Organizational structure and Approach of the LEADER - II programme
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1.
Introduction

As LEADER - II has not been concluded; a complete picture cannot be given yet.  However, it can already be stated that LEADER has positively contributed to development in the areas concerned.  The most striking effect of LEADER is the new momentum in rural renewal created by using various approaches and promoting new forms of partnership. By stimulating the cooperation between various stakeholders, socio-economic problems can be placed in a wider context and integrated solutions identified. An example of such partnership is how tourism was promoted: various stakeholders and organizations cooperate in offering an integrated package.

2.
LEADER - II as a learning process

Analyzing the structure and approach of the LEADER groups in more detail brings out the reasons for success. The purpose of this file is to emphasize the differences in organizational structure and approach, followed by details of projects in the various areas. Positive as well as negative experiences are distilled and described for LEADER participants and others who are interested in rural renewal.

The file is illustrating the specific approach followed in the LEADER - II programme in the Netherlands. It should be read in connection to three other files: Small and Medium sized Enterprises, Recreation & Tourism, and Agriculture.

3.
Organization and approach of LEADER - II in the regions

LEADER is a laboratory for designing new rural policies. New ways to rural development are explored by supporting innovative pilot projects and yielding transferable knowledge.  This is worked out in the unique LEADER concept which consists of a combination of seven elements: area perspective, bottom-up approach, local partners/ action groups, innovative activities, integrated and multi-sectoral approach, networking and trans-national cooperation, and appropriate procedures (for funding and management). In the Dutch context, it is interesting to observe how interactive and area specific policymaking and administrative renewal is worked out under LEADER (see the LEADER contribution: An overview of national differences - working paper No 1, July 1999, via AEIDL).

According to EU guidelines the implementing organization for the LEADER programme is a Local Action Group (LAG), see http://www.rural-europe.aeidl.be/rural-en/index.html for more details. The private as well as the public sector is represented in the LAG.  A joint strategy is developed and activities are formulated for the development of a particular region. The LAG is a combined private - public organization with a high degree of autonomy in decision-making and own funding. The ratification of LAG decisions by provincial authorities is only a formality.

The motivation of the EU to opt for this organizational form was the expectation that LAGs would be effective in stimulating local initiatives. The assumption was that a long history of sectoral and top-down policies would have reduced the local dynamics. LAGs should independently have an unbiased eye for local opportunities, be flexible and open to change (see file No. 4 of the LEADER European Observatory, which can be obtained via: http://www.rural-europe.aeidl.be/rural-en/index.html.

The following will be a general description per LEADER region, on outline of the overall LEADER-II programme, and the specific role of each LAG. Subsequently, some particulars regarding the implementation and the starting up of projects will be given, with links to more detailed descriptions. The file will conclude with some learning points from the diversity in experiences.

Flevoland

The sparsely populated Flevoland offers opportunities for recreation in natural and aquatic environments. Production conditions and the central location favor future agricultural development.  The inflow from neighboring urban areas results in a growing population.  As the area has been reclaimed from the sea recently, the population is of diverse social backgrounds, the pioneer mentality is still prevailing and traditions have still not emerged.

The LAG is composed of representatives of local and regional authorities, tourism & recreation, small villages, agriculture, women, youth, Small and Medium sized Enterprises, and employment services. The representative of the municipalities chair the LAG, whereas the project leader of the province, is the secretary. The provincial authorities’ role is limited to financial management and administration. The LAG is responsible for selecting projects and for coordination and implementation. Provincial Authorities usually ratify LAG-decisions and requests for funding.

The original outline of the LEADER programme in Flevoland evolved in dialogue with various organizations for development such as: provincial departments, municipal councils, a centre for organic farming, the forum for agriculture and environment, farmers organizations, the Flevoland centre for innovation, and local community organizations.  The main characteristics of the programme are: strengthening the rural areas, promotion of recreation & tourism and raising the quality of life with low priority for funding of infrastructural works and productive activities.

Innovative and exemplary projects, the replicability and - last but not least - the involvement of local people in planning and implementation, determined the outline of the programme and resulted in the selection of projects. These broad guidelines allowed an equally broad range of initiatives and resulted in a total number of 80 projects. Quantity and diversity was emphasized in early years. At a later stage integration between individual projects received more attention. 

During the last years of LEADER - II, the LAG favored projects with a wider institutional context: innovative forms of partnership such as the support platform for agro-environmental management group and the Organic Producers European Network.

LAG Flevoland spent little funds on intermediary organizations or advisors: there is always a direct link between the LAG and the project initiators. The initiators are solely responsible for implementation without intermediaries or project offices being involved.  

Lauwersland

Four municipalities in Friesland and three in the province of Groningen together form the region Lauwersland. In the sparsely populated region, farming is important, unemployment rates are rather high, and - consequently - people are moving out.  Tourism has a lot of potential, but is underdeveloped.  In short: the rural area requires some push.  A whole range of projects that `improve the quality of rural life`, which has become the slogan of all involved, was funded under LEADER - II.

