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Abstract 

This paper deals with the process of building social capital as constrained by the 
availability of public and private services. The purpose is to show that social 
capital shapes, both in positive and negative terms, the capacity of local 
institutions to support development projects and strategies. The analysis shows 
that a higher level of social capital gives to communities a stronger planning 
capacity; a lower level of social capital implies that new initiatives are 
implemented only if they give private individual benefits; a higher level of social 
capital generates actions that increase and improve social capital itself. 
     The first section outlines the logical links between the concept of social 
capital and the availability of “services”. Social capital is seen here as a public 
good. Section 3 focuses on the relationship between the supply of public services 
and the level of social capital. Section 4 compares the Italian case with other 
cases in Northern Europe. 
     The concluding section shows the relationship between marginality and the 
availability of public goods. It contributes to the analysis of the relationship 
between social capital and development, showing that there is both a theoretical 
framework and evidence to justify the “principle” that public action supporting 
social capital has a major role in determining the performance of development 
strategies and actions. 
Keywords:  social capital, rural marginal areas, planning systems. 

1 Introduction 

Social capital is frequently considered as a public good. For example the UK 
National Statistical [19] agrees with Putnam [21] and adopts this definition: 
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‘Social capital is generally perceived to be a private and public good 
(Putnam, [22]) because, through its creation as a by-product of social 
relations, it benefits both the creator and bystander. It is a classic 
public good because of its non-exclusivity - its benefits cannot be 
restricted and hence are available to all members of a community 
indiscriminately’ (Woolcock, [29]) 

     This definition emphasises the possibility for all members of a community of 
gaining from the use of the social capital. But also the state is a subject that 
actively participates to the process of creating social capital. The state sustains 
private action because it contributes in creating the social and political 
environment; the important role of the state in this action is justified because of 
the public good character of the outcomes of social capital. 
     Which are the ways the state uses for the creation of or for the support to 
social capital? 
     Taking social capital as an example of the basis for the production of public 
goods, one can easily observe that there is not any single firm interested in 
producing that type of public good, which is non-excludable and non-rival in 
consumption. On the contrary, it will be easy to find people who over-consume 
the public good or who have no hindrance to deplete it, if its use gives them 
some satisfaction, utility or cost reduction in some economic activity. 
     A broader interpretation of public goods can be taken to include goods that 
are not per se public goods but goods that entitle people to exercise a public 
good. For example, railways can be considered as public goods, “if one assumes 
that the right to freedom of movement means that one citizen cannot be excluded 
by virtue of an appropriation by another citizen” (Bianchi [5], p. 111). 
     Public goods are therefore a consequence of a “natural” or an “institutional” 
market failure, which prevent the supply of meeting the needs of the population 
and of the firms. 
     The shortage of a public good can therefore be faced by means of action 
implemented by the state or by some group. The difference between the former 
cases refers to the resources used to produce the public good and to the people 
who are entitled to use the newly produced public good. 
     The state – and, in general, public administration – chooses to supply a public 
good using public resources coming from direct or indirect taxation. The state 
decides to produce it by means of state owned structures or to buy it from a 
private enterprise. The state decides to make a consumer pay a “contribution” – 
not a price – for the use of that public good, or not. 
     Some groups – private associations, formal and informal networks – can 
choose to supplement the shortage of a public good by means of a “private” 
supply. The group chooses the resources to be used for the production of the 
public good: from the pocket of a single member or from the pockets of all 
members. The group decides how to produce the public good: by means of 
structures owned by the group, or buying it from a private producer. The group 
decides whether it supplies a proper public good (with non-excludability) or it 
supplies a quasi-public good (reserving the use to the members of the group), 
which represents a substitute of the lacking public good. 
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     As a summary, social capital represents for a community also a stock that 
provides public goods, which can be increased or consumed by means of the 
action and of the choices of the state, of groups and of individuals.  

