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INDEPENDENT EVALUATION SERVICE OF THE REGIONAL RURAL
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM FOR THE PERIOD 2014-2022 OF THE
SICILY REGION

ANNUAL EVALUATION REPORT 2025

SUMMARY

V. 1.0

INNOVATION

The interventions under the RDP have provided support for innovation, cooperation and the development of
the knowledge base in rural areas, particularly regarding the strong interest generated by the selection
procedures launched and the capacity to approve funding amounts exceeding the financial allocation
assigned to Focus Area 1A. However, the time required to achieve these results has been excessive and
tangible outputs and completed projects remain limited.

The measures that attracted the greatest interest are 1.1, 16.1 and 16.2. RDP contributions are primarily
allocated to FA 3A (82%) and 6A (9%). By the end of 2024, only 45% of the granted amount had been paid
and only 24% of projects had submitted a final payment claim.

The assessment of the RDP’s contribution to strengthening links between agriculture, food production,
forestry and research and innovation is also positive, thanks to the incentive provided for the establishment
of a significant number of partnerships, more than double those predicted in the RDP targets. Conversely,
the actual implementation capacity of funded projects remains rather limited. Moreover, the objective of
contributing to improved environmental performance does not appear to have been effectively pursued.

GENERATIONAL TURNOVER

The 2017 Young Farmers Package procedure had a financial allocation exceeding €294 million.

Thanks to this measure, more than 1.800 young people up to the age of 40 established themselves as farm
holders (or co-holders) in 1.271 agricultural holdings, contributing to an increase of more than 9% in the
number of young-managed farms in Sicily, which nevertheless still account for less than 10% of the total. It
is estimated that the Young Farmers Package contributed to a 5% increase in the number of holdings
managed by farm holders aged up to 40.
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The newly established young farmers have an average age of under 27. Beneficiaries (40% of whom are
women) hold specialised qualifications in 21% of cases, while more than 60% possess a formal qualification
in farm management. The overall education level is relatively high: nearly 70% of beneficiaries hold either a
secondary school diploma or a non-specialised university degree, representing a significant improvement
compared to their predecessors, fewer than half of whom held an upper secondary or higher education
qualification.

The Young Farmers Package has contributed to revitalising agricultural activity in rural areas most at risk of
depopulation and abandonment: almost half of the newly established holdings are located in mountain areas
and a further 22% in other disadvantaged areas.

Within the priorities set out in the call for proposals for each sector, varietal conversion strategies and
upgrading to meet hygiene and sanitary standards achieved good results, whereas very disappointing
outcomes were observed with regard to the concentration of supply, a priority defined both at sectoral level
(with high scoring weight) and as a cross-cutting objective.

Overall, the resources granted under the Young Farmers Package were allocated as follows: approximately
one quarter for setting-up aids; 17% for purchase of agricultural machinery, equipment and logistics; 12% for
buildings intended for processing, transformation and marketing agricultural products; 7% for the
establishment of new perennial crops and a similar share to the development of agritourism activities and
educational farms.

COMPETITIVENESS OF AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY HOLDINGS

Support for investments aimed at the processing, marketing and development of agricultural products under
SM 4.2 plays a central role in enhancing the competitiveness of agricultural holdings. This sub measure
addresses the concentration of supply by promoting vertical integration in order to increase the added value
of agricultural production.

Since the beginning of programme implementation, the activation of SM 4.2 and its financial progress have
accounted for most of the RDP’s contribution to achieving the objectives of FA 2A. SM 4.2 alone represents
over 60% of the financial allocation of the FA and approximately 68% of the amounts authorised for payment.

A further element of assessment concerns the composition of investment expenditure under SM 4.2, which
relates to machinery, equipment, processing plants and construction works in more than 80% of cases.
Spillover effects on the agricultural production system also appear to emerge from the analysis of raw
material sourcing patterns, as agricultural holdings or cooperatives located in municipalities neighbouring
the processing facility seem to represent the dominant supply model.

SM 3.1, “Support for new participation in quality schemes”, links its outputs to improvements in farm
competitiveness in connection with the implementation of SM 4.2, as the latter provides for investments in
the processing and marketing of certified quality products in more than 50% of cases. Regarding the increase
of primary producers’ participation in quality schemes, the implementation of SM 3.1 has experienced some
delays in converting requested amounts into grant approvals and, even more so, into payment claims. Uptake
by potential beneficiaries was modest from the very first phase of implementation of the 2018 call, leading
to a reduction of the financial allocation to €900.000. However, with the most recent calls under SM 3.1, the
initial reluctance to apply, linked to the perceived imbalance between the level of aid and the administrative
burden associated with submitting applications, appears to have been overcome.

