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Stream 3. Transforming Governance and Citizenship in European Societies 

Subsidiarity and democracy.  

Local governance's models of social policies in Marche Region 

Leonardo Catena
1
 

Nation-states, the major organizers of the society, insisted on the territorial dimension to 

hold together economic efficiency, social equity and democracy for several years. States 

tend towards re-centering actions, in recent years, based on restructuring local processes 

that assume forms of federal or regional decentralization. They consolidated both 

processes of vertical subsidiarity, i.e. processes of institutional re-articulation in order to 

bring, as much as possible, the political and administrative levels close to citizens, and 

horizontal subsidiarity including non-institutional actors in the  decision-making 

processes. Participation, in the context of local governance, can be understood as a 

technique for building consensus on a program already decided on the basis of private 

interests or, on the contrary, as the activation of citizenship through processes 

associated with the revitalization of democracy. Questions inevitably arise concerning 

the principles of transparency and democratic accountability. The governance models 

do not assume a linear and uniform development across territories, but on the basis of 

certain variables (i.e. participation patterns and their degree of inclusiveness, the forms 

of local associations, the sub-political culture, the political leadership, the administrative 

culture, etc.) reflect trajectories coherent with cultural and institutional resources and 

skills, locally present. In the field of social policy it is interesting not only to observe the 

process of institutionalization of local governance patterns, but also the experiments of 

the institutions to revitalize the concept of participatory democracy, in a time when the 

distance between citizens and political organizations and unions, as well as the distance 

between citizens and representative institutions is increasing. Besides the processes of 

path dependency, for which the institutions change only gradually, we can observe 

processes of institution building, i.e. organizational innovation connected with new 

forms of participatory democracy. Seem to emerge, in fact, processes of path deviation 
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in the institutional arrangements of welfare. I will try to describe how, in the Italian 

case, the regulation of local welfare depends not only on legal and institutional 

architecture, outcomes of national and regional legislation, but also, and above all, on 

organizational field of relationships between actors. The different processes of 

horizontal governance and territorial rescaling tend to reconfigure the system of social 

rights with the risk of a radicalization of the differences at intra-state and intra-regional 

levels. 

 

Keywords 
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Democracy, Accountability, Social rights.  

 

Introduction 

The aim of this paper is to describe - holding the socio-economic and institutional 

background changes - a particular policy area, the social policies sector, as regards the 

aspects related to new forms and procedures of territorial governance and its outcomes 

both in terms of revitalization of the democratic system and sustainability of social 

rights system’s guaranteed by the Constitution. The multifaceted phenomenon of 

“glocalization ”, the new financial economy and the transnational production system 

have destabilized the old territorial structures, triggering efforts to re-centering too in 

the national context. It seems to emerge the impression of being in the middle of a long 

transitional phase. Whatever the final outcome will be, it will eventually affect the 

model that has held together so far in the modern nation-states democracy and social 

rights, such as democracy and taxation. Since the nation-state model was established 

and, particularly in the twentieth century, has taken on the connotations of a 

constitutional state based on the concept of representative democracy and on public 

action’s legitimacy, the welfare state has been developed on the capacity of the tax 

system to collect the necessary resources to service delivery.  It becomes very 

interesting to observe and study the processes in place, especially to try to understand in 

which way the relations among these pillars that support the foundations of the 

democratic constitutional state are changing.  In Italy decentralization processes have 
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been developed, in recent years, under the influence of different political and cultural 

forces, but have not been carried out in an organic and synchronized mode. The initial 

process of transferring administrative, management and legislative skills at sub-national 

level has not been followed by a prompt financial coverage and, in general, by a tax 

reform and the coordination of public spending. It becomes interesting to analyze how  

the processes of restructuring of the welfare system, on one hand, and the deployment 

of the federalist forces in the institutional-legislative and fiscal terms, on the other, are 

intertwined foreshadowing the possible future scenarios.  

 

Glocalization and territorial rescaling   

The phenomenon of “glocalization”, with the creation of a globally interconnected 

economic sphere, has led the transformation of the socio-political context that was 

established over the past two centuries, with the reduction of the nation state’s role. The 

current phase is characterized by the crisis of the nation state, in a framework marked by 

the international economic system development, by a blurring of boundaries between 

the public and private spheres and a profound transformation of state sovereignty. The 

ability of the states to exercise their traditional power of control and regulation is 

shrinking, both at inter-national and local levels. In short, it can be argued that the gap 

between the economic power that has taken on a global and financial dimension, and the 

policy, which has remained largely anchored at the territorial level, has become 

increasingly evident. In front of the financial capital, which is mobile and extra-

territorial and tend to disengage from all limits, following the “time-space compression” 

(Harvey, 1993) produced by technological developments, we can observe the loss of the 

influence of political power. The economic power seems to act more and more 

indifferent to the fate of citizens and individual local contexts, which are suffering the 

decisions without being able to rely on state protection. 

Nation-states have been for a long time major organizers of the societies in the space. 

This state's prerogative has been weakened and there were various attempts, during last 

years,  to hold together the goals of economic efficiency, social equity and democracy 

by insisting on the territorial dimension. It is not possible to think to the processes of 

social organization without thinking to them, even in their determinations and spatial 

consequences (Bagnasco, 2003). The different spatial logic of the politic and of the 
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economic spheres are come into sharp tension with each other.  In recent years, the 

political capacity to hold in “square” the society has been weakened, so that the state 

has become, as proposed by the American sociologist Daniel Bell, too small for big 

things, and too large to small ones. Under the strong pressure of these elements the 

nation state has experienced increasing difficulty in exercising the exclusive role of 

regulator of the economy and social protection benefits, as well as in responding to the 

growing need for forms of coordination between institutions, local levels and different 

subjects (Le Galès, 2002). The problems that countries have been facing must not lead 

them to a collapse, but to local centering actions based on a restructuring process 

towards forms of federal or regional decentralization. From these considerations the 

processes of vertical subsidiarity have been started and gained strength, i.e. the 

processes of  institutional re-articulation point to bring as much as possible the political 

and administrative levels close to citizens. The hierarchy scale centered on the nation-

state has been destabilized and the rescaling dynamics are at work. This does not mean 

that the traditional scales disappear, but that the new ones assert themselves and take 

place alongside the old ones, and that their influence is reduced in the new configuration 

(Sassen, 2008). 

