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Institutions, Social Capital and Distributive
Dynamics in Development Policies in Calabria
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Abstract. The paper analyses the impact of the Integrated Territorial Projects
on local development in two areas of Calabria. The Integrated Territorial Projects
consist of a set of integrated interventions that are aimed to promote local develop-
ment. To achieve this objective, integrated planning seeks to promote an adequate
mobilisation of the economic and relational resources operating on a local scale.
Development thus becomes a social construction connected to the endogenous
capacity of public and private actors to promote synergistic actions on a local
scale, thereby enhancing local resources and skills, social capital and institutions.
The paper examines in the two experiences studied the concrete implementation
given to development policy based on governance. The analysis is oriented to
understanding if local political and economic stakeholders have developed rela-
tional networks that are able to promote effective intervention strategies and con-
nect them with the real potential present on a local scale to support self-sustaining
development processes. In the case study discussed, limited regulation capabil-
ity in local political institutions has caused two effects on decision-making pro-
cesses: an equal distribution of resources among the participants and the temporal
concentration of public expenditures.

Keywords: Governance - Development policies - European Cohesion Policy

1 Introduction

The paper analyses the dynamics activated in Calabria by development policies based
on governance. Governance is «a new style of government, distinct from the hierarchical
control model and characterized by a remarkable level of cooperation and interaction
between state and non-state actors within mixed public/private decision-making net-
works» [1]. Two Integrated Territorial Projects (ITP) implemented in Calabria during
the 2000-2006 programming cycle were used as objects of analysis to examine the
outputs and outcomes induced by this new policy regulation method.

This paper was developed in the context of the Italian National Research Project — PRIN 2017
‘Regional Policies, Institutions and Cohesion in the South of Italy’ (Project code 2017-4BE543;
website www.prin2017-mezzogiorno.unirc.it), financed by the Italian Ministry of Education,
University and Scientific Research from 2020 to 2023.
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Co-financed with funds provided by the European Union, the ITPs are defined in the
Community Support Framework (CSF) as «a complex of intersectoral actions, strictly
coherent, which converge towards a common objective of territorial development and an
unitary implementation approach» [2]. The CSF also underlines the need 1) to achieve
a high level of project integration among the financed investments and 2) to concen-
trate them in territorial contexts in which promising development processes are already
underway [3].

The selection of the case studies was in response to temporal criteria: They were
chosen from the first-launched ITPs in Calabria in contexts with previous experience
in governance-based policies in order to evaluate the concrete development impacts
determined by these investments and detect the institutional learning phenomena that
were eventually generated. Based on these criteria, the Serre Cosentine and Locride ITPs
were identified as the objects of study. The research followed three stages. First, ISTAT
data were used to accomplish an analytical reconstruction of the local contexts in which
these interventions were carried out to evaluate the level of connection among potential
local developments and the investments selected by the decision makers. Second, the
policy’s regulatory framework was reconstructed. Finally, 48 interviews were conducted
with political and socioeconomic stakeholders involved in the ITPs studied. The paper
is structured as follows: the first section presents a summary of the analytical tools used
in the research; the second section discusses the reconstruction of the dynamics locally
activated by the ITPs; and the final section is an analysis of the locally generated effects.

2 Theoretical Framework

Governance implies the direct participation of local actors in policy-making activity and
increases the relevance of the institutional dimension. As suggested by Douglass North,
institutions are «the rules of the game of a society or, more formally, the constraints that
the society have defined to regulate relationships. Consequently they shape the incentives
that underlie exchange, whether it is political, social or economic exchange» [4]. Both
formal and informal institutional constraints are functional to the construction of rational
expectations regarding the behaviour of other social actors and allow the reduction of
transaction costs [5].

In addition, social relations can circumscribe opportunism and defection with infor-
mal agreements [6]. Repeated interactions generate trust and cooperation, limiting the
incidence of the condition known as the prisoner’s dilemma that often influences inter-
subjective interactions and the negotiation of agreements [7]. The literature on social
capital emphasises this property of social relations well, both in the individualistic per-
spective proposed by James Coleman [8] and in the holistic meaning postulated by
Robert Putnam [9]. Trust constitutes a further relevant attribute of social relationships.
Francis Fukuyama defines trust as «the expectation, which arises within a community,
of predictable, correct and cooperative behavior, based on commonly shared norms by
its members» [10].