CHAIN INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION

Sub-measure 16.1 supports the competitiveness of agricultural holdings by funding the establishment and
operation of EIP Operational Groups, with payment claims exceeding €24 million. Of the 120 applications
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approved for funding, 26% have completed implementation, with partnerships composed of an average of
11 partners, compared to a national average of 8.

In particular, the regional strategy is implemented through the consolidation of cooperation between
agricultural enterprises and the research sector, with the aim of enhancing business competitiveness by
supporting innovative activities in management, processes and products As regards the indicator on the
number of EIP Operational Groups to be funded (16.1), the 2025 target is set at 87, while by 2024 a total of
120 had been approved and 31 completed.

SM 16.2, “Support for pilot projects and for the development of new products, practices, processes and
technologies”, despite a high number of applications, resulted in 12 approved projects (with €5 million in
funding), of which only 2 have been completed. The sub measure appears to be indirectly linked to
improvements in the competitiveness of agricultural enterprises.

SM 16.4 directly contributes to increasing the participation of primary producers in short supply chains, local
markets, quality-oriented producer associations and/or interbranch organisations. In terms of supported
partnerships, 28 projects have been approved for funding, amounting to €3 million, of which 36% have been
completed. There appears to be greater awareness among the participating actors regarding the
commitments entailed by each project’s perspective. The structuring of the implementing provisions of the
calls for proposals seems consistent with the objective of overcoming the structural disadvantages faced by
small and very small Sicilian farms in their market access, by reducing the number of intermediaries and
ensuring appropriate valorisation of typical products.

PROTECTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES

The island’s inner areas largely coincide with territories of high natural value, where structural constraints
encourage the abandonment of agricultural activities and lead to habitat and biodiversity loss. To combat
the abandonment of agricultural land use, the RDP allocated substantial financial resources (over €1 billion
under FA 4A), primarily channelled through Measures 13 and 12, which covered approximately 250.000 and
78.000 hectares respectively.

To address the degradation of natural, agricultural and forest biodiversity, interventions focus on reducing
the use of chemical inputs, limiting monoculture areas and combating the overexploitation of natural
resources. In addition to organic farming, biodiversity and landscape protection are also supported through
other low-impact agricultural interventions, the conservation of grazing environments, and the conversion
of arable land into pasture.

RDP interventions are concentrated in areas of high environmental value. Approximately 230.000 hectares
have been placed under commitment for their maintenance, and more than 21.000 hectares for the creation
of new HNV (High Nature Value) areas.

Regarding water quality, the situation remains unfavourable, with a general worsening trend observed for
both surface and groundwater bodies. Water quality can be improved through support for sustainable
production methods, rationalisation of fertilisation practices and reduced use of plant protection products.
Additional measures include the establishment of forest cover (acting as a filtering system) or the conversion
of arable land into pasture.

Finally, several predisposing factors for soil degradation, typical of Mediterranean regions, are present,
including low levels of organic matter, high erosion risk, the application of harmful practices and increasing
soil salinisation. As a result, a significant share of the regional territory is exposed to desertification risk. The
RDP addresses these challenges by incentivising the conversion of arable land into pasture, thereby
contributing to soil protection, reducing surface erosion and limiting soil compaction, covering approximately
28.000 — 29.000 hectares per year.
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EFFICIENCY IMPROVEMENT

Infrastructure investments (SM 4.3) implemented by the Land Reclamation Consortia are expected to
increase efficiency and reduce water losses in irrigation networks, while promoting more rational water
resource management and relative water savings, also through the installation of automation and monitoring
systems.

Improved water-use efficiency in agriculture is also pursued through farm-level investments supported under
SM4.1.

Finally, also considering the Programme’s indirect contributions, the analyses indicate that almost all projects
related to renewable energy production concern photovoltaic systems, while investments in other types of
renewable energy sources (RES) appear negligible. The estimated additional installed capacity generated
thanks to the Programme amounts to over 26 MW (approximately 1.2% of the existing regional capacity).
Projects aimed at enhancing the use of different forms of biomass are limited to only a few units in the case
of woody biomass (through boiler systems) and other plant types (biogas), which could potentially valorise
both zootechnical waste and other agricultural by-products.

