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Summary 

This Technical Report is accompanied by a Summary Report, which provides an extended 

overview of the main findings of the research, as well as the recommendations and associated 

policy options. The Summary Report can be downloaded from the SRUC Rural Policy Centre 

website.  

 

This research was commissioned by the Scottish Government and carried out by a team from 

SRUC’s Rural Policy Centre. The aim of the research is to understand the evolution of the 

LEADER approach and its impact in rural/coastal Scotland since the early 1990s, and to identify 

options for the future post-Brexit. 

LEADER is the European Union’s place-based, participatory and bottom-up approach to rural 

development and five LEADER programmes have been delivered in rural Scotland since 1991. 

The UK’s exit from the EU will be the key driver for changes to the UK’s and Scotland’s agricultural 

and wider rural policies and investment in the future. Changes will also be shaped by the UK 

Shared Prosperity Fund (UK SPF), as well as wider Scottish policy priorities, such as community 

empowerment, land reform, reform of local governance, inclusive growth and taking a place-

based approach.  

Approach 

The Technical Report comprises several sections, which draw on a range of evidence:  

• an international evidence review of the evolution and impacts of LEADER;  

• analysis of available LEADER project data for Scotland since 1991;  

• interviews with 24 national and regional stakeholders (in the UK and Europe) and a 

workshop discussion with 15 Scottish LEADER staff; and  

• Local Action Group (LAG) and project case studies that illustrate a range of experiences 

and outcomes. 

Evidence 

International research on LEADER shows that the EU rural development initiative has been widely 

viewed as successful, having achieved much since 1991, particularly in relation to less tangible 

outcomes. However, it is generally agreed that measuring outcomes and understanding how 

added value is generated over time remains a challenge. 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. 

In Scotland, the five successive LEADER programmes have funded some 6,194 projects, 

resulting in well over £500 million in direct 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 
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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) has remained relatively stable over 

time (between £31 and £47), although this impact varies considerably between LAGs, due to 

population size/density. 

Since LEADER II, 1,968 new businesses (including many social enterprises) have been 

developed.  LEADER investment has also directly resulted in the creation of 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.  

In the current programme (2014-2020), LEADER accounts for about 7% of Scottish Rural 

Development Programme investment. The total LEADER budget for 2014-2020 is £82 million, 

with £77.4 million allocated to the LAGs. 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). 87% of Scotland’s rural population 

is covered by a Local Development Strategy (LDS). Since 2014, the geographical coverage of 

LEADER has continued to increase, with 21 LAGs receiving funding, over an area of 75,578 km2, 

with a population of 1,996,800. 

Since the outset of LEADER in Scotland in the early 1990s, there has been:  

• 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. This has expanded 

the scope and impact of the LEADER programme and shifted the focus from remote rural 

areas to include some more heavily populated rural regions.  

• An increase in LEADER budgets over time, with the EU contribution having increased by a 

factor of seven or eight since LEADER I. Despite the expanding budget, the per capita spend 

has remained relatively similar across programmes, due to the expanding coverage and 

population of the eligible area.  

• Variation between programmes in the number of projects, with LEADER II delivering the 

highest overall number (2,326).  

• Considerable variation in intervention rates, with some LAGs particularly successful at 

achieving very high levels of match funding.  

• A substantial increase in mean grant size (and mean project costs). The mean grant awarded 

increased from £12,183 under LEADER II 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.  

• 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.  

The research interviews, workshop and case studies of LAGs and projects revealed several 

strengths and challenges of LEADER. Key strengths included:  
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• The power of the bottom-up approach (delivered via the LAG and the LDS) for delivering local 

actions to address local needs, often in innovative ways; 

• The ability of LEADER to empower communities in taking actions to improve resilience, 

particularly in places which may normally not be eligible for financial investment and other 

support; 

• The potential for the LAG to include diverse perspectives and skills, and the wide-ranging 

support from LEADER staff that leads to local community capacity-building; 

• The impressive breadth and depth of projects that have been supported by LEADER, many 

of which would not have been delivered otherwise, and many of which that have had long-

lasting impacts and led to other projects/initiatives; 

• The direct creation of jobs and safeguarding of other roles as a result of LEADER projects, as 

well as delivery of training to nearly 60,000 people in the 2007-2013 programme alone; and 

• The role that LEADER projects can play in long-term, strategic community economic and 

social development.  

Challenges included: 

• The negative impacts that the increasing administrative complexity associated with LEADER 

have had on the reputation of the programme for potential applicants; 

• The demands placed on LEADER staff teams to deal with the various administrative aspects 

of their work; 

• Difficulties for new applicants with no experience of LEADER in ‘getting on the LEADER 

ladder’; 

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

(e.g. loss of knowledgeable and experienced staff) associated with that uncertainty; and 

• Variations in the application requirements and standards of service between the LAGs.  

Looking forwards, participants in the research generally agreed that: the bottom-up approach and 

the LDS should be retained; the LEADER ‘brand’ should be refreshed; there should be continued 

emphasis on innovation but not as a requirement for every project; administrative requirements 

should be simplified; a tiered approach to projects should be explored; there should be adequate 

time and budget for animation and capacity-building; and the top-down and bottom-up aspects of 

LEADER delivery should be balanced more appropriately. 

Recommendations 

On the basis of the evidence gathered for this research, the following recommendations are made: 

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; 
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• 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 the LEADER in the context of other policy and practice: 

• Ensure future LEADER delivers to national and rural policy and objectives. 

Policy options post-Brexit 

Three policy options for the future are set out in the report: 

1. No territorial, bottom-up LEADER-style programme in the future; 

2. LEADER-style investment and strong national co-ordination; and 

3. A dedicated, bottom-up and territorial rural communities investment programme. 

Based on the data gathered from the review of case studies and experiences of interviewees and 

workshop participants in this project, and the recommendations presented above, the third option 

would be the preferred way forward.  

With this option, the Scottish Government would have a dedicated, flexible programme of 

investment for rural communities, with a reasonable budget, based around the existing principles 

of LEADER and Community-led Local Development (CLLD), including strong partnership 

working, and with simplified and clear application, monitoring and evaluation processes. This 

decision may be taken within the structure of the UK SPF, in a scenario where the Scottish 

Government can decide on how Scotland’s share of the money is spent, or outwith the UK SPF 

through a separate, but complementary, programme. In recognition of the need for a more positive 

narrative about rural areas, emphasis would be placed on the role of this investment in both 

addressing the needs of rural areas, and building on their assets and opportunities. A decision 

regarding the geographical scale of the programme would be required, especially as to whether 

the programme focuses on areas of particular need or on all of rural Scotland and this may partly 

be dependent on the size of the programme’s budget. 

The flexibility of this option and the emphasis placed on animation and vertical and horizontal 

partnership working mean that it is designed to deliver outcomes which will directly contribute to 

the Scottish Government’s inclusive and sustainable growth agenda. 
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1 Introduction 

LEADER1 is the European Union’s (EU’s) area-based, participatory and bottom-up approach to 

rural development. Launched in 1991, it is widely regarded as “one of Europe’s most successful 

regeneration programmes” (Carnegie UK Trust 2010, p.1), and was one of a suite of rural 

development interventions introduced as part of the reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy 

(CAP) at that time. Its origins can be traced back to ‘The Future of Rural Society’ (European 

Commission 1988) which set out the need for, and ways to shape, a wider concept of rural 

development. 

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 

evolved since it was launched with the importance of the different principles shifting over time. 

LEADER has been subject to numerous formal evaluations (commissioned by the European 

Commission, Member States and at local level) and considerable academic attention, focusing 

on examining its achievements, the factors which contribute to them and the challenges 

experienced. 

This study, commissioned by the Scottish Government and carried out by a research team from 

SRUC’s Rural Policy Centre, reviews the achievements of LEADER in Scotland since the early 

1990s to explore its legacy and the key factors which have contributed to the impacts that it has 

had. This review informs future local community development approaches in Scotland. It takes 

account of the evolving policy and delivery landscape both in the short- and long-term future, and 

provides a robust evidence base to inform decision-making on the extent and type of future 

support for local development.  

The aim of this project is:  

To understand the evolution of the LEADER approach and its impact in rural/coastal 
Scotland since the early 1990s, and to identify options for the future post-Brexit. 

The project objectives are: 

• To understand the legacy of LEADER funded projects; 

• To understand the role of LEADER LAGs/Fisheries FLAGs particularly 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; 

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

 

  

 

1 Liaisons Entre Actions de Développement de l’Economie Rurale - Links Between Actions for the 

Development of  the Rural Economy. 
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2 Current and future policy context  

This section of the report briefly sets out the current and likely future policy context in Scotland 

which 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 and inclusive growth.  

This section starts by summarising the Scottish Government’s position on the future of the CAP 

post-Brexit focusing on future plans for Pillar 2, the Scottish Rural Development Programme 

(SRDP). It then outlines the UK Government’s plans for a UK-wide Shared Prosperity Fund (UK 

SPF) and briefly discusses the EU’s future plans for the CAP. The Scottish Government’s wider 

policy priorities are then briefly reviewed 

2.1 Future rural and agricultural policy in Scotland 

While the Brexit process, timescale and likely outcomes remain unclear, the Stability and 

Simplicity consultation, published in June 2018, set out the Scottish Government’s thinking with 

regard to the timescales for moving towards new agricultural and rural support schemes in 

Scotland. The analysis and (particularly) recommendations in this project are put forward in this 

light, for example, with respect to what might be undertaken in the short- to medium-term (i.e. 

within the next five years) and what might be undertaken in the longer-term (i.e. beyond five 

years), as part of a new rural policy framework for Scotland.   

The Scottish Government’s ‘Stability and Simplicity: proposals for a rural funding transition period’  

consultation document (Scottish Government 2018a) set out proposals for a new rural support 

policy for Scotland. The consultation focused on: 

• what might be done to provide stability in the period immediately after Scotland might 
have to leave the EU in 2019; 

• short term simplifications that could help current claimants of CAP-related support and 
improve or enhance the delivery of policy goals; 

• how best to support and integrate agriculture into the broader rural economy over the 
transition period and beyond; and 

• how pilot projects might be developed and used to test different approaches. 

The consultation sought views across a wide range of issues, including the future of LEADER. 

While the Brexit process has created considerable uncertainty, more positively, leaving the EU 

provides an opportunity to re-think and re-shape policy frameworks and approaches in Scotland. 

Through ‘Stability and Simplicity’, the Scottish Government’s priorities were to define how far that 

change should go, and how fast it should happen. In the document, Fergus Ewing MSP, Cabinet 

Secretary for the Rural Economy and Connectivity, proposed a five year transition period. This 

would be comprised of the intended ‘implementation period’ of approximately two years (i.e. 

March 2019 to December 2020, according to the original Brexit timetable), during which Scotland 
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(as part of the UK) would be expected to continue to implement all EU rules on CAP2, including 

the SRDP. For this period, the UK and Scottish Governments have provided a range of funding 

guarantees. It was then proposed that there would be a further transition period of three years 

during which Scotland would be able to move towards adopting its chosen farm support and wider 

rural policy (i.e. new Pillar 1 and Pillar 2 arrangements).  

The Scottish Government’s rationale for this five year implementation/transition period was based 

on the argument that time is required to have domestic policy and associated ‘infrastructure’ like 

consultations and digital systems ready for implementation, and also the argument made by 

(mainly agricultural) stakeholders that a manageable pace of change was required for adaptation 

to take place. However, during this period of relative stability, there would be the gradual 

development of a new rural policy framework for Scotland (including through the piloting and 

testing of new approaches), aimed at ensuring that public investments in social, economic and 

environmental capital reflect the Scottish Government’s ambitions for sustainable, inclusive 

growth across the country, as well as other policy priorities (including the recently declared climate 

emergency for example). It was intended that the implementation of the new policy and support 

framework would be from financial year 2024-25.  

In ‘Stability and Simplicity’, the Scottish Government committed to consult more fully on future 

Pillar II funding arrangements from 2020-2024 “in due course”. More detail on this process is not 

yet available, although it is worth noting the recent publication of the report on public attitudes to 

agriculture, environment and rural priorities (Scottish Government 2019a) which will inform future 

policy planning. ‘Stability and Simplicity’ also notes the connections between some elements of 

the current SRDP, including LEADER, and other funding streams and wider community planning 

and engagement. As such, all of these need to be considered as part of a strategic approach to 

wider support for the rural economy, environmental standards and community development.  

In relation to LEADER specifically, the consultation document (p.26) states: 

“… it is recognised by all parties concerned that the LEADER approach provides important 

support throughout rural Scotland and can meet both local and national priorities, for 

example, in service provision, energy, broadband, culture, tourism, food and drink, social 

care, training and skills. However, the EU rules and processes governing LEADER can be 

perceived as prohibitive. Therefore, an approach during the transition period may be to 

continue with the current approach of vesting responsibility for relevant projects in the 

LAGs, guided by Local Development Strategies, 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. This would have the benefit of removing additional layers 

of bureaucracy; however, there would be a potential reduction in the benefits of central 

co-ordination which is likely to result in differences in approaches between LAG areas.” 

The consultation asked two questions relating to LEADER: (i) whether or not the approach 

outlined could be supported; and (ii) whether there are other opportunities to improve the 

administrative efficiency of the scheme (p.26). The responses are summarised in Box 2.1. 

 

2 With the exception of  the CAP Direct Payments Regulation (which governs the Basic Payment Scheme, 

Voluntary Coupled Support and Greening) which would not apply in the UK for the 2020 scheme year. 
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Box 2.1: Responses about LEADER in the Stability and Simplicity consultation  

Can the outlined approach be supported? 

Overall, there was support for the outlined LEADER approach (44 out of  67 responses, although 14 of  

these raised the need to improve aspects of  scheme delivery), with local delivery stated as being “the 
key to success”. Respondents generally regarded the lack of  consistency between local groups as a 
strength rather than a weakness as it enabled tailoring to local circumstances and priorities (though a 

small number of  respondents disagreed and argued that more central coordination would be 
benef icial). Respondents argued the need to conf irm short and long term funding as soon as possible 
to avoid loss of  momentum and knowledge. Ten out of  67 respondents did not support the approach 

outlined in the consultation document, with the rationale centred on the need to take a new approach to 

funding communities due to the perceived lack of  ef fectiveness of  LEADER.  

Are there other opportunities to improve the administrative efficiency of the scheme? 

Most of  the 45 respondents to this question favoured changes to the administration to reduce the 
burden and costs on applicants. These were seen as being overly and illogically onerous which put of f 
groups and individuals f rom applying for worthwhile projects, and reduced the outcomes of  approved 

projects. The IT system (LARCS) was argued to be unwieldy and complex by several respondents, 
serving to increase the overall administrative burden in comparison to previous programmes. The 
LEADER approach itself , as regards the provision of  funding for local areas to come together and 

agree investments to improve rural communities, was almost universally supported with several 
respondents suggesting further devolution of  the process to local areas as being the most ef fective way 

of  simplifying the administrative ef fectiveness of  the scheme. 