The Southern Regions of Italy constitute socio-economic environments historically
characterised by poor fiduciary expectations, an inadequate propensity to cooperate char-
acterised by familism [11] and particularistic—clientelistic pressures [12]. According to
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Putnam, the citizens of the South «are trapped into a social structure and a political cul-
ture that makes cooperation and solidarity difficult or even irrational. Even an individual
who is endowed with a lot of civic sense, if placed in a society devoid of civic sense, is
destined to behave in a non-cooperative way» [13].

As Carlo Trigilia observed, «effective local governance is not created by law, it is
related to local conditions [...] The quality of leadership is crucial, the ability of the
ruling classes to cooperate beyond specific interests and to mobilize citizens on devel-
opment and social quality objectives» [14]. The most recent literature has underlined
the deficiencies in political leadership, cooperation and the results produced in terms
of local development by governance-based policies in the South of Italy [15]. These
problems have had a considerable impact on the integrated design activity in the case
studies that were analysed.

3 The ITP ‘Serre Cosentine’

The ITP n. 8 of the Serre Cosentine was established by sixteen municipalities, with a
total population of 156,586 inhabitants. From both a demographic and economic point
of view, the central nucleus is formed around the urban agglomeration developed by
Cosenza, Rende and Castrolibero. This conurbation includes over 100,000 residents and
constitutes a powerful pole of attraction for the location of commercial and advanced
service activities. In addition, it presents notable agglomeration economies, and the urban
context holds a considerable stock of human capital, with a concentration of high school
and university graduates that is almost five times higher than the regional average [16].

The municipalities in the urban ring also show rapidly growing trends in the educa-
tional level of the resident population. These characteristics are positively reflected in the
local labour market, which has an employment rate higher than the regional and provin-
cial average, a lower dependency ratio and a higher activity rate [16]. The commercial,
services and construction sectors constitute the most relevant sectors in the economy
of the ITP area. These are activities that are mainly oriented towards local markets, are
characterised by stable demand and are subject to slow growth.

Another important resource for local development is the University of Calabria.
This presents good performances in terms of technology transfer [17]. In addition to
this substantial factorial endowment, most of the municipalities already participate in
institutional partnerships within the Territorial Pact, the Thematic Pact for Agriculture
and the Urban Project.

In defining the project framework, the first president of the ITP, Sandro Principe,
sustained investments oriented to increase the technological transfer between the Uni-
versity of Calabria and local companies. Of the total €36,477,295 assigned to the Serre
Cosentine ITP, almost €15 million was allocated to sustain technological innovation and
university research. The residual part was used to finance infrastructural interventions
in municipalities, thereby complying with the requests of the mayors who took part in
the decision-making process.

The interventions in the innovation sector were essentially imposed by the former
president of the ITP. Through his leadership, he pushed to obtain a concentration of
resources in this important asset. The top-down approach used for the definition of
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the first category of interventions has limited the sharing and democratic nature of the
decision-making process, although the minor and intentional act of force has made it
possible to obtain a more integrated development project. The investments that were
introduced to support technological transfer and innovation were not fully shared by all
the mayors of the ITP area, as reported by several of the local actors who were inter-
viewed. When Sandro Principe was forced to resign following an attack, the governance
structure became more conflictual: «when his strong leadership was missing, the conflicts
increased, without any form of equal collaboration emerging among the participants»
[18]. On the one hand, the president’s top-down approach favoured project integration;
on the other hand, it reduced the spaces for participation, limiting the consolidation of
concertation practices and the implementation of concrete forms of governance. When
Principe’s leadership ended, the lack of interest by the other mayors in the implementa-
tion of interventions related to the technological innovation became evident, revealing
a weak partnership that was instrumentally oriented towards the interception of funding
or political-institutional prominence.

