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Abstract

Agricultural, quality agro-food, supply-chain and rural districts were introduced by Italian
law in 2001. With reference to European structural policies, especially rural development
policy, and to the districts’ originality and relationship to the LEADER method and
programmes, we wonder whether they can still form a useful part of the new
programming period 2014-2020. The question is analysed in the wider context of
international literature on socio-economic and economic policy, so as to stimulate
broader interest, with a view to the future. A survey on national scale is presented, limited
to the districts legally recognised by the Regions. A detailed historical reconstruction is
given, offering a ‘reconstructive reading’ through which we clarify the actual nature of
these districts, including their connections to clusters and industrial districts. We
also discuss how to better link the theoretical and the legal frameworks. And we
examine the connection between the basic economic mechanisms of the district
theory and how the Regions have implemented them in reality. To do this, we
summarised the overall conceptual framework into a few basic components for our
desk research. This has led to development of a methodological definition of districts in
agriculture.
Finally we give a concise analysis of the main outlines of the structural policies relating
to this essential notion of ‘district’, in order to reach some conclusions of general
validity.

Keywords: Agricultural; Quality agro-food; Supply-chain and rural districts; Industrial
districts; Cluster; Business network; LEADER method; Rural governance and multi-level
governance; Rural development policy; European structural and investment funds;
Community-led local development; Italian Regions
Background
The new approach for European structural policy for the period 2014–2020 gives the

local scale a strategic role in implementing interventions in support of participatory

local development. This is to be based upon multi-level governance (Committee of the

Regions 2009) and expansion of the LEADER method, especially in order to implement

community-led local development (CLLD) and multi-fund strategies (European

Commission's Directorates General AGRI, EMPL, MARE and REGIO 2013, European

Union 2013:357–359).

In Italy the Regionsa are responsible for implementing these policies through their own

programming and for integrating them using other policy tools. Many Regions had

already recognised agricultural districts under the Italian law of 2001b. that empowered
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them to identify Districts in Agriculturec. (DAs) in the form of rural or quality agro-food

districts.

At the time of its introduction, that law aimed to boost agricultural modernisation,

following the new deal promoted by Agenda 2000. Today, with the new programming

cycle of European structural policies and common agricultural policy, the important

question is, how useful are the DAs and how can they be inserted into the new regional

programming framework in order to implement rural development programmes?

Despite many studies into regional experiences of DAsd., organic knowledge is still

lacking about implementation of the law on a national level, which is still ongoing. In-

deed, researching on a national scale has proved very complex for three reasons: i) DAs

have become very different “things” in each regional interpretation, so it is difficult to

make comparisons among them; ii) DAs are still an open chapter of economic and agri-

cultural research, because of the particular theoretical framework that has been adopted

in Italy; iii) the theoretical and legal frameworks are still not fully integrated (Musotti

2001b).

We have addressed these difficulties by reconstructing the legislative situation strati-

fied over a twenty-year period – the ‘reconstructive reading’ according to Albisinni

(2010) - and by using a fresh approach. Our research aims to create the conditions for

comparing experiences which have arisen in concurrence with very different regulatory

frameworks and political contexts. Our article also tries to recreate an updated geo-

graphical mapping of the phenomenon at national level and seeks to outline the main

economic attributes assumed by DAs. On the basis of our findings we offer our initial

thoughts on the potential and weaknesses of future use of DAs in the coming program-

ming period 2014–2020.

Although this article focuses on Italian agricultural, quality agro-food, supply-chain

and rural districts, the issue is placed in the context of international socio-economic lit-

erature on the subject. The research may thereby be of more general interest, firstly be-

cause clusters and industrial districts are widespread at global level in the agricultural

sector and also because of the original approach used for analysing regional policies.

Some different instruments, similar to DAs even if not derived from a ‘district’ con-

cept, exist in other European countries, as mentioned below.
A brief literature review of clusters and Marshallian Industrial Districts

Agglomerations of companies closely interconnected, specialised and co-located in a spe-

cific place have been the subject of empirical observations and researches over many years

and in many countries. The earlier Marshallian Industrial District (MIDs) notion origi-

nated what is nowadays considered the core of the theoretical framework for explaining

their persistence and diffusion: external economies and “industrial atmosphere” (Becattini

et al. 2009). Though they have changed over time, they have been noted because of their

success as well as, sometimes, for the excellent reputation of some product-place associa-

tions and specialisations, for example the “Prosciutto di Parma”.

According to Becattini et al. (2009) and Porter and Ketels (2009), clusters and

MIDs are neither synonyms nor concepts conceived in same scientific context or

with reference to identical economic and societal environments, although they have

“common roots”.
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Coming from a business strategy approach (Porter 1998) to understand the deter-

minants of competition, Porter and Ketels (2009) define clusters as “geographic ag-

glomerations of companies, suppliers and service providers, and associated

institutions in a particular field, linked by externalities and complementarities of vari-

ous type” (2009:172). These authors consider them “by design, a broader concept and

a more general one” (2009:182) than MIDs, which are instead considered as “one type

of a cluster”.

Conversely, Becattini’s MIDs are defined as “socio-territorial entities charac-

terised by the active presence of both a community of people and a population

of firms in one naturally and historically bounded area with a dominant industrial

activity” (Pyke et al. 1990, cit. in Porter and Ketels 2009:172). Becattini adds,

however, that “the population of firms and the related market institutions are

only one, though central, part of it” (Becattini et al. 2009: xviii) and consequently

clusters are considered only the industrial core of a more complex district

process.

For the purpose of this paper, it is worth underlining one significant difference and

some essential, common key points.

While the concept of MIDs is strictly related to industrial manufacturing sectors

as well as to a system of small-medium enterprises, the notion of cluster is “by de-

sign” recognised in any production or services sector (Porter 1998). So agricul-

tural clusters are identified in rural regions, are studied with the same

methodological approach and are involved in identical considerations about their

role in the value chain and about public policies (Porter 2003; Porter et al. 2004;

Feser and Isserman A. 2009). Instead, justifying the translation of the MID con-

cept to agriculture has required great efforts on the part of Italian researchers, as

discussed below.

In any case, both converge on these issues: i) the core of the theoretical frame-

work rests on a few basic conceptual nodes: the proximity (spatial dimension) of

companies and institutions, interrelated in vertical, horizontal and diagonal ways,

allows for better organisation of the value chain (business dimension); more added

value is provided by a special local mix of externalities resulting from (in MID ter-

minology) industrial atmosphere or (in cluster terminology) business environment

(socio-economic dimension); ii) both put at the core of their conceptual construc-

tion the strategic function of the relationships between companies, local institu-

tions in a wide sense, and the governance mechanisms for better management of

those relationships; at the same time both recognise the twofold presence of an in-

ternal (local) network as well as of an external network, each playing an important

role in the district process (network and organising dimension); iii) both are posi-

tively correlated with local development processes and not only to the growth of

the enterprises involved; iv) for both, researchers have addressed policy recom-

mendations aimed at supporting their growth and the development of the place/

region where they are located (policy dimension).

So, clusters and MIDs are recognised in many countries which have introduced spe-

cific policies.

In the discussion of the results we analyse how these basic components work to-

gether in the Italian regional patterns.
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Cluster policy approaches

Porter (2003) survey on economic performance of U.S. regions claims that regional de-

velopment policies have to be particularly attuned to traded clusters because of their

capability to support higher wages but also because they drive local employment and

affect regional economic performances. On the other hand, Feser and Isserman A.

(2009) found that rural clusters play an important role in the national value chain. They

maintained that public policies should support these clusters, not only to sustain rural

development but also to achieve an overall goal of regional and national economic de-

velopment. Still focusing on rural regions in the U.S., Porter et al. (2004) state the im-

portance of “cluster thinking” in rural economic development, remarking that policy

has to be set at local and regional level because of the heterogeneity of rural areas and

that community-based planning is needed. A “cluster-based approach” is thought es-

sential for involving the private sector, and an “overarching organisational structure”

for economic development is deemed helpful to coordinate and drive the process.

However, they note, the role of institutions in a wider sense in the process of economic

development in rural areas requires further research to be better understood.

In many European countries cluster policies - including industrial district policies -

have existed since the 90s. They have been addressed to systems of small and medium

enterprises in various production sectors, as well as to networks in the cluster, either

for developing them or sometimes for using a “cluster lens” to boost other instruments

e.g. for innovation processes or regional development. An Oxford Research (2008)

found it difficult to identify a clear pattern among the 27 countries investigated. The

complex nature of a cluster entails that cluster policies are complex too, given their

multiple dimensions and the multiple actors involved in the process of programming

and implementing the policies. An important reason for this is that the structural pol-

icies of the European Union have come to be delivered through multi-level governance

processes involving both local actors and, vertically, more distant subjects and adminis-

tration levels. Meanwhile, principles of subsidiarity and proportionalitye. were entering

the political and legal systems and processes of decentralisation towards the most per-

ipheral levels of administration were occurring in many countries, Italy included.