Adapted f rom: Scottish Government 2018b (p.17) 

Of relevance to this project, it is worth noting that ‘Stability and Simplicity’ also included a question 

on the future of the Scottish Rural Network (SRN), which supports development through 

encouraging networking and the sharing of information between stakeholders within and beyond 

Scotland, including LEADER groups. The 42 responses to this question were split between 23 in 

favour of the SRN continuing and 19 opposed. For those in favour, the reasons centred on the 

need to ensure there was an effective way to engage and coordinate communities, projects and 

funding streams to achieve a set of broad outcomes. Some of those in favour did raise areas that 

needed to be improved, including: the communication with customers to raise awareness of the 

network and the opportunities available; and the integration with other funding streams and 

initiatives to ensure a holistic hub was available for all rural communities and businesses. For 

those who were not in favour of the SRN continuing, the reasons centred around its perceived 

(lack of) effectiveness and value for money.  

2.2 The UK Shared Prosperity Fund 

It has been suggested that future LEADER-type schemes would 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)3.  

In their 2017 manifesto, the Conservative Party set out that they would: 

 

3 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 f rom this review 

should be available shortly.  



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

 

15 

 

“use the Structural Fund money that comes back to the UK following Brexit to create a 

United Kingdom Shared Prosperity Fund, specifically designed to reduce inequalities 

between communities across our four nations. The money that is spent will help deliver 

sustainable, inclusive growth based on our modern industrial strategy. We will consult 

widely on the design of the fund, including with the devolved administrations, Local 

Authorities, businesses and public bodies. The UK Shared Prosperity Fund will be cheap 

to administer, low in bureaucracy and targeted where it is needed most”. (Conservative 

Party 2017)4 

This Party manifesto commitment was echoed in the UK Government’s 2017 Industrial Strategy 

White Paper. Further information on the UK SPF in a Written Statement by James Brokenshire 

MP, then Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government,  in 2019 added that 

the Fund would “tackle inequalities between communities by raising productivity, especially in 

those parts of the country whose economies are furthest behind” (House of Commons Library 

2019, p.10).  

However, there is little other information about the UK SPF, including in relation to: how it would 

be funded; what levels of funding would be available; how the money would be distributed across 

the UK, including between different devolved nations, different types of areas (e.g. rural and 

urban) and across different priorities; how it would operate and be administered (e.g. by devolved 

nations, Local Authorities, etc.); the timescales that would be adopted (e.g. maintaining 

multiannual funding periods to support strategic investments and reduce political interference); 

the balance between setting national priorities and maintaining national oversight versus ensuring 

flexibility for local areas and communities to decide on how to use the money based on local 

priorities; which and how outcomes and success would be measured; how/whether to incorporate 

match funding; and the balance of pre-allocated and competitive funding.  

The UK Government was due to consult on the UK SPF in Autumn 2018 but this has been 

delayed. The UK Government has said that the delay is due to ‘no-deal Brexit’ planning, and 

stated in January 2019 that the full consultation document would be published “shortly”. More 

recent information suggests that decisions on the UK SPF will be taken during the Spending 

Review, the report from which will be published in Autumn 2019 (House of Commons Library 

2019), although it is likely that this process will still be subject to delay depending on progress 

with Brexit.  

Twenty-five external stakeholder engagement events have been held (as of April 2019), six of 

which were in Scotland (in Glasgow, Edinburgh and Inverness5), involving representatives from a 

breadth of sectors. In addition, a wide range of organisations have proactively put forward their 

views on the Fund. The Welsh Government, for example, has stated its strong opposition to 

administering the fund from Westminster6. Most organisations that have stated an opinion on the 

 

4 It is worth noting that Structural Funds in Scotland are worth up to €941 million across the current EU 
budget period for use in economic development (SPICe 2018), and about €2.4 billion across the UK (House 

of  Commons Library 2019). 
5 This information was found online at: https://www.theyworkforyou.com/wrans/?id=2019-04-03.240518.h  
6 See for example: https://gov.wales/not-a-penny-less-welsh-government-calls-for-commitment-on-shared-

prosperity-fund  

https://www.theyworkforyou.com/wrans/?id=2019-04-03.240518.h
https://gov.wales/not-a-penny-less-welsh-government-calls-for-commitment-on-shared-prosperity-fund
https://gov.wales/not-a-penny-less-welsh-government-calls-for-commitment-on-shared-prosperity-fund
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UK SPF agree that funding should be at least maintained at the current level, it should largely be 

allocated based on need, and Local Authorities and partners should be closely involved (House 

of Commons Library 2019). Rural-specific organisations have questioned the extent to which UK 

SPF money might be ring-fenced for rural areas to ensure that they receive a fair share of the 

money compared to their urban counterparts, and how this might be achieved (given, for example, 

the limitations of the (Scottish) Index of Multiple Derivation in identifying areas of rural 

disadvantage and inequality). 

2.3 The future of the EU’s CAP 

The EU is proposing a moderate CAP budget reduction of 5% in the future programming period 

(2021-2027), with a total CAP budget of €365 billion, accounting for just under one third of the 

total EU budget, and the two pillars (of direct support for farmers/market measures and rural 

development) remaining. Member States will be allowed to transfer up to 15% of their allocation 

between direct payments and rural development and will also have the flexibility to transfer an 

additional 15% from Pillar 1 to Pillar 2 for environmental and climate measures without co-

financing.  

Information is available from the European Commission that sets out the likely direction of travel 

of the CAP in future, including the 1 June 2018 legislative proposals (European Commission 

2018). The overall aim is to simplify, modernise and make the CAP more flexible and responsive 

to current and future challenges such as climate change and generational renewal, while 

continuing to support European farmers in a sustainable and competitive agricultural sector, and 

to deliver significant added-value for farmers and society at large. Member States will also be 

given more freedom to decide how best to meet the common objectives from a toolbox of 

measures and a common set of result indicators, while at the same time responding to the specific 

needs of their farmers and rural communities by selecting and further designing the specific 

measures which are most applicable to meeting specific needs (set out through a CAP Strategic 

Plan to be approved by the Commission for each member state). 

The future CAP also aims to encourage greater use of modern technologies and innovations and 

will have higher ambitions with regard to the environment and climate and supporting vibrant rural 

communities, at the same time as ensuring access to high quality food and providing strong 

support for European farming.  

Nine objectives have been identified for the future CAP:  

1. Ensure fair income 

2. Increase competitiveness 

3. Rebalance power in the food chain 

4. Climate change action 

5. Environmental care 

6. Preserve landscapes and biodiversity 

7. Support generational renewal 

8. Vibrant rural areas 

9. Protect food and health quality  
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More specifically, in relation to rural communities, the plans include more flexibility for Member 

States to introduce rural development measures to encourage growth and jobs, including support 

for Smart Villages, and increased investment in the developing bioeconomy, and a rural 

development policy which will contribute to the diversification of the rural economy and the 

delivery of the Cork 2.0 Declaration for ‘A Better Life in Rural Areas’ (2016). 

The Draft Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) (May 2018) proposes a common framework for 

the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF) and the 

European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), but not for the European Agricultural Fund for 

Rural Development (EAFRD) which will no longer be considered as an instrument of EU Cohesion 

Policy. The provisions for the future of Community Led Local Development (CLLD) are laid down 

in Articles 25 to 28 of the Draft CPR, with Article 25 referring to LEADER as CLLD (despite the 

CPR no longer including EAFRD). These are very similar to the Articles relating to the current 

period with no obligation to put money into CLLD. A threshold of 6% of funds should be devoted 

to partnerships for local development via various tools, one of which might be CLLD, and a 

simplified approach to CLLD is promised (Lukesch 2018, p.21).  

The Draft Regulation for CAP Strategic Plans (June 2018) is designed as a common framework 

for the first and second pillars of the CAP. The two pillars and their financial instruments (the 

European Agricultural Guarantee Fund [EAGF] and EAFRD) are supposed to be more coherent 

and integrated in their objectives than hitherto. LEADER will be subsumed, along with a number 

of other activities, under the heading ‘Co-operation’ in Article 71 (Lukesch 2018, p.22). 

Lukesch (2018) argues that these proposals do not respond to any of the shortcomings of 

LEADER, indeed he argues that the proposal is “A swansong to community led local development 

as a change maker” (p.23). 

2.4 Current and likely future Scottish Government policy priorities  

Finally in this section, it is worth briefly mentioning key current and likely future Scottish 

Government policy priorities which ‘sit’ within the overall structure of the National Performance 

Framework and the Economic Strategy with its focus on sustainable and inclusive growth and 

taking a place-based approach, and which will shape the context in which decisions will be made 

regarding future rural and agricultural policy and support schemes. 

First, a key policy focus for Scottish Government going forward will be taking steps to tackle the 

‘climate emergency’ that the First Minster declared in April 2019. The potential role of rural areas 

in providing positive and innovative solutions to climate change through changes to land use, 

increasing carbon sequestration, encouraging more sustainable working, living and travelling 

practices, etc. needs to be explored further (instead of rural areas being seen simply as a primary 

cause of increased emissions through agricultural emissions, the need to travel longer distances, 

etc.).  

Previous/current LEADER programmes have already funded some environment/climate change 

related projects but this could be a stronger focus for a LEADER-style programme in future. 

Second, key priorities for Scottish Government policy for the last 10-20 years have been the 

parallel agendas of community empowerment and land reform alongside, more recently, the local 
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governance reform agenda which is arguing for further empowerment of communities and an 

increase in community-led decision-making on service provision.  

These are likely to remain key priorities going forward, and again a future LEADER-style 

programme could be directed towards supporting these agendas. The existence of relatively long-

standing investment 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. 

Third, and linked to the previous point, the public sector reform agenda has been important in 

recent years (particularly since the report by the Commission on the Future Delivery of Public 

Services in 2011) as public sector budgets have been cut and greater responsibilities taken on 

by local third sector and community groups in terms of owning, managing and delivering a range 

of services, including transport, housing and health and social care.  

However, many rural areas are still experiencing service closures and there may be a potential 

role for LEADER and other local development approaches in supporting different models to 

deliver services.  

Fourth, it is worth reflecting that the rural economy has been rising up the policy agenda in 

Scotland recently, including through the work of the National Council of Rural Advisers and the 

more recent the Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) Rural Commission report 

and that the current LEADER programme includes investment for rural enterprise (and farm 

diversification).  

Consideration of how rural businesses may or may not be supported in a future LEADER-style 

programme will be important, and if so, as in relation to land reform, it will be important to be clear 

how such support will be complementary to other investment and support for rural enterprises.  

2.5 Summary 

While the Scottish Government has emphasised the need for relative stability in the next five 

years through ‘Stability and Simplicity’, there are opportunities to tweak schemes in this period 

and to pilot new approaches. In the longer-term there is scope for more fundamental changes to 

rural development support schemes to ensure that they are fit-for-purpose for the opportunities, 

challenges and needs of Scotland’s rural communities, and that they are complementary to other 

investment and support schemes and meet policy priorities. Underlying these policy priorities are 

the over-arching Scottish Government aims of achieving sustainable, inclusive growth and 

adopting a place-based approach to ensure that responses to particular local needs, challenges 

and opportunities – whether they are vulnerabilities related to Brexit, fuel poverty, a lack of local 

affordable housing, declining public service provision, or a need to increase the number of 

businesses and encourage diversification or whether the areas being targeted are rural, coastal 

or mountainous- are locally-tailored, and indeed involve local people from the outset.  

These reflect some of the core principles of LEADER, and indeed community-led local 

development more broadly, and must be underpinned by appropriate capacity-building to ensure 

that all people and communities can participate fully.  
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3 International evidence review  

This section provides an in-depth review of existing evidence on LEADER: 

1. To understand how LEADER has evolved over its existence; 

2. To understand the impacts of LEADER since the early 1990s; and 

3. To understand the key factors which have led to effective LEADER implementation, in 
the form of long lasting, durable, self-sustaining and impactful projects which contribute to 
enhanced rural community cohesion and resilience. 

The review draws on different types of evidence, including previous LEADER evaluations in 

Scotland, elsewhere in the UK and beyond, academic publications, and outputs from 

conferences/events (e.g. European Network for Rural Development [ENRD], Directorate-General 

for Agriculture and Rural Development [DG-Agri], FARNET, Scottish Rural Network, etc.). The 

focus is on describing the situation in Scotland; comparative information from elsewhere in the 

UK and the EU is included to explore instances where there are similarities or differences in how 

LEADER has evolved and/or the impacts it has had. 

First, the review charts the evolution of LEADER since its launch in 1991, describing what 

LEADER is, the characteristics of its different phases, and how its governance and underlying 

‘philosophy’ have evolved over time. Then, it explores the impacts of LEADER since its launch. 

Finally, the key factors that have emerged as critical in explaining the ‘success’ of LEADER 

projects are presented. 

3.1 The evolution of LEADER 

3.1.1 What is LEADER? 

Introduced in 1991, LEADER is the European Union’s area-based, bottom-up and participatory 

approach to rural development. For Servillo and De Bruijn (2018, p.223), LEADER was the 

flagship of a new rural development paradigm (i.e. the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development’s ‘new rural paradigm’ [OECD 2006]), with particularly important innovation in 

terms of governance and policy arrangements. For Brookes et al. (2019, p.20), LEADER sets out 

a method or ‘how’ to proceed, rather than focusing on a strategy or ‘what’ needs to be done. 

3.1.1.1 A novel approach to rural development 

At the same time as there were calls for a broader concept or ‘paradigm’ of rural development, 

which went beyond supporting agriculture, in European policy terms, there was growing academic 

recognition that the ‘exogenous’ approach to rural development which had been pre-eminent in 

post-war Europe – based on top-down interventions in rural places, which were not necessarily 

well tailored to local circumstances, and which were usually sectoral in nature (i.e. focused on 

agriculture) – was not proving successful. Instead, there was a need for a more ‘bottom-up’ 

approach. Through LEADER, the Commission sought to adopt an innovative, bottom-up, area-

based approach to rural development, based on an assumption that the most appropriate 

solutions to problems in rural areas lay with rural people and resources themselves (Black and 

Conway 1996). 
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As Woods (2005) describes, the advent of LEADER represented a shift in the nature of rural 

development, with this new focus on capacity-building and valuing local resources. Ray (1998) 

identified three key aspects to the EU’s desired approach: a territorial basis (i.e. community is 

interpreted geographically and is linked with a territory/place); the use of local resources; and 

local contextualisation through active public participation. Ray also argued that the approach 

created the prospect for local areas to assume greater control of development by reorienting 

development processes around local ‘endogenous’ resources and by setting up structures to 

sustain the local development momentum and capacity after the initial ‘official’ intervention. The 

role of LEADER in pioneering participation and representing the essential elements of the bottom-

up approach to rural development have also been highlighted (e.g. MacKinnon 2002; Scott 2002).  

The European Commission (2006) identifies seven key features of the LEADER approach (see 

Table 3.1). The collective set of features shown in Table 3.1 is an integrated system (Metis et al. 