This disinterest is concretely demonstrated by the indifference of the ITP mayors
towards the slowness in the implementation of investments in the technological innova-
tion sector. The verified delays in the implementation of the infrastructural interventions
have sparked numerous protests among local administrators. In both cases, the delay in
implementation must be attributed to the inefficiency of the regional bureaucracy, which
is not always able to support the municipalities in carrying out the complex procedures
required by European legislation for the use of structural funds. The abnormal delay
in the execution has dramatically increased the time gap between when the decision
was made and the implementation of the investments. As one interviewee observed:
«if the implementation takes too long, the effects that the ITP potentially could have is
inevitably not brought about» [19]. Taken together, the internal and external delays in
the implementation of the policy have inevitably reduced the potential impacts that the
investments could have had in terms of local development.

An ambivalent representation of the governance experience emerges from the inter-
views with the protagonists of the ITP. Even among the actors involved in the Serre
Cosentine ITP, experiences in the governance sector have in some cases brought out «a
new perception of their territorial reality and the awareness that concertation is essential
to promote local development» [19]. In other cases, the inability of local institutions
to undertake organisational innovation paths is evident, implementing models of pub-
lic policy regulation different from those normally practiced. The implementation of
governance has (often) given rise to only a formal adaptation to exogenously imposed
conditions and has rarely been reworked at a local level and adapted to the context
without generating real or relevant institutional innovations.

Although most of the municipalities of the Serre Cosentine had already taken part
in the Territorial Pact and other similar policies, there is no connection among these
various development policies in terms of investments and development strategies: «The
ITP has no connection with the Territorial Pact, they are two different instruments that
travel in parallel» [20]. The lack of contiguity between policies implemented in the
different programming cycles of European funds slows down the institutionalisation
of any good practices that may have emerged, implying a constant dispersion of the
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know-how generated and inhibiting the consolidation of institutional innovations. This
problem was also found in the other Calabrian ITP that was analysed, that of Locride.

4 The ITP ‘Locride’

The ITP n. 21 of Locride is located along the Ionian side of the province of Reggio Cal-
abria. It groups together 39 municipalities, with a total population of 128,200 residents
(22.7% of the provincial population). The ITP area is subject to a constant demographic
decline, partly attributable to the low birthrate and partly to the negative migratory
balance. Emigration increasingly affects young people with high school diplomas and
graduates. Demographic decline together with the brain-drain phenomenon constitute
two powerful constraints on the development of the area.

The morphology of the territory has contributed to structuring a predominantly agri-
cultural and artisanal economy, with limited development of the tourism sector. This
sector has a significant supply of resources that corresponds to a poor ability to activate
them. The low infrastructural endowment also reduces development potential, affecting
the accessibility of the area and the cost structure of enterprises, with a negative impact
on location advantages. The local production system is marked by multiple diseconomies
and by the pervasive presence of the ‘Ndrangheta, which contribute to rising transaction
costs. This complex of problems and structural constraints has had a considerable impact
on the management of the integrated design activity.

The ITP tried to take advantage of many experiences in the governance sector that
were achieved with the Territorial Pact, the Leader II Program, the Urban Regeneration
and Sustainable Territorial Development Program and the Urban Regeneration Program.
The key idea of the Locride Integrated Project is based on the valorisation of local tourist
resources, and there is a total financial budget of €39.6 million. The ITP’s activity began
in April 2002 with the assignment of technical assistance to Locride Sviluppo, a local
development agency created with the Territorial Pact.

The process of defining the interventions was decidedly long, partly due to the
difficulty of coordinating the actions of the numerous decision-making structures and
partly due to the delays of the Calabria Region in carrying out the procedures. Despite
the protracted decision-making process, several local administrators complained of little
effective involvement in the choices made: «The possibility to influence the decision-
making process for most part of stakeholders is low, or even zero» [21]; «we must
distinguish between the form and substance of participation. The form was respected,
the substance was not» [22].

