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The period 1988-2006  
 
Leader stands for Links between Actions for the Development of the Rural Economy, although this 
definition had already been exceeded even in its first implementation period. Leader was never seen as 
a method that could be applied across the board. Until the start of the current programming period, it 
was one of the Community Initiative Programmes – CIP.  
Leader has its origins in a European Commission communication to the European Parliament and the 
Council in 1988. Its prime purpose was to support or guide Europe's regions towards sustainable 
development. It did what it was intended to do: support the environmental, economic, social and 
cultural dimensions of rural areas while preserving their diversity. The Local Action Plans supported 
were implemented via Local Action Groups.  
 
The Community Leader initiative was announced for the period 1991-94 as a Europe-wide experiment 
and involved the first 217 Local Action Groups. In a further two programming periods, Leader II and 
Leader+ initiatives took place in all the Member States. The number of Local Action Groups taking 
part culminated in 1 063 during Leader II. France, for example, had 140 LAGs operating at that time. 
According to available figures, at 3 December 2004, 892 LAGs were being supported. The map shows 
the geographical distribution in 2006 of LAGs whose development strategies were funded from the 
Leader CIP. In total, an area of 1 568 km2 was covered, with a population of 51.7 million.  
Underpinning Leader were a number of principles that were not the norm in most Member States 
when the initiative launched. This was particularly true of the bottom-up principle, which contrasted 
with the logic of top-down intervention in which support programmes were decided by a central body 
and implemented in regions via calls for applications. In practice, this meant that only the ground rules 
were established (such as the choice of four "themes" for local strategies) and it was up to the Local 
Action Groups to choose what to support in their area.  
But there were other principles as well: an integral approach, thematic focus, decentralisation of local 
project funding, respect for the characteristic traits of the region, collaboration between rural areas, 
innovation and, above all, partnerships between local entities.  
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Three other initiatives were also launched on the same principles, especially that of partnership: 
URBAN for urban areas, INTERREG for cross-border and interregional collaboration, and EQUAL 
for partnership in social integration, combating discrimination in whatever guise, inequality in the 
labour market and continued vocational training.  
Right from the start, Leader was a huge success, no doubt primarily because it gave local bodies a 
forum for joining forces and pinpointing the region's needs for themselves. Compared with the 
Operational Programmes, where the Member States were totally in charge, the entire implementation 
of Leader was simpler and, more importantly, almost independent of the involvement of the public 
authorities of the Member State in question.  
For a raft of countries and – even more so – individual rural regions, the Leader programme was 
literally a revolution in the way that developing rural areas had been tackled up to that point. Above all, 
it was a revolution in developing and overcoming the stagnation of rural areas.  
It delivered results in the form of 100 000 jobs, the preservation of cultural monuments and natural 
heritage, closer local communities, stemming of migration of local communities to urban areas, and so 
on. It is seen, in effect, as having had an extraordinary impact on rural development and regarded as 
the most successful innovation the European Commission has come up with.  
Not only for Spain and Portugal, but also for Great Britain, the creation of these partnerships was one 
of the main innovations. In countries such as Austria, Belgium, Sweden, Finland and Denmark, where 
such practices were already widespread, Leader was a means of building on existing methods. In 
Germany, Leader II was also introduced successfully in the new federal Länder, even if it did get off 
to a slow start.  
 
