How can the EU Cohesion Policy help persistently under-performing regions? 

The aim of the paper is to shed new light on the functioning of the EU Cohesion Policy in regions characterised by persistent under-development. Can the EU Cohesion Policy work under conditions of ‘extreme’ long-term deprivation? Or are its tools more suitable to work in intermediate regions? How should achievements be evaluated in these regions?
These questions are clearly relevant when considering i) the concentration of the EU Cohesion Policy resources in the most disadvantaged regions: in the 2014-2020 period, Less Developed Regions (where the 27% of the European population lives) absorb 70% of total Regional Policy spending and more than one third of the total European budget (EU Commission, 2014); ii) the lack of evidence in the academic and institutional debate on the impact achieved by the Cohesion Policy in these areas and on the real determinants that drives policy impact in these ‘extreme’ scenarios. 
According to the evidence produced within the classical regression framework (Rodriguez-Pose and Fratesi, 2004; Mohl and Hagen, 2010; EU Commission, 2014), in fact, the contribution of the Cohesion Policy to economic growth and development is positive for the most disadvantaged regions, but in the meanwhile the benefits of the policy are fully maximized only in areas with stronger pre-existing socio-economic conditions and where there is a synergistic interaction with other EU policies (Cappellen et al. 2003; Crescenzi and Giua, 2014). 
Furthermore, excluding some exceptions (Becker et al., 2013), there is no consensus on the factors conditioning the net policy impact coming from counterfactual analyses: up to now, these analyses provide evidence on the - generally positive - impact for the most disadvantaged areas of the Union taken as a whole, overlooking at the potentially heterogeneous impact in different areas within the targeted regions. They adopted a very macro perspective based on comparing two macro groups: European Objective 1 regions vs. European non-Objective 1 regions (Becker et al., 2008; Pellegrini et al., 2013). 
Finally, there is no evidence on how conditioning factors, recognized as generally relevant by the classical regression framework literature, influence the net impact in ‘extreme’ scenarios. Are there specific elements that in these cases predominate on the general determinants? Is the relative weights of conditioning factors the same everywhere or does it change according to different sources/types of ‘disadvantage’? 
This paper aims at investigating the determinants of the Cohesion Policy impact’s heterogeneity in the Italian Mezzogiorno, which since the early birth of Europe is the territorial problem par excellence in post-war Europe (Messina convention, 1955). The aim is to understand if besides the aspects generally identified as determinants for growth and overall policy achievements, the Mezzogiorno-specific characteristics predominate in driving the results on the structure and impact of the EU Cohesion Policy, either in a positive or a negative direction. What does matter for the final outcome of the policy in this persistently underdeveloped area? Is it a question of unbalanced composition of the intervention for Objective 1/Convergence/Less Developed regions? With respect to the rest of the country, for instance, the intervention in the Mezzogiorno is more focused on infrastructure, with resources concentrated on a few large projects that take a longer time period to be in fact finalized. Or is the territorial context in terms of different dimensions of disadvantage to be more relevant in shaping the policy outcomes? ‘Peripheral’ position with respect to the core of Italy and Europe, input-output trade, cultural heritage, productive structure and specialization, public services endowment, social capital are all potentially discriminant aspects for this area (Cannari et al., 2009; Giunta, 2010; Polverari and Tagle, 2013).
Following this line of reasoning, this paper will study the EU Cohesion Policy impact with respect to a number of aspects highlighted as particularly relevant for the case of Mezzogiorno: local administrative capacity (national programs vs regional programs), the lengths of the project realization (especially of big infrastructure), the financial progress of projects and the rate of absorption of resources (typical Italian weakness), the level of fragmentation of the expenditure (prone to corruption and bribe behavior), the private/public structure of the investments and the specific territorial conditions of Mezzogiorno (Viesti, 2015). The aim of the analysis is to find out if, even for scenarios of persistent underdevelopment, the factors conditioning success and failure remain the same at aggregated level or if there are other elements that become the net drivers of the final policy achievements. The analysis will be based on a dataset constructed ad hoc at the municipality level that will include detailed information both on territory economic and socio-economic conditions (e.g. number of establishments and workers, demographic structure of population, human capital endowments, population density, first geography elements) and on policy structure (commitments and effective expenditure for EU Structural Funds of the 2000-2006 and the 2007-2013 period, with details on funds, policy areas, type of incentive, nature of the investment, time series payments, location, subjects involved etc.). The data sources are the Italian National Institute for Statistic (Istat) and the national web portal www.opencoesione.gov.it which for the 2014-2020 will comply with the Commission regulation on the duty of publication of the Cohesion Policy expenditure for each beneficiary. The analysis (run at the most fine-grained territorial level possible that is “municipality”) will leverage on traditional and spatial econometrics tools (spatially lagged regression models) and of Instrumental Variable (to minimize omitted variable and reverse causality biases in accounting for the endogeneity of the policy assignment and implementation with respect to the territory conditions). The analysis will be run both in a pooled cross-section (2000-06 and 2007-13) framework and with a panel structure of three periods: the last programming period will be split out in two half-periods in order to isolate the most recent years (20013 and 2014) for which it is not yet possible to estimate a proper territorial impact.
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