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Abstract. The attractiveness of regions and places for investments, tourists, stu-
dents, talented people, and other economic actors is a relevant issue for regional
economic development, due to the increasing importance of flows of firms,
resources and people on the global scale. Attractiveness for peripheral regions
is even harder, due to their nature of marginal and peripheral locations which
causes clear locational disadvantages compared to central locations. Calabria is a
case of Italian peripheral region which should raise its attractiveness to increase
its level of development, improving several critical location factors, like transport
accessibility, which in this region is extremely scarce.

The Special Economic Zone (SEZ) is an opportunity for the development
of the territory. The territorial system around the Special Economic Zone must
be planned by the strategic urban plan. Only the urban plan determines the inte-
grated quality system between infrastructures, urbanization, territory and land-
scape. The strategic urban plan for territories with Special Economic Zones con-
verts urban spaces into places of development, maximizes the offer of services
and technological innovation and increases the quality of life and well-being of
citizens.

Keywords: Special economic zone - Territorial attractiveness - Location
factors - Strategic urban plan - Port of Gioia Tauro

1 Introduction

In the age of globalization, attractiveness is a crucial dimension for regional and urban
economic development. Nowadays regions, localities and cities on the one hand must
be competitive, being able to export and increase their market share in industries where
they specialize; on the other hand, they must be attractive for firms, investments, human
capital, students, talented people, tourists, etc. if they wish to increase their level of
GDP, income and wealth. Therefore, they must also design and implement investment
attraction policies, e.g., tax incentives and Special Economic Zones.
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In the case of aremote and marginal region like Calabria attracting firms, investments
and people is even harder and more challenging. In fact, this type of regions, due to
their geographical location, suffers several locational disadvantages compared to central
regions, like a low level of accessibility and the lack of agglomeration effects.

However, at the same time, for these lagging regions, attracting investments and peo-
ple, designing strategies based on exogenous development, might be a potential game
changer. Late studies in fact show that in this type of regions pure endogenous develop-
ment strategies has usually failed [1]. Studies focused on Southern Italy highlight that
regional development policies based on supporting endogenous entrepreneurship real-
ized in the last decades were not able to boost economy significantly [2]. Rather, southern
regions suffered from the loss of productive factors (human capital, entrepreneurs, etc.),
as for example brain drain demonstrates [3].

The Special Economic Zones (SEZs) are one of the main policies adopted by national
and regional governments to attract investments. SEZs create an opportunity for devel-
opment in lagging regions, not only limitedly to the places where SEZs are settled, but
even in the wider surrounding regions, therefore planning is crucial for exploiting the
potential effects of SEZs. The strategic urban plan for regions where SEZs is settled,
converts urban spaces into places of development, maximizes the offer of services and
technological innovation and increases the quality of life and well-being of citizens. The
urban regeneration is the support to increase the value of the SEZs.

In this paper we will focus on the analysis of the attractiveness of a Southern Italian
region, Calabria, based on the key data about attractiveness at the territorial scale for firms
and people, and on the main strategies and plans for improving it, focusing in particular
on the SEZ being settled there. As far as we know, case studies on the attractiveness of
peripheral and marginal regions, and on the related policies and planning are rare. In
this respect, we consider this research contribution rather novel in the current literature.

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 illustrates first the concept of
territorial attractiveness. Then, in paragraph 2.1, it presents the main determinants, i.e.,
location factors, of territorial attractiveness, and in paragraph 2.2 analyses and discusses
the case of Calabria, its attractiveness and the (lacking) location factors which might
explain why it is so scarcely attractive. Section 3 deals with SEZs Calabria and integrated
strategic urban plan for making regions and cities more attractive, focusing on the role
of SEZs for territorial and urban regeneration. Lastly, Sect. 4 shortly draws some final
conclusions.