LAG Lauwersland aimed at the integration of the efforts of different actors in rural renewal. The LAG is composed of representatives of both provinces and the seven municipalities.  In addition, the various sectors in society are represented: rural tourism, agriculture, entrepreneurs, and local community organizations. Although the formal responsibility is with the Province, the LAG - which is chaired by the provincial representative - is actually responsible. The Lauwersland project office serves as a resource centre. The programme manager oversees the project office in the day-to-day operations.

The main idea of the LEADER-II programme has been formulated as 1) improving the quality of life for the present population, and 2) attract people and business. The LAG worked this out in a strategy with projects in the following sectors: economic development, small and medium sized enterprises, agriculture, cultural heritage, rural tourism and improving local skills & capacity.  Over time, projects were added or existing ones omitted. To qualify for LEADER subsidy, initiatives have to be small scale, innovative and need to have the consent of the local population.

Unique for LEADER-II in Lauwersland is the project office. Project leaders and coordinators of LEADER-II and other development programmes use the office. Ideally, initiators of projects can consult the project office regarding subsidies.  The office is well accessible to local initiative groups and individuals.

The LAG also designed a communication plan with the local population regarding rural development, including a plan to improve communication with the authorities. New forms of partnerships of entrepreneurs in tourism, agriculture and small and medium sized enterprises have emerged over time.  These partnerships evolved without any statal interference; they are well rooted in society and manage their own organization.

The organization in LEADER in Lauwersland differs from the one in other regions as each project has its own implementing agency and project leader.  This has been documented in the files `Medium & Small size Enterprise and Recreation & Tourism.

Drenthe

SW Drenthe is a splendid rural area with a natural appearance and a whole range of activities, of which agriculture is the most essential.  However, the average age of the population in SW Drenthe is above national figures as youth is migrating to urban areas.  That was one of the reasons why the area was selected for LEADER - II.  As there had never been a rural development programme before, the organization still had to evolve.

The LAG has been composed of representatives of various organizations in order to maximize the involvement of the various actors in the LEADER programme.  Business, tourism, farmer’s organizations, the agricultural council, the network of small villages, environmental organizations, municipal and provincial authorities, are all represented.  Because of its broad composition, the LAG functions as a think tank.  The provincial deputy chairs the LAG and the province also provides financial and administrative support, but the LAG decides independently on the allocation of funds.

The first activity of the LAG was drafting a development plan for the area, based on an analysis of strengths and weaknesses.  Most prominent strengths were the clear image of the area, an attractive living environment and the importance of environment and tourism.  In particular the integration of tourism, environment and farming were recognized as opportunities.  Hence, the LAG preferred integrated projects contributing to the natural image of SW Drenthe and improving the environment.

LEADER funds were preferably spent directly on projects and not on overhead costs. Active involvement of entrepreneurs and or villagers through brainstorming sessions was encouraged in developing projects.  An example of such a bottom-up approach is the project: “improving local skills & capacity” in which STAMM consultants played an important role.

Innovation was an important selection criteria for project proposals. The LAG granted many innovative initiatives, e.g. Lubbinge, and Land exchange Wapserveen in the file Agriculture.  Some of them failed, which was accepted as an inherent risk to supporting innovative initiatives.  Documenting successes and failures and spreading the learning experience were therefore considered very important.

NW Friesland

NW Friesland was the only LEADER - I region in the Netherlands from 1991 - 1994.  Many lessons have been learned during this period: small-scale projects can have tremendous impact, an integrated approach pays off, and the necessity to involve the local population in implementation.  The LAG NW Friesland has used these experiences in orchestrating the LEADER - II programme.

The overall objective of the LEADER - II programme in NW Friesland is to break the downward trend in rural areas and improve the quality of life by rural renewal and development.  For more details see: http://www.leader2.nl/en/nwf_n/index.html
The LAG consists of representatives of local en regional authorities, village interest groups, agriculture, small and medium sized enterprises, recreation & tourism. The formal responsibility of the LEADER programme is with the Province, whereas the LAG is responsible for:

· preparing, detailing and implementing the programme

· coordinating the implementation and creating a support base among participants 

· promoting the programme goals

· financial administration and project management

· maintaining contacts with the authorities

· implementation of some project components

NW Fryslân has a project office, just like in Lauwersland. Special teams and task forces work out particular project clusters and facilitate and advise on participatory implementation. Smaller local projects are implemented by societies or municipal councils. Project implementers meet to exchange experiences twice a year.  The LAGs of NW Friesland and Lauwersland jointly publish a LEADER newsletter twice a year.

