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The project set out—nbuilding on more than 30 years of successful LEADER/CLLD as a participatory
approach to urban and regional development—to develop fresh future perspectives and to explain why
the LEADER approach, as a citizen-centred policy tool, is especially relevant now. How can we reach
people—particularly in rural areas—more effectively again and increase acceptance of the need for
change? For Local Action Groups (LAGs), it will become even more important to build new skills for
intermediary management at key social interfaces. These include, for example, the public—private in-
terface and the strategy—practice interface, both of which require competent innovation management.
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THE NEW LEADER
ADDED VALUE & NEW
TASKS FOR LOCAL
ACTION GROUPS

Executive Summary

LEADER in previous “official” labels

“Liaison between actions to develop the rural
economy” (LEADER) or “Community-Led Local
Development” (CLLD) or “Development driven by
regional people.”

LEADER in different communications

“A people-centred policy tool” (for politics & admin-
istration) and “Development of the rural economy
and society” (for businesses) and “Joint regional
development with municipalities and residents” (for
local authorities).

1 WHAT LEADERIS

LEADER is the EU’s most important commu-
nity-based policy instrument in rural areas. It
translates EU missions and national goals into ac-
tion at regional level and is a method for develop-
ing regional strengths from within. As an organisa-
tion, LEADER has a unique European network of
around 3,000 Local Action Groups (LAGs) that co-
operate transnationally and nationally as local de-
velopment agencies.

The LEADER approach is understood as actor-
centred regional development (initiated by mu-
nicipalities, businesses and civil society) and as
neo-endogenous development (an intelligent
combination of internal strengths and external op-
portunities across three action levels): a) endoge-
nous strengths within the region are further de-
veloped, e.g. regional products, personal ties, cir-
cular economy and resilience. At the same time b)
there is an agreement between the region and
the national administration on the use of a public
regional budget to select and support relevant pro-
jects. The budget must be evidence-based and im-
pact-oriented. In addition, c) cooperation be-
tween regions is required to open a “window to

OFC Report 2025 - The new LEADER added value, 08-2025

the outside”, boosting regional innovation capac-
ity. In this light, the pairs “endogenous/exogenous”
and “top-down/bottom-up” are no longer strict op-
posites but complementary (see also multi-level
governance).

Key aspects of LEADER’s added value are
proximity to people and a place-based approach:
development with the regional population.
LEADER encourages people to get involved and is
therefore democratically participatory. It also
conveys a European perspective at regional
level. This mode of regional development stands
out through timeliness and agility: the ability to act
and react quickly to new challenges and to in-
crease acceptance of change among residents. Fi-
nally, an innovation focus is a core added-value
aspect.

LAGs are mostly found in rural areas, but also in
coastal regions and cities as neighbourhood or dis-
trict management offices. They act as funding ad-
vice centres, networking hubs and innovation

agencies in their “rural”, “coastal” and “urban” ter-
ritories.

LEADER’s Unique Service Proposition (USP):

1.1 LEADER
AS A DEMOCRACY LAB

¢ USP: Proximity to people & participation |
Trend/need: (re)building connections

¢ While many EU programmes feel “techno-
cratic’, LEADER offers direct involvement of
residents and participation in regional devel-
opment.

o LAGs are the interface between a “distant”
EU and the “nearby” village square.

o Participatory co-design does not divide soci-
ety into winners and losers; it is a deliberative
process aiming for consensus.

1.2 LEADER AS AN INNOVATION
ENGINE IN RURAL AREAS

e USP: Social (and transformative) innova-
tion | Trend/need: Solutions in times of triple
challenge (economic, ecological, social)

¢ LEADER is not classic business support but
an “innovation lab” (trialling) and “innovation
agency” (brokering) for new solutions in rural
areas — especially amid accelerating change.
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¢ It supports social innovation (from ideation
and piloting to diffusion) by working with peo-
ple affected by problems and those ready for
renewal.

o Future themes: transformation (climate adap-
tation, digitalisation, resilience).

1.3 LEADER AS AN INTERMEDIARY

¢ USP: Interface competence & strong con-
nectivity | Trend/need: Interface manage-
ment

e LAGs are not only funding bodies; above all
they are networkers and bridge-builders be-
tween public administration, municipalities,
private sector and civil society.

¢ This intermediary role is unique in the EU
context: no other structure links local, re-
gional, national and European levels as
closely — “managing the in-between” as clear
added value.

14 LEADERAS THE
REALISATION OF EUROPEAN
CITIZEN PROXIMITY

¢ USP: Making the EU visible locally | Trend/
need: Eurobarometer scores in rural areas

o LEADER provides ways to communicate and
implement European objectives in villages
and small towns.

¢ In regions with a high share of EU-sceptical
groups, LEADER can offer a positive coun-
ter-narrative: the EU is at work in our daily
lives.

o Multiplier effects arise through LAG boards
bringing together mayors, entrepreneurs and

volunteers from associations and civil society.

1.5 LEADERASA
TRANSNATIONAL, EU-WIDE
NETWORK

¢ USP: Transnational projects enable
EU-wide collaboration without territorial
limits | Trend/need: European cooperation
and joint action — right now!

o Cooperation projects act as a “window to the
outside”, strengthening regional innovation
capacity.

e European and intercultural collaboration cre-
ate added-value experiences.
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1.6 LEADERASA
TRANSFORMATION PARTNER
FOR MUNICIPALITIES
(AND AGRICULTURE)

¢ USP: Pragmatic solutions to major challenges
| Trend/need: The current municipal situation

¢ Municipalities are overloaded and cannot run
complex EU projects “on the side”.

o Agriculture faces new topics such as diversifi-
cation, smart farming and ecological innova-
tion. LEADER drives the development of fu-
ture-proof business models.

e LAGs act as local competence centres for de-
velopment and delivery.

2 WHY WE ACT
(LEADER-ACTIONS)

LEADER has a dual mandate: it contributes to the
regional economy and it is a special form of re-
gional development with residents to improve liv-
ing and environmental conditions. Why does this
“people-centred” mandate need special attention?

Background: The multiple crises have produced
what can be described as a “regional develop-
ment trap”. At the same time, the deep and accel-
erating changes across society have created un-
certainty and widened fault lines. The trap high-
lights how regions differ in dealing with change and
helps explain the rise in EU scepticism, accompa-
nied by doubts about democracy and system criti-
cism. Causes cited include cultural and identity
factors on the one hand, and economic dispari-
ties on the other. A region is in a development trap
if it “cannot sustain its economic dynamics in terms
of income, productivity and employment”.

Today’s situation underscores the absolute ne-
cessity of place-based development and of
strengthening cohesion policy. Acceptance by res-
idents is the key success factor for transfor-
mation-oriented regional development. As a
tried-and-tested, people-centred policy tool,
LEADER plays a central role. Supporting innova-
tion and investing in education, training and pro-
jects that offer democratic experience can counter
the development trap.
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3 WHAT WE IMPROVE
REGIONALLY (LEADER
REGIONS)

LEADER primarily improves environmental and
living conditions on the ground and thus repre-
sents the regional tier of action within a multi-level
system of public and private interventions for the
socio-economic development of rural areas. It is
also the right delivery structure for higher-level EU
objectives.

Of the five EU missions, three are especially rel-
evant in a LEADER context: healthy soils, climate
adaptation and climate-neutral cities. There are
many overlaps with LEADER fields of action. To
increase strategic relevance, coordination be-
tween the “Mission Action Groups” (a govern-
ance set-up in ministries and scientific institutions)
and the LEADER “Local Action Groups” is advis-
able. In principle this would form a theory-strat-
egy—practice interface, translating specialist scien-
tific language into actionable, practice-oriented
everyday language. A recent study finds strong
synergies between the EU missions and regional
policy: “This potential has so far only been used to
a limited extent due to the lack of anchoring in EU
regional policy and restrictive framework condi-
tions. Missions can be a lever to make cohesion
policy more impact-oriented and focused.” (Key-
note Miinch, 2025).

The specific objectives of the new EU fund for eco-
nomic, social and territorial cohesion (European
Commission, 2025) are likewise important here —
including prosperity, security, social issues, quality
of life and democracy, with their sub-themes.

The “Long-term Vision for the EU’s Rural Ar-
eas” (LTVRA), launched in 2021, also plays a role
as a forum for future perspectives and an EU-wide
Commission initiative. However, there is again no
concrete delivery tier to realise the ten shared
goals. LEADER shows thematic alignment with al-
most all the Rural Pact’s objectives and provides
an established diffusion network.

For national level (federal and regional govern-

ments), LEADER offers the following solutions
at regional level:
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3.1 LEADER WITH A NEW “DOUBLE
STRATEGY”: INNOVATION &
PRAGMATISM

o USP: Future-proof yet realistic | Trend/
need: Pragmatism as a medium-term solution

¢ A combination of practice-oriented projects
for municipalities with options for standardi-
sation (local services, essential services, digi-
talisation, community life, town-centre devel-
opment),

¢ and innovative projects for businesses
and civil society (social innovations, climate
adaptation, agriculture needing diversification,
new participation formats).

o The double strategy delivers everyday solu-
tions and transformation impulses.

e LEADER is the only European policy instru-
ment that links democracy, community prox-
imity and innovation in rural areas.

3.2 ASPECTS OF A REGIONAL IN-
NOVATION STRATEGY

e USP: Clear definition of innovation with a
method set; fostering an innovation eco-
system | Trend/need: A new LEADER inno-
vation orientation (technological & social)

e Each LEADER region needs room for re-
gion-specific design — only then can re-
gional innovation processes be nurtured. The
aim is to expand/secure regional freedom to
innovate and to strengthen LAG innovation
orientation and skills.

e The four Ts of economic development are
key levers: Technology, Talent, Tolerance
and Territorial specificities. Technology
means comprehensive digitalisation for smart
rural solutions. Talent refers to residents’
skills that must be discovered. Tolerance
means scope to invent and trial new solu-
tions. Territorial specificities are the building
blocks of the regional innovation strategy.

¢ Application fields include: a) Rural competi-
tiveness — diversification in agriculture, circu-
lar economy & bioeconomy, skills develop-
ment and career choice competence; b)
Town-centre development, Smart Villages &
digitalisation — re-use, simulations, digital in-
frastructures; c) Cooperation not competi-
tion — regional clusters (crafts, culture, tour-
ism incl. tourism innovation, social business)
that strengthen resilience; d) Ecological
modernisation with process-innovation and
climate adaptation.

Page 6 - 40



3.3 NEW THEMATIC CONTRIBU-
TIONS TO PRIORITIES ON
SECURITY & DEFENCE (LOCAL
RESILIENCE)

o USP: Security and resilience in daily life
and democratic resilience in rural areas |
Trend/need: New security needs (cf. “prep-
ping”) due to new risk scenarios

o LEADER cannot address “security” in the
general sense, but it can strengthen social
and infrastructural resilience: a) Security of
supply — projects on local services, energy
autonomy, water availability; b) Crisis prepar-
edness — stronger local networks (civil protec-
tion, neighbourly help); c) Social balance — in-
clusion, preventing polarisation; social stabil-
ity as a security factor.

+ “Defence” as social cohesion can also be an-
chored locally — as democratic and civic safe-
guarding: a) Democracy resilience — strength-
ening participation and citizen involvement to
build trust in institutions; b) Civil society’s or-
ganisational capacity — projects that counter
polarisation and build positive identity (“places
that matter”); c) Digital defence — skills to
counter disinformation, stronger media liter-
acy.

¢ In this way EU priorities are rooted locally.
LEADER translates big EU themes into con-
crete projects on the ground — where ac-
ceptance and impact are decisive.

4 HOW WE DO WORK
TOGETHER
(LEADER GROUPS)

LAGs have excellent practical know-how in fund-
ing advice and network management. For Role 3 —
innovation agency — many will need new capaci-
ties and skills. These special services are the core
of the new added value and LEADER’s unique
selling point in regional development.

e USP: Network node with interface compe-
tence; high acceptance through place-based
development; agility — flexible, quick to act,
tailored solutions | Trend/need: New compe-
tencies for LAGs
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¢ LAGs work as intermediary organisations

and perform three roles: funding advice cen-
tre; multi-level network hub; innovation
agency.

Classic interface management includes: the
public—private partnership interface (PPP)
which requires strong local roots to mediate
among municipalities, businesses and civil
society; the theory—strategy—practice inter-
face (sometimes a Community of Practice),
translating research into actionable results;
and multi-level governance, acting as the
network node for horizontal and vertical links
(intra-regional, administrative—political, trans-
national).

Special interface management (gaps, lags,
traps & links): here the focus is on develop-
ing projects and (re-) establishing links to re-
duce social fault lines (gaps), to better under-
stand technological innovation (lags) and to
involve under-represented groups (traps). A
regional development trap can arise from
non-participation, e.g. among young people or
those with little educational attainment. The
aim is to design “experience projects” with
strong experiential quality — suited to abstract
topics such as democracy, the EU or climate
impacts.

