Agriculture file LEADER-II
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Introduction to LEADER

LEADER stands for “Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de l’ Economie Rural”; its purpose is to stimulate regional socio-economic initiatives.  Leader has been initiated to complement other operational programmes in EU regions that are lagging behind in development (objective 1), and in other rural problem areas (objective 5b).  Northwest Friesland was the only region in the Netherlands under LEADER-I from 1991-1993.  LEADER-II (1994 – 1999) was operational in four areas: NW Friesland, Lauwersland, SW Drenthe and in Flevoland.

LEADER’s main objective is to support pilot projects that yield transferable knowledge and show new ways to rural development. In other words: LEADER is a laboratory for designing new rural policies.  Furthermore, exchange of experiences and transfer of knowledge is promoted through the European network for rural development.  Finally, solidarity between rural areas is stimulated in transnational cooperation projects.

Refer to www.rural-europe.aeidl.be for more details.

1. Purpose of this file

Documenting experiences in LEADER projects is one way to promote the exchange of experiences.  That is why the Dutch national LEADER network has decided to publish four LEADER files, this one included.  The purpose of this file is to document experiences with agricultural projects under LEADER–II as a learning process for whoever is interested in rural innovation, and to make it accessible on the www.  Besides information, the file also gives contact details.  The agricultural file should be read in connection to the files ‘Small and Medium size Enterprise’ and ‘Tourism in rural areas’.  Therefor, a general description of the LEADER regions has been left out.  This information can be found on www.leader2.nl/en/
2. Leader and rural policies

Paradigms regarding agriculture are changing: integrated approaches are more and more required not only for rural areas, but also in society at large.  Agricultural innovation for example, is increasingly taking place in conjunction with other sectors.  Environmental and recreational functions of rural areas are gaining importance.  They require adjustments in agriculture, being the most important user of the land.  On the other hand, increasing demand for quality environments and the growing need to recreate also offer opportunities to farmers and their families.  These developments ask for changes in approach: from mainly sectoral to more integral, from mainly individual to more collective and from mainly local to more regional.  All such trends - important for policies regarding rural innovation - are reflected in LEADER.

LEADER has experimented already with a unique concept for a few years: area focussed, stimulating integrated and bottom-up initiatives, reinforcing the economic potential of the region.  The very positive experiences with LEADER in the Netherlands, however, did hardly have an impact on policy development regarding rural innovation.  Experiences are exchanged among projects and in the national LEADER network, but the link to national development is insufficient, content-wise as well as policy-wise.  A possible reason: national authorities are hardly involved in the programmes as LEADER is funded at provincial level.  The fact that experiences are only exchanged within the European network and between the four LEADER regions, without networking at national level, could be another reason.  Therefor, mainstreaming of LEADER experiences through intensified networking at national level, is foreseen in the follow up programme LEADER+.

3. Agriculture in the four Leader areas

The LEADER II programme takes place in the Northern parts of the Netherlands (NW Friesland, Lauwersland, SW Drenthe) and in Flevoland.  The North is a relatively sparsely populated, hardly urbanized area with a fragile socio-economic structure.  Qualities like wide-open spaces and quietness are scarce in other parts of the country and will gain importance in future.  The challenge is to generate a stimulus for economic development based on these specific and other potential qualities of the rural areas.  In the North, however, agriculture will remain an important determinant of the regional economy and the landscape.

Local Action Groups (LAGs) orchestrate the LEADER programme (for more details regarding the organizational set-up and approach, refer to www.leader2.nl/en/files/.  Agricultural projects are sometimes linked to existing programmes and / or organizations, especially to emphasize the typical LEADER approach.  These characteristics will be highlighted in detail per region:

Flevoland

The purpose of the LEADER-II agricultural programme in Flevoland has been broadly formulated as: ‘reducing the vulnerability of the agricultural sector’.  An analysis of the agricultural sector has been made at the inception of LEADER II.  The Local Action Group in Flevoland decided to make best use of the high educational level of the farmers and their inclination to modernization and innovation.  Initially, small-scale, transferable initiatives regarding sustainable and ecological farming were granted.  In the first year, agricultural projects of LEADER had a technical and innovative character.