The erosion of the nation states’ powers and the contraction of their instruments of 

government - in a context marked by the phenomena of increased competitive between 

markets and territories, by the weakness of fiscal policies, by the push towards a more 

flexible labor market, by the inflation etc.. -  has contributed to the transfer process of a 

series of administrative and legislative powers towards supra-national and sub-national 

levels. These processes are not, however, neutral and carry different risks. The first 

danger is associated with the risk of radicalization of the gaps in wealth and public 

services at local level. While the management of public services at the local level can 

help to provide more effective responses in relation to the real needs expressed by the 

community, on the other side, the risk is that, in the absence of equalization funds to be 

allocated to poorer areas, the non solidary processes of territorialization and 

federalization will accentuate the inter-regional and intra-regional differences in terms 

of the effective enjoyment of civil and social rights. In this sense, we are witnessing the 

transition from the old Keynesian national welfare state to a Schumpeterian welfare 

post-national regime (Jessop, 2005), which is oriented towards a scheme to supply and 
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to ensure systematic and structural conditions of competitiveness, in which social policy 

is subject to flexibility needs and competitiveness of work conditions (Sabbatini, 2005). 

The nation-state was characterized as a tax state and a welfare state but, in the new 

economic and financial conditions, has been gradually deprived of the ability to capture 

the wealth, redistribute and control it. The tax issue, according to the principle "no 

taxation without representation" is always linked to citizenship status and, in general 

terms, to the conditions of democracy (Antonini, 2007). These two aspects have been 

separated from the phenomena of glocalization, because the voter’s figure tends to be 

not the same as the beneficiary of public expenditure and the taxpayer. The fiscal 

decentralization forces governments to compete for mobile capital and to enable 

incentives to attract investments to the market-friendly policies (Garrett, Rodden, 2003). 

The regional and local governments may be tempted, therefore, to create generous 

conditions for the  financial investment or for the production locations in their 

territories, pushing towards a greater flexibility, a lower level of taxation and a lower 

level of public spending. The risk is to enable strong competition among regions in 

order to offer more favorable terms to businesses. Nevertheless, this competition will 

surely result in the precariousness of citizens' social rights.  

I used just above the term “federalism” which is one of those who, despite having had a 

huge success in the political and legal language, has always maintained a similar rate of 

ambiguity.  In brief, I would like to clarify here the main issues of federalism and 

decentralization, that are the basis of the implementation of the principle of vertical 

subsidiarity. The word “federalism”, introduced in the American constitutional context, 

still indicates a particular form of organization of political power, characterized by a 

separation of powers on a territorial basis, constitutionally guaranteed (Caravita, 2005). 

The contrast between federal state versus unitary state highlights the dual significance, 

unifying or divisive, of the federalism (Baldi, 2003; Groppi, 2004). In fact, federalism 

can be used to join or to divide. Federalism and regionalism, regional state and federal 

state are, according to this perspective, institutional different, though united by the 

attempt to provide answers to the same requirement, namely to combine a certain 

amount of unity and a certain amount of autonomy in the organizational form of the 

modern state (Brosio, Maggi, Piperno, 2003). There is not a universal model of 

federalism, because the autonomic processes occur in many shapes and sizes. The 
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traditional federal-unitary dichotomy fails to fully capture the evolution of the nation-

state (Brosio, Maggi, Piperno, 2003). In fact, in recent years, federal and unitary 

systems have moved away from the original models, and show an increasing 

convergence in response to the many challenges and transformations that they share: the 

expansion and the crisis of the welfare state, the growing complexity and territoriality of 

public policies, the globalization and the process of European and supra-national 

integration, the emergence of local identities and of peripheral nationalisms, the multi-

level nature of policy-making, the need for intergovernmental coordination and 

consultation (Baldi, 2003).  

The nation-state model unit has been cracked by the processes of devolution, 

regionalism and federalization, while the federal model has been affected by the 

dynamics of fiscal centralization, the new forms of inter-governmentalism cooperation 

and the strengthening of national executives. That is to say that the traditional 

dichotomy between unitary-federal fails to understand the evolution of the nation-state. 

On the one hand, the public powers and functions which were traditionally reserved to 

the state have been gradually spread worldwide, in organizations such as NATO, the 

WTO or the UN, but also at a supra-national context as in the case of European Union
2
. 

