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Abstract. This paper analyses the state of innovation in Italian agriculture, with a par-
ticular focus on southern areas, and examines the evolution of European Agricultural
Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS) policies over the last 15 years. Using data
from the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) Agricultural Census and Farm
Accountancy Data Network (FADN)-derived indicators, this study highlights a mark-
edly low propensity for innovation among farms in southern Italy, linked to structural
weaknesses; limited digitalisation; and suboptimal performance across economic, envi-
ronmental, and social dimensions. Despite these challenges, regional policy strategies
appear largely uniform throughout Italy, showing little adaptation to the specific needs
of lagging areas. The review of rural development interventions illustrates persistent dif-
ficulties in implementing advisory services, contrasted with stronger uptake and better
financial performance of innovation-oriented measures, particularly Operational Groups
under the European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural Productivity and Sustain-
ability. The Italian Common Agricultural Policy Strategic Plan for 2023-2027 introduces
mechanisms to strengthen system coordination and enhance advisory and knowledge-
exchange functions; however, budget allocations remain modest, especially in southern
Italy. In conclusion, fragmentation within the Italian AKIS, coupled with cautious region-
al programming, risks perpetuating existing disparities and limiting the agricultural sec-
tor’s capacity to address structural, environmental, and competitiveness challenges.

Keywords: AKIS, agricultural policy, agricultural innovation, interactive approach.
JEL codes: Q16, Q18.

HIGHLIGHTS

- Agriculture in southern Italy presents critical areas — from competitive-
ness to sustainability — but few farmers invest in innovation.

- The EU rural development policies have promoted a strategic process to
support farms and agricultural areas to invest in innovation and knowl-
edge.

- The European Commission proposed new methods and approaches
highlighting the importance of networks, interactivity, co-innovation,
and AKIS implementation.
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- After 15-20 years, the time is right to analyse the
process to assess how the funds have been invested
and the effectiveness of interventions.

1. INTRODUCTION

Innovation is studied from different perspectives
and according to different disciplines, resulting in a mul-
titude of definitions. We adopt the definition from the
Organisation for Economic Co-ordination and Devel-
opment (OECD): “an innovation is a new or improved
product or process (or combination thereof) that dif-
fers significantly from the unit’s previous products or
processes and that has been made available to potential
users (product) or brought into use by the unit (pro-
cess)” (OECD/Eurostat 2018). In recent years, much
research has focused on identifying the factors that
influence the development and adoption of local inno-
vations. These include social and economic resour-
ces, institutional characteristics, and the interactions
between a territory and its environment (Capello, Lenzi,
2019), as well as geographical, economic, and technologi-
cal proximity (Bruno et al., 2025).

Although our focus is on innovation in agricul-
ture, it is crucial to consider the results of the regional
approach to innovation. The agricultural sector faces
complex challenges caused by climate change, economic
difficulties, and geopolitical instability. Innovative solu-
tions that farms can adopt, including sustainable prac-
tices and technological breakthroughs, can help address
them, making farmers more resilient and territories
more competitive. Indeed, innovation is viewed as one
of the main factors that can effectively address the chal-
lenges facing the agricultural system (Oliveira et al,
2019), from climate change and biodiversity loss to geo-
political instability (FAO, 2024). Hence, it can accelerate
the transition to sustainable agricultural models (Masi
et al., 2022). This ability, when closely linked to infor-
mation and knowledge dissemination processes, as well
as learning and social interaction, is recognised at the
European level (EU SCAR AKIS, 2019). Furthermore,
the OECD (2019) focuses on the positive impact of inno-
vation on productivity, competitiveness, profitability, and
even sustainability of the sector.

This attention has manifested in various ways over
the years. The European Union (EU) formally recog-
nised the strategic role of knowledge and innovation in
its development agenda with the adoption of the Europe
2020 strategy. This vision places human capital and
research at the heart of efforts to transform Europe into
the world’s leading knowledge-based economy. In the
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agricultural sector, this direction began to take shape
during the EU policies formulated during the 2007-
2013 programming period and was further consolidated
through the 2014-2020 initiatives, notably Horizon 2020
and the Rural Development Programmes.