Innovation management: this interface work
requires specific competencies derived from
innovation processes. The LEADER toolbox
thus consists of techniques to steer the
phases of social innovation: ideation, piloting
and diffusion by multi-actor groups.
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AP1: INNOVATIVE
LEADER-AP-
PROACHES IN THE EU

Report section by Stefan Kah, GB
edited by Wolfgang Berger (executive summary)

1 INTRODUCTION &
CONTEXT

1.1 TARGETS

Innovation remains one of the most exciting, pio-
neering and challenging aspects of the LEADER
approach. In the early 1990s, the invention of
LEADER's participatory method itself was the key
innovation within a redefined rural development.
Kah: “Promoting new and innovative solutions for
local problems or seizing opportunities was from
the outset a core part of LEADER. Innovation con-
cerns what is done — supported activities, products
or services — but above all how things are done.”
These features echo definitions of social innova-
tion.

1.2 EVOLUTION

There were 217 LAGs in the LEADER | pilot phase
(1991-1993). Today the number has more than
decupled — well over 3,000 including ca. 250 urban
LAGs and ca. 350 coastall/fisheries LAGs. The
greatest expansion came in 2007-2013 with main-
streaming: LEADER became a core axis in rural
development programmes with a 5% minimum al-
location from the EAFRD. Many Member States
tried to roll it out across as much territory as possi-
ble, in some cases almost wall-to-wall across rural
areas — coinciding with EU enlargement and the
first coastal LAGs.

In 2014-2020, other funds (ERDF, ESF, EMFF)
could finance LEADER-like CLLD. Urban LAGs
emerged. In principle four funds could be used
(EAFRD, ERDF, ESF, EMFAF). This territorial and
thematic expansion gave LEADER a political di-
mension as an instrument of participatory democ-
racy and regional cohesion policy.
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LEADER is again mandatory in 2021-2027 in rural
development within the CAP with a 5% EAFRD
minimum. Urban and coastal LAGs remain an op-
tional national choice — funded by ERDF and EM-
FAF respectively. Selection procedures for defin-
ing LEADER/CLLD areas are nationally regulated;
the choice of bottom-up regions is framed by
top-down rules. In most Member States, the terri-
tories are formed on the basis of municipal council
resolutions.

1.3 PERCEPTIONS & CHANGE

In recent years LEADER/CLLD has become the
central development concept for rural Europe by
supporting local actors’ innovations, which essen-
tially aligns with social innovation, often dubbed
“reform from below”.

After 34 years of implementation and mainstream-
ing, some ask whether innovation/now transfor-
mation is still credible. Should broad coverage re-
main the priority, or should competitive selection of
regions be considered? Questions about added
value have become more frequent, as LAGs do
entail extra costs. The European Court of Auditors
(2022) criticised that LEADER funds are often
seen as structural regional aid rather than innova-
tion promotion. A DG AGRI evaluation (2023)
reached a better verdict: LEADER interventions
were more cost-efficient than many others and a
good example of multi-level governance. Despite
positives, LEADER’s future is not guaranteed and
must stay relevant by adapting to changing condi-
tions.

In 2018, Paul Soto (former head of the ENRD Con-
tact Point) identified three problems (10):

a) Administrative burden: rapidly increasing bu-
reaucratic requirements are putting the de-
centralised funding model at risk.

b) Insufficient capacities: these are often visible
not only at local level but also at intermediary
levels (networks at national and EU level).

c) Growing external influence: a system origi-
nally driven by local people and municipalities
is increasingly being taken over by public bod-
ies (e.g. local and regional authorities), politi-
cal parties and specific interest groups.
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Since there is a danger that LAG managers and
members shift from being actors to becoming ad-
ministrators, Paul Soto proposed three possible
solutions:

a) Democratisation of local finance: allocate a
share for CLLD across all EU funds that goes
beyond the 5% from the EAFRD, and shift
from ex-post controls to results-oriented fi-
nancing.

b) Capacity- and trust-building: needed horizon-
tally at local level and vertically across the ti-
ers of the multi-level governance system.

c) Clarification of participation rules for creative
public—private partnerships: the approach
should foster civil society engagement.

1.4 THE THREE LAG ROLES

The Austrian LEADER-forum identifies three LAG
roles: a) funding advice centre; b) network hub (re-
gional, national, transnational); c) non-profit/so-
cial-innovation enterprise (responsible for strategi-
cally important projects). All three are facets of a
classic intermediary. Two questions arise: do
teams have the required skills (e.g. for Role 3), and
are staffing levels sufficient?

2 LEADER AND
INNOVATION

21 STRONGER FOCUS ON
INNOVATION

Innovation is a cross-cutting priority in rural devel-
opment policy and must be reflected in LAG strat-
egies. Regulation 2022/1475 introduced an inno-
vation indicator: “number of operations that are in-
novative in the local context”, with definitions dele-
gated to national or regional authorities or the
LAG. Examples include: a) Innovation vouchers
(LAG Keskipiste, FI) supporting projects by youth,
municipalities and SMEs; b) Smart LEADER (LAG
Tagus, ES) — building innovation ecosystems with
an active LAG innovation-management role; c) So-
cial innovation (LAG Pohjoisin Lappi, FI) — improv-
ing job-matching and social services at municipal
level.

Eight features of LEADER innovation were identi-
fied, including a) shared understanding, b)
trust-building, c¢) acceptance of local diversity, d)
recognition of added value, e) local innovation cul-
ture led by LAGs, f) adequate resources, g) role
clarity and h) capacity-building/learning from au-
dits and networks.

2.2 IDENTIFYING APPROACHES IN RELATION TO THE LAG ROLES

Independent

LAG role Bound by context
and other actors

Social

innovation

enterprise

Networking

organisation

New themes, new rules

Multi-Fund

New stakeholders,
new/broader networks

N (o)

Funding
advice centre

Internationally Nat./regionally

M actor
LAG implements projects directly

Participatory

democracy

Transnational cooperation Joint
international
LDS

Animation and

activation

Simplified Cost Options
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The graphic above illustrates the link between a
LAG’s freedom to act—shown through the three
roles, with Role 3 assumed to demand the great-
est, i.e. entrepreneurial, freedom—and the types
of innovation at local level. To be clear: innovative
approaches can be pursued in any of the three
roles. In Role 1, for example, new administrative
processes may use simplified cost options (e.g.
draft budgets). In some Member States there is
also the possibility of multi-fund financing for
LEADER/CLLD. In Role 2, the focus may be on
operating within a multi-level governance sys-
tem—networking can be organised regionally as
well as nationally or transnationally. Even so, Role
3 is the most complex, as it promotes social inno-
vation in regional or urban contexts in a broader
sense and contributes to forms of participatory de-
mocracy.

2.3 EXAMPLES OF
INNOVATIVE APPROACHES

2.3.1 simplified cost options

There are three types: a) standard scales of unit
costs or reference costs, b) lump sums, such as
the total cost of organising an event, c) flat-rate
amounts, for example for staff costs. In any case,
simplified cost options (SCOs) focus on document-
ing the results achieved and/or the target indica-
tors. In the case of funding for LAG management,
these options have already been widely used.

2.3.2 Multi-fund CLLD

Multi-fund financing was introduced in the 2014—
2020 programme period as an optional national
choice (abbreviation: MFCLLD) - allowing the-
matic and financial combinations of four EU funds
(EAFRD, ERDF, ESF, EMFF). The vast majority of
LAGs (around 80%) are still financed via the
EAFRD. In 15 of the 27 (formerly 28) Member
States, this combination option has so far been
available to fund LEADER-type measures. In
some Member States (e.g. Austria), MFCLLD was
limited to a few federal provinces, or the final deci-
sion was delegated to the level of regional govern-
ments. In some cases where MFCLLD was used,
a lead-fund model was established to simplify ad-
ministration (Austria/Tyrol); in others, LAGs had to
work with the differing rulebooks of the various
funds.
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2.3.3 Animation & Activation

In their role as a funding advice centre, LAGs make
it easier for applicants or interest groups to access
EU funding. In their role as a networking hub,
LAGs are also expected to involve under-repre-
sented groups in decision-making and co-design
processes. Examples: LAGs in Romania/Transyl-
vania and France/Réunion have proactively of-
fered training to build the EU project-management
skills of local stakeholder groups.

2.3.4 Networking

Networking can foster innovation — and it can be
organised at regional, national or transnational
level. Some network hubs are run by the European
Commission (e.g. the CAP Network for rural LAGs
and FAMENET for coastal LAGs). Other networks
have been founded by the LAGs themselves as
advocacy bodies (e.g. ELARD) or serve as meet-
ing platforms (LINC).

2.3.5 Transnational Cooperation (TNC)

This specific form of cooperation offers particular
opportunities to promote social innovation at vari-
ous levels. In the 2014-2020 programme period,
240 TNCs were reported across Europe. Ireland
tops the list in quantitative terms, followed by the
Nordic and Baltic states.

2.3.6 Joint international development
goals

Shared international local development goals (of
the LAGs) can be a useful instrument for LAGs in
border regions. Europe’s first transnational
LEADER region consists of LAG Miselerland (Lux-
embourg) and LAG Moselfranken (Germany),
which developed a joint transnational development
strategy.

2.3.7 Participatory democracy

Four levels of participation are often cited: infor-
mation, consultation, collaboration, and empower-
ment, distinguishing between communication
mode, public influence, and activities. Ideally,
LEADER should cover all four dimensions, but it
often limits itself to information and consultation.

Example of participatory democracy: In Scotland,

the CLLD LAG for the Outer Hebrides launched a
small grants scheme in 2023 with awards up to
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€2,800. A significant overall budget was available
for projects delivering social value and promoting
inclusion, equality and diversity. The LAG merely
checked applications for eligibility, and all eligible
projects were then put to a public vote.

2.3.8 Umbrella projects

The umbrella-project concept is not new and was
already implemented in the 2014-2020 pro-
gramme period. In an umbrella project, the LAG
acts as the beneficiary. The individual sponsors of
sub-projects then submit their applications to the
LAG. Umbrella projects can be useful for a LAG in
developing into a social-innovation enterprise.

2.3.9 Urban CLLD

Urban CLLD LAGs differ from rural LAGs in three
respects: a) territory, b) funding, and c) themes.

a) As a form of dedicated neighbourhood man-
agement, activities cover either a single mu-
nicipality, or specific city districts or neigh-
bourhoods. They are usually in smaller cit-
ies—though there are exceptions such as Lis-
bon or Timisoara.

b) Urban LAGs are funded exclusively through
cohesion policy (from the ERDF or ESF).

c) Thematically, urban LAGs are bound only by
the basic requirements of the ERDF and ESF
but enjoy considerable freedom in implemen-
tation.

In the 2014-2020 programme period, there were
221 urban LAGs across seven Member States.

3 KEY MESSAGES &
CONCLUSIONS

3.1 FRAMEWORK CONDITIONS

Dysfunctional system

Well-designed system

Integration of LAG man-
agement into existing
public administration
structures (e.g. district
offices)

Independent LAG man-
agement in the form of an
association etc.

Public sector dominance
in LAG (despite 49%
rule)

Strong role of non-public
stakeholders
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Dysfunctional system | Well-designed system

Political support, but LAG
can act independently

Political interference

LAG managers as rural
administrators

LAG managers as rural
activists

LAG management staff
is employed short term
on a project basis

LAG management staff is
employed long-term, al-
lowing to build capacities

Top-down definition of
LAG territory, based on
administrative instead
of functional criteria

Bottom-up definition of
LAG territory

The LAG operates in
an isolated manner

The LAG engages in in-
ternational exchange via
both formal and bottom-
up opportunities

LAG staff has sufficient
capacity to make use of
training and KE events

Administrative burden

for LAG staff does not

allow for any additional
activities

The above summarises framework conditions that
can either support or hinder LAG work. Just as ef-
ficiency does not capture LEADER'’s added value,
neither does effectiveness. Achieving milestones
and targets—especially quantitative ones—is not
a defining feature of LEADER, particularly when
compared with established funding mechanisms.
LEADER budgets are small, projects are numer-
ous, and the impacts are likely too long term to be
sufficiently visible and measurable within EU pro-
gramming periods.

3.2 AVISION FOR FUTURE
IMPLEMENTATION

A vision for future implementation: extend CLLD,
bridge the urban-rural divide, 10% of each fund for
LEADER/CLLD (as advocated by the Committee
of the Regions), no automatic 25% cap on LAG
management (especially where Role 3 is deliv-
ered), diversify staff capacities, add SCO models,
expand participatory democracy formats.

3.3 PERSONAL VIEW

Personal view: For now only the CAP guarantees
a rural development framework like LEADER with
a 5% EAFRD share; taking LEADER out would
subject it to Member States’ discretion.
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AP2: EXPERIENCES
OF LAGS OUTSIDE
THE EU

Report section by Petri Rinne, Fl
edited by Wolfgang Berger (executive summary)

Scope & sources. Surveys with LAGs in the
Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia,
Serbia), the Caucasus (Georgia), Latin America
(Bolivia, Mexico, Colombia), Africa (Mozam-
bique), and Northern Europe (Scotland, Sweden;
former LEADER areas without EU funding).