Borràs and Tsagdis (2008) recognised five types of cluster policy, ranging from three

top-down types that aim to create clusters from scratch (‘creationist’) or to support

them without encompassing a bottom-up process (‘narrow’ and ‘top-down’), to the two

more complex types: the ‘evolutionary’ one that considers clusters tend to evolve in a

cumulative and gradual way and policy is embedded in the network which shapes the

direction of these changing dynamics, and the ‘network’ policy. The latter is based on

multi-level governance because it recognises that the role of public authorities is

inscribed into a relationship between private and public actors in the territory where

they try to solve problems collectively. ‘Network’ policy is confident not only regarding

success by public authorities but also the strength of the network.
And other related policies for rural areas in Europe

In European rural areas some other policies have been implemented that involve the con-

cepts of cluster and districts, in their approaches based on the concept of network, terri-

torial value and governance, and their focus on innovation in the rural environment. In
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this paper we consider only policies for qualifying agriculture and agro-food products and

on LEADERf. programmes and methods. Although not cluster-specific, these policies have

played a specific role in the integrated mix of main policies implemented in those areas,

especially with reference to the rural districts and the quality agro-food districts which

have developed in Italy, as further discussed below.

Stemming from the 1988 reform of structural funds, several LEADER programmes

have developed continuously, undergoing various adjustments and growing in import-

ance in the scope of rural policies, until they became integrated in rural development

programmes in the past and in the current period. This was done without changing the

basic methodological principle to which the specific ‘LEADER added value’ is attrib-

uted: bottom-up approach, territorial and integrated approach to rural development,

public-private partnership in local action groups (LAGs), territorial networking and

transnational cooperation to stimulate rural innovation processes. In other words,

LEADER is a “network policy” in the sense that it looks at different types of networks

with a multi-purpose intent. Firstly, at the ‘social’ network, which addresses the intan-

gible factor of development through reinforcing the sense of local identity of the rural

population, as well as the external image of the territory. This boosts marketing of local

products (Ray 1998), because in LEADER a thread connects the sociological entity

‘community’ and the geographical entity ‘territory’ “that can be linked with an identifi-

able cultural heritage and identity” (Lee et al. 2005:275), as can the socio-economic en-

tity ‘social capital’. Secondly, the ‘horizontal’ network, as Murdoch (2000) put it, “linked

to more general and also non-agricultural processes”, which aims at integrated develop-

ment of rural economy in a defined area. Thirdly, the ‘vertical’ network, which links ac-

tors of a specific area because of their involvement in the agro-food sector (Murdoch

2000).

Governance is therefore a fundamental process for the success of this policy, which

has often attracted criticism about its capability to concretely and effectively achieve

the prefigured added value (European Court of Auditors 2010).

For several years voluntary certification schemes have been in use in Europeg. offering

protected status to foodstuffs with a certified local identity. This is a mechanism for

adding value to such foods, thereby aiding local economies and supporting to some ex-

tent rural development (Tregear et al. 2007). In these policies too, it is the role of net-

work and governance that is interesting for our purposes. Regarding the designation of

origin supply chains (filière) Perrier-Cornet and Sylvander (2000) focus, firstly, on the

development of collective strategies through coordination by filière actors in various

ways. The aim of these strategies is to gain a collective, competitive advantage linked to

a specific place and shared ways of working and traditions. This advantage depends on

quality territorial revenue (Pecqueur 2001; Mollard 2001). Secondly, they discuss the

more complex territorial strategies developed using various mixes of sectorial and terri-

torial governance related to different degrees of territorial anchorage of the supply

chains.

The overlap seems self-evident between the two types of European policies directed

at farms and agro-food business supply chains, which sometimes may be spatially

concentrated in local systems, if not coinciding with a recognised district. Sforzi and

Mancini (2012), however, suggest it is worth bearing in mind the difference between a

‘simple’ localised agro-food system (Courlet and Pecqueur 1992) and a district, which
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implies a socioeconomic process (local community involvement) that is not present

in the former.

Finally, worth mentioning is comparative research (Pacciani and Toccaceli 2014;

Toccaceli 2014) into some case studies in several European member states, seeking to

identify methodological analogies between DAs and other instruments developed to

manage rural governance. This found considerable similarities with the French con-

trat de Pays (Toccaceli 2012:28) and the functioning of the collectivités territoriales

(Rouger 2014), as well as with other systems in Belgium (Collignon 2014) and

LEADER-based experiences in Spain (Gallego Moreno 2014).
DAs in the debate by Italian agricultural economists

In Italy the MID notion began to be applied to the agricultural sphere from the end of the

‘80s, as a result of contamination between industrial and agricultural economists (Angeli

2000), in a context both of visible change in agricultural structure and of progressive differ-

entiation of production in the countryside. Meanwhile, European rural development policy

started to be formulated with the European Commission’s communication “The Future of

Rural Society” (Commission of the European Communities 1988). In Italy, Iacoponi (1990)

beganh. by putting the question as simply an extension to agriculture of the Marshallian

district concept re-elaborated by Becattini (1987, 1989) for Italian industrial districts.

However, the debate soon became an occasion for rethinking (and disputing) the

comparison between “two opposite economic paradigms*i.” (Iacoponi 1990; Cecchi

1992; Becattini 2000 and Becattini 2001; Iacoponi 2001): the neoclassical and the dis-

trictual. As a result, the “systemic” stream of economic agricultural thought was revis-

ited, deriving from the “territorial” approach (De Benedictis 2000; De Filippis 2000,

Fabiani 2000; Angeli 2000; Musotti 2001a) observing that “the reality was beginning to

escape the theory*” (Favia 2000). But only some agricultural economists were willing to

welcome the ‘district’ paradigm, so limited but essential contributions referring to the

notion of agricultural district were produced.

Iacoponi (2001) considered the paradigm of the industrial district proposed by

Becattini to be composed of two core concepts, interacting dynamically in the local

district system: the production-organisational (typically Marshallian) and the socio-

economic (typically Becattinian). Such an artificial separation is useful in neatly clari-

fying the different notions of districts in agriculture: the agro-industrial district and

the agricultural district, both related to the production-organisational approach (Iacoponi

1990, Cecchi 1992); and the rural district that better reflects the socio-economic approach

(Romano 2000; Iacoponi 2002).
The notions of agricultural district and agro-industrial district

Iacoponi based his assessment of the compatibility between industrial and agro-industrial

districts on a theoretical elaboration aimed at reconnecting the company-oriented

economic approach typical of economic agrarian tradition, with the “contribution of

the modern theory of the firm and developing it in such a direction as to include pro-

duction systems organised at the local level*” (1990:711). According to an integrated

vision of agriculture (Casati 1988) he took into account the overall production struc-

tures of agriculture and observed that only few farms are autonomous from an
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organisational point of view (1990). All the others are integrated either into the gen-

eral economic system of the territory, or into the agro-industrial system. In the latter

case, depending on the agribusiness structure, integration can be either at the level of

the local system of enterprises (agricultural district), or at the level of product market

(supply-chain integration), or at the level of the local system of firms and product

markets (agro-industrial district). As an example of agro-industrial district Iacoponi

cited the case of Parmigiano Reggiano.

Cecchi accepted Iacoponi’s idea and elaborated it with more attention to the

farms’ territorial value. He therefore argued that: “The designation of agricultural

district has to be found in the centrality of agricultural production: that is, it must

be able to identify local agriculture as the “engine” of a district; so even in the

presence of agro-industrial activities, the latter exists and thrives because it repre-

sents a processing of local agricultural products*” (1992:96). As an example of agri-

cultural district he cited the Chianti wine district. He then goes on to provide a

definition of agro-industrial district, which is when “the main distinguishing elem-

ent is represented by the fact that the processing industry will use mainly agricul-

tural products from outside the district itself*” (1992:97). The example referred to

is the Po milk chain, which (evolving from an agricultural district) transforms milk

mainly from external sources.
The notion of rural district

The rural district is analysed in relation to the various forms of socio-economic or-

ganisation that can characterise local systems in the countryside (Montresor 2000;

Romano 2000; Forleo 2000). This covers not only areas where agricultural production

is prevalent, but also local systems of rural development or peri-urban areas where

production differentiation has not occurred (Cecchi 2000) or agro-districts and, lastly,

rural districts. Cecchi described patterns of farm integration into the overall system of

the territory, where the development of economic organisation solutions has en-

hanced the contextual knowledge and the capabilities of cooperation and social inte-

gration of local actors. He therefore distinguished “the districts of the areas of

agricultural specialisation from those of rural local systems*” (2000:125).

