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Introduction

Within the theme of rural tourism, different projects have been developed with the help of LEADER II. In this file, they have been divided into accommodation, routes, attractions and promotion. In each description, there are references to the LEADER II site. There are also references to interviews with eight experts who have been working on projects in the field of rural tourism within the different regions. A representation of these interviews can be found at the end of this file. 

A. Description of regions

All four of the regions are located in the Netherlands. You can see their location on the map below.

[image: image1]
1. Northwest Friesland

2. Lauwersland

3. Southwest Drenthe

4. Flevoland

For a more comprehensive description see the file MKB.

I Tourist accommodation in the countryside

Accommodation in the countryside is one of the possibilities of stimulating tourism in the countryside. LEADER II has supported different initiatives. The largest project in this field is the Pronkkamer (Best Room) project, which was executed in the areas of Lauwersland and Northwest Friesland. 
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The Pronkkamer-project is aimed at developing and realising accommodation, for instance, in characteristic village pubs and farms, and attracting specific groups of tourists on the basis of a certain formula. It is implemented in deliberation with interested entrepreneurs and a precondition is that new tourists must be attracted, to prevent possible elimination effects as much as possible.

The project must contribute to the desired growth of tourist spending in the region.

Further information on the site and in the interview with Henk Beishuizen.

Other projects are:

· Holiday park eigen Wijze 

· rebuilding of Schepershuisje Westerbork  

II Tourist routes in the countryside  

One of the ways of promoting rural tourism is creating attractive routes. In the different LEADER-areas, many routes have been developed that are appropriate to the countryside. See for instance the interview with Tom Spijkerman. Other examples are:

· Voetwijzer (Foot Guide) Flevoland 
· Bridle path Biddinghuizen 
· The Four-day Riding Event in Drenthe 

· Hiking through farmer’s country in Drenthe 

· Signposting of the ecological cycling route 

· Art and nature route Echten 

III Tourist attractions in the countryside

Attractive attractions stimulate tourist visits to the countryside. In the different LEADER-areas, different projects have been set up.

See for instance the interview with Evert Visser.

· Steps ferwerderadeel/ wijnaldum/oudebildtzijl 
· Uniastate Beers 
· From Prehistoric village to archaeological metropolis 

· Play and activity park Kraggenburg 

· Man and Horse 
· Info centre Echten 't Huus met de Belle  

IV Promotion of tourism in the countryside

Within LEADER II, especially Lauwersland has put a lot of effort in promoting tourism and the area. Other areas have farmed this out more to the co-ordinating Tourist Offices (VVV), initially provincial Tourist Offices, later the North Netherlands Office for Tourism. See for instance the interview with Frits Schuitemaker and Margot Maljaard.

C. Bottom up

One of the conditions that is stipulated in the LEADER II projects is that projects should originate from the people in the area itself, bottom up. The interviews revealed that in most cases it did not seem to work without forms of direction. Frits Schuitemaker, for instance, pleads for more direction: “Areas of policy that are intended for the same target group, concern the same people, should be directed to prevent them from diverging too far.” Hemmo Philbert also mentions a more or less directed bottom up: “Yes, it is directed bottom up. In that sense, the support of the bottom up maintains its smoothness and the planning of being directed. And that is what you need. So it is not top down. Top down, it becomes facilitated and obstacles are cleared, finances are taken care of and permits, etcetera. And bottom up it is interpreted with support from the environment.”

Henk Beishuizen feels that the Pronkkamer-project is an excellent example of bottom up working: “The plan of approach is truly bottom up, but directed. In this plan, Northwest Friesland and Lauwersland are considered a commercially connected area, a marketing instrument. This gives it more support. This generated a product formula; after all, the entrepreneurs have to carry it. This was quite a process, took around six months, during which we investigated what we wanted exactly, what entry qualities do we select. This first took place with a working group of four entrepreneurs under my supervision. They then reported back to the group. Sessions were held: what are you allowed to do, what possibilities are there and what perspectives? The entrepreneurs already brought the market study with them themselves; I didn’t have to do anything about that. The entrepreneurs have to carry the project and, so, they are responsible for its success.” 

The ecological cycling path project is typically bottom up. The initiative originated with the farmers involved and was then developed further. Tom Spijkerman: “It was an initiative from four farmers and the cause was someone in the board mentioning whether more time could be spent on ecological roadside management. Then there was someone who suggested picking this up as organic farmers. This generated a brainstorm and we then said: we will create a route along the organic farms, with which we can increase our sales and promote ecological products. Well, one thing leads to another, because there are quite a lot of ecological businesses.

After the idea came about, we brought in Catharine Posthumus and Nieuwland agency was also called in, because we cannot fulfil it all ourselves, especially secretarial support, looking for ways of financing, setting up contacts with all kinds of authorities, etcetera, requires some kind of professional support.

We, the farmers, thought up the route ourselves, but you can’t make it alone and we wanted to be done with it, two years after we had laid the route. So, it had to be handed over, we didn’t want the bother.”

With the Unia State project, the direction was entirely in the hands of the municipality. Wider support was sought for later. In the case of the Stichting Promotie Emmeloord, the direction was more rigid. Margot  Maljaars:” Naturally, the co-ordination originated with us, so not everyone will have been in direct contact with each other, but maybe indirectly. But yes, when you want to tackle area promotion together, we are all in line with each other and it worked really well here.”

D. Exemplary function

LEADER II projects should have an exemplary function to other projects. All of the interviewees feel that their project might serve as an example to others and that it can be transferred to other areas. 

Hemmo Philbert: “Yes, I have files of all these projects, of the approach, of the learning processes, what our stumbling blocks were, how we solved these and this provides an excellent image. It is easily transferable to Northwest Friesland, to Portugal or to Southern Italy.” Margot Maljaard also feels very positive about this: “Definitely, for Northwest Friesland… what we learnt this year, they could benefit from that excellently. It is an area that is presenting itself, and, yes, then you can learn a lot from each other.” The Pronkkamer project is being copied nationwide and has proven to have an exemplary function. The ecological cycling route is also being used as example in other locations. 

E. Results 

Opinions vary about the results. Frits Schuitemaker, for instance, has doubts about the result of the promotion of Lauwersland by the entrepreneurs involved: “It concerns projects with a 'phasing-out scenario'. First they receive 100% funding and this is phased out to 0%. The entrepreneurs are supposed to pick it up themselves during the phasing out and continue independently, but they do quite the opposite because they just sit and wait for new money.” In his opinion, the monitoring of the results wasn’t performed correctly either: “That is a weak link in the chain. There is now an indicator, and you have to think of other indicators yourself. So you will be looking for things that you know you can achieve: free publicity, trade fairs, advertisements, etc. But they are really false indicators. Because the issue is: what are the effects, and no attention is paid to that. You have to record numbers of visitors, but that is never done. Idea: Recording for a 0-basis and then a monitor for further recording. The others are more positive. Truus Konijn: ”We have a guide and we have bookings at the holiday exchange. There might not be many, but still: 28 in total. But what comes into the province as a result of the guide and the promotion is difficult sound out.”

Tom Spijkerman is also positive: “It differs per business. I have to make a living off milk and if the price goes down, I have less income. In addition, we sell some meat.

The neighbour probably benefits more with his berries. It is a fact that five years ago, ecological products were entirely unknown. We had the wind behind us, an ideal could be realised. That is important, and we have an interest in a flourishing economy, because it boosts the region as well.”

F. Interviews

The interviewees, in this order, are:

Frits Schuitemaker

Evert Visser

Truus Konijn

Henk Beishuizen

Gerard Ruiter

Tom Spijkerman

Margot Maljaars

Hemmo Philbert       

	Interview with Frits Schuitemaker

Date and time: Wednesday February 16, 10.00

Location: Beetsterzwaag

Questions: Anne de Vries

Notes and work up: Marja Kiel




AdV. What projects do you have in the field of rural tourism?

FS. That is a tricky question, because the MKB-projects are closely connected to rural tourism. The boundaries between these two are very vague. FS is working on a lot of projects, and he thinks that it is his personality, that he experiences this in this way. Where it concerns tourist promotion, the recreational entrepreneurs also want both, so a real division is not really possible in FS’s opinion.

AdV. One of the objectives of Leader is co-operation. This is not arranged well administratively, so FS’s approach to matters can not be easy to start with.