1 RESEARCH
FRAMEWORK

Key questions:

¢ Funding sources and timeframes;

¢ relevance for the bottom-up/LEADER ap-
proach; who initiated (grassroots vs. funder);

o external expertise and providers;

¢ international cooperation;

o prior bottom-up policy experience;

¢ territorial scope;

¢ number/structure of LAGs; adherence to
LEADER principles;

e results, risks, opportunities;

¢ how sustainability was ensured post-pilot;

¢ innovations.

2 KEY FINDINGS
BY REGION

North Macedonia

LEADER is seen as the most effective approach
for cooperation among local actors; innovations in
animation/awareness; LAGs should be fostered as
centres of social innovation.

Latin America

There is vigorous bottom-up momentum beyond
EU funds: freshness, innovation, passion. Europe
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often acts reactively; it should be more proactive
and diversify funding and business models.

Georgia

The LEADER family & cooperation funding are
crucial to spread good practice and gain public and
governmental support.

Serbia

LEADER activates local capacities and comple-
ments missing ones from outside; timing matters:
start activation only when the system is ready - oth-
erwise loss of interest and trust may follow.

Montenegro

Weak framework: low visibility, undefined support
instruments and legal basis (NGO status), insuffi-
cient recognition of local strategies/LAG needs,
understaffed administrations, uninformed media,
low representation of rural development in public
calls, missing municipal support measures and in-
frastructure.

Mozambique

Accessibility is pivotal (including for people who
are illiterate); digitalisation & bureaucracy can de-
ter access - future LEADER should be low-thresh-
old, avoiding a participation gap.

Scotland

Post-Brexit: CLLD nationally, annual budgets hin-
der strategy; resource shrinkage, government fo-
cus on agricultural payments; the LEADER ethos
should be preserved and bottom-up partnership
developed further.

Sweden
Competitive phase 2014-2020 excluded some
LAGs; return in 2021-2027 promised; the
LEADER method proves transferable (e.g., in mu-
nicipal administration) and remains useful.
Cross-cutting lessons

¢ Bottom-up works, but needs stable frame-

works, reliable funding and capacities in ad-
ministrations and networks.
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¢ Innovation & access depend on low barriers,
animation, capacity-building and co-operation
(inter-territorial/transnational).

¢ Sustainability succeeds where local owner-
ship meets clear rules, resources and political
backing.

3 RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR OUR COMMON
FUTURE

e Secure a minimum allocation: Protect the EU
share for LEADER via a minimum rule (cur-
rently 5% of CAP rural development funds), or
implementation and the future of many rural
areas are at risk.

¢ Strengthen capacities: Equip managing/pay-
ment authorities and national rural networks
adequately; reinforce LAGs in their role as in-
novation intermediaries.

¢ Strike a balance: Rebalance innovation vs.
bureaucracy; cut barriers and make proce-
dures accessible to non-project specialists.

o Prioritise core features: Safeguard Bottom-up
mechanisms, public—private partnerships, in-
novation, and inter-territorial/transnational co-
operation (including urban—rural linkages).

e Communicate better: Clearly promote the
LEADER method and its benefits.

OFC Report 2025 - The new LEADER added value, 08-2025 Page 13 - 40



AP3: LONG-TERM
FINANCING AND POL-
ICY FRAMEWORKS

LEADER: Where it came from and what it
still offers

Report section by Robert Lukesch, AT
edited by Wolfgang Berger (executive summary)

1 THE BACKGROUND TO
LEADER

1.1  GLOBAL POLITICAL AND
ECONOMIC CHANGES

1.1.1  When the bipolar world order
collapsed

In 1989, the fall of the Berlin Wall triggered sweep-
ing political change across Europe, culminating in
1991 with the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and
the Soviet Union (USSR). Many now-sovereign
nation states turned towards Western alliances
(NATO, the EU) and to market economies. This in-
dependence was sealed for the former Soviet re-
publics (including Ukraine) in the 1994 Budapest
Memorandum.

1.1.2 The neoliberal turn

In the literature, the two oil price shocks of 1973
and 1979 (the Yom Kippur War between lIsrael,
Egypt and Syria, and the Islamic Revolution in
Iran) are often cited as key moments that sparked
debate on the need for endogenous development.
Economic policy in the Western industrialised na-
tions increasingly reflected a neoliberal turn (influ-
enced, among others, by the Austrian economist
Friedrich August von Hayek and the American
economist Milton Friedman), led politically by
Ronald Reagan (USA) and Margaret Thatcher
(UK).

1.1.3 Globalisation under the neoliberal
banner

Since 1973, the United Kingdom had been a mem-

ber of the European Economic Community
(EEC)—the forerunner of the EU—and Margaret
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Thatcher served as Prime Minister from 1979 to
1990. Her policy was marked by fiscal austerity
and deregulation. Her counterpart in North Amer-
ica was Ronald Reagan, US President from 1981
to 1989. Many other countries also moved away
from the Keynesian principles of economic policy
and the welfare state that had characterised the
1970s.

1.1.4 The counter-current that sees the
world as finite

The 1970s also amplified voices critical of unlim-
ited economic growth. The Club of Rome’s 1972
report The Limits to Growth was a landmark study
on the future of the world economy. Another mile-
stone was the 1987 Brundtland Report, Our Com-
mon Future, which defined sustainable develop-
ment as: “development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs”. These aims
led to the 1992 UN Conference on Environment
and Development in Rio de Janeiro, which
adopted the guidelines for sustainable develop-
ment (Agenda 21).

1.1.5 German reunification and British
sceptics

Despite initial scepticism in the UK, German reuni-
fication took place in 1990. The far-reaching up-
heavals between 1989 and 1991 also prompted a
reassessment of the European Economic Commu-
nity (EEC), founded in 1957. A political union
seemed better suited to addressing the growing in-
fluence of multinational corporations and tackling
social and territorial inequalities. With the Maas-
tricht Treaty in 1993, the EEC became the Euro-
pean Union.

1.1.6 A breeze of European optimism

The European Union evolved into a globally
unique supranational entity, born from the experi-
ences of totalitarianism and dictatorship in the first
half of the 20th century. At the same time, exces-
sive confidence in European integration was tem-
pered by the Yugoslav Wars (1991-2001).
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1.2 THE EUROPEAN UNION IN THE
MAKING

1.2.1 The origins of agricultural and
structural policy

In 1951, the European Coal and Steel Community
was founded by the three Benelux states, France,
Germany and ltaly (Treaties of Rome)—six years
after the end of the Second World War. In 1958,
this led to the EEC. In 1962, the EEC created the
European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee
Fund (EAGGF), transferring agricultural compe-
tences for the first time to a supranational institu-
tion. The European Social Fund (ESF) had already
been founded in 1958 and is thus the EU’s oldest
policy instrument. In 1973, with the accession of
the UK, Ireland and Denmark, the European Re-
gional Development Fund (ERDF) was established
to support economic transition in these countries.

1.2.2 Building the European institutions

The European Commission came into being in
1967, when the European Coal and Steel Commu-
nity, the EEC and the European Atomic Energy
Community were merged. The 1970s and 1980s
were marked by high unemployment, particularly
in traditional industrial areas and rural regions.
Growing regional disparities could not be suffi-
ciently addressed. This period also saw the EEC’s
southern enlargement with Greece (1981), Spain
(1986) and Portugal (1986)—notably, all three had
been under dictatorships in the 1970s. The Single
Market and the monetary union were created with
the Maastricht Treaty, the “Treaty on European
Union”, in 1993. Since then, the EU’s three political
institutions have been the European Parliament,
the Council (of Ministers) and the European Com-
mission. After the Eastern enlargement, the Treaty
of Lisbon (2009) replaced Maastricht. By 2020 the
EU had 28 Member States; following the UK’s exit
there are 27.

1.2.3 The institutionalisation of
cohesion policy

The creation of the ERDF in 1973 marked a new
policy field. Early cohesion policy focused on re-
structuring declining mining and industrial areas.
Traditional rural regions underwent “passive adap-
tation” as a consequence of urbanisation and fell
further behind. Market mechanisms favoured “cen-
tral” economic regions and urban areas. Views
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gradually shifted towards a new definition of a re-
gion as a Complex Adaptive System (CAS): re-
gions—with their social, cultural and economic
specificities—came to be seen as new economic
and identity-forming units with endogenous poten-
tial. Funding rules were adapted on the basis of
new governance principles. After the EEC’s south-
ern enlargement, regional disparities had grown
enormous; in 1988 the “economic and social cohe-
sion policy” followed, allocating 30% of the overall
EU budget to the Structural Funds (Cohesion
Fund, ESF, ERDF; later EAFRD and EMFF).

1.2.4 Objectives of the Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP)

Early CAP objectives aimed to secure the food
supply for a growing population in a rapidly urban-
ising Europe—its key instrument was the EAGGF,
with measures to restructure, modernise and sup-
port agricultural prices (the Mansholt Plan). This
promoted large-scale, quasi-industrial production
methods. These goals were soon achieved but led
to overproduction by the late 1970s—cue “butter
mountains” and “milk lakes”. New opportunities
also emerged: farms in small-scale areas had bet-
ter chances of survival if they diversified beyond
primary production—within agriculture (processing
and value-adding) and beyond (crafts, tourism).

1.2.5 The shift in the CAP to area-based
payments

With various free-trade rules, direct price subsidies
became untenable, so policy shifted to income
support for farmers based on the land they man-
aged and livestock numbers—early schemes for
mountain farmers appeared. The urban-rural di-
vide widened. Environmental damage was in-
creasingly recognised as an unwanted side-effect
of intensification, and in 1992 an initial agri-envi-
ronmental payment scheme was introduced to
support organic farming (under Agriculture Com-
missioner Ray MacSharry). Modernising agricul-
ture remained a focus (Objective 5a), but structur-
ally weak rural areas were deemed especially wor-
thy of support (Objective 5b). Under Austria’s first
EU Commissioner, Franz Fischler, the “Agenda
2000” reform created a comprehensive second
pillar for rural development, integrated into the
CAP; the first pillar remained direct payments.
From 2007, the European Agricultural Fund for
Rural Development (EAFRD) financed Pillar Il for
the first time.
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1.2.6 The European Commission under
Jacques Delors

A key figure in LEADER’s broader development
was Commission President Jacques Delors (FR),
in office from 1985 to 1995, whose particular con-
cern was the EU’s territorial cohesion. He was also
one of the main architects of the Maastricht Treaty
(followed by Amsterdam, Nice, Lisbon) and of the
Single Market. Delors recognised that economic
integration should go hand in hand with a common
European social policy. In this context, the 1988
paper The Future of Rural Society was pivotal; it
laid the groundwork for initiating the LEADER ap-
proach—Ilaunching Community measures for rural
populations with targeted use of Structural Funds.
Ray MacSharry (IE) was Agriculture Commis-
sioner at the time. Both Delors and MacSharry be-
lieved in the innovative capacity of local com-
munities as the only way to cope with massive
structural change. Incidentally, French dominated
technical debates then—hence the French acro-
nym LEADER.

1.2.7 Bureaucracy takes hold

After the resignation of the Santer Commission in
1999 following corruption allegations against Re-
search Commissioner Edith Cresson, rules on the
use of public funds were tightened. Since around
2000, excessive red tape and administrative
procedures have been a persistent criticism—es-
pecially of cohesion and agricultural policy. Re-
peated attempts at simplification have seemingly
produced greater complexity. Many programmes
financed by Structural Funds suffer from over-bu-
reaucratisation, defined as “an excess of norms,
guidelines and procedures that accumulate at na-
tional, regional and local levels and hinder the in-
tended policy objectives those regulations are
meant to achieve”.

1.3 THE PARADIGM SHIFT
TOWARDS ENDOGENOUS AND
PLACE-BASED APPROACHES

The early idea of self-governing communities was
not primarily territorial; people and their capabili-
ties were central—and the crisis of traditional in-
dustries with mass redundancies accelerated this
shift. Self-reliance and endogenous resources
drew on regional history while also enabling a for-
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ward-looking vision. Endogenous resources in-
cluded people—their cultural heritage and skills—
the networks of craft and businesses, and the par-
ticularities of nature and environment. The focus,
still today, is on community-based and partici-
patory approaches. Bottom-up development has
in recent years become a core element of regional
development in democratic societies. Since the
2000s, neo-endogenous development has been
discussed—promoting a multi-level governance
model that not only highlights endogenous re-
sources but also describes interdependencies with
public institutions and other regions.

1.3.1 Local development as an emanci-
patory concept

New approaches in the centre—periphery debate
were rooted in an emancipatory worldview empha-
sising freedom of expression, independence, re-
spect and solidarity. Praise came from unexpected
quarters: economic liberals saw increased local re-
sponsibility as consistent with entrepreneurial ac-
tion—cf. new public management. That said,
NGOs can never replace the provision of core in-
frastructure and services. Local communities un-
fold their creative potential within supportive eco-
systems of personal relationships and enterprises.
Three schools of thought intersected here: partial
devolution of state responsibilities to the local
level; decentralisation to promote subsidiarity and
respond to a more complex world; and an auton-
omy agenda as a decoupling strategy.