The bottom-up dimension of LEADER gained importance over time.  Experiences from the field like combining Agriculture and Social Care for example, were recognized.  Projects were based on farmers’ ideas.  Responsibility for implementation was delegated as much as possible to farmers themselves.  Over time, supra-regional initiatives and institutional implications got more attention in projects.

Drenthe

The Local Action Group in Drenthe opted for innovative projects aiming at:

· new crops, promoting quality, and total chain management

· promoting complementary activities in tourism with optimal facilities

· a more systematic integrated approach to further development of agro-tourism

· promoting environmentally friendly agriculture and environmental management by farmers

· sustainable farm management

In the first year of the LEADER programme, Katalysator - a rural consultancy firm - was asked to inventorize the opportunities for agricultural projects.  In retrospection, the results of this inventory have hardly been used.  Instead, the LAG applied LEADER’s characteristic ‘innovation’ as important criteria to select proposals; conventional topics were therefor hardly considered.  LEADER Drenthe has less typically agricultural activities; it supports more projects that integrate agriculture, recreation and tourism.  Illustrative examples are the introduction of the ‘Drentsgoed’ label to improve the marketing of regional products from Drenthe, and the integral promotion of the province.

NW Friesland / Lauwersland

The LEADER-II programme in NW Friesland and Lauwersland opted for the purpose: to nurture entrepreneurship, including diversification and sustainable agriculture.  This had also been the purpose of the LEADER-I programme.  Strengthening the economic function of rural areas was explored by diversification and by the introduction of new crops.  Furthermore, attention has been given to integrate environmental management, recreation and tourism in agriculture.  As NW Friesland and Lauwersland are neighbouring areas with similar problems, the LEADER programmes also have a similar set up.  Within the cluster of ‘pure’ agriculture projects, innovation was aimed at by encouraging the cultivation of flower bulbs under an incentive scheme, and the processing of wastewater on dairy farms by using reed filter beds.  Initiatives like trickle irrigation in seed potato production, composting manure & vegetable waste, and planning energy management in dairy farms, were supported as well.
However, LEADER projects integrating agriculture, recreation, tourism and regional renewal, i.e. ‘Pronkkamer’ and the ‘Waddengroep’ were most successful in NW Friesland and Lauwersland.  The ‘Pronkkamer’ foundation offers boarding and lodging facilities in (traditionally the best rooms of) farmhouses with an interesting cultural history, see also www.pronkkamer.nl/uk  The ‘Waddengroep’ foundation is involved in producing, promoting and marketing local products (address: Stichting de Waddengroep, Voorstraat 1, 9285 NM  Buitenpost).  The success of both projects determined the image of LEADER in the region.  More information can be obtained via the addresses mentioned above.

Prototypical Leader agriculture projects

LEADER has already experimented for some time with a unique concept characterized by the keywords: area perspective, integrated & bottom-up approaches, regional economic autonomy, innovation, and innovative ways of funding and co-operation.  These characteristics also prevailed in the agricultural projects.  Innovation, aiming at identifying new development opportunities, is often mentioned as the most important LEADER characteristic.

The nature of agricultural activities is best illustrated by describing in detail a few typical projects.  The following classification can be made:

· Projects promoting sustainable or ecological farming

· Projects of a technically or organizationally innovative nature

· Projects contributing to structural strengthening of agriculture

· Projects building a critical mass and transcending regional or national boundaries

A variety of projects have been selected in order to give a picture of the diversity of the LEADER-II agricultural programme in the Netherlands.  If appropriate, addresses or links to obtain more information are given.

Projects promoting sustainable or ecological farming

Projects that promote sustainable or ecological farming have been funded in all four regions.  It is an important priority area of agricultural development in the Netherlands.  Two illustrative projects have been selected.
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Projects promoting technical and / or organizational innovation

Technical innovation is often crucial in agricultural projects; many examples can be found in LEADER.  Organizational innovation is more difficult to realize, but also more important in the context of sustainable development. 