On the other hand, the gradual erosion of state sovereignty is associated with the 

processes of decentralization of unitary states, which led to the development of systems, 

not always federal, but often of strong regionalization.  In the Italian case, it is possible 

to observe a structural abnormality, for which the federal project building has not been 

completed. It proceeded on the side of the administrative functions (Bassanini Reform) 

and the legislative ones (constitutional reform of Title V), while remaining steady on 

the financing side, sunk into a pattern of substantial “financial derivative” (Antonini, 

2007). There is a real schizophrenia between the federalist propaganda and the blocking 

of the financial system reform which interests the relation among state and local 

governments in Italy. Beyond the constitutional reform debate, in terms of concrete 

policies, the regions and local authorities have experienced years in which there has 

been a constriction of their financial independence, both in terms of spending and of 

                                                           
2
 The EU's regional policy recognizes the regions as important partners by opening their spaces of active 

participation in community decision-making process (Delors reform, 1988). The Maastricht Treaty 

establishes the Committee of the Regions and affirms the principle of subsidiarity. 
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revenues. This is crucial because the redefinition of fiscal policies is closely linked to 

the issue of social policies subsidiarization’s. In recent years, the strengthening of 

administrative and legislative powers of local government has not been connected to 

fiscal decentralization (Antonini, 2007). The Italian constitutional system remains, 

without a reform of coordinated public finance, an incomplete system which splits the 

financial responsibility of local government from the political-administrative one.  This 

is not indifferent because each option in matters of taxation has direct and indirect 

impact on the status of citizenship. In the Italian case, maintaining a pattern of 

substantial “financial derivative” after the constitutional reform of 2001 that has 

decentralized strong legislative powers, has been created serious confusion, dissociating 

the responsibility of taxation from spending, creating a situation that makes 

institutionally ungovernable  public accounts and encourages the duplication of 

facilities, inefficiency and irresponsibility.  

Currently the budgets of local authorities suffer the consequences of the crisis (reducing 

their own revenues, pressure on social spending) and of the centralist and restrictive 

economic policy of the national government (fiscal autonomy block, cutting transfers, 

the collapse of the principal payments, etc.). The financial problems of today may 

shrink or deteriorate, depending on the type of system equalization adopted through law 

on fiscal federalism. The consequences of the choices will fall, inevitably, on the future 

structure of local welfare systems. Although civil and social rights in Italy are 

constitutionally defined as a-territorial rights in the sense that do not allow spatial 

differentiation, however, to give substance to these rights, their configuration would 

exceed the financial condition, which is determined by the situation of public finance. 

The essential levels of social benefits can be achieved by using different indicators 

including individual rights to services and benefits in terms of certainty, fairness and 

enforceability. They should include tools to obtain redistributive effects to reduce  

regional differences in terms of services quality and of the amount of financial, 

professional and structural resources. It is a choice among political addresses that 

influences the balance between solidarity and territorial competition, between 

homogeneity and differentiation, between rights and resources. These are choices that 

determine the relationships between models of political decentralization and social 

citizenship rights, which are the foundations of modern constitutional states. 
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Horizontal subsidiarity, participation and democracy 

In the same context, the cultural-political horizon of horizontal subsidiarity has been 

established. This principle has been subjected to multiple reflections and used by many 

different political forces to justify ideologically different projects of society. With a 

certain amount of simplification, it is possible to identify at least three different readings 

of the concept of subsidiarity. A first perspective that considers subsidiarity as the 

principle around which reformulate the social rights, understood as rights to freedom of 

choice of the taxpayer in determining the mode of their contribution in public spending, 

opening the state monopoly of service provision and restoring the taxpayer’s 

sovereignty for more freedom in the choice of welfare benefits. This point of view 

tends, therefore, directly or indirectly, to a narrowing of the central role of the state in 

service delivery and the redistribution of wealth. A second perspective considers the 

subsidiarity as an approach to the institutions and to emerging territorial needs, but in a 

framework designed to ensure substantial equality of citizens in uniform enjoyment of 

social rights. This second perspective focuses on the need to preserve, in a territorially 

differentiated regime, a series of essential services to guarantee the social cohesion on a 

national basis. The third perspective examines the emerging framework with a highly 

critical position. The diffusion of governance practices enables the new forms of 

participation and  new forms of relationships between the state and civil society but, at 

the same time, contributes to redefine the political meaning of citizenship and therefore 

the nature of democracy. Beyond the promise of a better function of democracy and a 

strengthening of the popular voice in decision-making, some contradictions and tensions 

seem to emerge. It is often used to refer to Foucault’s concept of “governmentality” to 

describe  the activation of a series of new techniques of government, associated with the 

growth of governmental rationality of neo-liberalism, through which the democratic 

nature of the political sphere is increasingly eroded by an intrusive imposition of market 

forces. The apparent horizontal forms of governance involving public actors, private 

and civil society, in fact, may contribute to disperse power in multi-center contexts. The 

contradictory nature of governance makes visible, on the one hand, an increasing 

tension between the aim of the democratic empowerment of citizens and, on the other 

side, his character often undemocratic and authoritarian. 
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From a prescriptive point of view, the state and civil society are closely coupled in the 

new forms of governance, in a process of consensus-building negotiations aimed to 

achieve a political choice that meets more compliance than resistance at the 

implementation’s phase. The implementation of the horizontal subsidiarity principle has 

the goal to create an alliance between government and citizens, a shared administration 

where  the public body does not retire and does not delegate his functions to citizens, 

but it is the government that opens the participation of citizens and working with them 

to build the most effective solutions. The situation moves from a vertical relationship 

among institutions and citizens, a bipolar, unidirectional and hierarchical system, to a 

horizontal, multi-polar, equal and circular one (Arena, 2006). This way to explain the 

subsidiarity is not the liquidation of the public, but its reform, its democratization 

(Magnani 2007). 

The European Union too, through the White Paper on governance, defined the five basic 

principles for good governance, including  participation
3
. The shift from government to 

governance, that has also involved the field of social policies, has led both to the 

introduction of market conditions and the opening up of policy-making processes to a 

plurality of actors and organizations, public and private, and dissemination of 

negotiating styles of public actions and of partnership structures. 

