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Summary assessment/comments

Although the thesis reflects strong engagement with the research topic and demonstrates the author's detailed knowledge of the subject

matter, the methodological approach and empirical analysis are developed in a rather unsatisfactory and limited manner.

Criteria

Knowledge and insight

The research topic is relevant in academic and policy terms. It is also an original research topic: this reviewer does not find any previous study

on the Council of Europe's cultural routes certification process, confirming the authors claim.

However, the comparison with the EU Structural Funds is problematic. It is problematic because these are policy instruments with different
logics: in the case of EU Structural Funds, regions do not have to "meet criteria" to receive the allocation — they are entitled to it based on ex
ante (transparent, not opaque as claimed by the author) formulas. What does depend on regional institutional capacity is the ability to
effectively manage and spend these funds within the frameworks set by the Commission. But this is substantially different from the
institutional capacity to apply for certificates of cultural recognition in the Council of Europe. The phrasing used by the author is misleading,
because "meeting criteria" suggests a barrier to allocation, when the real issue in EU Structural Funds is absorption capacity, not eligibility.
These is important because the author claims that structural inequalities are a consequence of the criteria established to obtain
funding/certificates.

In the case of EU Structural Funds, of course it is a "technocratic process" (page 5); at the same time, it is not a matter of a "meritocratic
criteria" (page 13), and they are not based on "universalistic criteria" (page 13). The distribution of EU cohesion funds does not assume

"impartiality in multilateral decision-making", as the author claims (page 15), since the negotiations in the Council are openly political.

The argument of the author, that the EU Structural Funds and in the Council of Europe's programme share a common bias "in which those who

need more receive less" (page 12) is inaccurate. EU cohesion policy has a clear re-distributive component towards poorer regions.
In page 18, the author claims the EU structural funds are based on a "certification mechanism", which is inaccurate.

Overall, embedding the research question in a comparison with EU Structural Funds (page 8) seems inappropriate. The framing of "the

objective of the research" as written in page 18 is more accurate according to my opinion.

Assessment: (more than) satisfactory Weighing: n/a

Application of knowledge and insight
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The thesis has serious methodological problems. It develops the empirical analysis in three steps, all of them with problems.

In a first step the author maps the number of cultural routes obtained per European country (page 30), as well as the number of rejections
(34). Problems:

- The data is presented in colorised maps. As the author recognises, 27 regions do not appear in the maps, but no reason is given for this.

- The interpretation of the maps is superficial, overly descriptive, and lacks a systematic analytical approach. The author devotes up to seven
pages to listing, in a somewhat anecdotal manner, regions with higher or lower numbers, without offering a deeper or more structured
interpretation of the observed patterns

- Regarding rejected applications, it remains unclear whether the regions subsequently re-applied and, if so, whether they ultimately

succeeded in obtaining certification.

In a second step, the author claims to perform a "quantitative verification of a possible structural bias, analysing the existence of a systematic
relationship between the quality of government of a region and its ability to access the program". Problems:

- the author claims to apply a linear regression model (p. 23), but the empirical analysis only includes Pearson's correlation coefficients
between the number of certified routes and regional quality of government scores. No actual regression model is presented or discussed.

- the statistical tool employed—Pearson’s correlation coefficient—is methodologically very limited, as it does not account for other variables
that could influence a region’s decision to apply for Council of Europe certification, such as the share of GDP devoted to tourism, GDP per
capita, or membership in transnational networks and international organisations.

- although the author claims to only look at correlation, he uses throughout the thesis a causal language. For instance, in page 50: "In this
sense, regional governance, understood as a synthesis of technical capacity, administrative stability, and relational density, seems to be a de
facto prerequisite for recognition."

- the results of the Pearson's correlation do not show a correlation between quality of governance and obtaining certificates. Nevertheless, the
author neglects its own findings and in the conclusions claims that "analysis of how this system works has revealed the existence of functional
selectivity" (and similar claims).

- The author claims that "At the same time however, the correlation observed (r=—-0.158) between quality of government and rejections is not
strong, but sufficient to reveal a trend: regions with weak institutions struggle more to gain recognition." But in page 35, the author had
indicated that "These cases [of unsuccessful applications] are significant not only because of their frequency, but also because many of these
regions also appear among those that have obtained a significant number of certifications." So the second sentence contradicts the first
argument

- the quality of government is operationalied using two different indicators depending on the region (which is in itself a problem). In addition,
it is not explained what is measured by the WGI database. Furthermore, it is not explained on what basis the four variables used from the EQI
database are selected.

- After the Perason correlation contradicts the initial hypothesis, the author proceeds with a superficial and biased interpretation of the data
to sustain its initial argument. The author, for instance, neglects the fact that Sicily has a high number of certificates and poor quality of

governance.

In a third step, the author proceeds with a qualitative comparison of two routes, one rejected (in Veneto) and one approved (in Tuscany).
Problems:

- it is odd that the author selects two routes from two regions with similar (high) levels of quality of governance, given his interest in the
relationship between quality of government and cultural recognition

- the analysis of the two cases is rather superficial. The author does not provide analytical categories to assess and compare the two cases.
Instead, it uses vague formulations such as: "The attached documentation is detailed and well structured, with credible management plans,
measurable objectives, and realistic timelines."
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them and interprets the rejection according to his pre-established argument

- the author does not provide any insight on the comparative method as a research method

- the author claims that he will study "Whether and how the language used, alignment with the Council of Europe's priorities, or the narrative
construction of the application have made a difference." But he does not provide any methodological indication about how he will study

linguistic practices.

Overall, the method of analysis, and the empirical analysis, do not meet the minimum academic standards.

Assessment: unsatisfactory Weighing: n/a

Reaching conclusions

Overall, most of the arguments present in the conclusions are disconnected from the empirical analysis. Some of them contradict the empirical
analysis (see previous section), while other are not sustained by the analysis. For instance, the author claims that "Project experience,
administrative capacity, familiarity with institutional languages, and access to transnational networks are factors that, although not formally

required, constitute decisive competitive advantages." But this are not dimensions studies in the analysis.

Assessment: unsatisfactory Weighing: n/a

Communication

The thesis is well-written. The structure and layout of the thesis is appropriate.
The structure of the Introduction is a bit confusing.

The thesis lacks a clearly structured theoretical framework. Instead, the author claims (in page 17) that the theoretical framework is presented

in the section he titles "Literature Review", and which indeed it is a literature review.

The presentation of the data in page 40 should be in a Table. In addition, this is national data, and what the author is studying is regional

governance.

The following sentences are unclear or misleading:

- "The intention is therefore to offer an integrated reading, capable of combining spatial, institutional and processual dimensions, in order to
question not only the efficiency of the system, but above all its fairness." But the efficiency of the system is not assessed at all.

- "where diplomatic skill and the strength of institutional ties become as decisive as, if not more so, than the objective cultural value of the
proposed site." The notion of "objective cultural value" seems problematic, and it is concerning that in a thesis on cultural policy it is not
problematised.

- the author writes "Bouvet and Dall'Erba through a study on the allocation of European funds, analyze how political factors, particularly the
electoral weight of a member state in the Council, substantially influence financial distribution, especially when negotiating multi-year
budgets." But the referenced paper does not give support to this claim.

- "The case of Umbria (ITI2), for example, with three rejections out of five attempts, suggests that even formally structured regions can
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encounter significant obstacles." What does it mean "formally structured regions"?

Assessment: (more than) satisfactory

Formal requirements

Final assessment

This thesis is graded with a 6

Signatures

J. Mir6

Weighing: n/a
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