GmbH 2010). It is for this reason that the LEADER initiative is perhaps more accurately described 

as based on the principle of neo-endogenous development, rather than strict endogenous 

development. This is the notion that rural development is best achieved through a combination of 

local resources and local action that is integrated with wider extra-local networks and resources. 

It offers an alternative to dualistic top-down or bottom-up perspectives (Ray 2000; Bosworth et al. 

2015). 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.  

 Table 3.1: The seven key features of the LEADER approach  

Feature Description 

1. Area-based local development 

strategies 

Essentially local: taking place in a socially cohesive area, 
tailored to suit local needs, with local critical mass to 

support LDS 

2. Bottom-up approach Local actors designing the strategy and choosing the 

actions 

3. Public-private partnerships (the 

Local Action Groups - LAGs) 

Balanced LAGs representative of  local interests and able 

to mobilise skills/resources 

4. Facilitating innovation Giving LAGs wide margins of  f reedom and f lexibility in 

making decisions about the actions they want to support  

5. Integrated and multi-sectoral 

actions 

Actions and projects in local strategies should be linked 
and coordinated (economic, social, cultural, environmental 

players and sectors involved) 

6. Networking Forging links and enabling learning among people, 
organisations and institutions at local to EU scales, 

whether or not they are LEADER benef iciaries 

7. Co-operation Going further than networking – joint projects with another 

LEADER groups, or similar group, either in the same 

Member State or further af ield 

(Adapted f rom: European Commission, 2006)  

As Bryden (2006) describes, LEADER has always encompassed both top-down and bottom-up 

elements. For example, 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 
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spending targets that are top-down. At the local level, a group of stakeholders (the Local Action 

Group, or LAG) may make the final choice of 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.   

The ‘networked’ or ‘neo-endogenous’ aspects of LEADER are well illustrated through the following 

list of three activities which The Rural Development Company et al. (2005) highlight in their study 

of LEADER in England as being the mechanisms through which the two objectives of LEADER - 

in short, building capacity, and working together - are delivered: (1) development and 

implementation of integrated rural development strategies by LAGs; (2) co-operation projects 

between LAGs within and outside the UK; and (3) networking both within England and the UK, 

and at EU level. 

3.1.1.2 LEADER: from past to present 

LEADER has evolved from being a stand-alone programme to a delivery option within a 

mainstream programme; in short, it has become part of overall EU rural development policy. The 

focus has shifted away from being ‘deficit-based’ and targeted solely at deprived rural areas to 

become more inclusive and focussed on local capacity building in all rural areas. 

Since 1991, there have been five LEADER periods. Table 3.2 provides an overview of these, 

including information on the timescale, programme type, number of LAGs, total public budget and 

the number of different Member States involved. A more detailed description of each of the 

periods, and how they were delivered in Scotland, can be found in Section 5 and Annex 1. 

Table 3.2: The five LEADER periods since 1991  

Name Period Programme Type 

Number of 
Local 
Action 

Groups  

Total public 
budget from 
EU/ national 

funds 

Number of 
Member 

States 

LEADER 1 
1991-

1993 
Community Initiative 

217 in 

lagging rural 

areas 
€1.2 billion  EU 12 

LEADER 2 
1994-

1999 

Community Initiative 
implemented through 102 

national/regional 

Operational Programmes 

906 in 
lagging rural 

areas 
€5.4 billion EU 15 

LEADER+ 
2000-

2006 

Community Initiative 
implemented through 73 

national/regional 

Operational Programmes 

1,153 in all 

rural areas 
€5.1 billion EU 15 + 10  

LEADER Axis 
2007-

2013 

Obligatory RDP/Axis 4 
measure (5% resp. 2.5% for 

new Member States)  

2,402 in all 

rural areas 
€8.9 billion EU 25 + 2  

LEADER/CLLD  
2014-

2020  

Obligatory RDP Measure 19 

(5%) 

~2,660 in all 

rural areas 
€9.8 billion EU 27 + 1  

Adapted f rom: Lukesch (2018) 
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It is important to highlight LEADER’s growth since its launch. It was launched as a fairly small-

scale pilot programme in 1991 in a limited geographical area consisting of the most deprived rural 

areas, but it has since expanded to encompass over 2,600 LAGs across all EU Member States.  

From LEADER II onwards, there was an increasing focus on innovation and the importance of 

learning from elsewhere. In this sense, innovation was expected to consider the specific needs of 

the area and to emphasise uniqueness, not serve as a pretext for implementing global 

technological standards (Lukesch n.d.).  

LEADER+ brought in different governance arrangements in the different Member States and 

regions. Within the UK, for example, there were some similarities across England, Wales, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland, including that most LAGs were not permanent local development 

groups but merely existed to deal with funding when it was available. However, there were also 

considerable differences (Carnegie UK Trust 2010). In England, for example, LAGs were 

generally informal partnerships with district or county councils, and in some cases rural 

community councils, as accountable bodies. Many of the English LAGs chose the ‘quality of life’ 

and ‘making the best of use of natural and cultural resources’ themes to focus on, meaning that 

their emphasis was largely on community development. In contrast, Northern Irish LAGs (of which 

there were 12 in LEADER+) were companies limited by guarantee and guided by volunteer 

Directors. They focussed on small business development, with community development funded 

through resources derived from elsewhere.  

In the LEADER Axis programme, LEADER was mainstreamed, that is to say, it changed from 

being a free-standing Community Initiative under EU Structural Funds to become a delivery option 

within mainstream rural development programmes. Flexibility was provided in terms of the 

proportion of funding to be allocated under the three axes, giving Member States/regions some 

autonomy over deciding their balance of priorities, as long as the seven key features shown earlier 

in Table 3.1 were delivered. Annex 2 contains a description of how LEADER was mainstreamed 

in Finland. 

As the programmes progressed, it became apparent that: 

“local areas with prior experience of ‘bottom-up’ territorially grounded initiatives in 
integrated rural development, particularly LEADER I or II, seem more likely to have 
deployed the measures available under the Rural Development Regulation (RDR) in 
imaginative or innovative ways” (Dwyer et al. 2007).  

In those regions where there were already established strong partnerships between key rural 

development actors, groups were particularly well placed to make effective use of Rural 

Development Programmes (RDPs) because of their existing capacity and social capital in the 

form of strong community networks (see Annex 2 for examples from Spain and Germany). This 

echoes the argument of Shucksmith (2005) that social processes are fundamental to rural 

development and that: 

“there is an apparent correlation between stronger territorial sensitivity, multi-functionality 
and devolved delivery in the programmes, and areas and/or institutions which have had 
prior experience of Structural Fund and LEADER programming and delivery” (Dwyer et al. 
2007, p.883).  
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The recent study by Konečný (2019; see also Furmankiewicz et al. 2010) has also emphasised 

the differences in implementation of LEADER in different countries, in large part due to varying 

durations of EU membership and experience with the programme and due to differing historical, 

political and cultural trajectories, with particular differences observed between new and old 

Member States (see Annex 2 for a description of the Polish context, for example). 

3.1.1.3 LEADER 2014-2020 

As a CLLD initiative, LEADER is an integrated development process, designed to engage, enable, 

resource and empower local communities in undertaking their own development (ENRD 2016). 

The preparation of a Local Development Strategy (LDS) is an integral part of the LEADER/CLLD 

approach; Lukesch (2018, p.7) argues that this is clear evidence that the Commission built on 

one of the key recommendations of the 2010 European Court of Auditors report with its strong 

emphasis on a local development strategy to be devised and accountably implemented by an 

autonomous local partnership.  

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 funds7 (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 (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 CLLD8).  

Where this is applied, it enables LAGs to integrate local needs and solutions, choose from a broad 

range of policy areas, and reinforce links between rural, urban and fisheries areas, through their 

LDS, in overall support of territorial cohesion. In short, CLLD is the delivery conduit and 

mechanism for an enhanced and extended range of EU policies and funds (thereby potentially 

allowing for a more experimental approach), and it builds on the experiences of the LEADER 

approach in terms of further promoting projects carried out through local partnerships in a bottom 

up way, via area-based, multi-sector local development strategies (Walsh 2017; European 

Evaluation Helpdesk for Rural Development 2017) CLLD: 

“… supports the enhancement of the local economy through the creation of sustainable 
jobs, utilising local resources, strengthening social cohesion, networking, co-operation 
and innovation” (European Evaluation Helpdesk for Rural Development 2017, p.9). 

The term CLLD came to be used increasingly frequently by the European Commission during the 

2007-2013 period, and can be defined as area-based, innovative local action, coordinated through 

networks and co-operation, that can: 

“mobilise and involve local communities and organisations to contribute to achieving the 
Europe 2020 Strategy goals of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, fostering territorial 
cohesion and reaching specific policy objectives” (European Commission 2013, p.2).  

 

7 The EMFF, ERDF and the ESF – this is in addition to the EAFRD. 
8 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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CLLD is about extending this philosophy through this common approach across other European 

regional development and social funds (European Commission 2013). In this way, LEADER/CLLD 

through its multi-fund approach and its re-emphasis on innovation, is founded on the belief that 

doing more of the same is unlikely to enable local areas to reach their full potential. Instead, new 

solutions to existing problems, which mobilise local potentials and strengthens linkages between 

actors in the supported areas, need to be sought (ENRD 2016; European Evaluation Helpdesk 

for Rural Development 2017).  

Across Europe there are currently approximately 2,600 LAGs covering over 54% of the rural 

population of the EU910. The requirement is for Member States to allocate a minimum of 5% of 

their RPDs to LEADER. The overall CAP budget in the 2014-20 period is EUR 408 billion, with 

76% of this dedicated to Pillar 1 payments to farmers, 23% dedicated to Pillar 2 and 1.6% 

dedicated to LEADER (European Parliament 2018). 

Article 34 of the CPR11 states that “Local Action Groups shall design and implement the 

community led local development strategies”. The ENRD guidelines for an LDS (2016) state there 

is no ‘one size fits all’ model, and the preparation of a high quality LDS is more than filling in a 

template. No two LAGs are the same, and the LDS can, and should, reflect local needs. Building 

on the momentum of a participatory approach in the consultation and design of the LDS can aid 

with the implementation process of LEADER activities. Indeed, for Courades and Brosei (2018) 

CLLD (along with the partnership principle) is a message from Europe to foster citizens’ 

participation in policy-making and implementation, as well as an attempt to seek additional 

multiplier effects on local development and mainstreaming programmes (Servillo and De Bruijn 

2018). 

The European Evaluation Helpdesk for Rural Development (2017) emphasises the main features 

of CLLD as being the seven LEADER principles identified in Table 3.1 and the Helpdesk (p.10-

11) argues that: 

“These features have been further strengthened in the current programming period by: 
reinforcing the preparatory support for local partnerships…; strengthening the role of LAGs 
in governing rural territories…; integrating the monitoring and evaluation arrangements in 
to the CLLD strategies to improve their design and implementation…; focusing more on 
animation to enable greater exchange and co-operation between stakeholders…; 
strengthening the participation of the private sector in the partnership…; and streamlining 
transnational co-operation….” 

Servillo and De Bruijn (2018, p.233) note that the introduction of CLLD represents an interesting 

change of direction in that it ‘upscales’ the LEADER approach from a rural development niche to 

a broader method of integrated, bottom-up and partnership-based local development. Going 

further, they also argue that:  

“CLLD can offer an interesting answer to the demand for new democratic participation and 

direct involvement of local groups. The bottom-up form of governance triggers new ways 

 

9 For more information, see: https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/leader-clld_en  
10 Research in Autumn 2017 by Servillo and De Bruijn (2018) found about 3,318 LAGs across the EU.   
11 Common Provisions Regulation (EC) 1303/2013 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2013.347.01.0320.01.ENG  

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/leader-clld_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2013.347.01.0320.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2013.347.01.0320.01.ENG
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of approaching the territory, often overcoming the isolation of rural municipalities and 

laying the foundations for a shared development strategy. It creates the conditions to 

pursue social innovation not only tackling well known problems, but also determining 

procedures that lead to the identification of unexpressed needs and innovative 

development strategies.” 

Figure 3.1: LEADER Local Development Strategy Areas in Scotland in 2014-20  

 

 

Source: Scottish Rural Network 
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3.1.2 The governance of LEADER 

One of the seven key features of LEADER is the need for area-based LDSs 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). 

Depending on the scale of LAGs12 in different countries, the extent and type of staffing 

requirements can vary. Across the different Member States, each LAG usually has a full-time 

manager or coordinator to support applications, and administrative support (ENRD 2016), 

although most LAGs rely on the local Accountable Body (often local government) to perform 

administrative functions (Ekosgen 2011). Staffing requirements can also vary over time, and a 

new LAG may require more staff resources to animate and build capacity, while in the later stages, 

financial and administrative capacity may be more important.  

EU LAGs are selected under open procedure, which is based upon the criteria set out in the 

programme. For some rural regions there has been consistency in terms of the existence and 

boundaries of LAGs, while other rural regions are newer participants in LEADER and therefore 

have experienced less consistency with regard to their LAGs. A 2017 survey by the ENRD, which 

had a total of 710 responses from LAGs from all the generations of LEADER13, found that 8% of 

LAGs had been in existence since LEADER 1, and 44% had operated in two or more previous 

rounds of LEADER (ENRD 2018).  

As components of a democratic process, LEADER and the LAGs should theoretically be open to 

citizens (as is the case in Finland, for example) and stakeholders across the different sectors, 

allowing for participation in and contribution to the identification of issues and the design of 

development strategies (Ray 2000). The inclusion of the LDS in LEADER/CLLD has allowed local 

communities to actively contribute to development activities. As Esparcia et al. (2015) argue, while 

there are many very positive aspects to the governance of LEADER, including local flexibility, 

partnership-working and networking, there are also usually considerable power relations and 

struggles involved.  

In LEADER, a partnership approach to development is key, but this ethos seemingly rests on the 

concept of one inclusive partnership guiding development. However, the reality in many Member 

States, including the UK, is that any given area may have a number of different partnership 

structures. For example, during LEADER II, Scotland’s LEADER II partnerships existed alongside 

the system of ‘local rural partnerships’ potentially covering the same areas (Shortall and 

Shucksmith 2001). Therefore, while the LEADER model envisages rural development 

partnerships, it often fails to contextualise this arrangement. Lukesch (2018) also notes a risk that 

LAGs may end up replicating the bureaucratic approaches of state authorities through being 

preoccupied with administrating project proposals and the paperwork behind payments, behind a 

 

12 It is worth reiterating that a LAG has to demonstrate all seven of  LEADER’s key features shown in Table 
3.1 in order to call itself  a LAG. 
13 It is worth noting that this survey groups LAGs f rom the dif ferent parts of  the UK together as UK LAGs.  
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“thin veneer of local strategy” (p.17). He argues that, when this preoccupation occurs, broader 

governance aspects such as partnership links and community development may be neglected.  