The reaction of some Member States to the first Leader outcomes was to conduct their own national 
programmes along the same lines. Spain's PRODER was a case in point, as was Finland's POMO, 
where Local Action Groups operated across the whole country (except in urban areas). In Ireland, too, 
the Leader principles had a marked influence on the government's programmes and unquestionably 
had a hand in the famed "Irish miracle". In 1988, "animators" were despatched to rural areas to map 
the needs and potential of the region, get local players together, create a joint strategy, mobilise the 
active section of the population to take part in shaping the region's future and, above all, encourage 
local players to start generating local development plans together. Subsequently, Local Development 
Programmes (LDPs) became the main instrument, bringing to rural areas the necessary resources and 
triggering the dynamic development of Ireland's rural areas.  
Some elements of the Leader initiative also found their way into other national programmes, such as 
the Scottish Rural Challenge Fund.  
Gradually, people began to compare rural development programmes with the Union's Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). There were arguments for change, which rested, for example, on the fact 
that almost 60% of the population of the EU 27 lived in rural areas covering 90% of the Union's 
territory and that direct payments for production had to be replaced by some other scheme. Over time, 
the CAP became unpopular with consumers and in 1992 (in connection with the Earth Summit in Rio 
de Janeiro) was also shown to be environmentally unsustainable.  
CAP reform ushered in a second pillar of (non-agricultural) rural development, into which Member 
States were to inject ever more funding ("modulation"). February 2006 saw the adoption of the 
Council Decision on the Rural Development Strategic Guidelines. The aim of the Strategic Guidelines 
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was to beef up rural development policy to make the areas concerned better able to respond to the 
economic, social and environmental problems of the 21st century.  
This decision was updated by a Council Decision of 19 January 2009 (signed for the Council by the 
then Czech agriculture minister, Petr Gandalovič) which stressed the importance of combating climate 
change and, with this particularly in mind, presented the Local Action Groups as recipients of funding 
for measures of local importance: "As all rural areas are being confronted with the climate change and 
renewable energy issues, Member States can encourage the Leader groups to pick up these issues in 
their local development strategies as a cross-cutting theme. The groups are well placed to contribute to 
climate change adaptation and renewable energy solutions tailored to the local situation." 
(Official Journal, 30.1.2009: 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:030:0112:0115:EN:PDF). 
 

From initiative to method (Leader since 2006)  
 
Although Leader was implemented uniformly across the EU up to 2006, its impact was mixed, since, 
for historical reasons, not all Member States were equally well placed to make it a success.  
Very roughly speaking, countries fell into three groups:  
 
a)  EU 15 countries that had undergone fundamental change (not only in rural areas) at the 

beginning of the twentieth century or immediately after the Second World War, in the 1950s. 
Here, Leader had an easier time of it, since the economic, demographic and social situation in 
the regions was relatively stable: either slight deterioration or decline (France, Denmark and 
Italy) or moderate progress (Sweden and the south of England). In these areas and countries, 
Leader met with only moderate enthusiasm at national level, but triggered a real dynamic of 
development at the local level, at least where it was properly taken up;  

 
b)  EU 15 countries whose rural areas were contending with a whole batch of crises (depopulation 

of rural areas and migration to the cities, rapid rise in unemployment, necessary restructuring 
of production bases). In these countries, Leader was taken up primarily by areas that, although 
unstable, were open to innovation (Spain, Ireland, Portugal, Finland and Greece, but also 
Scotland and the new German Länder);  

 
c)  New Member States whose rural areas had for the most part undergone radical change after 

the war (population resettlement in countries such as Poland, Germany, the Czech Republic, 
Rumania and Slovakia; agricultural mass production through forced cooperativisation, 
generally preferment of urban to rural areas, and so on). For these, Leader held much promise. 
In many cases, however, the opportunity was not fully appreciated (the case in Slovakia), 
procedures were unnecessarily complicated and implementation ineffective (Czech Republic), 
or active players in rural areas lacked sufficient confidence in the initiative and opted for one-
off actions rather than a joint partnership approach (Baltic states, etc.). Nevertheless, in most 
of these countries, Leader did take off as an additional, supporting method or an extra, 
supplementary source of funding.  
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Council Regulation (EC) N° 1698/2005 laid down a new EU rural development policy for the period 
2007-13. This again offers measures from which the Member States can choose and for which they 
receive financial support as part of integrated rural development programmes – the rural development 
fund (EAFRD) becoming self-standing in consequence of the "splitting" of the CAP into a first and 
second pillar. Rural development programmes could be either national or regional. A total of 94 were 
to be approved within the EU. Like many smaller countries, the Czech Republic has just one rural 
development programme.  
In the UK, for example, the first paragraph of the document in which DEFRA, the government body 
responsible for rural development programmes, introduces Axis 4 states: "[T]he Leader approach is 
not a scheme, fund or set of objectives, but […] [an] approach to delivery of RDPE funding in rural 
areas." There, the Leader method is used to implement part of Axes 1and 3. In Ireland, it was used to 
implement the whole of Axis 3. Portugal allocates 10% of the rural development programme budget to 
the Leader method (in the Czech Republic it is 5%). Support is geared to the sustainable development 
of rural areas. To this end, rural development policy focuses on three main priorities (known as 
"axes"):  
 