Consequently, rather than connect the rural to the Marshallian district, according to the

basic principles set out by Becattini (2000), Cecchi uses the “district approach” to separate

social processes from economic ones. He thus highlights their specific contribution to and

support of production differentiation of the countryside and sees the consolidation of the

rural economy as having a plurality of economic activities rather than a predominance of

agriculture. On this basis, he asserts that the possibility of identifying rural districts rather

than agro-industrial districts is “more likely”, although it is not easy to “perceive” a rural

district because of the greater “physical distance between people and businesses”

(2000:128). He thereby underlines how the spatial concept of proximity is changeable in

the rural context and very different from the industrial one, especially in relation to MIDs.

Iacoponi, on the other hand, states that “the hypothesis that rural development is a local,

sustainable, integrated and endogenous development leads us to the concept of the rural

district, which is derived from the concept of industrial district (Becattini 1987; Bellandi

1987) and agro-industrial district (Iacoponi 1990; Fanfani and Montresor 1998;
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Cecchi 1992; Favia 1992).*” (2002:74). Following Becattini’s approach, he distinguishes

firmly the notion of rural district from the weaker notion of a geographically significant

network, because the first “is a strengthening and intensification of relations historically

settled in the territory thanks to agriculture and activities related to them*” (2000:76). In

fact, he notes that the main character of a rural district is the ability to provide districtual

synergies for the economic activities of small and medium enterprises which have a spor-

adic presence in the territory, where “the community market and the atmosphere of the

rural district can perform the miracle of integrating the ‘missing branches’ of the local

economy.*” (2002:75–76), So Iacoponi highlights the basic socio-economic engine of the

rural district.

Both scholars wrote taking as reference the case of the rural district of Maremma

(Pacciani 1997; Pacciani 2002a and Pacciani 2003; Belletti and Marescotti 2004 and

Belletti and Marescotti 2010; Pacciani and Toccaceli 2010; Toccaceli 2012) promoted

by Pacciani in 1996. Pacciani bypassed the scientific debate to enter the experimental

and operational dimension oriented towards planning and implementation of the

rural district, in its first prototypal form. His approach was independent of the idea

of “transposing” the notion of industrial district to agriculture. Rather, he reworked

and combined certain elements in the political and cultural debate of the ‘90s, in-

cluding the gradual strengthening of European rural development policy and local

development support (De Rita and Bonomi 1998) to be pursued through specific

instruments of negotiated planning (CNEL 1999; De Meo and Nardone 2002).

Pacciani’s contribution (Pacciani 2002b) is particularly significant because he sug-

gested a conceptual link between the rural district and LEADER, just as strong as (if

not stronger than) the one with Marshallian industrial districts.

For the economists mentioned above, it is self-evident that the overlap of the con-

cepts of local and rural development in the notion of rural district is strictly linked to

all the new functions of agriculture (economic, environmental and socio-cultural). Later

both Quality Agro-Food Districts (DAQ) and Rural Districts (DIRU) came to be

considered a positive response to the rapid development of globalisation (Tinacci

Mossello 2002) which is pushing for the relocation of many industrial districts (Corò

and Grandinetti 1999). DAs, by contrast, as a “nemesis of history” (especially quality

agro-food districts, see De Rosa and De Vincenzo 2002:14), react by putting in place a

strategy deeper rooted in the territory, conducted by enhancing typical products and

multi-functionality of agriculture.
The political approach in Italy

Pacciani defines the rural district of Maremma “a complete implementation of the Cork

Declaration*”, introducing it into the agrarian-economic debate as a “development

model and method of governance*” in rural areas (Pacciani 2003:48). In this sense, the

rural district was also taken into account by the government.

With his formulation, Pacciani offers a response to the policy issues raised by

Iacoponi and Cecchi. Iacoponi (1990) believes that the Common Agricultural Policy

(CAP) should strengthen existing districts and encourage the growth of those new

ones. Cecchi considers that regulatory measures will be perceived differently, as if

through “filters”, in different places and this implies the existence of a local demand
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for policies that should find a “strong political mediation, implemented on the basis

of territorial articulation” (1992:88).

The issue of how such mediation may legitimately be conducted, although noted, was

left open while in practice the rural district as a “method of governance” was already

providing some local responses.

In 2001 the economic debate was bypassed by government intervention placing

the DAs in the context of legislation regarding modernisation of agriculturej.. This

regarded DAs as new tools for increasing competitiveness of the primary sector ac-

cording to European guidelines for reviewing the CAP and rural development

policy.

Because of its pragmatic aim, the government only partially followed indications aris-

ing from the scientific debate, rather considering pilot experiences autonomously oc-

curring in Maremma and Piedmont (Toccaceli 2012).

The government was particularly driven by the progressive intertwining of legisla-

tion on industrial districts and negotiated planning, whose applicability was extended

to all sectors, including agriculture, thus opening the door to district legislation in

that sector (Albisinni 2010, 2011a and Albisinni 2011b). In the legal rationale, in fact,

the DAs – and particularly the rural districts - were also taking on a second, but not

secondary, meaning as tools for supporting local development of rural areas.

The news was not welcomed unreservedly by a part of the scientific world. Although

extensive preparatory work had been carried out, the final text does not appear to have

fully taken it into account and Musotti (2001b) observed that this law would scarcely

help in identifying and properly “recognising” the district situation.

The controversy highlighted a misconception that was implicit in national law and

that was to become increasingly more evident in the regional laws. Economic theory

had studied those districts that had formed spontaneously, therefore the law should en-

able their recognition. Instead, in a ‘creationist’ interpretation – well evident in several

regional laws – the DAs were to become subjects to be set up for implementing pol-

icies at local level.

In this blurry legislative context, the Regions have made and are still making very dif-

ferent choices about timing, as well as about the definition and aims of DAs and the

rules of implementation to be adopted.
The DAs in National and Regional legislation

Because DAs refer to a composite regulatory framework that was created over a

twenty-year period, a “reconstructive reading” (Albisinni 2010) was needed to evaluate

the complexity of the phenomenon and the political intentions behind it. Bearing in

mind that interest in DAs in Italy ran parallel to the evolution of European rural

development policy, the succession of national regulatory interventions might be seen

as falling into three periods, corresponding to different political and economic

approaches. (See Table 1).

The first period corresponds to the years between the first law on industrial districts

in 1991 and the Law of Orientation of 2001. At this stage, the action of the government

was inspired by the constant intertwining of the initial scientific debate on industrial

districts and the possibility of their extension to agriculture, the progress of the



Table 1 Evolutionary path of the European and Italian regulations referring to the DAs and related definitions

EU political references Italian National laws Legal notions Definitions

C.I LEADER (1988–2006) 1991-2001 First law on industrial
districts

Industrial Districts Law 317/91
art.36 para.1

Local territorial areas with high concentration of small enterprises, with particular
reference to relationship between presence of enterprises and resident population, as well
as to production specialisation of enterprises as a whole.

Regulation of negotiated
planning

Negotiated planning L. 104/1995 Regulations agreed between public entities, or with competent public entity, and party or
parties, public or private, for implementation of different interventions related to a unique
development purpose that requires comprehensive assessment of activities pertaining to it.

EU Rural development policy 1998 Del. CIPE Applicability of negotiated planning to rural, agricultural and fisheries districts

Second law on industrial
districts

Local productive systems (LPS)
Law 140/99 art.6 para.8

Homogeneous productive contexts with high concentration of industrial enterprises and
specialisation of business systems

The Orientation Law Rural districts Legislative decree
228/2001 art.13 para.1

Local production systems referred to in Article 36, paragraph 1, of Law of 5 October
1991 n. 317 [see first row above] and subsequent amendments with homogeneous
identity from a historical and territorial point of view arising from integration
between agricultural activities and other local activities, as well as production of
goods or services of particular specificity, consistent with traditions and natural
and territorial vocations.

Quality agro-food districts
Legislative decree 228/2001
art.13 para.2

Local production systems, including interregional, with significant economic presence
and productive interrelationship, and interdependence of farms and agri-food enterprises,
and one or more certified or protected products in accordance with applicable
Community or national regulations, or from traditional or typical products.

LEADER AXIS (2007–2013) 2002-2008 The Finance Law 2006 Productive Districts Law
266/2005 art.1 para.366

Free combinations of enterprises articulated territorially and functionally, aiming at
enhancing development of areas and sectors, improving effective organisation and
production, according to principles of vertical and horizontal subsidiarity, also identifying
ways of working with entrepreneurial associations.

Freely accessible by industrial companies, services, tourism and agriculture and fisheries.

2008-2013 Business networks and
network contracts

Business network L.133/2008
art.6bis

Free aggregations of single production centres cohesive in unitary development of
industrial policies, also in order to improve their presence in international markets

Extension of LEADER method
to ESI FUNDS

2014-2020 What role for the DAs?
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negotiated planning experience (Adornato 2005; Pacciani 2003; Albisinni 2011a) and

the acknowledgment of some pilot experiments.

The early definition of industrial district (Table 1) well represents the basic compo-

nents of the scientific notion in the spatial, business and social dimensions. It is limited

to the industrial sector and only thanks to the formulation of the local production sys-

tem notion did it pave the way for the extension of the district into different areas, such

as rural, agro-food and fisheries. Similarly, in that period, negotiated planning instru-

ments were being extended to cover agriculture and fisheries, services and tourism.