The most common rhetoric on governance, attribute to it the ability to make explicit the 

negotiation of interests and to subtract from the opacity of parallel agreements that 

bloom in the bureaucracy's shade, exposing actors and issues to visibility and public 

control. Governance, however, includes different perspectives and practices. The 

deliberative model may be a good antidote to the capture’s danger of the third sector in 

the net of the political system. To avoid this risk it is necessary to provide tools and 

resources to ensure real participative practices, working on the transparency of 

processes and communications, investing in technical and organizational ability of the 

participants, keeping in consideration the presence of unequal power relations, avoiding 

                                                           
3
 Participation is included among the cardinal principles in White Paper on Governance of the European 

Union: “the quality, relevance and effectiveness of EU policies depend on ensuring wide participation 
throughout the policy chain – from conception to implementation. Improved participation is likely create 
more confidence in the end result and in the Institutions which deliver policies. Participation crucially 
depends on central governments following an inclusive approach when developing and implementing EU 
policies” (COM, 2001- 428: 10). 
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to turn the citizens into simple advisers, paying attention to the interests of vulnerable or 

not well-organized groups and clearly assigning responsibilities to everyone. For these 

reasons we must distinguish between participation as a building consensus technic for a 

program already decided, and the participation as a citizenship’s activation for the 

development of a program (Bifulco, 2006). 

It may happen that the cooperation between political actors and the social is at the 

service of private interests rather than public ones. It is always present the risk to 

develop a “private government” underlining the procedures, which decides on collective 

problems but in a situation of exemption from the democratic control system. There is, 

in other words, the risk of corporatization of the policy arena.  

The outcome of the process does not depend on the amplitude of the table, but on how 

power relations between different actors are structured  within and beyond the formal 

hearing process. It is necessary to empower the civil society to stimulate participation 

and, in order to teach to citizen to participate. In fact, it often lacks the capacity to be 

part of some groups and to participate in public discussion or the participation may be 

biased in favor of special interests or dominant groups. There may be a possibility of 

self-excluded groups or interests that are not well-organized. More generally, the costs 

and incentives to participation act selectively, excluding those who have no 

organizational skills, knowledge and resources, and including actors that expect a direct 

benefit. In these phases, local governments can play a decisive role on the basis of the 

new tasks of directing and enabling, that require the ability to direct fragmented 

processes and to promote cooperation and participation. The participation is a useful 

instrument because it allows to obtain information about the local context and to define 

a more effective intervention strategy. It can also have the function to legitimize a 

policy strategy or to reduce proactively conflicts due to its implementation. It also has a 

constructive role because allows to local communities to decide for themselves and have 

the instruments to control democratic politics. It finally has an intrinsic importance 

because it encourages collaboration and the strengthening of social capital, institution 

building, collective learning and empowerment of citizens. These considerations, which 

in their abstract form seem quite shared, must be lowered in different realities. The 

voice of citizens directly interested remain often weak and poorly organized. The 
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crucial point is whether and how what is constructed as public dimension leads to 

include or to exclude subjects, problems or concerns.  

In short, governance includes therefore a set of very dissimilar phenomena: on the one 

hand, experiments and practical decision-making by consensus which, using forms of 

democratic legitimation from below, revitalize the social and political practices of living 

together; on the other hand, structures and dynamics that perpetuate or strengthen the 

weight of particular interests, not subject to the constraints of institutional mediation 

required by the democratic system of representation. Moreover, the involvement of civil 

society can also give rise to the formation of closed and exclusive policy communities, 

which may favor some selected players. It may pose too barriers for access of individual 

and agency's  voice and may leave space to collusive practices for the division of 

resources, in addition to the problem of accountability in a blurred pattern of 

responsibility (Papadopoulos, 2007; Smismans, 2008). Governance can involve either 

the development of the public dimension of social policies and its erosion. It may 

happen that a plurality of levels and included actors produces or reproduces the 

atomization of interests and the fragmentation of responsibilities (Vicari Haddock, 

2004). 

The new dynamics of governance take very different forms depending on the context in 

which they develop, on the actors and values involved and on the interests and aims that 

guide the formation of new organizational structures. Moving in the areas of social 

innovation and institutional framework, it is possible to encounter significant resistance 

and stickiness of the institutional and administrative routines that make more laborious 

the learning and institutional transformation processes. Governance does not assume, 

however, a linear and uniform development in the territories, but on the basis of certain 

variables (participation patterns, patterns of local associations, the sub-political culture, 

etc.) reflects coherent trajectories with cultural and institutional resources and skills 

presents in situ. The degree of inclusiveness of participation in political decisions, the 

presence or absence of learning conditions in the policy process, the representativeness 

of participants in the partnership, the conditions of public visibility or, on the contrary, 

the opacity of procedures and locations where decisions are taken, are relevant variables 

if  there are questions about government performance in terms of democratic 
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governance. The role played by the political and administrative institutions represent a 

central point of distinction (Bifulco, 2006). 

 

The impact of the subsidiarization reforms on the Italian welfare system 

Following the introduction of important legislative and institutional reforms, the Italian 

welfare system has been affected by profound processes of transformation enrolling in a 

general trend to outsource the delivery of services, to enhance the third sector  and to 

localize policies according to the principle of vertical (rescailing) and horizontal 

(governance) subsidiarity. There is, in other words, a reconfiguration of territorial 

relations and an increasing number of actors involved in the policy process (Barberis, 

2010). 

The promulgation of law 328
4
, that has reformed the Italian welfare system more than 

ten years ago, despite the impact suffered after the reform of Title V of the Constitution, 

represented a turning point. The constitutional reform has attributed to the regions  

legislative powers in the field of social policies, leaving to the state, however, the 

determination of essential levels of benefits relating to civil and social rights to ensure 

throughout the national territory. With the framework law the regions have 

accompanied their role to that of the municipalities, traditionally central in the social 

services, becoming competent not only in the programming and planning field of the 

policies, but above all on the legislation. The regions have become consolidated as local 

welfare systems, both for the specific legislation adopted and for the particular 

organizational field, that consists in the relations between social actors who act at local 

level. Meanwhile, in addition to the identification of essential levels of services, the task 

of determination of the principles and goals of social policies and the allocation of 

resources of the national fund for social policies are entrusted to central level. 