1.3.2 Mainstreaming: the shift towards
place-based approaches in policy

In the rethink of cohesion policy, the Barca Report
(2009) is central. Fabrizio Barca, working with the
OECD Territorial Development Policy Committee
and commissioned by the European Commission,
proposed an “agenda for a reformed cohesion pol-
icy”. His core message: growing inequalities un-
dermine social cohesion and fuel an “authoritarian
dynamic”. The report triggered reforms of the five
European Structural and Investment Funds
(ESIF). Currently, cohesion goals are again mov-
ing into the background—security, external border
control and defence dominate. There is also a dis-
cernible trend towards re-nationalisation in de-
cision-making on strategically important EU is-
sues.
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2 LEADER OVER TIME
21 THE EMERGENCE OF LEADER

2.1.1 Backstory

Under Commission President Jacques Delors, the
European Commission created enough leeway to
test experimental funding programmes in the
Member States. Delors himself had grown up in a
rural area and recognised the new challenges.
These programmes were therefore innovation-ori-
ented local employment initiatives, supported by
expert groups (e.g. AEIDL). They also aimed to
bring Europe closer to its citizens and to encour-
age interaction at local level. In this context, de-
bates later grew around place-based approaches
and resilient regions.

21.2 DGV (Employment), the incubator
of LEADER in the EC

The new local development approaches—ulti-
mately leading to LEADER—originated above all
in Directorate-General V for Employment. These
included action-research programmes, local em-
ployment initiatives and training development ap-
proaches.

2.1.3 The OECD as a crucial advisory
source

The OECD Directorate for Education, Employment
and Social Affairs worked closely on these topics
with the European Commission’s directorates-
general.

21.4 Early focus of LEADER’s
forerunners: local jobs, education
and training

These employment initiatives were the first partici-
patory local development approaches. The aim
was to keep people in their home areas and in-
volve those affected in creating new jobs—includ-
ing support for employee takeovers of firms. Early
development initiatives based on education also
began.

2.1.5 Towards integrated territorial de-
velopment

It soon became clear that a narrow focus on jobs,
education and training would not provide enough
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leverage to regenerate disadvantaged areas. Low-
threshold funding was needed to kick-start innova-
tion-oriented processes. At the time of Spain’s and
Portugal’'s EEC accession (1986), the Integrated
Mediterranean Programmes (IMPs) were
launched for Mediterranean regions, training de-
velopment agents—specialists in integrated
management of Structural Funds.

2.1.6 Networks as accelerators of
sparking ideas

The LEDA programme (an action-research pro-
gramme) and its expert-network were also a pre-
cursor to LEADER: territory-based approaches, lo-
cal strategies and partnerships were its hallmarks.

2.1.7 The time was ripe for LEADER

The first steps grew out of funded employment ini-
tiatives—local development approaches financed
by the ESF and initiated by DG V (Employment)
under John Morley. Michel Laine later joined the
team and is regarded as the actual originator of
LEADER.

2.1.8 LEADER is born: from Community
Initiative to method

According to his own account, Michel Laine (a the-
ology graduate who had long worked for the US
company Gillette), together with Sandro Gaudenzi
(both then at DG V), designed LEADER | (1991-
1993) as a Community Initiative, along with the
guidelines for LEADER Il (1994—-1999). Commu-
nity Initiatives were special EU funding pro-
grammes to address specific challenges and foster
innovation. They included LEADER, EQUAL, UR-
BAN and INTERREG.

2.1.9 From the ELISE network to the
LEADER | Coordination Unit

The agency and expert group AEIDL (Association
Européenne pour l'innovation dans le développe-
ment local), which had already managed the
ELISE information-exchange network for local em-
ployment initiatives, was tasked with running the
LEADER | Coordination Unit in Brussels—a
bridge between regions and the European Com-
mission. LEADER 1 (Liaison entre actions de dé-
veloppement de I’économie rurale) linked, for the
first time, 217 pilot regions in Objective-5b areas
and in selected rural areas of Objective-1 coun-
tries.
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2.1.10 LEADER I: a radical institutional
innovation

In 1991, LEADER represented a radical institu-
tional innovation. Through the Coordination Unit,
the European Commission communicated di-
rectly with selected regions, without Member
State intermediation. Yves Champetier led this
coordination and the first exchange meeting of rep-
resentatives from Europe’s “forgotten areas” in
Brussels in 1992.

2.1.11 LEADER Il and the European
LEADER Observatory

Laine also drafted the regulation for LEADER II.
This time, however, the Member States insisted on
being involved: LEADER had to be embedded in
regional or national operational programmes, with
administrative bodies attached. The LEADER Il
Community Initiative sat within the multi-fund
framework of the 1994—1999 Structural Funds pe-
riod. A key clause—still valid today—stated that
the regional diversity of institutional, economic
and social actors must be reflected in the strat-
egy and local partnership, with no single group
dominating. National network units were set up in
the 15 Member States to transfer know-how be-
tween LAGs. The Brussels Coordination Unit be-
came the LEADER Observatory, led by Yves
Champetier and Gilda Farrell.

2.1.12 Cracking the code:
the LEADER method

Innovation scorecards were already used in the
evaluation of LEADER I. From the ex-post evalua-
tion of the first 217 regions, the seven LEADER
principles—still in place today—were derived. At
the first Cork Conference (IE) on rural develop-
ment in 1996—attended by Agriculture Commis-
sioner Franz Fischler—this new way of working
for place-based, endogenous development was
highlighted in the Cork Declaration. Fischler ex-
plicitly backed the approach, calling LEADER a
“laboratory for rural innovation”—and later an-
chored LEADER as a Community Initiative in DG
VI (Agriculture).

2.1.13 800 LEADER representatives
speak (after Yves Champetier)

During LEADER I, many representatives voiced
concern—at the second major LEADER meeting
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in Brussels in 1997—about the heavy administra-
tive burden arising from national or regional au-
thorities’ involvement. There were delays selecting
LAGs, complex financing, and more. The event,
with over 1,200 participants, also hosted coopera-
tion talks that launched around 100 cooperation
projects, soon known as Transnational Cooper-
ation (TNC).

2.1.14 LEADER as an engine of
innovation

At the time, Gilda Farrell of the LEADER Il Obser-
vatory led the Innovation Working Group (mem-
bers included Robert Lukesch, Elena Saraceno,
Paul Soto). Analysing the LEADER | “innovation
scorecards”, the group produced the seminal 1997
dossier “Innovation and Rural Development”,
with practical guidance for each phase of the inno-
vation process. From all this experience, the
LEADER method emerged.

2.1.15 LEADER as an emancipatory
approach

LEADER also unleashed a strong emancipatory
dynamic—rural voices were heard more clearly.
Priorities were no longer interpreted by planners,
politicians or business leaders but arose directly
from people’s own challenges, who—true to the
idea of social innovation—began shaping im-
provements for their regions themselves. With this
initiative and shared responsibility for their living
environments came a democratic dimension:
LEADER strengthens forms of local democratic
experience. As Franz Fischler said at the second
Cork Conference (2016): “Our bottom-up ap-
proach is not only important for mobilising rural
people to think about their own future. It is also a
means to implement the values of democracy.”
Looking back, Michel Laine and Yves Cham-
petier saw these conditions as central to
LEADER'’s establishment: the Commission’s inno-
vation-friendly stance under Delors, committed
officials in the DGs, and creative networkers
and practitioners.

2.1.16 A small but significant redefinition
of the LEADER principles

In the transition from LEADER Il to LEADER+, the
Commission adjusted the seven principles. The
core principle of local governance with decen-
tralised management and financing disap-
peared; co-operation and networking were split
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instead. The total remained seven principles. The
motives—perhaps power-political—are now hard
to trace. Originally, the aim had been to delegate
responsibility as far as possible to local actors.
The seven current principles are: bottom-up ap-
proach, area-based approach, local partner-
ship, integrated multi-sector strategy, innova-
tion, networking, territorial co-operation.

2.2 MAINSTREAMING LEADER
2.21 LEADER+: a bumpy transition

LEADER+ (2000-2006) began with considerable
delay—LEADER'’s future initially looked uncertain.
It was ultimately decided to integrate LEADER as
Axis 4 into the newly planned European Agricul-
tural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) with
a minimum 5% allocation.

2.2.2 Institutionalising LEADER as CLLD

Embedding LEADER in rural development pro-
grammes in 2007-2013 (EU Regulation No.
1303/2013) secured financing but also added bu-
reaucracy and, in some Member States, greater
influence of administrative bodies. From 2014—
2020, the LEADER method—under the title CLLD
(Community-Led Local Development)—was, in
principle, available across all ESIF as a cohesion
instrument with potential multi-fund financing.
This was championed by economist Dirk Ahner,
who effectively carried LEADER from DG AGRI
into DG REGIO and helped spread it in the West-
ern Balkans. Unfortunately, the multi-fund poten-
tial of LEADER/CLLD was underused (only in 15
Member States). The approach simply requires
that each fund has the flexibility to finance what lo-
cal people deem necessary; without common
rules across funds, however, administrative
complexity multiplies.

2.2.3 The rural network grows, LEADER
staffing shrinks

In 2014, the LEADER Observatory became the
Contact Point of the European Network for Ru-
ral Development (ENRD). Staffing, however, re-
mained the same—even though it now supported
implementation of the entire CAP Pillar Il. Work-
ing groups consistently aimed to simplify proce-
dures and make LEADER more effective on the
ground. Since 2022, the CAP Network has three
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standing sub-groups, one being “LEADER and
Territorial Development”. An organisational tri-
angle is visible: LAGs, managing authorities at
EU and national level, and network units/contact
point in Brussels (publicly commissioned). By con-
trast, ELARD (the European LEADER Association
for Rural Development) is an independent advo-
cacy network representing LAGs across Member
States.

2.2.4 LEADER spreads

Since 2007, CLLD—as the LEADER approach—
can also be applied in coastal areas, financed by
the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund
(EMFF), leading to around 350 Fisheries/Coastal
LAGs, supported by FARNET (DG MARE).
Through pre-accession programmes, LEADER
spread to the Western Balkans, Moldova, Tii-
rkiye and the Caucasus (Armenia, Georgia).
Some LAGs also exist on other continents (e.g.,
French overseas territories). Links were forged
with Latin America and Africa. Since 2014, CLLD
can be financed in urban areas via ESIF (mainly
ESF and ERDF). Around 250 urban LAGs have
since been created—well-known examples in-
clude Lisbon (PT) and Timisoara (RO). However,
there is still no dedicated network to coordinate
joint actions and knowledge transfer, nor an ex-
change format for all LAGs—now estimated at
over 3,000 (rural, coastal and urban).

2.2.5 The LEADER community -
spanning institutional and
civil-society networks

The community now comprises countless
LEADER actors—intermediaries and practice-
oriented experts—and accompanying expert
groups and network units that continuously explore
new topics such as Smart Villages or transform-
ative innovation.

2.2.6 Synthesis: six phases of LEADER
implementation at a glance

LEADER | (1991-1993) — a Community Initiative
financed directly by the EAGGF. A certain level of
social capital was a precondition for a region to
form.

LEADER Il (1994—-1999) — a Community Initiative
implemented within national or regional opera-
tional programmes. It covered Objective 1 and
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rural Objective-5b areas (lagging regions). Fi-
nancing was multi-fund across EAGGF, ERDF,
ESF, with EAGGF the main source. Administra-
tive effort increased; network units expanded to
include national and regional officials.

LEADER+ (2000-2006) — a Community Initiative
financed solely by the EAGGF. Aimed to focus lo-
cal strategies and improve measurability of re-
sults. The number of LAGs steadily grew and
LEADER areas expanded. Many Member States
sought near wall-to-wall coverage in rural areas.
Funding, however, did not grow proportionally—
innovation capacity suffered, and a dilution of
original aims and activities was observed. This
lack of sharpness and weak impact measure-
ment were criticised in the European Court of
Auditors’ Special Report (2010).

LEADER (2007-2013) — anchored as Axis 4 and
a cross-cutting measure in the EAFRD. “LEADER
mainstreaming” refers to this thematic expansion;
LEADER became institutionalised and part of the
CAP.

LEADER/CLLD (2014-2020/22) — established as
a cohesion instrument; in EAFRD it appeared as
Measure 19 with a minimum 5% share. In the
other funds, the LEADER approach was termed
CLLD—community-led local development.

LEADER (2021/23-2027) — continues to be fi-
nanced from the EAFRD within the CAP Strategic
Plan. The European Court of Auditors’ Special
Report (2022) noted improvements but still criti-
cised insufficient measurement of the so-called
LEADER added value. CLLD continues to be fi-
nanceable from ESF, ERDF and EMFAF.

3 LEADERATA
CROSSROAD

3.1 RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN
EUROPEAN AGRICULTURAL
AND RURAL POLICY

3.1.1 Ambitious goals, implementation
delegated

Recently there has been a renewed trend towards

re-nationalisation and re-sectoralisation of EU
policies. The EAFRD has been taken back out of
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the ESIF family and re-integrated into the CAP,
and the CAP’s two pillars have been merged into
a single framework. Implementation is to take
place through national CAP Strategic Plans,
which are expected to contribute to the 10 shared
goals of the Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas
(LTVRA). Although LEADER can point to impres-
sive successes despite modest funding, it is not
explicitly mentioned in this context (Rural Pact).