2 The Maremma district as a rural area 

With particular reference to the area we are now considering – the Maremma 
rural District in Southern Tuscany (Italy) –, it is necessary to emphasise the fact 
that we are dealing with a rural area. Therefore, we must take into account some 
specificity that distinguishes this type of territory. 
     With reference to the evolution of the Italian economy during last decades, 
rural and agricultural local system analysis gives an important contribution to the 
understanding of the development path, because this kind of territory cover more 
than a half of the national surface and contain more than 40% of the Italian 
population. 
     The rurality that emerges in recent times appears as very different from the 
pre-industrial one. Basile and Cecchi [2] have shown that this difference is as 
relevant at the theoretical level as it is on the basis of the evidence coming from 
the Italian countryside. Post-industrial rurality is characterised by a complete 
integration within the contemporary economic and social organisation of the 
capitalistic world. This organisation is different from others’ local systems 
because i. production is differentiated between and within sectors; ii. the 
dispersal of economic activities generates a rarefied social fabric that is, under 
many circumstances, the antithesis of the industrial district; iii. finally, the 
presence of agriculture, amongst other activities, completely integrated 
represents a characterising element, which contributes to build the singularity of 
the economic system and the qualification of the social system. 
     Before the end of the Nineties, economists have been able to show two 
different situations for the countryside. The first one relates to areas where 
agriculture’s modernisation has been able to specialise resource with an 
agricultural use. On the contrary, where the modernisation process has failed, a 
large part of local resources remained under-employed, and available for a 
different use. In this second situation, “modern” rurality emerges because rural 
resources have attracted the urban ones.  
     Modern rurality is then characterised by rarefied social fabric, economic 
differentiation and the presence of agriculture. This is the consequence of the 
interaction between urban and rural resources. 
     Modern rurality is frequently considered as a positive situation, because it 
represents a new vitality for declining social organisations. Nevertheless, a limit 
has been shown to the process of development and of growth for rural areas. This 
limit is represented by the potential shortage of services, which are needed for 
industrial growth, for resident families and communities. 
     In other words, it is true that urban areas expel human and financial resources, 
and it is true that rural areas are suitable for new activities. But, the availability 
of services generates new competitive advantages for each different type of 
territory. 
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     Traditional services, financial services and “modern” services, when suitable 
for the economic rural local system, can sustain growth and development or can 
constrain them when not integrated in the economic and social organisation.  
     The research we have carried out in Southern Tuscany has analysed the role 
of services within the development processes, which involve rural and 
agricultural local systems, in three different directions. The first direction 
concerns the definition of specific characters that distinguish rural and 
agricultural development processes. The second direction concerns the definition 
of a typology of services, suitable for the support of the growth process of an 
economy, which is differentiated by sector and locally integrated. The third 
research direction concerns the identification of the subjects of the governance of 
rural development processes. The research has concentrated on the multi-
dimensional composition of the development process. The dimensions are: the 
planning procedure, the management and the monitoring practice and, finally, 
the control and the accountability of actors.  
     Within the theoretical framework described above, public goods are strictly 
linked to public action and to the action of civil society. Our attention to public 
goods is confined to the local dimension; this assumption implies that we are not 
interested in public goods such as defence, which is usually considered as an 
emblematic kind of public good. Our focus is mainly on services – within the 
study area – that constitute the way in which the state contributes to the building 
up and to the increasing of public goods. But we are also interested in 
understanding the ability of the local community to face and to supplement any 
lack of state action. Therefore, we looked for plans implemented by the civil 
society – networks, association etc. – that produce or develop local public goods. 
     We focus on three types of services, which refer to different dimension of the 
public good component of social capital. In addition, we focus on the creator’s 
dimension of those services; in other words, we have tried to highlight the 
subject that has the power of supplying the service, without any reference to the 
subject that actually produces it.  