An interesting initiative is the touristic network TUON.W:  a special platform in the tourism sector to exchange information, and to coordinate project planning and implementation. The `pronkkamer` project is illustrative for the organizational approach of LEADER NW Friesland: the project leader identifies entrepreneurs, who form a foundation to independently manage the projects.

4.
LEADER Networks

Essential in the LEADER approach is the establishment of networks to exchanging experiences and information among all actors in rural development (refer also to http://www.rural-europe.aeidl.be/rural-en/index.html). In addition to the formal networks such as the national, transnational and European LEADER networks, there are informal networks operating more casually. The following is a description of the National Network. 

The four partners in the Netherlands already formed an informal network in the beginning of LEADER - II; it received a more official status in 1997.  As the core consists of 8 persons only (the programme coordinators and the provincial representatives) the organizational structure remained informal.  Office functions and the organization of workshops & study tours have been subcontracted. The purpose of the network is to exchange methods, plans and experiences, and to jointly organize support, study tours, funding, workshops, etc. The network has a common web site with regional specific information; it also worked out the idea of publishing files to describe what is going on in the four main sectors.  The network’s conferences covered topics like: approaches and processes in rural renewal, stimulating small-scale enterprises and local produce, cultural heritage and tourism, organic farming, etc. The network also participated in activities organized by the European Observatory, the European leader network (http://www.rural-europe.aeidl.be/rural-en/index.html) and has actively promoted transnational exchange between LEADER regions in Europe.

The most important achievement of the network was the exchange of information regarding implementation and progress of various projects and the start of transnational exchange.  The project `villages of tradition` is a good example: a partnership between nine rural villages in the Netherlands with villages in Italy and Portugal supported by LEADER. Furthermore, the network played an important role in publishing and exchanging results of LEADER in rural renewal in the Netherlands and will continue to do so under LEADER+. 

5.
Learning points of LEADER - II

Learning from experiences in rural renewal is essential in LEADER. It is for that reason that the AEIDL emphasized the exchange of experiences via the leader web site.  In the Netherlands is learning from LEADER-II experiences relevant in the context of the formation of new Lags for LEADER+.  With this in mind, an overview of differences and similarities in organization and approach per region has been prepared.

The most striking feature of LEADER-II is the momentum for rural renewal by creating new forms of partnership.  By encouraging various actors to cooperate, socio-economic problems could be placed in a wider context.  This, in turn, helped to find integrated solutions with a large support base in all four regions.  Networking, as promoted in all four regions, is a good example.  Refer to the above-mentioned activities of the LAG-Flevoland regarding new forms of cooperation in agro-environmental management and the European Organic Producers Network.  However, one has to keep in mind that successful networks evolve gradually.  Interesting examples are the network of entrepreneurs in tourism and the network of small and medium sized enterprises.  The authorities have not initiated these new forms of cooperation or `partnerships`; instead these networks have their roots in the local society and are managed by the autonomous members in a dynamic way.

The self-reliant neighborhood Lubbinge

The purpose of this project is developing a partnership between seven economically independent farms in a kind of self-reliant neighborhood. The seven farms (run by tenant farmers), each of them lacking long term perspective, got the idea of merging to a certain extent into one large mixed farm. The farmers themselves launched the initiative.  They made an overall plan under the guidance of one of the farmers.  The tenant farmers, the landowner and the Northern Farmers Organization have worked out a project proposal jointly.  LEADER funded a feasibility study and farmers are presently in the process of planning the implementation.  As a next step, detailed individual as well as collective farm plans will be worked out.

Despite its complexity, the project got high priority within LEADER - II, as it is very innovative (one large farm consisting of individually managed sub-units) and contributes to economic and rural development.  The LAG realized that the project could fail because of its innovative nature.  The feasibility study has supported the enthusiasm of the participants.  However, further support is required and professional coaching needs to be found for such an innovative project.

More information can be obtained from Ms. J. Benning, Zuidwolde, via f.benning@planet.nl
Back to the text
TOOL - Lauwersland / TUON.W - NW Friesland

TOOL - the network of entrepreneurs in tourism, started with LEADER - II in 1996 for the very reason that coordination regarding tourism was totally lacking in the area.   The purpose of the partnership was to improve the tourist infrastructure by coordination with the authorities, the Tourist Board and other organizations.  Besides this, facilities are being improved, knowledge upgraded and new products developed.

TUON is a similar organization in NW Friesland, a LEADER - II initiative, in which the authorities participate as well.  The purpose of this informal body is to integrate all initiatives & organizations in the region, and to develop new products.  This is done in thematic meetings to fine tune activities.

The authorities have not initiated these new forms of cooperation or `partnerships`; instead these networks have their roots in the local society and are managed by the autonomous members in a dynamic way.
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The functioning of the Lauwersland project office.