Therefore, in recent years the different regional models have consolidated their specific 

characteristics, contributing to build an heterogeneous welfare, with a strong 

fragmentation which does not guarantee a substantial equality of treatment between 

residents of different regions. The subsidiarization of social policy has produced an 

increase in the system complexity. Although the new constitutional provisions have 

                                                           
4
 Law November 8, 2000, n. 328 "Framework law for the implementation of the integrated system of 

interventions and social services" 
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opted for a model of solidarity federalism, which is considered as a tool for asserting a 

wider equality in the enjoyment of essential services and for achieving real equality of 

civil and social rights, in practice the system has consolidated previous situation of 

strong regional imbalance. The reform has given to the country an almost multi-level 

federal structure, with a functional and non-territorial distribution of tasks and 

resources. This redistribution of powers is not limited to increasing regional powers, but 

has also increased the local government’s relevance. It was recognized a broader 

autonomy at local level, as evidenced by the principle of equal-ordination between 

different levels of government that differ only in the specificity of their functions. 

Alongside to persistent processes of path dependency, for which the institutions are 

consolidated and persist historically, changing only gradually and in the long term, 

institution-building processes are taking hold through innovative forms of shared 

administration and participatory democracy. Seem to emerge, in fact, processes of path 

deviation in the welfare institutions. In Italy the regulation of local welfare does not 

seem to depend only on normative and institutional architecture, the outcome of 

national and regional laws, but also and above all, it emerges as a field of organizational 

relationships between actors. The law 328, with the institutionalization of the new 

cooperative practices between actors permitted by the instrument of area plan, proposes 

an institutional model of path deviation. The area plan, an instrument of negotiated 

planning, can give rise to different forms of regulation, in connection with the 

prevailing administrative culture, the style of the local politic leadership, the existence 

of an active and organized third sector. Thus, the innovation of social programming area 

seems to give life to a process of institution building, characterized by different 

processes and different outcomes at the local level. This diversity of models is the result 

of the interdependence of strategic actors, public and private, who are called by law to 

ensure their cooperation in the construction of the new local order (Paci, 2008). In the 

changed context, characterized by the mix of new needs and new social risks combined 

with shortages and financial constraints, the implementation of the national framework 

law in the territories has produced not only a radicalization of the enormous differences 

between regions, but also among supra-municipal area and municipalities, contributing 

to consolidate a very jagged system of social citizenship. The reform impact varies 

therefore not only at regional level but also at the local level, depending on the 
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regulatory models and on starting points. The regional and local models of regulation 

are primarily characterized by the different mixes in practice made between the public 

sector, the market and the third sector. The widespread experience of the area plans 

triggered by law 328 (Bifulco, Centemeri, 2008) has contributed to the development of 

a local welfare policy more focused on building and enabling the participation of civil 

society in decision-making. The experience of the area plan has also permitted the 

gradual emergence of a systemic vision  that often has been lacking in local politics. 

The new normative required the organized civil society to leave the defense of 

particularisms and associational identities and to take a public responsibility. This 

challenge requires to the third sector to overcome an instrumental view of relations with 

the public administration and to assume a more general point of view in order to read 

the needs and the dynamics of their territory. In Italy the reform of social services has 

left a wide margin to the regional and local regulation in determining the ways in which 

the relationship between local institutions and the third sector are articulated, 

particularly in the construction of social area plans (Paci, 2005). The different forms of 

involvement of third sector have produced a strong differentiation in zonal planning 

between regions and within them. The tendency to social policies subsidiarization in 

Italy (Kazepov, 2008) without clear rules might therefore increase the degree of 

discretion and uncertainty of the emerging regulatory frameworks, with a wide variation 

between local welfare systems and between policy areas. 

 

Local governance's models of social policies in Marche Region 

The empirical research has attempted to identify social policy governance’s models in 

the Marche region, defined by the regularities emerging in a context of a changing 

institutional. The case study focused the attention on three main aspects. The first aspect 

concerns the relationship between the public institutions involved in planning processes. 

The second one relates to processes of interaction and integration between the technical 

component and the political component of the institutions that manage the social 

programming at the local level. The third and last aspect concerns the relations between 

institutional subjects and civil society actors more or less organized. The inclusive and 

participatory procedures that characterize this new generation of public policies and, in 

particular, the area plans, are fully included among those policies which mark the 
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transition from a bureaucratic paradigm of public administration to a so-called post-

bureaucratic paradigm, which opposes the government to the governance. Hierarchy and 

verticality are replaced by  horizontality  and network; established praxis are replaced 

by experimentations and innovations. The development and institutionalization of new 

practices of governance policies at the local level does not seem to move towards a 

single model. The results seem to move towards a territorially structured diversification, 

which is particular characteristic from context to context, based more on institutional 

frame  than on socio-economic variables. Different institutional milieu, characterized by 

different structural contexts and political cultures, seem to favor the taking root of 

specific patterns of local governance (Kazepov, 2007). 

Based on the indications given by law 328, Marche Region has distinguished itself for 

the importance assumed by the process of involvement of different actors according to a 

logic of horizontal and vertical subsidiarity. This task has mainly been entrusted to the 

coordinator of the territory supra-municipal (ATS
5
) as a “facilitator” of inter-

institutional relations. However, the Marche is one of the few regions that has not yet 

approved a regional law on the basis of indication provided by national law. The lack of 

a regional law that regulates social services organization did not mean stagnation, 

indeed many efforts have been made by administrative actions. The first result of the 

participatory planning of the interventions at supra-municipal area level has been to 

make available program agreements between different actors, which in this way are 

committed to pooling their respective skills and expertise to achieve a common goal 

(Genova, 2008). Marche region achieved excellent results in the process of participation 

of social actors to the local planning and implementation of decisions, leading to 

improvement the services quality offered. 