FS. Problem is often tuning budgets and initiatives.

AdV. How do you experience the guidance from the steering committee?

FS. There is not enough guidance, but that has to do with the concept. The programmes have been nailed shut beforehand. A budget is drawn up and then, during implementation, problems occur which cannot be solved. Response to new developments is not possible, because there is no budget for this. The budget is limited and, for instance, the co-financing has been set up in a rather clumsy way. The content of programmes is not looked at beforehand, the preconditions are too limiting during implementation and, finally, communication is bad.

AdV. Essentially, you have to work bottom up, so it doesn’t really matter if things go this way, i.e. not being guided from the top.

FS. There are too many layers, where everyone needs to be informed of a new idea or new developments.

FS receives individual requests, but he has to go up through the entire trajectory

FS. It is a true meeting culture and this is also how the recreational entrepreneurs see it. Where does the money go? Meetings. Solution according to FS is that those at the bottom receive more responsibility.

AdV. But the point is the bottom up notion, that people formulate their own ideas. How do you do that?

FS. The bottom in the diagram above, to me, is the working group promotion. That is my sounding board. Problem is that I have to defend the interests of the working group upwards as well as downwards.

AdV. There is also directed bottom up, so you can take VVV and region further together.

FS. Bring up an idea and leave the implementation to me, that is also direction. 

AdV. Areas of policy that are intended for the same target group, concern the same people, have to be directed to prevent them from diverging too much.

FS. Yes, so that has not been taken care of correctly.

Examples Packages & Routes:

problem:

promotion




marketing of means (Packages & Routes)




product (Cult. Hist. Heritage, cultural tourism)

Reservations were not made in this way beforehand, i.e. the budget has not been drawn up correctly. The dispositions are not correct. It is set up vertically, while the different phases could take place simultaneously, i.e. horizontally.

You encounter many interests. For instance the mayors in the steering committee, who have a good local project. I have to free up funds for promotion, but they all want this. It might look very intriguing, but in practice, it doesn’t work. Local interest must never prevail. Synergy must be commanded, a course must be laid and it must be followed.

AdV. Does this problem also occur in other areas?  After all, it does concern two provinces (Friesland and Groningen).

FS. Most definitely.

AdV. Are there any tangible results now?

FS. That is a weak link in the chain. There is now an indicator and you then have to think of the other indicators yourself. So you would be looking for things you know you can achieve: free publicity, trade fairs, advertisements, etc. But really, they are false indicators. Because it concerns: what are the effects and no one looks at those. You have to record visitor numbers, but that does not take place. Idea: Recording on a 0-basis and then a monitor for further registration. The steering committee rejects this and wants brochures, etc. Measuring is not interesting to the steering committee, the products such as brochures and folders are more important. To politicians, managers, the graphs, tables with increases in expenditure, and the creation of employment are interesting. Where do these increases lie? They want to know this, because then they can respond, for instance, to improve the infrastructure. But no one is looking into this. And so it cannot be sold to entrepreneurs (especially the smaller ones): they don’t feel like putting money into intangible results. So if you know that entrepreneurs do not have a budget for this kind of study, funds have to be freed up for this at the top.

So: direction and money. But should less have been left to the …..(?) to achieve this.

A monitor should be created: what has the money actually generated.

AdV. How about transnational contacts, the co-operation?

FS. I myself am involved in a number of projects, it is a Leader objective. It is fantastic, you learn to put things into perspective. But the objective is too meagre. You visit each other and take a look in each other’s kitchens, and that is it. There are not enough obligations. It is all very ambivalent. You can learn a lot, but too much is coincidence. And this is unsellable to the entrepreneurs. You should do it in your own free time, unless it concerns concrete projects. They do not free up funds for it.

I definitely believe in it, especially in the Wadden region. But often, the liabilities and assets are not in proportion to each other. The individual entrepreneur, the region (FS’s starting point) is nothing the better for it. After all, it concerns more visitors and a larger market.

AdV. Can you learn a methodology through transnational co-operation?

FS. Interreg: String of Pearls takes place in 6 countries. The local entrepreneurs have to get to know each other, but that is all it is. So that is no use. You have to communicate and legitimise beforehand.

AdV. Have others been able to learn from your projects? Has it yielded anything?

FS. I have big doubts about that. It concerns projects with a 'phasing-out scenario'. First they receive 100% funding and this is phased out to 0%. During this phasing out, the entrepreneurs have to pick this up themselves and continue independently, but they don’t do this because they just sit and wait for new money.

The realisation has grown, however, that we have put Lauwersland on the map. The parties (subsidy distributors) now know of it and also use the term Lauwersland. That is positive. The entrepreneurs initially responded with 'Where on earth should I put Lauwersland in my brochure, I can’t do that and I don’t want to either'. Now they say 'Of course I have to have the Lauwersland logo in my brochure'.

Lauwersland stands:name (from nothing to a means of promotion)

And it is also used by other types of businesses, no longer only by tourist-recreational businesses.

---------

Final remark FS.

Beforehand, you have an ideal of what you want to achieve, but it takes tiny steps. You have to gain people’s trust, convince them of the project. And this takes a lot of time. In the follow-up course, this needs to be dealt with integrally (Leader +, with 7 municipalities participating).

	Interview with Evert Visser

Date and time: Wednesday February 16, 12.00

Location: Raerd

Questions: Anne de Vries

Work up: Marja Kiel




AdV. What projects do you have in the field of rural tourism?

EV. Uniastate is really the only project. There are several other projects, but they are yet to start.

I will clarify the history of the Uniastate project. It was a municipal initiative (of the municipality of Littenseradiel). The project started in 1989. At that time, the province had around ƒ 10,000.- left and this needed to be spent on something concerning the landscape. The Uniastate used to be located in Bears. Not much was left of it. Only the foundations and the gatehouse were left. The plan was then conceived to bring the structure of the Uniastate back again. A study was performed and a landscape plan was created for Bears as a whole. This was realised with, among other things, plants.

Then it was developed further as creative point. For instance, for the tourist from Leeuwarden, Uniastate would be a location for an interesting 'pit stop'. A start was made with cycling routes.

Then, in phase 3 the visualisation followed (1997-1998). Bep Mulder contributed something extra on top of the plan of rebuilding and shrubbery. He felt it should be some kind of mirage and that it should not be rebuilt entirely. Finally in 1999 the mirage, a kind of skeleton of Uniastate, was completed.

AdV. Why is Uniastate interesting to rural tourism?

EV. There were some specific points that we could focus on: Wommels, Oosterlittens and Bears (only 80 inhabitants, for that matter).

Uniastate can be deployed as eye-catcher in an agricultural community. You can attract tourists with it: as a 'building' it is interesting (for instance, the walk around it). A steering committee was set up with people from the tourism sector, from the management sector, etc. The steering committee thinks of other projects and activities, like for instance an open-air play. The activities must be appropriate. As was mentioned, there are only 80 inhabitants, and you wouldn’t want mass tourism. Then, exploitation must be possible: expansion to around 10 to 15,000 visitors.

AdV. Is the Uniastate-project bottom up? After all, it is a municipal initiative, not an initiative from the entrepreneurs or the tourist sector.

EV. Now it has to be picked up as recreational infrastructure, at least, that is what the council thinks. I am sorry that it is not being picked up correctly, but I do see that the entrepreneurs have their own ideas too. The municipality felt that there should also be something for children. Now an agricultural entrepreneur has started up a children’s farm at Uniastate.

So it is supported, they see it as something that they can take advantage of.

AdV. Is the project transferable? Have others been to see it and can they do something with it?

EV. Quite honestly, no, but an action group from Beetgumermolen (??) did ask questions about our methods, etc. During the implementation of phase 3 of Uniastate, for instance, 700,000 guilders were needed, of which 150,000 guilders was raised among entrepreneurs (they thought it was a 'fun idea', the Uniastate mirage).

AdV. What about transnational co-operation?

EV. We have had visitors from Scotland. The Tourist Offices promote Uniastate as something unique, specific. In Mantgum, they are working on rebuilding the ‘state’ and the people from there came here for a look (MK should really be item 4?). Transnational co-operation is difficult, because it is a unique project naturally, whatever Leader’s objective is.

--------

Criticism EV.

Leader should promote. In the world of civil servants no one knows what Leader entails and what Leader does. It is true that the Lease-activities surface well in the region itself. But most people do not know what Leader is.