It is worth describing LEADER - II Lauwersland in detail since it is 1) an example of area Specific cooperation between two provinces in which 2) provincial authorities delegated Large part of the responsibility to the LAG and 3) an example of an project office, open

and accessible to bottom-up initiatives.

Coordinators of the various projects implemented in the area operate from one project office.  As various sources of funding are represented in the office, project initiators can address the most appropriate one.  Communication with the population regarding rural development takes place according to set procedures, for which water boards and municipalities have been consulted as well.  Communication with the 

agricultural sector is channeled through the Agriculture Advisory Team, with tourism via the TOOL network, and with the business sector via a Business Advisory Team.

The formal responsibility for the LEADER - II programme is with the Provincial Council of Groningen, but in practice the LAG Lauwersland is responsible.  The programme manager from the project office however, oversees Day to day operation.  Each project has its own implementing agency.  Furthermore, local and regional authorities have nominated contact persons a.o. to support their representatives in the LAG.

 Some of the learning points of LEADER - II Lauwersland:

—
Bottom-up processes have to be initiated in open programmes.  At the start, the LAG Lauwersland had already some plans ready and funds organized.  A support base had to be organized later; this was experienced as top down.

· There was sometimes too much distance between local initiative groups and the LAG.  If the project idea was not clear from the beginning and implementation had been delegated, the LAG lost control over quality.  Sometimes, the implementing agency got directly in touch with the local initiative groups, thus bypassing the LAG.  As a result specific LEADER opportunities / aspects did not get enough attention.

· A special project office reduced the distance between initiatives and programme, but widened the gap with the province, which is not necessarily disadvantageous.  The project office has contributed to creating momentum for development in the area.

Back to the text
Improving local skills and capacity

Citizens increasingly realize that by being organized, authorities can be better influenced.  Authorities in turn, realize that citizens have to be involved in the planning process.  LEADER NW Friesland has requested an umbrella village organization to work out proposals to better prepare village interest groups for their future role in development.  The latter will play a crucial role in the bottom up development process at municipal level.  The LAG Drenthe has given a similar assignment to a consultant.

The outcome of both studies has been worked out in a method.  It indicates how:

—
Villagers could draw up an acceptable village development plan

—
Authorities and villagers could cooperate in improving the quality of life

For detailed information `Samenwerken aan de toekomst` (together for the future) via: fld and `Vanonderop en samen` (bottum-up and together) via stamm
Village interest groups play an active and stimulating role; they reduce the gap between citizens and local and provincial authorities by entering in a dialogue.  LEADER - II has anticipated this strength.  What is the opinion of the citizens themselves?  This will be highlighted by some remarks from Easterlittens in NW Friesland, and Echten in SW Drenthe.

Easterlittens is positive about the LEADER - II support to strengthening the bottom up process.  Especially the suggestion on how to formulate and present the vision of citizens was useful.  Various projects could be realized because of LEADER support, resulting in better opportunities for tourism and the village could establish sports facilities.  These activities resulted in a better quality of life and a stronger community feeling.  The village learned a lot from exchange programmes with other villages and participation in the project `Villages of Tradition`.

Easterlittens also has clear ideas regarding future LEADER support, e.g.: especially in the field of developing expertise and skills to set up projects entirely by themselves.  Funding to develop infrastructure can be easily obtained elsewhere.  The villagers would challenge LEADER to delegating more responsibilities to villages themselves.  This requires LEADER to pay more attention to a role reversal of provincial and local authorities: they need an open eye for what villagers really want, give room to their creativity and learn to deal with bottom up initiatives.

In Echten it all started with an enthusiastic `innovation group`.  Ideas, generated in a few brainstorming sessions, were clustered and task forces appointed to work out village development plans.  There were a lot of plans and quite a few of them were (partly) realized with or without LEADER support.  Also here, a community feeling developed, villagers started to feel responsible and the ball started rolling, even the authorities wanted to join the bandwagon.  The number of volunteers increased and cooperation with other parties evolved.  One of the most striking conclusions in Echten was that authorities do not frustrate but rather facilitate development.  The success story Echten can be explained from the enthusiastic participation of the village, their readiness for action and also the LEADER support.   

Back to text Lauwersland
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What has been realized in Echten?

—
An `art & nature trail` a cooperation between farmers and artists and `the help of others

—
`Het huus met de Belle`, an information / exposition centre cum (work)shop

—
Echten is one of the `Villages of tradition` with a very fruitful exchange

Comments from Echten regarding LEADER:

LEADER implementation rules are rather tight and do not consider the many inputs from volunteers.  E.g.: the `20% rule` requires pre-financing which cannot be asked from volunteers and unclarity whether allowances for volunteers and process costs can be subsidized or not.

Working with volunteers has its disadvantages as well: many projects can be set up with volunteers (free of charge), but in many instances money has to be generated in order to sustain the initiative. Could LEADER help Echten out in this dilemma?

