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Abstract: Smart specialization strategies are a new EU approach to cohesion policy, meant to deliver
growth and development at EU national and regional level. Bearing in mind its focus on place-based
development strategies, this paper intends to shed some light on its appropriateness to tackle uneven
development and regional growth divergence. The paper showcases Spanish Extremadura growth
trajectory. Extremadura is a poor region in the European context that between 2008 and 2014 diverged
from the EU average, despite being eligible for EU funding as a convergence region by cohesion
policy. In the 2014–2020 programming period, there was a positive dynamic at the beginning, but
from 2017 onwards convergence stopped, which indicates that thematic and regional programmes
have not delivered results or have not compensated for higher growth level of other Spanish regions.
Moreover, research and innovation strategies for smart specialization (RIS3) seem to have limited
impacts on place-based economic transformation in less developed regions. From this example, the
suitability of the smart specialisation strategy as the core of cohesion policy in the programming
period is discussed. It concludes that this strategy is interesting for intermediate development regions
with some industrial base but does not seem appropriate as a convergence driver for poorer regions.

Keywords: regional development; EU cohesion policy; convergence objective regions; RIS3; 2008
crisis; Extremadura; Spain

1. Introduction

In the years following the financial crisis of 2008 and the planetary recession of 2009,
the convergence between the regions of the European Union came to a halt. A process
of divergence in development and well-being began that lasted until the middle of the
following decade. This happened even though cohesion policy is one of the policies that
absorbs the largest share of the joint budget of the EU Member States, whose priorities
in that period were focused on competitiveness and employment, following the Lisbon
Agenda.

The divergence between the NUTS2 regions of the EU—the scale for which its regional
development policy is designed and applied—in the period 2008–2014 is observed whether
the variation in GDP in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS)/inhab. (EC 2017, p. 5) or
the variation in an index composed of 11 economic, social and demographic indicators
(Madeira 2019, p. 202) is used as a criterion. In this article, we use these two measures
for the period 2008–2014 and only GDP PPS/inhab. for the period 2014–2019. In the first
period, regional divergence occurred with a territorial pattern in which less developed
areas of the South, and also Ireland, encompass most of the losing regions, while much
of the NUTS2 of the more developed countries in the Centre and North of the EU were
winners in relative terms in the same period (O’Brien and Leichenko 2003).
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This context affected several less developed regions covered by the Convergence
Objective of the European cohesion policy then in place, where development levels di-
verged from the average. Hence, the cohesion policy in force in the 2007–2013 period was
insufficient to prevent the divergence of the weakest regions from a socioeconomic point
of view in a context of acute crisis in Europe. This calls into question the appropriateness,
for these territories, of its strategy to promote competitiveness and employment, at least
during times of deep economic crisis.

The priorities of the 2014–2020 cohesion policy period are, in turn, based on the Europe
2020 growth and jobs strategy, which is grounded in the concept of smart specialisation
(EC 2010a). It was from this concept that the regional Research and Innovation Strategies for
Smart Specialisation (RIS3) were designed, whose rationale has several aspects in common
with the ideas of competitiveness and employment that were at the heart of cohesion
policy in the 2007–2013 period. As already mentioned, this approach to the European
regional policy has not prevented the divergence of poor regions during its term, so it is
important to understand the potential contribution of smart specialisation and RIS3 to the
convergence of less developed regions, from a theoretical point of view and in the light of
some outcomes already known.

Thus, analysing the concrete functioning of the competitiveness and employment
strategy of the 2007–2013 programming period in a Convergence Objective region and
understanding its positive aspects and its shortcomings helps to the understanding of the
suitability of RIS3 as leitmotiv of EU cohesion policy for the 2014–2020 period. This is
based on a perspective according to which one of the fundamental objectives of cohesion
policy is to ensure the convergence of the less developed regions. To do so, the example of
Spanish Extremadura is used, based on documentary and statistical sources and also on
fieldwork carried out in 2017, which included interviews with politicians and academics.
Additionally, to understand the general contours of the evolution of this region during the
following programming period, in which a RIS3 has been implemented under the strategy
for growth and employment, complementary statistical information is used, namely the
evolution of GDP PPS/inhab. until 2019, to give an idea of the success of convergence in
Extremadura, according to the criterion adopted in the cohesion policy itself.

Starting from the discussion of the concept of smart specialization and its suitability
as a basis for a regional development policy that includes the convergence objective (and
against the background of what has been learned from Extremadura’s trajectory since 2008),
the suitability of RIS3 as the centre of cohesion policy in the 2014–2020 programming period
is discussed and elements that should be considered in the design and implementation
of cohesion policy for the 2021–2028 programming period are provided. This period also
begins in a context of acute crisis, arising from the economic and social impacts resulting
from the prevailing EU strategy to counter COVID-19, which limited personal contacts
and therefore entailed the closure of important parts of economic activity for intermittent
periods.

In the following section, the theoretical basis of smart specialisation is presented and
RIS3 and its relation to territorial inequalities are discussed. In Section 3, the methodology
used is briefly presented. The socio-economic context in Extremadura, the impact of the
2008 crisis in the period up to 2014 and the evolution during the following programming
period based on RIS3 are addressed in Section 4. This is followed by a discussion of the
role of cohesion policy in the period 2008–2014 and of RIS3 until 2020. Section 6 presents
the conclusions and policy implications.

2. Growing Territorial Inequalities and the Logic of RIS3 in the Context of the EU
Cohesion Policy

The neoliberal globalisation prevailing since the last decades of the 20th century rein-
forced some forces acting towards divergence on a regional scale, as it is characterised by
the spatial agglomeration of economic activities (Vale 2012; Rodríguez-Pose and Crescenzi
2008). In the EU, as of 2010 there was also a clear trend towards a strong North–South
divergence (Hadjimichalis 2018; Hadjimichalis and Hudson 2014; Reis 2011), after the
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European sovereign debt crisis and the euro crisis began to make themselves fully felt,
following the financial crisis that began in 2008 and the Great Recession of 2009.

However, the divergence within Europe had been going on for quite some time,
precisely as a result of globalisation. Since the 1990s, a trend towards divergence within
countries was noticed, according to Farole et al. (2009). Why? “Economic integration and
globalization are unleashing forces that seem to be benefiting core regions within every
country, often to the detriment of the periphery. This is happening virtually all over the
world...” (Farole et al. 2009, p. 4). If at this stage there was still no divergence between
countries, it later came to happen (Madeira 2019; EC 2017), with a renewed centre-periphery
logic.

It was in this context of increasing concentration of economic activity and growing
territorial inequalities in development that EU regional policy departed from the objective
that historically justified it—that of achieving balanced territorial development, reducing
the differences between regions and the backwardness of the less developed ones. The
1986 Single Act established the framework of the cohesion policy which is still in force
today. However, its content has undergone successive changes, depending on the political
priorities adopted in each of its programming periods.

