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LEADER is the European Union’s place-based, participatory and bottom-up approach to rural 
development. It is based on a set of seven core principles, which have remained unchanged 
over time: 
- area-based local development strategies; 
- a bottom-up approach; 
- public-private partnerships; 
- facilitating innovation;  
- integrated and multi-sectoral actions; 
- networking; and 
- co-operation. 
 
LEADER has been delivered in rural Scotland since 1991. This research, commissioned by the 
Scottish Government and carried out by a team from SRUC’s Rural Policy Centre, reviews the 
achievements of LEADER in Scotland over time to explore its legacy and the key factors which 
have contributed to the impacts that it has had. 
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1 Approach and policy context 

The aims of the project were: 

1. To understand the evolution of the LEADER approach and its impact in rural/coastal 
Scotland since the early 1990s; and 

2. To identify options for the future post-Brexit. 

The specific objectives were: 

• To understand the legacy of LEADER funded projects; 

• To understand the role of LEADER Local Action Groups (LAGs) in a changing 

policy/delivery landscape; 

• To understand success factors for effective implementation of the LEADER approach, 

with a special focus on longevity and sustainability; and 

• To set out options for the future of the LEADER approach and for local development in 

Scotland. 

The project was conducted in four stages (see Figure 1.1): 

1. An in-depth international evidence review; 

2. Analysis of available LEADER project data since 1991 to describe key characteristics of 

LEADER programmes and projects in Scotland;  

3. Interviews with 24 national and regional stakeholders (in the UK and Europe) and a 

workshop discussion with 15 Scottish LEADER staff; 

4. LAG and project case studies that illustrate a range of experiences and outcomes. 

Figure 1.1: Overview of the research approach 
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Policy context  

The current and likely future policy context in Scotland will shape how LEADER and wider local 

development approaches evolve in the short- and long-term. The UK’s exit from the EU is the key 

driver for changes to the UK’s and Scotland’s agricultural and wider rural policies and funding 

streams, but the changes that will be made will be shaped by wider policy priorities, which include 

community empowerment, land reform, reform of local governance, inclusive growth and taking 

a place-based approach. 

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the current and likely future policy context of direct relevance 

to LEADER and to the approach used in this research. 

Table 1.1: Overview of the policy context relevant to the evolution of LEADER  

Current/future policy context Relevance to LEADER 

Future rural and agricultural policy 
in Scotland – Stability and 
Simplicity consultation (2018) 

Proposals for a new rural support policy for Scotland. Emphasises 
the need for relative stability in the next five years. Overall support 
for continuing the “current approach of vesting responsibility for 
relevant projects in the LAGs, guided by LDS, but allow delegated 
authority for each area to manage the funding within local areas 
as they see fit, within some outline principles set by the Scottish 
Government.” 

UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UK 
SPF) 

It has been suggested that future LEADER-type schemes could 
be funded through the UK SPF, but this has not been clarified and 
there remains considerable uncertainty about the future 
relationship between the UK SPF and bottom-up funding for rural 
development (or indeed the latter’s incorporation into the former)i.  

The future of the EU’s CAP Proposed moderate CAP budget reduction of 5% in the 2021-
2027 programming period. Member States will be allowed to 
transfer up to 15% of their allocation between direct payments and 
rural development. Separation of cohesion policy and CAP funds 
means LEADER may not continue as a local development method 
outside rural/fisheries areas. 

Declared climate emergency, and 
the 2045 target of net-zero 
greenhouse gas emissions  

Previous/current LEADER programmes have funded some 
environment/climate change related projects but this could be a 
stronger focus for a LEADER-style programme in future. 

Community empowerment and 
land reform 

The existence of relatively long-standing funding schemes for the 
community management/ownership of assets, including land, 
demonstrates the need for any future LEADER-style scheme to 
take account of and be complementary to, the existing 
funding/support landscapes in which it would sit. 

Public sector reform Rural areas are still experiencing service closures and there may 
be a role for LEADER and other local development approaches in 
supporting different models to deliver services. 

Rural economy (e.g. National 
Council of Rural Advisers report; 
SCDI Rural Commission report) 

How rural businesses may or may not be supported in a future 
LEADER-style programme will be important, and if so, clarity will 
be needed about how such support will be complementary to 
other funding/support for rural enterprises. 

 

 
i It is worth noting that Defra has commissioned a review of community-led local development (including 
LEADER) with a view to informing the future design and priorities of the SPF. The report from this review 
should be publicly available shortly.  
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2 LEADER from 1991 to the present day 

Through LEADER, the European Commission sought to adopt an 

innovative, bottom-up and area-based approach to rural development, 

based on an assumption that the most appropriate solutions to the 

problems experienced in rural areas lie with rural people and resources themselves (Black and 

Conway 1996). The advent of LEADER therefore represented a shift in the nature of rural 

development, with this new focus on capacity-building and valuing local resources (Woods 2005).  

LEADER has always encompassed both top-down and bottom-up elements. The programme is 

structured by a set of principles and objectives that were proposed and negotiated by Member 

States – the top-down element. There are also national spending targets which are top-down. At 

the local level, a group of stakeholders (the Local Action Group, or LAG) decides which goals and 

elements of the programme they consider relevant and deliverable in their local area, and they 

have the flexibility to select the method to achieve those goals – the bottom-up element.  

Although always guided by its seven key features, over time there has been some change in the 

emphasis placed across the LEADER phases on each one. Figure 2.1 summarises the key 

characteristics of LEADER across the EU since 1991, including changes in budget, geographical 

coverage and focus of the programme. 

Figure 2.1: Characteristics of LEADER across the EU since 1991 

 

Adapted from: Lukesch (2018) 

LEADER began as a free-standing ‘Community Initiative’ under EU Structural Funds focused on 

developing “innovative ideas for rural development that could be replicated in other areas” 

(Dargan and Shucksmith 2008). Since 2007, LEADER has been mainstreamed as a delivery 

A more detailed review of 

international evidence on 

LEADER can be found in 

the Technical Report. 
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option within national rural development programmes. In the current programming period (2014-

2020) the LEADER approach has been extended under the broader term ‘Community-Led Local 

Development’ (CLLD) to three additional EU fundsii (as well as significant leveraged public funding 

from Member States). A single action can now be supported under two or more of the four EU 

funds at the same time through the concept of multi-funded CLLD. iii  

One of the seven key features of LEADER is the need for area-based Local Development 

Strategies (LDS) to guide activities, and for these strategies to be designed and managed by 

LAGs, bringing players from the public, private and voluntary sectors together in partnership. 

Across the EU, links between the LAG, the wider partnership and the LDS are at the core of the 

successful implementation of the LEADER approach (ENRD, 2016). 

2.1 International evidence 

LEADER has widely been viewed as a successful EU rural development initiative (e.g. Buller 

2000; MacKinnon 2002; Scott 2004; Lukesch 2018), having achieved much since 1991, 

particularly in relation to less tangible outcomes (Vidal, 2009). However, it is agreed that 

measuring outcomes and understanding how added value is generated over time remains a 

challenge (e.g. Black and Conway 1996; Hyder Consulting and ADAS UK 2010; Bosworth et al. 

2015). It is also noted that LEADER has ‘double scope’: it is both a process and it generates 

impacts (Grieve et al. 2011).  

Although the measurable economic effects of LEADER interventions may be small and/or not 

captured effectively, their impacts can make a real difference to local communities. There is 

consensus around recognising the importance of the broader achievements and legacy of 

LEADER, rather than relying on measures of performance on spend, which have been found to 

be a poor proxy for impact in terms of local and national development (Bosworth et al. 2015). 

In the 2018 process evaluation of LEADER in Scotland (Kleinert 2018), records of the following 

outcomes were used to evaluate the impact of LEADER on social cohesion: 

• People participating in LEADER projects; 

• Young people and those in disadvantaged groups involved in their communities; 

• Hard to reach people who have a more active role in community development; 

• Local residents who have access to new or improved community-based services; 

• Community assets developed; 

• Community facilities created and new services provided; 

• New products or services created; 

• Rural population benefitting from improved services/infrastructure; and 

• Projects that have developed due to networking or sharing good practice.  

 
ii The European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
and the European Social Fund (ESF) – this is in addition to the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD). 

iii Although CLLD is only mandatory under the EAFRD in the form of LEADER with a minimum spend 
required of 5% of the EAFRD budget through CLLD. It is worth noting that in the 2017 ENRD survey of 
LAGs (which groups all UK LAGs together), a higher proportion of UK LAGs reported using ‘only EAFRD’ 
funds compared to the EU sample (82% versus 67%), a slightly higher proportion of UK LAGs reported 
using EMFF (12% compared to 9%) but ERDF and ESF use was lower in the UK than in the wider EU.  
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LEADER has also been evaluated using Social Return on Investment (SROI). For the 2007-2013 

LEADER Axis programme in England, ADAS et al. (2016) used SROI to calculate that projects 

delivered through LEADER generated high SROI ratios of around 3:1, suggesting they were cost-

effective in respect of achieving a wide range of valuable returns and added value. The evaluation 

(p.xi) concluded that: 

 “There is a case for the LEADER approach to engage and deliver at a local scale but it is 

most effective when LAGs have sufficient capacity and authority to do so effectively. This 

requires strong and trusting relationships to be developed and maintained between rural 

communities, LAGs and those overseeing their actions.” 