Positive is that municipalities now act more regionally oriented. Co-operation might be difficult, but activities are now taking place, which would have failed or not even have been started if municipalities and civil servants had not picked them up.

In addition, the Leader-areas have been chosen somewhat strangely, artificially.

	Interview with Truus Konijn

Date and time: Friday February 18, 8.30

Location: Drachten

Questions: Anne de Vries

Notes and work up: Marja Kiel




AdV. What projects do you have in the field of rural tourism?

TK. Rural tourism cast in a barrel, also known as Drents landleven (the country life of Drenthe) (chosen out of marketing considerations). It is a provincial project, of which Southwest Drenthe is a small part. 51 'properties' are participating, of which there are slightly more in Southwest Drenthe than in the other two areas.

The Recron made a little fuss, but is currently participating. The Recron felt that the small tourist-recreational businesses were favoured over the regular businesses.

The province is divided into three sections and each area has received its own stimulator (Peter Quist, Gerrie Koopman and Henk Beishuizen). Biggest question is always: what do the entrepreneurs want.

AdV. Is there a difference in production compared to the other two areas?

TK. No, it is a uniform, provincial project and bottom up.

AdV. How is that running with you, this bottom up?

TK. Very difficult, especially when things get concrete. You have to find entrepreneurs who want to join in on the project, we started on that quite late.

Bottom up is in fact the stimulator towards the entrepreneurs.

AdV. What about the authorities? 

TK. For instance Recreatieschap (Recreational partnership) municipalities. How can you co-operate, for instance, with regard to permits (preventing an entrepreneur getting stuck in a procedure for months)?

We must build up a network, co-operative with all three areas, and not only with the local overnight accommodations, but much broader. You have to keep gathering the entrepreneurs together.

AdV. So guidance, direction, was given to the bottom up.

TK. Yes, that is right.

AdV. And where does this guidance originate?

TK. I do that myself.

AdV. And what about reporting?

TK. There is a guidance committee, with Catharine Posthumus, NLTO, Koninklijke Horeca (representing Recron), Recreatieschap and myself.

AdV. Is the project transferable, can others learn from it?

TK. Naturally, a lot is happening in rural tourism. The question is how to market the product formula nationwide. There are national contacts with a lot of people for exchanging information. In addition, there is a working group Rural Tourism from the NLTO (with the women of Oostermoer, Vekabo, etc.) which regularly organises meetings, which I then attend.

In general, it is difficult to involve farmers. Often, they are people from the west who have bought a property here.

AdV. What about transnational co-operation?

TK. That does not really exist. Last year, by Catharine Posthumus’ request I went to Portugal for Erfgoedlogies (Heritage Accommodation), but that did not yield much. And I went to Ireland privately to have a look around.

In fact, there is not enough room in the project for study trips and, the other way round, we do not receive visitors either. In the next project there has to be more room for this: just simply visiting others, to see how they handle things.

The Streekproducten (Regional Products) project in Drenthe is a difficult story, that is hard to get started at the AOC. The restaurants should really participate in getting regional products and dishes on the menu. I get a lot of ideas and submit them to the entrepreneurs, so they can elaborate them themselves and also co-operate. It is a difficult process and they do not pick up on it very well.

It is fun to stimulate and everything will work out, but it does take such a lot of time and you don’t have so much time yourself. It will take a few years before the entrepreneurs can continue on their own.

AdV. What are the results of this project?

TK. We have a guide and we have bookings at the holiday exchange. There might not be many, but still: a total of 28. But what comes into the province as a result of the guide and the promotion is difficult to sound out.

The entrepreneurs and the stimulators should now compile packages and market them with a promotion plan: cycling, walking, culture, nature, knapsack routes, accommodations, culinary, all kinds of small shops and galleries, etc. I.e.: co-operation.

----------

Final remark TK:

I have compiled the Stars in Drenthe package in Southwest Drenthe together with the Planetron and Staatsbosbeheer (Dutch Forestry Commission), packages based on the book The Discovery of Heaven by Harry Mulisch. It had to be something completely different for the Holiday Fair in Utrecht. The good thing is that we are allowed to use this book without payment to Mulisch. Every guest will receive a signed copy of the book.

	Interview with Henk  Beishuizen

Date and time: Friday February 18, 10.00

Location: Beetgumermolen

Questions: Anne de Vries

Notes and work up: Marja Kiel




AdV. What projects do you have in the field of rural tourism?

HB. The Pronkkamers (Best Rooms), Packages & Routes and Culturally Historic routes.

AdV. Is it bottom up?

HB. Yes, completely.

AdV. Has it been thought up by the people themselves?

HB. No, that is not the case. It is made up of two parts: firstly farms and inns, which were included within Leader II. The interpretation was indicated: what is going on among the entrepreneurs, what is going on in the field. And then funds were linked to that. This proved successful and thus, interest was created for other buildings. The government wanted to make funds available for this.

Parallel to each other, an inventory was made of the buildings that were to participate in the Pronkkamer-project and market research was performed. Is there a market for such buildings as accommodation? Do entrepreneurs have ideas for making overnight accommodations in these kinds of buildings? It concerns existing businesses and people who are considering purchasing such a building, so the question was also: what do the people want?

This could be threaded together quite nicely. The people were willing and this opened up new perspectives to the province: the 'go- no go' was turned into 'go': a plan had to be written. 

The plan of approach is truly bottom up, but directed. In this plan, Northwest Friesland and Lauwersland are considered a commercially connected area, a marketing instrument. This provides more support. This then yielded a product formula, after all, the entrepreneurs have to support it. That was quite a process, took around six months, during which it was ascertained what it is that we want exactly, what entry qualities do we select. This took place first with a working group of four entrepreneurs under my guidance. They then reported back to the entire group. Sessions were held: what are you allowed to do, what possibilities are there and what perspectives? The entrepreneurs already brought the market research with them, so I did not need to do anything about that. The entrepreneurs have to support the project and this makes them responsible for its success.

AdV. Do you perform any guidance and direction?

HB. Obviously, to keep everyone together, to sharpen the formula and to, consequently, increase the opportunities in the market. The group is really too large and, so, you have to be very selective. In the end, the entrepreneurs perform the process themselves, some don’t want to. The main thing is: what does the market want. A formula is good, but think of the market. In addition, this does not only concern a pastime, but professional work. In this way you maintain perspective.

AdV. Is the project transferable, does it have an exemplary function?

HB. Yes, after all, that is one of Leader’s conditions. It is described in its entirety. It is available to others in two ways: the info file (with the plan of approach, etc.) and I hold meetings throughout the country about how we went about things here, a kind of acquisition. Time has caught up with us, because it has gone nationwide by this time.

We do have the restraint of trade: the formula is protected, no one is allowed to just copy it (name and methodology). It is an interaction, which causes the project to grow in this way, it does not need to take place in this way every time.

The success of the project has everything to do with quality, and this also applies to the entrepreneurs. The management should prevent it from becoming a bottomless pit.

The product, the building, is essential. If this is corroded, the product is in danger. The association’s duty is to protect this. Quality is also selective.

AdV. What about co-operation?

HB. Obviously, that is a means for entrepreneurs, connected with attracting guests. An important aspect is education. This leads to bonding, people get to know each other. They have to continue together, after all. Continue also with the municipalities and the province. There was some grief with the authorities. Communication was not good. The officials are waking up now. It needs more attention, yet the project leaders have to sit at the table with the municipalities and the province more. The circuit has to improve. There should be better co-operation between the project leader and those responsible at the province(s). The provinces should also co-operate better amongst themselves, instead of just pursuing their own policy and having their own interests prevail. There are three projects and three provinces. More attention should be paid to that.

The project leader must continue due to the transfer to the management of the Pronkkamers. In the end, they have to do it themselves, they will receive no more funding and so, they have to get to work themselves. They have to support the formula themselves. There will be some dropouts later, entrepreneurs who do not agree with the concept (it is a pre-arranged product). The concept is binding for 3-5 years, during which a compulsory number of activities must be performed. I keep saying: 'it’s your baby.'

The entrepreneurs must feel at home in the concept. If this is not the case, they will drop out. It is not just a marketing project. The interests of the entrepreneurs are getting bigger and bigger, money is made, but they also have to pay money. This is not running optimally yet, too often only the individual interests are considered, while the total is more important. I feel I am still failing in this respect.