Structural strengthening and future oriented agricultural projects.

Projects of this category are hard to find, as the combination of structural strengthening and future orientation requires a lot of creativity.  The following cases are illustrative for this kind of projects; they may offer a guideline for future projects.



Projects transcending regional or national boundaries and building a critical mass

LEADER encourages projects, which strengthen a region or transcend boundaries.  This fits well into European thinking and is considered important for underdeveloped regions.  Interesting examples can be found in all four LEADER regions. Two of them will be described in detail.



Conclusions

The various LEADER projects have contributed to the required innovation in agriculture not only at sector level but also at the level of individual enterprises, which increased the vitality of the latter.  The emphasis on sustainable and organic agricultural projects, though not exclusive for LEADER, also had a positive impact.  Moreover, LEADER has contributed to a more environmentally friendly mode of production in agriculture.  As far as rural development is concerned, the development, promotion and commercialization of regional products received a lot of attention.  As the market for products with a typical regional image is growing, LEADER has contributed to economic innovation.  In anticipation on this trend, various actors intensified their co-operation.

However, the greatest challenge for agricultural projects under LEADER was in making innovation work, applying the bottom up approach and in transferring both experiences.  Most innovative were projects that were able to strengthen agriculture in a structural manner due to LEADER’s financial support; e.g.: the Wapserveen land exchange.  Another very successful initiative is the project ‘Waddenproduct’, it enhances the common identity feeling in the region and it is organized in a bottom-up manner, transcending provincial borders.

The experiences with LEADER agricultural projects described in this file are rich, diverse and relevant.  They deserve to be shared by all actors aiming at quality of life in rural areas.

The information center for ecological farming in Orvelte


The information center promoting ecological farming in the northern part of Netherlands is located on the farm ‘De Wenning’.  There is also a shop in which farm produce is sold, and the farm is open to the public.  Besides collecting general information, visitors can also be informed on a wide range of organic products.  Mr. Hidding Sr., owner of ‘De Wenning’, is the centre’s extensionist.





In 1999, almost 2000 persons came to the farm either for a presentation or just a visit. A virtual visit can be paid via � HYPERLINK http://www.dewenning.nl ��www.dewenning.nl�.  Various articles have been published in agricultural journals, newspapers and magazines. 





LEADER contributed NLG 200,000 to the cost of construction (NLG 550,000) of the centre.  Another 200,000 was obtained from a green mortgage fund and the provincial authorities (NLG 100,0000) and the NLTO (Northern Farmers Organization, NLG 20,000) provided the balance.





 





Integrated farming in Holwerd


An integrated farm in Holwerd has contributed to smoothening the transition from conventional to integrated arable cropping in and beyond Friesland.  From 1993 till 1998 the farm served as a model for integrated farming.  The purpose was to bring down the use of agro-chemicals and pollution as much as possible, while maintaining economic viability.  Experiences have been published in national and regional journals and newspapers; open days and various excursions have also been held.  Subsequently, LEADER has financed 40% (NLG 30,000) of the cost of being a model and demonstration farm and the technical support by DLV (the agricultural extension service).





It is a popular extension approach: a model demonstration farm with external (LEADER) support.  What was the motivation to support this project?  The farm had a spearhead function and a positive image in the area.  The farmer was innovative and motivated to share his experiences.  The farm was observed closely: people were curious to see how the integration of environmental management in a conventional farm worked out.





The approach has worked: there was dissemination and the farmer helped others to remove barriers.  The various open days (with 300 visitors) and study groups were popular.  Financial support was temporary, and the model role was based on the requirements of the target group and on the support base in society.  More information can be obtained from: Mr. Kees van de Bos, Witmonniksweg 1, 9151 AC  Holwerd or � HYPERLINK http://www.leader2.nl/en/ll_n/proj12.html ��www.leader2.nl/en/ll_n/proj12�





LEADER’s relatively large contribution was crucial to realize the project.  The large number of visitors and the increasing interest in ecological agriculture indicate the importance of the centre in promoting ecological farming in Drenthe.  However, future financial support is not sure, it is even doubtful whether the centre will be able to continue its sensitization programme next year.  Awareness building and promotional activities do usually not qualify for agricultural subsidies and the admission fee for visitors is purposely kept low.