Based on the data collected I have tried to describe the salient features of the regional 

governance of the welfare system and the different articulations at sub-regional level. 

As already noted, the area plans' construction has been an opportunity to start a complex 

process of institution-building. The legislative rule is in fact actively constructed in a 

pragmatic way by the actors who are called to implement it. The rule that establishes the 

                                                           
5
 The ATS (Ambito Territoriale Sociale) is an institution supra-municipal, introduced by Law 328 and 

defined by regional rules, which includes the neighboring municipalities and has the function of 

programming, organization and management of social services. 
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principle of subsidiarity  and regulates the governance of social policies is locally 

declined in accordance with the implementation modalities adopted by public and 

private subjects. It is time to go to the presentation of the main results obtained through 

research. 

The first analyzed dimension concerns the degree of inter-institutional collaboration and 

coordination in the field of welfare policies. The level of cooperation and coordination 

between the ATS (Social Territorial Area) and the municipalities in these years of 

activity is stated at very high levels. This data testifies the achievement of awareness of 

the need for shared programming in the field of social policies at a territorial level that 

allows the optimization of human and financial resources. In recent years  the capacity 

of municipalities to share more and more choices and paths in the planning of  the local 

social services system has been consolidated. The activities of the ATS have also helped 

to grow the importance of the social policies theme in all municipalities, in particular by 

stimulating the development of services in the smaller realities. In summary, I have 

found two types of conflicting actions. On the one hand, the persistence of elements of 

strong “parochialism” at the municipal level linked to the willingness to keep the 

ownership of some services that seem attractive in view of the consensus-building. On 

the other hand, in a situation of financial difficulties for local institutions, I have found 

an attitude of mayors or their delegates to social matters aimed to try to join forces in a 

territory supra-municipal to ensure services that otherwise could not be guaranteed for  

economic reasons. On the institutional side, it seems to be a very complicated task for 

the political-administrative and technical components of municipalities to abdicate to 

the traditional “parochialism”, to their autonomy in planning and managing the social 

interventions in favor of a supra-municipal level, although devoted to research 

economies of scale and rationalization of services. 

The relationship with the provincial agency is not optimal in terms of coordination with 

the policies on which it has a direct responsibility, i.e. the formation and work policies. 

However, an optimum relationship has been however established between the local 

agencies and the region which provided technical support in building local social 

system. Work policies, in recent decades, have been decentralized and oriented heavily 

toward a logic of activation, aimed at integrating social assistance with job placement 

assistance and at favor exit from situations of exclusion. However, in the relationship 
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between ATS and employment centers, I should note the persistence of a particularly 

differentiated situation inside the regional level. The variability in the relationship 

between ATS and employment centers often depends on whether the result is connected 

to the relational skills and the efforts of individual actors rather than depending on a 

stringent regulatory framework. 

The degree of institutional collaboration between the social policies sector and the 

educational one suffers a significant territorial variability. The difficulty that seems to 

emerge stronger is tied to a trend of operational closure of the school managers. The 

extreme fragmentation of local schools and an internal organizational culture too much 

self-referential are elements that do not facilitate a planning that takes into account the 

specific skills and values of the various stakeholders. 

Regarding the concept of socio-health integration, it is now expected in all health and 

social programs. However, the potential that this expression carries with it is often left 

unrealized. The Marche model has left to the municipalities the competence of social 

policies management and the social programming to the ATS, as we have already seen, 

while the competence in health and social-health areas are attributed to the regional 

structure. In this case too the degree of integration and inter-institutional collaboration 

varies greatly between different territories. 

The task of the network’s building of services at the ATS level has been a precious 

opportunity to enhance the role and involvement of the third sector to stimulate 

democratic participation in social policies’ governance. The Marche Region is 

historically characterized by a strong  and widespread presence of third-sector actors, 

especially social cooperatives and voluntary associations. The procedures for inclusion 

in the governance processes are territorially differentiated, with different devices of 

advertising and accreditation at the tables, and with a different capacity of third sector 

actors to influence deliberated decisions. In the initial phase participation in the various 

steps of governance, from concertation  to consultation, from co-programming to co-

management, was characterized by enthusiasm and great involvement of all actors 

involved. However, this does not mean that in recent years there has been no problems 

and that participation has not taken various characteristics from territory to territory. In 

some contexts, the method of consultation has resulted in more structured practices, 

while in other cases it is rooted a kind of more formal and less effective practices. It has 
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been soon established the need to narrow the circle of participants in the discussion 

tables near the decision making phase and this poses serious problems in terms of 

representativeness of the subjects included in the democratic and deliberative process. 

To these problematic aspects it is adding  the “tiring”  dimension linked to participation. 

After nearly 10 years of commitment in the tables important results  have been obtained, 

but also disappointments related to the failure to materialize programs often remained 

on paper. The emergence and consolidation of network services at ATS level have 

contributed to the growth and redevelopment of the cooperatives. However, it is 

consistently highlighted a structural contradiction of the system that sees co-operatives 

called to a disinterested participation in the construction of the system of social policies, 

on the one hand, and to manage the outsourced services by municipalities enjoying 

public funding, on the other. This ambiguous situation makes it difficult to distinguish 

an authentic type of participation from one oriented to gain advantages in the process of 

services allocation. In the relationship between cooperatives and the ATS is detected, 

therefore, a weakness that sees the efforts of consultation and co-design, directed to co-

operation,  contrasting with the competitive modes and the public competition (Genova, 

2008). 