Strengths of LEADER 

There is EU-wide evidence that suggests that LAGs with the greatest self-determination in terms 

of areas of activity and reporting procedures have the biggest impact in developing local skills, 

local potential and strategic thinking (e.g. Metis GmbH et al. 2010). In this sense, the true value 

of LEADER is not about financial outputs, but about “building capacity and triggering a ‘mind shift’ 

among local actors which, in turn, can help to improve the economic performance and 

sustainability of rural areas over time” (Annibal et al. 2013, p. 21). Other strengths include: 

• Increasing awareness of rural development needs and motivation to carry out projects 

(e.g. Teilmann 2012); 

• Stimulating rural development in a diverse range of European case studies (e.g. those 

considered by Hubbard and Gorton 2011); and 

• Encouraging co-operation and networking with other development organisations at the 

international level. 

These strengths tend to be based on locally-relevant combinations of both local and external 

resources and capacities.  

Criticisms of LEADER 

Criticisms of LEADER in the international literature have included:  

• Projects that are not truly local in origin (Barke and Newton 1997);  

• LAGs that have a tendency to fragment into narrow interest lobbies, each trying to use 

LEADER as an instrument of power (Perez 2000); 

• More limited local participation than was intended (Storey 1999);  

• Exclusion of marginal members of society (Scott 2004); and  

• That, without animation and capacity-building with marginalised groups and places, 

LEADER has had a tendency to increase inequalities (Shucksmith 2000).  

Excessive control and bureaucracy have also presented a challenge. This reinforces criticisms of 

top-down approaches where those most in need of development are not enabled to develop the 

capacity to access support or stimulate development (Bosworth et al. 2015). The emphasis on 

innovation has changed as LEADER has evolved over time, and definitions of innovation adopted 

by the different partners involved (from the Commission to LAGs) have encouraged or hindered 

novel activities to varying extent. There appears to be a mismatch between encouraging 

innovation at the local level and managing risk from above. In this scenario, it becomes more 

difficult for the LAG to animate local people, particularly if the motivation to innovate is diminished 

if those at the local level cannot take full control of risk management. 
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2.2 The Scottish context 

The five LEADER programmes have funded 6,194 projects across Scotland, resulting in well 
over £500 million in investment in community development. 3,224 jobs were created by 
LEADER between 1994 and 2013, and 3,170 jobs were safeguarded. In the same period, 1,968 
new businesses were created (including social enterprises). The leverage impact of LEADER 
is significant, with match funding in some areas of well over 100%. For example, leverage in 
the Outer Hebrides LAG was equivalent to £1.95 for every £1 spent of LEADER investment in 
the 2007-2013 programme, with this figure increasing to approximately £2.50 of match funding 
for every £1 spent in the current LEADER programme (resulting in £6 million match funding). 
The overall per capita spend (at current £ values for the population within the LEADER 
Programme area) has remained relatively stable over time (between £31 and £47), although 
this impact varies considerably between LAGs, due to population size/density.  

 

In Scotland, LEADER I (1991-1993) was implemented by six LEADER groups. Five of these were 

located in Highlands and Islands Objective 1 areas and Local Enterprise Companies (LECs) 

provided match funding and financial administration. Other funding was sourced from local 

authorities/private enterprise and the focus was on ‘generating new thinking at the local level and 

focusing on innovative actions’. 

LEADER II (1994-1999) ran as two separate programmes: Lowland (with Scottish Enterprise as 

the implementing authority and grant holder, and delivery via five LAGs); and Highland (with 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise as the regional implementing authority, and delivery via nine 

LAGs). Local level animation and networking were key aspects of the programme, with 

additional focus on promoting new approaches to economic and social development in rural 

areas. In LEADER II, some LAGs benefitted more than others, with the less densely populated 

LAGs generally receiving a higher per capita spend (as shown in Table 2.1). 

LEADER + (2000-2006) was a single programme, with the Scottish Executive as the Managing 

Authority responsible for overseeing implementation and selecting 13 LAGs. The population 

covered by LEADER increased in this period by 15% (87% of the rural population). LEADER+ in 

Scotland focused on: the use of new know-how and technologies to make rural areas more 

competitive; adding value to local products; optimal use of natural and cultural resources; and 

improving quality of life in rural areas. There was a strong sense that LEADER+ was meant to be 

something different: a broadening and deepening of LEADER, rather than ‘more of the same’.  

LEADER Axis (2007-2013) mainstreamed LEADER to enhance the potential for collaborative and 
integrated approaches to rural development. Sitting within the Scottish Rural Development 
Programme (SRDP), it was implemented under Axis 4 of the EU Rural Development Programme, 
providing specific support for: LAG operation and LEADER animation (and related capacity 
building); the development and implementation of Local Development Strategies; and co-
operation initiatives. The priority under Axis 4 was to increase the capacity of local community 
and business networks to build human capital and stimulate innovation.  
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Table 2.1: Summary of the five successive LEADER programmes in Scotlandiv 

LEADER 

programme 

Programme 

area/LAGs 

Total budget and 

match funding 

No. of projects and 

mean LEADER 

grant/project budget 

Per capita 

LEADER 

grant spend 

LEADER I  

(1991- 1993) 

Scottish Office 
administered, 
distributed funds to 
local enterprise 
groups 

6 LAGs 

(total area / 

population 

unavailable) 

£8.9 million EU funding 

Leverage ratios of 1:4 

(Lochaber) and 1:2.55 

(Western Isles, Skye & 

Lochalsh) 

281 projects in Lochaber 

and Western Isles, Skye 

and Lochalsh (not known 

for whole programme) 

Mean LEADER grant for 

known projects £18,273 

N/A 

LEADER II   
(1994-1999) 

HIE the 
implementing 
authority in 
Highlands and 
Islands, Scottish 
Enterprise in 
Lowlands 

15 LAGs (nine 

Highland, six 

Lowland) 

Pop: 792,375 

Area: 61,512 km2 

Lowland: 

£58.9 million (£12.7 

million EU, £46.2 million 

public/ private) 

Highland:  

£49.2 million (£15.6 

million EU, £33.6 million  

public/ private)  

Combined total: £108 

million 

2,326 projects (1,567 

Highland, 759 Lowland) 

Mean LEADER grant: 

£12,183 (£16,767 

Lowland, £9,964 

Highland) 

 

£36 

LEADER+    
(2000-2006) 

Managed by 
Scottish Executive 

13 LAGs 

Pop: 910,145 

Area: 64,307 km2 

£58 million (including 

£29 million match 

funding and £29 million 

EU funding, not 

including private 

contributions) 

1,369 projects 

Mean LEADER grant: 

£20,277  

£31 

 

LEADER Axis 

(2007- 2013)  

Mainstreaming 

LEADER in SRDP 

(Managed by 

Scottish 

Government) 

20 LAGs 

Pop:1,509,709 

Area: 73,629 km2 

£150 million (indicative, 

including £67.8 million 

EU funding, £27.5 

million national, £57 

million private sector 

contribution) 

1,650 projects (data 

obtained for 1,962 

projects, incl. 675 

Convergence)  

Mean LEADER grant: 

£39,787 

£31  

(or £47 if 
Convergence 
funding is 
included) 

 

LEADER/CLLD 
(2014-2020) 

LEADER in SRDP 
(Managed by 
Scottish 
Government) 

21 LAGs 

Pop: 1,996,800 

Area: 75,578 km2 

£154 million (including 

£68 million in match 

funding and £82 million 

EU funding at 2019 £ 

values) 

849 projects approved to 

date 

Mean grant of £68,923 

(mean project total cost of 

£149,209) 

£42 

(All £ values converted to current equivalent 2019 £ values for comparison) 

 
iv The data used in the comparative analysis in Table 2.1 is limited, except for the current programme which is based 

on data from the Local Actions in Rural Communities system (LARCs), a Scottish Government database on all funded 

LEADER projects for the 2014-2020 programme. Comprehensive evaluations are available from the Lowland and 

Highland LEADER II programmes but not for subsequent ones. The ex-post evaluations lack specific details on projects 

and related outcomes. Collation of additional data and evaluations from LAGs is possible (some was undertaken for 

this study). However, a full review of all previous LAG evaluations is a considerable undertaking, with evaluations and 

related data often difficult to source (even through direct contact with LAGs) and in different formats. 
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Since LEADER II, 1,968 new businesses (including many social enterprises) have been 

developed (see Table 2.2), with this figure not including businesses supported under LEADER I 

or the current programme. LEADER investment between 1994 and 2013 investment also directly 

created 3,224 jobs and safeguarded a further 3,170 existing roles, with this figure not accounting 

for the indirect/multiplier effects of LEADER projects and programme animation.  