AdV. What about transnational co-operation?

HB. That is exactly the course. We look at what is going on abroad and what the needs are. There are a lot of initiatives, for instance in Austria. The Netherlands has to make a similar formula (for instance the 'lodges' in Ireland and England). There should be European co-operation. I also look at what Dutch Tour operators such as Arke, Vrijuit, etc. do. The countryside is really being discovered and they try to get their share. I will leave it like that for the time being. 

In collaboration with the AVN I am working on a national concept. Making 1 name out of 4 formulas: according to some it should become 'Pronkkamer'. If you want to allow all the small clubs to survive - who don’t have their own money, don’t receive anything, because they’re too small - you have to go nationwide. Money is needed for marketing, so you look for partners to be able to operate on a larger scale. Or you could try to generate so much money in a region that you can make it that way.

There are 4 product lines:

operational farms

non-operational farms 

inns

country cottages

Now we have to slide the expertise from Brabant and Limburg into the expertise in the north. Everyone, in whatever area, should agree with the concept and the product lines.

We must, however, keep on paying attention to our own identities, for regional characterisation. Regional colouring is good, but for the international market it is more convenient to group it under 1 denominator.

AdV. Is that not the charm: small-scale, characteristic and rural?

HB. No, it depends on the perception, the story. That is what the consumer wants and then it doesn’t matter if it is rural and where it is. For that matter, I do not speak of a target group, because everyone is a potential customer.

Everyone should not be on their own little island. If a consumer wants to find the product, an underlying theme or a regional choice must be made. It is not about the hotel, the apartment, it is about the building, the perception, the culture, the scenery. You don’t just buy a car, you buy a brand. It is not about the added, but the intrinsic value.

AdV. You have a target group of people who are looking for something 'hidden', so they are not looking for a national formula.

HB. Why not? You have to retain uniqueness. It is not a supermarket, but a delicatessen, with quality. Then you encounter them and they can be regionally coloured. This is not just a common chain of hotels. It is also included in the statutes of the association. It is about quality again. We have around 250 unique separate accommodations, participants in the whole of the Netherlands, which we can offer at top quality. Of course, it depends on the standards you require.

-----------

Remarks HB.

There is no mention of the economic effect: what does this project generate? It contains a lot of multiplier effects. I am pleading for as much support as possible at the bottom.

It has an economic and employment effect. It is very surprising, because the effect is larger than we thought. The branch can no longer be ignored. It doesn’t always have to be large-scale, small initiatives also work. 

AdV. That is an objective of course. Can people make a living out of it?

HB. Some can. For instance, the inn: if they implement a price increase, they will have an increase on returns and the people will keep on coming. Some are already running quite well.

You have to have around 8 to 10 rooms and an occupation of 30 to 35%. In practice, this level of occupation is a lot higher, so things are going well. From 4 to 5 rooms, things go reasonably well, it is worth half a week’s work. One partner has another occupation and the other does the rooms.

The objective is: if you make money with it, you can maintain the house and make new investments. Then you are successful. It is not about the economic effect, that is not an objective. The preservation of the culturally historical character is important: attractive and liveable.

HB. It just shouldn’t be a second branch of your business, because then you cannot comply with the criteria of professionalism. 

This is difficult mainly in agricultural businesses. Making it a second branch in agricultural businesses is not smart. I suggest making it two professional businesses in one. If you don’t want to or can’t, then don’t get into it. You’re located in a high segment of the market, the consumer expects something, you ask a price, so you have deliver quality. Professionalism is crucial.

AdV. It then becomes the farmer’s wife’s work. It might be the second branch, yet it is not second-rate.

HB. The farm still comes first. They often have the idea: 'but it works well this way'. But that is not what the tourist wants. For instance, even placing private toilet facilities in the room or paving the driveway is a problem. That is where a lot of businesses pull out, also because they feel the prices they have to ask for the rooms are too high (100 guilders or more). The point is: stay the person you are, but be professional!

The requirements that are posed have to do with the conditions of the product formula. That people don’t want something, is often also explained by the nature of the region: people reason in the way of `we never had this before either'. And that doesn’t work.

HB. Do you know what is so remarkable? The success of the project is also created by the people participating in it. They usually originate from other regions (the west of the country). Their network, their contacts are located elsewhere and they bring them here with them. They maintain their circle of acquaintances. It is really word-of-mouth advertising. If they know and support the concept, they will talk about it. Condition is: it has to be fun, you have to want to receive guests.
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AdV. How have you been active in relation to leader? If I am correct, it is all behind you or in a winding up stage. I am talking about rural tourism.

GR. I was involved in three projects. That is the development of the bungalow park ‘het Groene Kwadrant’. I was involved in the leisure project ‘Kuinrebos’ and currently with RONOP (Recreational entrepreneurs Noordoostpolder). RONOP is still running, the other two have been wound up.

AdV. The Kuinrebos, what kind of project was this?

GR. It was a project which was concerned with laying out a bridle path/driving route, an ATB-route and a covered wagon-equestrian centre.

AdV. You are an entrepreneur yourself, a farmer?

GR. I have a management consultancy and I have a farm here, where I perform activities, I can pass my free time with it.

AdV. You were involved in these three projects as consultant?

GR. Yes, consultant/involved person. In the Groene Kwadrant I became entrepreneur myself through a number of circumstances. The leisure project Kuinrebos… because I am also closely involved in equestrian sports and RONOP, yes, you also get involved in this through the bungalow park. You fall from one thing into the next. So, not so much as consultant, but more as an involved person. That is also how I approached these projects.

AdV. Two have now been wound up, one nearly. Where tourism is concerned, Flevoland is a relatively young area, this applies to all kinds of things of course, but definitely also for rural tourism?

GR. Yes, we have a negative image, bare, cold and windy… That is also how it was depicted in tv programmes several times.

AdV. But it is a unique day now too… warm, there is no wind.

GR. Yes, but there is still enough to do and to realise.

AdV. This has been here for quite some time though, it is sheltered here.

GR. Yes, if you plant wooden banks, but there is still enough to realise. At least there is more than enough space.

AdV. You have been able to develop it with support from Leader. This means, Leader never subsidises alone, it is always a co-operation `with'. How is the co-operation with authorities?

GR. The municipality and authorities were very closely involved in the three projects. I am very satisfied about politics, about the co-operation and support of officials, at municipal level as well as at provincial level. It all went very well, people thought along, people co-operated. Some adjusting here and there between times before the definitive form came. I am very positive about that.

AdV. That is good to hear. You sometimes hear other sounds.

GR. Again, at official and political level, particularly in the municipality of Noordoostpolder, very positive. And the interaction, the collaboration was very intensive, the officials have put a lot of time and energy into it.

AdV. Is it an exemplary function to others? Have the projects been successful, have you served as a good example or do you have the feeling that you are a good example?

GR. The two completed projects definitely have an exemplary function. A number of aspects might be successful. The Groene Kwadrant meets the Leader objectives: economic reinforcement for the countryside. The local hotel and catering industry profits, it looks good and it is satisfactory. There is quite a lot of work involved for the entrepreneurs. The local hotel and catering industry and tradespeople clearly reap the rewards. 

The Kuinrebos: where leisure (routes) is (are) concerned, I am very satisfied. Perhaps I should tell you something about the previous history. Around 3 to 4 years ago, the facilities were very limited. Of old, there was a short bridle path, ATB-cyclists were just about getting started and they couldn’t do a lot. Yes, there were no possibilities, so there was nothing to lose, so they rambled about in the Kuinrebos. Result, an ever-angry forester. It wasn’t working. That is why we sat around the table to regulate matters and an agreement was made. There were agreements about what paths we were allowed to use, but the forester feared damage. So, after a year it was evaluated and it turned out that things were not that bad, everyone respected the rules and if there was any damage, it was repaired on their own authority. When you have more facilities, you have something to lose, so then you will abide by the rules.

We then sat around the table with Staatsbosbeheer (Dutch Forestry Commission), STC Rutten, and the horse driving association in formation to get things prepared: routes, posts, clearing the paths, SBB notice boards for the public. We do not want to run the project through sanctions, but merely through information and co-operation. Brochures were published and clear signposting of the routes. The covered wagon centre was set up. This was created in collaboration and now it works excellently.