In the early phase (2007-2013), the focus was pri-
marily on enhancing competitiveness through train-
ing, information, and advisory interventions. Innovative
efforts were limited to small-scale trials with minimal
stakeholder involvement. The subsequent programming
period (2014-2022) marked a significant shift. Knowl-
edge and innovation were recognised as cross-cutting
priorities, and the European Innovation Partnership for
Agricultural Productivity and Sustainability (EIP-AGRI)
was introduced (European Commission, 2012). This ini-
tiative promoted a collaborative model in which farmers,
researchers, and facilitators worked together to address
real-world challenges. The Agricultural Knowledge and
Innovation System (AKIS) emerged as the central frame-
work for coordinating these efforts.

AKIS is a collaborative network of organisations,
enterprises, and individuals, including institutions and
policies that influence how different actors interact,
share, access, exchange, and utilise knowledge (Kassem
et al., 2022; Zahran et al., 2020). It has strong potential
to enhance the economic performance of farming and
contribute to agricultural sustainability because it may
increase synergies and complementarity among actors.
AKIS is both an analytic construction aimed at describ-
ing organisations and actors revolving around innova-
tion and knowledge, including their functions and rela-
tionships, and a European strategy aimed at reinforcing
the agricultural system through specific actions based
on the interaction model. According to the constructivist
paradigm, innovation is the product of social phenom-
ena that occur through complex interactions between
different actors. This approach implies that a heteroge-
neous group of actors cooperates to identify, develop,
and introduce innovative solutions, as demonstrated by
research and/or development activities about the knowl-
edge and innovation process of recent decades. It focuses
on the need to connect science and practice effectively
and to boost knowledge exchange and innovation for
the benefit of farmers (EU SCAR, 2012, 2015; EU SCAR
AKIS, 2019). It especially emphasises the necessity to
recognise the coexistence of innovation resulting from
research and that from practice, having equal dignity in
the innovation process (Ingram et al., 2017).

However, the AKIS situation at the European level
is diverse and multi-faceted. Each country organised the
previous systems differently (EU SCAR, 2012) and has
unique institutional, legislative, and cultural contexts
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(Knierim et al., 2015). Consequently, implementation
of Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) measures varies
widely across EU Member States, only reaching around
10% of EU farms and 20% of CAP beneficiaries (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021).

Introduction of the EIP-AGRI was the main innova-
tion in the 2014-2022 CAP programming period, aimed
at overcoming the so-called linear model of innovation
diffusion and introducing a new strategy based on the
characteristics described above (Mikoli¢, Slavié, 2025).
This instrument received positive feedback in Europe,
mainly under the CAP interventions, with more than
3,800 Operational Groups (OGs) funded, compared with
the 3,200 initially planned. A study commissioned by the
Directorate-General of Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment (DG AGRI) highlighted, among other things, the
ability of OGs to test and introduce innovative solutions
on farms, to disseminate the adopted solutions beyond
their partners, and the emergence of new forms of collab-
oration between partners (European Commission, 2024).
Nevertheless, the growing importance of these strategies
and tools has not been followed by increased expendi-
ture, which remained marginal within the overall CAP
budget for the 2014-2020 period (Labarthe, Beck, 2022).

Because AKIS relies on the active interaction of many
different actors, initiatives that strengthen connections
between organisations and policies can help close the gap
between research- and practice-driven innovation, while
directly involving farmers in shared knowledge and inno-
vation processes. Indeed, the success of AKIS depends on
the ability to effectively coordinate among various stake-
holders, to disseminate agricultural knowledge, and to
respond to farmers’ needs, as well as the availability of
effective agricultural advisory services. Therefore, many
factors can foster the introduction and effective adoption
of innovations. The relationships among different actors
involved in identifying problems and finding innovative
solutions as well as the institutional and policy context
are crucial. Many countries have a fragmented or inef-
fective AKIS (Kountios et al., 2024), depending on the
choices made by regional or national administrations, as
well as from the variety of actors and their relationships.
According to Birke et al. (2025), “the effective function-
ing of AKIS relies not only on the presence of multiple
actors, but also on mechanisms that allow their interac-
tion at different levels and sectors”, with policy-based
(top-down) coordination mechanisms and network-based
mechanisms within national AKIS.