The process initiated by ATS has also promoted a change in the approach the voluntary 

associations which have gradually realized that participation in the tables of 

consultation has, as its goal, the sharing of territorial needs and possible responses, not 

the primary purpose of obtaining funding from public institution. In general terms, the 

world of volunteering appears to be widespread, but at the same time, very fragmented 

with a great difficult to put in relation its various articulations.  The third sector has 

become, despite the critical  issues raised, a strongpoint in the personal services and has 

come to represent an original path of exercise participation. People look for an 

opportunity of  participation in the voluntary associations. The volunteering, in addition 

to being a personal experience, is both a school of participation and democracy. The 

analysis of the institutionalization level of procedures for inclusion and their degree of 

inclusivity/exclusivity, along with the degree of internal integration among the subjects 

of the third sector are indicators identified to try to evaluate the contribution of these 

actors to enhancing the democratic nature of decision-making processes, their 

transparency and accountability. The formalization level of procedures for access to the 
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tables and the inclusiveness level among organizations stood at very high levels, 

although in some contexts the risk to reproduce a “too interested” participation seems to 

discourage uninterested  contributions for the benefit of those utilitarian. This data is 

confirmed by the fact that the policy areas in which consultation is more extensive are 

those of “family and childhood”, of “disabled” and “elderly”. This data is not surprising 

if we think that these areas are also those most financed and hence more “incentive” for 

the third sector.  

Another aspect taken into consideration is the degree of internal integration of the third 

sector. This data becomes interesting because it demonstrates the ability to work 

towards construction of the reticular system of local welfare and also the ability to 

provide representative democratic bodies in the decision-making process. The 

formalization of participatory practices and the integration of associative network seem 

to foster democratic participation in local planning, both in terms of inclusion of 

stakeholders and in their capacity to influence the level of public deliberation  

(Paci,2008).  In the regional context emerges, however, a framework of medium-low 

integration of the third sector, with some territorial exceptions that have worked for a 

strong integration resulted in forms of representation of stakeholders in the tables which 

are legitimated to propose solutions based on shared programs. 

Regarding the role of local politicians, the most interesting data that seems to emerge  is 

a significant collaboration between the different local political forces; although in a 

national context marked by strong tensions and conflicts between political parties also 

in terms of the ideological approach of social policies. Very important in this context is 

the role played by local political leadership that can orient or less cultural and 

institutional change. The political dimension, which sometimes tends to be expunged 

from the discourses on governance,  is essential for the properly direction of good local 

governance processes, where highly interdependent decisions are taken  between public 

and private actors (Martelli, 2006). This requires a deep cultural redefinition of the 

politician’s role, called to oversee the planning process in a dialogical relationship with 

other actors, both institutional and extra-institutional, without feeling threatened and 

discredited by the presence of new arenas of co-decision. It requires a shift from 

politicians intended as decision-makers sovereign, often distant and detached, to 

politicians who are capable of directing the political processes, reinventing and 
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expanding its leadership role even within the networks of governance. The main risk is 

foreshadowed in the relationship between the political class and the third sector, which 

is now going through a crisis of ambiguity that is also the result of his success. The third 

sector is exposed to become hostage to the institutions and, above all, a hostage to 

politics. The obvious risk is that of political dependence, because political actors have a 

great interest to cultivate and manage the subjects that generate consensus and social 

cohesion. The lively and creative reality of the third sector is in part dependent on the 

political, from which it derives most of its resources. A dependency  that is aggravated 

by the continuous passage of civil society leaders in the ranks of politicians. 

It is different the role recognized to trade unions in the tables, since their commitment is 

different from other subjects for a particular attention  toward a series of strategic 

political goals  and ready to be representatives of the voice of the excluded. 

The level of cooperation between public and private actors, the different  procedures of 

democratic participation in governance processes, the internal integration of the third 

sector, the degree of co-management services, the effectiveness of inter-institutional 

coordination, the capacity  or less of innovation in local administrative culture , the role 

of political leadership, the social spending levels  are all variables that have contributed 

to diversify local outcomes of the processes. The trends observed allow me to propose a 

classification of 4  governance models (Table 1) that are emerging at the sub-regional 

level : 1) “innovative” model, 2) “supra-municipal” model, 3) “inhomogeneous” model, 

4) “blocked” model. 

 

Table 1 – Governance models  
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SUPRA-

MUNICIPAL 

 

M M L M  L M H 

BLOCKED 

 

L M  L L M  L L 

Legenda: H = high level;  M = medium level;  L = low level;  

 

The first model, that I called “innovative”, is characterized by the strong presence and 

the internal integration of the third sector, linked to a historical tradition of strong 

organizational efforts in the social and economic spheres, by the strong political 

leadership tied to sub-political culture of the center-left and, finally, by a significant 

boost to the co-management at ATS level. A feature common to  territories included in 

this model is linked to a dense and solid presence of the third sector,  an organized 

presence particularly in the processes of governance. There is a constant effort to 

stimulate the widest possible participation at the tables, providing procedures  for 

inclusion considered as tools of transparency and democracy. An important role is 

surely played by municipal technicians and the ATS coordinators  that has been able to 

embrace the attempt to renew the administrative culture, as well as to facilitate inter-

institutional coordination's mechanisms. In this context, a mechanism of inclusive 

participation is triggered  and to an high integration of associative organizations is 

associated an high  formalization of participatory procedures, so that the inclusiveness 

of participation is institutionally pursued. This outcome is certainly  supported by the 

local political leadership committed to implement the new law and able to play an active 

role in driving the processes of governance.   