Overall, the incentives provided by the Programme for the installation of renewable energy systems have
had a limited impact, partly due to the “competition” from national-level tax incentives for such installations,
as well as from measures financed under the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP).

RebucTioN oF GHG AND AMMONIA EMISSIONS, CARBON SEQUESTRATION

A quantification of the contributions related to the reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) and ammonia
emissions has been proposed, including estimates of the effects of measures supporting organic farming
(M11), environmentally sustainable farm management practices (SM 10.1b), conversion of arable land into
pasture (SM 10.1c), conservation agriculture (SM 10.1f), as well as afforestation interventions (SM 8.1).

The estimated reduction in greenhouse gas emissions attributable to projects supported by the Programme
mainly derives from the decrease in the number of livestock units and from the reduced application of
synthetic nitrogen fertilisers. Marginal contributions stem from lower energy consumption promoted by
operation 10.1f (Conservation Agriculture).

With regard to ammonia emissions, of which the agricultural sector accounts for over 90% of the total,
projects supported by the Programme are also estimated to have generated a reduction. This decrease is
linked primarily to the lower number of livestock units and the consequent reduction in manure production,
while the savings associated with reduced application of nitrogen fertilisers appear more limited.

DEVELOPMENT OF RURAL ECONOMIES

RDP interventions are fostering diversification, the creation and development of small enterprises, and
employment in a manner consistent with only part of the Programme’s objectives, rather than their entirety.
Moreover, these objectives have been significantly scaled down compared to the initial programming phase.

The financial allocation dedicated to FA 6A — promoting the diversification, creation and development of
small enterprises, as well as employment — has been progressively reduced over time, declining from
approximately €54 million in 2020 to the current €24 million. Overall, 383 projects have been approved for
funding, with total granted amounts exceeding €27 million, corresponding to 112% of the current Focus Area
allocation but only 42% of the total amounts made available through calls for proposals during the
programming period. A significant number of applications remain formally under assessment.

The physical indicators for Focus Area 6A show progress; however, most remain far from their (revised)
targets. The estimated achievement level of the target indicator on jobs created stands at 32%, a value that
remains relatively low to reasonably assume full target attainment.
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By contrast, output indicators linked to Measure 6 (80% of the target for non-agricultural beneficiaries) and
financial indicators (86% of public expenditure) have reached levels suggesting that the targets associated
with this measure may be achievable.

Regarding infrastructure interventions financed by the EAFRD to bridge the digital divide in rural market-
failure areas, broadband ultra-fast (BUL) infrastructure works funded by the EAFRD have not yet been
launched in 7 out of 28 municipalities concerned. However, AGCOM mapping data indicate an overall positive
context, with most of the resident population having access to connection speeds exceeding 200 Mbps.

LEADER APPROACH

The analysis of the call-based implementation of the Local Development Strategies (CLLD/LEADER) highlights,
regarding the frequency of activation of individual sub-measures, the relevance of SM 6.4C (over 26% of
calls), SM 16.3 (12%) and SM 7.5 (11%). An examination of the projects supported under these three sub-
measures reveals a clear orientation towards investments in extra-agricultural services, alongside initiatives
aimed at strengthening infrastructure and services with a public function.

More than 95% of the Local Development Strategies primarily operate in the field of sustainable tourism,
while 32% also address the social inclusion of specific disadvantaged and/or marginalised groups.

The increase in indicator levels compared to the previous programming period is widespread and
quantitatively consistent, showing a trend that clearly confirms the expansion of rural territory and
population covered by Local Action Groups (LAGs).

Indicator T23, which captures the employment impact of Local Development Strategies, is estimated based
on CREA analyses using data from the 2007-2013 RDP and ISTAT data defining the employment impact of
Italian RDPs. On this basis, Full-Time Equivalents (FTEs, net additional jobs created both directly within funded
projects and indirectly within the Programme area) are estimated in relation to total resource allocation.
According to these calculations, the Sicilian Region generates one FTE for every €821.000 of committed
resources.

With specific reference to LEADER-funded projects (Indicator T23), the amounts granted under SM 19.2 are
estimated to have generated 111 FTEs, corresponding to 22% of the target value. The estimate is significantly
higher when considering the amounts requested under the same sub-measure, thus confirming that
achieving the T23 target by 2025 appears entirely realistic.
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