This article examines the level of innovation among
farms using data from the Agricultural Census and the
Farm Accountancy Data Network (FADN), as well as the
implementation of related policies in Italy, particularly

the southern regions. We aim to suggest possible lines of
research to understand if there are specific approaches
that are adequate to meet the needs and problems far-
mers face. What weaknesses can still be found? In which
areas? While we are aware of the difficulties of conduct-
ing a comprehensive study, due to the scarcity of data
and the complexity of the issue, we provide some food
for thought on the challenges facing the Italian agricul-
tural system.

2. INNOVATION IN ITALIAN AGRICULTURE:
SPECIFICITIES AND CHALLENGES

According to the last Agricultural Census in Italy,
around 125,000 farms introduced one or more inno-
vations' from 2018 to 2020. They represented 11% of
the total number of farms surveyed, with great variabi-
lity among regions/autonomous provinces. The southern
regions showing the lowest percentage (5.9%) (Figure 1).

The data support common observations about inno-
vative farms. Innovation is more common on larger
farms, measured by the number of work units, and on
farms managed by younger farmers (Figures 1 and 2).
However, the presence of innovative farms is lower in
southern Italy, even when considering farm size and
farmer age.

Figure 1. Innovative farms by group of regions and agricultural
work unit (% of total farms).
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! According to the explanatory notes of the Agricultural Census, the
question on innovation asks whether, in the three-year period of 2018-
2020, the holding made investments aimed at innovating produc-
tion techniques or management (e.g., precision agriculture, research
and development, etc.). If the answer is yes, then the respondents are
asked to specify the stages or areas concerned, such as varieties, breeds,
clones, etc.
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Figure 2. Comparison between innovators over 40 and under 40
years of age by region (% of total farms).
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Mechanisation is the production process with the
highest level of innovative investments, both nationally
(28%) and by region (29% for northern, 31% for central,
and 24% for southern). However, in the Southern Italy,
this percentage is slightly lower, while innovation in
planting and seeding (12%), soil tillage (10%), and irri-
gation (9%) is relatively more significant. The analysis of
investment choices among southern regions shows a het-
erogenous situation (Figure 3).

Finally, the digitisation of Italian farms has outper-
formed other innovative processes, as 16% of farms have
adopted it. There is great variation between the regions,
especially northern (33.1%) and southern (7.7%) Italy.
Traditional applications, such as accounting, are still
widely used in production processes, both in the field
and in the stable (Figure 4).

The FADN survey does not collect specific data
about the adoption of innovative practices by farms.
However, a methodology was developed to derive the

Figure 3. Innovative investments in southern Italian regions by productive process steps (% of total farms).
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Figure 4. Use of digitalisation on farms (% of total farms).
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innovation needs of farms, albeit indirectly, from a set
of socio-economic and technical indicators calculated
based on FADN variables (Arzeni et al., 2021; Bonfiglio,
2024). The approach is based on the idea that some
aspects of farm performance are influenced by whether
specific innovations have been adopted. To apply this
method, we grouped farms into homogeneous clusters
within each Italian region. We compared the perfor-
mance of these clusters (measured through the indica-
tors) to the average performance of similar clusters in
the Italian macro-regions (North-west, North-east, Cen-
tre, South, and Islands). If a region’s indicator was below
the district average, then we interpreted this as a poten-
tial need for innovation in that region.

The results of this analysis should be interpreted as
potential signs of a lack of innovation because it is an
indirect survey and suboptimal performance may also be
stem from other internal and external factors that affect
the farm. Analysis of the FADN data from 2018 to 2023
shows major economic, environmental, and social dif-
ficulties for southern Italy. Economic indicators suggest
that innovations could help reduce variable costs and
increase productivity. Numerous innovative solutions
can also be adopted to address environmental impacts,
including a reduction in the use of pesticides and more
efficient use of energy and water resources. However,
innovations have less direct effects on the social impacts,
although improved economic efficiency has a positive
impact on job stability and perhaps also on farmers’
interest in increasing their knowledge base.

