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1. Background 

The LEADER Axis of the EU Rural Development Policy supports the establishment of local, multi-
sectoral public-private partnerships for the elaboration and implementation of rural development 
strategies. Starting as a pilot activity under the CAP in 1991, it became a mainstream methodological 
approach under the Rural Development Pillar of the CAP for 2007-2013. The allocated funding, the 
EU territory covered and the number of Local Action Groups (LAGs), have increased significantly 
over time. Achieving smart, sustainable and inclusive growth under the Europe 2020 Strategy will 
depend to a large extent on unlocking the growth potential at sub-regional level, which is the main 
objective of the Leader approach.  

The EESC is currently preparing an opinion on "Leader as a tool for local development", which is 
scheduled for adoption in the autumn of 2011. The Opinion will take account of the lessons learned 
from the implementation of Leader to date, in order to provide recommendations on its role in the 
future CAP and the next financial perspectives beyond 2013. 

In order to support and feed into the debate, the EESC organised a hearing on "Leader as a tool for 
local development" on the 20th of June 2011. It brought together participants from stakeholder 
networks across Europe, representatives from Member States' public authorities, the European 
Commission, the Court of Auditors, as well as Members from the EESC, who shared their 
experiences from Leader implementation, and contributed ideas and recommendations on its future. 

 

2. Key messages and conclusions 

 

2.1. The Rural Development Pillar should be maintained and strengthened within the CAP, as it 
provides fundamentally important support to many sectors in rural areas, and contributes to 
growth and sustainable development in the EU in line with the Europe 2020 Strategy. 

2.2. The Leader concept of empowering rural communities to take the lead in their local 
development should be supported, maintained and extended within the Rural Development 
Policy beyond 2013. Furthermore, the Leader model for unlocking local development 
potential should be extended beyond rural areas, especially in the context of urban 
development. Leader is distinctly different from other mainstream programmes: it aims to address 
the needs of local communities on a small scale, which may be difficult to be reached by the 
more conventional channels.  

2.3. In its practical implementation, Leader has not fulfilled its real potential for integrating local 
needs and solutions into strategies and actions on the ground, for mobilizing all key stakeholders, 
and for promoting local innovation (although there are some success examples). Participants 



referred to the gap between the concept and its actual realization as "the two worlds of Leader", 
or "the label being different from the contents of the box". Representatives of rural networks, 
farmers' associations and EU institutions outlined the following concrete problems, which 
prevent Leader from achieving its added value: 

– Top-down approach in the initial stages of implementation: National and Regional Rural 
Development Plans are developed by the Member States and approved by the European 
Commission, with limited input from local actors. Only then are LAGs chosen, based on 
already defined priorities - and sometimes already defined boundaries. This limits from the 
start impact the scope for local agenda setting.  

– Lack of monitoring or evaluation of progress towards the local objectives.  

– Complicated administrative rules (mostly set by the Member States' managing authorities 
and paying agencies) shift the focus from strategy to projects, turning Leader into another 
funding measure, and the LAGs into another layer of administration. There are examples of 
unclear division of tasks between LAGs, Paying Agencies and Managing Authorities. LAGs 
are often provided with overly detailed lists of projects selection criteria, which further limits 
their freedom to determine local priorities. 

– A large amount of stakeholders' time and Leader funding are devoted to administration 
(in some cases up to a third of the entire budget!) because the administrative burden on the 
LAGs is disproportionate to the small size of the projects.  

– Projects funding practices are sometimes not compliant with the financial regulations, 
such as granting of funding to ongoing or completed projects and conflicts of interest in 
decision-making, in some cases affecting 50-90% of the allocated project funding. This is 
linked to a need for clear, simple and uniform eligibility rules (as opposed to concrete 
selection criteria) to be communicated to the LAGs.  

– Considerable difficulties in obtaining the required match funding from national sources, 
as experienced by some LAGs. 

– Lengthy procedures mean considerable delays in projects funding. Some projects 
complete activities before they receive funding. Liquidity is a serious issue, especially for 
small associations experiencing cash-flow difficulties: they cannot afford to wait for years! 

– Partnerships are not always equal and inclusive: there are many examples of fundamental 
imbalances between public and private players. There are LAGs made up of very few players 
financed entirely from public sources. For some actors, there may be lack of socio-economic 
drivers to participate. Once selected, LAGs become a long-term structure.  

– The role of association culture and municipalities is crucial: good examples point to a 
direct link of successful Leader partnerships to a long-standing strong association culture, 
democratic traditions and dedicated municipalities (and vice versa). 

– Continuity:  while LAGs remained relatively stable and maintained continuity, at the 
regional and national levels people and systems changed with each budget period. 

 



2.4. Participants made the following specific recommendations for improvements in the next 
programming period: 

– Strengthen the participatory approach: Local involvement should be ensured from the 
start; local development strategies should have a central role throughout the Leader process. 

– Reduce bureaucracy and adapt the rules to the character of the Leader. Managing 
authorities and payment agencies need to allow LAGs more flexibility, by being not too 
prescriptive concerning local development priorities, and leaving them the freedom to choose 
those projects, which best fit their specific local strategies. 

– There should be clearer distribution of tasks between the authorities and the LAGs. 

– Ensure sound management of funds. LAGs operations can benefit from a few clear, 
uniform guiding principles on the Member State level concerning the general eligibility 
criteria, and ensuring in the first place compliance with the financial regulations. LAGs 
should select projects and implementation teams based on proper feasibility studies. 
Prescriptions should be given on action to follow in case of conflict of interest: informing the 
authorities and requesting instructions; sometimes it may not be sufficient to withdraw from 
the selection panel in order to deal with a conflict of interest (other forms of influence).  

– Strengthen monitoring and evaluation on the LAGs level, against clearly defined criteria. 

– Strengthen the multi-sectoral partnership approach: LAGs should aim to be 
representative of local interests, and the involvement of the private sector should be 
increased. 

– Ensure synergies with local development instruments of other EU Funds in order to 
enable LAGs to access different funding sources, e.g. under the Cohesion Policy (ERDF). 

– Consider advance payments to address liquidity problems of small local associations; 

– Dedicate more efforts and resources to capacity building for all actors involved in the 
implementation of Leader. Capacity building for municipal authorities is especially 
important, including technical assistance and peer leering through exchange of good practices 
among them. Re-enforce networking tools for LAGs on the EU and national level. 

– Consider providing software to facilitate administrative and financial management on the 
LAGs level. 

 

2.5. Actions are already being taken for improvement of Leader implementation in the next 
Financial Framework: there are ongoing discussions between DG AGRI, Member States, 
networks (ENRD Leader-subcommittee Focus Groups, Rural Development Committee) 
and LAGs on the implementation of Leader. On the EU level, adjustments have been 
made to the regulatory framework, and guidance documents improved. On the national 
level, rules on rural development programming need to be adjusted. 

 

 



3. Follow-up 

 

3.1. The EESC Opinion "Leader as a tool for local development" is expected to be adopted in the 
autumn of 2011. It will provide clear recommendations on how the Leader method could be 
improved and applied in the future. The opinion will be presented to the Polish Presidency. 
Following the adoption of the Opinion, roundtable discussions at MS level could be organised, in 
order to inform the authorities and partners of the contents of this opinion. Some countries have 
already expressed interest in organising such an event. 

3.2. In the run-up to a Leader Conference to be held in Poland in October 2011, a series of regional 
meetings are organised in Poland between regional authorities and LAGs. The EESC will send a 
three member delegation to participate in the Leader Conference in Poland. 