Result was an increase in the leisure field, such as ATB-routes, bridle paths, waterjump, hill, etc., which were used intensively, locally as well as regionally. Example: the horse-driving association grew very strongly, from 0 to 60 members. Not only I am satisfied, but so is SBB. Initially, they feared disproportionate pressure on the wildlife, but that proved much better than was expected, because everyone respects the rules.

The collaboration between the ATB-cyclists and horse drivers is unique, but runs very smoothly. Politicians are involved intensively, are also enthusiastic about it. People have been driving around here, we have showed them how it all works. With regard to active recreation, the project is very successful. The natural objectives are being met: no vandalism, good maintenance, and co-operation with SBB.

AdV. Are the projects transferable?

GR. Yes, by analogy with this, a part of this was developed, I think in Flevoland, among other things, they have a clapper mower for mowing the wood-paths. We can use that too. I think that a route is also being set out in Almere at the moment. You can see, that is what FBT of the Leader project does, that you are forced to make additional arrangements because of your own success, for instance a car park for horseboxes. I.e. separate facilities, also at the equestrian centre, so there is always supervision, the horses can be tended to, etc. You see that the pressure is so high, that additional arrangements have to be constructed and that is positive.

What is most important, of course, is the co-operation with the warden, rules have been made, it can be managed better, not through sanctions but through providing information and publicity and mutual interests.

AdV What about horse drivers from outside, the non-members?

GR. In general, everyone is affiliated, it is a small world, they all know each other, so someone who thwarts matters will be dealt with. If you want to go driving incidentally, there is no need to join. In practice, things are not that bad.

ATB-cyclists are a more difficult group, you have to trace them, talk to them and try to achieve better behaviour. So not through sanctions, but through pointing out the effects of certain behaviour, people respond to this kind of reasoning. It works. That is the unique thing about this project.

AdV. Does this also apply to the bungalow park?

GR. Yes, it is the first bungalow park that was set up here in this quality class. A high-quality park with a landing place for recreational vessels, to offer something there. The combination works well. It is small-scale, there is quiet, no bingo etc., it is kind of a counterpart of Lemmer (busy, large-scale). We have chosen a high-quality operation. We also think it works well, towards the people on the one hand, but also towards the village on the other hand. What was the case, it used to be a municipal campsite, and at a certain moment, sewers, etc. had to be installed due to environmental regulations. Even though the municipality had leased it, the people didn’t like the sound of these investments. So then the campsite was threatened with closure. And you sit around talking to colleagues a bit, like what a pity for the village, trade is doing bad enough as it is and now the campsite is closing, a real downward spiral and it really shouldn’t be this way. We got to work with three entrepreneurs from Rutten. That is why we went to talk with the municipality to take it over and to preserve it for the village. One thing leads to another, contact with the municipality, the province.. plans, etcetera.

AdV. What was the role of a European subsidy in the development of the bungalow park?

GR. The municipality didn’t like the idea. Where investment is concerned it is rather marginal. We wanted to invest, as entrepreneurs, take the risk. A large landing place was constructed, an entire infrastructure had to be created, water, gas, light, paving. The site had to be made in order. That was quite an investment and the question is, of course, will this be possible in such a village. Well, you get a helping hand from Europe, from the municipality. That is financial support, but also moral support. The municipality also lent planning support. That is why we chanced it. We are not tourist entrepreneurs alone - one is a contractor, the other has a business in agricultural machinery - but we wanted to preserve this for the village, we must maintain the economic value for the village, because that was our objective and that is what the European contribution played a large part in as objective 1 project. It is a strong economic investment in a small village like Rutten. It is visited by those with a more than average income with a real spending pattern, and they also stay for longer.

AdV. And how does RONOP fit in this image?

GR. Rural tourism was stimulated enormously by the municipalities and the province, influenced by the Leader programmes. You can see that in the Flevopolder, or in the Noordoostpolder at any rate, a lot of farm campsites, bed & breakfasts come about. People have started enthusiastically, run it for a few years and then it becomes clear that it is a second branch and not set up professionally, which is followed by the thought that we must develop ourselves further. A restart phase must be created, to handle matters professionally. We must go on, the leisure market is developing. All the prognoses agree too. Now there are a few that are really growing, which have restarted into some professionalism, and a number that remain in the margin, who also need to be offered opportunities. We have to try and bring some more professionalism into that, so the opportunities that are offered in the market, that you can make use of them.

On the one hand we must ensure that we, as RONOP, can present the mutual interests as one package to the official authorities, and on the other hand, we must apply a little professionalism into the organisation. You are dealing with the feelings of recreational entrepreneurs, they can/dare not really appeal to municipalities, do not know how to communicate with them, there is no time, they are not capable of finding the right level.

This is the development we are currently working on. An association has been founded, there is now already a formal part.

Courses are organised for professionalisation (for instance internet through Syntens), guidance is taking place (in the field of personnel policy, marketing, entrepreneurship, finances). And now a number of them are really professionalising and market-oriented. People are aware that it has to happen. Leader subsidises this, especially achieving professionalism, performing some marketing and to make sure that a good bureau can be founded with facilities.

AdV. Is it more innovative than other areas, which were attractive to tourists from old?

GR. Well, we really have some catching up to do. We have the image of a rational, economic area. For ages, the council felt the same way about this: efficient, large-scale agriculture has to be performed here and then the privacy, the small-scale nature of tourism is less appropriate. Now, there is the sense that things have to be done differently, that agriculture is no longer the primary function. The farmers’ attitude with regard to this is also changing, they too have to be more involved in recreation. From agriculture, they are thinking along about agriculturally managed areas, people really want to think along, give up land for recreational purposes. We must present the beauty of the area: Kom in de Kas (Come see the Greenhouse), viewing farms, things like that. We must clearly present ourselves more.

AdV. Don’t you have to compete against the prejudice rural tourism in Flevoland - it seems such a contradiction: such a vast and large-scale agricultural area, that is not `countryside'?

GR. That is not in proportion to an agricultural economy. This is also the notion that reigned at the NLTO. But they are much more prepared to think along than they used to be. For instance Schokland, this is also an economic story, but sufficient farmland is being offered there now. They also want to create an agriculturally managed area near the Kuinrebos, and there are already some farmers prepared to say, give me some compensation, I will farm a little more extensive, done deal. You can see this change. People are becoming much more aware of the force of recreation and tourism, also of its economic importance, because that is the point obviously.

AdV. So thanks to Leader’s little nudges you make progress?

GR. Yes, but of course it is a somewhat longer process. I think that some entrepreneurs will drop out, not everyone will be able to achieve a professional restart with regard to the farm campsites and the bed & breakfasts. A number is making this new start, a number started from some enthusiasm which wanes after a while as soon as they realise it is marginal. It is usually still the wife’s activity and if the income is only marginal and the work considerable, the enthusiasm, the inspiration, ebbs away. Yet this restart has to be made. Some will not make it, you just have to be realistic.

----------------

We co-operate closely with STEP, for instance at the Tulip festival

It is also about the reputation of the polder in the positive sense, you have to make use of the opportunities.
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AdV. I happened to read the magazine Op Pad and it contained an interview with someone who had cycled around the world. He had also cycled in Drenthe, the ecological cycling path, that was so good…

TS. Are you serious? Gosh, that is so nice to hear. The ecological cycling path project was presented for Leader in Portugal. That was quite an experience

AdV. How is the project structured?

TS. It was an initiative of four farmers and the cause was someone in the council remarking if more time could be spent on ecological roadside management. Then there was someone who suggested picking this up as organic farmers. This generated a brainstorm and we then said: we will create a route along the organic farms, which allows us to increase our turnover and promote ecological products. Well, one thing leads to another, because there are quite a lot of ecological businesses.

After the idea came about, we brought in Catharine Posthumus and Nieuwland agency was also called in, because we cannot fulfil it all ourselves, especially secretarial support, looking for ways of financing, setting up contacts with all kind of authorities, etcetera, requires some kind of professional support.

We the farmers, thought up the route ourselves, but you can’t make it alone and we wanted to be done with it, two years after we had laid the route. So, it had to be handed over, we didn’t want the bother. Of course, we still have to check every now and then whether it meets our requirements. 