Although the Single Act states that, “in particular, the Community shall aim at re-
ducing the gap between the various regions and the backwardness of the least favoured
regions”, the successive political priorities have revealed something different. Since then,
cohesion policy has increasingly focused on a logic of competitiveness and growth of
regional economies, to the extent that convergence is no longer its ultimate goal (Vale
2014, pp. 44–46), although this objective remains in the treaties. The option for research
and innovation smart specialisation strategies (RIS3) must also be seen in the light of this
evolution.

The smart specialization concept has its origins in the literature that tried to explain
the reasons of the productivity gap that emerged between the United States and Europe
in the 1990s (Ortega-Argilés 2012). More specifically, it draws in the role that technology
linkages and spillovers between regions, particularly those related to information and
communication technologies, played in the explanations of that productivity gap. In
this context, a group of academics working for the European Commission suggested the
prioritization of a policy logic meant to promote growth in the EU, which was named
“smart specialisation”.

From its start, the smart specialisation idea assumed that the potential technological
evolution and innovation is somehow context dependent. This implies that innovation
systems rely on existing structures and also benefited from, and are conducive to, growth
and dynamics of the territories they are embedded in. This idea brought to the forefront
that regions usually specialize in different knowledge related sectors, in line with their
capabilities (McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2015). Accordingly, they must focus on certain
domains of economic activity. A domain is constituted of the relevant sectors in which a
region can more easily apply new technological adaptations and benefit from knowledge
spillovers, being the relevant size of that domain conceived in terms of the range of these
sectors. The focus on a limited number of sectors also helps to achieve an adequate scale.

To put in place a successful smart specialisation strategy requires a complex process
of both discovering the right domains of future specialisation and to avert coordination
failures that could prevent the chosen path to deliver a solid regional growth (Foray et al.
2011). From what is said, it results that smart specialisation is a strategy for growth based
on finding the right domain of activities in which to invest on innovation. It is not a
strategy for regional convergence within a country or a set of countries, nor is it a strategy
for territorial cohesion. It is therefore necessary to look at the process that led to its adoption
as the centre piece of EU cohesion policy.

After the 2008 financial crisis, the Greek debt crisis in 2010 and the 2011–2012 eurozone
crisis, Brussels adopted a stance favouring policies with interventions focused on growth,
development, and institutional and governance reforms (McCann and Ortega-Argilés
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2012, p. 432). So, it adopted the main ideas of the Barca (2009) report for building the
cohesion policy for the 2014–2020 programming period, centred on the idea of place-based
approaches to policy design. Innovation, environment and inequality were chosen as
priorities to these approaches, which are also key priorities on the Europe 2020 Growth
Strategy of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth (EC 2010a).

The Barca (2009) report criticized the EU cohesion policy that was in place for allegedly
not being goal oriented or results oriented, lacking real ongoing monitoring or evaluation,
insufficient use of data for analysis, and failing to distinguish efficiency objectives from
social inclusion ones, among other aspects, arguing for a place-based approach for the
future programming period. The concepts and ideas of the report draw on previous work
from institutions such as the World Bank, OECD, or the IMF. The place-based approach
to regional development “explicitly advocates employing appropriately designed local
knowledge and learning enhancement tools in regional policy, and the smart specialization
argument is one such tool” (McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2015, p. 1295).

The new place-based approach argued for some institutional changes in the applica-
tion of the EU regional policy. Namely, the establishment of a system of ex ante conditional-
ities to increase the public accountability of the member states. In particular, “regarding
the provision of data, the setting of clear policy objectives, transparency over all policy pro-
cesses and conduct of the policy, and the possibility of sanctions related to nonperformance
on these conditionalities” (McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2012, p. 431). On the other hand,
the national authorities should have a high degree of freedom and autonomy to design the
policies adequate for their specific contexts and problems.

To promote the adequacy of the five funds that finance the cohesion policy invest-
ments1 to the new integrated place-based logic of smart specialisation, the European
Commission created the Common Strategic Framework, which translates the objectives of
the Europe 2020 Strategy into workable actions of this funds (EC 2012). This was meant
to assure the convergence under the same purpose of funding sources related to different
agendas, such as skills training, innovation and R&D or infrastructure.

The policies implementation during the 2014–2020 programming period is based
on the use of conditionalities and partnership agreements between the member states
and the European Commission for the design and functioning of the regional programs.
The priorities varied in function of the level of income of the countries, “with wealthier
countries having fewer thematic priorities centred relatively more on innovation issues,
while poorer countries have more infrastructure funding” (McCann and Ortega-Argilés
2012, p. 433–34). The poorest countries could access a share of 80% of the funding available
under the whole cohesion policy instruments.

This approach to regional development based on smart specialisation is a means
of ensuring the European strategy for growth and jobs (Europe 2020). It turns out that
the most developed regions are better placed than others to benefit from a development
strategy based on research and innovation. It is probably because of this that McCann
and Ortega-Argilés (McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2015, p. 1295) state that “prima facie, the
smart specialization logic appears to discriminate against lagging regions, and to contradict
the design, if not the very rationale for regional policy itself”.

Nevertheless, in the same article they argue that smart specialisation can be justified as
a tool for EU cohesion policy. One of their main arguments is that smart specialization is a
particular case of place-based policies approach to regional development; once place-based
is accepted as the focus of the EU cohesion policy (instead of a space neutral approach),
smart specialization follows. The other argument relies, according to these authors, on the
adoption of smart specialization strategies that assure embeddedness, relatedness and con-
nectivity of the chosen sectors to compose the domain of priorities that will benefit the most
of technological adaptations and knowledge spillovers, even though they acknowledge
that this may not be straightforward.

As a result of the embeddedness criteria, the region is going to specialize even more,
which is not a good option for lagging regions, often with sparse economic and institutional
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fabrics. So, it is necessary “to develop a strategy to allow the less prosperous regions
actually to diversify” (McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2015, p. 1297). It is argued that this
does not counter the smart specialization logic because this logic “promotes the idea of
technological diversification within a particular domain which has a realistic specialization
advantage” (McCann and Ortega-Argilés 2015, p. 1297). Relatedness is implied in the idea
of diversification within a particular domain. Moreover, fostering connectivity is not a
problem for peripheral regions, because smart specialization targets the most connected
industries in these regions. However, it may lead to some backwash effects.

However, in spite of this, McCann and Ortega-Argilés acknowledge that the possi-
bilities of the smart specialization argument are “very limited” to “very isolated regions”
(ibid, p. 1298), suggesting that in these cases R&D should not be a priority, endorsing
instead investing on connectivity in natural environmental or tourism activities. However,
this means that the economies of these regions are likely to remain dependent on less
technology-intensive and less productive activities, with a limited range of well-paying
jobs. This is a way of consolidating their less developed economic status.

McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2015) did not specify the meaning of “very isolated” in
a spatial/territorial context as the one of the EU. It may happen that most regions of a
peripherical member state, or at least large parts of these regions, fell on this category, which
constitutes a problem for the logic of the EU cohesion policy in relation to the convergence
objective regions. Even in more central countries, the neglect of some regions (some
of them isolated) may lead to problems of another type, as the geography of discontent
literature has shown (Madeira et al. 2021; Gordon 2018; Rodríguez-Pose 2018; Guilluy 2014).
The logic of research and innovation smart specialization strategies (RIS3) does not seem
important to major cities and metropolitan areas, which tend to have diversified economies
with capabilities close to the technological frontier. However, it is well suited to regions
with intermediate development in the EU context, many of them being problem regions
in richer countries, for instance, those in industrial decline but with some technological
capacity.

This shows that the strategy for growth and jobs 2020, with its first priority being based
on knowledge and innovation, and its mobilisation of the structural funds for its purposes
(EC 2010a), lead to a cohesion policy formulation which was not primarily designed to the
convergence objective that should be at the heart of a regional policy at the EU scale. It is
important to note that the previous programming period of the cohesion policy (2007–2013)
ended with divergence between the NUTS2 regions (Madeira 2019; EC 2017). Its priorities
were based on the Lisbon strategy for growth and jobs, of 2005, which lead to a formulation
of the regional programmes focused on fostering the competitiveness and employment,
including the ones in the convergence objective regions.

Among the existing literature on smart specialization, RIS3 and innovation policy
(e.g., Serbanica 2021; Valdmaa et al. 2021; Tsipouri 2017; Rotaru 2015; Morgan 2013),
we do not find texts focusing on the question of the potential of this approach to make
poorer regions converge with richer ones, particularly in the European context. References
to this issue do not abound, either. The main exceptions are the text by McCann and
Ortega-Argilés, mentioned above, and also Barzotto et al. (2019). In this last one, the
authors acknowledge that lagging regions lack the technological capabilities and networks
necessary to fully benefit from RIS3. They therefore explore the importance of fostering
extra-regional collaborations for the development of new specialisations in this territorial
context.

In the 2007–2013 period, cohesion policy also emphasised knowledge and innovation
and most of its structural funds had to be used on actions related with the strategy for
growth and jobs (EC 2007), very much based on policies meant to foster competitiveness.
However, this did not assure convergence overall, and some convergence objective regions
actually diverged. In this period, the above mentioned 2008 financial crisis, the Greek debt
crisis in 2010 and the 2011–2012 eurozone crisis had a huge impact on several countries,
mostly in the EU south (Hadjimichalis 2018). The euro currency was a factor of divergence.
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However, the fact that cohesion policy did not achieve what was supposed to be one
of its main objectives in a time of acute crisis raises questions that must be addressed.
Additionally, this is even more so when, because of COVID-19, the EU went through a
deep recession with foreseeable asymmetric impacts on its countries (EC 2020), hence the
need for an EU-wide recovery and resilience facility.

The strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 2020 and the adoption of RIS3
as the main priority applied to cohesion policy may be seen as the continuation, in a more
place-based way, of the Lisbon strategy for growth and jobs and the regional programmes
around fostering competitiveness and employment. Thus, having an insight of how the
approach in the 2007–2013 period failed its main objectives in a Convergence Objective
region helps to see the problems with the approach taken in the 2014–2020 period.

It should be noted that there are no stabilised methods for evaluating RIS3 and that
the 2014–2020 programming period is not yet fully closed. Therefore, in addition to the
unavailability of some statistical data for 2020 we also have the issue that there is no final
information on the entire programming period in question. Thus, the approach to the
results of RIS3 in Extremadura that we present has limitations, but it seemed feasible and
providing a contribution to a debate that should be made as soon as possible.

3. Methodology

The socio-economic dynamics in Spanish Extremadura is analysed in two distinct
periods, 2008–2104 and 2014–2019, to identify the occurrence of convergence or divergence
with EU values in each of them. These time frames correspond to the implementation
of the European Union Cohesion Policy in the 2007–2014 and 2014–2020 programming
periods. For the first of these periods, the results presented, and the discussion, are based
on statistical and documentary analysis and fieldwork in Extremadura. For the 2014–2019
period, we used statistical data and documentary analysis. In both periods, we proceeded
to longitudinal analyses of the data.

GDP has the advantage of being a widely used measure and therefore facilitates
comparison between territories and different periods. However, GDP is also a measure
with strong limitations, as it does not account for the various dimensions relating to
development and well-being. Therefore, a Regional Development Index (RDI) composed
of eleven variables of economic, social and demographic nature was calculated, for the EU
as a whole, its Member States and their NUTS2, for the 2002–2014 period (Madeira 2019,
pp. 172–75 and 179–83). The variables used (see Table 1) were normalised according to the
UNDP (2016) method.

The fieldwork in Extremadura was conducted in the Departamento de Arte y Ciencias
del Territorio of the Universidad de Extremadura during the first quarter of 2017. Interviews
were conducted with a total of 12 academics, technical experts and political agents. Their
main objectives were to obtain information on the suitability of the regional development
policy applied in the period under study, whether its application was correct and whether
the actions envisaged were the right ones to achieve the objectives. Additionally, also, to
what extent its objectives were achieved. They are referred to throughout the article when
the information obtained from them is found to be useful.

For the 2014–2020 period, the most relevant EU documents for the adopted cohesion
policy approach were analysed, namely the Europe 2020 growth and jobs strategy (EC
2010a), which underpins the adoption of RIS3 in the 2014–2020 programming period of
the cohesion policy. Extremadura’s RIS3 strategy (de Extremadura [2013] 2016) was also
consulted, which allowed identifying its priority sectors for innovation. Based on this, it
was possible to identify the most relevant variables to be selected for analysis.

For most of the socio-economic and demographic variables used to characterise the
evolution of Extremadura during its RIS3 term, Eurostat only had data available until
2019 when this article was prepared. On the other hand, the sectoral data provided by
Eurostat by NUTS2 are rather limited and do not allow to see the evolution of production
and employment in all priority sectors of the Extremadura RIS3. However, it was possible
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to obtain relevant data regarding the agricultural sector and the most knowledge and
technology intensive activities.

Table 1. Regional Development Index (IDR) for the EU.

Subdimensions Included Variables Variable Weight

Economic

–GDP/inhab. at current market prices PPS 25%
–Employment (%) in high-technology sectors
(high-technology manufacturing and
knowledge-intensive high-technology services)

25%

–Employment rate (% of employed population
to total population) 25%

–Productivity (GDP at current market
prices/number of workers) 25%

Social

–Life expectancy at birth 25%
–Pop. aged 25–64 with tertiary education (% of
total pop.) 25%

–Pop. aged 18–24 neither in employment nor
in education and training (NEET) (% of total
pop.)