The second model, that I called “supra-municipal”, is characterized by the presence  

correspondence in the ATS  territory of the unions of municipalities and of mountain 

communities, and by the presence of small municipalities and of social spending levels 

under average. In these local contexts the presence of small municipalities has 

facilitated the move towards co-management mode services. In terms of participation of 

the third sector  what unites these areas is less strong presence of the third sector and 

reduced capacity of internal integration. In this model, involvement seems to arrive until 

the stage of the proposal and the design but stopping before the deliberation. The level 

of institutional collaboration.  The vouchers needed results in terms of rationalization of 
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the local welfare system in this case are related to the presence of a local political 

leadership capable of directing and coordinating the scarce economic resources and 

social capital in these areas typically mountain. 

The third model, that I called "inhomogeneous", includes the territories  that are 

characterized by the presence of a medium-large cities, in relation to the reality of the 

Marche, along with other small municipalities. The main feature in common are a 

constant tension between the choices of small towns, on one hand, acting in fear of 

losing control of important policy area and being crushed by their economic and 

organizational weakness, and  the bigger municipalities  that do not often find 

convenient and strategic to combine these different realities, even more fragile by the 

technical-professional, in an unitarian management. In this case, the difficulty of 

implementing the new legislation is tied to the lack of effort of the local political 

leadership to drive the processes and to overcome the resistance of the administrative 

and technical structure to embrace the innovation culture required. Even in these 

territories there is a difficulty of the third sector to work in a coordinated and integrated 

way which contributes to worsen the governance quality.  

Finally, the fourth model, that I call “blocked”, includes those ATS that, for various 

reasons, are meeting obstacles to implement the general principles underlying the new 

legislation which introduced the wider governance system. First, one aspect that unites 

them is given by the resistance of local political class that seems more than anywhere 

else to hinder the development and consolidation of a shared process of  social policies 

governance. In addition,  other problems  emerge in relation to the levels of inter-

institutional collaborations, especially on the side that should bind social policies to 

work and education ones. It is present  a certain distance and difficulty working in a 

joint and coordinated mode among public institutions  involved in the governance 

processes of local welfare system. Another critical element is given by the lack of 

capacity of third sector to operate in a coordinated way obtaining forms and instruments 

of internal integration. In this case, even if in presence of a widespread effort to foster 

wider participation as possible, this seems to be characterized by a reduced inclusive 

capacity and by a difficulty in overcoming the moment purely consultative, with the 

consequent risk of particularism and the lack of influence in the deliberative phases. 
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Conclusions 

In brief, sometimes it seems that the alignment effects of the reform in different 

territories have been more incremental than the existing cultural programming at local 

level, which complicates radical changes in settings. The final outcome at the moment is 

consisted of a large variety of organizational forms, a welfare system with variable 

arrangements at local and supra-local level. The regional framework has certainly 

affected, but not uniform, the local welfare systems. The regional normative system 

does not prevent to local welfare systems to express their strategies, if ever, make it 

more difficult. This research shows unequivocally that the results of governance 

experience depend largely on people. The functionality or less of the engineering-

institutional reforms are related to the people ability that are involved in the territories.   

If it is true that people make the difference, it is also true that not all local contexts can 

boast the same wealth of the third sector or the same availability of technicians and 

politicians to embrace the innovations introduced.  

In conclusion, the most important challenge that seems to emerge for the Italian welfare 

system 's transition is to match the instances of transformation in a federalist state with 

the preservation and affirmation of social rights guaranteed by the Constitution at the 

national level. The implementation of the vertical and horizontal principles of 

subsidiarity, with all the issues raised in terms of institutional coordination and 

democratic participation, does not necessarily produce the desired results if they are not 

led by competent leadership and supported by adequate resources. The ability to link the 

need to ensure rights equality  and the need to empower the local communities to 

guarantee a more adequate response to the different local situations is the goal of the 

system reform. The path taken in the field of social policies to hold united equality and 

territoriality  gave rise to constitutional and legislative choices that are no neutral, 

whose outcomes still seems very uncertain. 

 

Methodological note 

The empirical analysis is based on a variety of sources and methods. The cases selection 

responds to a rational sampling strategy of variables, typical of qualitative research. I 

selected the contexts where take place best practices and those with a lower level of 

advancement in the process of strengthening and consolidation of the territorial 
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governance. In addition to this criterion, I also included  in the sample the various 

territories of the Marche, both as regards the size of municipalities, both for their 

geographical and orographic location and, finally, to represent the different political 

orientations that guide local governments. The set of cases resulting from the integration 

of the two strategies is technically defined as a convenience sampling, i.e. as a non-

random sample, but derives from considerations of expediency. First, I analyzed 

documents related to institutional planning and to construction of the local services 

system, especially the regional guidelines, the regional administrative acts and area 

plans of the last years. I have also used the quantitative data already available from 

municipal or regional sources, mainly related to social spending. Finally, I interviewed 

public and private actors involved in territorial governance  processes on the basis of  a 

semi-structured questionnaire. I carried out 55 interviews in total of which 40 public 

servant (12 ATS coordinators and 28 municipal officials of the social and financial 

services), and 12 managers of cooperatives and voluntary associations, and 3  regional 

trade union leaders. The technique used for the research was the  interview in depth 

based on structured trace. If  the in-depth interview is a research technique essentially 

qualitative, since it develops the survey along the “vertical” dimension, that of 

individual cases, the batteries of questions are linked instead to a quantitative research 

logic, that pays more attention to the “horizontal” dimension, that of ownership of the 

cases taken together, allowing a comparison between them. The two survey techniques 

have been used in a complementary manner, and should be read as part of an integrated 

research strategy. 
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