The concept of negotiated planning explains the purpose of the first tools used by the

DAs and allows us to appreciate the coherence of the two approaches.

At the same time, with negotiated planning, it became evident that the local approach

required the establishment of a new kind of governance and specific tools to bring to-

gether different levels of public administration and public with private bodies. These

tools must have the sole purpose of identifying specific solutions to sustain strategic

projects supporting endogenous development and employment. In the wake of these

measures, the Law of Orientation in agriculture introduced two distinct definitions for

rural and quality agro-food districts, while maintaining a strong link with the basic con-

cept of Local Production Systems (LPS), defined as “the homogeneous productive con-

texts characterised by both a high concentration of industrial enterprises and the

specialisation of business systems”. These LPS “characterised by homogeneous identity

from a historical and territorial point of view, arising from integration between agricul-

tural activities and other local activities, as well as the production of goods or services

of particular specificity, consistent with traditions and natural and territorial vocations”

are qualified as Rural Districts (DIRU). The definition of Quality Agro-food Districts

(DAQ), on the other hand, is given to those LPS “even interregional, characterised by

significant economic presence and production interrelationship, and by interdependence

of farms and agri-food enterprises, and by one or more certified or protected products in

compliance with applicable Community or national regulations, or by traditional or

typical products”. Without contesting Musotti (2001b), one may observe that these def-

initions more or less mirror the main terms of the scientific debate.

In the second period (2002–2008) Italian law continued to mature intentions and

purposes. The first decade of the adoption of districts and negotiated programming

tools had responded to the objective of increasing employment by supporting endogen-

ous local development processes. In the next period, attention reverted to focussing

primarily on support for districtual firms in their processes of innovation, rationalisa-

tion of production, supply chain and internationalisation. So in the 2006 finance law

the definition of ‘district’ was revised and reworked in terms of “free association of

undertakings*”.

This new approach opened the way to a season of measures aimed at expanding the

range of administrative, fiscal and credit incentives and benefits in favour of district en-

terprises, finally assimilating and equalising all the different types (and also industrial

and agricultural districts) in this new notion. It is worth underlining that this is the

sole, albeit important, new feature. In moving from the former to the latter definition

of district, the government changed political approach, placing more emphasis on the

role of entrepreneurial and private initiative than on that of the State. Nonetheless, pol-

itical discussion about districts changed much more than did the legal approach. In fact
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the legal definition of production district included – albeit unnecessarily - explicit ref-

erence to the two principles of subsidiarity, thereby reconfirming the reciprocity as well

as the cooperation necessary between private and public initiatives. In other words, the

introduction of this new definition was justified more by general political aims than by

a new economic policy stance.

Moving forward in the wake of the political approach above, the third period - in

2008 - saw the first regulation of business networks, which were defined as free aggre-

gations of “single production centres” having the network contract as a specific tool.

The network is an important element of the wider category of “institution” and is a

basic node in the district conceptual framework very significant for the policy approach

(Borràs and Tsagdis 2008), from a scientific point of view. It may therefore be consid-

ered a more focused tool for strengthening the formation of the business network,

spontaneously created by firms, thanks to face-to-face interaction, or informal deals or

private contracts. Instead, in the political approach, this intervention is deemed the

right way of meeting the need for a simpler and faster tool than the district, recognising

the changing requirements of mature industrial districts that have significantly changed

their relationship with their territory and the local dimension, because companies have

adopted delocalisation strategies to better compete in the global market. Rather, DAs

and networks should be considered different but integrable instruments.

Over time the government has reformulated several different notions of district in its

successive acts without repealing the preceding ones. The Regions are thus able to

choose from these notions or mix them according to their own aims and approaches

and nowadays they have become a tangled stratification of multiple definitions.

In fact, each Region has regulated the DAs differently (Toccaceli 2012: 58), often cre-

ating a path towards the formula deemed best for its objectives through subsequent in-

terventions designed to respond to multiple pressures - either the changing economic

and political scene, or precise requests from the territories concerned to create a spe-

cific district or in order to respond swiftly to the flurry of initiatives from the govern-

ment. For example, following the 2006 Finance Law, ten Regions have enacted laws on

DAs, either introducing them from scratch or adapting existing rules to create the con-

ditions for access to new benefits introduced, so as to ensure maximum support to

businesses in the Region. Moreover the Regions, far beyond the simple “implementa-

tion” of national provisions, have generated a lot of new types of district, e.g. the “sup-

ply chain districts” introduced by Lombardy.

Consequently, the overall picture is a heterogeneous image, changing over time,

which well reflects the constant and fervent work of the Regions, unceasing and still

ongoing, so it is not easy to order such a miscellany.

Therefore, in order to compare regional patterns, it was first of all necessary to iden-

tify a truly common concept of DA, highlighting the economic mechanisms actually in-

volved, but taking a different approach than the political and juridical ones.
Method
Reconstructing the conceptual framework from a historical, economic and legal stand-

point was essential in order to correctly fix the baseline upon which to found a survey

on a national scale.
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The scope of the survey was limited to the DAs set up in those Regions with a law in

force and desk research focused only on the DAs recognised by them.

The methodology is articulated in two phases. The first phase deals with the desk research

into the DAs to define their main common features on a national scale, to show how the

basic economic mechanisms of the notion of ‘district’ were designed by the Regions. The

second phase deals with an analysis of the possible integrated role of the DAs in the coming

programming period.

The desk research is sub-articled, referring to the different objectives: on one hand, to cre-

ate an updated map of the recognised DAs, on the other hand, to carry out a critical analysis

of the complex of regional laws to clarify the very notions of ‘district’ used by Regions. The

latter objective aims to better highlight how the basic economic mechanisms are shaped by

the regions and whether their functioning is effectively ensured. Final considerations on

these outcomes guided us to the methodological approach, thanks to which a common

notion of DA is proposed.

As information about DAs in Italy is not collected, nor immediately accessible, the

data used to build Figure 1 came from the official regional sources of information and

from examination of the main bibliography on the subject.

All regional regulation since 1990 was collated and critically examined in order to

learn the essential elements for developing a scheme usable for conducting comparative

analysis of such complex regulatory frameworks (Toccaceli 2012: Appendix). Following

this, we were able to highlight the few key elements of each law: the juridical definition

of district elaborated or used (derived from those offered by the national laws) and the

typologies covered; the purposes attributed to the law; the requirements for identifying

DAs and the procedures for their recognition; the organisational models developed to

regulate the relations between the different actors involved in districtual dynamics; how

projects are planned and financed; how the interventions are monitored.

Critical reflection has suggested considering the juridical issue of clarifying and reducing

to a strict number the possible DA typologies, separately from the economic question.

In order to illustrate the connection between the basic economic mechanisms of the district

notion and how the Regions have shaped and implemented this mechanism, the overall con-

ceptual framework has been split into its basic components. These are the spatial and value

chain dimension, which together represent the economic engine and network making and

governance, which together represent the socio-economic engine. All components, of course,

work together producing external economies and business environment and generating

growth both for businesses and for the Regions where they are located. Finally, there is the

political dimension. In this analysis, any external economies generated are the outcome –and

even the aim - of a good regulation, rather than an element directly susceptible of regulation.

The spatial and the value chain dimensions in regional legislation are shaped

through the choice of how to identify DAs, which relate to localisation and

concentration of activities, as well as to their specialisation and interconnection in

an organised value chain.

The manifold nature of institutions involved in the district process, as well their re-

lationships, are again outlined through the governance requirements for identifying

DAs, as well as in the rules that prefigure a large number of organisation patterns. It

is worth underlining that mostly the local network is regulated, perhaps intending a

too ‘localistic’ conception of the district, as better analysed below.



Figure 1 The DAs recognised by the Regions by typology (Source: own elaboration on Regions’
Official Journal and official web sites, updated to April 2013).
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The political component, albeit often deemed external to the conceptual eco-

nomic framework, in this kind of design is considered essential, because it is by

law that life in the districts is regulated. So this component is considered in the

sense of policy to be implemented on a local scale and is expressed through the

norms for regulating what kind of DA project may be accepted and how they may

be supported by public finance. From this analysis derived our methodological ap-

proach and the ‘methodological’ common definition of DAs, which is the milestone

for some general reflections about the possible future use of DAs.