3 The Maremma backwardness in terms of services 

The combined action of the structural transformation and of the Italian welfare 
system has shaped the initiatives enhanced by the population in the area. On the 
one side, the change that has affected the economic structure of the area has 
destroyed a large part of the traditional jobs: the mine sector has definitely closed 
down during the 1970s, and agriculture has witnessed a massive introduction of 
technical change, which has caused an astonishing reduction of labour 
requirement. On the other side, the State has mainly concentred its action on the 
agrarian reform, during the 1950s; after that action, the welfare state prevailing 
in Italy has largely failed to meet the needs of a population who lived in an area 
with a declining level of opportunities. People in the area – as it was in any 
Italian agricultural and marginal areas – obtained public support only from the 
agricultural policy, and obtained a lower welfare support that the one granted to 
industrial workers and to people in towns. Under these conditions, the private 
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initiatives have been mainly oriented towards profit generating activities; 
migration to growing industrial areas represented the most used alternative for 
the population who lacked resources. 
     The lack of public services has been faced more by means of “exits” from the 
community than by the search of other people who shared the same need; as an 
alternative, private individual choices has supplemented the shortage due to the 
little state action. The population continues to migrate from the area, even if 
there is some significant amount of immigrants. These immigrants apparently 
requires a lower level of public services or – as wealthy as they are – they can 
afford to buy private services – mainly outside the area. The most recent concern 
for the environment in rural areas should promote collective actions, but instead 
the prevailing trend shows many forms of privatisation also of the environmental 
dimension of the community. 
     The interviews we have carried out in the area show that development actions 
improve and increase, in the opinion of the people, more the private earnings 
than the quality of life of the community as a whole. 

4 Welfare state, public services and social capital 

This section aims to show now how communities participate to the process of 
building new and structured initiatives as part of some network or some 
association. In other words, we link the degree of participation to common local 
life to the process of building social capital. 
     In our research, the study of social capital has focused on the analysis of 
networks and the participation of the members of the local community to 
networks. Attention has been paid to networks that have been build on the basis 
of the public action and of the functioning of public administration; but the 
greatest attention has been paid to networks that are “privately” managed and 
those that people build as a “place” where to share common interests and 
common concern toward some problem.  
     In Sotkamo (FIN), all the respondents belong at least to one (formal) 
association and, amongst them, there is a group – that Lehto and Oksa          
([16], p. 31) have named as super-active – composed by people who are not only 
members of many groups but that play also an active role at least in four 
networks. Respondents to questionnaires consider as successful the development 
actions, implemented during the recent years, more because of the degree of their 
participation than for the economic aim of the actions themselves. 
     Also in the Norwegian Mountain Region (N), the degree of participation 
appears as very high because all the interviewees are member of at least one 
network/group. The degree of information and of participation to public action in 
the area is quite surprising. 

‘… the general impression is that the various state or semi-state 
agencies are perceived to play the most important role.’ (Rye and 
Winge, [24], p. 12) 
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     In Leksand and Rättvik (S), networks play a very important role because they 
represent the basis for the construction of trust of the citizens towards public 
administration. In Sweden too the participation to networks and, mainly, the 
voluntary work of the members show the old tradition of “village democracies”. 
The role of network in building plans and other development initiatives is 
emphasised by the Swedish team noting that the success of those plans derives 
from the secondary position played by key actors and from the capacity to 
involve in actions also the large number of entrepreneurs who are not embedded 
in networks of civil society (Tillberg Mattsson and Stenbacka, [27]). 
     At Skye and Lochalsh (GB), whilst the number of associations and networks 
in lower than in the other Northern areas, the degree of participation to the 
activities of those groups is particularly high. This high degree of participation is 
associated with a diffused success of public initiatives that have also involved 
citizens and associations. 

‘… the results suggest that respondents are less than content with 
those areas of development that are perceived to be the responsibility 
of the national governments.’ (Lee and Árnason, [15], p. 28) 

     A similar situation is observed in the Lake District (Irl). Also in this area 
networks and groups exist, but the degree of participation appears as a non-
relevant aspect. The link between association and the public administration 
appears as vague, and the associations do not see any consequence between their 
action and development (Kinlen, [14], p. 18). The Irish report highlights that 
people appear as not being in condition to describe their role in development 
‘despite mentioning their involvement in various community and voluntary 
associations in the area’ (ibidem). 
     The case of Maremma (I) appears as significantly different. The degree of 
participation to associations and networks is lower than in any other area. One 
third of the sample does not give any answer to the question related to the type 
and number of association the respondents belongs to. In relation to the 
counterpart of the public action for development, it appears that only few type 
associations play some role. The evidence given by respondents shows that 
people in the sample are not in condition to identify a limited group of specific 
subjects that link the administration with citizens. 
     The major consequence of the weakness of the links between planners and 
citizens is represented by the low level of awareness of what development 
actually means for a citizen and about the ordinary ways of planning 
development actions.  
     As a summary, we can observe that there is a relationship between the 
quantity and quality of formal and informal networks of citizens and of 
associations, and the capacity of the public administration to face the needs of 
the population or, at least, to make the population aware of the public action. The 
consequence of this observation is that networks of relations increase and 
improve their way of functioning by means of public support. For this reason, we 
must emphasise the necessity to pay attention to social capital in all its 
components in order to understand the process of change in rural areas. 
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5 Social capital and planning 