The long-term vision aligns with seven priori-
ties—prosperity; defence and security; social jus-
tice; environmental protection and quality of life;
democracy promotion; fostering global partner-
ships; joint action—set by the European Commis-
sion under Ursula von der Leyen. The aims of the
Green Deal have moved somewhat into the back-
ground given the major shifts in security and de-
fence policy since 2022.

There is increasing talk of a Commission plan to
merge all current funds into a single overall
budget fund, tying implementation and disburse-
ment to single national plans, with compliance
with European principles (e.g. rule of law) as a
condition. Cohesion objectives would in effect be
re-nationalised, potentially at the expense of
common European action and the role of re-
gions, and could sharpen unwanted competition
between municipalities.

Unsurprisingly, the European Committee of the
Regions (CoR) has spoken out clearly against
such plans, arguing they would undermine place-
based approaches—pushing structural policy
measures to the fore while sidelining non-agricul-
tural rural development. Critics also warn that
widening social inequalities could fuel support for
national-populist movements (the so-called “re-
venge of the places that don’t matter’). These
trends run counter to ideas of creative regions (cf.
Richard Florida’s three Ts of economic develop-
ment). Hence the need for a fundamental re-
newal of the LEADER approach and a new re-
gional policy adapted to current realities.

3.1.2 The journey continues

Across all Member States, implementing
LEADER/CLLD has become more bureaucratic
and complex, while LAGs, with their limited staff-
ing, face greater challenges. As a result, LAGs are
forced to concentrate on administrative tasks at
the expense of innovation, which clearly contra-
dicts LEADER'’s core purpose. Compared with far

Page 20 - 40



more institutionalised interest groups, the
LEADER advocacy community appears less
formalised—yet it remains the only viable route
in the current competition for attention.

3.2 A NEW CHAPTER: HOW CAN
LESSONS FROM THE PAST
SHAPE FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

3.21 Growing diversity,
rising complexity

The variety of LEADER realities across Europe
ranges from large infrastructure investments to in-
novative flagship projects and “soft project engi-
neering”. This huge diversity makes it harder to
form clear, shared perspectives. In many coun-
tries, Euroscepticism in rural areas remains stub-
bornly high despite funding and publicity ef-
forts—one should also recall the causes and
consequences of Brexit.

3.2.2 Territorial inequalities -
an underrated problem

As noted, territorial inequalities are a key driver
of support for populist movements (the “revenge
of disadvantaged areas”). Cultural factors also
play a part—xenophobia, fear of losing traditional
values, and a sense of insecurity, powerless-
ness and disorientation in times of sweeping
change driven by globalisation. Consequently,
democratic order in Member States can no
longer be taken as unshakeable.

3.2.3 Linking global challenges with
place-based approaches

Cohesion policy appears to have lost influence.
Even so, key strategy papers continue to stress
the importance of place-based, tailored and
community-led approaches such as LEADER—
see LTVRA (2021), Digital Compass 2030
(2021), Territorial Agenda 2030 (2020), Green
Deal (2019), among others. In the LEADER con-
text, social and technological innovation can be
combined, as in the Smart Villages approach.
LAGs should retain strategic steering power
over content and not become mere administra-
tors of top-down grants.
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3.2.4 Maintain what works -
and dare to try new things

Going forward, we should again distinguish ex-
perimental from non-experimental pro-
grammes—oparticularly in transformation-driven
regional development. LEADER has evolved from
an experimental initiative into an institutional-
ised, non-experimental programme. Space for
experimentation should nevertheless remain—
umbrella projects led by LAGs are one option.

3.2.5 Lessons to reflect on

Paul Soto (Contact Point) summarised his
LEADER experience in three criticisms: a shift
away from decentralised financing while tight-
ening bureaucratic control; insufficient capac-
ities, especially locally; and capture by public au-
thorities and specific interest groups. His three
proposals: democratise local finance by reserv-
ing resources from all relevant funds; build capac-
ities in line with LAG roles; and set new partici-
pation rules to include under-represented groups
in creative public-private and civil-society part-
nerships, thereby strengthening local responsi-
bility.

3.2.6 Scattered thoughts
on future governance

Four scenarios are possible:

a) Business as usual: LEADER within the
EAFRD, CLLD from the other funds.

b) Enhanced CLLD: reserve 5-10% of each rel-
evant fund for the LEADER/CLLD approach.

c) One optional CLLD fund: a single fund for
local development, accessible to all LAG
types (rural, coastal, urban), financed from
EAFRD/ESI.

d) One mandatory CLLD fund: a single fund
financing all LAG types and their delivery.

3.2.7 Laughing into the wind

LAGs should continue to establish their role in
rural areas as multi-fund-savvy, multifunctional
local development agencies, despite head-
winds. As before, they should support non-exper-
imental projects through networking, training and
upskilling—while also promoting technological
and organisational innovation. In other words:
keep delivering the three LAG roles—project
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support/funding advice, network hub, and in-
novation-oriented non-profit enterprise. More
ambitiously, LAGs could evolve into transfor-
mation agencies, able to distinguish real from
imaginary opportunities—and reflect on these
with a touch of irony.

3.2.8 Summary: key proposals
of this paper

LEADER and LAGs should, in the political arena,
a) consistently advocate and evidence the
value of place-based, endogenous develop-
ment across rural, coastal and urban Europe; and
b) aim to be a laboratory for constructive socie-
tal change.

To open the dialogue and position LEADER in re-
lation to the Multiannual Financial Framework
(MFF) 2028-2034, a European congress on
LEADER'’s shared future should be organised be-
tween autumn 2025 and spring 2026.
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AP 4 . N EW CO M M U N I_ Different target-group scenarios were discussed:

administration/politics, LAG management

c ATlON AP_ teams, and project applicants. The language

used to present the LEADER approach was tai-

P ROAC H ES lored accordingly for each audience.

Report by Anette Peiter, LU In addition, several graphic solutions were pro-

posed - a selection is attached.

Menschen.
Gestalten.

Regionen.

LEADER @

leader.lu

Lokale Entwicklung
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der landlichen Wirtschaft.
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LEADER in Europa
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AP5: SHARED
EUROPEAN THEMES

Results of the European questionnaire analysis
by Magda Porta, PT
edited by Wolfgang Berger (executive summary)

1 THE MAIN FINDINGS

1.1 OVERVIEW OF THE LAST PRO-
GRAMMING PERIOD (2014-2020)

The results are based on a questionnaire of 81
questions sent to all LAGs—444 LAGs across the
EU responded, a rate of about 17%. The findings
show concerns about the resources available to
meet rural challenges. Administrative and regu-
latory hurdles, lack of funding and external
economic factors are seen as the biggest obsta-
cles. On financial resources, the data indicate that
LAGs make fairly diverse use of funding
sources beyond the EAFRD to support their de-
velopment strategies. This diversification is es-
sential to meet the specific needs of rural areas.
Overall, the survey paints a positive picture of
LAG effectiveness in delivering rural development
goals. This requires continued efforts to
strengthen coherence between local, regional
and national strategies. Better alignment is cru-
cial to address challenges such as administra-
tive/regulatory barriers, funding gaps and the need
for stronger political support.

Strengthening the technical skills and
knowledge base of LAGs is likewise essential to
overcome these barriers and ensure successful
strategy delivery. By drawing on national, re-
gional and EU funds, LAGs can boost their ca-
pacity to implement effective Local Development
Strategies (LDS). The widespread use of funds
such as the ESF and ERDF underlines their im-
portance for supporting the economic and social
pillars of rural development. Even so, this would
be easier and more efficient through multi-fund
approaches, sparing LAGs repeated competitive
selection rounds for support to develop their areas.
By focusing on local capacity and ownership, in-
novation, long-term financing, and targeted
support and capability-building, LAGs can lay
the groundwork for sustained project success.
Taken together, these steps increase the sustain-
ability of current initiatives and strengthen rural
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communities’ ability to drive their own develop-
ment in future.

1.2 REFLECTIONS ON SHARED
EUROPEAN THEMES FOR
LEADER/CLLD

Aligning the LEADER approach and LAG inter-
ventions with the LTVRA (Long-Term Vision for
the EU’s Rural Areas) is essential to ensure local
development efforts contribute effectively to wider
EU goals. Although LAGs broadly recognise the
LTVRA'’s importance and support its aims, only a
small share are familiar with it, so better under-
standing of its objectives and requirements is
needed. While many favour aligning local develop-
ment with the LTVRA, a significant minority are un-
certain or neutral, showing only moderate confi-
dence in their ability to contribute to the goals.
LAGs also believe more effort is needed to en-
sure the LTVRA'’s objectives are well integrated
into local strategies.

By actively involving rural communities in defining
and delivering rural development goals, LAGs re-
affirm their commitment to participatory democ-
racy. This inclusive process ensures strategies
are context-sensitive and harness local innova-
tion to tackle rural challenges. By placing commu-
nities at the centre of rural regeneration, the
LEADER approach emphasises decentralised
governance, participation and social cohesion,
in line with the LTVRA'’s broader vision. LAG pres-
ence in rural areas is therefore an indispensable
asset and should be seen as added value for
achieving this vision. Economic diversification
emerges as a central priority for future program-
ming—moving beyond traditional activities and
seizing new opportunities to meet rising expecta-
tions for rural development and territorial/social
cohesion.

On social resilience, many LAGs report difficul-
ties in engaging disadvantaged groups and fos-
tering social cohesion. Social innovation can
address issues such as out-migration, ageing
and poverty by promoting inclusive practices and
strategies—building more resilient and fairer ru-
ral societies. Regarding their roles, LAGs posi-
tion themselves to play a central part in imple-
menting the LTVRA. Collaboration with stake-
holders and advising local communities are
seen as key roles, signalling an understanding of
both co-operation and support through local
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partnerships. Many LAGs express strong inter-
est in additional training and support to better in-
tegrate LTVRA goals into their activities—showing
a proactive stance in aligning local initiatives with
overarching European aims while maintaining ter-
ritorial specificities. To fully address the identi-
fied themes, LAGs need enhanced training and
capacity-building—especially skills to regener-
ate their areas and communities in line with the
LTVRA.

These initiatives should also improve LAGs’ under-
standing of current challenges while stabilising
management. LAGs stress the value of transna-
tional cooperation; networking and partnerships
between Member States should therefore be
strengthened. Using LAGs and LAG networks as
intermediaries can help bridge the gap between
EU/national policy and local needs, ensuring local
development programmes fit the challenges and
opportunities of rural areas.

The obstacles identified underline the need for
stronger political support and financial re-
sources to improve LTVRA delivery at local level.
These issues have long been known to LAGs,
other rural actors and even public administra-
tions—yet little progress has been made. This
confirms the perception that regulatory and ad-
ministrative hurdles continue to hinder effective
and efficient rural development efforts.

A key takeaway of the report highlights the need
for policy alignment and strategic flexibility, re-
affirming LAGs’' longstanding call for stronger
alignment of regional/national strategies with
local priorities and needs. The LEADER ap-
proach faces ongoing challenges and a lack of
adequate policy coordination, risking con-
sistency and stability in rural development support.
Integrating EU rural development goals—including
the intervention themes above—requires national
policies and flexible frameworks that allow
LAGs to adapt their LDS to local needs and ex-
pectations.

EU policy should enable this flexibility, helping
LAGs respond to changing economic and social
conditions. Greater representation at EU and na-
tional level is needed so LAGs can shape policy
and align their work with LTVRA goals. Difficulties
arise from multi-layered funding processes
spanning several political and bureaucratic levels
before reaching the local tier. Fragmentation of
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funding sources and decision structures fur-
ther complicates securing finance to implement
LDS. The decline in Member States using multi-
funding in 20232027 limits LAGs’ ability to mo-
bilise a broad resource mix. Closer linking of
funds and direct access to ERDF, ESF and other
EU funds alongside the EAFRD would let LAGs
support initiatives with economic, social and en-
vironmental aims more effectively. Another issue
is that bureaucratic procedures disproportion-
ately affect smaller projects. LAGs should have a
stronger role in allocating funds to specific initi-
atives within their intervention fields. To meet
these challenges, streamline administration, im-
prove coordination among decision-makers, and
promote policies that prioritise and facilitate ru-
ral development financing.

1.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE
FUTURE DELIVERY OF
LEADER/CLLD

1.3.1 Implementing the LTVRA

To implement the LTVRA and genuinely drive rural
revitalisation, it is essential to strengthen com-
munication and dissemination of its goals
among LAGs and ensure they are fully engaged,
equipped and motivated to align their strategies
with the broader European vision.