Alongside the roles and responsibilities of the EU LAGs, it is important to consider the different 

ways in which the different layers of public sector government have been involved in LEADER. 

This has varied over time, with evidence suggesting that the power balance has shifted since 

LEADER I away from the LAGs, which had direct relationships with the European Commission 

while regional and national authorities were completed bypassed (Lukesch 2018), and towards 

local and national government.  

The relationships between LAGs and regional and national governments also vary considerably 

across different Member States. In England, for example, during LEADER+ and the initial part of 

the Leader Axis period, overall RDR delivery was managed via the Rural Development 

Programme for England, but governance was devolved to the regions, with each developing a 

Regional Implementation Plan (RIP). In several English regions, the RIP was developed via a 

partnership of organisations, including Regional Development Agencies and Government Offices 

(both now abolished), and a range of other relevant bodies, such as Natural England and the 

Forestry Commission. In the North West region, for example, there was a bold step at an early 

stage in order to ensure further devolution to sub-regional partners to write sub-regional 

implementation plans (Convery et al. 2010). Brookes et al. (2019) provide some more recent 

reflections on the tensions between the Northumberland Uplands LAG and the several layers of 

governance with which it operates, including the Westminster Government Department of the 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the Rural Payments Agency (the managing body) 

and Northumberland County Council (the Accountable Body). 

As Shucksmith (2009, p.8) argues, the emphasis in LEADER has been put on horizontal 

partnership working within area-based partnerships, potentially missing an opportunity to explore 

how local mobilisation can be supported through vertical relations of governance (Kull 2008). This 

might include: the ways in which LEADER is managed and constrained by regional, national and 

supranational levels of governance through managerial technologies such as competitive bidding, 

performance targets, funding rules and procedures; the role that LAGs play in multilevel 

governance (for example in Finland as a layer between village action movements and regional 

bodies); and how local strategic development articulates with national sectoral policies. 

These governance arrangements have an important role to play in influencing the success of 

LEADER programmes in different Member States/regions. For example, in England, capacity-

building through LEADER I and II was mainly project-based and dispersed. In contrast, in Wales, 

capacity was maintained more effectively because of the facilitation of LEADER through more 

broadly-based sub-regional development agencies that were in place over the longer-term (Defra 

2004). Overall, there was more limited evidence of strategic value-added in the LEADER II 

approach in England. In Wales, in contrast, there was a more strategic approach with annual 

strategies of umbrella projects submitted to the Programme Monitoring Committee, then approved 

and delivered (Defra 2004).  

Ireland has emerged as an exemplar in terms of LEADER, particularly due to the arrangements 

put in place for the delivery of a suite of mutually reinforcing development programmes. This is in 

large part related to the governance arrangements adopted here (see Annex 2 for more detail), 
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although it should be noted that the role of municipalities in LEADER in Ireland has increased in 

recent years.  

3.1.3 Challenges over time 

Although LEADER has been widely recognised as a positive attempt to substitute hierarchical 

development interventions with a system characterised by endogenous, territorial approaches to 

rural development based on network relationships, partnership working and the convergence of 

different knowledge types (Furmankiewicz et al. 2010; Dargan and Shucksmith 2008; Kovach 

2000), it has also been criticised in a number of different ways over its different phases. This is 

perhaps not surprising given its emphasis on creativity and experimentation (Convery et al. 2010). 

Criticisms have included: having projects that are not truly local in origin (Barke and Newton 

1997); having LAGs that have a tendency to fragment into narrow interest lobbies, each trying to 

use LEADER as an instrument of power (Perez 2000); having more limited local participation than 

was intended (Storey 1999); excluding more marginal members of society (see Scott 2004); and 

that, without animation and capacity-building with marginalised groups and places, LEADER has 

had a tendency to increase inequalities within and between places (Shucksmith 2000). Vidal 

(2009) summarises the criticisms of LEADER as being about the nature and success of local 

partnerships, defining innovation in practice, the notion of community involvement, and the 

vagueness of LEADER aims and objectives. The remainder of this section considers some of 

these challenges in more detail.  

3.1.3.1 Mainstreaming LEADER 

The extent to which the change in method and mindset in terms of broader rural development has 

occurred varies hugely across different Member States, with only Finland usually regarded as 

making a comprehensive strategic choice towards a mainstreamed LEADER-like approach and 

demonstrating consistent adaptation of all relevant development measures (see Annex 2). 

Indeed, Convery et al. (2010) discuss the tensions in LEADER between developing a governance 

system that meets mainstream requirements, while retaining the innovative and participatory 

characteristics of LEADER. 

With reference to the UK, Convery et al. (2010) concluded that strong mainstreaming occurred 

through the decentralised management of various Objective 1 and 2 measures, RDP and 

domestic schemes. In general, the area based approach and bottom-up features of LEADER 

were more often applied than the decentralised management and financing features, with the 

implementation of innovation and multi-sectoral integration less frequent. Less incidental were the 

networking and inter-territorial co-operation features. Overall, this study concluded that there was 

no aspect of LEADER which could not be mainstreamed, but there remained some challenges to 

achieving this, including: the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF)-

Guarantee implementation rules limiting the eligibility of  non-agricultural activities (meaning little 

room for integrated projects); institutional frameworks in some Member States ruling out 

decentralised management and financing through local groups; administrations requiring time to 

build up skills for cross coordination and concentration; and local actors needing time to build up 

the strategic and operational capacities for designing and implementing a business plan within 

the framework of a larger rural development programme. 
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Related to the findings of the study by Convery et al. (2010), the shift to LEADER being 

mainstreamed in the 2007-2013 programming period was predicted by some to lead to changes 

to how LEADER operated. Hubbard and Gorton (2011, p.93), for example, argued that 

mainstreaming LEADER may “present additional management and coordination problems, and 

potentially diminishing returns”. Lukesch (2018, p.16) also cites a number of pitfalls of 

mainstreaming LEADER in RDPs, which he argues have been observed, including: submission 

(that LEADER effectively becomes an appendix to conventional programme implementation): 

backstreaming (that LAGs develop into tools guided by sectoral interests or become a proxy for 

intermunicipal co-operation); degeneration (that LEADER becomes fragmented and only 

implemented in parts and without the seven operational principles); overload (LAGs are left with 

duties for which they are not prepared); and tickover (that LAGs become distracted by 

administrative requirements and lose their core tasks as a catalyst for local development). 

These concerns were confirmed in a number of studies which have explored how mainstreaming 

has impacted on LEADER. For example, Bosworth et al. (2015) reported findings from their 

national level interviews in England which appeared to confirm a stronger “top down rhetoric” 

following mainstreaming, as they emphasised the greater importance of scrutiny and that 

mainstreamed LEADER was granted less freedom than previous LEADER programmes. Hyder 

Consulting and ADAS UK (2010) also reported that mainstreaming and the move to a more 

structured administration had increased bureaucracy and caused tensions between bodies. 

Navarro et al. (2015) in their study of LAG managers in Andalusia and Wales argued that the 

integration of LEADER with other rural development measures in Pillar 2 in 2007 led to dilution of 

the participatory and bottom-up principles underpinning LEADER’s original philosophy. Their 

study confirms the mixed success of the LEADER programme in pursuing its original goals of 

decentralising decision-making in rural development and empowering rural communities. An 

evaluation commissioned by the European Commission in 2012 also pointed out delivery issues 

in mainstreaming LEADER (Osterreichisches Institut fur Raumplanung 2012). 

The mid-term evaluation of the 2007-2013 Rural Development Programme for England concluded 

that change itself (irrespective of what kind of change) can be unhelpful, causing delays and 

fracturing previously established networks. Associated with this, the evaluation found that limited 

progress had been made with the socio-economic measures, resulting in delays in establishing 

the LEADER approach and that the process of inviting bids for LEADER status and the time 

required to establish LAGs also led to delays in programme implementation (Hyder Consulting 

and ADAS UK 2010). A hiatus between programming periods, with disbandment of LAGS and a 

loss of staff has been highlighted as a real challenge.  

Convery et al. (2010, p.388) argue that mainstreaming provided an opportunity for LAGs to be at 

the heart of all rural development measures and to play an important role in tailoring projects to 

meet the local situation. The work of these authors in Cumbria, for example, argued that the 

previous LEADER programmes were successful because they did exactly that. However, they 

argue that the approach taken in Cumbria in the 2007-2013 period hindered rather than helped 

this process as a result of an overcomplicated management structure, and an apparent reluctance 

to devolve responsibilities, which led to significant delays in project funding and damage to the 

credibility of the LEADER brand in Cumbria. In short, although regional/local institutions can be 

criticised, some of the problems have arisen due to inherent tensions, widely anticipated 
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throughout the EU (see for example, Rural Development Impacts 2010) between mainstreaming 

and an approach that was largely developed to be small, local and participatory, or in von Meyer’s 

words to deal with rural development problems “in almost homeopathic doses” (Ray 2000, p.165). 

As Convery et al. (2010) conclude, mainstreaming LEADER was not necessarily wrong, but 

required a more thoughtful, devolved and local approach than that shown by the North West 

Development Agency in their region of England. 

3.1.3.2 Attitudes of public agencies towards LEADER 

It is worth noting how the attitudes of public agencies in the EU Member States towards LEADER 

have changed over time. When it was first introduced, LEADER was designed to encourage 

innovative bottom-up development activities, drawing on the specific resources and priorities of 

local people, through partnership-working. From LEADER II onwards, the programme has been 

more closely controlled by agencies and authorities. 

As Asby (1997) notes in relation to the UK, LEADER I was extremely successful in assisting the 

process of community participation and local ownership. She notes that, in Wales, LEADER I was 

not considered an important programme by the government or Local Authorities and so was not 

‘eyed greedily’ by agencies and authorities. Therefore there was considerable scope for local 

experimentation. This situation is echoed in other parts of Europe.  

Due to the success of LEADER I in providing integrated rural development opportunities at the 

local level and the apparent increased priority of LEADER II within the Commission, efforts were 

made to more closely control LEADER II. As a result, Asby (1997) argues it was much more 

bureaucratic. Her concern in relation to LEADER II was that agencies and authorities which 

themselves previously did not put much effort into encouraging local participation were now 

claiming that this was more central to their policies. If care was not taken, she argued, the 

successor to LEADER II, LEADER+, was likely to become even more firmly part of the old system, 

with those traditionally responsible for rural development paying ‘lip service’ to local ownership 

but using LEADER to fund their own favoured schemes and perhaps even mainstream projects.  

This echoes an argument put forward by Shucksmith (2002) that this ‘capturing’ of LEADER by 

other agencies and authorities was a feature of LEADER II in some parts of the UK, exacerbated 

by the difficulties of attracting match funding at a time of public expenditure restraint. He also 

notes that the rules of LEADER implementation also contributed to this trend, by requiring 

matching public funding for the programme in Objective 5b areas. Any public body with match 

funding on the table therefore was immensely attractive to LEADER LAGs even if their agenda 

was not at all central to the strategy and plans of the LEADER group itself. 

More recently, the research by Servillo and De Bruijn (2018, p.227) highlighted the “driving role” 

of managing authorities, in particular those at national level, in deciding the financial structure of 

the LAGs – even though the CLLD principle foresees the possibility that the LAG could choose 

its appropriate financial structure – and in deciding on the lead fund in multi-funded LAG rather 

than delegating this to the LAG level, both of which have led to some national/regional uniformity 

in the approach. They conclude (p.228): “The Managing Authority has a powerful framing role – 

and in some cases a top-down attitude – in setting the conditions in which LAGs are formed”. 



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

 

31 

 

3.1.3.3 Innovation and change 

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 extents.  

As Convery et al. (2010) note, under the earlier LEADER programmes prior to 2007-2013, 

innovation and sharing experiences were major aims, with Ray (2000, p.166) describing the 

LEADER programme as a “laboratory for rural development” as each LEADER group was 

intended to “search for innovative ideas that would not only assist economic viability in the locality 

but also serve a demonstrative function for other participating territories”. Dargan and Shucksmith 

(2008) also argue that:  

“The original purpose of the LEADER community initiative was to develop innovative ideas 
for rural development that could be replicated in other areas.”  

According to Larsson (2001), the reason for the focus on innovation was: “the perceived need for 

new products and processes for economic development. It is also a search for new or alternative 

solutions for organising rural societies.”  

A pan-European ex-post evaluation of LEADER II (Hyder Consulting and ADAS UK 2010) found 

that this programme was particularly effective in meeting the European Commission’s aims, 

particularly in terms of stimulating innovative measures at local level in all sectors of rural activity. 

There was evidence to suggest that many LEADER projects differed from the mainstream in terms 

of their innovative nature, newness to the area and their capacity to mobilise unused potential. 

However, Bruckmeier (2000) argues that LEADER (in Germany at least) has actually been a 

conservative force, moderating more radical ideas, while others agree that innovation has been 

somewhat constrained by the programme’s bureaucratic requirements, that external people are 

often critical to the process and that local actions are often not understood as being innovative by 

those outwith the local area. In relation to the latter, Dargan and Shucksmith (2008), argue that 

local actors are more likely to understand innovation as being social innovation (e.g. encouraging 

local linkage and collective learning cultures) or cultural innovation (improving the rural milieu), 

rather than in the sense of more urban-oriented science policy and technological innovation (see 

also ENRD 2011 for more discussion of the different interpretations of innovation). Nevertheless, 

LEADER does represent a significant move to encourage these kinds of community-led rural 

social and cultural innovation (Dax et al. 2016; Dargan and Shucksmith 2008; Moseley 2003). 

As Andersson and Kovach (2010) argue, LEADER has a two-fold role in rural development. On 

the one hand, it is a means of allocating funding to encourage positive rural development, and on 

the other hand it is expected to not only encourage change in an economic sense, but also 

concerning cultural, environmental and social issues. However, perhaps because of these 

dualistic aims, LEADER has been criticised for doing too much and too little of both. An evaluation 

of LEADER II in England (Hyder Consulting and ADAS UK 2010) indicated a tension between the 

broadly economic aims of funding initiatives and the aspirations of agencies and communities 

which tend to be ‘softer’. The tension led to a poor evaluation culture with a predisposition to 

record and be held accountable for easily measured/achieved outcomes and an under-emphasis 

on qualitative outcomes. 
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A pan-European ex-post evaluation of LEADER II (Österreichisches Institut für Raumplanung 

Managementdienste GmbH 2003) found that if less responsibility was given to local partnerships 

(i.e. the bottom-up approach was disregarded) and/or if the local partnership was weak or 

unresponsive, the impacts of LEADER on local development were less. It is also worth noting the 

criticism that the approach taken in LEADER was too project-based rather than strategic, resulting 

in fewer positive impacts. For example, a report by Defra (2004) argued that capacity-building 

through LEADER I and II in England was mainly project-based and dispersed. In contrast, in 

Wales, capacity was built and maintained more effectively because of the facilitation of LEADER 

through more broadly-based sub-regional development agencies that were in place over the 

longer term. Related to this, the approach of competitive bidding taken for LEADER funding has 

tended to favour those with existing capacity to bid for and then to effectively and efficiently use 

resources. This criticism led to questions relating to the allocation of LEADER+ programmes in 

England, where bidding capacity was favoured and did not appear consistent with the EU’s 

aspirations to broaden rural community involvement14.  