25%

–Severe material deprivation rate (% of total
pop.) 25%

Demographic

–Average annual population change (%) in the
previous triennium 40%

–Working-age population (15–64 years) (%) 40%
–Population density (inhab./km2) 20%

Regional
Development
Index (RDI)

Economic variables 50%
Social variables 25%
Demographic variables 25%

Source: Madeira (2019).

4. Results
4.1. Main Features and Trajectory of the Region

Extremadura is a region with a large, predominantly rural territory, which is peripheral
and somehow isolated, since it has no major urban areas and is midway from Madrid to
Lisbon. It’s GDP per capita in PPS fell by 3.9% between 2008 and 2014, although in 2007 it
was included in the “Convergence objective” (for regions with GDP per capita PPS below
75% of the EU-25 average) in the EU cohesion policy eligibility classification (EC 2010b,
p. 12). This means that the region diverged from the EU, whose GDP increased by 5.77% in
this period.

The 2008 crisis had a strong impact across the EU, but this impact was very different
in its various member states, affecting southern countries and Ireland more severely. In
the case of Spain, the NUTS2 with the highest GDP per capita PPS were the ones that
regressed the least, with Madrid at the top. For Spain as a whole, GDP per capita fell by
4.94% from 2008 to 2014. This means that the 3.9% fall in Extremadura represents a very
slight convergence, which can be better described as relative stagnation in the context of
the country.

Besides having the lowest GDP per inhabitant of the Spanish NUTS2 in the period here
considered, Extremadura is a region with a low population density. Its rate of population
with higher education in 2014 (26.8%) was well below the national value in Spain (34.7%)
and was also lower than that of the EU (29.3%). A very low percentage of its employed
population was working in knowledge-intensive sectors (1.5% in 2014 vs. 3.9% in the EU28)
and the proportion of unoccupied young people (NEET rate of 21.1%) was slightly below
Spain’s 22.1% but well above the EU’s 16.5%. On the positive side, an extreme poverty rate
(as measured by Eurostat’s ‘severe material deprivation’) of 3.8% in 2014 stands out, lower
than in Spain (7.1%) and the EU (8.9%).
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Until 1800, manufacturing in Extremadura was a very limited activity, and the existing
production was suffering from low capitalisation, low productivity and poor quality
of its products (Moruno and Preciado 2014, p. 15). Extremadura’s participation in the
Spanish industrialization up to the 1930s was mainly through the supply of agricultural
raw materials for the industrialization of other regions. An “agricultural specialization
without industry” took place (Zapata 1996a apud Moruno and Preciado 2014, pp. 15–16),
with Extremadura participating in industrialization without industrializing itself.

From the 1930s to the present, the region’s economy has expanded at a pace similar
to that of the Spanish economy as a whole, leading to little convergence with the national
mean. Since the 1950’s, Extremadura went through a structural change without a clear
relative increase in the weight of the industrial sector, that developed centred in the
agroindustry. Since then, there has been a rapid and almost uninterrupted convergence of
the average levels of GDP per inhabitant in Extremadura (and in Spain) with those in the
EU, first interrupted in the crisis of the 1970s and more recently following the 2008 crisis.

4.2. Fall in Line with Spain and Divergence from the EU until 2014

The 3.9% fall in Extremadura’s GDP per capita in PPS between 2008 and 2014 has the
particular meaning of being recorded in the variable used by the EU to measure regional
convergence. The evolution of RDI in Extremadura between 2008 and 2014 was similar to
that in terms of GDP PPS/inhab. There was also a decline, in a slightly higher percentage
(see Table 2). When comparing the evolution of the RDI in Extremadura with that of the
EU and Spain, it can be seen that the divergence with the EU was less intense than in terms
of GDP PPS per inhabitant, and the convergence with Spain was significant, although it
took place against a backdrop of decline in both cases.

Table 2. Extremadura’s evolution before and after 2008.

Space/Time 2002 2008 2014 ∆ %
2002–2008

∆ %
2008–2014

GDP PPS/inhab.

EU 21,100 26,000 27,500 23.22 5.77
Spain 21,100 26,300 25,000 24.64 −4.94
Extremadura 13,500 18,000 17,300 33.33 −3.89

Regional Development Index (RDI)

EU 0.452 0.491 0.486 8.62 −1.02
Spain 0.477 0.533 0.474 11.74 −11.07
Extremadura 0.359 0.444 0.424 23.7 −4.50

Source: author’s calculations on Eurostat data; and Madeira (2019).

Although not as weak as that of Spain as a whole and as that of most of its NUTS2
regions, the behaviour of GDP PPS/inhabitant in Extremadura after 2008 represents a
strong deterioration compared to the previous period, both in absolute and relative terms.
Between 2002 and 2008, there had been a strong increase in Extremadura’s GDP per capita
in PPS and convergence with the EU and Spain. A similar trend was recorded in the RDI,
but with a less strong increase in its value.

The differences in Extremadura’s evolution after 2008 in terms of GDP/PPS inhabitant
and RDI are mainly the result of a positive evolution of the variables of a social nature
used to calculate the RDI, unlike the variables of an economic and demographic nature
(see Table 3). These values are consistent with the information gathered during interviews
in the region on the role that cohesion policy played there between 2008 and 2014. Addi-
tionally, they confirm the interest in using variables complementary to GDP to measure
development and well-being.

The above data suggests that Extremadura has been somewhat protected in the context
of the 2008 crisis in Spain, but not enough to prevent its socio-economic situation from
deteriorating, both in absolute terms and in the context of the EU. This justifies its choice
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as a case study to understand how the cohesion policy and the way it has been applied
in this autonomous community contributed to its relative protection, however without
preventing its divergence from the EU.

Table 3. Evolution of the main components of Extremadura’s RDI before and after 2008.

Space/Time 2002 2008 2014 ∆ %
2002–2008

∆ %
2008–2014

Regional Development Index
(RDI) 0.359 0.444 0.424 23.59 −4.53

Economic variables 0.254 0.342 0.319 34.32 −6.61
Social variables 0.605 0.682 0.697 12.72 2.22
Demographic variables 0.323 0.410 0.360 27.07 −12.28

Source: author’s calculations on Eurostat data; Madeira (2019).

4.3. Extremadura’s Evolution after 2014

The evolution of Extremadura’s GDP after 2014 was positive, with some convergence
with the EU and Spain in the first years (see Table 4), but after 2017 it regressed slightly
and stagnated until 2019 (year with the most recent data available). Spain as a whole had
a similar trajectory, with some increase in the initial years and decrease after 2017, but
without any convergence with EU values.

Table 4. Extremadura’s evolution under RIS3 agenda.