The first consequence of our research on restructuring of rural marginal areas 
relates to an alarm bell that signals some dangerous weaknesses of the rural 
development policy of the European Union. This observation comes from the 
analysis on the relationships between social capital that characterises a 
community and the development actions that the same community is in condition 
to plan and to implement. 
     The bell rings in a room that hosts the more general theme of public policies 
for rural development and their funding. On the one hand, the concern comes 
from the reduction of public expenditure, as a consequence of the commitment of 
the European Union members’ governments to maintain the so-called Maastricht 
parameters within the agreed range of variation, which has its major 
consequences on the welfare state and on the provision of public services that 
should be granted to the population. On the other hand, the enlargement towards 
East of the European Union raises problems linked to the risk of another change 
of the emphasis of Common agricultural policy (CAP) in favour of the support of 
agriculture instead of economic differentiation in rural areas, because agriculture, 
in these countries, is still a very important activity from many points of view. 
     The consequences of this twofold recent threat concern the entire functioning 
of the CAP, from the growing importance given to role of private initiatives – the 
supremacy of market forces – to the types of strategies to be implemented for 
rural development support. The regional and social equilibrium, which was at the 
basis of the TREATISE OF ROME since the 1960s, has been cancelled because of 
the failure of the mechanisms introduced with the CAP tools to support the 
agricultural sector and because of great change that has involved the countryside 
at the end of the 20th century. The CAP of the 1990s has promised to give support 
only to farmers who were becoming true entrepreneurs showing their attention to 
market forces; the same policy has also promised support to rural communities 
that were able to plan development actions by means of internal forces – the so-
called endogenous development strategies. 
     This change of the aims of the EU’s policy has been based on the assumption 
that social and regional problems might be solved by the private action and that 
the only role of the government is to supplement resources to those who lack 
them. 
     Our research has shown that this assumption is completely wrong. In other 
words, it is wrong to assume that farmers and the rural population behave always 
in order to maximise their profits and it is wrong to assume that the local 
communities have always had a strategy that allows the filling of the gaps that 
separate them from the richest areas. 
     Focusing on the social capital that characterises a number of rural 
communities in marginal areas, we have shown that the capacity of defining and 
of implementing development strategies highly depends of the social capital 
availability, which in turn depends on the history of the community in terms of 
the results reached by means of the public action. Moreover, the success of the 
public action depends on the type and on the level of services that the state has 

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 

© 2006 WIT PressWIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 99,

Management of Natural Resources, Sustainable Development and Ecological Hazards  143



granted to local population. This means that the greater effectiveness of rural 
policies does not depend on the target of the public funds transfers – farmers or 
other components of the community; it does not depend on the specific strategy 
that each single community is able to plan; it rather depends on the capacity of 
public action to create the conditions that make any action – and the resources 
that are necessary for their implementation - efficient and productive.  
     The social capital that characterises a community significantly influences: i. 
the capacity of the governance of the community to project new initiatives; ii. its 
management capacity of dealing with the implementation of the initiatives; iii. 
the capacity to link top-down actions “suggested” by the central government to 
local private personal or collective actions. 
     From the analysis of the link between the needs of the population and the way 
in which each single citizen can meet those needs, it emerges that in those 
localities where the “normal” answer to needs comes from public services, there 
people trust collective action as a means of solving both private and common 
problems. In other words, communities with a good level of public services have 
a high level of awareness of the role of collective action and of the significance 
of public services as public goods. Therefore, one may expect that, as a 
consequence of the reduction of the supply of services by the state, the network 
of local relations creates the condition that allows for the substitution of the state 
action with a local collective action. This causal relation appears to be as 
stronger as higher is the level of participation of single citizens to the decision 
process – the level of democracy. This “tradition” of democratic participation to 
the decision making process – in other words, the degree of coincidence between 
local government and local governance – explains the reason why development 
programmes represent, in these areas, the result of answers to local needs by 
means of local resources and of external public funding. 
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