2 Territorial Attractiveness

Territorial attractiveness is a complex and multifaceted concept, which lend itself to
several interpretations. It can be first intended as ‘revealed attractiveness’, which is
associated with actual incoming flows (investments, workers, talented people, students,
etc.) in a geographical area [4]. The existence of these flows reveals its attractiveness.
For example, if a region registers a high number of Foreign Direct Investments (FDIs)
projects, it means that this region has a high level of ‘revealed attractiveness”, at least
as concerns foreign investors. But territorial attractiveness can be regarded also as ‘per-
ceived attractiveness’, when it refers to how people or groups, perceive, see, etc. then
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evaluate a geographical area in which they have a particular interest [5]. For example,
again this can concern entrepreneurs interested in investing in a certain region: if they
see it as a potential location of their firms, it means that this region is perceived as attrac-
tive for direct investments. Also, it can concern potential migrant workers interested
in moving out of their country to search for better job opportunities, tourists planning
where to go for holidays, etc. In the case of perceived attractiveness, we do not deal
with information about objective phenomena that have occurred (actual flows of people,
investments, etc.), but instead we deal with the subjective perception, that is the image
of a place.

Territorial attractiveness presents multiple ‘facets’ also in terms of types of flows that
can be attracted. For example, as said above, there might be flows of direct investments
(financial resources used to get control of a company), flows of immigrant workers,
flows of specific categories of people, such as university students, researchers, talented
people (i.e., ‘creative class’), flows of tourists, etc. Finally, we should also not forget that
territorial attractiveness can be examined at different spatial scales, from the macro-scale
(countries) [6] to the micro-scales (regions, provinces, cities, etc.) [7].

2.1 Determinants of Territorial Attractiveness: Location Factors

The revealed and the perceived attractiveness of a region on the one hand is determined
by the firms’ objectives and strategies (or by the people’s socio-demographic character-
istics, motivations, attitudes, etc.), as stated by important theoretical approaches, like the
neoclassical and behavioral approach; on the other hand, it is explained by the charac-
teristics of the place of destination: said differently, by its location factors (pull factors),
as claimed by other approaches, like the institutional theories [8].

Location factors concern all contextual factors (economic, social, cultural, institu-
tional, environmental) in the place of destination which can affect the cost, the productiv-
ity and the profitability of firms, and the life of individuals. This is the case for example
of traditional factors, like market size, accessibility, human capital, labour costs, trade
openness, land, agglomeration and localisation economies, quality and cost of infras-
tructures and services, scientific and technological assets, etc. But it is also the case of
aspects like institutional quality (legal system, bureaucracy, security, political stability,
property rights protection, etc.), environmental and cultural assets, quality of life, social
cohesion, policy framework (tax policies, labour market regulations, environmental poli-
cies, trade policies, etc.) etc. Firms and people, when they decide where to invest or to
move, tend to choose locations more favorable in terms of such factors.

The explanatory role of location factors on firm location and individuals’ decisions
has been highlighted in many studies. For example, the role of traditional factors like
market potential, labour costs, trade openness has been investigated in the studies focused
on European regions [9, 10]. Several studies also emphasized the importance of institu-
tional quality for attracting FDIs [11, 12]. On the one hand, efficient institutions improve
firms’ productivity; on the other hand, a good institutional setting means lowering sev-
eral costs and increasing the level of certainty and security for investors. In fact, due to
high sunk costs, FDIs are significantly exposed to uncertainty and insecurity that might
stem for example from a weak enforcement of property rights or from the influence of
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crime organizations [13]. The role of the quality of the institutional environment has
been studied also as concerns the attraction of skilled workers [14].

Interestingly, as far as the role of the crime organizations on the territorial attractive-
ness is concerned, some qualitative studies focused on the perception of found that the
Mafia organizations affect remarkably the image of the Southern Italian regions, pre-
venting entrepreneurs from listing them as potential location of their investments [15].
Several authors have investigated the relevance of other location factors to explain firms’
location at the regional scale; especially accessibility and agglomeration economies, in
particular localization economies (externalities arising from the geographical concentra-
tion of firms belonging to the same industry) [16—18]. As concerns accessibility, studies
went in depth focusing even on the association between FDIs location and specific modes
of transport, i.e., air transport infrastructure and services [19, 20].

Moreover, there is a wide literature that has shown the relevance of policies for
investment attraction [21]. This is the case for example of SEZs, which have been created
in several countries, and which have been successful in countries like India [22]. Finally,
other soft factors, like quality of life, environmental and cultural assets, are extremely
relevant in the case of the territorial attractiveness of people, and specific categories such
as university students, talented people, and obviously tourists (less, for firms’ location).
For example, the pioneering studies conducted by Richard Florida on the creative class
in the US cities [23] went in depth in the analysis city attractiveness for human capital;
but also works focused on universities and student cities, underlined the importance of
soft factors in attracting people.