Space/Time 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 ∆ % 2014–2019

GDP PPS/inhab.

EU-27 26,600 27,500 28,200 29,300 30,200 31,200 17.29
Spain 24,000 25,100 25,900 27,200 27,600 28,400 18.33
Extremadura 16,800 17,800 18,500 19,800 20,200 20,900 24.40

GDP PPS/inhab. in % of EU-27

EU-27 100 100 100 100 100 100 0.00
Spain 91 91 92 93 91 91 0.00
Extremadura 63 65 66 68 67 67 6.35

Population (millions)

EU-27 442.88 443.67 444.80 445.53 446.21 446.45 0.80
Spain 46.51 464.50 46.44 46.53 466.58 46.94 0.91
Extremadura 1.10 1.09 1.08 1.08 1.07 1.07 −2.83

Active population (millions)

EU-27 210.57 210.94 211.98 212.98 213.53 214.36 1.80
Spain 22.95 22.92 22.82 22.74 22.81 23.03 0.32
Extremadura 0.504 0.503 0.501 0.495 0.496 0.498 −1.21

% of employed population

EU-27 42.4 42.8 43.3 43.9 44.4 44.8 5.68
Spain 37.3 38.5 39.5 40.5 41.4 42.1 13.01
Extremadura 32.3 32.7 33.5 33.9 35.4 36.7 13.61

Unemployment rate (%)

EU-27 10.9 10.0 9.1 8.1 7.3 6.7 −38.15
Spain 24.4 22.1 19.6 17.2 15.3 14.1 −42.29
Extremadura 29.8 29.1 27.5 26.2 23.6 21.5 −27.71

% of population aged 20–64 employed

EU-27 67.3 68.2 69.3 70.5 71.4 72.2 7.31
Spain 59.4 61.5 63.4 65.1 66.8 68.0 14.52

Extremadura 52.3 53.0 54.2 54.9 57.4 59.6 13.88

Population aged 20–64

EU-27 268.91 268.10 267.56 266.71 265.98 265.10 −1.41
Spain 28.86 28.66 28.53 28.48 28.46 28.57 −1.02
Extremadura 0.669 0.666 0.662 0.656 0.651 0.646 −3.38

Source: Eurostat data and authors’ calculations.
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The region experienced a continuous demographic shrinkage over this period, of
almost three per cent, which contrasts with a slight increase of the population in Spain and
the EU-27. This is a sign of problems linked to lack of dynamism and some inability to
retain the local labour force. Moreover, there was also a decline in the active population, of
1.21 per cent, in contrast with a small increase in the country and an increase of almost two
per cent in the EU.

The decrease in the active population was not as strong as that of the population
as a whole and occurred simultaneously with a strong increase in the percentage of the
employed population and a significant decline in the unemployment rate, which even so in
2019 remained above 20%. However, while the rise in the employed population occurred
roughly in line with what happened in Spain and at a higher rate than in the EU, the 27.7%
drop in the unemployment rate fell well short of what happened in the country and in the
EU, where the decreases were around 40%.

One of the objectives of the Europe 2020 growth and jobs strategy (EC 2010a), which
underpins the adoption of RIS3 in the 2014–2020 programming period of the cohesion
policy, was that in that year 75% of the population aged between 20 and 64 should be
employed, the target adopted for Spain being 74% (de Extremadura [2013] 2016, p. 17). The
evolution of this variable in Extremadura was positive throughout the period considered,
at a more intense pace than in the EU. Even so, in 2019 its value was still well below that of
Spain and the Union.

It is worth noting that in the same period the population of this age group fell by
more than three per cent in the region, which explains part of the percentage increase in its
employment. Moreover, it should be considered that the demographic decline in the region
has contributed to a positive evolution in employment and unemployment indicators, since
the decrease in population generates less availability of workforce and, therefore, a simple
stagnation in the number of employees is accompanied by an increase in their percentage
weight in the population as a whole; in parallel, the unemployed population tends to have
a greater propensity to emigrate.

In summary, for the period when RIS3 was in force for which data are already available,
the region’s performance can be said to have been poor. There has been some convergence,
but not enough to compensate for the divergence in the previous period. Additionally, as
of 2017 this process come to a halt. The demographic decline was continuous between 2014
and 2019. The main labour market indicators show an ambiguous track, with a percentage
decrease in the unemployment rate in Extremadura lower than in the EU, while there was
convergence in terms of percentage of the employed population.

This limited convergence, with stagnation at the end of the period, occurred during a
cycle of economic expansion, which points to some shortcomings of the cohesion policy in
place. Since in the previous period it had already been unable to prevent the divergence of
the region (and regional divergence in the EU in general), it is important to take a critical
look at its general logic and the main aspects of its operation.

5. The Role of the 2007–2013 Period Policies and of the RIS3 Logic

Cohesion policy for the period 2007–2013 was formulated very much in line with
the EU’s policy priorities arising from the Lisbon Agenda and was, therefore, directed
primarily at promoting competitiveness and creating jobs (EC 2006a). It was decided that
60% of the expenditure under the Convergence Objective and 75% of the expenditure under
the Competitiveness and Employment Objective would go to those priorities in all EU
member states by 1 May 2004.

Member States were required to produce national reference documents on their de-
velopment strategy (known as National Strategic Reference Frameworks), which would
constitute the framing for regional programmes. This was the case in Spain and Ex-
tremadura, since it’s GDP PPS was below 75% of the EU-25 in the period 2000–2002, thus
being eligible for funding under the Convergence Objective. The strategic guidelines for
cohesion policy focused on (i) making Europe and its regions more attractive places to
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invest and work, (ii) improving knowledge and innovation for growth and (iii) creating
more and better jobs (EC 2006b). The second guideline was directed mainly at investment
in innovation and technological development and information society issues.

In the Strategic Framework of Convergence of Extremadura (MECEX) 2007–2013,
drafted by the regional authority, the objectives of increasing competitiveness and employ-
ment, together with growth, were assumed (de Extremadura 2006, p. 99). The document
established two final objectives: to achieve a rate of economic growth that would make it
possible to continue to bring Extremadura’s levels of per capita product and employment
closer to those of the most developed economies, boosting the region’s process of real
convergence; and to extend the benefits derived from socio-economic progress to the whole
of Extremadura’s territories and citizens, in order to achieve high levels of cohesion in the
Autonomous Community.

The results of the cohesion policy in Extremadura in this period can be assessed
through the indicators in Tables 2 and 3 and the 12 interviews carried out during fieldwork
in the region. As seen above, Extremadura’s level of development and well-being measured
by GDP PPS/inhab. and RDI diverged from that of the EU as a whole. This means that the
first final objective of Mecex was not accomplished. The fulfilment of the final objective
concerning territorial and social cohesion was the subject of a controversial evaluation,
tending to be negative. Five interviewees said it had not been achieved, four gave answers
pointing to partial achievement of this objective and only three replied that it had been
achieved.