The above analysis of FADN data provides points
for consideration, particularly when examined in great-
er depth by farm size and production sector, as Arzeni
et al. (2021) and Bonfiglio (2024) showed. Here, the key
takeaway is that rural areas in southern Italy show a low
propensity for innovation, which may contribute to some

of the sustainability issues faced by its farms. In this
context, promotion policies play a crucial role.

3. EVOLUTION OF AKIS POLICIES IN ITALY

Over the last 15 years, knowledge and innovation
policies have been implemented relatively uniformly
throughout Italy. There has been no difference in gov-
ernance and management between northern, central,
and southern Italy: all regions have established discus-
sion and support networks to proceed in a relatively
homogenous manner.

European policies aimed at promoting AKIS have
focused on certain areas of action, especially training,
coaching, information, knowledge transfer, study visits,
advisory services, testing, and dissemination of innova-
tion. As a rule, funding is distributed to those who pro-
vide these services, and the farms and rural areas uses
these services. Across the various programming periods,
the names of the action areas, their specific focus, and
their implementation methods have changed. Thus, we
compared AKIS policy interventions by grouping the
actions into training/information, advisory services, and
innovation. The first area concerns measures aimed at
increasing the human capital of farms. The second area
involves technical/economic and organisational support
to manage production processes. Finally, the third area
concerns the dissemination and adoption of innovations
useful for solving business and territorial problems.

An analysis of the content of rural development
interventions in Italy shows that training and informa-
tion measures have consistently played a significant role,
one that has rarely been questioned, and their financial
implementation has been not very complex. Each region
has financed them by targeting region-specific topics of
interest to agriculture and rural areas. A critical element
is the implementation methods, which are usually very
conventional: traditional in-person training, character-
ised by unidirectional transfer of knowledge, or informa-
tion disseminated in the press or via institutional web
channels. Moreover, these measures are usually delivered
in a very rigid manner, so they cannot respond to urgent
needs that may arise. Furthermore, not all potential
users can benefit from these measures due to educational
pre-requisites and a lack of ability to use new communi-
cation tools (Rete Rurale Nazionale, 2020).

From a financial perspective (CREA, 2017; Rete
Rurale Nazionale, 2023b), training and information
measures present challenges typical of intangible inter-
vention, particularly in ensuring stable and continuous
spending throughout the implementation of European
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programmes. As a result, expenditure is concentrated
towards the end of the programming periods and is
often lower than what had been planned. Indeed, actu-
al spending on training/information interventions was
24% lower in 2007-2013 and 11% lower in 2014-2022
compared with planned spending.

Advisory services, by contrast, have followed a
much more difficult path. During the 2007-2013 pro-
gramming period, they focused on only a few topics
(mainly related to conditionality) and had a narrow
objective (economic competitiveness), generating little
interest among both users and advisory providers. In
addition, implementation was constrained by low fund-
ing based on advisory activity, the need for accredi-
tation, and binding administrative rules. During the
2014-2022 programming period, the scope of counsel-
ling was broadened to cover all needs while providing
a minimum scope of intervention that each region had
to cover. However, at an early stage, the implementation
procedures for the disbursement of funds involved ten-
ders that were complex and expensive due to the need
to consider the additional expense of VAT. For the most
part, the regional institutions refrained from initiating
these procedures and worked together with the Minis-
try of Agriculture to get the European Commission to
change them. This endeavour led to changes in admin-
istrative procedures, but the start of the intervention
was delayed. As a result, advisory services saw a sig-
nificant reduction in the initially allocated funds: 71%
and 51% for the 2007-2013 and 2014-2022 programming
periods, respectively.