The provincial authorities recognize the relevance of the project and consider financing the extension programme in particular.  The motivation and commitment of Mr. Hidding and his many supporters, the enthusiasm of the visitors and the interest in organic products show that the project has a broad support base.  Together with the provincial authorities it should be possible to ensure the financial base of the centre as well.





Project Medicinal crops in Flevoland


Traditionnaly, herbs are grown in the area around Elburg and Doornspijk, usually for homeopathic purposes.  There is even a cooperation of herb growers in Doornspijk with many farmers from Flevoland as members.  Cultivating herbs for the pharmaceutical industry however, is new.





The initiative to grow medicinal crops in Flevoland was launched by the organization ‘Flevo Herb’.  To qualify for subsidy, interested growers had to be organized as well.  Experienced growers and some starters have, together with Flevo Herb, founded the association of medicinal herb growers in Flevoland.  The purpose was to gather knowledge and experience and to provide information on the cultivation.  Flevo herb wrote the project plan and the growers association proposed it to LEADER for funding.  The LEADER contribution is rather high: NLG 255,000 (out of a total of NLG 546,000).  The budget is used to finance seedlings, to disseminate knowledge via a newsletter, to organize field demonstrations, and to organize extension meetings.





Based on observations made half-way the funding period, it can be concluded that the project has something to offer to the area: alternative crops.  The project period however, seems too short.  Building up knowledge and experience with new cultivations is not easily done in two years.  As labour requirements have been underestimated and labour is scarce in Flevoland, farmers consider sharing machinery or renting it from Flevo Herb.  Hence, farmers would like to spread support from LEADER over a longer period.





 For more information contact Mr. K. Hemus, Ellerweg 18, 8256 RT  Biddinghuizen or have a look at � HYPERLINK http://www.leader2.nl/en/fl_n/proj11031 ��http://www.leader2.nl/en/fl_n/proj11031� 








Innovative feeding of dairy cattle in Kockange


The project ‘Innovative feeding of dairy cattle’ is a cooperation between the farm family ten Kate in Kockange, Drenthe, and the Northern Institute for Agriculture.  The purpose of the project is to reduce feeding cost and the emission of phosphate, and to increase the intake of roughage.  The farm demonstrates and tries out a new feeding system.  The idea is disseminated in field days and in publications.  LEADER has  contributed about 30% of the total cost (NLG 10,000) to the project as it was characterized as innovative.  The LEADER contribution intends to finance dissemination activities. 


What makes this project so innovative?  Firstly, Mr. Ten Kate is an innovative farmer, with an eye for change, who likes to try out all kind of things and who, last but not least, likes to share his knowledge with others.  Individuals who like to change and share their experience with others are important in society.  This has also been recognized in LEADER as a selection criteria for projects.  The emphasis on innovation  and the possibility of  wider application makes this project typical for LEADER in Drenthe.  For more information see: � HYPERLINK http://www.leader2.nl/en/zwd_n/index.html ��http://www.leader2.nl/en/zwd_n/index.html�














Farming and Social Care


Although the combination of farming and care is considered innovative in the Netherlands, it is not a new phenomena.  Throughout the centuries, working on a farm has been considered as healing and there have been farms with accomodation for patients before.  Working on a farm as therapy has a long history, especially abroad.





As the agricultural and the social care sectors are changing, a combination of both is not so unexpected.  Caring is important in both sectors: either for people, or for crops and animals.  The mutual benefit is: people who need help are offered a meaningful occupation or the possibility of paid labour.  For the farmer, it is a  way to expand or intensify production, e.g.: on-farm processing of milk.  Crucial is that people who need help, can do basic work in a (farming) community with a safe and green environment.  LEADER  has funded various projects in this category.  For more information (in Dutch) see: � HYPERLINK http://www.landbouw-zorg.nl ��www.landbouw-zorg.nl�





Care farm Noordoostpolder ‘de Boerderij’


The project combines ecological farming, and care & support to people with a mental handicap, who live and work on the farm.  At the same time, the target group is trained and coached towards a paid job outside the project.  Two interconnected units can be distinguished: the residence (for 6 people) and the farmwork unit for 18 –20 people.