Table 2.2: Number of jobs created and new businesses supported through LEADER 

LEADER programme Number of new jobs 

created/safeguarded 

Number of new businesses 

supported 

LEADER II (Lowland/ 

Highland) 

1,358 jobs created through 

animation roles and projects (240 in 

Highland and 1,118 in Lowland) 

93 in Lowland and 700 businesses 

supported or created in Highland 

 

LEADER+ 1,377 (375 new jobs and 1,002 jobs 

safeguarded) 

424 businesses created/ supported 

LEADER Axis 1,491 new jobs and 2,168 

safeguarded 

551 

Current programme Not yet available 

 

200 enterprise initiatives funded to 

May 2019 

 

LEADER 2014-2020: the current programme 

LEADER accounts for about 7% of SRDP spending in the 

current period. The Scottish Government, as Managing 

Authority and Paying Agency, manages the budgets, monitors 

the delivery of LEADER and pays the LAGs. The Accountable 

Bodies sit between the LAGs and the Scottish Government and 

carry out the administrative and financial activities for the LAG.  LAGs are also supported by the 

Scottish Rural Network (SRN) and the European Network for Rural Development (ENRD). 

The total LEADER budget for 2014-2020 is £82 million, with £77.4 million allocated to the 21 

LAGsv. 68% of the budget is currently allocated to projects, and £60.3 million in additional match 

funding committed (as of May 2019). The current mean per capita LEADER grant spend for the 

2014-2020 programme is £35.40, with a current total programme per capita spend of £63 (also 

correct at May 2019, see Figure 2.2). 

In the current programme, 87% of Scotland’s rural population is covered by an LDS. The 

geographical coverage of LEADER has increased over time, with 21 LAGs receiving funding in 

the current Programme, over an area of 75,578 km2, with a population of 1,996,800. 

 

 
v The original indicative LEADER budget for 2014-20 was £86 million but this was reduced in the 2017 
Scottish Government Spending Review to £82 million. Aside from the £77.4 million allocated to LAGs, £4.6 
million is allocated to fund projects approved during the 2007-2013 programme.  

NB. This report was written before 

the end of the current programming 

period and the data that follows 

refers to the time period between 

the start of the programme in 2014 

and May 2019. 
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Figure 2.2: LEADER budget spend per capita in the current programme (to May 2019) 

The LDS should (where appropriate) 

cover both coastal and rural areas, 

include larger towns, and include 

mechanisms to allow close working with 

other partners. Each LDS must also 

include actions that: drive community 

action on climate change; enhance rural 

services and facilities, including transport 

initiatives; enhance natural/cultural 

heritage, tourism and leisure; support 

food and drink initiatives; build co-

operation with other LAGs in Scotland, 

UK and Europe; and exchange learning 

and knowledge. 

The 21 LAGs can spend a maximum of 

25% of their allocated budget on 

administration and staff to ensure the 

delivery of LEADER. Under the current 

programme, 14 of the 21 LDSs are also 

funded under the EMFF.  

In total, 68% of the total programme 

budget has been allocated to projectsvi, 

with allocation rates varying by LAG from 

42% in Argyll and the Islands to 77% in 

Dumfries and Galloway.  

To date, 850 projects have been 

approved, with an overall 53% approval 

rate. Approval rates vary considerably between LAGs: from Argyll and the Islands (21%) and 

Ayrshire (26%), to Fife (71%) and Highland (77%). Some LAGs have achieved comparatively high 

levels of match funding of total project costs: Outer Hebrides (70%), Perth and Kinross (65%) and 

Greater Renfrewshire and Inverclyde (61%).  

Analysis of the currently funded projects by LEADER theme (see Figure 2.3) shows that funding 

was heavily concentrated around four main themes (local services, SMEs, rural economy and 

community capacity building). Match funding is of particular importance in relation to the 

sustainable transport/infrastructure and the local services and facilities themes.  

 
vi Note this figure does not include funds allocated for animation/administration, it is the percentage of the 
total LAG budget which has been allocated to projects as of May 2019. 

LEADER LAG areas and budget 
spend per capita 2014 to 2019 
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Figure 2.3: LEADER and match funding distribution by theme (to May 2019) 

 

Community projects represent the majority of projects for all LAGs, except for Moray which has 

ten projects in the enterprise categories. Figure 2.4 analyses LAG budget spend by project type, 

revealing variation between LAGs. Seven LAGs currently have no funding committed to co-

operation projectsvii and four have committed over 10%, with 41 co-operation projects funded 

across all LAGs.  

Figure 2.4: Percentage of allocated project spend by project type (to May 2019) 

 

 
vii This is likely to change by the end of the programme as a number of LAGs have developed or collaborated 
on co-operation projects in the later stages of the programme. 

Data for 2014 to 2019 
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Total budget commitment to SME initiatives varies from 63% in Moray to less than 15% in the 
Scottish Borders, Shetland, Orkney, South Aberdeenshire, Highland, Forth Valley, Dumfries and 
Galloway and Ayrshire. This evidences a high degree of LAG specificity, particularly in relation to 
the level of emphasis on co-operation and/or enterprise as a focus for LAG activities. 

Enterprise applicants have so far captured over 40% of investment in nine LAGs and public bodies 
have captured over 30% of investment in three LAGs. Three LAGs have not yet funded applicants 
from public bodies. The intervention rates across more than half of the LAGs are higher for public 
body applicants.  

41% of project spend (365 projects) relates to projects in remote or very remote rural locations, 
with 32% of spend (269 projects) on projects in accessible rural areas and 26% of spending (182 
projects) on projects in urban areas. 

The following trends and observations can be noted about LEADER in Scotland since its outset 
in the early 1990s: 

1. A continual increase in the geographical coverage of the LEADER programme over time. 

The total population of the eligible area has almost tripled since LEADER II, due to the 

inclusion of a number of new LAG areas. This has expanded the scope and impact of the 

LEADER programme, but also shifted the focus from remote rural areas in Scotland, to 

include some more heavily populated rural regions.  

2. The number of jobs created and/or safeguarded as a direct result of LEADER funding 
increased between 1994 and 2013, from 1,378 in LEADER II to 3,659 in LEADER Axis. 

3. There has been an increase in LEADER budgets over time, with the EU contribution having 

increased by a factor of 7 or 8 since LEADER I. However, despite the expanding budget, 

the rate of per capita spend has remained relatively similar across programmes, due to the 

expanding coverage and population of the eligible area.  

4. There has been variation in the number of projects between programmes, with LEADER II 

delivering the highest overall number (2,326).  

5. There has been considerable variation in intervention rates, with some LAGs particularly 

successful at achieving very high levels of match funding.  

6. Mean grant size (and mean project costs) have increased substantially. The mean grant 
awarded increased from £12,183 under LEADER II (data is incomplete for LEADER I) to 
£68,923 (at 2019 equivalent values) in the current programme – almost a six-fold increase 
over a 20 year period. Early programmes in particular funded a number of projects under 
£1,000, with LEADER+ funding over 600 projects with grants of under £5,000.  

7. In more recent LEADER programmes, staff have been required to spend more time on 

administration, while local animation was a particular focus of earlier programmes. Notably, 

the rejection rate for funding applications varies considerably between LAGs.  
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3 Experiences of LEADER in Scotland 

3.1 Capturing strengths 

✓ Local actions based on local needs 

There was strong agreement that the bottom-up 

approach, the LAGs and the area-based LDS are the key 

components of the LEADER approach for delivering the 

“best of place-based working involving all actors”. 

Despite the focus on these three features, nearly all of the interviewees felt that all seven features 

of the LEADER approach are important to some extent for building capacity in rural areas and 

delivering rural community development. Nonetheless, there was some variation in the extent to 

which the participants assigned importance to innovation, networking and co-operation. 

Perspectives on the co-operation feature tended to be less supportive. 

While several shared the view that the focus on innovation has led to “projects that wouldn’t have 

happened otherwise” due to “the element of being prepared to take some risk around innovation”, 

others identified “challenges with how to define it” and questioned whether inclusive growth is 

“more important than innovation”. 

The local LEADER staff resource, locally-informed plans, good relationships and strategic 

projects were all highlighted in the workshop discussion as key strengths. The local staff resource 

is considered to be highly valued by project applicants, both in terms of support with the 

application and subsequent delivery process, and for their knowledge of the local area and 

identifying opportunities for delivering local needs. The LDS is a strength for guiding local 

development, especially when it is informed by local consultation. Relationships between staff 

and Accountable Bodies can provide a strong support network, and the structure of the LAG was 

generally seen as encouraging the right ‘mix’ of people around the table, without being dominated 

by the public sector.  