In the second phase, this more general concept of DAs is compared with a critical

survey of the structural policies for 2014–2020, having regard to the extension of

LEADER methodology to all European and Structural Investment (ESI) Fundsk., as

well as to the increased attention paid by rural development policy to cooperation

among farms, including in the form of networks and clusters.
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Results and discussion
Findings from desk research into the DAs

– From the map to the rationalisation types of DAs created by the Regions

Under the legislation discussed above, over time sixteen Regions have recognised 82

districtsl. (Figure 1) in accordance with the restricted number of typologies examined

below (Table 2). The recognised DAs are either specialised, hence focused on a specific

agricultural or agro-industrial production often with a designation of origin, or non-

specialised (Table 3). For reasons given above, there is not a univocal correspondence

between typologies of districts and typology of specialisations. For example, some milk

and dairy product districts have been recognised as quality agro-food districts, others as

districts of the supply chain, others as production or industrial districts. More than half of

the DAs (44) specialise in the following sectors: fruit and vegetables (9) plant nurseries (7),

animal husbandry (6) wine (5), milk and dairy products (5), cereals, (3) fish (2), agro-

energy (2) food biotechnology (2) cork (1) coffee (1) and confectionery (1).

The other non-specialist DAs (38) focus (23) on a basket of integrated products and

services of the territory (Pecqueur 2001; Pacciani 2003; Belletti and Marescotti 2004) be-

cause of the awareness that the district -especially the rural district - determines an

overall enhancement of the territory (Iacoponi 2002; Pacciani 2003). Typical products

with designation of origin (Arfini et al. 2010) are usually at the core of that basket. This

classification does not coincide with that (9) named multi-product, which includes

those agro-industrial districts less concentrated on integrated action of territorial devel-

opment, even if focused on several typical products. Among the non-specialised you

see also some particular uses of DAs: reinforcing the rural economy of peri-urban areas

and getting better governance for managing their relationship with the city (e.g. the

rural district of Milan and the other three around the Milan metropolitan area); enhan-

cing the environment and focusing on forest heritage in the Pistoia Mountains in Tus-

cany. Non-specialised DAs are mostly rural districts, signifying correct use of this tool.

Hitherto, the Regions have recognised a huge number of designations and types of DA

for very different economic contexts and rural environments. Unfortunately it is not al-

ways understandable from regional laws or DA designations to which kind of juridical no-

tion they refer. So a deeper analysis is needed for correctly re-organising the types of DAs

created by the Regions, finding a first criterion to make the multifaceted universe of agri-

cultural districts more homogeneous. The more logical choice seemed to combine the

two criteria derived from legal bases: on the one hand, the basic subsequent notions of

local productive systems (LPS) and production districts (DP) to which regional laws refer;

on the other hand, the basic types of agricultural or industrial district. So all the district

types named by the Regions (summarised in Table 4) are reduced to basic typologies on

which we can now focus.
Table 2 DA typologies related to the main legal basis (Source: Toccaceli D. 2012:54)

Local Productive
System – (LPS)

Productive
districts - (DP)

Rural and Quality Agro-Food districts (DRAQ) DIRU DAQ DP_RU DP_AQ DIF

Industrial Districts (DIND) DINDA DP_A



Table 3 DAs recognised by the Regions by main production sectors (Source: own
elaboration)

DAQ DIRU DP_RU DP_AQ DIF DP_A DINDA Total

Non specialized Multi-product 1 8 9

Basket products-territory 6 11 4 2 23

Urban–rural 1 4 5

Forestry rural 1 1

Subtotal 6 13 8 2 0 1 8 38

Specialized Agro-energy 1 1 2

Food biotechnologies 2 2

Coffe 1 1

Cereals 1 1 1 3

Confectionery 1 1

Plant Nurseries 2 2 2 1 7

Fish 2 2

Milk and milk dairy products 1 1 2 1 5

Fruit and vegetables 3 1 4 1 9

Cork 1 1

Wine 2 2 1 5

Animal husbandry 3 3 6

Subtotal 9 3 0 0 8 16 8 44

Total 15 16 8 2 8 17 16 82
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Moreover, it should also be noted how the methodological link between LEADER and

rural districts (Belletti and Marescotti 2007) found expression in real life. Because

LEADER-eligible areas have the same general characteristic as those where rural districts

are recognisable, sometimes some LAGs planned to evolve into rural districts and did so.

This happened in two ways, either achieving recognition from their Region (e.g. the LAG-

rural district Serre Calabresi or the LAG Golem in Lombardy which led to recognition of

DIRU Franciacorta-Sebino-Valtrompia); or, where there were no regional laws, defining
Table 4 Regional criteria for identifying and recognising DAs (source: own elaboration in
Toccaceli 2012)

Indicators LPS DP

DINDA DAQ DIRU All types

Spatial
(concentration)

Statistical indicators
less restrictive than
those for Industrial
district

Homogeneous rural
identity of the territory

Statistical indicators

Territorial contiguity Territorial contiguity Territorial contiguity Wider areas also
without contiguity

Business
(specialization)

Specialised and
integrated supply
chains

Quality of agro-food
production

Economic importance
of the sector

Integrated supply
chains

Multi-sector integration Integrated supply
chains

Territorial integration Territorial integration

Innovation - Innovation

Governance Governance Governance Governance
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themselves or their planning target as a “rural district”. Examples of this are the LAG

“L’altraromagna” which in 2007/13 developed a local action plan for “the rural district

of biodiversity”, or several LAGs in the Sardinia Regionm.. Another example comes

from the Marche Region where the LAG Colli Esini designed the Rural District

Colli Esini as an innovative project to promote its territory. Reading their local ac-

tion planning documents, the idea emerges that the DIRU are deemed able to

boost the image and attractiveness of the area and re-create conditions of eco-

nomic value creation in a more integrated and stronger way. In some other cases

District and LAG paths are distinct but synergistically intertwined (e.g. the Quality

Agro-food district of Castelli Romani and Monti Prenestini).

– The DAs’ economic mechanisms shaped by the Regions
The spatial and business dimensions

Bearing in mind the evolutionary path along which the legal notion of DAs has evolved

over the years, modifying its relation to the scientific concept, this analysis shows how

the economic function varies for the different typologies.

The Regions have shaped these dimensions using a long list of criteria to identify

and legally recognise the DAs (Table 4). We discuss the four essential types of DA

identified, in chronological order and distinguishing the spatial indicators of proxim-

ity from the business indicators of businesses’ specialisation and concentration.

The first definition of industrial district, later discarded, based on the spatial di-

mension of “local territorial area”, hinged on the concept of local labour system

based on commuting elaborated by Sforzi (1987). It was identifiable thanks to a set

of statistical indicators signifying the concentration of enterprises, entrepreneurs

and workers in a very specialised sector which was really important for a certain

area.

Held to be too restrictive, after 1999, for the spatial identification of local production

systems (LPS), and consequently for agro-industrial districts (DINDA), some discre-

tional and qualitative criteria were added, in order to be able to include many more dis-

tricts that did not correspond to some of the statistical requirements.

For the rural and agro-quality food districts (DRAQ), the Regions elaborated a

rich array of criteria which strictly corresponded to the main points of their legal

definition. First, they specified two differentiated requirements: for the rural dis-

tricts (DIRU), a homogeneous rural identity of the territory as well as integration

between agricultural and other local activities; for the quality agro-food districts

(DAQ), the presence of quality or typical agro-food products with certified origin

as well as interconnection among farms and agro-food enterprises. They also speci-

fied two common requirements: the integration of the district’s enterprises with the

territory, expressed by the production of typical goods, representative of the terri-

tory and a well-organised mechanism of governance requested by each Region.

Again, there are some links between LEADER and DAs. For example, the Pied-

mont region has defined its requirements for rural districts as above, but said that

they are basically similar to the LEADER programme and cover the same rural

zones, so DAs are not recognised in that region to avoid ineffective overlapping.
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Like industrial districts, production districts (DP), to be recognised, must demon-

strate by a set of statistical indicators their economic relevance and vertical integration

of the supply chains. Also the capacity for innovation is required.

Without exception, all the Regions require evidence of governance requirements, that

is, a governance process and an effective partnership agreement in place.
Institutions, organisation and governance patterns (socioeconomic dimension)

The Regions have taken different political approaches (not part of this analysis, as men-

tioned above) in dealing with the wide category of institutions which may be public,

semi-public and private actors, also non-local, and their possible networks, which may

be formal, semi-formal or informal. The Regions have produced a broad range of possi-

bilities. To cite an example, Tuscany has a network approach, and its regulation is very

confident about the local network’s effectiveness, so there is little legislation about

governance. Conversely, a greater group of Regions that have an implicit top-down

approach have much more regulated and formalised partnership arrangements. This

group includes those Regions that have shaped DAs as effectively implementing rural

development policy, also conferring upon them funding.

Apart from this rough distinction, it is very hard to recognise any more detailed pat-

tern by which to organise the district’s bodies. More or less formalised, those bodies are

conceived for working on two basic functions: governance at local level, to identify aims

and draw up the project; and management, to implement the district project and strat-

egy. Considering these basic functions only, we can distinguish (Table 5) either a single

pattern for those Regions which envisage only one body (usually named District Com-

mittee) to carry out both functions for the district (in some cases the president of the

district is the representative); or a dual pattern, when two distinct bodies are planned,

one for each function. Under the 2006 Finance Law, some Regions have requested a

Representative of the district to be identified, charged with interfacing with the public

administration at various levels. In the dual pattern, this may be the person charged

with management functions, in the single pattern, when it occurs, it may be the district

committee or an addition to it. A different pattern is followed by Lombardy whose DAs

are composed entirely of enterprises, so the DAs are organised just by a District

Company. A legal form to constitute those bodies is established in some Regions with

various more specific requirements.