The promotion of innovation had markedly different
results (CREA, 2017; Rete Rurale Nazionale, 2023b). For
the 2007-2013 programming period, this area received
little initial funding, and it primarily aimed to test inno-
vations that required territorial and/or climatic-pedolog-
ical verification before wider dissemination. However,
interest from research and development organisation led
to a 17% increase in the budget originally allocated at
the start of the programming period. During the 2014-
2022 programming period, the promotion of innova-
tion shifted towards the EIP-AGRI approach. Due to its
methodological complexity, it required a strong com-
mitment for its promotion and facilitation. This first
occurred at the European level with a dedicated sup-
port network and then at the national and regional lev-
els, supported by the National Rural Network and local
agencies. In addition, the strong demand for innova-
tive solutions to the technical, economic, management,
environmental, and climatic problems faced attracted
the interest of numerous research, service, and dissemi-
nation organisations. They often formed complex and
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effective partnerships with enterprises. Financial invest-
ment in this area also increased: it was 29% higher com-
pared to what was budgeted for the 2007-2013 program-
ming period.

In particular, Measures 16.1 and 16.2, relating to
OGs, absorbed the majority of regional resources and
interest. With 893 projects (compared to the 626 initially
planned), Italy has the higher number of OGs among
EU Member States. An analysis of the results of the EIP-
AGRI in TItaly, conducted in 2021-2022, highlighted how
OGs experience enabled partners to establish profession-
al relationships and collaborations, enhance their exper-
tise, and involve a large number of businesses, contri-
buting to the growth of not only individual partners but
the entire system (Arzeni et al., 2023). The number of
OGs varies significantly across regions. Emilia-Romagna
funded 265 projects, spending almost 70 million, fol-
lowed by Sicily with 74 projects and almost 36 million
euros. The number of approved projects and financial
resources are closely linked to the political strategies and
implementation and procedural choices of the individual
regional Managing Authorities.

Expenditure data of the Rural Development Pro-
gramme measures directly linked to AKIS was nearly
541 million euros, roughly half of which was in northern
Italy. There were notable regional differences in terms
of the allocated resources and types of interventions
funded. While Measure 16.1, which financed OGs, was
generally successful, Measure 16.2, supporting advisory
services, faced significant difficulties. Performance was
stronger in northern Italy, mainly due to the excellent
results for Veneto, with over 12 million euros, approxi-
mately half of the total expenditure in this region. In
central Italy, Toscana performed very well, with over
11 million euros, also representing more than half of
the expenditure. In southern Italy, there were minimal
regional differences, with total expenditure representing
just 0.16% of the total Rural Development Programme
(Table 1). Overall, the share of AKIS-related measures
in the Rural Development Programme is very low: only
2.7% of total spending is in this area, and in southern
Italy it barely exceeds 1.5%.

Evaluating the impact of these activities, both in
terms of knowledge and innovations introduced as well
as networks of relationships, is quite challenging. This
difficulty is compounded by the lack of data on the
number of farms reached by the initiatives and the lack
of information on their structure, problems, and needs,
and economic situation before and after the interven-
tions. Given the complexity of these initiatives, there has
been limited research on the results and impacts of EIP-
AGRI (Giare, Vagnozzi, 2021; Proietti, Cristiano, 2023).
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Table 1. Total public expenditure for Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS) measures in the 2007-2013 programming peri-

od.

Italy (euros)

Italy (%) North (%)  Centre (%)  South (%)

Measure 1 - Training and Information 121,692,525 22.5 31.0 21.0 16.0
Measure 2 - Advisory 46,953,251 8.7 10.0 14.0 10.0
Measure 16.1 — EIP-AGRI 193,540,139 35.8 37.0 23.0 38.0
Measure 16.2 — Cooperation for innovation 179,072,550 33.1 22.0 42.0 36.0
Total 541,258,466 100 100 100 100
AKIS measure over Rural Development Programme total 27 38 36 15

expenditure (%)

Note: separate data are not available Measures 16.1 and 16.2 as the official monitoring reports the data for the entire Measure 16. Therefore,

data relating to the allocated resources are used.
Source: NRN 2024 quarterly report.