2.2 The Attractiveness of Calabria: Characteristics and Determinants

As illustrated above, territorial attractiveness can be analyzed for both investments and
people. Referring to the revealed attractiveness of Calabria, the available official data
allow to measure the attractiveness for FDIs and for flows of people, such as migration
flows, university students and tourists.

Regarding FDIs, Calabria turns out to be evidently one of the least attractive Italian
regions (Table 1). Overall, in fact, in Calabria there are just over 30 companies foreign-
owned, equal to 0.22% of the total of Italian companies controlled by foreign investors
(about 14,200). In terms of employees, the stock of FDI settled in Calabria has an even
lower incidence: is equal to 0.12% of the national total, while in terms of turnover is
equal to 0.08%. It is a presence of foreign investors therefore negligible, both in absolute
and relative terms. The utilities sector (power, gas, water, waste), to which more than
50% of Calabrian foreign-owned companies belong, and transport (relevant in terms
of employees in foreign-owned companies), explains the bulk of the FDI registered in
Calabria. Calabria is therefore very unattractive for key macro-sectors of the national
economy, such as manufacturing and made in Italy industries (furniture; food; fashion;
mechanics). Historical data shows that Calabria over time has become even less attrac-
tive: in contrast to the rest of the country, the FDIs stock in Calabria has decreased, in
terms of number of projects, employees and turnover.

With regards to the attractiveness for people, it is interesting to consider demographic
change first. The population in Calabria has been declining for several years, not only
due to a negative natural balance, but also due to the net migration of negative sign. Net
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Table 1. Foreign Direct Investments (2011, 2017)

Firms % Employees % Turnover (mln €) %
2017 Calabria |31 0,22 1.618 0,12 | 481 0,08
Italy 14.253 100 1.350.908 100 615.273 100
2011 Calabria 38 0,31 1.957 0,17 538 0,09
Italy 12.109 100 1.162.265 100 581.596 100

Source: Elaborations on “Banca dati REPRINT, ICE - Politecnico di Milano”

migration is evidently an indicator of the attractiveness for people of a geographical area,
referring essentially to transfers of residence caused by the employment opportunities
offered by other areas. In 2018 and 2019 net migration in Calabria was negative for 10
thousand units: most of them were transfers of residence to other Italian municipalities,
rather than transfers to foreign countries (see demo.istat.it).

Second, it is relevant to analyze the flows of university students, which is a proxy
of human capital attraction. Table 2 shows the attractiveness of Calabrian universities
universities out of 89 universities in Italy). The index of universities attractiveness, which
incorporates not only the attraction of students from outside the region (domestic and
foreign students), but also the ability to retain native students, has a negative sign, and
is lower than that recorded by most of the southern regions.

Third, taking the tourist movement into consideration (which on the whole captures
not only the leisure movement but also the business movement), the poor attractiveness
of Calabria is no less. Calabria, in fact, according to Istat (see dati.istat.it), in the period
2017-19 recorded annually about 9 million overnight stays, equal to just over 2% of the
number of overnight stays recorded at national level (over 436 million). Of these, stays
of foreigners do not exceed 25% of the total, while in Italy they amount to about 50%
of the total. Therefore, the ability to attract foreign tourists in Calabria is even lower.
Even the analysis of the ratio between overnight stays and resident population shows a
territorial attractiveness for tourists significantly lower than the national average.