The very articulated, differentiated and complex procedures for promoting, consti-

tuting and sometimes formalising the governance process and partnership-forming

often require proof of the bottom-up character of this process, even when an implicit

desire for control is easily detected. This demonstrates a shared acknowledgement of

the importance of trusting in involvement of local and private actors for a successful

district.
The policy implementation dimension

Almost paradoxically, at least in relation to the conceptual framework, the Veneto and

Sicilia Regions consider the development of the district project one of the most import-

ant requirements for recognising a district. For them, the district practically coincides

with or is embedded in its project, as confirmed by the unique procedures for financing



Table 5 DA governance patterns: the bodies and their functions - Own elaboration of regional laws in force

Patterns Regions Governance functions Management functions Representation Legal form

Dual Veneto (DP) Every subject involved in the district (informal network) Pact Representative Representation mandate

Regional Board of Districts and meta-districts — —

Sicilia (DP) — Pact Representative Individual form

Regional Board of Districts — –

Piemonte (DAQ) District Desk Company of District Company form or associative

Calabria (DRAQ) District committee Company of District Company form

Lazio (DRAQ) District Committee Company of District Joint-stock company also consortium

A.P. of Trento (DIRU) - Valley Community -Committee of participation Agency — Not required

Single Friuli VG (DINDA) ASDI Consortium company

Abruzzo (DAQ) Company of District Capital company

Basilicata (DRAQ) District Committee — Not required

Liguria (DAQ) District Committee District President Not required

Puglia (DP) District Committee District President Not required

Company Lombardia (DP) — Company of District Company form

Network Toscana (DIRU) Coordinator — — Not required
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districts established by Veneto, described below. It is just an example, but one that says

something about the conception and the concrete expectations about this policy tool.

This brings us into the operational dimension, as the project (also called pact or plan

or programme) always has clearly expressed rules, for achieving the real aim of mobilis-

ing local resources towards innovative actions along medium-term pathways. In fact

“district project” invariably means a group of individual or collective projects, always

private enterprises, sometimes public too, together coherent with the main objective of

the strategy. Usually the project has to be ‘ready to be implemented’ so it has to include

feasibility studies and, when specific finance is provided, an economic-financial plan.

Some regional regulations require projects to be subscribed by all the participants in

the district, to assure their commitment to working together, to investing and (where

needed) to co-financing as agreed. In those cases the project becomes the object of a

binding contract.

Even if the procedures for elaborating the project are different, its elements (Table 6)

are always the same: a socio-economic analysis of the districtual area, the chosen objec-

tives and the strategy for achieving them, the partnership composition, a plan of action

and the financial plan. Monitoring, always prescribed, is not much stressed. The project

is evaluated and, if approved, financed by the Region.

So the project has three main features. It is always integrated, either in a vertical

way in the case of districts mainly focused on products and supply chain, or in a

horizontal way in the case of districts mainly focused on local development. It is

strategic, so in the specified time of three years (the same in all Regions) it focuses

only on the chosen strategic goal. It is programmatic in all those Regions which

finance, directly or not, the districts’ projects. In this case the districts are a

reference point for regional programming action. Finally, the project has usually

(but not always) bottom-up promotion, again indicating that generally the Regions

recognise that a good project - and its chance of success – requires good dialogue

among the actors. As a matter of fact, a number of Regions support the prepara-

tory actions for communicating the aims of the district and involving most of the

actors.

It is observed that the more or less implicit desire for control by the Regions over the dis-

trict’s actions is strictly related to the acknowledgement of a specific line of credit to the DA

project. The case of Veneto is emblematic, which provides a specific three-year credit line,

so that the DA’s actions, realisations and financial reports are always under regional control.

For financing, too, it is very hard to identify any pattern (Table 7), as every Region has

followed its own path regarding the procedures, juridical tools and the aspect to be

supported.

Regarding financing of projects, there are three specific ways. One is to use negoti-

ated planning tools. In other cases, a few Regions provide a specific line of credit within

the regional budget, so that recognising the district, approving the project and granting

funding may be contextual. Some other Regions reserve a share of the regional rural

development plan for DAs.

Sometimes DA projects are included in regional planning as specific actions to imple-

ment one or more policies, in an integrated way and following multiple aims (e.g. rural

development and environmental sustainability or enhancing firms’ competitiveness and

internationalisation and innovation processes).



Table 7 Regional choices regarding financing DA projects – own elaboration based on
regional laws in force

Regional support only to
preparatory actions

Negotiated
planning tools

Financial line of the
regional budget

Reserved share
of regional RDP

Friuli V.G. Friuli V.G.

Veneto

Lombardia Lombardia

Puglia Puglia

Sicilia Sicilia

A.P. Trento P.A. Trento

Lazio Lazio Lazio

Abruzzo Abruzzo

Liguria

Piemonte

Calabria Calabria

Basilicata Basilicata Basilicata

Toscana Toscana

Table 6 A comparison between DA project elements and CLLD strategy elements – own
elaboration

Elements DAs CLLD (Reg. UE 1303/2013)

Analysis Ex-ante analysis of situation in district (with
help of SWOT analysis), socio-economic
situation and situation of main productive
sectors.

(a) definition of area and population covered
by strategy;

(b) analysis of development needs and
potential of area, including an analysis
of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities
and threats;

Strategy Definition of strategic objectives and targets.
Identification of main lines of action and
innovative actions. Indication of expected
results.

(c) description of strategy and its objectives,
description of integrated and innovative
features of strategy and hierarchy of objectives,
including measurable targets for outputs or
results. In relation to results, targets may be
expressed in quantitative or qualitative terms.
The strategy shall be consistent with relevant
programmes of all ESI Funds concerned;

Partnership Identification of public and private
stakeholders involved in project and indication
of mode of their involvement (usually required
to form a legal entity)

(d) description of community involvement
process in development of strategy;

Planning Presentation of single initiatives proposed,
sometimes including initiatives of public nature,
such as infrastructure of service to the district.

(e) action plan demonstrating how objectives
are translated into actions;

Indication of feasibility of initiatives and reali
sation times

Monitoring Usually an annual report is requested. (f) description of management and monitoring
arrangements of strategy, demonstrating
capacity of local action group to implement
strategy and description of specific
arrangements for evaluation;

Financial plan Development of financial plan detailing share
of contribution required from Region (where it
provides direct financing with regional resources)
and financial commitments made by each
participant and sources of public (EU, national
and regional) funding identified.

(g) financial plan for strategy, including
planned allocation from each ESI Fund
concerned.
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In all events, most Regions consider coordinated use of existing policies to implement

the district project as the culmination of the district’s path.

The methodological approach to DAs

Having completed the desk research, we can summarise the main findings and attempt

to identify some logical consequences.

It may be generally stated that the Regions see DAs as supporting the competitive-

ness of agricultural enterprises and their innovation processes, strengthening the agri-

cultural and agro-food supply chains and opening them to international markets,

developing rural areas, protecting the environment and managing the relationship be-

tween city and countryside in peri-urban areas.

More specifically it may be observed that those aims are pursued in a differentiated

way, so that there is a range of variation in the understanding of DAs’ functions and ap-

plications. These range from the totally horizontal, conceived for aims of rural develop-

ment and environmental sustainability, to the totally vertical focused almost exclusively

on the competitiveness of farms and firms in the agricultural and agro-food supply

chains and their innovation processes. It is self-evident that this presumed assignation

makes more political than scientific sense. This misconception may have thus influ-

enced the correct use of this policy tool.

We have reduced the array of DA designations made by the Regions to four categor-

ies derived from the main legal basis, in order to obtain an initial criterion to proceed

with our analysis. Although useful, this criterion was not enough to read such a com-

plex phenomenon, e.g. for univocally linking any typology to a function or a way of fi-

nancing DAs.

Without exception, the Regions have established such a set of criteria as to allow the

development of the economic process, selecting districts with requirements of proxim-

ity, concentration and specialisation, coherently differentiating them in function of their

main orientation towards the horizontal or the vertical dimension.

We note a variety of approaches to network, ranging from the informal involvement

of multiple local actors. At the other extreme, the district coincides with the local part-

nership agreement, despite the fact that the operational solutions adopted for recognis-

ing and making operative the network are generally very complex and time-consuming.

This variety of approaches was our primary reason for attempting a methodological ap-

proach for finding a common basic definition of Italian DAs.

This impression is reinforced by the fact that a prerequisite for the recognition of

DAs and the basis of their successful functioning in all regional laws is the implementa-

tion of broad governance processes, mostly at local level.