More recently, in relation to the current 2014-20 period, Servillo and De Bruijn (2018, p.232) report 

that the EU15 have a stronger thematic concentration whereby they have to allocate 80% of their 

ERDF resources to Thematic Objectives 1, 2, 3 and 4. This leaves only 20% of resources to be 

devoted to the other seven Thematic Objectives, one of which is Thematic Objective 9 - social 

inclusion under which CLLD is programmed. Therefore this leaves very little financial room for 

more developed regions to experiment with CLLD under this Fund. Moreover, these authors 

conclude that the administrative burden of combining multiple funds is also likely to have impeded 

innovation. There are exceptions, however, including the Swedish and Tirolean Managing 

Authorities which have adopted a ‘one-stop-shop approach’ whereby a single access point has 

been established to centralise administrative handling for the LAGs, even when different funds 

are involved (Servillo and De Bruijn 2018, p.232).  

  

 

14 Although this is disputed by Professor Mark Shucksmith who was on the committee which considered 
LAG bids in England and decided which LAGs were to be funded. The committee followed a quo ta of  50% 
previous LEADER LAGs and 50% new LAGs to counter the advantage of  some LAGs having pre-existing 

capacity to bid (Mark Shucksmith, personal communication).  
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3.2 The impacts of LEADER 

Lukesch (2018, p.17) argues that:  

“There is unanimity among experts and policy makers that LEADER is, by and large, a 

success story… However, it should also be said that after almost 30 years of local 

development ideas and practice in Europe, local development has lost some of its 

vibrancy, having either become ‘part of the furniture’ e.g. in rural development and 

LEADER, or having been more or less forgotten in other fields.” 

Research to date attributes a range of both positive and negative outcomes to LEADER. 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 generally 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). 

This section interrogates the challenge of capturing added value and explores the range of 

positive and negative impacts of LEADER since its launch. It also considers how these different 

impacts have changed over time and the extent to which different governance structures and 

characteristics have affected performance. The focus is on Scotland and the rest of the UK, with 

material from other EU Member States used to highlight any similarities and differences with the 

Scottish experience. 

3.2.1 Capturing added value 

The added value of LEADER is defined by the European Commission as: 

“the benefits that are obtained through the proper application of the LEADER method, 

compared to those benefits, which would have been obtained without applying this 

method” (2017, p21, see also Lukesch 2018). 

Evaluation of LEADER is carried out at the national level by the Managing Authority, as well as at 

the LAG level15, although there is a degree of flexibility in terms of what outcomes/indicators are 

measured (European Commission 2017). This partly reflects the flexible approach to defining 

‘innovation’ in LEADER, which has allowed local actors to define the concept in the context of 

their local areas16 (ENRD 2011). Some aspects of evaluation are mandatory (i.e. assessing the 

contributions to the Rural Development Programme Focus Area objectives and EU Strategy for 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth), and it is also recommended that LAGs assess 

animation, the delivery of the seven LEADER principles and added value (European Commission 

2017). 

Programme-specific evaluation criteria such as those considered in the recent process evaluation 

of LEADER in Scotland (Kleinert 2018) tend to focus on the extent to which interventions have 

 

15 The Common Provision Regulation (CPR) mandates that each LAG carries out specif ic monitoring and 
evaluation activities linked to CLLD. Article 34.3 g) of  Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013.  
16 Innovation is one of  the goals set by the EU in relation to LEADER but the Rural Development Regulation 

(EC) 1698/2005 does not def ine the concept (ENRD, 2011). 
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supported local development in rural areas. The evaluation criteria relate to EU Rural 

Development policy priorities, which must be addressed within RDPs in EU Member States17. 

Example priorities and corresponding indicators for evaluating delivery of policy priorities are 

shown in Table 3.3: Selected EU Rural Development policy priorities and evaluation criteriaTable 

3.3. 

Table 3.3: Selected EU Rural Development policy priorities and evaluation criteria  

LEADER Judgement criteria  LEADER Indicators EU rural development 

policy priority 

Employment opportunities have 

been created 

 

Number of  employed for more than 

6 months, under 25 years old 

Number of  local products f inalised 

Margin of  local product’s producers 

in the f inal price of  local products 

Focus Area 6A (facilitating 

diversif ication, small 
enterprises and job 

creation) 

 
Added value of  local products has 

increased 

Services and local inf rastructure  in 

rural areas have improved 

% of  rural population covered by 

LDS  

Jobs created in supported projects 

Focus Area 6B (fostering 

local development in rural 

areas) Access to local inf rastructure and 

services increased in rural areas 

Rural people have participated in 

local actions 

Rural people have benef ited f rom 

local actions 

Employment opportunities have 

been created via LDS 

(Adapted f rom: European Commission, 2017) 

Added value, captured via the seven key features of LEADER, includes improved social capital, 

governance and enhanced results and impacts (see Table 3.4). Where LEADER is part of a multi-

funded CLLD strategy, the European Commission (2017) recommends that several aspects could 

be assessed, in order to disentangle the effects arising from the different operations/funds. 

Aspects include the coherence of applying several funds in one territory, and the effectiveness of 

the governance and co-ordination process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.4: Measuring LEADER added value  

Added value components Example indicators 

 

17 For the current list of  priority and focus area summaries, see: https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/policy-in-

action/rural-development-policy-f igures/priority-focus-area-summaries_en (last accessed 28.05.19). 

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/policy-in-action/rural-development-policy-figures/priority-focus-area-summaries_en
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/policy-in-action/rural-development-policy-figures/priority-focus-area-summaries_en
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Improved social capital, which is understood 
as a multidimensional concept, and includes 
features of social organisations such as 

networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate 
coordination and co-operation for mutual benefit; 
Lukesch (2018, p.13) refers to the five D’s: 

dignity, distinction, dialogue, democracy and 

delight. 

 

− Improvement of  mutual support and trust 
between MA, PA, NRN, LAGs (shared norms 
and values) 

− Enhancement of  skills, capacity and 
participation of  all stakeholders in design and 
implementation of  LEADER/CLLD 

− Increase in ef fectiveness and ef f iciency of 

communications between stakeholders  

− Shif ts in mental models beliefs and trust; and 
related aspects of  governance, including 

decision-making processes, ef f iciency and 
ef fectiveness, organisational culture and 
capacity and vertical structure (this could be 

regarded as institutional innovation). 

Improved governance comprises the 
institutions, processes and mechanisms through 
which public, economic and civil society 

stakeholders articulate their interests, exercise 
their legal rights, meet their obligations and 
mediate their differences in order to manage 

public affairs at all levels in a collaborative 

manner. 

 

− Development of  innovative governance 
practices 

− Improved coordination between dif ferent levels 
of  governance 

− Improved quality of  interactions between 
relevant institutions 

− Improved quality of  interactions between public 

and non-public stakeholders 

Enhanced results and impacts of 

programme/strategy implementation, as 
compared to implementation without the 

LEADER method. 

− Increase in the capacities of  stakeholders 

− RDP results enhanced (using RDP evaluation 

indicators compared with those ef fects via other 

Measures) 

Managing Authority (MA); Paying Agency (PA); National Rural Network (NRN) 

Adapted f rom: European Commission (2017), see also Lukesch (2018) 

3.2.1.1 Differentiating processes and outcomes 

It is generally acknowledged that LEADER has ‘double scope’ as it is both a process and it 

generates impacts (Grieve et al. 2011).  

In the earlier programming periods, UK LEADER groups predominantly pursued outputs such as 

job creation rather than process goals (Shucksmith 2000). For example, in LEADER I in Scotland, 

those groups in which Local Enterprise Companies (LECs) exerted a narrower influence focused 

more on job creation and other similar outputs (Shortall and Shucksmith 1998). In Western Isles, 

Skye and Lochalsh, where the focus was on process, the main aim was described as being ‘to 

change the way people think’ (Shucksmith 2000). Kearney et al. (1994) in their evaluation of 

LEADER I in Ireland argued that development is also a process, by which is meant the creation 

of social products such as upgraded local leadership, a culture of enterprise and innovative action, 

or the enhanced capacity of local people to act in concert, purposefully and effectively so as to 

cope with the threats or opportunities they face… essentially it involved empowering communities 

to have greater influence on their own development. In LEADER II in Scotland, an interim 

evaluation noted considerable variation in the approach taken to capacity building by some LAGs, 

with some placing it at the centre of their strategy and others with no explicit plan to develop 

community capacity (Ekos 1997).  
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While some LEADER LAGs in the UK pursued the creation of ‘collective’ social capital as an 

objective in the earlier programmes, this was not fostered by national, regional or EU bodies in 

any tangible way (Shucksmith 2000). This was because: the timescales allowed were too short; 

the monitoring and assessment criteria were financial or output-oriented rather than concerned 

with the process of capacity-building; and the requirement for match funding facilitated the 

‘capture’ of LEADER by other bodies, so hindering truly bottom-up development.  

More recently, concerns have been raised that higher authorities tend to be “more concerned with 

the processes rather than the outcomes” (Bosworth et al. 2015, p. 439), reflecting a lack of 

measurement of value for money, as well as challenges associated with measuring the level of 

spending by national government agencies as a proxy for impacts in terms of local development. 

The continued focus on economic growth within current UK policy18 will arguably continue this 

trend, which risks overlooking less quantifiable social, cultural and environmental impacts 

(Bosworth et al. 2015). Brookes et al. (2019) provide some more recent, detailed reflections on 

the tensions between the LAG (Northumberland Uplands) and the accountable and managing 

bodies. 

There is evidence that LEADER partnerships in the 2007-2013 period that were able to operate 

across the widest range of axes and measures19 had the greatest scope for impact and added 

value. In England, evidence of this is shared by Bosworth et al. (2015) and this is encouraging 

when compared with the mid-term evaluation of the same programme that showed LEADER was 

confined to delivering Axis 3 measures (enhancing quality of life and diversifying the rural 

economy) rather than delivering integrated outputs across the axes at the local scale (Hyder 

Consulting and ADAS UK 2010). There is a considerable amount of evidence that LEADER has 

been effective in delivering against this axis, although this finding should be interpreted with 

caution in England, where many LAGs were prevented from using Measures under Axis 1 by their 

respective Rural Development Agencies (RDAs) at the time (Annibal et al. 2013; Bosworth et al. 

2015). 

Arguably, effective bottom-up processes should involve self-evaluation to stimulate localised 

learning and recognise the local context (Bosworth et al. 2015). However, this does not sit 

comfortably with a need for standardised evaluation metrics, and the priorities of local actors and 

policy auditors may be different. In Spain, for example, evaluation of LEADER programmes has 

prioritised the collection of information required by the responsible authority to respond to the EU 

over feedback from people involved in LEADER partnerships (Díaz-Puente et al. 2008). This also 

leads to greater measurement of activity than impact/outcomes. As a solution, it has been argued 

that LAGs need more access to best practice examples which include a range of indicative 

approaches that can be adapted to suit local contexts (Saraceno 2007 in Bosworth et al. 2015). 

Alternatively, greater emphasis on outcomes and local delivery processes (which have a direct 

 

18 It is perhaps worth noting that the focus on economic growth is perhaps more pronounced in England 
where Bosworth et al.’s (2015) study was carried out, compared to Scotland, where stronger emphasis is 

placed on inclusive growth.  
19 In LEADER Axis (2007-2013), each of  the four axes contained a series of  ‘Measures’, which set out the 
activities eligible for funding. See https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/enrd-static/policy-in-action/rural-development-

policy-overview/axes-and-measures/en/axes-and-measures_en.html (accessed 28.05.19). 

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/enrd-static/policy-in-action/rural-development-policy-overview/axes-and-measures/en/axes-and-measures_en.html
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/enrd-static/policy-in-action/rural-development-policy-overview/axes-and-measures/en/axes-and-measures_en.html
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effect on programme impacts), would draw more heavily on local factors (Dwyer et al. 2008; Díaz-

Puente et al. 2008). 

Black and Conway (1996) evaluated two LEADER I case study projects in Lochaber and the 

Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh. Both projects were found to have achieved a number of 

successes, exceeding their initial funding targets and demonstrating that successful partnerships 

could be developed at a local level. The authors did, however, acknowledge that the amount of 

funding available was small, and timescales were short, and thus the potential for LEADER to 

make significant and lasting change at the local level was limited. They also acknowledged the 

need for better evaluation methodologies to ascertain all of the impacts of LEADER activities. 

Other evaluation work in LEADER I emphasised more process oriented goals, as demonstrated 

through the work of Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh LEADER, for example (Shucksmith 2000). 

In the 2014-2020 programming period, EU LAGs are required to carry out self-assessment. In the 

sample of UK LAGs that responded to the recent survey of EU LAGs (ENRD 2017), 54% of LAGs 

reported that they had either completed or were in the process of completing a self -assessment, 

compared to 32% across the EU at the time of the survey. 

3.2.1.2 Quantifiable impacts 

Impact evidence at the LAG level in both Scotland and England demonstrates how LEADER 
has delivered tangible, economic outputs. However, it should be noted that the LEADER 
programme at its outset did not include job creation as one of its direct targets (Black and 
Conway 1996). In the current programme, LDS objectives generally relate to a number of the 
following themes, which include several opportunities for measuring quantifiable impacts 
(ENRD 2017): 

• Knowledge transfer, education, capacity building; 
• Climate change mitigation and adaptation; 

• Agriculture and farming, supply chains, local food; 

• Local economy (non-agriculture), job creation; 

• Culture, traditions, built environment; 

• Natural environment and resources, landscape; 

• Social inclusion, equality of opportunity, cohesion, services; 

• Local governance and community development. 

One way of measuring the impacts of LEADER is simply to observe the change in the number of 

LAGs operational in the different LEADER programming periods. For example, Servillo and De 

Bruijn (2018, p.225) note that, compared to the 2,200 EU LAGs in the 2007-2014 period, they 

observed 3,318 in 2017. They argue that this: 

“increase in 50% of LAGs indicates a recognition of the validity of the bottom-up approach, 

and a wide spreading of this specific local development approach across the Member 

States.” 

In England, 70% of LEADER budgets must be diverted towards jobs and growth, thereby 

overriding the LDS priorities of LAGs. The recent process evaluation of LEADER in Scotland 

(Kleinert 2018) suggested that it is difficult to assess the direct economic impact of LEADER 

because the quantitative data is too limited. The current Scottish LEADER project database 
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(LARCS) contains quantitative data relating to employment opportunities, training, up-skilling of 

volunteers, and new businesses and facilities. It is also easy to underestimate the direct impacts 

because indirect impacts are hard to quantify and measure. Qualitative data collected in the same 

evaluation revealed a range of examples of benefits to the rural economy relating to these factors. 