Really, we found out rather soon that the project needed a very broad base. We went to the municipality in question to see whether there was/is support for ecological roadside management (former municipalities of Diever, Havelte and Vledder and the municipality of Steenwijk). And we also wanted to include the nature organisations, Staatsbosbeheer, Natuurmonumenten, Drents Landschap, etcetera. Well, then you also have to include the district water board and the Recreatieschap was also involved.

The district water board was not impressed and within the municipalities it differed strongly, but there was not much support. That is why we asked the previous mayor of Diever to help, because, in the end, you have to win over the officials and, consequently, the alderman.

Then, finally, there was support. The Recreatieschap was restructuring the routes in Southwest Drenthe and we also negotiated with them. The Recreatieschap did have a considerable wish list, for instance the word `pleasant' had to be included - the Land of Pleasantness , that was such an awful project - and they had already figured that things should be such and such: it had to be a certain length, run through the centres of a number of villages, run along a number of hotels and restaurants and it should be varied. Really, everyone had to be able to agree. This required an enormous amount of deliberation. We put more than 400 hours into it ourselves. The rotten thing in this kind of projects, even if you hand it over to an agency, the initiator has to make sure that support is created in the end. This means a lot of lobbying to convince people to join the project.

Finally, the ANWB (Royal Dutch Touring Club) also agreed and we received permission to attach an ecological quality mark to it.

The purpose was that we would plant a `tree with some branches' and that the market would perform the actual work. We hoped, and still do, that if the route is finally in place and we have something to offer, more will come by itself, there will be a cycle rental firm, a pub, etc. We have even deliberated with the hotel and catering industry, because we really wanted hotels and restaurants to start selling ecological products.

Well, the `tree' has been planted, the route has been signposted entirely by the ANWB and we don’t really have much to do with the rest of the course, except for benefiting from it a little at this time. This differs per business. From an economic viewpoint, we don’t benefit much, but my neighbour does. He grows berries, seasonal labour, and he sells a part to the Greenery, a part to smaller handlers and he sells a part from his home. We scratch each other’s backs, he promotes us and we promote him. In the end, we want the entire region to benefit, so Leader’s aim, a development project which must have charisma in the longer term. Questions like `how much profit have you made' are less interesting, that only concerns the short term, while we are running for a longer course. 

So, the route is in place, now the market has to do the work.

AdV. But before the route was in place, did you have to co-operate, one of the points of attention of Leader. What about the co-operation?

TS. Perhaps is was organised too broadly, because it takes an enormous amount of time.

AdV. But did it work, because you mentioned quite a number of parties?

TS. I cannot remember quite how often we sat at the table with all these parties. Yes, you’re the initiator and the rest does not accept that you wouldn’t join in. You can set an agency to work on it, but that doesn’t work. They don’t believe it and so, you have to create support yourself and we underestimated that a little. I can see this in other projects, I have learned a lot from this project. The political lobbying and creating support, you have to do that yourself. And that sticks in my throat sometimes, because your hours are not paid, while an agency gets paid 1,200 guilders a day for the task. So that is a point of criticism.

The biggest advantage that we had was that we had a core group of four persons who got on well together and still do, that is essential for co-operation. We were also concerned with some idealism. One person’s idealism was that it was economically attractive, while another did not benefit from this, but from the solidarity with each other… That was an essential part. Furthermore, we had every form of co-operation from Catharine and also every co-operation from the officials. I met a number of very enthusiastic people at the municipality and the province. It was very educational and I am pleased that the NNBT has now picked it up.

AdV. The route has been signposted by the ANWB, the promotion is being performed by the NNBT, that is now out of your hands, a worry less?

TS. Yes, that is one worry less, the market has to do the work, that is out of our hands anyway. We have considered going a step further. There should be follow-up checks, because that is what people complain about. But well, who is going to perform the follow-up checks and who is going to pay? We have abandoned that idea, let matters take their course first. Perhaps some kind of ISO 2000?

AdV there is also TopNorm in Drenthe, a certification system for recreational businesses, derived from ISO…

TS. Well yes, we want some peace and quiet at our business for the time being, because `ecological' should also be able to save its cost `economically'.

Adv. The co-operation, I’ve heard very positive sounds about that.

 TS. We have fought quite a battle with the committee, the steering group, for approval and delegate Edelenbosch played a large part in this. He did the dirty work, he was a member of the steering group as chairperson. A number of members in the steering group, the farmers in particular, was very suspicious about the route and anything to do with ecology. But we sat around the table, won them over and, in the end, the steering group agreed. It was a slight setback, but a good thing in itself I think. It should not all run too smoothly.

AdV. Does it have an exemplary function for the rest of the Netherlands or Europe?

TS. It is kind of funny, there was a member of the Provincial States who was very suspicious of ecological roadside management. He is a farmer himself and found weeds blowing over from the roadside a great nuisance, and eventually he realised that weeds can be killed in an ecological manner. I had brought it up within the NLTO occasionally, but well, then you are alone and they often say, here he goes again. But, obviously, it was useful after all.

I received two invitations last week, for the Gelderse Vallei and the Groene Hart, there are ecological routes there now too. I find this striking. I have had quite a few exchanges with the Environmental Federation Limburg. 

We have had a lot of free publicity, Volkskrant, Trouw. I think this is a good thing, because it does not take a lot of energy and it is free and it has given us a good reputation. I also sent an intern to Radio Drenthe this summer, to tell this story. They were more than glad to have a bit of news and we got more advertising.

AdV. In other words, it is transferable?

TS. Yes, it is already a given, but you have to be careful that if you don’t pick it up broad enough, people could feel passed over, like with the Recreatieschap. Our project is ready, it is being picked up in other areas, so it is transferable. After around two years others will have to take over the idea and implement it. We succeeded here, they also have to do so elsewhere. As initiator you do feel morally obliged.

AdV. Is there anything in it economically?

TS. That differs per business. Milk is my main income and if the price goes down, I have less income. In addition, we sell some meat.

My neighbour probably profits more with his berries. It is a fact that five years ago, ecological products were entirely unknown. We had everything going for us, were able to realise some our ideals. That is important and we also have an interest in a smooth running economy, because it boosts the entire region. Measured against my own business alone, I never should have started.

Initially, we wanted to get rid of the meat, but it is too attractive and we have put a lot of time into it. So we continued with it. All the facilities are there and after every food scandal we see that people start calling us again.

AdV. So the sale of meat and milk?

TS. The milk goes straight to the processor, a co-operative in Rouveen, and we sell some meat. We have a good eye-catcher, miniature cows. It is purely a hobby, but with some advertising we are trying to make some money with it. So, making money out of a pastime.

We might get into trouble later. The business has always been very extensive, and we have also always got take environmental standards into account. Miniature cows count as normal dairy cattle, which is a shame, if you see how much attention they attract. But you do do the maths in the end.

This is what makes the route fun, because you go from heathland to heathland, and in between you pass all kinds of farmland and seeing such a funny cow makes it extra fun, gives it its attractiveness.

The route is also often used by the Annual Four-Day Cycling Event. The farmers open up their business. It is a pampering route: a bit to eat, look around and on your merry way again. It is economically attractive to do this.

Now, a lot more groups are created, at a school in Diever, which was working on a project concerning food safety and the environment. This is not directly involved in the route, but it is good for PR. It has to have some kind of charisma, because the idealism has to be paid for. The time you spend on it has to be compensated after all.
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AdV. You have also done a few things in rural tourism?

MM. What we always did as STEP (Stichting Emmeloord Promotie, Association for Promotion of Flevoland) was organising the Spud Festival. We started professionally in March 1999. We also started with two new festivals, the Tulip Festival and the New Year’s Festival. The Spud Festival and the New Year’s Festival are aimed more at the population, the Tulip Festival is much broader. During this, we have joined everything that is organised in the period that the tulips are at their best and that is how rural tourism got included. Because there was already a Bulb Route, for instance, and a Bulb Bus. What we developed on top of this, were the packages. For this, we co-operated with the RONOP, the Recreational Entrepreneurs Noordoostpolder, and this connects perfectly to rural tourism.

AdV. Naturally, you try to attract new visitors?

MM. Yes, and I think we have done well this year. There was a lot of national publicity, there was a lot of demand for the Bulb Route. For a first year of existence, it went very well.

AdV. But last year you already had…

MM. Yes, what I just said, a number of things already existed. We expanded it further, turned it into a festival, which included these existing things. The Open Day Flowerbulb Cultivation already existed of course, but it was expanded this year. Normally it attracted around 300 visitors, this year around 1,500 visitors.