✓ A community empowerment tool 

One of the main strengths of LEADER, as identified by several participants, is its ability to 

“empower local communities and get them thinking about what they could do themselves to 

improve the resilience and future of their area”. This sentiment was particularly important for 

participants when considering places that are normally missed by other types of financial support.  

A key success since the earlier programmes has been enabling funding to “reach rural, remote 

and peripheral communities, specifically funding for rural economic development”. For example, 

the Highland LAG case study revealed a unique approach, with the assessment and delivery of 

community projects devolved to seven Local Area Partnerships (LAPs), supported by a local 

LEADER development officer in each area. The LAPs recruit their own decision-making groups 

to identify specific local priorities from the LDS, develop local area action plans, and make funding 

decisions. Where LAPs are unable to commit all of their available funding, underspend is 

centralized within a strategic Highland LAG and redistributed according to demand. This approach 

ensures that budgets are primarily controlled at a more devolved level, which is not public sector 

dominated. It also highlights the potential for LEADER to address funding gaps that emerge as a 

result of funds being allocated at a regional level, and public sector decline, particularly in relation 

to community facilities across the Highlands.  

This section draws on the experiences 

of the research participants, as well as 

the LAG and project case studies. 

Direct quotes (in italics) are used to 

illustrate key points. Full case studies 

and a more detailed narrative of the 

responses can be found in the 

Technical Report.  
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✓ Dynamism and diversity 

The LAG structure was generally described positively by the participants, particularly as it 

provides an appropriate mechanism for balancing local views to address local problems. In terms 

of representing the local community, several participants echoed the notion that “LAGs create 

dynamism” and that the “membership model works well [in that it is] different to other community 

organisations/funding bodies”. 

A ‘good’ LAG was seen as fundamental to the LEADER approach, especially where it is 

“representative of (but not delegated by) a range of interests and acts as a ‘hive-mind’ for the 

local programme, bringing a variety of perspectives and understandings of the nature and needs 

of the local area”. A recurring theme of discussion in relation to the strengths of LAGs was the 

inclusion of diverse perspectives and skills in the partnership.  

✓ Local capacity building and support 

There was strong agreement among participants that the local LEADER LAG and staff resource, 

and associated technical assistance, is “hugely valued by communities”. Proactive animation to 

seek out and encourage project applications was seen as important, particularly in deprived areas 

where people tend to lack the “capacity and time to deliver projects themselves”. LEADER actors 

were also described as “very important – there can be challenges but [they] have been a big part 

– they are often very enthusiastic advocates for the approach and big parts of its success”. 

The animation role was described as being strongly complemented by networking activities that 

have led to capacity building on several levels. A key strength noted by nearly all of the 

participants is the capacity of LEADER to develop people. 

✓ Breadth and depth of projects 

Project development and related investment has played a fundamental role in the development 

of rural community capacity. Many projects would not have proceeded without LEADER funding. 

The LEADER II Highland evaluation confirms this, noting that “only a small proportion of projects 

would have gone ahead unchanged without LEADER II support….and about half would have not 

gone ahead at all without the LEADER II funding”, with the evaluation suggesting the programme 

had an additional level of 85% (i.e. 85% of all programme activities created outcomes which would 

not otherwise have occurred) (CEA, 2001).  

The legacy of LEADER is also apparent, both in the scope of the activity outlined in Section 2.2 

and in the expansion of the programme over time, as well as in relation to the longevity of LEADER 

projects beyond their LEADER funding. For example, almost two thirds (62%) of the projects 

funded under LEADER II were sustained after the end of the programme, suggesting that projects 

had factored financial sustainability into their approach, were considered worthwhile by end users 

and (in many cases) provided a focus for ongoing community activity and/or enterprise 

development.  

This longevity is also apparent in the LAG and project case studies in this research where there 

is evidence of projects being sustained beyond their LEADER funding. The case studies in the 

Technical Report also illustrate how project applicants have increased their capacity and 

experience over time, with some applicants successfully applying for further LEADER projects. 

For a number of applicants, LEADER funding has also played a role in supporting the delivery of 

their strategic community development objectives. 
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For example, the North Harris Trust successfully applied for four separate LEADER funded 

projects over two LEADER programmes: an eagle observatory, public toilets and camping 

facilities, an affordable housing initiative, and a woodland observatory. These projects enabled 

the development and enhancement of visitor focal points to manage high numbers of visitors each 

year, shifting visitor pressure from existing attractions, enhancing sustainable tourism 

infrastructure and visitor management. Direct and indirect economic impacts include local spend 

on facility builds and spin off new businesses, as well as the creation of new employment and 

rental income from the housing development.  This case highlights the potential for LEADER 

projects to address a current and locally specific need (in this case pressures on tourism 

infrastructure), thereby providing a stronger basis for economic growth going forward. 

✓ Creating and safeguarding employment 

A key focus throughout the LEADER programmes has been supporting locally-led innovation, 

enterprise and job creation (as described above in Table 2.2). Delivering training in a range of 

skills (not leading to formal vocational and academic qualifications) has also been a key feature 

of successive programmes from the outset. This has expanded in subsequent programmes, with 

the 2007-2013 programme delivering training to some 59,118 people (Scottish Government, 

2016). As apparent from the LAG case studies considered in this research, LEADER has often 

had a significant cumulative socio-economic impact at LAG level, particularly where LAGs have 

been included in multiple LEADER programmes and gained from their experience over time. 

Table 3.1 summarises these impacts. 

Table 3.1: Employment and business development impacts  

LAG Key impacts 

Highland LEADER II resulted in 984 new jobs across the region, with 69 new businesses 
established. Within North Highland LEADER+ created 180 new jobs, with an additional 
80 jobs safeguarded, with 14 new businesses created. The 2007-2013 programme 
invested £31.1 million, resulting in significant employment and enterprise creation, 
including 1,115 enterprises being advised or assisted, with 15,765 individuals 
completing training, 331 jobs created, 792 jobs safeguarded and 196 taking up self-
employment.  

Outer Hebrides The 2007-2013 programme resulted in the creation of over 500 jobs and provided 
training for over 1.700 people over 500 training days and supported the development 
of 23 new businessesviii. The 2007-2013 programme was particularly successful in job 
creation in the craft and retail sectors, supporting community and social enterprise 
outputs, supporting women in entering business and activities to support the elderly.  

Dumfries and 
Galloway 

Throughout successive programmes, LEADER has funded over 350 projects across a 
diverse range of activities, including start-up funding (£10,000) for Wigtown Book Town 
(which has had significant knock-on impacts), funding for the Crichton Campus and for 
the Galloway and Southern Biosphere Reserve in cooperation with Angus LAG and 
funding of £4,000 for the Isle of Whithorn Hall Redevelopment, which led to a £1.4 
million project. LEADER+ funded 99 projects, resulting in 42 new jobs and increased 
community capacity, with over 377 training courses being undertaken. Additional 
impacts under the previous programme (2007-2013) included over 12,000 people 
participating in training and 59 new jobs created or safeguarded.  

Several LEADER funded initiatives have also used LEADER funding to fund or co-fund a strategic 

post or access consultant expertise to coordinate or advise a new enterprise initiative. 

 
viii Data on outcomes taken from the Outer Hebrides 2007-2013 LEADER programme evaluation. 
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✓ Local economic and community development 

A critical aspect of the impact of LEADER investment has been the opportunity for projects to 

contribute to the development of a framework for local economic and community development. In 

some cases this has been undertaken by organisations with a long term focus on strategic 

community development.  

For example, the Boyndie Visitor Centre project in North Aberdeenshire has provided community 

spaces to release opportunities for additional enterprise development. Established as a social 

enterprise in a semi-derelict school building near Banff by the Boyndie Trust in 1999, it is a visitor 

hub and training centre. The trust has successfully acquired funding under multiple LEADER 

programmes since 1999, to support a major renovation. Following the rebuild the Visitor Centre 

reopened in 2004 (with the trust receiving LEADER support for a further building expansion in 

2019) and attracts 60,000 plus visitors per year. The development allowed for expansion of the 

services provided by the centre, enabling them to train more individuals, accommodate more 

visitors and increase retail space and employment provision. It provided the infrastructure for the 

organisation to develop a sustainable income. The incremental growth has created new jobs, and 

safeguarded existing roles. The Centre has also improved opportunities for local economic 

growth, by increasing the tourism offering along the Banffshire Coast.  

✓ Improving connectivity 

LEADER investment has also been used effectively to improve connectivity within specific regions 

or communities, including in relation to linking businesses to build local supply chains. One 

example of the legacy impact of early LEADER initiatives related to supply chains includes the 

Food Link Van on Skye, which brought together actors from different sectors (producers, fishing, 

horticulture, etc.) to create a novel, award-winning local food distribution network. As apparent 

from this case, single targeted initiatives can have a significant impact on wider community or 

regional business development through increased access to services and products, thereby 

releasing significant potential for wider business growth.  