Axis 1: Improving the competitiveness of the agricultural and forestry sector  
Axis 2: Improving the environment and the countryside 
Axis 3: Quality of life in rural areas and diversification of the rural economy  
 
Alongside these is the fourth axis, "Implementation of the Leader approach", no longer regarded as a 
package of measures or money, but as a method by which to implement the various measures of all 
three axes. In recent times, Leader has thus become the result of a process of mainstreaming – the 
incorporation of original EU initiatives into Member State national programmes and their rural 
development policies. Axis 4 is the horizontal objective of the entire programme, designed to cover 
the three remaining axes and privilege the entry of private capital and inter-sectoral partnerships into 
rural development and its funding. Leader was to be the engine of innovation and partnership in the 
other three axes.  
Paragraph 50 of the preamble to Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005 states: "The Leader initiative, after 
having experienced three programming periods, has reached a level of maturity enabling rural areas to 
implement the Leader approach more widely in mainstream rural development programming. 
Provision should therefore be made to transfer the basic principles of the Leader approach to the 
programmes building a specific axis in them, and provide a definition of the local action groups and 
measures to be supported, including partnership capacity, implementation of local strategies, 
cooperation, networking and acquisition of skills." Article 51 of the preamble goes further: "Given the 
importance of the Leader approach, a substantial share of the contribution of the EAFRD should be 
earmarked for this axis."  
The Member States have made use of this concept in various ways: some have decided to implement 
the entire axis, or a number of its measures, entirely using the Leader method; others (including the 
Czech Republic) have "downgraded" the method, returning it to its former status and making it a part a 
rural development programmes – alongside the other axes – with limited financial and material 
provision.  
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An applicant in the Czech Republic, for example, who operates in an area where LAG strategies have 
been adopted can decide whether to apply for support directly (calls under particular axes) or via the 
LAG. If, on the other hand, an applicant – for example, a farmer under Axis 1 – had to apply for a 
contribution via an LAG (as is partially the case in Portugal, Ireland, the UK and elsewhere), the 
standing of the LAG in the region would change radically: more farmers would join it, influence its 
"policy" (the substance of the development strategy) and start to collaborate more with other, non-
farming entities, in the region. It is this that is the Leader method's greatest added value.  
The EU expected to see the application of the Leader method deliver:  
 
a)  better governance at local level  
b)  mobilisation of the internal potential of the region to generate growth and new jobs.  
 
This was to be achieved by: creation of local capacity, public and private partnerships (PPPs), 
establishment of networks and cooperation, interaction between farming, environmental and rural 
economy sectors and the population. And all of this was to be on a sustainable basis. To some extent, 
the funding allocated to Axis 4 within rural development programmes was also involved. 
 
Local Action groups and the Leader method - overview  
 
In a nutshell:  
The Leader method, which is based on cooperation between local players and up-down initiative, is 
implemented in their area by local cross-sector partnerships (in the form of Local Action Groups) via 
their own regional development strategy funded primarily from the rural development programme. 
 
What are Local Action Groups (LAGs)?  
 

− A body set up in the EU to support the rural development of regions (the Czech Republic, 
for example, has 160 across most of the country, 112 of which receive funding from the 
rural development programme),  

− It brings together representatives from small and medium-sized enterprises, local 
authorities, non-profit organisations and other local players from various sectors who 
agree on a common approach in the interests developing their region,  

− LAGs form legal entities, usually an association of some kind, adopt articles and 
objectives and ensure that others wishing to join can to do easily,  

− In line with the regional development strategy adopted, it invites applications for grants 
from local applicants, provides consultation, administration and the assessment and 
selection of projects to be funded,  

− �It also provides information and training, advice and direct action,  
− The number of representatives from the public administration in LAG governing bodies is 

capped at 50% (i.e., half of the body at most, including mayors),  
− Most of the work of LAGs is funded from the Rural Development Programme. 
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What are the main features of the Leader method?  
 