AdV. The tulip fields are really situated 'between the Germans and the Keukenhof'. Germans pass the Noordoostpolder on their way to the Keukenhof.

MM. We really want to get rid of that. Of course, it was the first time that the Tulip Festival was organised, so that still has to be carried out. We have had journalists from Germany for a report. The Bulb Route booklet was also published in German and distributed at the trade fairs.

The first Germans will be coming to the Netherlands as soon as in spring. We are also close to Lemmer, I think that… you can see by the people taking pictures here, very often there are German cars parked by the side of the road. I think it is often people en route to Lemmer or elsewhere.

AdV. You co-operate with RONOP, authorities, the municipality of Noordoostpolder, the province? How was that?

MM. Really, we have co-operated with many sections, also with the General Association for Flower Cultivators, the NLTO, the trade associations, business circles. Very differing sections and we liked it a lot. I am convinced that if you want to approach something big, you do need all of these people. It hasn’t all been evaluated yet, and one thing will have gone better than another, but this co-operation is just like we wanted it. It went very well. Beforehand, we didn’t know where we stood with each other, but in March of last year we started with the appointment of a main committee who will be organising it with representatives from all sections and then you get closer during the project. So, in the end you know exactly where you are, what you can leave up to one person and what else to leave to another.

AdV. They are all very differing parties who do not all get on well together.

MM. No, but it turns out that you do grow closer. Of course, the co-ordination originated with us, so not everyone will have had direct contact with each other, but maybe even in a roundabout way. And yes, if you then want to handle an area promotion together, you’re all on the same wavelength and here, that went very well together.

AdV. Does it have an exemplary function?

MM. Where it concerns co-operation, definitely, because so many section were involved. It really depends on what you consider to be an exemplary function. Often it concerns small festivities, which are all isolated and we joined them into 1 festival and I think that it might also be an example to others, that if you all present yourselves together, more promotion is generated, than when everything is presented as small elements.

AdV. Northwest Friesland is also such a leader area, we are trying to get bulbs up there as well, to see more tulips. Maybe that is an area that might benefit from your knowledge?

MM. I didn’t know that, but we can indeed transfer some knowledge and be an example.

AdV. Is it transferable?

MM. Yes definitely, for Northwest Friesland… what we have learnt this year, they will be able to benefit from that excellently. It is an area which is working on presenting the same elements, well yes, then you can teach each other a lot.

---------

MM. The involvement of the population was very important, for instance during the creation of the mosaics. The reinforcement of the co-operation between the villages, we did this mainly with the mosaic competition between the villages.. The villages still feel everything always goes to Emmeloord quite quickly, and with this we have created a lot of goodwill. 

We also had the plan of flying hot air balloons from all of the villages, but this was cancelled due to the weather. The villages that are included in the bulb route often also do something extra. Now there are also  'flight moments' (a.o. with helicopters), looking at the tulips from above, there is a lot of interest for this.
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MK. What projects do you have in the field of rural tourism

HP. I am project leader of the Leader programme Cultural Historic Heritage/Cultural tourism (CHE/CT) and the final beneficiary is the province of Groningen and the province has hired me as project leader. It is an 11.5 million-project, running for six years and there are fifteen projects in the Groningen area of Lauwersland - i.e. the area Zuidhorn, de Marne, Winsum. There are large projects, like the Hamsterborg. This became vacant six years ago and a restoration programme was drawn up for it and new functions have been added to it: three large lodgings and two smaller lodgings, a conference room and there is a complete new kitchen. The intention is for the Hamsterborg to be exploited commercially. The surroundings have also been tidied up, the garden and such, it has an orchard. The relationship with the environment: friends of the borg will also remain. The exploitation is running well, because it was one of the first buildings to be included in the `Erfgoedlogies Nederland' (Heritage Lodgings Netherlands),  where there is a guaranteed promotion and marketing campaign.

MK. Yes, it was also in the Algemeen Dagblad, a very good advertisement that attracted a lot of people.

HP. Yes, Dick Postma is director of `Erfgoedlogies Nederland' and does the promotion campaign. The Hamsterborg is one of the finer Leader projects, with a 2 million investment. A tenth of this amount originates from Leader funds. The rest is all ISP, province, funds, municipality, the board of the association’s own contributions.

The second large project is the Theemuseum (Tea museum) in Houwerzijl, also 2 million, also redecorated heavily. The building really received a new layout. The church was in very bad shape. The entrepreneurs had bought the church symbolically for one guilder. They then started a museum and tearoom and shop, and it became clear that the formula caught on well: 30,000 visitors a year. But the building was in such bad repair, it was draughty, holes in the floor, etc. Through Leader, a restoration was set up and the building was entirely refurbished. The museum reopened this year.

Another large project is the cycling paths in Middag Humsterland. Also around 2 million. Also with the notion of, we don’t just want to redo buildings, but we would also like to open up the area from a culturally tourist angle. Cycling paths were laid through Middag Humsterland from Den Ham, through Franssum, Beswerd to the Aduarderdiep. Another beautiful cycling path was laid from Niezijl to Niehove, so now Niehove has also been opened up completely (many of the locals use it on weekends).

We have twelve more of these projects, including some small ones, for instance a small museum, St. Bernardushof in Aduard (250,000 guilders). We have the Costume museum in Noordhorn, which has received a new depot, cost 100,000 guilders. The Fierljepcentrum (pole vaulting centre) in Grijpskerk received a new accommodation, with a children’s jump (will be 700,000 guilders). Zoutkamp is being restored entirely to the old fortifications from the Eighty Years’ War. It is being virtually restored with all kinds of small dikes, etc. So, the old fortifications, the fortress structure will return, with all kinds of information panels. That is an 800,000-guilder project.

We have helped a potter in Eenrum, a 150,000-guilder project, furnishing of the shop and production material. We also have Verhildersum, a 2.5 million-project. The Schathuis was restored to a new restaurant at the time. At the Koetshuis we are now establishing an office and a visitors’ centre. The sculpture garden, four dual sculptures by Eddy Roos, and the agricultural museum Welgelegen were co-financed.

Then there is also the Allersmaborg. They received a car park and at the Klerkenhuis of the Allersmaborg, lodgings of Erfgoedlogies are also being created.

MK. Is that female artist still there?

HP. Yes, Annie Vrieze, she will be leaving soon. She has been offered replacement accommodation, so the Allersmaborg can now be used publicly.

Also, the Wetsingersluis, an 800,000-guilder project, an old cyclists’ bridge across the Reitdiep, is being repaired. It is important that we link routes to each other, now you can cross the Reitdiep by bike. And the organ at the church in Niehove, for which we had around 600,000 guilders available, and the windmill De Lelie in Eenrum (restoration + bakery museum).

MK. I see that they are very varied projects which are all about the cultural treasures in our province in whatever form, I mean, cycling paths are not exactly cultural treasures, but they open up the area so you can reach these cultural treasures.

HP. Yes, it is about the preservation of monuments, give them new functions, make them accessible with car parks and information, it is about the accessibility of rural areas, cultural landscapes, it is about giving entrepreneurs an opportunity through investments - let us say, it boosts the entire level of facilities - which provides entrepreneurs working there with better opportunities for making a good living. Through preserving the quality of the area, we do set requirements for this quality. So, in that sense this part of Leader is very successful. Most of the projects have been realised.

MK. And successfully.

HP. Yes, they have either already been completed or will be this year.

MK. You can’t do this alone, you have to co-operate with all kinds of bodies. For instance, what about co-operation with authorities?

HP. Yes, the authorities are partners, but the monument organisations are also partners, entrepreneurs, architects. For every project I just have a network, a project group, which includes all people/organisations who are involved. And the authorities, municipalities and province, all co-operate excellently.

MK. They are also enthusiastic.