To concretise the strategy, the highest aim of the DAs is developing and implement-

ing a medium-term project that is strategic and integrated. In most cases, it is also pro-

grammatic, in the sense that, in several Regions, DA projects become part of the

process of regional planning policy, so they are also considered as a source of input in-

formation for the purposes of policy planning, management and land use planning.

Finally, we note that all the Regions introduced monitoring of the application of their

own laws, although specific indicators of effectiveness are almost never mentioned. As

a result no data - no comparable data - are available to enable objective analysis and

deduction.
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This homogeneous method adopted by the Regions, despite differences and changes

of political vision and leadership, was possible because, as has been observed (Toccaceli

2012), the methodological approach defined by the law on industrial districts has

remained at the heart of all subsequent national legislation on DAs. Considering the

subsequent assimilation of all kinds of district, it has been pointed out that the govern-

ment has implicitly followed a methodological framework which remained constant

and neutral in regard to various economic sectors of application and economic objec-

tives, for which districts were prepared and used over time.

As a consequence, a methodological definition (see Figure 2) is proposed that quali-

fies DAs as a method of intervention at local level, based on a multi-level governance

dynamic (Commission of the European Communities 2001; Committee of the Regions

2009). This comprises the local partnership – established among districtual firms and

private and public local stakeholders and operating by a participatory method – which

formulates a strategy and develops innovative projects for enhancing the districtual

productive system. There is also a district representative, to dialogue with the Public

Administration at various levels, even if informally identified among the local actors of

the district. Through a specific juridical tool (in the form of a contract, e.g. the district

pact) the projects are included in higher-level programming tools, in application of the

principles of vertical and horizontal subsidiarity, so they are financed with public and

private sources and implemented. This definition focuses on the complex system of

relationships linking the different actors at local and also at higher level, where the pri-

vileged interlocutor is the Region, through which policies are passing as a result of the

national devolution process and application of the principle of horizontal and vertical

subsidiarity.

The district thus defined, because of the principles that animate it, is consistent with

post-2013 rural development policy, both for its participatory approach and for the
MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE PROCESS

PLANNING TOOL

LOCAL/
DISTRICT’S

ACTORS

UE, NATIONAL
GOVERNMENT, REGION

FINANCING

DISTRICT’S  STRATEGY

ACHIEVEMENT OF
DISTRICT’S  GOALS

HORIZONTAL
GOVERNANCE

PROCESSES

VERTICAL
GOVERNANCE

PROCESSES

LOCAL
DISTRICTS

PARTNERSHIP

Figure 2 The general methodological scheme of DAs (Source: Toccaceli D. 2012:46).
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local scale of intervention which is significant to implement European Structural and

Investment Funds, more so than in the past.
The DAs in the perspective of the 2020 European goals for agriculture and rural

development

At the time of Agenda 2000, rural and quality agro-food districts were established

within the context of a significant set of tools to modernise and strengthen Italian agri-

culture, in the face of new scenarios of increased exposure of firms to global competi-

tion. Two programming cycles later, Italian agriculture and rural territories still need to

be strengthened, including through new organisational solutions (Canali 2013:79) to

enhance their competitiveness.

More in general, in the period of Europe 2020 strategy, old and new challenges have

to be faced by means of the CAP and the rural policy, as well as the other ESI Funds

(De Castro 2010; De Castro et al. 2011; De Filippis 2012). These include food security

and food quality concerns generating great demands on food systems, environmental

concerns linked to the loss of biodiversity, landscape deterioration and the demand for

renewable sources of energy.

The EU has reinforced its strategic approach, linking all ESI funds under common

provisions and a set of guiding principles, the Common Strategic Framework (CSF), as

well as establishing eleven Thematic Objectives on which ESI Funds support should be

concentrated. The strategy is based on (among others) the principle of multilevel gov-

ernance and partnership. So, in utilising ESI Funds, every Member State is requested to

prepare a Partnership Agreement reached with the Commission and a broad national

partnership.

In the light of this new orientation of European policies and considering the compre-

hensive methodological definition of DAs, we can attempt to give a detailed answer to

our main research question. We asked ourselves whether and how DAs may be still

useful in new programming policies, with reference to structural policies, more in par-

ticular to rural development policy and with special attention to the relation between

DAs and LEADER method and programmes.

More so than in the past, the local level is key in implementing policy measures. Indeed

a specific chapter of the CSF Regulation is dedicated to community-led local developmentn.

(CLLD) which supports local strategies led by a Local Action Group (LAG) and thanks to

multi-fund financing. The device established by the EU is modelled on LEADER method-

ology so, analysing point by point the main features of CLLD, it is not surprising to find

great similarity between CLLD methodology and DA principles. The new possibility of car-

rying out integrated and multi-sectorial area-based development strategies and of support-

ing them by multi-fund resources is the most significant similarity and a new opportunity

for DAs too (especially for Rural Districts). In fact this new tool becomes more important

given the different types of rural territory, especially considering the wide-ranging ‘rural-

ities’ from remote to peri-urban rural areas. In the new context, there should not be a

dichotomy between urban and rural, rather a more proactive relationship. Starting anew

from their own endogenous potential, rural areas are called on to develop “smart

specialisation” based both on their territorial capital and local actors’ capability to act

together to put in place successful strategies.
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Focussing on rural development policy, the European agricultural fund for rural de-

velopment (EAFRD) contributes to achieving specific objectiveso. (agriculture competi-

tiveness, environment and rural territories development) following detailed prioritiesp.

in accordance with the CAP framework. So this Fund has established precise measures

which may be considered useful for DAs, or which may be more effectively imple-

mented where there is a “district atmosphere” and thanks to DAs. Within the EAFRD

framework, strong attention is paid to the role played by co-operationq., so the related

measure, reinforced and enlarged in comparison with the past and intended to stimu-

late innovation, is very complex and multi-purpose. In fact, the concept of innovation

is very broad and the possible forms of co-operation are highly articulated with respect

to the possible subjects involved, in order to respond to all the strategic objectives of

the fund: environmental, competitive and territorial balance (Table 8). For this paper’s

purpose, we note that co-operation can involve different actors from the food chain,

agriculture or forestry sectors, as well as producer groups, cooperatives and inter-

branch organisations. Co-operation may also be intended to “create clusters or net-

worksr. ”, even if they have to be “newly formed” and “commencing an activity that is

new to them”, in order to pursue the aim of innovation.

Support may also be given to the “implementation, in particular by groups of public

and private partners of local development strategies”s. adding it to the CLLD and limit-

ing it to EAFRD support. So it seems that many types of DA and DA project might be

covered by this measure, if Regional planning allows and provides for this.

Furthermore, a broad typology of cost is eligible and “where a business plan or an en-

vironmental plan or a forest management plan or equivalent or a development strategy

is implemented, Member States may grant the aid either as a global amount covering

the costs of co-operation and the costs of the projects implemented or cover only the

costs of the co-operation and use funds from other measures or other Union Funds for

project implementation”t., obviously avoiding any over-compensation. It should be

underlined that many different contexts and purposes can be adapted into the bundle

of this detailed and flexible measure. Also, DAs might strengthen their partnership or

renew their project for innovating, whether they are quality agro-food, or rural, or aim-

ing to manage relationships between rural and urban areas, or focused only on a single

product or food supply chain, considering that these tools depend on the good func-

tioning of multi-level governance. Generally speaking, it might be more effective in

those cases where governance pathways are already set out.

Finally, the multiple contact points between DAs and LEADER suggest two different

points.

On one hand, “district thinking” may suggest some indications about LEADER Pro-

grammes newly financed by EAFRD. The European Court of Auditors (2010), among

other more specific observations, pointed out that local action groups’ (LAGs) actions

were not well focused on local strategic objectives, and that the added value due to the

LEADER approach was not seen to be achieved. Even if those recommendations have

been taken into account by the European Commission and Member States to formulate

better rules to ensure those gaps will be filled, in practice, “district thinking” may be

useful in better concentrating local strategies, and resources as well, on the most active

value chains that may activate interactions among enterprises of all sectors or belong-

ing to a same value chain.