A group of parents who were looking for an appropriate occupation for their mentally handicapped children, started the intitiative.  Firstly, they explored the AWBZ (legal framework for health expenditure).  An agricultural college and Triade (specialized institution for mental health issues) were approached for  a site, organizational advice and last but not least making a plan.  NLG 350,000 of the required 1.3 M., was generated in activities or came from sponsors; LEADER contributed NLG 100,000, the municipality 50,000 and the balance was borrowed from the bank.  Without the enthusiasm of all involved, the initiative would never have been realized.  In the meantime, the farm opened a shop for organic products, organized special open days, and published a newsletter.  The plan is to further integrate the target group in society, establish linkages to similar care farms, and launch many more activities.








Care farm ‘Linde’


Anske and Gerrit de Graaf-Vermeulen started to care for mentally handicapped people on their farm in Linde (Drenthe).  Part of the farmhouse was reconstructed for NLG 500,000 to which LEADER contributed NLG 90,000.  Subsidy for farm exploitation was not required as it takes place on a commercial basis.  Expenditure for care is covered by an individual, state allocated, budget.  The project qualified for LEADER funding as care farms are a new phenomena in Drenthe, that contributes to rural enterprise development.  Both Anske and Gerrit are suitable for the job as they do have a background in mental care.  It is difficult to get paying customers as the enterprise is not well known yet and not part of a larger organizational set-up.  Despite the long waiting lists for care, there was little respons to advertising via the platform for Agriculture and Social Care.  The possibility to buy ones own care from the individual, state allocated, budget is also not well known.  The sustainability of the project however, is not ensured because of its dependency on the founders.











Land exchange ‘de Boermarke’, Wapserveen


Wapserveen is a village in central Drenthe, its community is mainly focused on agriculture.  There are 41 farms of which 34 are specialized in dairy.  Quite a few small farms will be offered for sale in the coming years as they are too small to be continued.   Other farmers prefer to exchange distant plots for land nearby.  Some farmers started the land exchange to ensure the availability of agricultural land for farming purposes.  The land exchange also intends to play an active role in environmental management and it represents farmers in various fora.





The initiative was started by three farmers and supported by almost all farmers in the village.  The organizational structure was designed and funding was sought and found.  The local bank was interested, and farmers garantueed the loan.  LEADER was requested for funding and contributed the start and running costs during the first year (NLG 30,000).





The situation after one year: the first plots have been bought, and resold or given on lease.  Besides the office bearers, a committee (consisting of 2 farmers, a broker and a land steward) is in charge of buying, exchanging, selling, leasing out the land, and dealing with DLG (state agency for land development).  The land exchange stroke  a deal with DLG: whole farms are bought by the agency, whereas individual plots are bought by the land exchange.  The latter has become a recognized actor in rural development.





This initiative definitely contributes to strengthening the agrarian structure in the Wapserveen area.  Being initiated and managed by farmers themselves, the exchange is innovative and it has a broad support base.  It sustains agriculture in the village and promotes agro-environmental management.





The project is technically and strategically sound; it would have existed anyhow even without financial LEADER support, but would not be so well embedded institutionally.  Initially, there was quite some opposition as the farmers’ exchange was considered as a competitor to DLG, but with support from the provincial authorities (chairing the LAG) the idea got the required support.





More information regarding the land exchange ‘de Boermarke Wapserveen’ can be obtained from Mr. M. Sol, e-mail: � HYPERLINK mailto:m.sol@comveeweb.nl ��m.sol@comveeweb.nl� 














Support platform for agro-environmental management


Various questions regarding agro-environmental management can be addressed to the platform for agro-environmental management.  It was founded by DLG (state agency for rural development), de Stichting Landschapsbeheer Flevoland (foundation for land-scaping & management), NLTO (Northern Farmers’ Organization) and the provincial authorities in Flevoland.  The objective was to unite farmers & other land users, to exchange and improve access to appropriate, up to date information regarding agro-environmental management and landscapes.  The platform provides information to individuals, groups and organizations.