Those interviewed who said they did not detect relevant advances in cohesion within
Extremadura mentioned aspects such as the lack of homogeneity in the distribution of
growth in recent years, which has been concentrated in the region’s largest cities, with
greater inequality at the beginning of 2017 than before the crisis and growing exclusion in
profiles that include the long-term unemployed, foreigners, single-parent households and
run-down neighbourhoods.

From the interviews it emerges that regional policy in this period was essentially
implemented according to plan in terms of priorities, but less so in terms of actions. ESF
actions relating to the labour force were often criticised for not having prevented the
deterioration of the labour market, despite the fact that this fund played an important role
in cushioning the effects of the crisis. EAFRD actions were in some cases criticised for not
having achieved sufficient results in modernising the agricultural sector.

As for the financial execution (Table 5), it was significantly below the planned amounts,
essentially due to the low execution of the funds available from the ERDF, judging by the
values in the financial plans of the operational programmes of the various funds for this
period and by the respective values of total expenditure presented by Ramajo et al. (2014).

Table 5. Amounts planned and received by Extremadura in the 2007–2013 Multiannual Framework.

Fund
Amounts

Spent
2000–2006

Planned
Amounts in OPs

2007–2013

Change from
2000–2006

Amounts
Spent

2007–2013

Change from
2000–2006

ERDF 1837 1975.2 7.5 1319.4 −28.2
ESF 710.8 333.4 −53.1 550.4 −22.6
EAFRD 459.4 828.3 80.3 863.2 87.9
Cohesion F. 0 n.a. n.a. 27.2 n.a.
Total 3007.2 3136.9 4.3 2760.1 −8.2

Sources: Operational Plans of the ERDF, ESF, FEAGA of Extremadura and Cohesion Fund of Spain; Ramajo
et al. (2014, p. 119). Note: figures (in EUR million) refer to total expenditure, including EU funding and national
co-financing; the territorial scope of the Cohesion Fund is Spain, and the respective OP does not provide forecasts
for the amount to be applied in each region.

The fact that the actions of the various operational programmes seemed appropriate
and, at least in part, were implemented as planned did not ensure that the final objectives
were achieved. The first (convergence) even suffered a regression and the second (territorial
and social cohesion) was not fulfilled, first of all because its basic assumption was not
confirmed—the existence of socioeconomic progress in the period concerned. This in a
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context in which the funds with the lowest financial execution were precisely those more
directed to development—the ERDF and the Cohesion Fund.

The violence of the 2008 crisis and the socio-economic deterioration in the following
years do not allow an assessment of the EU regional policy in the period under study from
the point of view of its functioning if the assumptions on which it was designed had been
maintained. However, it allows us to see that it failed to ensure the original objective of
these policies—convergence—and that some of the problems that were pointed out by
interviewed agents would remain in a context of evolution in continuity. This is the case of
the tendency to devalue work and the lack of adequate development of many companies
in face of what the policies assumed, what limited the level of evolution of the economic
fabric in comparison with what was intended.

It should be noted that, throughout the interviews, the 2008 crisis is often referred
to as a central aspect of the results of EU regional policy and its implementation in Spain
and Extremadura. It is based on this that half of the interviewees did not consider that
this policy had failed in the studied period. What was most frequently criticised was the
impossibility of modifying operational programmes, even in situations of radical change
in the assumptions of the macroeconomic scenarios, as happened in this case.

It is also relevant, in this context, that the directives that placed the objectives of
increasing competitiveness and employment (originating in the Lisbon Strategy) at the
centre of the cohesion policy and of regional development policy in the 2007–13 period
have not guaranteed the maintenance of convergence nor ensured an improvement in the
labour market—there was even a strong decline in total employment in the region. The
deterioration of the labour market can also be seen as a failure, at least in a context of
acute crisis, of the objectives and actions of the ESF, which were very much focused on
employment and employability.

In the following programming period, cohesion policy and its structural funds were
mobilized as key delivery mechanisms to achieve the EU priorities of smart, sustainable
and inclusive growth in Member States and regions (EC 2010a, p. 21), known as the
“Europe 2020 Strategy”, and also as the “Europe 2020 growth and jobs agenda”. This has
mainly been pursued through the adoption of the research and innovation strategies for
smart specialisation (RIS3), as explained in Section 2.

This agenda, maintaining the previous strategy’s objective of building a knowledge-
based society, seeks to steer Europe towards “a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy
with high levels of employment, productivity and social cohesion” (EC 2010a, p. 5). It
adopted three priorities, which are intended to be “mutually reinforcing”:

• Smart growth: developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation.
• Sustainable growth: promoting a more resource efficient, greener and more competi-

tive economy.
• Inclusive growth: fostering a high-employment economy delivering social and territo-

rial cohesion.

The RIS3 approach was considered relevant for these priorities and consistent with the
aims and tools of the EU cohesion policy, promoting growth and jobs across EU countries
and regions (Foray 2012). It allows a strategy “for every national and regional economy,
including both leader and less advanced territories” (Foray 2012, p. 9), assuming that “all
regions have a role to play in the knowledge economy, provided that they can identify
comparative advantages and potential and ambition for excellence in specific sectors or
market niches”.

In the case of Extremadura, its RIS3 was designed as “an integrated agenda for the
economic transformation of the region to ensure a more efficient use of public funds,
stimulate private investment and help concentrate resources in a limited number of key
sectors” (de Extremadura [2013] 2016, p. 9). It had the objective of promoting the scientific
and technological leadership of the region in the sectors where a high growth potential has
been identified, which are listed in Table 6.
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Table 6. Extremadura’s RIS3 pattern of specialisation.

Priority Sectors Main Activities to Be Developed Trans-Sectorial
Technological Domains

Agri-food
Agricultural technologies
Veterinary
Food technology

Agronomy, biology and
ecology

Clean energy

Manageability, energetic efficiency
and technologies of solar thermal
and photovoltaic generation,
hydropower, biogas and biomass

Electronics and automation

Tourism

Nature, cultural, gastronomic,
health and experience tourism.
This area includes cultural and
creative industries, commerce and
hospitality.

Ecodesign and new Materials

Health

Tele-medicine, tele-assistance,
food-health, chronic patients
monitoring, personalised medicine,
regenerative medicine and
reproduction.

Chemistry, biochemistry and
biotechnology

Information and
communication

technologies

Data management
Cloud computing
Opensource software
Mobile networks and systems
Content
Cybersecurity and digital trust
Internet and social networks

Software engineering and
computers

Source: elaborated based on the Estrategia RIS3 de Extremadura 2014–2020, p. 129.