However, it remains difficult to understand how “the creation of one job or the provision of training 

opportunities has affected the rural economy” (p.30).  

It has not been a common exercise in the UK to assess the value for money of LEADER. The 

National Impact Assessment carried out by Ekosgen (2011) is the only example in terms of an 

economic cost benefit analysis. This study considered purely economic measures and revealed 

relatively low job creation and high costs per job created. More detail about the English LEADER 

experience in this regard can be found in Box 3.1 below. 

Box 3.1: Measuring ‘value for money’ from English LEADER  

It remains dif f icult to assess value for money and return on investment at the national scale for 

LEADER in England. This is because there are no consistent national rural econo mic development 
targets to measure against. As a result, there is a strong emphasis on measuring activity rather than 

impact.  

To develop a formal method for measuring the economic, social and environmental impacts of  LAGs 
and LEADER projects, LAGs could be encouraged to see the LDS as a logic model20 to address the 

f irst part of  a ‘whole life evaluation’ programme for each LAG.  

The LAG members and, over time, its benef iciaries could then be encouraged to participate in this 
evaluation approach, moving away f rom monitoring volume of  activity to measuring outcomes. 
Interestingly, those working with LAGs are positive about the broader processes associated with 

LEADER, while benef iciaries of  funding are more positive about innovation.  

(Adapted f rom: Annibal et al. 2013 and Bosworth et al. 2015) 

An alternative approach to evaluating LEADER (as part of a wider RDPE evaluation) in 2007-

2013, was taken by ADAS UK Ltd et al. (2016) using social return on investment (SROI). This 

evaluation found 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. In addition to some challenges relating to efficiency which were a result of the 

unfamiliarity of RDAs with the programme and target beneficiary groups, many beneficiaries 

reported heavy bureaucracy associated with RDPE funding, although delivery bodies attributed 

this to legal requirements (p.vii). 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.” 

In the survey of EU LAGs (ENRD 2017), 39 LAGs from the UK considered how certain aspects 

of delivery had changed between the 2007-2013 and 2014-2020 programming periods. These 

results are summarised in Figure 3.2. The graph shows considerable perceived decreases in the 

 

20 A logic model is a graphic which represents the theory of  how an intervention pro duces its outcomes (see 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/evaluation-in-health-and-well-being-overview/introduction-to-

logic-models, accessed 25.05.19). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/evaluation-in-health-and-well-being-overview/introduction-to-logic-models
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/evaluation-in-health-and-well-being-overview/introduction-to-logic-models
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available budget, number of full-time employees (more than the EU sample average of 20%), and 

LAG freedom to develop innovative solutions between the two periods. A majority of UK 

respondents noted that the level of Managing Authority/Payment Authority controls and reporting 

requirements had increased. Increases in the LAG population and territory were also apparent.  

While these responses were generally similar to those from the EU-wide sample, where 62% of 

UK respondents recorded ‘significantly/less than before’ in relation to LAG freedom to develop 

innovative solutions, the EU average was 37%. Staff involvement in animation was also less in 

the UK (18%) than the EU sample average (33%). Achieving the strategic objectives of the LDS 

remains a top priority for LAGs in the UK (based on responses to the 2017 EU LAG survey).The 

majority of priority themes included in the LDS relate to ‘local economy (non-agriculture) and job 

creation’, followed by ‘agriculture and farming, supply chains, local food’ (ENRD 2017)21. The 

agriculture theme was prioritised proportionally more by UK LAGs than in the EU sample. 

Figure 3.2: LEADER Operation – Changes in the UK since 2007-2013  

 

(Source: ENRD 2017) 

3.2.1.3 Less tangible impacts 

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.  

Evaluations that have focused on the wider benefits of LEADER have generally been positive 

because, for example, the value of funding can be increased by high levels of volunteer time (as 

found in England by Ekosgen 2011), social capital is created (as found in Southern Italy by 

Nardone et al. 2010, and in Denmark by Teilmann 2012) and a range of other non-economic 

outcomes for rural communities occur. Box 3.2 summarises the range of non-economic impacts 

considered in the recent process evaluation in Scotland. 

 

21 Although it is worth bearing in mind Defra’s requirement that 70% of  LAGs’ budgets’ must be spent on 

jobs and growth (and the ENRD survey reports the results of  the UK LAGs altogether).  
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Box 3.2: Less tangible impacts of LEADER in Scotland  

In the 2018 process evaluation of  LEADER in Scotland, 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 benef itting f rom improved services/inf rastructure; and  

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

(Adapted f rom: Kleinert 2018) 

It is challenging to measure the wider impact of LEADER when faced with the lack of a coherent 

and common approach to assessing social capital. Although Teilmann (2012) sought to address 

this via creating a social capital index which includes four indicators (the number of ties, bridging 

social capital, recognition, and diversity), capturing social capital in practice remains difficult. 

Despite this, it is widely acknowledged that the creation of social capital at a local level can 

empower communities, increase wellbeing and provide valuable local business networks 

(Bosworth et al. 2015; Mc Morran et al. 2014; Bosworth and Atterton 2012; Atterton 2007).  

In England, for example, half of LAG respondents to the evaluation carried out for DEFRA 

‘strongly agreed’ that the LEADER approach is ‘Helping make the area a better place’ (Bosworth 

et al. 2015; Annibal et al. 2013). 44% of LAG respondents also ‘strongly agreed’ that ‘Taking a 

bottom-up approach’ is something that LEADER has done well. In terms of ‘Supporting 

innovation’, a higher proportion of beneficiaries (44%) felt this was done well, compared to 34% 

of LAGs (the results of the EU LAGs survey in 2017 should be borne in mind here; perceptions of 

innovation support have decreased when compared to the current programming period).  

There is also consensus around recognising the importance of the broader achievements and 

legacy of LEADER, rather than relying on measures of performance on spend. As Bosworth et al. 

(2015, p.440) argue, measuring spend by national authorities is a poor proxy for impact in terms 

of local and national development. Compounding this, monitoring and evaluation has tended to 

be more connected to the level of financial spend, as that was the failure/success criteria rather 

than local impacts. Moreover, this risk aversion made it very difficult to learn from failed projects 

which could prove especially insightful for low investment, locally targeted and innovative 

interventions. 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; Black and Conway 1996).  

LEADER has been praised for increasing awareness of rural development needs and motivation 

to carry out projects (Teilmann 2012; Franks and McGloin 2007). It has been successful in 

stimulating rural development in a diverse range of European case studies considered by 

Hubbard and Gorton (2011) and this success tends to be based on locally-relevant combinations 

of both local and external resources and capacities.  
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The importance of LEADER in building relationships and brokering connections in the local 

economy has also been documented, creating capacity to collaborate and coordinate across 

public, private and community sectors (Convery et al. 2010; Scott 2002). Enshrined in the 

LEADER ‘networking and co-operation’ principle, a key aspect of this success is the development 

of successful, wide-reaching partnerships. In the earlier programming periods in Scotland, this 

was reflected in the constructive working relationships between Local Authorities and the (no 

longer existing) LECs and the establishment of networks of community animators, which were 

seen as strengths of the programme in the Western Isles and Skye and Lochalsh (Black and 

Conway 1996). However, there was some disappointment within the European Commission in 

LEADER I with regard to general networking from UK LEADER groups, which was as a result of 

the large workload of the project officer in the case of Lochaber LEADER (Black and Conway 

1996). In the earlier periods, LEADER groups in Northern Ireland also supported community 

development in a number of ways, including the employment of ‘extension networks’, which 

provided support for tourism, training, marketing and community appraisal projects (MacKinnon 

2002). 

Beyond the local economy, LEADER encourages co-operation and networking with other 

development organisations at the international level. In the 2017 EU-wide survey of LAGs (ENRD 

2017), the highest ranked ‘very important and achievable’ LEADER effect from UK respondents 

was ‘strengthening public-private partnerships’. In the EU sample, the highest ranked response 

was ‘cooperating with other LAG territories’, an activity that only 36% of UK respondents found 

important and achievable. The survey also found that 38% of UK LAGs stated that they could not 

implement co-operation projects at all, in comparison with 14% in the EU sample. This suggests 

that the co-operation principle has not been implemented at the international scale as effectively 

by UK LAGs as by LAGs in other EU countries (this is explored in more detail in the section on 

LEADER II in Annex 2). Salchner’s (2018) work on LEADER in Austria found that the management 

capacity of LAGs affected the extent of co-operation activities in which they engaged, and more 

broadly, the overarching effectiveness of such decentralised steering bodies for local 

development. 

One of Lukesch’s (2018) LEADER outcomes, alongside additional local value added and enriched 

local social capital, is the spreading out of LEADER to other policy realms. Though hard to 

measure the direct impact of LEADER, he notes that LEADER has inspired the emergence of a 

host of national schemes in Finland, Germany, Ireland and Spain, and for him the ultimate step 

was the expansion of LEADER to CLLD which laid out “a new horizon”. 

3.2.1.4 Reflecting on LEADER evaluations 

It is worth offering five further reflections on the process of evaluating LEADER: the summative 

and formative functions of evaluation; concerns that evaluations often do not shape future policy; 

value for money; timing of evaluations; and narrow focus on programme themes. 

First, the European Evaluation Helpdesk for Rural Development (2017, p.11) argues that the 

evaluation of LEADER/CLLD helps policy makers, programme managers, LAGs and beneficiaries 

to better use their resources in addressing the needs of the local population. In this respect, the 

evaluation of LEADER/CLLD has a summative function (accountability and transparency, i.e. 

showing the relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, results and impact of LEADER, demonstrating 



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

 

42 

 

the contributions of LEADER/CLLD to national/regional/EU policy objectives and showing 

LEADER/CLLD added value through the method and its delivery to rural areas and LAGs) as well 

as a formative function (collective learning, i.e. learning what does/not work in implementing 

LEADER/CLLD, improving design and implementation of LEADER/CLLD, including for 

addressing local needs, ensuring the LEADER method is properly applied and building awareness 

of the added value of LEADER/CLLD). 

Second, despite the European Commission highlighting evaluations as being an important way 

of improving common policies, Andersson et al. (2017) argue that they often do not seem to 

directly feed into shaping future policy to any discernible degree. These authors argue that this 

might partly be because evaluations tend to give vague or too general recommendations, and 

they seldom provide counterfactual analysis, often because of a lack of data. They also note that 

evaluations are often hard to locate and are usually not translated from their native languages, 

impairing the possibilities of learning from the experiences of others.  

Third, it is worth mentioning some of the common issues highlighted in LEADER and RDP 

evaluations. The European Parliament (2018) concludes that, overall, many evaluations of RDPs 

across Europe (not only LEADER specifically) demonstrate that there could have been greater 

value for money achieved from the money invested. In general, the projects supported were not 

the most cost effective ones, and there was not enough information on measures of success. 

Sometimes national funds were simply replaced by RDPs, rather than ensuring complementarity 

of the funds. Often recommendations centred around better coordination of different funding 

resources,  better managing funding available under the RDP to ensure cost effectiveness, and 

using more reliable data to measure results to evaluate and monitor the programmes (Court of 

Auditors 2015). Suggestions were repeatedly made for results-oriented indicators to be used to 

accurately evaluate the programmes going forward, as there was not enough focus on 

performance so that value for money was not necessarily addressed (a situation worsened by a 

lack of reliable and relevant data to measure achievements). It was also repeatedly realised that 

the requirements of programming documents were too time consuming, leading to slow 

implementation of the RDPs. 

Fourth, it is also worth noting that, more often than not, evaluations take place immediately 

following, or at least soon after, the completion of the project or programme funding period. For 

that reason, they tend to understate the often intangible and widely diffused benefits which accrue 

beyond the immediately measurable outputs from expenditure (Cambridge Economic Associates 

Limited with Research for Real Ltd 2007, p.2). 

Finally, it is worth noting that evaluations are usually driven by the needs of the programme that 

they are evaluating so often over-arching themes and questions which may apply to, and be useful 

for learning across, different programme periods and indeed different programmes, are not 

explored.  

3.2.2 Structural and governance factors 

This section considers a range of structural and governance factors that have impacted the extent 

to which local development outcomes and added value have been delivered in practice. 
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3.2.2.1 Self-determination and bottom-up management 

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 pote ntial and strategic thinking (e.g. Annibal et al. 2013; Metis GmbH et al. 2010).  

Partnership governance is increasingly accepted as an institutional means of promoting bottom-

up rural development (Furmankiewicz et al. 2010), essential for negotiating and implementing 

local innovation (Dargan and Shucksmith 2008). Indeed, 53% of UK respondents to the 2017 

survey of EU LAGs felt that a centralised support service would not improve LAGs’ level of 

achievement at all, compared to 36% across the EU sample (ENRD 2017).  

In the review of LEADER Axis in England, at least 80% of survey respondents wished for policy 

to be delivered in a more local, bottom-up manner (Bosworth et al. 2015). In the same study, 

where LAGs had the benefit of continuity from a previous programme, they were often more 

efficient, better able to adapt to programme changes and more familiar with partnership working. 

This also applied to LAGs with governance processes which set out clear operating principles 

and those which were able to offer cash flow support to projects (the latter being of considerable 

assistance to smaller projects and enabled many project applicants to proceed that would 

otherwise be unable to pay for costs upfront). The research also revealed that LAGs that have 

been able to focus resources on project development and have operated an intensive Expression 

of Interest process have been most effective. 

Tensions between levels of governance and continued top-down rhetoric present a challenge to 

implementing a bottom-up approach (Bosworth et al. 2015). Nonetheless, local actors in England 

noted that there was more flexibility when they were able to interact directly with national 

government after the abolishment of RDAs in 2012. Clear rules for LAGs are valued in England, 

to enable LAGs to develop their own approaches to tackle local needs. As Bosworth et al. explain: 

“So long as they were consistent and well communicated, these top-down parameters 

could be seen to facilitate local empowerment by removing procedural uncertainties which 

could otherwise stifle local initiative” (2015, p438). 

Even at the more local level, a ‘hands-off approach’ by the Accountable Body allowed LAGs in 

England the freedom to pursue local objectives while being reassured that an arbitrator or external 

advisor could be engaged if required. Support for this approach is echoed in the EU survey of 

LAGs (ENRD 2017). The UK LAG respondents noted that the ‘most important changes to improve 

implementation now’ were: simpler and more proportionate systems of controls (for smaller 

projects); simpler application forms/applications processes’; use of qualitative criteria and local 

knowledge in project selection decisions; and LAGs setting selection criteria and defining calls. 

Broadly-speaking, it is worth noting that over LEADER’s existence, the relationships between 

LAGs, national governments and the European Commission have changed. In LEADER I, direct 

relationships were formed between LAGs and the European Commission, bypassing national 

governments. Across Member States, the latter began to get more involved in LEADER II leading 

to reduced freedom for LAGs, and there has arguably been a progressive reduction in local control 

since then. One example of this is from England, where Defra introduced a requirement for 70% 

of LAGs funding to be spent on growth and job creation, leaving innovative and capacity-building 
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work limited. This decision was taken after many LAGs had written their LDSs, the priorities from 

which were therefore effectively overridden. The “domination” of LAGs by Managing Authorities 

and thereby their loss of autonomy was also noted by Osterreichisches Institut fur Raumplanung 

(2012), who also commented that LEADER has come to be seen by many Member States as just 

one more funding opportunity.  