Table 2. Index of universities attractiveness (2016—18)*

2016 2017 2018
Calabria —58,6 —56,6 —535
Basilicata —183,4 —179,3 —176,6
Campania —-10,4 —10,0 -9,8
Apulia —49,0 —47,6 —42,8
Sicily —29.,9 -30,4 —282
Sardinia -20,3 —19,2 —17.4
Centre 12,7 11,9 9,2
North 11,1 11,0 11,2

*Ratio of net migration of enrolled students to total enrolment students (%).
Source: Istat - Banca dati indicatori territoriali per le politiche di sviluppo
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The low attractiveness of this region can be explained by the lack of several of the
location factors identified by the relevant literature. First, Calabria is a lagging region
in terms of economic development and employment, and is scarcely open to interna-
tional trade: therefore, it has clear disadvantages as far as traditional location factors are
concerned (market size, productivity, trade openness, employment opportunities). The
Istat data on GDP per capita, productivity, and export orientation in this respect are clear
enough. In 2020, Calabrian GDP per capita was 16.4k euros, compared to the national
GDP of 28.8k euros and the southern one of 18.3k euros. In the same year, added value
per employee (labor productivity indicator) in Calabria was just above 47k euros, against
about 60k euros at national level, and about 50k in the South. Equally significant are the
data on the export orientation: in 2018, regional exports, (550mln euros), amounted to
0.1% of national exports and 1.1% of exports from the South.

Second, Calabria appears extremely disadvantaged even regarding other location
factors, which, as we have seen above, are also crucial. It has a low level of accessibility,
almost at the level of the Mediterranean island regions, as evidenced by the analyses
based on the potential global accessibility indicator [24]. The low level of regional
accessibility also emerges from other analyses on long distance rail transport [25].

Calabria has no large metropolitan areas able to generate agglomeration effects (the
largest city, Reggio Calabria, barely exceeds 170k inhabitants), or in any case cities with
quality of life such as to attract specific groups, like talented people or university students.
There is also a lack of sector-specific firms’ agglomerations (e.g., industrial districts),
where investors can potentially benefit from localisation economies. This weakness
explain the lack of a large pool of skilled and highly educated labor supply, which
can act as an attractor for multinationals looking for pools of skilled workers. Apart
from some urban areas (for example, Cosenza) that thanks to the presence of excellent
academic institutions have experienced interesting cases of investment attraction [26],
Calabria is poorly endowed with human capital. Again Istat (dati.istat.it) shows that only
79% of the Calabrian population aged 2024 has obtained at least the diploma of higher
secondary school (against 83% in Italy, and 80% in the South). In addition, the tertiary
education rate of the population aged 30-34 is 20.7%, a value well below the national
average, although in line with the southern one.

The institutional quality in Calabria is also low. According to the European Quality
of Government Index by the European Commission (EC), including aspects like effi-
ciency of the Public Administration, corruption and crime, the institutional quality of
this region in 2017 was low. Calabria ranks 198th out of the 202 European regions in
the ranking. In particular, the influence of the Mafia organizations in Calabria is a very
serious and dramatic problem [27]. Finally, it is worth reporting the data of the Regional
Competitiveness Index by the EC [28], another synthetic indicator that can be interpreted
as a measure of territorial attractiveness, since it incorporates several relevant variables.
The RCI 2019 states that Calabria ranks 244th in the EU regions ranking.
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3 Urban Planning

3.1 Regulatory Framework of the Special Economic Zone in Calabria

The Decree Law of 2017 n.91: ‘Urgent provisions for economic growth in the South’
defines the SEZ: “a geographically delimited and clearly identified area, also consisting
of areas not territorially adjacent as long as they have a functional economic link, and
including at least one port area with the characteristics established by EU regulation
n.1315 of 11 December 2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council, connected
to the trans-European transport network (TEN-T) [29].

The Council of the Calabria region with 2015 resolution n. 52 established the SEZ of
Calabria, due to the importance at the international scale of the port of Gioia Tauro [30].
The Regional Transport Plan (PRT) approved by the 2016 resolution n.157 outlines
the strategic vision for the economic revitalization of Calabria. Action 6 deals with
the measures for the development of the Gioia Tauro area in the Euro-Mediterranean
and intercontinental contexts, and in particular with the Economic Macronode and the
Special Territorial Zone to integrate the areas of the port with those of the retro port
[31]. In 2018, the Calabria region finally approved the strategic development plan for
the special economic zone, with resolution n. 100 [32].

The article 22 of the urban planning law of the Calabria region for the protection,
governance and use of the territory establishes the: ‘Particular rules for the logistics
hub of Gioia Tauro’ [33] and decides that with reference to the Plan National Strategic
Port Authority of 2015, the Calabria region can assume, in the Territorial Reference
Framework with landscape value, the Special Economic Zone of the Gioia Tauro pole
[34].