In the same document, it is explained that the choice of these sectors and the strategy
in general are the result of a consensual vision that aims to “position Extremadura as a
space for innovation in the sustainable management of natural resources for the generation
of energy and industrial uses, and in the application of technology to improve the quality
of life of the population” (de Extremadura [2013] 2016, p. 11).

Agenda 2020 and RIS3 can be applied to all regions if we adopt as a methodology for
identifying their comparative advantages the search for the sectors in which they are most
specialised, as happened in the case of Extremadura (de Extremadura [2013] 2016, p. 90–
129). However, as shown by the data in Table 4, this does not always ensure a convergent
trajectory. In the first years of this programming period, there was some convergence.
However, it peaked in 2017 and until 2019 there was relative stagnation in the context of
the EU. Furthermore, the dynamics in the first years of the programming periods are to
some extend related to what was in place in the previous years. This points to a limited
role for Extremadura’s RIS3 in the region’s convergence after 2014.

It can be argued that, as discussed in Section 2, research and innovation strategies for
smart specialisation (RIS3) were not designed to promote regional convergence. However,
RIS3 has been adopted as central to cohesion policy in the 2014–2020 programming period,
which aims to produce convergence in the regions covered by the policy objective with
that same designation. They could therefore be expected to contribute to the convergence
of these regions, within the framework of a policy that has other important components
as well.

It is possible to admit that in the case of Extremadura there may be shortcomings in
other components of the cohesion policy. However, during the fieldwork in 2017 it emerged
that the region had good infrastructures, with exception of the railway. The problems most
frequently pointed out in the interviews were related to the lack of economic dynamism
and low technological capacity of part of the business fabric. Thus, it is particularly relevant
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to try to understand some of the results of Extremadura’s RIS3 in the sectors and activities
that were chosen for its smart specialisation strategy.

The data available on Eurostat cover relevant aspects of the agricultural sector and
of the most knowledge and technology intensive activities (Table 7). The variables for
activities related to the valorisation of agricultural products (transformation of agricultural
products and agriculture net value added at basic prices) show a much more intense
evolution than occurred in Spain as a whole from 2014 to 2019. The same was true for
agricultural employment, which rose at a much faster rate than in Spain, in a context
of retrenchment in the EU. This shows that the focus on agri-food, associated with the
development of agricultural and food technologies, has brought positive results.

Table 7. Trends in some sectors directly concerned by RIS3 in Extremadura.

Space/Time 2014 2018 2019 ∆ %
2014–2018/19

Transformation of agricultural products (million euro)

EU-27 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
Spain 145.91 170.14 n.a. 16.61
Extremadura 2.55 5.88 n.a. 130.59

Agriculture net value added at basic prices (million euro)

EU-27 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Spain 17,745.3 23,391.4 n.a. 31.82
Extremadura 700.1 1342.0 n.a. 91.69

Employment in agriculture, forestry and fishing (thousands)

EU-27 8974 8057 7901 −11.96
Spain 724.90 797.90 781.60 7.82
Extremadura 38.20 50.80 47.30 23.82

Gross domestic expenditure on R&D (millions of euros)

EU-27 248,550.4 294,919.3 n.a. 18.66
Spain 12,820.8 14,946.0 n.a. 16.58
Extremadura 116.0 122.0 n.a. 5.16

Employment in high-technology sectors (high-technology manufacturing and
knowledge-intensive high-technology services) (thousands)

EU-27 7119.4 7872.4 8192.6 15.07
Spain 629.1 699.0 732.2 16.39
Extremadura 5.2 5.4 5.8 11.54

Employment in high-technology sectors (high-technology manufacturing and
knowledge-intensive high-technology services) (%)

EU-27 3.8 4.0 4.1 7.89
Spain 3.6 3.6 3.7 2.78
Extremadura 1.5 1.4 1.5 0.00

Data source: Eurostat’s Economic accounts for agriculture, Eurostat’s Labour Force Survey, Eurostat’s Research
and Development Statistics (authors’ calculations).

Although, when it comes to the more technical-scientific activities, the variables
analysed show a disappointing performance. The value of gross expenditure on research
and development in the region rose by just over five per cent from 2014 to 2019, while in
Spain and the EU it grew by over 16 and 18 per cent, respectively. This was accompanied,
in the same period, by a percentage growth in the number of jobs in high-tech sectors below
that of Spain and the EU, without their percentage weight in the region’s total employment
having any relevant change.

In short, a relatively low-technology-intensive sector such as the agri-food industry has
apparently experienced intelligent specialisation, with an increase in the processing of raw
materials and, associated with this, an increase in added value and employment. However,
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the evolution of indicators relating to R&D and employment in high-tech activities in
Extremadura is disappointing. Even if in the other sectors covered by RIS3 there may
have been positive developments, they have not ensured a consistent convergence of
Extremadura nor have they implied a great intensification of investment and employment
in technology-intensive activities.

This development is consistent with what we were told during the fieldwork in 2017
about the region’s economic fabric, which did not have the capacity to take full advantage
of the cohesion policy instruments in the 2007–2013 programming period, because they
required a technological capacity not available in many of its small and medium-sized
enterprises. This is, moreover, a limitation of the smart regional specialisation strategy
applied to this period, which illustrates the idea, already mentioned, that more developed
regions are better positioned than the others to benefit from a development strategy based
on research and innovation.

The above makes clear the similarities between the two periods of cohesion policy
analysed here based on the case of Extremadura. There are parallels between both the
objectives of the Lisbon Agenda and those of the Europe 2020 Strategy, with the former
focusing on the knowledge economy and competitiveness, and the latter on that of smart,
sustainable and inclusive growth in Member States and regions. This has led to cohesion
policy focusing in the first of these periods on competitiveness and employment objectives
to be achieved based on investment in innovation and technological development; and,
after 2014, on research and innovation strategies for smart specialisation (RIS3).

That is an additional reason why (based on the case of Extremadura) the assessment
of the 2007–2013 period and of what is already known about the region’s dynamics after
2014 makes it possible to draw some conclusions about the suitability of RIS3 for cohesion
policy—especially from the perspective that it should ensure the convergence of the poorest
regions.

6. Conclusions

The divergence of Extremadura after 2008 does not mean that cohesion policy has
not made a positive contribution to its evolution. The data analysed and the interviews
carried out show that it played a role as a social buffer from the effects of the deep crisis
that the region went through. This is reflected in the fact that the evolution of the RDI in
Extremadura has been less negative than in Spain, and the divergence from the EU is also
lower in this indicator (which includes social variables) than when considering GDP alone.

However, the weakness of cohesion policy in this period and of its regional develop-
ment instruments to achieve their objectives in a context of widespread crisis in the EU has
become clear. Additionally, we know that crises are recurrent, even acute. We are indeed
facing the consequences of a new recession of historic dimensions, due to the shutdown of
large segments of economic activity in Europe following the pandemic of COVID-19.