1.3.2 Key areas for intervention

LAGs play a vital role in building local capacity
and ensuring rural communities are actively in-
volved in development. The policy framework
should give LAGs the tools and resources to
work with and empower local partnerships. This
means flexible support to strengthen participa-
tory governance and involve communities in de-
cision-making. While certain topics are traditional
LAG fields, others—such as digital connectivity,
transport and infrastructure—typically fall to
other institutional actors and fit larger funding
frames. These large-scale interventions require
broader coordination and finance beyond LAG
scope, underlining the need for collaboration with
other stakeholders for comprehensive rural devel-
opment.
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1.3.3 Training and knowledge exchange

Set up capacity-building programmes for LAGs
under the LTVRA to align activities with EU rural
development goals. Priority support areas include
access to funding, deepening understanding of
the LEADER approach, and strengthening net-
works and partnerships. Support for planning
and delivery of rural goals—plus monitoring and
evaluation—is crucial for effective implementation
and continuous improvement. Training should also
cover sustainable practices, economic devel-
opment, tourism promotion, innovation, digital
transformation and civic engagement. Trans-
national cooperation and networking are es-
sential to share good practice, tackle shared
challenges and build complementarities. LAGs
place high value on working with other LAGs and
stakeholders to reinforce the LEADER approach
and use co-operation as a flexible tool for rural
goals. Opportunities for transnational co-opera-
tion on core rural issues should be expanded, as
should EU and national platforms to systematise
results, facilitate knowledge exchange and em-
bed good practice. Such collaboration also im-
proves fund governance, helping LAGs enhance
capabilities and apply insights from other regions.

1.3.4 Promoting multi-fund approaches
in the Member States

Using multi-fund approaches taps a broader
range of finance, increasing the reach and impact
of rural initiatives. A deeper look at fragmentation
of European rural funding is needed. While the
EAFRD has usually played the largest role, its fo-
cus on rural infrastructure, services and broader
local development has narrowed in recent years.
EU authorities should encourage and support
multi-fund models in territorial instruments, since
funds beyond EAFRD can offer valuable oppor-
tunities for rural areas. Provide technical assis-
tance, advice and capacity-building so manag-
ing authorities understand and implement multi-
fund CLLD effectively. Because areas such as so-
cial inclusion and quality of life often fall outside
EAFRD’s primary focus, LAGs struggle to ad-
dress them adequately—multi-funding can open
additional sources to support a broader project
mix.
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1.3.5 Ensuring flexibility in programme
and regulatory frameworks

Regulatory and administrative hurdles signifi-
cantly hamper LAGs in meeting local needs and
delivering effective LDS—pointing to the need for
a coherent, adaptable approach to territorial sup-
port. The European Commission should urge
Member States to adopt flexible programme and
regulatory frameworks that allow LAGs to adapt
their LDS to local needs and new opportunities,
minimise excessive bureaucracy and maintain
accountability. The LAG role in fostering inno-
vation and capacity for rural transition should
be strengthened. Innovation should be seen as a
core component of LAG work, with a supportive
framework encouraging LAGs to take a more pro-
active role in integrating innovation—through in-
novative practice, inclusive decision-making
and creative problem-solving—into LDS. This
should be reflected in delivery mechanisms. A
stronger policy dialogue between the Commis-
sion and national authorities is needed to promote
more adaptable rules and simpler procedures
that support more innovative projects under
LEADER and local initiatives. National authorities’
roles should be re-oriented to foreground cohe-
sion and territorial development. The main find-
ings break no new ground; rather, they restate
long-standing challenges to realising the full po-
tential of LEADER and LAGs for regenerative,
sustainable rural development across Europe.

These challenges have long been known and
acknowledged—by LAGs, public administrations
and other key rural actors—yet little tangible pro-
gress has been made. Now more than ever, these
needs require strong commitment from the re-
sponsible authorities, led by the European Com-
mission, which steers the LTVRA. It is time to act,
to unlock the full potential of the LEADER ap-
proach, LAGs and the CLLD instrument for re-
generative, sustainable and inclusive rural de-
velopment. LEADER and LAGs are best placed to
drive sustainable, transformative rural develop-
ment across the EU. LAGs need clear institu-
tional recognition, plus more resources and au-
tonomy, to amplify their territorial impact. Their
function goes well beyond project delivery: they
are crucial to territorial cohesion and to devel-
oping local networks. The findings confirm the
need for a multi-layered approach—one that
strengthens LEADER delivery and core LAG
tasks while addressing the main challenges iden-
tified.
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By promoting community empowerment, inno-
vation, transnational cooperation and
knowledge exchange, adequate financing, flex-
ible regulations and efficient administration,
LAGs can maximise their impact in achieving
LTVRA goals and regenerating rural areas—ef-
fectively, sustainably and for the long term.
This ensures that LEADER remains a catalyst for
regenerative and sustainable development and in-
clusive growth in rural areas. To achieve this, the
LEADER approach must be reinforced, and
LAGs’ legitimacy and expertise properly recog-
nised and supported. To make LEADER and
LDS results more visible, monitoring and evalu-
ation systems must be better designed and
supported. LAGs need user-friendly tools to
track progress, assess outputs and outcomes,
and enable continuous improvement. Effective
monitoring and evaluation require robust data
collection and analysis. Training in these fields
will ensure LAGs can communicate their impact
clearly and convincingly to stakeholders and de-
cision-makers.
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AP6: THE NEW
LEADER ADDED
VALUE

Conclusions from the transnational cooperation
project “Our Common Future”

Edited by Wolfgang Berger drawing on reports by
Robert Lukesch (AT), Stefan Kah (GB), Magda
Porta (PT), Petri Rinne (FI), Anette Peiter (LU)

The project set out—building on more
than 30  years of  successful
LEADER/CLLD as a patrticipatory ap-
proach to urban and regional develop-
ment—to develop new future perspectives
and to explain why the LEADER ap-
proach, as a citizen-centred policy tool, is
especially relevant now. How can we
reach people—patrticularly in rural ar-
eas—more effectively again and increase
acceptance of the need for change? For
Local Action Groups (LAGs), it will be-
come even more important to build new
Skills for intermediary management at key
social interfaces. These include, for exam-
ple, the public—private interface and the
strategy—practice interface, both of which
require competent innovation manage-
ment.

o Work Package 1 Innovative LEADER ap-
proaches in the EU (Stefan Kah, GB)

e Work Package 2 Experiences of LAGs out-
side the EU (Petri Rinne, FI)

e Work Package 3 Long-term financing and pol-
icy frameworks (Robert Lukesch, AT)

o Work Package 4 New communication ap-
proaches (Anette Peiter, LU)

o Work Package 5 Shared European themes
(Magda Porta, PT)

o Work Package 6 The new LEADER added
value (Wolfgang Berger, AT)
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1 LEADER: HISTORY AND
THE PRESENT

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE EMER-
GENCE OF LEADER

LEADER took shape during Jacques Delors’ sec-
ond term as Commission President (FR), a period
that was pivotal for re-orienting cohesion policy, re-
gional policy and the Common Agricultural Policy.
Delors and his Agriculture Commissioner, Ray
MacSharry (IE), were convinced of the innovative
capacity of local communities: in their view, only
cooperation among different parts of society (a
community approach) could master the massive
structural change of the time. A landmark in this
context was the Commission paper “The Future
of Rural Society” (EC, 1988), which highlighted
the need to diversify rural economies and to
adopt a place-based innovation orientation in
order to respond better to social challenges. The
paper took up the idea of self-governing commu-
nities—networks of municipalities and farms as
well as craft and business enterprises—tasked
with developing tailored future perspectives based
on their endogenous resources. The approach
drew on positive experience with small-area em-
ployment and education initiatives in the Mediter-
ranean and in the old industrial regions of the UK
and Ireland, where participatory, local develop-
ment approaches had been tried. It soon became
clear, however, that too narrow a focus on employ-
ment and education would not provide the lever-
age needed to reorient disadvantaged areas.

1.2 THE SHIFT FROM LEADER TO
CLLD

As set out in more detail by Robert Lukesch
(2024), LEADER’s prehistory lay in new labour-
market and employment initiatives (funded via
the European Social Fund) that arose across many
European regions in the 1970s and 1980s in re-
sponse to major challenges for the economy and
jobs after the decline of traditional mining and in-
dustrial areas. Old industrial regions and rural ar-
eas underwent “passive adaptation” amid accel-
erating out-migration and urbanisation, falling
markedly behind in economic development. In this
phase of industrial change, experts began to view
regions as complex adaptive systems—not
something that could be steered solely through
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top-down, traditional planning. Bottom-up devel-
opment therefore became a key concept in re-
gional policy. For the first time, co-operation be-
tween municipalities, the private sector and
civil society was recognised as a success crite-
rion. LEADER was thus conceived as an emanci-
patory approach to local development and to pro-
filing regional strengths, starting directly from peo-
ple’s living and working realities and placing them
at the centre as actors.

In 1991, LEADER - “Liaison between actions to de-
velop the rural economy” - was designed by
Michel Laine (FR), a Commission official who had
served in several Directorates-General. The first
definition and implementing regulation came
from him. Excerpt: “The objective of the initiative is
to find innovative solutions which will serve as a
model for all rural areas and ensure maximum in-
tegration between sectoral measures. (...) This will
enable the groups to act as intermediaries in ex-
changes by linking up to a series of transmission
and database networks (...).” (Official Journal of
the European Communities, 1991). The emphasis,
then, was on developing and diversifying the ru-
ral economy. From the outset, technological and
social innovation and the intermediary role of
local development groups were embedded in the
programme design.

From 1991 to 1993 (LEADER I), the first 217 pilot
regions formed across Europe and were selected
for funding by a Europe-level jury. In LEADER I
(1994-1999), the seven LEADER principles
were fixed on the basis of the first regions’ experi-
ence. At the 1996 Cork Conference on rural de-
velopment, Austrian Commissioner Franz Fisch-
ler described LEADER for the first time as a “la-
boratory for innovation in rural areas”. In 1997,
the LEADER Observatory in Brussels published
the seminal paper “Innovation and Rural Devel-
opment” with contributions by Robert Lukesch
(cf. European Observatory LEADER, 1997).

Financing evolved as follows: from 1994, rural

LAGs were funded through Structural Fund pro-
grammes; from 2000 via the agricultural fund
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LEADER+; and from 2007 via the newly estab-
lished European Agricultural Fund for Rural De-
velopment (EAFRD). From 2014, the LEADER
approach expanded significantly - in the number of
territories and in funding options. It was also
framed as Community-Led Local Development
(CLLD), underlining the importance of people’s
participation. New coastal and urban action
groups received funding from the Structural Funds
- the European Social Fund (ESF), European
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and Euro-
pean Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF). To-
day there are roughly 3,000 action groups across
all Member States.

Excursus on publicly steered regional develop-
ment.

The Treaty on the Functioning of the European
Union requires Member States to act “in accord-
ance with the principle of an open market economy
with free competition”, implying efficient use of re-
sources. This open market economy is governed
by the fundamental freedoms (free movement of
goods, capital, services, etc.) and by state-aid
rules. Nevertheless, public funds are used in re-
gional development to support selected initiatives
- is this a contradiction? No: such support gener-
ally mitigates inequalities and disadvantages in
market participation and competitiveness. The aim
is to redress disparities (e.g. in disadvantaged
areas) or to create favourable framework condi-
tions - for example, as an economic policy impulse
to increase innovation or start-ups, or to better fulfil
social tasks. In principle, decisions on allocating
public funds lie with regional and administrative
policy at EU and national level (cf. Berger, 2025,
p. 117).

In the case of LEADER, the use of public funds is
more differentiated: it is not only about project
grants but, fundamentally, about motivating
shared responsibility for the region among mu-
nicipalities, businesses and civil society. This dis-
tinctive approach is somewhat clumsily termed
“neo-endogenous”.

LEADER represents neo-endogenous, actor-
centred regional development (cf. Ray, 2006),
based on three levels:

a) Intra-territorial level with traditional features
such as: regionalising production, place-
based strategic action, fostering social capi-
tal, forming local partnerships.
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b) Administrative—political level with features
such as: political processes that transfer
competencies to the region, a European-
ised outlook at regional level, and evaluation
of measures.

c) Inter-territorial level with features such as:
promoting inter-territorial and transnational
cooperation, and acting within a European
network of regions.

It is above all new forms of collaboration be-
tween the regional and administrative—political lev-
els, plus inter-territorial cooperation, that give
“neo-endogenous” its meaning. The prefix “neo”
does not weaken Bottom-up; rather, it situates the
region within an interlocked multi-level system -
regional, national and European - so that “top-
down” and “Bottom-up” no longer appear as strict
opposites.

1.3 THE MOST INNOVATIVE
LEADER APPROACHES IN THE
EU

Here - covered in detail in Stefan Kah’s section
(cf. Kah, 2024) - a broad overview of LEADER in-
novations across the EU is given. He groups inno-
vations into categories such as organisation, ad-
ministration and process. For him, however, the
best innovation in the LEADER context is the de-
velopment, piloting and diffusion of the
LEADER approach itself - over 34 years. The
early years correspond to ideation: experience
with labour-market initiatives inspired new ways to
develop perspectives with groups affected by
problems - this amounted to a reform of partici-
pation. From the experience and trials of the first
217 pilot regions, the LEADER method and the
working mode of LAGs were derived - this was a
reform of regional innovation processes. From
2007, LEADER territories expanded strongly in all
Member States. As organisation, method and
funding, LEADER thus represents - by definition -
a classic social innovation (Sl) process, a “re-
form from below”: heterogeneous groups of af-
fected people come together and launch pro-
cesses to improve their environment and living
conditions.