− Local partnerships and a local action group (LAG) comprising them,  
− A common development strategy (integrated territorially, cross-sector, sometimes in one 

sphere, based on the particular needs and opportunities in the region),  
− A bottom-up approach in which the initiative comes directly from the region with the 

proven involvement of partners and the public  
− Participation of various sectors and their integrated approach (planning and use of public 

and private resources, joint projects),  
− Devolved decision-making about the funding of projects of local applicants and their 

management "on their own",  
− �Innovation of approach – i.e., stress on activities that are new in the area concerned and 

promote development (not just activities that were common in the past),  
− Cooperation: within LAGs and between LAGs in one country and between LAGs in 

various countries in Europe (not only the EU),  
− Involvement and work in networks: loose groupings of LAGs in associations and 

networks in which they retain complete independence but benefit from a joint approach 
and the sharing of experience, information and contacts.  

 

What is the short-term impact of the work of LAGs?  
 
Leader offers a unique form of support for an area, its development strategy and the body for this 
development, the LAGs. LAGs seek out and support – or channel support to – local entities, however 
constituted legally, who apply for funding for their own projects in line with the LAG strategy.  
The outcomes achieved by local applicants supported can be seen in changes for the better in the 
region, such as a drop in unemployment, preservation of the cultural and natural heritage of rural areas, 
improved appearance of towns and countryside, new or revived services for the population and visitors, 
a boost in tourism, increased use of renewable forms of energy, creation of tourist routes, and so on.  
 

What is the long-term impact of using the Leader method?  
 

− Improving collaboration between stakeholders in towns and region, overcoming isolation,  
− Integrated development of rural areas,  
− Bolstering local democracy,  
− Greater participation of private capital in the development of towns and the region,  
− Joint approach by public and private sector entities,  
− Better use of the specific features of the particular rural region,  
− Reducing centralised funding and administration and a one-size-fits-all approach to 

regions.  
 
At the same time, principles of the Leader method can easily be also applied to urban areas and this 
has indeed happened, above all in the URBAN initiative to revive deprived towns and urban areas.  
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The overall aim, as set out in Council Decision of 20 February 2006 on Community strategic 
guidelines for rural development, is "improving governance and mobilising the endogenous 
development potential of rural areas". 
 
(We are using here a DG AGRI document of October 2005. See also: The Leader Approach. A Basic Guide, Office for 
Official Publications of the European Communities, Luxembourg 2006; and Analýza možností využití metody Leader a 

struktur Místních akčních skupin (MAS) pro implementaci programů SFŽP [Analysis of the possibilities of applying the 
Leader method and LAGs for implementing programmes of the State Environmental Fund of the Czech Republic], published 
by Národní observatoř venkova o. p. s. Rostěnice – Zvonovice, 682 01 Rostěnice 109, Czech Republic.) 
  
 
% of entire RDP budget 
for the area used for the 
Leader method (axis 4): 
country, area  

% for Leader  

Czech Republic  5.0  
Hungary  5.3  
Austria  5.4  
Lithuania  6.1  
Lower Saxony and Bremen 
(Germany)  

6.8  

Tuscany (Italy)  10.0  
Veneto (Italy)  11.0  
Saarland (Germany)  14.7  
 
EU bodies expected that the 2.5% (or 5%) requested of the total entire rural development programme 
budget would go only to support the LAGs themselves, whereas the majority of the RDP budget 
would go to the other axes, albeit via the Leader method (!). Some countries "interpreted" this 
guidance to mean that the 2.5% should be used applying the Leader method for all axes.  
 
The European Economic and Social Committee and the Leader method in the EU  
 
On 17 January 2008, the European Economic and Social Committee, acting under Rule 29(2) of its 
Rules of Procedure, decided to draw up an own-initiative opinion on: 
 
Civil society in rural areas: the need for concerted action at EU level to strengthen civil society in rural 
areas, with particular regard to new Member States. 
 