3.2.2.2 LAG dynamics and risk 

There appears to be a mismatch between encouraging innovation at the local level and managing 

risk from above (Bosworth et al. 2015). 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.22 

Negative impacts have been associated with cases where LAGs are at risk of fragmenting into 

narrow interest lobbies (Convery et al. 2010), introducing power imbalances (Shortall 2008), are 

not representative (Black and Conway 1996), or favour local elites (Wellbrock et al. 2013). While 

most LAGs employ development officers and rely on a local Accountable Body to perform 

administrative arrangements, others have been found to give the majority of their grants to their 

own member organisations rather than representing the wider territory (European Court of 

Auditors 2010).  

Some LAGs see themselves as ‘intermediaries’ rather than bottom-up partnerships, facilitating 

local projects on the one hand and interpreting policy rules on the other (Bosworth et al. 2015). A 

challenge associated with that identity is the management of risk, which has been defined by local 

actors according to the probability of projects failing to complete or failing to meet their spending 

commitments (ibid.). Therefore, local autonomy becomes more about a ‘negotiated approach’ 

whereby the community is empowered through participating in networks, but within clear top-

down parameters. Risk aversion also makes it difficult to learn from failed projects, which would 

potentially provide insight for low investment, locally targeted and innovative interventions.  

As the European Court of Auditors (2010, p.6) argue:  

“LEADER is a method to achieve the objectives of the EU’s rural development policy 

through bottom-up implementation rather than the traditional top-down approach. 

Compared with traditional methods of funding, the LEADER approach involves higher 

costs and risks, owing to an additional layer of implementation, and giving control of the 

EU budget to a multitude of local partnerships. The justification for LEADER’s additional 

costs and risks is the added value that should flow from the bottom-up and partnership 

approach – such as better identification of local needs and local solutions, more 

engagement on the part of local stakeholders and greater scope for innovation.”  

The Court’s study examined whether the LEADER approach had been implemented in ways that 

add value, while minimising the risks to sound financial management. Their report found that 

 

22 This observation was echoed in the responses to the EU LAG survey in 2017 (ENRD 2017), in which 

83% of  UK respondents were either ‘negative’ or ‘very negative’ about the balance between reducing risk 

and encouraging innovative solutions (the EU sample average was 63%).  
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LAGs implemented the LEADER approach in ways that limited the potential for added value in 

terms of the ‘LEADER features’, though there were some examples of good practice. The bottom-

up approach was limited in the LAGs that gave the majority of the grants to their own member 

organisations, the potential added value of partnership was not achieved in LAGs where the 

decision-making was dominated by Local Authorities, and few LAGs could demonstrate 

innovation or interaction between different sectors in their strategies or projects. LAGs tended not 

to focus on achieving the objectives of their local strategies. In terms of financial management, 

the report also found some weaknesses, including that LAGs gave grants to projects without 

sufficient regard to efficiency, procedures were not always transparent and did not sufficiently 

demonstrate that LAGs took decisions on an objective basis, free from conflicts of interest. The 

report also concludes that the Commission and Member States shared some responsibility with 

the LAGs for limiting the potential added value of the LEADER approach, including by not setting 

some minimum standards to prevent such shortcomings.  

It was concluded to be a major problem that the necessary data was not collected to assess 

whether the added value has outweighed the higher costs and risks involved in LEADER 

(European Parliament 2018). The latter was subsequently part of the focus of an ex-post 

evaluation of LEADER+ (Metis GmbH et al. 2010), although this did not provide clarity on whether 

the added value was in proportion to the higher risks and costs. 

Following on from their 2010 report, the Court of Auditor’s 2012 report checked to see if their 

earlier recommendations (including improved clarity on standards, installing safeguards against 

conflicts of interest, allowing innovative and multi-sectoral strategies, setting measureable 

objectives, enhancing added value, effectiveness and efficiency, and enhancing the accounting 

of these factors) had been translated into improved standards. The main improvement was 

observed in terms of clearer rules for LAG decision-making committees.   

3.2.2.3 Administration and bureaucracy 

Excessive control and bureaucracy have presented a challenge for the timely and effective 

delivery of LEADER. 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), and capacity-building is seen to be one of the key features 

of LEADER. 

In England, for example, the structured administration system of inviting bids and establishing 

LAGs caused some delays and tensions between bodies in the earlier LEADER programmes, as 

well as increased bureaucracy (Hyder Consulting and ADAS UK 2010). During the 2007-2013 

programme, the autonomy of some LAGs was restricted by delays in interpreting eligibility and by 

constraints from LDSs that were written by the RDAs rather than the LAGs (Carnegie UK Trust 

2010; Convery et al. 2010). There were also concerns that some regions did not receive enough 

funding because the LDS was not ‘good enough’. Those English LAGs that maintained their LDS 

as a ‘living’ and up to date document (and that had a range of case studies of good practice), 

were found to be in a strong position to agree their priorities and inform the development of 

appropriate governance arrangements for the next programme (Annibal et al. 2013). 
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Another challenge has been a decrease in the amount of funding used for animation work, such 

as supporting people in developing project ideas to application stage. It is also perhaps worth 

reflecting on the different approaches taken amongst LAGs in terms of the balance between a 

more traditional challenge fund approach (which was not LEADER’s original aim) and a 

commissioning approach, which involve (amongst other things) different emphases placed on 

animation and capacity-building. This activity is critical to ensure that inequalities do not increase 

between places that already have the capacity to bid and those that do not, and therefore cannot 

bid. Linked to this, LEADER has also been criticised for favouring the ‘usual suspects’ and 

excluding other groups, failing to tackle issues of inequality (e.g. Shortall 2004; Skerratt and 

Steiner 2013) and transferring inequality to a different scale (Shucksmith 2000; Shortall 2004).  

The Rural Development Company et al. (2005) in their mid-term review of LEADER+ in England 

found that little emphasis had been placed on networking and co-operation, innovation tended to 

be related to bottom-up ideas from within local communities (rather than innovative products or 

processes), and that there was only some adoption of integrated approaches and limited linkages 

made with mainstream organisations. The main reasons for these challenges included the level 

of bureaucracy, the low support staff resource, and the time required to fully engage local people 

and build capacity, which led to 13/23 LAG managers not being satisfied with programme 

arrangements in this LEADER programme. 

In previous programmes, there has been limited participation of young people throughout Europe 

(Metis GmbH et al. 2010), although examples of purposeful targeting of young people now exist, 

particularly via the 6B Focus Area of EU rural development policy, as shown earlier in Table 3.1. 

Other under-represented groups include women and farmers in certain areas (Metis GmbH et al. 

2010; Shortall 2008). 

3.3 Success factors 

Table 3.5 provides a summary of the ‘success factors’ that can be extracted from the evidence 

presented in the previous sections, identifying the key characteristics of LEADER partnerships 

and projects that have enabled local development outcomes to be delivered ef fectively. The 

success factors can be categorised in terms of responsibility as either bottom-up or endogenous 

(i.e. due to local action in particular places) or top-down or exogenous (i.e. resulting from regional 

or national level policy management) (see Hubbard and Gorton 2011; Dwyer et al. 2007), although 

the distinction between the two approaches is not always clear-cut as the two are strongly 

interlinked. 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.5: ‘Success factors’ of LEADER partnerships and projects 

Success factor Practical requirement(s) Source(s) 

Top-down delivery 
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Mainstreaming 
LEADER 

Integrating bottom-up and top-down programme aims 
ef fectively, with the LAG at the heart of  all RD 
measures and shared def initions of  innovation (links to 

managed risk factor below). 

Convery et al. (2010); 
Maye et al. (2010); 
Granberg et al. (2015) 

Integration Cross-sectoral design of  programmes and more 
integrated thinking and working. 

Dwyer et al. (2007); 
Shucksmith et al. (2005) 

Fully grasping the 
LEADER principles  

LEADER must be treated as more than an exercise in 
administration and the management of  spend. All of  

the LEADER principles must be fully accepted.  

Rural Development 
Company et al. (2005) 

Institutional 
adaptation 

Conscious decisions by central administrations to 
adapt by devolving decision-making and empowering 
local actors. 

Shucksmith et al. 
(2005); Dwyer et al. 
(2007) 

Bottom-up delivery   

Learning f rom 

experience 

Long-term involvement in LEADER (or similar 

programme) and/or prior existence of  strong 
partnerships and local actors with capacity to engage 
in policy delivery. 

Bosworth et al. (2015); 
Dwyer et al. (2007) 

Inclusivity Clear linkages between the LAG area, the partnership 

and the LDS, and opportunities for all to participate in 
identifying issues and designing LDS. 

ENRD (2016); Ray 
(2000); Asby (1997); 
Lukesch 2018 

Local relevance Projects and partnerships that are based on locally-
relevant combinations of  local and external resources 

and capacities. Local autonomy to make decisions on 
priorities, activities, etc. according to local 
needs/opportunities, and to undertake better skills 

development and learning. 

Hubbard and Gorton 
(2011); Bosworth et al. 
(2015); Lukesch 2018 

Continuity Avoiding gaps between multi-annual programmes to 
minimise the loss of  LAG staf f/members and to ensure 
ongoing partnership working and relationship 

maintenance and building. 

Bosworth et al. (20150 

Shared delivery  

Self -determination Communities inf luencing future local development 
through strong involvement, with scope for local 
experimentation. Central administrations devolving 

policies and empowering local actors giving them 
autonomy over long-term (e.g. to write LDS). 

Bosworth et al. (2015); 
Carnegie Trust UK 
(2010); Convery et al. 
(2010); Metis GmbH et 
al. (2010); Dwyer et al. 
(2007). 

Longevity Multi- or cross-sectoral design of  programmes and 
integrated suites of  measures via that span 

programming periods. Long-term local facilitation of  
LEADER rather than project-based/dispersed, helped 
by continuity of  LAG staf f  and members. 

Maye et al. (2010); 
Shucksmith et al. 
(2005); The Rural 
Development Company 
et al. (2005) 

Flexibility Locally-adaptive regulations, recognising local context 

dif ferences and cultural dif ferences.  

Youl et al. (2006) 

Learning Ef fective best practice information exchange and 
opportunities for learning at all scales. 

Bosworth et al. (2015); 
Dwyer et al. (2007); 
Shucksmith et al. 
(2005); LUkesch 2018 

Managed risk Tackle mismatch between innovation being 
encouraged at local level and risk managed f rom 
above. Jointly-determined evaluation processes may 

assist. 

ENRD (2017); Bosworth 
et al. (2015) 
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4 Methodology 

A four-part approach was used in this research (see Figure 4.1): 

1. An in-depth international evidence review (Section 3 of the report); 

2. Analysis of LEADER project data to characterize LEADER programmes and LAG 

structures, and the types of projects funded through the LEADER approach over the past 

25 years (Section 5 of the report);  

3. In-depth stakeholder interviews with national and regional stakeholders (in the UK and 

Europe) and a workshop discussion with Scottish LEADER staff; 

4. Case studies: four LAG case studies (including 10 additional in-depth interviews with LAG 

Chairs and other members, and documentary review); and eight LEADER project case 

studies to illustrate the breadth and depth of projects (including interviews with project 

representatives, and documentary review). 

The results from parts 3 to 4 in the above list are presented and analysed in Sections 6 to 8 of 

the report.  

Figure 4.1: Overview of the methodological approach 

 

The remainder of this section explains parts 2 to 4 of the research, and the overarching analytical 

framework, in more detail. 
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4.1 Analytical framework 

To deliver the aims and objectives of the research, an analytical framework was devised to guide 

the data collection analysis. Figure 4.2 shows the framework and highlights the linkages between 

identifying the characteristics that have contributed to effective, long-lasting projects and the wider 

‘success factors’ that are associated with LEADER, now and in the future. 

Figure 4.2: Analytical framework used to guide the research 

 

 

4.2 Analysis of LEADER project data 

For Part 2 of the methodology (‘Analysis of LEADER project data to characterize LEADER 

programmes and LAG structures’), available secondary data were reviewed to understand how 

the implementation of LEADER has changed in Scotland since the outset of LEADER in the early 

1990s. 

A particular focus was to provide an overview of how each programme was delivered. In doing 

so, attention was paid to programme budgets, the structure of LAGs and the number of projects, 

where data was available.  

Current programme (2014-2020) 

For the current programme, detailed analysis was carried out on LAG budgets and projects, using 

data from the Scottish Government ‘Local Action in Rural Communities’ (LARCs) database. 

Projects were characterised according to the following: 

• Type (community, farm diversification, SME micro, SME small, co-operation) 
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• LEADER theme 

• Location 

• Value 

• Match funding and intervention rate 

• Applicant type 

Previous programmes 

For previous programmes, LAGs were asked by email to provide available data and/or 

evaluations related to previous programmes, with the aim of collating relevant data by LAG to 

support the data analysis component of the methodology. Where available, other LEADER 

datasets and/or evaluations were used to complete the analysis. Sources included: 

• European Structural and Investment Funds 2000-2013: lists of  grant amounts (including a list of  all 

LEADER+ projects and grant amounts). Publicly available on the Scottish Government website: 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/esif-grant-amounts-lists-2000-2013/  

• Mid-programme (partial) audit (2011) LEADER projects list and budgets for the 2007-2013 

LEADER Programme (provided by Scottish Government) 

• Scotland Rural Development Programme 2007-2013, Rural Development Regulation (EC) No 

1698/2005. Publicly available on the Scottish Government website: 

https://www2.gov.scot/resource/doc/311173/0098233.pdf   

• Scotland Rural Development Programme 2007-2013: ex-post evaluation. Available publicly on the 

Scottish Government website: https://www.gov.scot/publications/ex-post-evaluation-scotland-

rural-development-programme-2007-2013/  

• Ex-post Evaluation of  the Highlands and Islands LEADER II Programme (CEA, 2001)  

• Ex-post Evaluation of  the Lowland Scotland LEADER II Community Initiative (EKOS Limited, 2001)  

Data limitations 

It is important to note that, except for the current programme (2014-2020), the available data is 

somewhat limited. Interestingly, two of the most comprehensive and detailed evaluations, which 

include a variety of summary figures, are from the Lowland and Highland LEADER II programmes, 

with comprehensive evaluations either not sourced or unavailable for subsequent programmes, 

with the relevant ex-post evaluations often lacking in specific details on LEADER projects and 

related outcomes.  

Collation of additional data and evaluations from LAGs is possible (as was undertaken for this 

study). However, a full review of all previous LAG-specific evaluations is a considerable 

undertaking, with evaluations and related data often difficult to source (even through direct contact 

with LAGs) and the documents and datasets often including different content and in different 

formats.  