Viewed as an organisation, three European LAG
types stand out: rural, coastal and urban -
funded either by a single fund (LEADER-EAFRD)
or multi-fund (MF-CLLD). Drawing on rural LAG
experience, concepts for the first coastal LAGs
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(EMFF-funded) were developed from 2007 - natu-
rally shaped by structural change in marine and
freshwater fisheries. In 2014, with the introduction
of multi-fund CLLD, the first urban LAGs
(ESF/ERDF-funded) applied the LEADER method
to neighbourhood/district management. Well-
known urban LAGs formed in Lisbon (PT) and
Timisoara (RO). With strategic adjustments,
LEADER can be firmly embedded in urban ar-
eas. Today there are about 2,500 rural LAGS,
around 350 coastal LAGs and roughly 250 urban
LAGs across the EU.

The LEADER-forum Austria defined three LAG
roles (cf. LEADER-forum, 2020), now central to
debates on LEADER'’s future fithess and core
mandate:

Role 1 — Funding advisory centre: supporting
applicants - people and organisations - in funding
issues and project management (a mandatory
task).

Role 2 — Network unit: a regional office as a net-
work node that brings groups together at regional
and national level and in transnational coopera-
tion; identifying and connecting key actors is a
critical competence.

Role 3 — Social entrepreneur / innovation
agency: the LAG acts as a non-profit/innova-
tion-oriented enterprise, taking strategic pro-
jects into its own hands - responsible both finan-
cially and in content, i.e. entrepreneurial.

LEADER'’s true regional-development mandate
becomes visible especially through Roles 2 and 3.
LAG-owned projects are strategically important
and should be pursued particularly where no other
regional organisation can take the lead, or where
equivalent innovation goals are not otherwise
being pursued - ideally with a lighthouse effect. In
short: LEADER = fostering innovation through
co-operation.

That said, Role 3 requires sufficient capacity and
special competencies in innovation/transition
management, plus a legal personality (e.g. as-
sociation or limited company; co-operatives are
rare), as project responsibility can only be handled
in this way. Other organisational set-ups would
make LAG-led projects or umbrella projects far
harder, reducing the LAG to a funding advice office
and a project selection committee - undermining
LEADER’s core development mandate.
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Recent criticism by the European Court of Audi-
tors (ECA, 2022) touches precisely here:
LEADER monies are often viewed as structural
regional aid rather than as an innovation instru-
ment. The networking and intermediary services
of LAGs were given little weight, so assessments
of LEADER’s added value (understood as the
value of LAG work in itself, beyond the sum of pro-
ject grants) were ambiguous and not easily
measurable. Paul Soto, former head of the
LEADER Contact Point in Brussels, identified
three particular challenges hindering an innova-
tion focus: excessive administrative burden, in-
sufficient capacities (e.g. funding or staffing),
and growing external influence (e.g. political or
administrative). Yet the push for innovation also
has a pragmatic basis: LEADER can never be a
broad structural fund when set against available
public resources. The leverage effect of regional
flagship projects and initiatives, however, is
considerable - and shows how much can be
achieved with modest budgets and high com-
mitment.

In essence, LEADER innovations are often social
innovations (Sl) and relate to their formation
phases: LEADER supports building a multi-actor
group (a structural precondition of SlI) and funds
the functional process phases - ideation, pilot-
ing and diffusion of new products, practices or
services. The difference from technological inno-
vation lies in the early, active involvement of af-
fected people, who are members of the multi-ac-
tor group from the start and, later, as users, in-
crease acceptance of the novelty. The context of
origin also differs: the shared problem definition
and scoping at the start of the innovation process
is a group achievement.

Kah also describes the link between a LAG’s free-
dom to act (shown by the three roles) and the
types of innovation at regional level. In Role 1,
administrative innovations dominate - simplified
cost options, draft budgets or possible multi-
funding. In the network role, the LAG’s strategic
work is mainly regional or also European in out-
look - how far are European perspectives consid-
ered at regional level? This in turn gives rise to
transnational cooperation projects (TNCs) - the
result of networking and a greater degree of free-
dom. The autonomous (social and economic)
action required in Role 3 particularly drives
LEADER’s added value: new forms of partici-
pation, European co-operation and innovation
orientation are tried and delivered.
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1.4 LOCAL ACTION GROUPS AS IN-
TERMEDIARY ORGANISATIONS

The quality - and thus success - of collabora-
tion among actors from different parts of society
depends on the capacities and competencies of
intermediary organisations/actors such as
LAGs, responsible for the “management of the in
between”. In the literature, these roles are also
called bridging agents or change agents. In es-
sence, it is interface management (cf. Berger,
2025, pp. 122 ff.), which can arise in, for example:

a) The public—private interface. The LAG as a
group of representatives from public administra-
tion, business and civil society with its many volun-
tary associations and initiatives - a public—private
partnership. Given its importance for regional de-
velopment, this constellation is also termed the
“trinity of change agency”, as promoting innova-
tive and organisational entrepreneurship and re-
gional leadership are central aims; or

b) The theory—strategy—practice interface. The
LAG as a group of practitioners, researchers and
other experts with experiential knowledge (also a
community of practice where participation is vol-
untary) - here the focus is on translating scien-
tific findings into applied knowledge; or

c) The network-levels interface (cf. multi-level
governance). The LAG as a group of politicians,
citizens and people directly affected by specific
problems, maintaining network relations at re-
gional, national and European level.

While the functions of intermediaries in co-opera-
tive regional development are not new, the com-
petencies required have changed markedly with
social change and now need to be redefined.
Building capacity and competencies in interme-
diary organisations - such as LAGs - is urgently
needed for a functioning free democratic order
with strong civil participation. This is about im-
proving civil society’s organisational capabil-
ity (committed individuals, voluntary associations
and initiatives, etc.). Without this specialist media-
tion between social spheres in an increasingly
complex world, major mutual misunderstand-
ings persist - clearly reducing a region’s willing-
ness to participate and ability to develop (cf. the
social effects of the COVID - 19 pandemic). For
young people in particular, it is vital to see - and
be shown - that there are arenas for shaping so-
ciety, with tasks they can tackle within their
agency.
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1.5 DERIVING THE URGENT NEED
FOR INTERMEDIARIS

We currently face the triple challenge of acceler-
ating economic, ecological and social change.
The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman offers an un-
conventional way to view this transformation (cf.
Bauman, 2012): we are in an “interregnum?” - fa-
miliar structures are dissolving while the new is not
yet in sight, triggering a collective sense of uncer-
tainty. This, in turn, produces institutional dis-
parity - a redistribution of formerly public-sector
tasks to the private and business spheres. Herein
also lies an opportunity: involving affected
groups can reduce fears of the future and in-
crease acceptance of change - at least at the re-
gional level within a multi-level system (cf. “multi-
level governance”).

The need to support intermediary organisations
can be derived from three observable phenom-
ena:

a) The social gap (social and sectoral): a divide
between groups in society - structural disad-
vantage and unequal access to resources (e.g. the
gender pay gap, cf. European Commission,
2022), or between occupational fields - a gap
sometimes widened by technological change.
Such drift leads, over time, to social instability.

b) Cultural lag (cultural and temporal): society’s
delayed understanding of changes and their con-
sequences brought about by technicall/techno-
logical innovation - a mismatch between techno-
logical and cultural development. This can cause
maladaptation and social problems, as certain
groups are not yet able to handle new technologies
or their impacts (e.g. Al applications) adequately.
The term originates with William Ogburn (1923).

c) The regional development trap (cultural and
economic): the development gap between pros-
pering and disadvantaged areas. It breeds dis-
satisfaction with politics and social order, increas-
ingly expressed in support for system-/democ-
racy- and EU-sceptical forces - the response of
people from “places that don’t matter” (Euro-
pean Commission, 2023, p. 13). Causes are both
cultural/identity-related (e.g. basic rejection of
change) and economic (marked regional dispari-
ties in jobs, income or population trends).

A departure from EU cohesion policy goals
would therefore be all the more worrying, as it

OFC Report 2025 - The new LEADER added value, 08-2025

would endanger the internal and territorial cohe-
sion of a “Europe of regions” (cf. European Com-
mission, 2023). Socio-economic and ecological
development needs face growing scepticism
about development and change - a classic di-
lemma. All three problem areas can be addressed
and improved by regional-level intermediaries.
Through targeted strategic initiatives, they help re-
duce social, temporal and cultural disparities,
for example via awareness-raising, training and
participation activities aimed at transformation.

In short: after years of crises, we face far-reach-
ing change, with clear fault lines in society. In ru-
ral Europe especially, there are communication
deficits in conveying EU aims - as the causes and
consequences of Brexit show. Social cohesion
appears to have weakened. To bridge these gaps,
we need competent intermediary organisations
and actors who can (re-)establish “links between
actions” - the very meaning of LEADER. LAGs
are particularly well suited to this intermediary role,
especially in rural areas. They have the tested
methods to work with local people to improve so-
cial, economic and environmental living conditions
- LEADER’s USP, understood as a unique ser-
vice proposition. LAGs as network nodes hold
enormous potential as intermediaries and multi-
pliers, but they need support to build capacity
and competencies.

1.6 THE DILEMMAS OF REGIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

Austria’s Conference on Spatial Planning
(OROK) has repeatedly listed dilemmas on the re-
gional action level as quasi system-immanent (cf.
OROK, 2020, pp. 29 f.), for example: co-opera-
tion vs competition, autonomy vs control, en-
trepreneurial action vs administrative orienta-
tion, efficient structures vs democratic legiti-
macy, functional area vs identity area, and so
on. Managing the regional tier therefore often
means working with seemingly irreconcilable
tensions:

“This requires sufficient human resources with
high qualifications and experience. Time, organi-
sational and supportive resources should there-
fore be provided for all actors at the regional level:
space and time for reflection, intervision, staff de-
velopment, training and further education, as well
as organisational development.” (ibid.)
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A systemic look at these dilemmas reveals a spec-
trum of competing interests. Particular attention
should be paid to how contradictory framework
conditions may hamper regional development
capacity. In the LEADER context, the CAP period
2023-2027 shows a structural dilemma: with un-
changed staffing (on average two people per
LAG) and sharply rising administrative work-
load, how can the original development man-
date still be fulfilled - the very mandate that legiti-
mises the LEADER-specific structure and working
mode of LAGs, network units and managing au-
thorities? In brief: administration-orientation vs
innovation-orientation. More precisely: the ad-
ministration-oriented mandate asks the region
to work self-organised, resource-efficient and
decision-transparent with public funds - this is
the delegation of responsibility inherent in neo-
endogenous development. The region’s self-de-
velopment mandate, however, is the core pur-
pose of the regional alliance. How can both man-
dates - public fund responsibility and innova-
tion orientation—be delivered, to the required
standard, with limited staff? This central question
demands an open debate. The goal is to
strengthen the legitimacy of the self-develop-
ment mandate. We should also ask how to re-
duce administrative burden—or at least make it a
predictable, steady effort. This would shift the
balance towards a new contrast: general (near
wall-to-wall) regional development vs focused
innovation orientation - the latter operated more
like a business model, with sharper focus and not
necessarily covering all areas of rural develop-
ment.

Such dilemmas can lead to isomorphisms that
hamper development - organisational “same-
ness” that blurs the original mission. A LAG that
merely imitates administrative functions (e.g.
acting only as a pre-screening desk) falls into an
“isomorphism trap”. This phenomenon arises
from the search for legitimacy in not-yet-fully-es-
tablished organisations and shows up in copying
successful institutions and cultures. The mecha-
nisms are coercive (laws, regulations), mimetic
(best-practice copying) and normative (majority
pressures) within the regional context. Isomor-
phisms are not innovation-friendly.

In this context, it should be recognised that every
LEADER region has territorial specificities (ter-
ritorial assets). In times of scarce funds and re-
sources - when calls for standardisation and
structural simplification are understandable - it
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must be stressed that territorial differences re-
main key building blocks of innovation strate-
gies. Times of upheaval require more, not fewer,
innovations. A “one size fits all” reform would
stifle innovation. LAGs are certainly not decen-
tralised mini-replicas of higher-level administra-
tions; rather, they should proactively orient them-
selves - drawing on swarm intelligence - to the
new challenges in rural areas, without producing
“‘more of the same” at project level.

2 WHAT OUR SHARED
FUTURE COULD LOOK
LIKE

21 THE NEW CHALLENGES AND
EU PRIORITIES

For the period up to 2029, the European Commis-
sion sets out seven priorities: prosperity & com-
petitiveness, defence and security, social jus-
tice and solidarity, quality of life, democracy,
global partnerships, and acting together for the
future. However, there is a clear shift away from
previous focal points such as cohesion and terri-
torial solidarity towards topics like defence and
security, which entail substantial budgetary
needs. Equally evident is the Commission’s strat-
egy of recommending joint European action but
handing decisions to Member States, amount-
ing to a (re-)nationalisation that could ultimately
jeopardise the continuation of proven, shared initi-
atives. In this context, a “Single National Plan”
with four sections is under discussion: its approval
would be tied only to rule-of-law standards, while
decisions on how funds are used would largely rest
with the Member State. Ring-fencing for shared
European actions—such as LEADER/CLLD (i.e.
setting them down in implementing regulations
with a minimum allocation)—is, as things stand,
not envisaged. This could significantly weaken
those scarce EU instruments that foster both re-
gional and European identity.