HP. Yes, they are enthusiastic, they facilitate, make sure that formal matters such as permits, orders arrive in time, funds, interim advice. I find the officials in my projects easily approachable. The administrators are enthusiastic. Administrators also often like to show off with these wonderful projects. I have organised it all in all kinds of project groups, networks and with a lot of  budget agreements. I have final responsibility for everything (on behalf of the province), so for the concept development of the projects in co-operation with those involved, as well as for the contents of the progress reports and the financial reports and the settlement. So it is really some kind of mega project. And with a lot of success. We also have a lot of contact with historical circles, with farmers’ organisations, NLTO, all kinds of sections in the province (technical departments, content departments), inspector of Housing, Regional Development and the Environment and of the Dutch National Trust. They have been entire campaigns, where the entrepreneurs acted as attractors in some campaigns. But my deliberations with them have always been good. The Groninger Borgenstichting is actually my subcontractor for the manors and like with the Theemuseum, the entrepreneurs did all the work themselves and were guided by me in a working group with the province and the municipality present, the board present.

MK. So it was their initiative entirely. And you initiated other projects?

HP. When I started there was already a considerable wish list of green ideas, but also of very concrete ideas. A green idea, for instance, was an educational mound village in Ezinge, an idea from René van Iterson (chairperson of the Historical Circle in this area and former councillor of Winsum). We performed a feasibility study for this and received financing. But it turned out to be unexploitable. So that was removed. The money was put into the reserve project Wetsingersluis, of which we already had a technical feasibility study.

I have a gigantic network in Groningen, but people also approach me, because they know I am project leader. I started with a budget of six million and around eight projects, two dropped out and I added nine more projects to it. The people present their ideas, project plans and I introduced those to the province. I have enthused officials for this and then I received six million extra. That is also thanks to some kind of combined action of all parties and good direction, making good financial agreements, also with Ernst & Young who have to have accountant statements. So that is supervised, good agreements. That is what we are settled on later, our files have to be in good order. The entire campaign was just visualised very clearly.

The import of this story was, use Leader as some kind of siphon to enable rural development and new economic carriers in that area. And in my branch, that succeeded very well through the  Cultuurhistorisch Erfgoed Cultuurtoerisme. We are now working on all kinds of promotion campaigns, Frits Schuitemaker and Henk Beishuizen, but also through Erfgoedlogies. I am now also a member of the NNBT. So I am simply including Lauwersland in the entire promotion campaign.

MK. These are all subprojects, but in fact they cannot be considered separately.

HP. My theory is the string of beads model. First, you polish the beads in such an area, restoration, new public function, hotel and restaurant function, making accessible, and then you put these polished beads on a string through routes, through packages and through a thematic approach, and that is what we did here. You have to make sure that the region is opened up such that people can find their way easily, that they have good quality facilities, that they can enjoy the cultural landscape, that they receive information about it. Working regionally oriented, to me, just means being there for the guests who visit, that the area is accessible, and that it can be made visual in a good way. And all these businesses should also be able to refer to each other. The concept is: stay, traffic and enjoyment. That is the formula in Lauwersland and I am now developing it in East Groningen (and in my previous job in the Westerkwartier). I am currently project leader in Slochteren. In short, the string of beads model.

And what is very important, is the relationship between the City of Groningen(Stad) and the hinterland (Ommeland). Stad: urban tourism, large facilities, shopping, nightlife, museums, cinemas, terraces. Ommeland: horizon, rural tourism, cycling, walking, canoeing, small-scale, staying at beautiful manors, enjoying fine restaurants. This complementarity is very important. If you don’t work at that, you will miss the point. Groningen is not very strong in its tourism, but it does have a couple of very interesting things... So, string of beads model and Stad and Ommeland: complementarity.

MK. I only hear enthusiastic stories now, but was there anything that went wrong?

HP. Yes, there were two projects that went wrong. The educational mound village in Ezinge, an artificial mound was going to be created with a village on top, where you would be able to spend the night, with educational activities, parties, events. We had 800,00 guilders for that and then a feasibility study was performed, and it turned out that we needed something like 2.5 million for its execution and then you also have to find an entrepreneurs who thinks that is fun to exploit. In that short time, in the duration of Leader, is was not feasible to find new funds for it, the municipality of Winsum didn’t want to take the chance either. As a result of the feasibility study they also said, now it’s finished.

The second project that was not executed, is a visitors’ centre (providing information about the culture landscape, in the Reitdiep area) in Harssensbosch, in the land consolidation area of Sauwerd. It concerns a farm situated at the location of an old manor. The inhabitant is a recreational farmer who had a lease with the Stichting Het Groninger Landschap (Association for the Groningen Landscape) and he could not simply be ousted. So, more problems with the set up where time is concerned. At this time, the recreational farmer has another location and the Groninger Landschap is working on other ideas. Maybe in Leader+ soon?

MK. And this was because...

HP. Financing was good, but they couldn’t get the current user out in time. In deliberation with the Groninger Landschap we said, this is a waste. But you put a lot of time into it, there are a lot of problems. There are many things that make you say, in what way can we save it. But there comes a time when you have to close the book and conclude that sometimes things just don’t work. Then we will use the money for something else.

Sometimes it concerns campaigns which do not run so smoothly and then you have to be smart to pull it along. For this you need a delegate, smart officials, mayors, funds to release it again. But you have to involve direction.

It is a fact that you are talking of bottom up, innovative and transferable; they are all ideas from the area, translated by monument organisations (Association for Old Groningen Churches, the Borgen Association, Association for the Groningen Windmill) and that is also an interaction. You present ideas, you discuss them, then look for support and then the parties end up at my desk. It is an entire chain. It is a collaboration with private individuals, entrepreneurs, with municipalities, the Tourist Office, etc. They are group processes, which have to distributed to the people in the field, historical circles with all their members, voluntary millers, private individuals. 

MK. So it did start bottom up, but the directive duty makes it a group process and enables you to hold on to the lines.

HP. Yes, it is a directed bottom up. In that sense, the support of the bottom up maintains the rigidity and the planning of being directed. And that is what you want. So it is not top down. Top down is when it is facilitated and obstacles are cleared, finances are taken care of and permits, etc. And with bottom up, it is interpreted by support from the environment. And where those two meet, that is where I am (by trial and error…). I also try to translate formal things and finances to the practice, for people to work with. And that is a very rewarding task, you have all kinds of tools in your hands, you have authority, you have means, you can also say, I don’t want this and I do want that, I think along with the entrepreneurs to customise their ideas. And I enjoy doing that very much.

MK. I can imagine that. As long as it is successful of course.

HP. Yes, and the two projects that were cancelled, were cancelled for clear reasons and the people who have been working on them from the beginning accept that. They are fed up, but they do understand. Not everything is possible.

MK. You already mentioned it, being transferable. Is this also transferable to other areas? Just like that?

HP. Yes, I have files for all these projects, of the approach, of what the learning processes are, what our stumbling blocks were, how we solved these and this provides an excellent image. It is easily transferable to Northwest Friesland, to Portugal or to Southern Italy. 

Deliberation with farmers, how do you do that - with regard to these routes? Well, the province took care of that for me as a result of the Casko Plus approach in Middag Humsterland. This means not putting the farmers on the spot, but also giving them space for business development, that you also provide space for EHS (Ecological Main Structure) and for tourist co-use (cycling routes) in the area. You have to turn it into a package deal. Two delegates, Beukema and Van Dijk, spoke to the farmers personally in living room discussions, together with the NLTO. That is a process of listening, of involving propositions, but also listening to where the problems are and how we can deal with them. 

In the process from idea to realisation, there is a tremendous amount of slices, a lot of parties, a lot of pressure groups and that is the good thing about Leader I think, that you have six years to allow these processes to take place and that there are things which are already tangible at the start and that there are things which need more time, in the process, that you have enough time for this. And that is the good thing about this story, that you have the time, but also that you have the finances taken care of beforehand. The municipalities have stuck their necks out, the province, ISP, Leader. And if you have these parties, it is also easier to approach funds with problems. Or the province.

So I am very enthusiastic about Leader 2, about the way we organised it, what we achieved. I also think that are the parties that were involved are enthusiastic about it and also know how things were cancelled. And I think that now that the facilities have been brought up to standard, that we have to rely strongly on good entrepreneurship and good promotion of the area. This can be co-facilitated by the NNBT. The entrepreneurs also have to do it themselves. The museums have their own museum consultant and they also all make promotion campaigns. The entire network is developing itself. We have everything going for us, Groningen is being discovered, people like coming to Groningen for a short weekend just for a little excitement, this is all possible. 

----

Yes, you won’t get any objections from me there. I was a builder. I have not had too many problems with Tourist Offices and entrepreneurs as a group. I do need them for the promotion, for the protection of our interests. 

---
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