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The Leader approach
Leader +

Leader is a French acronym, standing for ‘Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de l'Économie Rurale’, meaning ‘Links between the rural economy and development actions’.
Leader+ is one of four initiatives financed by EU structural funds and is designed to help rural actors consider the long-term potential of their local region. 

It has a strong focus on partnership and networks of exchange of experience and encourages the implementation of integrated, high-quality and original strategies for sustainable development. 
Leader + promotes local initiatives that contribute to the creation of new jobs, to the improvement of incomes and to the promotion of equal opportunities in rural areas, and support for diversification (on farm and off farm). 

The Leader+ initiative covers the period 2000-2006 and includes only the 15 Member States before enlargement.  The budget to be spent on this period amounts a total of €5.046.5 million, of which €2.105.1 million is funded by the EAGGF Guidance section and the remainder by public and private contributions. 
Leader+ is currently in the fifth year of the programme, and is due to formally finish at the end of 2006 (though projects may continue for another two years). 

In the ten new Member States there was the possibility to introduce a Leader+ type measure, which is funded under EAGGF guidance for the period 2004-2006, and which forms part of the Structural Funds programming.
How it works?

At national level there have been established Leader+ Local Action Group (LAG) territories. Local Action Groups (LAGs) are made up of public and private partners from the rural territory, and must include representatives from different socio-economic sectors. 
They receive financial assistance to implement local development strategies, by awarding grants to local projects. They are selected by the managing authority of the Member State, which is either a national, regional or local, private or public body responsible for the management of the programme.

Development strategies must be structured around the priority themes set by the European Commission that and are considered to be of special interest at Community level. These priority themes are the following:

1. The use of know-how and new technologies to make the products and services of rural areas more competitive  

2. Improving the quality of life in rural areas 

3. Adding value to local products, in particular by facilitating access to markets for small production units via collective actions

4. Making the best use of natural and cultural resources, including enhancing the value of sites of Community interest selected under Natura 2000

Leader and the new EU Rural Development policies
The Community strategic guidelines for Rural Development use the Leader approach (axis 4)  for introducing  innovation in axis 1, 2 and 3, providing  better governance at the local level and endogenous development (local resources

for growth and jobs). Some of the key actions to be addressed are:  local capacity building, public-private partnerships, networking and cooperation, mutually supportive actions between agriculture, the environment and the wider rural economy and population or sustainability.
The European Agriculture Fund for Rural Development Regulation (EAFRD) requires 5 per cent of Member States’ EAFRD budget to be allocated to the Leader axis (although transitional measures are available in the new Member States). 

Leader offers considerable potential as an area-based ‘bottom-up’, participative means of integrating environmental priorities into individual Regional Development Programmes. In each Leader area, Local Action Group involving all the relevant local stakeholders (e.g. environmental associations) will need to agree and implement a local development strategy to help achieve the priorities and objectives of each of the other three EAFRD axes. This makes it possible to

link both ecological and landscape goals with economic development within a regional and local development framework.

The EU Commission’s proposed Strategic Guidelines for Rural Development note that integrated approaches involving land managers and other rural actors working together can safeguard and enhance local natural and cultural heritage, raise environmental awareness, and help to promote speciality local products, tourism and renewable energy.
Leader support should also focus on building local partnership capacity, promoting public-private partnerships, co-operation and innovation and on improving local governance to meet these priorities. 
The effectiveness of the Leader approach depends on the organisations and individuals that make up the Local Action Groups, and on the guidelines and objectives that are set out for them at national and regional levels. More emphasis could be put on pursuing environmental goals through the involvement of farmers, as this is not a common element of Leader projects.

Implementing the Leader approach
Member States are requested to support LAGs and implement its seven distinctive features:
1. Area based local strategies
2. Public-private partnerships (Local Action Groups)
3. Bottom up approach
4. Multi-sectoral and integrated
5. Innovative
6. Cooperation
7. Networking
Key issues to take into account when implementing the Leader approach:
Leader is a method rather than a list of measures

It may be applied to any of the three other axes and measures

and/or to a combination of them
Its 7 distinctive features should be implemented as a set, they

complement each other
Local action groups must be well balanced between public and
private partners (50/50)

Leader is particularly suited for innovation since measures are
not pre-defined and networking facilitates knowledge transfer
Experience shows that it is a successful approach, but that it

takes time to implement well

Cooperation and networking (at national and European level)

are useful for exchanging experience, realising collective

projects, acquiring capabilities

Benefits of the Leader approach

The Leader approach is likely to be particularly beneficial where land management and other actions need to be co-ordinated and integrated in a local area, for example to achieve:

■ landscape-scale approaches to agri-environment and rural development;
■ catchment scale action to achieve compliance with the Water Framework Directive;
■ conservation management of species across whole landscapes.

Most evaluations of Leader have focussed on its ‘soft’ effects, such as partnerships and governance. However, there is considerable experience of using Leader to address environmental issues as well as socio-economic ones.
Leader projects have included  actions related to biodiversity, conservation and management of landscape and cultural heritage, sustainable woodland management, public access and sustainable tourism. Natura 2000 sites have also benefited from Leader projects, especially where environmental NGOs have been key players in the Local Action Groups. Some Leader projects have focused on environmentally friendly rural tourism and regional product

How to be involved in the future Leader?

It is no longer possible to set up a Leader+ LAG under the present programming period (2000-2006). However it will be possible to get support to set up a Leader local action group for the next programming period (2007-2013) under the rural development programmes funded by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development. 

The selection of local development strategies implemented by local action groups will be made by managing authorities (national or regional authorities or private bodies empowered by the Member State), following the national or regional rural development plans and Community legislation. Given their experience in Leader, the existing LAGs will of course have a good chance to be involved in the Leader axis of the national and regional Rural Development Programmes 2007-2013.

More information

From the managing authorities in your country/region.

From the Commission web page: http://europa.eu.int/comm/agriculture/rur/leaderplus/index_en.htm
On the Commission webpage,  the Leader+ interactive section provides a variety of information tools regarding contacts and projects and provides the possibility to look for LAGs and interesting projects in specified Member States. 

On the same webpage, the Leader+ Observatory provides, in 'pdf' format, the publications: Leader+ Magazine and 'Flash News' 
You can find more information on the new EU Rural Development policy in WECF flyer “Rural Development policy in the enlarged EU” www.wecf.org
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