As well as supporting infrastructural and strategic interventions and collaborative enterprise 

ventures, LEADER has also supported a variety of smaller scale private enterprise initiatives. This 

has included a wide range of enterprise projects, including novel enterprises such as the Black 

Bay Recording studio enterprise development in Kirkibost, the first recording studio in Scotland 

incorporating accommodation and a number of local tourism enterprise initiatives including Sandy 

Bay Croft Wigwams and the Wee Haven on Benbecula.  

✓ Wider community impacts 

Linked to the potential for creating economic impact is the ability of LEADER (and LEADER 

funded projects) to enhance community infrastructure and increase the provision of access to 

community services. In turn, this can lead to increased community retention, capacity and 

networking and an enhanced local context for people to both live and work.  

LEADER II projects played a key role in developing skills and capacity within local communities, 

which was a necessary prerequisite for informed and willing community participation in future 

LEADER programmes. Previous evaluations suggest a high number of beneficiaries from 

LEADER, with the Highland LEADER II evaluation noting 20,000 beneficiaries and the ex-post 

evaluation of LEADER 2007-2013 identifying 28,028 people who had benefitted in some way from 

LEADER funded projects. 
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At LAG level, successive programmes have had a significant impact on wider community well-

being and capacity. In Highland LAG for example, the 2007-2013 programme resulted in 

significant enhancement of community assets and increased access to services, funding 323 

community capacity building projects and 309 community facilities. This is reflected in the current 

programme, with 90 community projects funded, as well a number of tourism accommodation 

initiatives, addressing a current key area of demand in North Highland. The mid-term evaluation 

of the current LEADER programme in the Outer Hebrides identified that the programme had 

involved 1,109 young people in community activities, with 880 young people benefitting from new 

learning, 7,700 additional visitors to key facilities and 3,049 residents with access to new services. 

This included the development of a Youth LAG, directly empowering young people across the 

area to take part in LEADER funding decision making processes.  

In Dumfries and Galloway, the 2007-2013 LEADER programme resulted in the creation of 81 new 

community facilities, with over 27,000 young people engaging with the programme’s 

environmental and cultural projects and 32,171 new visitors to attractions. LEADER projects can 

also play a substantial role in raising the regional identify and cohesion of an area, including 

through international exchanges and facilitating regional events and engagement, such as the 

Day of the Region initiative in Dumfries and Galloway.  

3.2 Understanding challenges 

 A ‘tarnished image’  

Among those participants who have experience of several LEADER programmes since the 1990s, 

there was consensus that the increasing administrative complexity associated with LEADER has 

had a negative impact on the reputation of LEADER. The “huge step up in bureaucracy [compared 

to] previous programmes that worked well in comparison” was generally attributed to when 

LEADER became part of the SRDP in the 2007-2013 programme. At that time, challenges 

associated with the audit process led to people being “hugely angry [about the process], which 

really tarnished the reputation”. It was also noted by some participants that, outside the sphere of 

rural development funding, lots of other funds have “straightforward admin processes”. 

The reputation that LEADER has developed for being complex had negative effects on potential 

applicants to the current programme. For example, “we found at the start of this programme that 

local community people were saying ‘don’t apply for LEADER as you will have a nervous 

breakdown’. We need to try to get that perception/association with LEADER and audit changed”. 

While the considerable benefits that LEADER has delivered were acknowledged by participants, 

it appears to be widely recognised that “applying is a serious investment of time”, the application 

and claims process is “burdensome and disproportionate to the size and nature of many of the 

applicants and their projects”, and there is an “absolute drive that it’s all about compliance”. 

 Heightened risk, reduced innovation, reduced animation 

There were concerns about the demands placed on the LEADER staff teams to deal with the 

various administrative aspects of their work (e.g. liaising with Scottish Government, internal 

Accountable Body audits, applicant requests and other queries, project application management 

and processing). The impact of these concerns relates to “Accountable Bodies being left in a 

vulnerable position, taking on all the risk”, particularly when faced with inconsistencies in the 

guidance from the Paying Agency that accompanies the programme. Increased “risk aversion 

and fines” were seen to “discourage innovation” and “decrease local animation”. The Highland, 
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Outer Hebrides and Dumfries and Galloway LAG case studies all specifically referred to the 

administration burden linked to the implementation of the current LEADER programme, which 

was perceived as having a direct impact on the staff time available for animation, community 

engagement and project development. 

 Getting on the LEADER ladder 

A commonly-cited challenge was that some applicants find it hard to ‘break in’ to LEADER funding 

as “it’s a very exclusive scheme [and] those with limited capacity cannot apply”. This concern 

relates to the above points about the increased administrative requirements, as well as the 

challenge of “getting the LEADER word out there in a climate where people aren’t putting things 

[applications] forward or it is the usual suspects applying”.  

Another barrier relates to smaller, grassroots groups/organisations who have “a real challenge 

due to retrospective funding”. However, several participants acknowledge that smaller groups 

have tended to grow over time, often with support from LEADER staff to develop relationships 

and “gradually build capacity”. 

 Transition hiatus and loss of skills 

Linked to changes in administrative requirements, just over a quarter of the interviewees referred 

to the uncertainty or ‘hiatus’ that occurs between LEADER programmes and the challenges 

associated with that uncertainty. When talking about the current programme, the administrative 

requirements led to “teething issues” and “delays in publishing the guidance” for the administration 

and compliance computer system. 

More generally, for the current and previous LEADER programmes, the transition period between 

funds has been a challenge. With the end of the current programme in sight, and heightened 

uncertainty as a result of Brexit, this challenge is now a renewed concern for some, especially in 

light of the comment that “realistically, next year people will start looking for other work so we 

could lose all the relationships, experience and institutional memory as well”. 

 Other challenges 

Other challenges included questions about the extent to which the LAG is a “genuine partnership 

approach to rural development in any meaningful way, [it is] not like a development trust where 

you have all people working together – you just have a collection of individuals making decisions 

on grant projects”. This concern was seen to be amplified by a lack of “country-wide marketing 

and other national initiatives” to raise awareness of the programme, with “co-operation workshops 

coming too late in the programme to be of any use”. Variances between LAGs were also seen by 

some as a “big frustration [because] a project would receive funding in one area and not be eligible 

in others”. Similarly, a “variation in service” with regard to levels of technical support, knowledge 

and advice was noted, and “restrictions placed by some LAGs have meant that projects have not 

been overly innovative in some places”. Table 3.2 summarises other project-specific challenges 

highlighted by LEADER staff. 
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Table 3.2: LEADER staff perspectives on the challenges of delivering a LEADER project 

Challenges of delivering a 
LEADER project 

Comments 

Increased administrative 
requirements 

• Range of challenges associated with the LARCs system; and 

• Changes in associated guidance causing problems for applicants. 

‘One size fits all’ funding • Complex process for small projects, using same application process as 
larger ones; and 

• Lack of flexibility with match funding deadline(s) and Brexit uncertainty. 

Interpretation of guidance • Support for flexibility in interpretation of guidance but this has also 
presented problems when rules are interpreted differently at the local 
level (mixed messages from different levels)ix. 

Retrospective funding • Organisations need to have access to cash flow to manage this – smaller 
groups may be excluded as a result. 

The need for innovation • Can place pressure on an organisation to always be developing/thinking 
about something new. 

Staff turnover • Inconsistencies in support/loss of local knowledge. 

 

There was strong agreement among the participants that “we are not good at capturing the long-

term effects of LEADER” and that “it can be hard to step back and think about successes when 

your head is in the detail of outcomes, strategies and budgets”. However, positive comments were 

made about the self-assessment being carried out by some LAGs (“it introduces a discipline”) and 

one interviewee felt that there is “a more positive relationship now in terms of monitoring”. 

  

 
ix One example is in relation to approaches to monitoring and evaluation, which are relatively variable across 
different LAGs. This offers scope for locally tailored approaches and solutions but also creates challenges, 
for example, in relation to collating and comparing outcomes from across the programme.  
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4 Recommendations and investment post-Brexit 

Participants in this research were also asked several questions about any future iteration of the 

LEADER approach. They were asked about the features that should be retained, what should be 

changed, as well as any best practice examples that could inform the design/implementation of 

any future investment programme. These responses, combined with the other evidence 

presented in this report and the accompanying Technical Report, were used to make the following 

15 recommendations. These are grouped below according to implementation timescale and 

theme.  

The short-term recommended changes should be made to LEADER within the next five years 

(the so-called ‘transition period’ as outlined in the Scottish Government’s Stability and Simplicity 

consultation in 2018) to provide simplification and streamlining where appropriate, and to pilot 

new approaches where necessary. This will ensure as much stability and security as possible for 

rural stakeholders in the period immediately after leaving the EU, but will also deliver some 

simplification and promote better policy outcomes.  