Urban planning is an opportunity for the protection and regeneration of the territory
[35]. An integrated planning process ensures sustainable territorial development. The
interaction between urban planning theory, rule, and complex reality, with continuous
activity of knowledge, makes objectives and strategies [36], plans the integral sustainable
development of the territories [37].

This planning process elaborates a plan that operates on the value of physical integrity
and cultural identity [38], ensuring quality of life, social well-being, smart innova-
tion. The integrated territorial urban plan achieves a joint action between all the disci-
plinary sectors involved in the dynamics of transformation [39]. The territorial system
around the SEZ, if provided for by the strategic urban plan, creates an integrated sys-
tem between infrastructures, services, landscape, giving rise to further advantages to
companies located in the SEZ.

The aim of the regulatory framework and its executive tools is to push for a single
integrated strategic vision for the entire region. The vision is integrated because it is a
connecting element between the institutional policies of the various sectors, but above all
because it unifies development projects relating to the various sectors, such as industrial,
agricultural, tourism, etc. [34]. In the paradigm of the current strategic sustainable devel-
opment policies of our territories, the SEZs attract companies that actively participate in
the process of generating added value for the places where they locate [40]. Therefore, it is
an advantageous opportunity both for firms and for redevelopment of territories [41, 42].
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The increase in demand for new employees provokes the response of territories that plan
an increasingly incremental offer [43, 44], activating urban regeneration projects.

3.2 Integrated Strategic Urban Plan for the Sustainable Development
of the Territory

The establishment of the SEZs close to the main ports of southern Italy is indented as the
development opportunity for the territories surrounding them [45]. Urban planning has
the tools to incorporate the SEZs into pro-active territories that participate in economic
development. SEZs, with the urban support of the territories in which they fall, can
produce the effects for which they were established by law. The integrated territorial
urban plan, makes decisions and chooses actions [46], so that SEZs, from incentive
areas for companies only, become decisive places for the creation of a territorial system
suitable for the economic development of the neighboring areas. The strategic urban
plan for the sustainable development of the territory sets out the vision for an integrated
territorial system, focusing the development on the special area of the SEZ. The strategic
urban plan puts into a system, in the planning and decision-making processes, the values
and problems that historically represent the limits to development. The strategy is to
provide the area with urban planning solutions that, based on multi-sectoral analyzes
and assessments, propose decisions for regeneration, smart innovation and sustainable
development [47]. The benefits that the SEZs offer to firms must be integrated with the
development dynamics of the entire territory, mutually supporting each other. The urban
plan equips the territory with material and immaterial infrastructures that become the
added value that firms seek for their location. The firms, promote productive activities
that increase the demand for employees and thus trigger a true process of economic
development. SEZs increase the demand and the territory plans the offers, itis acombined
operation, to achieve the best conditions of success. In order to increase demand in
the area and trigger the process of economic recovery of the surrounding historically
depressed areas, satisfying the existential reason for their settlement, the SEZs must not
be configured as closed areas, extraneous to productive vocations and disconnected from
their territories [48].

The territorial urban plan sustains the propulsive function of the SEZ for the economic
recovery, integrating the special area with the areas outside the port.

3.3 Special Economic Zones as the Key for Territorial Regeneration

Geographical areas economically depressed are often weak in terms of urban quality
[49]. SEZs are set up to revive the economy of lagging areas. Experience has shown
that only urban redevelopment projects are not sufficient to trigger new processes that
generate development and relaunch of the economic and productive sectors [50].

SEZs reverses the action of urban planning; it is proposed as an opportunity for eco-
nomic recovery and therefore, asks the territory for new offers. These are the economic
activities induced by the companies, which ask to satisfy the needs connected to the new
infrastructures and to design places where the quality of life is satisfied and where it is
possible to benefit from smart services and equipment. The SEZ triggers the processes of
territorial regeneration. Convinced that the port and the special area activate sustainable
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development processes, the focus is on the territorial regeneration, an integrated quality
system between the port, urban centers, territory and landscape.

By adopting the methodological approach of the integrated strategic plan, the sustain-
able regeneration of the entire territorial system on which the SEZ gravitates is proposed
[47]. Applying it to the case of the port of Gioia Tauro [51], the vision of the strategic
plan of territorial regeneration of the integrated port and retroport system is the new
smart town [52].