One of the reasons for this mismatch has been revealed through what then was the
quasi-impossibility of modifying Regional Operational Programmes even in situations
of radical change in the assumptions underpinning their macroeconomic scenarios, as
happened after 2008. This was one of the reasons why, during a severe crisis, the funds
allocation of the cohesion policy for Extremadura was below what had been planned and
below what had been spent in the previous period. This problem has been resolved, at
least in part, in the Common Provisions Regulation for the period 2021–2027.

The limited capacity of part of the regional business fabric to absorb funding and
innovate in technological areas and even to benefit from some information technology
measures also contributed to the limited role of cohesion policy in the region after 2008.
This brings us to the next period of cohesion policy and its logic based on RIS3.

What is already known of Extremadura’s evolution in the ensuing cohesion policy
programming period reveals results with limited scope. There was some convergence until
2017, which then stopped. The continued population shrinkage between 2014 and 2019
helped that there was a favourable evolution of the percentage of employed population
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and of the unemployment rate (which nevertheless remained very high), but it configures
a situation of repulsion that directly questions the cohesion policy in force and its results.

This is not to say that convergence is being poor because of, or as a result of, RIS3;
just as in the previous period divergence did not happen because of, or as a result of, the
regional policy then in place. What can be said with certainty is that the poor convergence
in the period 2014 to 2019, like the divergence in the previous period, happened even
though regional development policies whose objective is convergence were in place.

The information provided here is not sufficient to make a full assessment of the role
of RIS3 as a core strategy for regional development and convergence of this region and
for convergence in the EU in general. However, it gives us some lessons and allows
us to draw some conclusions, even if they are preliminary. In a convergence objective
region like Extremadura, its RIS3 has allowed it to evolve with smart specialisation in a
low technological intensity sector, such as the agri-food industry. However, until near
the end of its term, it has not led to convergence of the region with the EU in terms of
investment and employment in high technology sectors, and there was even divergence in
these indicators.

It was precisely when RIS3 for the 2014–2020 cohesion policy period should already
be at full speed that Extremadura’s convergence came to a halt, with the trend of popula-
tion loss remaining in place. The employment indicators that have continued to evolve
favourably in Extremadura, namely an increase in the employed population and a fall in
the unemployment rate, have been carried out so much in line with the national trend
in Spain, which also points to a limited role for the cohesion policy based on RIS3 in the
region.

Thus, it is necessary to return to the above problem that prima facie smart specialisation
appears to discriminate against backward regions and contradicts the very raison d’être of
regional policy. It seems that it is more than prima facie so. Considering also that cohesion
policy has additional elements to help regions of this type to deal with their weaknesses,
the poor results obtained in Extremadura until near the end of the term of its RIS3 suggest
a problem with adopting this logic as a major pillar of regional development in the EU,
if the objectives concerning convergence and correction of regional imbalances in the EU
treaties are to be taken seriously. This raises the problem of spatial justice at the regional
scale (Madeira and Vale 2015), that relates with the geography of discontent.

Since the smart specialization argument relies on “employing appropriately designed
local knowledge- and learning-enhancement tools in regional policy” (McCann and Ortega-
Argilés 2015, p. 1295), RIS3 will naturally have more favourable contexts for their successful
implementation in regions that are more advanced from this point of view, which are
typically those of large metropolises and regions that lead in knowledge or with large
industrial centres close to the technological frontier. However, these regions tend to be
diversified enough already and are not main recipients of regional development policies.
So, here the smart specialisation strategy is of little relevance.

In the case of poorer, lagging and/or isolated regions, the possibilities of smart special-
isation are limited, as noted in Section 2. The already known trajectory of Extremadura after
2014 gives some empirical basis to this idea in the context of the 2014–2020 cohesion policy
programming period. This also provides support for McCann and Ortega-Argilés’s idea
that this type of approach seems to be best suited for intermediate industrial regions, which
is typically the case for problem regions in the richer EU countries. Additionally, it confirms
to some extent what was clear from the theoretical perspective of the question—that the
strategy for growth and jobs 2020 and its mobilisation of the structural funds lead to a
regional policy which was not primarily designed to the convergence objective.

This limitation does not mean that RIS3 cannot produce important results in lagging
regions, including Extremadura. It just means that they are unlikely to contribute strongly
to converging regional dynamics. This is a topic where more research is needed, to fully
understand the role of RIS3 in this period of cohesion policy and more specifically in
lagging regions. On the one hand, it is not surprising that empirical work on the role of
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RIS3 in regional convergence in the EU is scarce, as there is not yet complete information on
the 2014–2020 period. However, on the other hand, given the existing doubt at the outset
about the appropriateness of smart specialisation as a strategy to be applied to peripheral
and lagging regions, it would not be surprising if more reflection on this issue had been
produced, even if based on partial results.

Smart specialisation and RIS3 seem, however, to have virtues that make them suitable
to be an important element of an economic policy for large, developed territories such as
the EU. However, for the reasons stated, they are not necessarily suitable for a regional
development policy aimed at convergence. Regarding the 2007–13 period, we know that
the problem with cohesion policy was general, as there was divergence among the NUTS2
in the EU, and the situation worsened in several NUTS2 of the south covered by the
convergence objective. For the RIS3 period, it is still necessary to find out whether the
problems with cohesion policy are specific to Extremadura, whether they may have affected
more NUTS2 covered by the Convergence Objective, or whether they occurred in most of
these regions. Another question to be investigated relates to possible problems with poor
or insufficient implementation of RIS3 in convergence objective regions, comparing their
situation in this regard with that in other EU regions.

There are important elements of continuity between the priorities adopted for cohe-
sion policy in these two periods, as the focus on research and development and on the
information and knowledge society is a feature of the cohesion policy that comes from the
previous programming period, where no convergence took place. As the literature already
suggested that RIS3 were likely to have little potential to produce strong results in the
most peripheral and lagging regions, the inadequacy of these cohesion policy priorities to
deliver major convergence results emerges as a strong hypothesis. It is therefore necessary
to question the strategic options for cohesion policy that have prevailed for more than a
decade, and to draw some conclusions for the next programming period.

This article did not address the possible alternative priorities for the EU cohesion
policy, since the research was not oriented in that direction. The results allow however
to draw some conclusions for the next programming period. If the weak convergence of
Extremadura is not an exceptional case among the poorest regions, this problem should be
strongly addressed, considering the weaknesses of the regional productive fabric in the
lagging regions and the need to climb the technological ladder.

This means that, for Convergence Objective regions, the programming period of
cohesion policy that now starts should focus less on RIS3 logic and more on their need to
move closer to the EU averages. In this regard, one of the aspects that has not been given
attention and that should be considered is the role of indirect regional policies (Parr 2015).
This refers to those policies that do not target specific territories—they are a-spatial—but
have different relevant impacts in different territories or regions.
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