The long-term recommendations are for more comprehensive changes that should be made to 

LEADER as part of a new rural and agricultural policy and support system for Scotland to be 

designed in, but introduced after, the ‘transition period’ (i.e. in the financial year 2024-25). 

Short-term recommendations  

→ Maintain devolved decision-making with the LAGs; 

→ Increase the emphasis placed on networking; 

→ Adopt an appropriate and clear monitoring and evaluation approach. 

Long-term recommendations 

Recommendations relating to the overall approach to investment: 

→ Retain, refresh and refine the principles of the LEADER approach; 

→ Take a networked approach to rural development, based on local resources, drawing in 
external resources where appropriate, but retaining power and control locally; 

→ Network nationally and transnationally; 

→ Increase the emphasis on capacity-building and animation; 

→ Focus on community (and enterprise) development; 

→ Maintain innovation as a core principle. 

Recommendations relating to implementation and projects: 

→ Increase local participation in the development of the LDS and continue to support 
changes to the LDS when needed; 

→ Set out clear divisions of responsibility and working relationships between LEADER 
governance levels; 

→ Support LAG succession planning and the involvement of young people; 

→ Consider the geographical coverage and scale of a future programme; 

→ Recognise the benefits of multi-year funding cycles and flexible, clear match funding 
requirements. 

Recommendations relating to LEADER in the context of other policy and practice: 

→ Ensure LEADER delivers to national and rural policy and objectives. 
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4.1 Short-term recommendations 

→ Maintain devolved decision-making with the LAGs 

In this research, participants repeatedly highlighted the importance of continuing to devolve 

decision-making responsibilities to the LAGs. Although this may result in some loss of central co-

ordination and increased variability in what happens in different local areas, it gives room for LAGs 

to ensure that investment is targeted to their needs, guided by the LDS. It will also likely help to 

reduce unnecessary layers of bureaucracy.  

For example, there could be variability between LAGs in the ways in which investment is 

managed, with some LAGs continuing with a tiered approach in future, so that smaller projects, 

at both application and delivery stage, have less onerous administrative requirements than those 

which are larger. A decision would be required as to the threshold for defining ‘smaller projects’ 

(or indeed small, medium and larger projects if a more detailed tiering was to be used). LAGs 

should also be able to place different emphasis on animation, capacity-building and innovation, 

depending on the needs of their local areas.  

While there was broad consensus amongst participants that maintaining a two-stage application 

process would be best (an expression of interest followed by a full application), devolving 

decision-making to LAGs on this matter would also enable them to take an approach best suited 

to their needs.  

→ Increase the emphasis placed on networking 

As explained by participants in this study (and recent academic literature on theoretical 

approaches to rural development), the exchange of information and ideas amongst Scottish LAGs 

and between Scottish LAGs and those elsewhere in the rest of the UK and the EU is a very 

important principle of LEADER, but one which has not always been easy to achieve due to 

challenges in implementing co-operation projects. Participants also noted that the mechanisms 

for those involved in LEADER to come together in Scotland (such as through the LAG chairs and 

LEADER staff groups) have not always been as impactful as they could have been. 

It would be worthwhile in the short-term to renew the emphasis on networking and sharing best 

practice through reinvigorating existing mechanisms, including those mentioned above and the 

Scottish Rural Network and its links, in turn, with networks elsewhere in the UK and EU.  

This renewed emphasis should also include clearer guidance on the benefits of networking and 

programme of enhanced networking with LAGs required to participate. The benefits of co-

operation projects should be reinforced with informal LAG targets set for such projects. 

→ Adopt an appropriate and clear monitoring and evaluation approach 

Many participants in this study reflected on the difficulties of measuring all of the impacts of 

LEADER in an appropriate timescale (as many extend beyond the lifetime of a project), and the 

overly heavy and narrow focus on measuring the volume of activity and the financial spend at the 

expense of measuring the added value, impacts and outcomes of LEADER.  

In the shorter-term, some smaller-scale changes to LEADER monitoring and evaluation should 

be introduced to make the process more meaningful and to enable the ‘softer’ social and cultural 

impacts, such as animation, capacity-building, network-building, etc. to be taken into account.  
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This is particularly important in terms of fully understanding how LEADER specifically (and rural 

areas more generally) can both contribute to and benefit from the inclusive growth agenda. 

Given one current LAG’s positive experience with SROI, for example, it would be worth 

considering rolling this out across more LAGs. At the very least, introducing more guidance on 

how this might be done would be appropriate (see also ADAS et al. [2016] where an SROI 

approach was used to evaluate the 2007-2013 RDPE). 

Sharing monitoring and evaluation frameworks and approaches across different funding schemes 

may also be appropriate in order to share ‘good practice’ and potentially to reduce the burden and 

streamline the process for applicants to multiple funds. This would also allow comparisons (where 

appropriate) to be made between different investment mechanisms and their impacts. This may, 

however, be more appropriate to consider as part of the new policy and support framework in the 

longer-term. This sharing of experience and approaches should be a more explicit aim of a future 

LEADER-type scheme. 

4.2 Long-term recommendations  

Recommendations relating to the overall approach 

→ Retain, refresh and refine the principles of the LEADER approach  

There was a strong feeling among the participants that the bottom-up approach is “fundamental” 

and “vital” and should be retained. There is a variety of reasons for this, including: the value and 

importance of strong local decision-making; that local understanding of needs is more accurate 

than the understanding of those working at national level; that the LEADER approach has clearly 

built capacity and networks, as well as provided flexibility to enable projects to be built on local 

need as determined by LAGs and other local actors.  

There was also strong consensus that the seven features of the LEADER approach have been 

and remain important for local community development in Scotland. In particular, the bottom-up 

approach, the area-based strategies and the local partnerships (the LAGs) were, for nearly all 

participants, seen as vital. The seven LEADER features were well-known and understood by 

participants and most felt it would be difficult to remove one from the ‘mix’. Going forwards, a 

defined ‘approach’ similar to that used in LEADER thus far, would be constructive for guiding the 

delivery of community-led local development. 

Inclusive growth is at the heart of Scottish Government’s Economic Strategy for Scotland, the 

2019 Programme for Government, the Regeneration Strategy and commitments to reform the 

Planning (Scotland) Bill. Any findings of the Local Governance Review that will inform new 

governance arrangements in Scotland will also potentially lead to changes in legislation relating 

to the governance of local communities. Delivering inclusive growth requires a place-based 

approach which is cross-sectoral and based on partnership working. When defining any future 

set of principles for the LEADER approach in Scotland, the potential for stronger place-based 

working and links with inclusive growth should be considered.  

→ Take a networked approach to rural development, based on local resources, drawing 

in external resources where appropriate, but retaining local control 

Many participants reflected and commented on the ideal balance between top-down and bottom-

up involvement with LEADER in future, and there was a range of opinions on this. Nevertheless, 
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a clear message is that retaining the bottom-up principle of LEADER is important going forward, 

but that local areas should also be able to make the most of the resources available through their 

external links and networks, including with local and central government. This may be through 

LAGs or other community groups such as development trusts which act as bridges between local 

residents and external organisations. This is the theory of neo-endogenous or networked 

development which has been advanced in recent academic work on approaches to rural 

development (see for example, Shucksmith 2012; Bosworth et al. 2015).  

Critical to this approach is that, while drawing on external resources, local people retain the power 

and control to decide on future priorities. This bottom-up, local engagement must commence from 

the outset, including relating to the design of the future scheme. Of course, the success of this 

model depends on how it is implemented in practice, including for example, through the capacity 

of local organisations to act as a bridge and to work in partnership, to gather information from 

external links (perhaps to address some of the larger questions which are beyond the capacity of 

local areas to address) and to retain control locally, and the capacity of external organisations, at 

both regional level (e.g. Accountable Bodies) and national level (e.g. Scottish Government), to 

act in appropriate ways so as to facilitate these roles, relationships and partnerships. This requires 

both extensive grassroots involvement and establishing clear lines of communication and 

engagement with external organisations (Ray, 2000). 

→ Network nationally and transnationally 

Network relationships are at the heart of the networked development approach. While clearly 

there have been challenges with developing and maintaining national and (particularly) 

transnational networks during previous LEADER programmes, as described by some of the 

participants, this is a very important activity for sharing ideas, best practice approaches, 

experience of things that have not worked well, etc. As Annibal et al. (2013) argue, it can even 

serve as a means of underpinning effective performance, which could reduce the need for top-

down monitoring and direction from the centre.  

Overcoming the challenges for LAGs of implementing co-operation projects in future is critical, 

which will require providing them with more detailed guidance, skills training, and best practice 

learning. Moreover, consideration should be given to how the Scottish Rural Network (or 

equivalent) should continue as part of/alongside any future rural development scheme and how it 

will deliver useful outcomes, and also to how groups can continue to network with others 

elsewhere in Scotland, the UK and beyond. New mechanisms for achieving this will be required 

once we leave the EU, but it is important that they still link into European networks (such as the 

ENRD, whose website houses a very large quantity of useful information) to ensure continued 

exchange of the considerable expertise that has built up over more than 25 years of LEADER 

across EU Member States. 