3.4 Urban Regeneration and New Smart Town

Urban planning deficits can be resolved with territorial rebalancing actions.

Urban regeneration allows territories to be transformed into places of high quality,
both environmentally and technologically. The application of smart opportunities allows
the creation of new next generation cities, according to an integrated urban planning
model.

SEZ must be integrated into the territory because it is its development mover. The
strategic urban plan, after completing the analysis and interpretation of the data, decides
whether to recover or redevelop the existing one, or whether to plan new smart cities.
The demographic data, crossed between the current state and future projections, allow
us to evaluate the choices that the strategic plan must take. By adding the share of the
population employed in the SEZ, plus the share of the local resident population, we
obtain the total number of presences gravitating to the territorial system [53].

PoP tot = PoP sez + PoP urban (1)

Subsequently, it is necessary to develop further data and calculate the total built-
up area, already existing on the territory. By relating the total number of the population
(workers + residents) with the built-up areas, an indicator will be obtained that allows us
to verify whether what already exists is sufficient, greater, or insufficient. It is necessary
to calculate the occupancy index of each inhabitant per square meter, in relation to the
quality standards [54].

The qualitative standards are weighted with respect to the functional criteria of quality
of life, sustainable development and social well-being. Therefore, if the total population,
compared with the existing built areas, expresses a ratio in which the standard index is
equal to or higher, it will be necessary to intervene on what already exists.

The recovery or redevelopment choices are entrusted to the plan, so that no more land
is consumed. If, conversely, the report indicates that the built surfaces are not sufficient
and do not meet the standards, new designs will have to be built. In this case, the plan
can choose urban regeneration, adopting the urban planning model of the new towns in
smart mode. The vision of the strategic plan of territorial regeneration of the integrated
port and retroport system is the new smart town. It will be the scenario chosen if the data
relating to the total population, compared with the surfaces already built, do not meet
the qualitative standards.

SUP tot = SUP urban regeneration + SUP new town 2)
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From which it follows that [52]:
SUPnew town = SUP tot — SUP urban regeneration 3)

History has given some examples of new towns that have regenerated the territories.
The urban model of the new town, built near a production center, has determined a new
development model; activated a further question; asked for a new offer to the territory.

This is the original meaning of urban regeneration: the presence of a productive pole
(as is the SEZ opportunity for disadvantaged areas) starts up the urban planning process
of territorial regeneration. Among all, the original project of Olivetti district, built in
Ivrea, Italy [55] and the ENI district in Gela, Italy. They are examples of great interest,
for the results obtained in the social and economic productive ambit, as well as in the
field of architectural and urban planning.

The latest generation cities are built following the current canons of urban innovation.
This new conceptual approach consists of the interaction between the real situation, the
vision of the future, the goals of sustainable development and the categories of the smart
city. Urban regeneration interventions innovate cities and transform them into the latest
generation of cities. Regeneration is essential to increase the quality of life of citizens;
moreover, if it is carried out with the principles of integrated urban planning, it will be
a regeneration that will give life to smart territories.

4 Conclusions

SEZ based on the port of Gioia Tauro can be the game changer for the Calabrian territorial
attractiveness, and therefore for its regional and urban economic development. SEZ can
be the appropriate tool for providing and enhancing some of the location factors which
are currently lacking in Calabria, and which as seen above are crucial to attract external
investors. This is the case of a secure, adequate, and efficient institutional setting, and of
an accessible and cheap area, thanks to the location next to sea and nodal infrastructure,
land availability and tax breaks. The role of local universities in improving the supply
of skilled labor for external companies should also not be overlooked as well. Calabrian
urban areas, through proper planning and preparedness, should benefit from the SEZ
constitution, and could play on their turn an active role. They can provide a high-quality
environment for attracting further human resources and firms, able to boost and increase
more regional economic development. Clearly, this research represents a first step of the
analysis of a case of attractiveness in peripheral regions based on SEZs. Future research
might explore and assess better the effects of SEZ in this region and might focus more
on the urban policy and planning tools able to manage the effects and the processes
triggered by FDIs attraction.
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