With reference to the decision-making phase, many interviewees also underlined the
inadequate role played by the regional authorities in supporting the local ITP structures
and, subsequently, the slowness in expending resources. On this point, the observations
collected in the Serre Cosentine ITP fully converge with those of the stakeholders of the
Locride ITP in judging the Calabria Region’s action as overall lacking, both in terms of
support activities for integrated planning and on the programming side. One interviewee
stated: «if the region had carried out a preliminary strategic planning action, identifying
the priorities and potential of each context, these development policies would have been
more effective» [22].
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Another critical issue found in the Locride ITP is the limited connection among
the selected investments relative to the influence of the collusive dynamics that tend to
produce equitable results in the distribution of resources allocated through participatory
processes. Instead of being concentrated and creating a critical mass in the implemen-
tation of strategic interventions, the funding is dispersed throughout the territory, with
a limited impact in terms of local development. This problem is widely recognised and
even stigmatised by the same actors who took part in the ITP: «the resources were dis-
persed across the territory. Project integration proved difficult to achieve, because each
administrator tried to give immediate, even if minimal, responses to the needs of his
constituents. With the €39 million from the ITP, 39 different answers were given to the
problem of development, one for each municipality» [23].

Project integration could be achieved either through political subcultures that ori-
ent the actions of local politicians towards efficiency or through an evaluation system
that sanctions localism and electoral pressures. Given the distrust in local regulatory
capabilities that was frequently expressed by the interviewees who participated in the
decision-making processes, the solution to the problem — often evoked in the interviews —
consists of «an external intervention, not necessarily coercive, but which has the capacity
to coordinate local processes» [24]. Even an ex-post evaluation conducted by the EU
itself (with all the limits that this process presents) could provide further barriers to the
distributive and collusive drifts that emerge in participatory decision-making processes.

In the Locride ITP, the central role in the process of defining the interventions was
carried out by the mayors, while the socio-economic partnership (made up of associa-
tions, companies and local organisations) had a substantially marginal function. Even in
the ITP Serre Cosenza, the socio-economic partnership showed the same participatory
model. For its part, politics has simply limited the active involvement of civil society in
the decision-making process to the essentials, inhibiting the development of real territo-
rial governance action. This is attributable not only to the strength of politics but also to
the complementary intrinsic weakness of local civil society, which is oriented towards
co-optation and collusion rather than effective participation. The limited participation of
extra-political actors has also inhibited the potential growth of the stock of social capital
as a by-product of territorial governance action. The strong ties between political actors
have acted as a barrier to external participation, favouring the emergence of collusive
dynamics between them.

If there are no obvious differences in the participatory dynamics between the two
Calabrian integrated projects, then a difference can be identified in the different reg-
ulation that the causal factor, which is traceable to the divergent outcomes, produced
in project terms. The strong leadership that characterised the experience of the Serre
Cosentine ITP constitutes the factor that allowed us to achieve a higher level of project
integration than was achieved in Locride.

5 Conclusions

Moving from the analysis carried out with the two case studies, two sets of problems
emerged that have significantly limited the impact of the ITPs on local development:
the first group incorporates dynamics endogenous to the governance structure, while
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the second set concerns exogenous and structural issues. Concerning the endogenous
problems, four internal decision-making problems emerged in the integrated projects,
more-or-less transversally.

First, without effective evaluation methodologies for decision-making processes,
openness to participation tends to strengthen the locally operating rent-seeker’s action
[25].

Second, without specific incentives, the projects, defined through participatory
dynamics, are rarely oriented to innovation [26].

Third, in the absence of well-defined rules and effective controls, all politicians try
to obtain interventions that give concrete visibility to their ability to attract resources to
the territory they administer. Each mayor follows a fundamental incentive: The chances
of being re-elected depend exclusively on the consensus of his or her voters, not on the
judgement of the citizens of the ITP area regarding the efficiency of the governance
action. From this point of view, concentrating resources on a district-wide project ori-
ented towards the overall development of the area determines a return — in electoral
terms — that is certainly lower than micro-investments dispersed in each municipality.
Given that investments lack the requirement of appropriability for the individual polit-
ical actor, the outcome of the decision-making process based on governance will tend
towards the equal distribution of resources and their widespread dispersion across the
territory.

Finally, every mayor tends to opt for interventions that can be implemented in a short
time to obtain immediate advantages in terms of consensus.