Regarding OGs, it is important to remember that
knowledge sharing and innovation processes do not
always lead to the adoption of innovations. Innovation is
best understood as an interactive process, characterised
by dynamic exchanges among different actors, which can
facilitate the adoption and dissemination of innovative
practices (Knierim et al., 2015). OGs provide a setting
where farmers play an important role in identifying prob-
lems and introducing innovations (Kok, Klerkx, 2023).
However, based on an analysis of the qualitative infor-
mation provided by innovarurale.it, southern Italy has
received a significant share of funding under the CAP, but
its innovation remains limited. Southern OGs show lower
levels of innovation than north-eastern OGs, highlighting
regional disparities (del Puente et al., 2024). There are also
differences in the type of innovations introduced by OGs.
For example, in Campania, activities focus more on diver-
sification in terms of themes and dissemination of materi-
als (66.7%). In Puglia, activities focus on service innova-
tions (70.8%) and logistics systems (22.9%). Sicily had a
strong propensity for new goods (72.1%) and design/pack-
aging (13.1%) (del Puente et al., 2025).

3.1. AKIS programming for 2023-2027

Regulation (EU) 2021/2115 places knowledge and
innovation at the service of all CAP objectives for the
2023-2027 period, identifying nine specific goals for the
development of the agri-food and forestry sectors and
assigning to a cross-cutting role the objective focused
on modernisation. This includes promoting knowledge
exchange, innovation, and digitalisation, and ensur-
ing farmers have better access to research, training, and
advisory services (Art. 6, par. 2). The European Com-
mission has emphasised the importance on ensuring
AKIS functions in a coordinated and interconnected

manner, with advisory services playing a central role in
disseminating knowledge and linking system compo-
nents (Di Santo et al., 2025). Innovation and digitalisa-
tion are seen as key drivers for the modernisation of the
agriculture and agri-food sectors, mainly when there are
interactions among multiple actors. The more intense
interactions within AKIS, the greater its capacity to pro-
mote development (European Commission, 2023). To
operationalise their goals, CAP regulation provides two
main instruments: Cooperation (Art. 77) and Knowl-
edge Exchange and Information (Art. 78). The Italian
CAP Strategic Plan for 2023-2027 represents a national
commitment to fostering a more integrated, innovative,
and knowledge-driven agricultural system (Table 2).

For the 2023-2027 programming period (Rete
Rurale Nazionale 2023a), Italy has allocated over 451
million euros to AKIS-related interventions, approxi-
mately 3.5% of the total public budget for rural develop-
ment. This represents a slightly lower share compared
with the previous programming period. When broken
down by thematic area, innovation (SRG01-08-09) has
received the largest share of funding (49.8%), followed by
training and information (22.6%) and advisory services
(17.8%). These allocations reflect the cautious financial
approach of the Italian regions, shaped by past imple-
mentation experiences.

Although Regulation (EU) 2021/2115 places particu-
lar emphasis on strengthening advisory services — given
their underperformance in previous cycles - regional
investment in this area remains limited. This cautious
stance is also evident in the overall AKIS budget, sug-
gesting a conservative interpretation of the regulation’s
ambitions. Nonetheless, the Italian CAP Strategic Plan
introduces several innovative elements, including sup-
port for innovation facilitation, demonstration activi-
ties, and the integration of specialised technical assis-
tance for advisors (back office). However, these measures
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Table 2. Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (AKIS) interventions for the Italian Common Agricultural Policy Strategic Plan for

2023-2027.

Interventions Num.ber of Total amount % Italy % North % Centre % South

regions (euros)

SRGO1 - Support to PEI AGRI Operational Groups 18 164,699,086 36.5 32 353 422
SRGO08 - Support for pilot and innovation testing actions 10 38,850,000 8.6 11 12.5 4.3
SRGO09 - Cooperation for innovation support actions and services
aimed at the a%ricultural, forestry, and agﬁ—food sectors 10 21,223,310 47 25 L5 88
SRHO1 - Provision of advisory services 18 80,096,534 17.8 20.5 19.8 134
SRHO2 - Advisory training 12 7,222,074 1.6 2.0 1.1 14
SRHO3 - Training of farmers, workers in agriculture, livestock, and
food industries, and other private and public entities instrumental to 19 67,415,347 14.9 19.2 13.7 10.7
the development of rural areas
SRH04 - Information campaigns 16 27,315,148 6.1 3.5 10.7 6.6
211;1:505 - Demonstration campaigns for agriculture, forestry, and rural 12 16,141,126 36 48 17 3]
SRHO06 - Back-office services for the AKIS 12 28,179,247 6.2 45 37 9.5
Total amount 451,141,872 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Percentage on total Rural Development Programme expenditure 3.5 44 3.9 2.7