→ Increase the emphasis on capacity-building and animation 

Most of the participants in this research  talked about the need to improve the ‘support packages’ 

available to applicants in future, including skills development and retaining and increasing 

proactive animation. This would also help to make any future investment scheme more inclusive. 

There was a general feeling that, over time, the emphasis in LEADER has (unhelpfully) shifted 

away from capacity-building work by LAGs to a greater emphasis on administering grant funding. 

Most participants in this study agreed that those LAGs which had been able to continue their 

capacity-building and animation role, at least to some extent, had been the most effective. This 



The role of the LEADER approach post-Brexit, Summary Report, February 2020 

 

25 
 

capacity-building, and having appropriate ways of monitoring, evidencing and measuring its 

impact (e.g. through a Social Return on Investment approach), is critical in order to ensure that 

all communities can access funding to the same extent, otherwise there is a risk of creating a 

more uneven landscape of rural development where only the most capable individuals and 

communities develop. This runs counter to the Scottish Government’s inclusive growth agenda. 

As a result of the ongoing funding cuts across the public and third sectors, this capacity-building 

activity has also been diminished in other organisations and funding streams in recent years. 

This capacity-building should start right from the outset of any new programme, for example with 

best practice-based start-up materials provided, including recruitment and induction materials for 

LAGs, information on building up networks, etc. (see also Annibal et al. 2013). With this in mind, 

any area-based investment should (at least partly) be about ensuring a redistribution of power 

from the most to the least powerful and promoting social justice (see Shortall and Shucksmith 

2001). Again, in the context of the Scottish Government’s focus on inclusive growth, this would 

seem to be a legitimate objective.  

→ Focus on community (and enterprise) development  

Several participants in this study felt that adding farm diversification to LEADER had not been 

helpful (see also Macken-Walsh’s work in 2016 in Ireland) and felt that maintaining a focus in 

future on community development – which is closely related to enterprise development in rural 

areas – would be most appropriate.  

Similarly, the extent to which a future LEADER scheme focuses more narrowly on enterprise 

rather than wider rural community issues (notwithstanding the close links between enterprises 

and communities in rural areas) may depend on the extent to which other policy and funding 

initiatives focus on (rural) businesses. This reinforces the point that any future LEADER scheme 

will be one of a potential suite of local development and funding options in future, which (as far 

as possible) must all align (including, for example, funding for community land buy-outs, wind 

farm monies for local communities, etc.), and ‘sit’ within the over-arching National Performance 

Framework.  

→ Maintain innovation as a core principle 

There were varying perspectives on the importance of innovation as a requirement or a key 

principle of any replacement for LEADER in future. However, there was agreement that the 

creativity that flows from innovation and the freedom to fail, and the flexibility to try new things 

and do things differently, are important parts of LEADER that should be retained in future. 

It would therefore be worth considering how this can be most readily achieved, including through 

a more consistent approach to defining innovation to inform applicants and LAGs. It would be 

worth consulting the (growing body of) research on social innovation here. At the same time, it is 

important to be clear that applicants do not have to be ‘slavish’ to innovation, i.e. it need not be a 

requirement for all projects. The key point is more making sure that it is encouraged where 

relevant and appropriate.  
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Recommendations relating to implementation and projects 

→ Increase local participation in the development of the LDS and support changes to the 

LDS where appropriate   

There was general support amongst participants in this project for the continuation of LEADER’s 

decentralised approach and the writing of Local Development Strategies, which are tailored to 

individual LEADER areas. For most participants (and this has been echoed in previous LEADER 

evaluations), LAGs with the greatest degree of self-determination had the biggest impact as they 

were able to shape appropriate actions based on the priorities and geographies of their area.  

However, some participants felt that in some cases the LDS had become too restrictive and so 

they were keen to ensure that the current arrangement is continued, whereby the LDS is a ‘live’ 

document, and can be refreshed and adapted (indeed this was a requirement mid-term in the 

current programme), sometimes rapidly, as circumstances, institutional arrangements, etc. 

change. Others felt that some LEADER areas had relied too strongly on consultants in writing 

their LDS, which had served to reduce local ownership of the strategies and the priorities therein. 

In the latter scenario, proactive encouragement and financial support to develop the LDS in a 

participatory manner with local communities would be worthwhile. This would address the 

criticism and avoid future risk of some strategies providing “…only a thin veneer of local strategy 

pretending to hold the selected projects together in an integrated approach” (Lukesch, 2018, 

p.17). 

→ Explore the potential for clearer divisions of responsibility and working relationships 

between governance levels and/or alternative Accountable Body models 

At the same time as continuing with the LDS to ensure local areas have the flexibility to identify 

and deliver local priorities, some functions should be transferred to, and/or undertaken more 

effectively by, a central Managing Authority. These functions include communication about 

regulations, processes and timescales for funding which will help to reduce/remove procedural 

uncertainties and complexities (thereby helping to reduce risk and potentially encourage 

creativity). There is also potentially an important role for a central authority in providing input on 

the national policy priorities which form the framework for action at local level, and keeping LAGs 

up-to-date with developments with respect to, for example, City Region Deals and Regional 

Partnerships, the UK Shared Prosperity Fund, etc. What is important going forward, however, is 

to ensure that an appropriate balance remains between encouraging bottom-up/local flexibility 

and having a suitable level of central authority.  

An alternative model to explore would be for some functions to be managed centrally but by the 

LAGs rather than by the Managing Authority, such as sharing administrative functions (as already 

happens in one instance in the current LEADER programme, for example).  

In the current Scottish LEADER programme there are only two non-Local Authority Accountable 

Bodies. While participants discussed both the pros and cons of Local Authorities taking of the role 

of Accountable Body, several participants suggested that the position of a wider range of bodies 

in this role is something to explore in any similar future funding programme. Lessons could be 

learned from the Cairngorms and Moray LAGs (where CNPA and tsiMoray are the Accountable 

Bodies, respectively), and also from other countries where alternative arrangements are more 

common, in terms of how these organisations have been able to take on the risk, for example, or 

how they have developed strong relationships with the Managing Authority. With this in mind, 

whichever organisation is the Accountable Body, clear lines of communication and divisions of 
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responsibilities between local, regional, national and transnational actors are critical, as is a full 

commitment by all organisations to genuine partnership-working and to enabling and facilitating 

LAGs to have the authority and capacity to engage and deliver. Trust is critical to facilitating these 

processes. 

Going forwards, it is important to revisit these relationships/governance models as a way to 

mitigate the ‘culture of risk aversion’ that was found to have had a negative effect on relationships 

and also on the projects that are/were delivered in the current programme.  

→ LAG succession planning and the involvement of young people 

The dedicated Youth LAG in one of the current Scottish LAGs should be regarded as a good 

practice approach from the current LEADER programme, both in terms of the young people who 

are LAG members, and their focus on funding projects that involve young people (of course, other 

LAGs have also funded projects involving/focused on young people). 

In most other areas, LAG members tend to be older with many involved over the long-term, and 

there is limited involvement by young people in LEADER governance arrangements. While these 

older people bring considerable experience and knowledge, a future programme could put greater 

emphasis on involving young people, perhaps by following a similar approach to the Western 

Isles. Taking into account other priorities, such as gender, will also be critical in any future funding 

programme. It may be worth exploring the possibility of introducing ‘quotas’ for LAG members for 

example, to ensure an adequate representation of young people, women, ethnic minority groups 

etc. in future. 

→ The geographical coverage and scale of a future programme 

Decisions will required about the geographical coverage and scope of any future investment. 

There may be merit in considering whether a ‘communities fund’ which is open to both rural and 

urban communities (with a broad definition taken of ‘community’ which might include communities 

of place and/or interest) should replace LEADER, or at least a fund which is primarily for rural 

areas but which includes small/market towns. However, this would incorporate a huge amount of 

diversity in terms of eligible areas and may lead to unnecessary complexity. It would also be 

important to ensure that such a scheme aligns with and complements other existing place-based 

and sectoral funding streams (e.g. housing). 

While a fund open to all (rural and/or urban) communities may have merit in the context of the 

policy emphasis on inclusive growth and place-based working, if this approach was taken, then it 

is even more critical to ensure that time and budget is devoted to capacity-building so that all 

communities have a chance to get involved. It would also be necessary to take care that such a 

scheme does not duplicate other funding mechanisms, or to think about how different schemes 

might be merged or at least more closely aligned.  

Whatever geographical coverage is decided upon, it is important that any boundaries that are 

created do not reduce the potential for mutual synergies and advantages to be gained from cross-

boundary projects/working (e.g. projects based on rural-urban inter-linkages or those reflecting 

rural dwellers everyday lives in terms of travel to work and to access services and cultural 

activities). 