Building on the general priorities above, a Long-
Term Vision for the EU’s Rural Areas (LTVRA)
was set out in 2021: rural areas should become
stronger, more connected, more resilient and
more prosperous. To realise this vision, an ac-
tion plan with ten shared goals was drawn up,
with recommendations ranging from making rural
areas attractive places to live to promoting places
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of diversity. The five EU Missions under the Hori-
zon Europe research programme (especially Mis-
sion Climate and Mission Soil) must also be
taken into account in this context.

Stronger Connected
Empowered communities Digital connectivity
Access to services Transport links and
Social innovation new mobilities

O
O @ O
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Diversification of

economic activities

Sustainable food production

Resilient

Resilience to climate change
Environmental resilience
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Figure 7. The key drivers for the future of rural areas up to 2040
and the four areas of action

Magda Porta, drawing on the final report of the
transnational project Our Common Future (see
LEADER-forum Austria, 2025) and the EU-wide
survey of LAGs (see Porta, 2024), strongly recom-
mends that LEADER regions present them-
selves as the right structure to deliver the
LTVRA and therefore anchor themselves more
firmly in the “Rural Pact” platform, which was
created for this purpose. Porta calls this strategic
coherence:

“Aligning the LEADER approach with the LTVRA
priorities ensures that LAG interventions focus on
the key challenges and opportunities identified at
European level. This strategic alignment is essen-
tial for the simple and efficient integration of rural

Figure 9: What role can LAGs play in delivering the LTVRA?
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development into the broader policy framework,
and it gives LAGs clear guidance for local imple-
mentation towards shared EU goals. It ensures
that local actions are in line with the wider Euro-
pean agenda and thereby amplifies their impact.”
(translated from English)

A list of the ten shared goals shows that, in es-
sence, all of them connect with LEADER and its
added value. LEADER’s contributions to the “big”
challenges at EU and national level are a strong
argument for future public funding allocations
to LEADER.

But which objectives does LEADER particularly
represent? Let’s look at three in more detail:

Goal 2 - Promoting multi-level and place-based
governance: The LAG network, with its different
tiers of action, has long been one of the best ex-
amples of this.

Goal 8 — Supporting entrepreneurial, innova-
tion-oriented and skilled people: LEADER
seeks out and nurtures talent to counteract brain
drain.

Goal 10 - Places of diversity: LEADER responds
to local differences and supports joint action.

Reflecting on the overlap between the ten goals
and LEADER also brings to mind the four Ts of
economic development (after Florida, 2014): fos-
tering Technology, Tolerance and Talent, to-
gether with territorial specificities (“territorial as-
sets”).

M Key role of leading and coordinating
efforts

M Leading by example and fostering
innovation

H Collaborating with other stakeholders
and partners

Providing guidance and supportto local
communities

B Promoting inclusive and participatory
approaches
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2.2 THE NEED FOR A (NATIONAL)
DOUBLE STRATEGY FOR
FUTURE LEADER WORK

As intermediary organisations, LAGs will need to
pursue a strategy with two objectives.

Innovation management using a multi-actor
approach. As outlined above, an innovation focus
has been central to LEADER from the outset and
is embedded in the method that grew from it: ac-
cording to former Agriculture Commissioner Franz
Fischler, LEADER was always conceived as a la-
boratory for innovation in rural areas. Today,
the innovation focus is being complemented by
transformation goals. - “transformative innova-
tion” is the new watchword. The task now is to fur-
ther develop innovation methods for LAGs and to
build intermediary capacities. In this context, inter-
face management also means linking different
cluster networks - bringing together specialists
working on technological innovation with practice-
and application-oriented experts in order to raise
acceptance of new solutions.

Network management for municipalities and
(agri-)businesses. Since LEADER I, municipali-
ties have formed the basis of LEADER territories.
In Austria, for example, almost all rural municipali-
ties have opted to join one of the 83 LEADER re-
gions. At present, however, municipalities face
major challenges - especially financial and strate-
gic ones. An initial analysis of LEADER-funded
municipal projects shows the following clusters: lo-
cal services & essential services, inter-municipal
co-operation, town-centre development and re-
use, digital skills, support for community associa-
tions, and so on. It now needs to be clarified what
features an ideal-type LEADER municipal pro-
ject should have. What is clear is that running an
EU project (such as LEADER) cannot be man-
aged “on the side” with the limited capacities and
skills available in rural or small municipal offices.
LAG management therefore plays a key role when
it comes to applying for and drawing down EU
funds for municipalities. While administrative sim-
plification would be welcome, EU-funded projects
will still require noticeable staffing effort. A
general standardisation of project procedures can
only save resources for certain project types.
Town-centre development is a good thematic ex-
ample: although rural municipalities share com-
mon challenges, the solutions are often highly
place-specific.
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Good LEADER municipal projects will continue to
require hands-on project development. They
may be innovative, but first and foremost they
should point to pragmatic ways to tackle chal-
lenges at local level. In terms of how a LAG works,
it is also important to note municipalities’ direct
say in local development and in allocating public
funds - the LEADER regional tier is very close to
the municipal tier. Many mayors also chair their
LAGs.

The same applies to agriculture and business:
what should good LEADER projects look like in fu-
ture? In agriculture, the focus for years has been
on smart diversification of farm income sources
and production options. Many LEADER projects
work at the interfaces between primary produc-
tion, processing and craft/industry. There are
also numerous projects that support technologi-
cal and ecological modernisation in farming.
LEADER strengthens rural areas overall and thus
the spatial and societal conditions of agriculture
- key to its success. In the business sphere, co-
operation projects between firms should take
centre stage rather than isolated one-offs. Here,
too, there is plenty for intermediaries to do: trans-
lating research into practice and generating entre-
preneurial and regional benefits through busi-
ness co-operation (e.g. social business).

2.3 AVISION OF A TRULY
CITIZEN-CENTRED EU IN
RURAL AREAS—AND THE
VALUE OF PLACE-BASED
DEVELOPMENT

Itis in rural areas that the EU most clearly strug-
gles with communication. Yet we often hear the
slogan of a “Europe close to its citizens”—an EU
that is more understandable, accessible and em-
bedded in everyday life, for example through ex-
change, transparent processes and participation
opportunities such as the European Citizens’ Ini-
tiative. Programmes like Erasmus+ support edu-
cation and youth exchange, while the European
Citizens’ Initiative enables people to put forward
proposals directly. Strengthening democratic val-
ues and promoting equality and diversity should
also be integral to a citizen-centred Europe.
LEADER regions and their LAGs, however, have
the potential to deliver real citizen proximity in
rural areas. They provide regional forums for di-
alogue, co-decision and co-creation. The LEADER
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network structure therefore carries enormous mul-
tiplier power for transformation goals.

In this context, it is also interesting that the
LEADER/LAG model has become something of
an “export’: the European Commission uses it in
early rapprochement steps with EU candidate
countries to advance democratic and civil-society
organisation—albeit with limited financial sup-
port (see Rinne, 2024). By the way: after Brexit,
LEADER apparently was not nationally funded in
England, whereas Scotland continued with na-
tional funding.

The crises of recent years have shown that even
in established democracies, new forms of partic-
ipation are needed to respond more quickly, in a
place-appropriate way and with high public ac-
ceptance. In short, we must advance forms of par-
ticipatory democracy. The key concept here is
place-based governance/development, under-
stood as an intelligent division of responsibili-
ties. It enables regions and municipalities to shape
their own future—defining local priorities and craft-
ing solutions tailored to their specific social, eco-
nomic and environmental contexts—fully in line
with the LEADER approach. Acceptance is cen-
tral. As the regional development trap shows, ig-
noring acceptance will generate further resistance
and instability. Participation and acceptance are
decisive for the success of all higher-level mis-
sions and transformation goals. The key question
is how to re-engage groups in rural areas who
currently take little part in democratic bargaining
(within representative democracy)—at least at the
regional tier of action. In future, involving re-
gional stakeholders will be necessary not only in
strategy development but also in regular reviews
of implementation towards higher-level missions
and goals. The regional make-up of the so-called
stakeholder groups (after stakeholder theory)
may need to be re-assessed with adapted crite-
ria.

24 A NEW DEBATE ON LEADER’S
ADDED VALUE

For Austria to date, LEADER’s added value has
pointed to the following dimensions:

a) Democratic experience (governance and de-
mocracy): groups affected by problems and open
to renewal develop solutions themselves to im-
prove their environment and living conditions. The
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LAG supports ideation and delivery. This is active
co-creation, understood as a consensus-ori-
ented form of participatory democracy that
aims not to produce “winners” and “losers”. Unlike
direct democracy, it is not about simple yes/no
votes but about co-design.

b) A European perspective at regional level (so-
cial capital: regional, national, European): under-
standing the EU’s challenges in a globalised world
and developing local solutions—facilitated by
the LAG.

c) Innovation orientation (innovation and result
quality): far-reaching change both brings and re-
quires innovation at local level—LEADER s
viewed as a laboratory for rural innovation. The
regional tier generates key innovations to improve
varied environmental and living situations (the spe-
cial importance of rural innovation). Indicators of
this added value have so far been mainly qualita-
tive.

The debate launched by the European Court of
Auditors about LEADER'’s added value rests on
the insight that it is not enough to add up all
LEADER-funded projects in a Member State to
present a meaningful picture of impact. Put differ-
ently: the whole (LEADER) is more than the
sum of its parts (projects), because a LAG’s real
work cannot be captured by project indicators
alone—especially not the democratic, European
and innovation-oriented dimensions of what
LAGs do.

Against this backdrop, the following should be fed
into the current debate on LEADER’s added
value:

2.41 EU level.

To achieve the ten shared goals of the Long-
Term Vision for the EU’s Rural Areas (LTVRA),
LEADER is ideally placed: LAGs are estab-
lished, proven and EU-wide organisational struc-
tures. Links between the LEADER network and
the Rural Pact should be tightened. LEADER
must be more clearly associated with EU objec-
tives. LEADER also plays a central role in mis-
sion-oriented regional development with trans-
formation goals (especially Mission Climate and
Mission Soil) at the local delivery tier. When de-
signing National and Regional Partnership
Plans (NRPPs), attention should be paid to the-
matic interlinkage between LEADER and goals
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at EU and national level—to strengthen
LEADER’s legitimacy.

2.4.2 National level - the “strategy of
new pragmatism” for
intermediaries.

LAG Roles 1 and 2 (funding advisory and net-
working) fit well at intermediary interfaces, as
outlined earlier. This means working between ti-
ers and spheres (“multi-level” and “place-based”):
theory—practice, bureaucracy—innovation, strat-
egy—delivery, etc. It can also mean sectoral inter-
faces that LAGs help to bridge so projects connect
better—e.g. for stronger project development in
municipal administration or the regional econ-
omy. In times of social fragmentation, intermedi-
ary work at regional level is essential to improve
the capacity to negotiate and co-operate.

2.4.3 National level — the “strategy of re-
newed innovation orientation” for
innovation agencies.

Innovation support remains LEADER’s core
mandate. LEADER’s future fitness will be decided
precisely here. Will there continue to be room for
innovation processes, or will LEADER be re-
duced to just another grant stream? What then
would LAGs stand for—organised to deliver peo-
ple’s participation, not merely to process
grants? LEADER innovations are clearly defined
and can be described using the social innovation
method set. The innovation process starts with a
shared problem/needs definition by a group that
forms to improve its environment or living condi-
tions. It continues with ideation, then piloting; if
tests succeed, it moves to diffusion. Only then is
it an innovation—acceptance through purchase
or use is essential. In all three phases (invention,
testing, diffusion), the LAG supports—through ex-
pert guidance, networking and funding. Hence the
importance of skills development for LAGs.

Ultimately, this is a political choice: do we con-
tinue to believe in the innovative capacity of re-
gional and local communities, or, in times of
scarce resources, do we take a structure-led
path and try to steer regional development through
directives? LEADER'’s history clearly shows which
route is more innovative and which framework
conditions foster regions’ innovative power. In the
NRPPs, attention should therefore focus not only
on which themes are listed, but also on the meth-
ods and instruments for achieving them. It is not
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just about the what, but the how—goal-oriented
innovation/transition management that presup-
poses public acceptance. In debates on the fu-
ture of regional policy, it is precisely LEADER
principles that are seen as future-proof—often
without naming LEADER explicitly. There is no
need for new approaches or structures; rather,
we should recognise LEADER’s strategic im-
portance for rural areas and for the regional tier of
action.

In the EU’s current situation, despite all security
and defence tasks, we must not forget the im-
portance of internal and territorial cohesion. Itis
about people—their commitment, convictions and
ability to shape the future of their environment
and daily lives together. There are not many Eu-
ropean, citizen-centred instruments to foster
this cohesion—especially in rural areas. LEADER
is a central instrument for that, with enormous
potential.
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