Source: our elaboration based on CAP Network data.

have not been adopted uniformly across all regions and,
along with advisor training, received limited financial
allocations. These differences reflect the varying ways
in which each region organises and manages its AKIS,
as well as by problems and challenges they face. Over-
all, AKIS interventions account for less than 3.5% of the
total financial allocation ranging from 2.7% in south-
ern Italy to 4.4% in northern Italy (Table 2). An analysis
of regional choices within the regions reveals that this
trend is similar to that of the previous programming: the
share of interventions for innovation is the highest (45%,
49%, and 55% for northern, central, and southern Italy,
respectively), followed by training/information (32%,
30%, and 30%, respectively), and advisory services (23%,
21%, and 15%, respectively). Note that the concentra-
tion of funds on innovation is greater in southern Italy,
where just over a tenth of the total amount is invested in
advisory services.

The programming data indicate a general continu-
ity in policy implementation at the regional level, both
in terms of the type of intervention and the budget allo-
cated, except for minor differences. The share of fund-
ing allocated to training/information is more balanced
among the three regions, perhaps because some inter-
ventions are managed by public bodies (departments
or their agencies) that have long needed new roles and
related financial resources. To address the fragmenta-
tion and limitations of the Italian AKIS, the Italian CAP
Strategic Plan introduced the AKIS Coordination Body.
It is designed to facilitate communication among the dif-

ferent actors and improve the system at the national and
regional levels (Sutherland, Prager 2025).

4. CONCLUSION

Our descriptive analysis indicates that farms in
southern Italy experience greater difficulties in adopting
innovations compared with those in northern and cen-
tral Italy. These difficulties span multiple dimensions,
from competitiveness to sustainability. Despite these
issues, regional policy choices appear rather uniform,
with little differentiation in response to local criticalities.
Such cautious regional approaches to innovation policy
risks depriving farms of adequate and widespread sup-
port across the territory, potentially undermining the
strong investment in innovation. This could limit the
ability to address structural challenges of the agricul-
tural sector such as human capital development and
the adoption of new technologies. In addition, the over-
all effectiveness of rural development policy could be
reduced, as knowledge transfer and advisory services
are essential enablers of competitiveness, sustainability,
and social inclusion. Uniform policies also risk perpetu-
ating existing disparities, both between agriculture and
other economic sectors, and within the agricultural sec-
tor itself, particularly between small- and medium-sized
enterprises and more advanced actors.

AKIS presents an opportunity to support farmers
and other actors in addressing challenges related to com-
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petitiveness and the transition towards a more environ-
mentally and socially sustainable and equitable system.
AKIS functions as an analytic framework to understand
organisations and actors involved in innovation and a
European strategy to strengthen the agricultural system
through specific actions. Thus, it provides a useful lens
to study dynamics at the local and regional levels. Our
analysis of the Italian regions — albeit partial due to the
lack of data - reveals fragmented innovation, informa-
tion/training, and advisory interventions in the 2023-
2027 CAP programming period, inconsistent with the
logic of the AKIS. The creation of regional and national
coordination bodies could help overcome this limitation.
Additional measures (i.e., local innovation hubs, targeted
training for trainers and advisors, and stronger integra-
tion of AKIS interventions with other policies) could
enhance Italy’s AKIS, thereby improving the sector’s per-
formance and supporting policy implementation.

Our study has some limitations, including the
inability to answer all the questions posed in Section
1. Nevertheless, it provides a starting point for discus-
sion and highlights the need for more comprehensive
research on policy effects. In this context, it is desir-
able that the European Commission supports a series
of funded research projects on these topics. Effective
implementation of these studies will require robust data-
sets that can support continuous and detailed analysis of
the situation. In particular, the ongoing redesign of the
FADN could include variables more closely related to
knowledge and innovation.
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