The prevailing decision-making style in the cases analysed was based on negotiation
and on the mutual accommodation of the preferences of stakeholders involved in the
decision-making process; this is a style very distant from the ideal of deliberation, as it
is instead based on the transformation of individual preferences during «a process where
initial preferences are transformed to take into account the points of view of others»
[27]. The project structure that emerged appears to be a simple summation of micro-
interventions dispersed throughout the territories without a real economic impact and,
above all, unsubordinated to a unitary and coherent project vision that is functional to
promote local development.

The absence of a serious ex-post evaluation reinforces the speculative orientations
among stakeholders involved in the decision-making process. Consequently, the poten-
tial effects of these policies based on governance are weakened not only in terms of
economic effects but also in terms of participation and institutional learning. In real-
ity, most of these limits were predictable (and by-passable) through the provision of
adequate incentives and controls.

Alongside this first set of critical issues that are endogenous to the governance
structure, there are further problems attributable to exogenous factors and to the design
of the policy that reduce the potential impact on the development of these tools.

First, the problem of cyclical financing: The flows of resources provided by EU
cohesion policy are not continuous but have a cycle limited to six years. Once the
financing period is over, the inflow of resources momentarily stops, restarting with a
new policy and the need to learn a new policy approach. A few years will pass before the
new investments enter an execution phase and are completed. This determines a cyclical
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trend of expansion and ebb in the provision of resources that limits the contiguity of
development strategies.

Second, the problem of internal and external delays: Several years frequently pass
between the planning of an intervention that is aimed at solving specific problems and its
concrete implementation. This further weakens the repercussions of such investments,
which were perhaps completed when the external scenario had completely changed and
the strategic nature of the implementation had ceased.

Third, the problem of the absence of additionality: The funds distributed by the EU
in the framework of cohesion policy often replace ordinary state transfers in favour of the
Southern regions rather than being in addition to them. The final problem is the relevance
of the efficiency of the bureaucratic structure supporting integrated planning activities.
In Calabria, the interviewees considered the regional bureaucracy to be significantly
inefficient: It did not support the local ITP structures in resolving the difficulties that
emerged in the interpretation of the complex community legislation nor did it contribute
to speeding up the process. For the accumulated delays, at the end of 2007, the Calabria
Region even risked the return of €750 million of unspent community funds. To avoid
repayment, European funds are frequently channelled towards the creation of projects
that have no impact in terms of local development. The regional institutional framework,
therefore, had a notable influence on performance.

An element that all the analysed cases have in common is identifiable in the strong ties
structured among local administrators, ties that have acted as a barrier to inclusiveness
in other spheres of civil society. This limitation of participation is partly attributable to
the self-referentiality of the local political actors and partly to the endemic weakness of
local socio-economic structure. This closure has limited the learning processes that this
governance action could have stimulated.

Moreover, policies based on governance require the activation of skills and regulatory
capabilities that are not always diffused in the implementation contexts. In fact, the new
regionalism tends to facilitate the territories where the operative leaders and élites are
more oriented to promote local development [28]. Governance without government
[29] rarely innovates in contexts in which collateral social regulation capabilities are
lacking. In the absence of support and controls from the highest and external levels of
government, especially the central and European ones, the matrices of conveniences and
expected returns of local decision makers remain unchanged.

In the analysed contexts, repeated interactions and previous governance experiences
do not seem to have increased the capacity of local actors to define and implement
effective policies for local development. Obviously, the responsibilities for the limited
impact of these policies on development are not exclusively linked to the choices of
local elites. In the absence of planning and a clear political strategy, policies tend to
present a highly disorganised profile in project choices, increasing the opportunism of
local actors. The inevitable outcome is the investments’ fragmentation and the disper-
sion of the allocated financial resources. The effects produced by policies based on
governance do not mechanistically flow from the rules that structure the processes or
from the incentives that they configure; they are rather linked to the characteristics of
the local institutional contexts, to the cognitive maps of the actors who take part in the
policy-making process and to the political and administrative subculture. This rooting
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of performance in the socio-institutional characteristics of the implementation contexts
induces a re-elaboration of potentially innovative tools according to consolidated rou-
tines. The outcomes determined by policies based on governance therefore appear to be
directly related to the socio-institutional characteristics of the implementation context
and only indirectly to the regulatory framework.
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