Also, the level of investment available will need to be appropriate to the geographical scale of the 

programme. For example, if all of rural Scotland is to be covered, the budget will need to be 
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substantial enough to ensure effective LAG-level (and therefore project-level) budgets (as well as 

needs demonstrated and outcomes delivered accordingly). Of course, if rural and urban areas 

are to be included then a more substantial budget will be required (which may be subject to 

Westminster regulations if it is part of a future UK Shared Prosperity Fund, for example). 

→ The benefits of multi-year funding cycles and flexible, clear match funding 

requirements 

As noted in previous studies, insufficient time is often dedicated in development programmes for 

long-term processes such as animation and capacity-building and this is not helped when there 

are delays in programmes kicking off which further reduces the time available. Amongst other 

things, this is likely to further increase the gap between those individuals and groups with capacity 

to mobilise and win funding, and those without. 

Participants in this study made a variety of suggestions relating to the funding mechanisms used 

in LEADER in future. Of particular concern to participants was continuing to allow LAGs the 

flexibility to set and adjust their intervention rates in future. This allows flexibility, for example, if 

the situation regarding the availability of match funding changes. A higher rate would also reduce 

the risk that projects are derailed by match funders priorities or agendas which may be different 

to local community priorities and needs. Participants also reflected on the usefulness of having 

flexibility for LAGs to consider ongoing funding for projects, and for making upfront payments for 

smaller projects/groups which may be most likely to experience cash flow challenges, where 

appropriate. 

Thinking more broadly, as Annibal et al. (2013) argued in relation to LEADER in England, it is 

critical that a future programme has a sufficient budget to enable the LAGs to undertake 

meaningful work. It is difficult to put a figure on ‘how much is sufficient’ as this will depend on 

future decisions regarding the size (in terms of geography and/or population) of LAGs, how much 

of (rural) Scotland is covered by a future scheme, etc.  

Recommendations relating to the LEADER in the context of other policy and practice 

→ Ensure future LEADER delivers to national and rural policy and objectives 

While participants in this study emphasised that one of the positive features of LEADER was its 

ability to fund projects on a wide variety of different themes (see Annibal et al.’s [2013] similar 

reflection in relation to LEADER in England, and Bosworth et al.’s [2015] work in England which 

found that LAGs operating across a wide range of axes and measures had the greatest scope for 

impact and added value), a lack of focus can also lead to complexity and confusion for applicants 

as well as those running the schemes.  

It would be worth exploring whether and how to tie a future scheme more closely to Scotland’s 

National Performance Framework and its associated outcomes and indicators. This would likely 

help to demonstrate the contributions that rural areas, and a future LEADER-style scheme 

specifically, make to achieve the Scottish Government’s overall national goals. Within that, there 

would be scope to more closely align LEADER with policy priorities as they evolve, such as rural 

economies/businesses, climate change, inclusive growth, community empowerment or land 

reform. LAGs could be given the choice to focus on different policy priorities depending on the 

issues which are of particular relevance to them, for say three years, providing some consistency 

and stability, but enabling shifts to occur as policy priorities evolve at national level. 
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Annibal et al. (2013) also argue that one of the reasons why it is hard to measure the value for 

money and return on investment of LEADER is that there are no consistent rural targets to 

measure against. While in Scotland the policy position is that rural is mainstreamed, in the 

medium- to long-term, the new framework for rural and agricultural policy in Scotland (as referred 

to in the ‘Stability and Simplicity’ consultation to be introduced in five years) might provide an 

opportunity for the creation of a set of appropriate targets.  

It is also worth considering ‘future-proofing’ any future scheme and its objectives. As suggested 

by one participant in this study, the digital agenda is an important one for rural areas going forward 

so areas which can build on their existing strengths and assets, and can take advantage of new 

opportunities to develop added value and enhance their networks through digital communication 

technologies, may be particularly well positioned (including to take advantage of a networked 

approach to rural development as described above). In addition, with ever-tighter public sector 

budgets, exploring LEADER as a mechanism for testing out innovative approaches to service 

delivery, improving social justice, or tackling climate change at local level may be appropriate.  

4.3 Investment post-Brexit 

The qualitative and quantitative data documented in this research demonstrate the wide range 
of benefits that have resulted from LEADER in Scotland since 1991. These include: increased 
community capacity, enhanced service delivery and employment generation. Although other 
sources of public investment exist (and may continue to exist) for those in rural areas, for 
example through regeneration funds, these schemes are generally not guided by the same 
principles as LEADER or CLLD and therefore there is a risk that these principles (and some of 
the related outcomes) are lost. 

With no dedicated LEADER-style programme in the future, there is a risk that the legacy of 
LEADER would be curtailed, which in turn potentially undermines the objective of sustainable, 
inclusive growth across Scotland.  The results of this work and the subsequent reflection on the 
findings by the research team therefore highlight the potential to continue to deliver the benefits 
of the current LEADER approach via a new dedicated, flexible programme of investment 
for rural communities, with a reasonable budget, based around the existing 
LEADER/CLLD principles. This would include strong partnership working, with simplified and 
clear application, monitoring and evaluation processes. The remainder of this section provides 
an overview of this preferred type of programme going forwards. 

 

In recognition of the importance assigned to animation and capacity-building by the participants 

in this research, future investment should include a multi-annual funding arrangement, with 

reviews undertaken on an annual basis to take account of the potential impact of shifts in public 

spending or unexpected spend which might be required in particular areas (such as responding 

to climate-related emergency events etc.). This multi-annual funding approach would ensure that, 

in addition to funding specific projects, time can be spent on longer-term working with 

communities to identify priorities, undertake training and skills development, etc. to ensure that 

capacity is built across rural Scotland.  

By taking this way forwards, the Scottish Government would retain the ability to designate 

particular priorities to guide funding if appropriate (such as climate change, involving young 

people or poverty and social justice), but with the emphasis placed on devolution of decision-
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making, priority-setting, etc. to LAGs to take account of their geographies (including coastal or 

upland communities or small towns) and their priorities (recognising that a balance is needed 

between enabling local variations while not creating unnecessary burdens and complexity).  

As set out in the recommendations, the LAG arrangement from the existing LEADER programme 

should be maintained, with arrangements put in place to facilitate non-Local Authority/non-public 

sector bodies to act as Accountable Bodies where this is the favoured option at LAG level. 

Relationship-building and partnership-working, both horizontally at local LAG level, and vertically 

between the LAGs, Accountable Bodies and managing/paying authority, will be critical, as is 

clarity in terms of roles and responsibilities.  

LAGs should take the lead role in working with a wide range of local partners and stakeholders to 

write their LDSs (with time/budget set aside for this process), but ensuring that they take into 

account other local strategies and plans applicable to the area (including, for example, local 

energy plans, Regional Growth Partnerships, Local Industrial Strategies, etc.). There is a key, 

ongoing role (greater than in past LEADER programmes) for the LAG in drawing together other 

local partnerships and ensuring coherence and complementarity (and not duplication) between 

local strategies, plans and funding streams. LAGs could even act as ‘one-stop-shops’ for 

signposting and advice on a range of funding streams in order to be able to direct potential 

applicants elsewhere if appropriate. It is recognised that this additional activity will require 

dedicated time and budget.  

As devolving decision-making to LAGs is fundamental to this type of future programme, based on 

the CLLD principles, LAGs should have the flexibility to decide how far they wish to prioritise, and 

therefore how much budget they wish to devote to, animation and capacity-building. However, 

given the Scottish Government’s emphasis on inclusive growth, LAGs should be provided with a 

minimum spend level for animation, which is not compulsory but provides a guide for how much 

budget should be devoted to this activity. Similarly, while innovation is not a requirement for 

projects, again LAGs should be able to decide how far they wish to prioritise/dedicate budget to 

this. They could then decide on the balance they want between small and large projects, and 

associated issues such as providing upfront payments for projects/organisations where cash flow 

may be an issue. 

Guidance should be available from the national level on monitoring and evaluation, with greater 

emphasis placed on informing LAGs about appropriate methodologies (such as social return on 

investment) to use in measuring all of the impacts and value added of this investment - with some 

consistency between LAGs notwithstanding local variation. Thus, while local devolution is key, 

there will be important roles for the Managing Authority in supporting LAGs and Accountable 

Bodies by providing appropriate guidance and best practice materials. The Managing Authority 

should also be responsible for maintaining a centralised database of LEADER information, the 

design of which takes on board some of the problems experienced with LARCs to create a 

simplified system which is straightforward to use, but which can provide robust information for 

demonstrating impacts. The Managing Authority will also have a role in encouraging collaboration 

and networking between LAGs in Scotland and elsewhere as a means for sharing learning and 

best practice. Continuing with a dedicated network arrangement, as with the Scottish Rural 

Network, which is adequately resourced, will be important to achieve this. Such a Network should 

focus on networking within Scotland, across the wider UK, or even extending beyond that to the 

EU and other countries with similar programmes.  
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