The Section for Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship, which was responsible for preparing the 
Committee's work on the subject, adopted its opinion on 30 October 2008. The rapporteur was 
Mr Krzysztof Kamieniecki. 
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At its 449th plenary session of 3 and 4 December 2008 (meeting of 4 December), the European 
Economic and Social Committee adopted the following opinion [opinion CESE 1919/2008] by 107 
votes to 6, with 11 abstentions:  
 
Conclusions and recommendations of the opinion: 
 
For a very long time, rural policy focussed exclusively on matters directly concerned with agricultural 
production. Only over the past twenty years has the view become more widespread that rural areas are 
too diverse to be able to apply uniform policy instruments drawn up at European or national level and 
that development goals and the objective of ensuring equal opportunities could not be effectively 
achieved without the commitment and involvement of the rural population itself. 
 
The current debate on the Common Agricultural Policy and rural policy is crucial for the future of 
European villages. Aside from experts and politicians, the voice of rural communities should also be 
heard in this debate. 
 
The Leader initiative sets a good example here, and is therefore seen by the new Member States as an 
opportunity to promote action and to make more effective use of development resources in rural areas. 
It is vital that both EU and national sources support various types of initiative to strengthen civil 
society in rural areas. 
 
The development of civil society in the rural areas of European Member States is influenced by 
economic changes (growing competition on markets), social changes (rural depopulation) and 
environmental changes (climate change); these changes have been particularly acute over the past few 
decades. The current processes overlap with far-reaching historical changes shaping economic 
development. Rural areas in the new Member States have experienced particularly dramatic changes. 
 
One avenue for the development of civil society is the adaptation of development instruments to the 
capabilities and needs of specific rural areas, requiring wider use of the bottom-up "territorial" 
approach. Education also has a key role to play. 
 
Non-governmental organisations in Eastern and Central European countries were set up as early as the 
late 1980s. Compared to their EU-15 counterparts, non-governmental organisations are still coming up 
against more barriers, due to differences in economic development, more limited access to new 
technologies and the various - including private - sources of funding, not to mention legal conditions 
and the attitude of the public authorities. 
 
A greater emphasis should be placed on ensuring that rural organisations have access to financing. 
Financing should also be stable and flexible, while enabling the actual operational costs of 
organisations to be covered (institutional grants). 
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Special institutional solutions are needed to boost the potential of rural organisations, not least in 
countries which are preparing for EU membership. Various types of instrument must also be put in 
place to help rural communities access information. 
 
The rural population, which as a rule is not as well educated and has more limited access to 
information, is having major difficulties in finding its feet in this fast changing reality. 
 
In the EU as a whole, the development of civil society in rural areas faces the following challenges: 
 

− barriers to accessing knowledge and information;  
− a lack of entrepreneurial skills; 

− demographic problems and a lack of gender equality1; 

− lower-quality social infrastructure than in cities. 
 
At the level of national policy, greater coordination is needed between decisions on rural areas taken 
within the framework of healthcare, education, social assistance, agricultural policy or rural policy in 
the narrow sense. Actions are also needed to strengthen ties between rural and urban areas. 
 
There are still not enough instruments enabling rural inhabitants to find alternative sources of income. 
Part of the State's role is to create the conditions for dialogue between its institutions and society. 
 
Local authorities have a key role to play here. They should act as a catalyst for the development of 
rural communities and stimulate joint activities undertaken by them. 
 
The problem of a lack of trust between the representatives of civil society and local authorities is 
particularly severe in the new Member States. Civil society organisations perceive local government as 
standing in the way of community initiatives, while local councillors see local community leaders as 
potential competitors. 
 
The possible introduction of "rural proofing" on a wider scale should be considered, as a method of 
studying the impact of specific legal or policy solutions (e.g. relating to education systems or public 
procurement) on rural areas. 
 
For the full text of the opinion, see: eesc.europa.eu. 
 
 

                                                 
1
 The issue of women in rural areas has already been discussed by the EESC in opinion NAT/052. 



- 10 - 

  

Abbreviations: 
 
 
LAG  Local Action Group  
LSP  Leader strategic plan  
NN LAG  National Network of Local Action Groups  
RDP  Rural Development Programme  
MoA  Ministry of Agriculture  
  
CAP  Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)  
NGO  Non-governmental Organisation  
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