The platform started with financial support (a.o. NLG 110,000 from LEADER) for the start up phase till 2003, when it is supposed to be financially independent.





Knowledge and experience of action groups from different sectors is converging in the platform.  The platform not only contributes to lowering the vulnerability of the agricultural sector by providing information, but also contributes to a more sustainable agriculture by actively promoting agro-environmental management on farms in Flevoland.





Because of its relatively short history (Flevoland has been reclaimed from the sea recently), farmers’ have limited experience in agro-environmental management.  This and the unique form of collaboration to address the needs of the society, makes the I itiative so special.  E-mail � HYPERLINK mailto:flevoland@landschapsbeheer.net ��flevoland@landschapsbeheer.net� for more information








Waddengroep Foundation


The ‘Waddengroep’ foundation has the most successful concept of regional products in the Netherlands, in which producers, processors and traders cooperate.  A variety of producers are represented in the foundation.  On the one hand there are starting enterprises, which are exploring their niche in the market.  On the other hand there are established firms with a turnover of millions (of guilders) which would like to cooperate, but are unable to do so as they are tight up in a national organization.  The main factors explaining the success  of the foundation are: a clear perspective for the region, an institution overseeing the production chain, an active process manager and a good marketing strategy.





The Waddengroep Foundation evolved from Wrâldfrucht, a group of farmers who achieved a high turnover by cultivating rare fruit species in close cooperation with the processors.  After some time, the group merged with an enterprise specialized in local products from Texel and continued under the new name and with a new marketing strategy.  The Waddengroep Foundation started in 1995.  At present, the network consists of 40 - 50 producers, 26 enterprises involved in processing, and 13 traders.  Participants are coached in crop, enterprise and product management.





Exploring new markets or developing new products is a creative process in the Waddengroep: new ideas and products are tried out and products developed together.  After fruitfull inter-regional collaboration, the foundation is now looking for international co-operation in other LEADER ‘wadden’ areas in Germany and Denmark.





Producers and traders contribute 5% of the turnover to the foundation for the Waddengroep licence.  This is not enough for the foundation to survive without subsidy.  Producing Wadden products is a side activity to many companies.  Others, especially the ones that just started, have a low turnover and need coaching.  Therefor, the foundation would have difficulty to manage without LEADER subsidy (NLG 60,000).





 LEADER is committed to continue supporting this project as the foundation stimulates regional economic development and entrepreneurship:


Wrâldfrucht contributes to sustainable agriculture in the Wadden region, one of the most fragile and valuable ecosystems in Europe.


The project transcends provincial boundaries and will be trans-national in future,


it maintains and improves employment


The project’s organization is innovative: an independent foundation following a region- specific approach


Innovative enterprise development with vision for the future, makes the project sustainable





Organic Producers Europe Network (OPEN)


OPEN is a network of 11 organic producers’ associations from 10 European countries.  The objectives are to develop organic agriculture by:


Planning and coordination of supply and demand at local, national and European level


Exchange of information regarding production and sales





The organization was founded during a LEADER sponsored international meeting in Austria in October 1998.  The participants keep in touch through international meetings whereas the board of management meets over the phone.  Furthermore, six newsletters with recent information on the organization and various product groups, are issued.  OPEN is considered as a transnational, European organization aiming at professionalizing (organizations for) organic agriculture.





Organic agriculture is relatively important in Flevoland.  The provincial authorities decided to adjust the Landelijk Plan van Aanpak Biologische Landbouw  (National Action Plan for Organic Agriculture) to the specific situation in Flevoland.  This plan has been worked out under LEADER-II.   Considering the position of organic farming in Flevoland and LEADER’s preference for boundary transcending initiatives, the LAG has decided to allocate a subsidy of NLG 49,000 (50% of the total budget) to OPEN.