Table 8 The ‘bundle’ measure of co-operation in EAFRD, Reg. (UE) 1305/2013 Article 35
(2), referred to EAFRD general objectives Article 4 – (source: Toccaceli 2012:101)

Eafrd objectives article 4 Co-operation actions supported By Eafrd Article 35

(a) fostering the competitiveness of
agriculture

(a) pilot projects;

(b) the development of new products, practices, processes
and technologies in the agriculture, food and forestry
sectors;

(c) co-operation among small operators in organising joint
work processes and sharing facilities and resources and
for the development and/or marketing of tourism
services relating to rural tourism;

(d) horizontal and vertical co-operation among supply chain
actors for the establishment and the development of
short supply chains and local markets;

(e) promotion activities in a local context relating to the
development of short supply chains and local markets;

(b) ensuring the sustainable management
of natural resources, and climate action

(f) joint action undertaken with a view to mitigating or
adapting to climate change;

(g) joint approaches to environmental projects and ongoing
environmental practices, including efficient water
management, the use of renewable energy and the
preservation of agricultural landscapes;

(h) horizontal and vertical co-operation among supply chain
actors in the sustainable provision of biomass for use in
food and energy production and industrial processes;

(j) drawing up of forest management plans or equivalent
instruments;

(c) achieving a balanced territorial development
of rural economies and communities including
the creation and maintenance of employment

(i) implementation, in particular by groups of public and
private partners other than those defined in point (b)
of Article 32(2) of Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013, of local
development strategies other than those defined in
Article 2(19) of Regulation (EU) 1303/2013 addressing
one or more of the Union priorities for rural development;

(k) diversification of farming activities into activities concerning
health care, social integration, community-supported
agriculture and education about the environment and food.
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On the other hand, “LEADER thinking” may help to point out some strong and weak

points in DAs. Our research shows that DAs shaped by Regions are always conceived

as competitive development tools to enhance agricultural and agro-food assets and to

reinforce the local rural system, Thanks to our new-found methodological approach,

we can say that DAs, by design, have proved to be:

– A flexible method. Based on different and changing political inspirations, Regions have

adjusted the district tool to fit many different cases, given the high degree of

autonomy that now exists following extension of the LEADER method to ESI Funds.

– A homogeneous method. Though each Region was following its own purposes,

together they have inspired and contributed to formulating a methodological

pattern with common and homogeneous features.

– A stable structure for organising the local economy. The fact that all Regions ask DAs

to make updatable three-year projects indicates that DAs are designed as a stable

structure designed, in many cases, to become a constant reference point in the

programming of regional policies. It is true that the complex mechanisms required to

set up DAs may be so tiresome as to envisage the possibility of numerous failures or
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dropouts. However, the very amount of time spent in setting up DAs may be

considered a strong point if it means practising dialogue among local stakeholders.

So DAs can be regarded as a flexible device for policy delivery.

Conversely, the most evident weak point of DAs is that, more than ten years after the

Law of Orientation, it is still impossible to know more about the DA phenomenon

because there is no constantly updated information about regional choices, regional legal

sources or DAs actually operative, nor is there a regional system for monitoring DA

performance.

In comparison with the LEADER method one may evaluate DAs’ critical points, looking

at three “genetic” weaknesses:

– DAs do not form a network among themselves. So, within their own regulation,

they have neither territorial cooperation nor a place to exchange their experiences.

– Only some DAs can rely on a certain perspective of financial support, as successful

implementation of medium term planning is requested for this.

– They lack a monitoring system by third parties. Every Region has made monitoring

compulsory by law. But - especially in cases where the law already provides for a

regional non-financial line dedicated to the DA - there are no actual evaluations of

effectiveness of the method, nor even homogeneous surveys able to present more

generalised elements of assessment.

So, even if still an expanding phenomenon, the DA method lacks an evaluation system,

such as that of LEADER, to permit learning from mistakes and the updating itself, rather

than fostering ineffective consumerism of policy tools.
Conclusions
This article aimed to create the conditions for carrying out research on national

scale into DAs, starting from an unclear political, juridical and economic context.

Thanks to the “reconstructive reading” of the legal bases as well as of the concep-

tual economic framework, and to desk research into DAs shaped by regional laws,

we analysed how the basic components of the district conceptual framework were

elaborated by the different Regions in such a way as to ensure the conditions for

displaying the potential of the ‘district process’. Even if we could not identify a

specific pattern because of the different political approaches developed over time, a

methodological approach was found that allowed us to outline the DAs’ common

points and their economic mechanisms and to collect them into a general

definition.

On this basis, it was possible to develop a general reflection on the possible future

use and utility of DAs, integrating them into the coming programming period. At the

same time, some of these reflections on DAs may offer suggestions for other Countries

where the same regulation is in force. So, the chances for the coming years are linked

to different scenarios, whether the main purpose is either reinforcing weak and mar-

ginal rural systems or enhancing competitiveness of strategic supply chains. Two ways

are possible:
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– assimilating DAs and LAGs indicated for developing and implementing multi-fund

local strategies (CLLD). This depends on the success of DAs , i.e. whether DAs

emerge as an example of stable organisation of the local economy and good

governance or not.

– including DAs in the ‘bundle’ of the co-operation measure : constituting new

clusters and networks for the wide range of aims covered by the law; referring to

supported implementation by groups of public and private partners of local

development strategies.

These new opportunities would allow Regions to overcome some of the weaknesses

highlighted and have systems in place for standardised, constant monitoring and evalu-

ating in the medium term. Regions could also make use of the results of evaluation and

monitoring, which would be available for the first time; to improve DA methods, just

as the LEADER method was improved over time.

In conclusion we remark that this paper refers to the findings of the first survey of

DAs, developed on national scale. Although it contributes towards classifying some

early points, many questions remain open for further research.
Endnotes
a‘Region’ includes also the autonomous Provinces of Trento and Bolzano, which can

legislate just like a Region.
bLegislative decree 18 May 2001 n. 228 « Orientation and modernization of the

agricultural sector in accordance with Article 7 of Law 57 of March 5, 2001». Published

on G.U. n.137 of 15/6/2001 Ord. Suppl. n.149. Art.13 «Rural and quality agro-food dis-

tricts». It is also named ‘Orientation Law’ in analogy with the French ‘Loi d’orientation

agricole’.
cIn the following “DA” is used for generically indicating each type of district in

agriculture.
dA not exhaustive list of studies on regional case studies includes: Pacciani (2003),

Regione and Agenzia Regionale Servizi Sviluppo Agricolo (1999); Saraceno (1992);

Casati et al. (1999); Pacciani (2002b); Pacciani (2003); Belletti and Marescotti (2004);

Conti (2005); Aimone (2006); Toccaceli (2006); CNEL (2007); Fazio and Ricciardi

(2008); Gulisano et al. (2008); Hoffmann (2008); Marangon (2008a); Marangon 2008b);

Baldi and Casati (2009); Belletti and Marescotti (2010); Contò et al. (2010); Petrovich

and Manzoni (2010); Caré et al. (2010); Contò and La Sala (2011); Garofoli (2011);

Maizza (2010); Montresor et al. (2011); Tarangioli (2008); Tarangioli (2011);

Spampinato and Timpanaro (2012).
eJust defined in Article 5 of the Treaty on European Union, both were issued since

1992 in a declaration of Edinburgh European Council-
fLEADER is the acronym for: Liason Entre Actions de Développement de l’Économie

Rurale, that is “Links between actions for the development of the rural economy”.
gThree EU schemes promote and protect names of quality agricultural products and food-

stuffs: Protected Designation of Origin - PDO: covers agricultural products and foodstuffs

which are produced, processed and prepared in a given geographical area using recognised

know-how. Protected Geographical Indication - PGI: covers agricultural products and



Toccaceli Agricultural and Food Economics  (2015) 3:1 Page 29 of 33
foodstuffs closely linked to the geographical area. At least one of the stages of production,

processing or preparation takes place in the area. Traditional Speciality Guaranteed - TSG:

highlights traditional character, either in the composition or means of production.
hTowards the end of the ‘80s the contributions (1987 and 1989) where Becattini

systematizes the studies conducted on the industrial district of Prato and formulate the

paradigm of the industrial district were published. At that time, some studies were carrying

out on the contribution of agriculture to the determination of the pre-conditions for the

development of an industrial district (Cecchi 1988; Cianferoni 1990; Cecchi et al. 1991).
iHere and below the symbol “*” indicates our translation from italian.
jSee note b.
k‘ESI (European Structural and Investment) Funds’ are the European Regional Develop-

ment Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF), the Cohesion Fund, the European

Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and the European Maritime and

Fisheries Fund (EMFF), which operate under a common framework and work together in

a coordinated way according to common provision established by Reg. (EU) 1303/2013.
lUpdated to April 2013.
mE.g. The LAG “Rural district Barbagia-Mandrolisai-gennargentu-Supramonte” titled

its local development plan “toward the rural district” and the LAG “Shardana Lands”

titled “Path toward a sustainable rural district and for quality of life”.
nReg. (EU) 1303/2013 Article 2(19).
oReg. (UE) n. 1305/2013 Article 4.
pReg. (UE) n. 1305/2013 Article 5
qReg. (UE) 1305/2013, Article 35.
rReg. (UE) n. 1305/2013, Article 2(1,q) «“cluster” means a grouping of independent un-

dertakings, including start-ups, small, medium and large undertakings as well as advisory

bodies and/or research organisations - designed to stimulate economic/ innovative activity

by promoting intensive interactions, the sharing of facilities and the exchange of know-

ledge and expertise, as well as contributing effectively to knowledge transfer, networking

and information dissemination among the undertakings in the cluster».
sReg. (UE) n. 1305/2013, Article 35, (2,i).
tReg. (UE) n. 1305/2013, Article 35, (6).
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