 

national co-funding 

Low 

Public-private corporation 

networks and low intermediation of 

social interests 

Source: own elaboration. 
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As anticipated, the ineffectiveness and negative outcomes of cohesion policy in Italy can also be 

explained by considering the aporias and contradictions of multilevel governance. If the difficulties 

of the regional public administrations represent a predictable outcome, the lack of responsibility of 

the national ruling class during the cohesion policy, on the other hand, returns an unexpected 

consequence. Especially in the last decade, the problem of development in the South has in a certain 

sense been externalized. This is evident if we consider the weak national coordination of cohesion 

policy and the absence of a management capable of identifying few and important development 

objectives. The weakness of national coordination has implied the construction of regional programs 

without a development vision for the entire southern macro-area. 

On the periphery of the national system, things have certainly not gone better. Local actors, who have 

entered as protagonists in the new Italian territorialist season, have had difficulty in appropriating and 

decoding distribution and evaluation mechanisms decided on a supranational level. Municipalities, 

provinces, social parties and spontaneous aggregations of interests have encountered growing 

difficulties in representing and mediating between social interests. Once the long contracts phase for 

the creation of priority framework has been overcome, the concrete management of operational 

programmes and of the pertinent financing lines, involved a limited number of managers and regional 

officials; whereas political and governmental decisions as regards the financial weight to be attributed 

to many measures and sub-measures follow fragmented and not very transparent procedures. The 

european multilevel governance model is translated in a particular way in the Italian regions.  

The impact that the cohesion policy has had in Italy has derived from the establishment and activation 

of political and economic networks where material and intangible resources have transited, through 

formal and informal exchanges between actors in different convergence points of the governance of 

development policies. The supranational reorganisation of the latter ones has created some space for 

collective actors, administrations, enterprises and social formations more equipped to bear 

information and expertise costs of the long networks of the cohesion policy. Rather than finding a 

balance between public and private interests, large partnerships often ratify unilateral decisions of 

competent national and regional administrations (Piattoni and Polverari 2016). Small groups of 

experts and consultants become crucial hubs between the political regional class and the European 

offices. Along the entire institutional chain, exchanges of information, relational resources, allocation 

and selection of financial resources take place towards selected groups. These practices do not always 

rely on European transparency and accountability rules. The technical barrier and the enhancement 

of professional profiles, however, not always stem informal behaviours and corruption.  

In summary, the multilevel governance model has led to a fragmentation of territorial growth projects 

and ideas and to a proliferation of poorly coordinated and cooperative actors and levels of 
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government. Added to this is the historic problem of an administration that has not modernized itself, 

still tied to a bureaucratic model of action. Finally, the informal mediators of interests have returned, 

this time with a different technical and political profile than in the past but with the same objective 

of capturing resources for particularistic objectives. 

 

 

6. Conclusions 

The paper has analysed outputs generated by the development policies implemented in last decades 

in the South of Italy, starting from the Extraordinary Intervention (since 1950, until 1992) to the 

European cohesion policy (since 1996). The first one was a high-centralized development policy. 

Differently, the European cohesion policy is based on multilevel governance, and follows a bottom-

up approach oriented to stimulate local stakeholders’ participation. The analysis, exposed in previous 

paragraphs, has described these two different policy experiences, the related effects on local 

development and on convergence between North and South of Italy and among European regions. 

The paper has tried to answer to a fundamental question: what factors have negatively affected the 

implementation of these policies, generating unexpected effects?  

Moving from this question, the overview on the case of Southern Italy can be placed amongst the 

studies on the variety of development models existing within the European Union, and it has been 

carried out by taking into account historical legacy, the role played by actors on a multi-level 

dimension. At this regard, the paper has underlined the relevant role played by the socio-institutional 

factors that conditioned – endogenously – the effectiveness of the development policies, generating 

unexpected effects.  

The discussion have highlighted the persistence of large development gaps between North and South. 

The analysis concerning the Extraordinary Intervention underlined that the only phase in which the 

gap between North and South was effectively reduced (in 1950’s and 1960’s, until early 1970’s) 

policy regulation had an exogenous, technocratic character, with a high degree of centralization and 

autonomy from political interference. This regulation model has preserved the decision-making 

processes from the influence not only of electoral pressures and distributive drifts, but also from the 

action of local clientelist networks. Gradually, the technocratic and highly centralized approach – 

characteristic of the first phase of the Extraordinary Intervention – has declined, and the regulation 

of the Intervention has been progressively infiltrated by politics, both local and central, with negative 

effects on economic convergence (Fig. 1). The predominant role, played by the southern ruling class 

from 1970’s, ended up circumscribing the effectiveness of the Intervention and its capability to 
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activate processes of convergence. The accumulation of inefficiencies, and the widening of the North-

South divide, led to the definitive closure of the Intervention in the early 1990’s. 

In the 1996 started the season of the territorial policies, incorporating a new approach based on 

participation and on active involvement of socio-economic actors in the decision-making process. 

Also this new approach has not had relevant effect on convergence (Fig. 2). At this regard, three 

dynamics can be identified which contributed, in their interaction, to generate this outcome. First, a 

limited capacity of the peripheral administration to use the complex procedures underlying the 

european cohesion policy. Second, the prevalence of State central government over local ones. Third, 

the low responsibility of local administrations, facilitated by the lack of clear control and verification 

procedures by the higher levels of government. Finally, the absence of clear strategic objectives and 

priorities, and of a not clear planning vision, has also favoured the dispersion of resources in a huge 

quantity of projects with little capacity to promote development. The institutional sphere remained 

relatively resistant to the innovations introduced by the policies regulation models discussed. In the 

absence of a clear political development strategy, policies tend to present a highly disorganized profile 

in choices, without obstacles for the opportunism of stakeholders involved in decision-making 

processes. The inevitable outcome is the fragmentation and dispersion of resources. 

Currently, the North-South gap has returned to levels not distant from that of the second post-war 

period (Fig. 1). Today, with the pandemic crisis in progress, the South needs to implement very fast 

a new strategic vision, able to promote endogenous development process before that the gap not only 

with the North, but also with the other regions Convergence Objective of the European Union grows 

irreversibly. 
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