Some data was sourced for previous programmes, however this data is limited in terms of detail 

(e.g. 2000-2006 does not include match funding figures, locations etc. and the 2007-2013 data 

was an incomplete projects list with no match funding data). This has limited the potential for 

analysis across programmes. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/esif-grant-amounts-lists-2000-2013/
https://www2.gov.scot/resource/doc/311173/0098233.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/ex-post-evaluation-scotland-rural-development-programme-2007-2013/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/ex-post-evaluation-scotland-rural-development-programme-2007-2013/
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4.3 Stakeholder interviews and workshop 

4.3.1 Interviews with national and regional stakeholders 

Research interviews were conducted with 24 LEADER stakeholders to elicit their perspectives on 

the strengths and challenges of LEADER, as well as the future of the approach. Interviewees 

were selected to include perspectives from four different ‘types’ of stakeholders: 

1. Those involved with the overall management and co-ordination of LEADER at 

national/European levels [6 interviewees]; 

2. Those involved with and/or who have knowledge of the implementation of the LEADER 

approach at local (i.e. LAG) level, including LAG chairs and members, Local 

Authority/relevant other representatives, etc. [10 interviewees];  

3. Representatives of organisations with an interest in LEADER [6 interviewees]; and 

4. Other individuals who have particular knowledge of LEADER [2 interviewees]. 

The research interviews were conducted face to face or by telephone and lasted, on average, for 

one hour. Interviews were recorded (with the participants’ permission) and were structured 

according to an interview guide that can be found in Annex 6. The interview questions focused on 

four themes: key success factors; key challenges; reflections on changes over time; and looking 

forwards. The interview results are included in the analysis presented in Sections 6-8. 

4.3.2 LEADER staff workshop 

Members of the research team attended the LEADER staff group meeting in Stornoway on 27 

and 28 June 2019. At the meeting, the researchers facilitated a workshop discussion around 

similar themes to those used in the research interviews. Participants were asked to discuss the 

following questions: 

1. What are the most successful aspects of Local Development Strategy implementation in 

this programming period in terms of outcomes and processes? 

2. What are the key success factors for LEADER projects funded under EMFF/SRDP (i.e. 

characteristics of projects that lead to local rural development outcomes)? 

3. What are the key challenges/constraints of Local Development Strategy implementation 

in this programming period? 

4. What should community led local development look like in the future? 

5. What do you think we can learn from other models/funding streams in the UK, Europe or 

elsewhere? 

LEADER staff from 15 LAGs attended the workshop discussion. The 23 participants were also 

asked to complete an exit questionnaire after the workshop, to allow them to share further 

feedback on the above questions. Data from the workshop (a note of the discussion and the 

completed questionnaires) are included in the analysis presented in Sections 6-8. 
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4.4 Case studies 

Case studies of LAGs and LEADER projects were identified to illustrate and understand the 

diversity of approaches and impacts at LAG level and in relation to LEADER projects. This section 

explains the case study selection and analysis process. The results of the case studies are 

presented in Sections 6-8. Detailed case study descriptions can be found in Annexes 4 and 5. 

4.4.1 LAG case studies 

Four LAGs were selected for detailed analysis. Primary and secondary data were considered, 

including: additional interviews with ten LAG members/staff, LAG-specific documentation and 

evaluations, the LDS and other relevant documents (including material available online via LAG 

websites). A number of factors were considered when selecting LAGs, including: 

• Geographic spread across Scotland; 

• Variability of scale of LAG budget and LEADER contribution, and project type emphasis 
(e.g. community, farm diversification or business projects); 

• Different approaches to governance (accountable bodies, co-operation etc.); 

• Novel LAG specific approaches (e.g. relating to evaluation, use of Social Return on 
Investment model, Youth LAG etc.). 

Using the above factors alongside input from participants at the LEADER staff workshop 
described in the previous section, the following case studies were selected (see Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1: LAG case studies considered in the research 

LAG Rationale (based on factors listed above) 

Highland North-West Scotland. Largest LAG area, largest budget, large 
number of  projects (some large capital projects), established LAG. 
Spread of  community, farm and micro-business projects. Zero  

withdrawals and rejections. 7 Local Area Partnerships (LAPs).  

Highland and Moray FLAG. 

Moray East of  Scotland. Signif icant budget, lower number of  projects, 
emphasis on community projects and micro businesses. 
Developing evaluation strategy. Dif ferent governance structure 

third sector interface. Highland and Moray FLAG. 

Outer Hebrides  Island/remote rural LAG, far North-West. Medium budget (high 
LEADER proportion). Reasonable spread of  project types 
(community projects emphasis), high proportion of  withdrawals .  

Youth LAG. Outer Hebrides FLAG. 

Dumfries and Galloway South of  Scotland, relatively large budget, established LAG, large 

number of  projects, current use of  SROI tools. 

For each LAG, the following information was collated: 

i) A brief history of LAG development/evolution over time and overview of existing 

objectives;  

ii) LAG structure/governance, funding arrangements and interpretation of LEADER 

(including the role of networking/partnerships); 

iii) LAG budget, project numbers and project scales, numbers of successful project and 

project withdrawals etc. (incorporating relevant data and brief projects summary);  
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iv) LAG and project specific successes and success factors and impacts on community 

cohesion/resilience;  

v) Key LAG challenges; and 

vi) Lessons learned and opportunities identified for the future.  

The findings of the LAG case studies are signposted in Sections 6-8. 

4.4.2 Project case studies 

Eight case studies of LEADER projects were developed to illustrate and understand the themes 

emerging from the interviews and LAG case studies in more detail. The following project 

characteristics were considered to ensure a broad spread of examples: 

• Geographic spread (and inclusion of remote rural and peri-urban/Central Scotland); 

• Different scales, budgets (including examples of large capital projects) and funding 
models; 

• Different project themes (e.g. farm diversification, community, enterprise); 

• Older and more recent projects; 

With over 6,000 projects completed since the outset of LEADER, a structured approach was taken 
to identify the case studies. This included: analysis of the LEADER projects collated in Section 
4.2 to identify overall project characteristics; project suggestions made by the LEADER staff group 
via the workshop exit questionnaire (described in Section 4.3.2); and feedback from the Research 
Advisory Group. 

It is important to note that a large number of LEADER project case studies have already been 
developed in other reports, for example through the formal LEADER evaluations, the Scottish 
Rural Network website case studies, and the ENRD. For the purposes of this project, the case 
studies focused on the strengths, impacts and challenges of projects, as well as learning points 
for the future. 

For each project case study, the following information was collated from short telephone 
interviews with project representatives, and other documentation: 

i) Overview of project origins and objectives; 
ii) Funding arrangements and role of LEADER, budget etc.  
iii) Project successes, key impacts and perceived strengths of LEADER;  
iv) Project failures and perceived challenges (LEADER related or otherwise);  
v) Key success factors; and  
vi) Lessons learned and opportunities identified for the future. 

Table 4.2 lists the selected case studies and provides a rationale for their inclusion in the project. 
The findings of the project case studies are signposted in Sections 6-8. 
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Table 4.2: Selected project case studies 

Project Rationale (based on factors listed above) 

Skye & Lochalsh Food Link 
Van and Food Link/Taste 

Local (LEADER II) 

 

Comparing Rural Development – localised distribution of  f resh 
local produce and supporting local producers with marketing and 
networking opportunities. LEADER II Project (1999-2002 Project 

was set up) 

The Lamancha Community 

Hub - Creating the hub  
Community project, through funding f rom LEADER +. Conversion 
of  a derelict school building into community hub. Project is 

continuing. 

Boyndie Visitor Centre  

 

Enterprise, social enterprise, job creation. Established project, and 
still successfully running. Have received funding f rom dif ferent 

LEADER programmes.  

The North Harris Trust – 

Applying LEADER to Asset 
Based Community 

Development 

Multiple community projects funded over multiple programmes. 

Day of  the Region 

 

Community, transnational project, running over multiple 

programmes. LAG lead, a strategic/cooperative project.  

The Chalet – Holidays for all 

 

Farm diversif ication project, creating a new stream of  income for a 
farm through building holiday chalets, in order to support and meet 

a growing demand for accessible tourism.  

Tea Gardens of  Scotland – 

Farm co-operation to develop a 

high quality novel product 

Enterprise project, enhancing the rural economy, co-operation 
project with three LAGs. It is a new project, and had some failed 

applications (March 2017-Sept19) 

Community Broadband Off icer A LAG lead project that funded a post, which has had knock on 

impacts and is still in place. 
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5 Characterising LEADER programmes and LAG structures in 
Scotland  

LEADER has evolved through five successive programmes since 1991. This section reviews 

available evidence and data to determine how the implementation of LEADER and LAG structures 

have changed in Scotland, from LEADER I to the current (2014-2020) programme. For each 

successive programme, contextual information is provided based on review and analysis of 

secondary information and data, outlining how successive programmes were delivered, with 

particular attention paid to programme budgets, structure of LAGs and numbers of projects.  

Section 5.5 characterises key aspects of the current programme in further detail, including LAG 

budgets and projects, based on analysis of data from the Scottish Government LARCs23 

database. Additional information about the programmes at the EU level can be found in Annex 1. 

Despite this section presenting a reasonably detailed analysis across five successive LEADER 

programmes, the available data is limited with the exception of the current programme. Two of 

the most comprehensive and detailed evaluations, which include a variety of summary figures, 

are from the Lowland and Highland LEADER II programmes, with comprehensive evaluations 

either not sourced or unavailable for subsequent programmes, with the relevant ex-post 

evaluations often lacking in specific details on LEADER projects and related outcomes.  

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

this study). However, a full review of all previous LAG-specific evaluations is a considerable 

undertaking, with evaluations and related data often difficult to source (even through direct contact 

with LAGs) and the documents and datasets often including different content and in different 

formats. Some data was sourced for previous programmes, however this data is limited in terms 

of detail (e.g. 2000-2006 does not include match funding figures, locations etc. and the 2007-

2013 data was an incomplete projects list with no match funding data). This has limited the 

potential for analysis across programmes. Figures for programme budgets in this section relate 

to £/Euro values at the time of the relevant programme, with the exception of the summary Table 

5.7, wherein all £ values have been re-calculated to 2019 values for comparison between 

programmes. 

It is important to note that throughout this period (1991-2019) the wider context for rural 

development and specific rural development policy measures have changed substantially. The 

development of LEADER in Europe and the current policy context in Scotland have been 

discussed in detail previously in Sections 2 and 3. An additional aspect of relevance to the 

development and implementation of LEADER in Scotland over time relates to the evolving 

national policy context around rural development since the late 1980s and early 1990s. A number 

of key policy shifts during this period represented important contextual factors for the development 

and implementation of LEADER in Scotland. Some of the more critical aspects of the context for 

rural and regional development are outlined in brief in Box 5.1 to illustrate the evolving context for 

LEADER over this period. 

 

23 The Local Actions in Rural Communities system (LARCs), a Scottish Government database on all funded 

LEADER projects for the 2014-2020 programme. 
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Box 5.1: Key aspects of the context for rural development during the evolution of LEADER over five 

programmes in Scotland since the early 1990s 

• In response to agricultural decline and out-migration, early rural development efforts 
involved top-down investment in growth poles, which created employment but failed 
to deliver long-lasting community development due to a lack of local input. 

• The Rural Forum was created in the early 1980s (an alliance of organisations across 
all rural sectors) to promote dialogue, lobby policymakers and disseminate information. 
However, due to increasing debt and a loss of credibility, it was disbanded in 1999. 

• EU policy and CAP reforms have had a major influence on rural development in 
Scotland. From an initially production-oriented approach under the CAP (and an 
agrarian approach to rural development), a shift occurred towards environmental and 
community aspects (‘public goods’) from the 1990s. A rethink of European rural 
development policy, communicated in the 1988 document ‘The Future of Rural Society’, 
emphasized the need for integrated, place-based approaches that stimulated 
development from within and capitalised on the potential and assets of rural areas. 

• In parallel, reforms (1989, 1993) to European Structural Policy influenced a shift 
towards a more territorial and integrated approach to development at regional level, with 
an emphasis on partnership working across multiple governance levels.  

• Further shifts towards partnership and place-based approaches are evident from 
the 1990s, influenced by the White Paper ‘Rural Scotland: People, Prosperity and 
Partnership’ and an increasing emphasis in European policy on endogenous 
development (resulting in the development of Local Rural Partnerships in Scotland). 

• Further CAP reforms increased funding for rural development through the 
development of the Rural Development Regulation, which required Member States to 
develop a (co-financed) national rural development plan every seven years. 

• The creation of the Scottish Parliament in 1999 resulted in rural and agricultural 
policy being devolved, the development of a Scottish Rural Development Programme 
(SRDP) and the publication of ‘Rural Scotland – A New Approach’. This document 
signalled a commitment to rural development policy within devolved politics; however, 
the mechanisms to deliver these aims across different sectors and regions were limited.  

• In some respects, devolution led to a more centralised (and bureaucratic) 
approach to rural development policy implementation and a weakening of territorial 
approaches. This occurred due to the requirement for a national RDP, which shifted 
rural development policy away from regional policy (place-specific approaches) towards 
agricultural policy. This led to a weakening of the recognition of geographic rural 
diversity and in some cases, weak adaptation of sectoral policies to local conditions. 
The SRDP (2000-2006) was therefore an instrument of agricultural policy, with limited 
community-specific measures and input from communities (OECD, 2008). 

• The OECD (2008) recommended development of an integrated rural development 
policy in Scotland and enhanced networking and partnership working. This was based 
on the OECD’s ‘New Rural Paradigm’ – centred on shifting rural policy from sectoral, 
subsidy-driven approaches, towards investment in rural territories to enhance their 
capacities and empower communities to increase their competitiveness (OECD, 2006).  

• A coherent strategy on rural development remains elusive, although in recent years 
key policies have placed increasing emphasis on place and community empowerment 
(see Section 2), with the aim of strengthening community planning processes and 
community input to decision-making and to empower communities through asset 
ownership and local partnership working (e.g. Community Planning Partnerships). This 
included the establishment of a Scottish Rural Parliament in 1999. 

Adapted f rom: Mc Morran at al. (2017) 
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5.1 LEADER I (1991-1993) 

LEADER I in Scotland was a short pilot scheme with limited geographical coverage relative to 

subsequent programmes. It was widely considered as a low-end measure with limited budgetary 

or political importance (Lukesch 2018). Designed to generate new thinking about the development 

of rural areas at the local level, LEADER I also focussed on implementing innovative actions 

(Carnegie Trust UK 2010; Van de Poele and Ebry 2006). 

Six LEADER groups (Argyll, Caithness and Sutherland, Lochaber, Shetland, Western Isles, Skye 

and Lochalsh, Galloway) successfully applied for funding from the EC, with five located in the 

Highlands and Islands Objective 1 areas (lagging regions) and one Objective 5b area in Galloway 

(the districts of Nithsdale and Stewart). LEADER I was awarded £4.7 million in EC funding.  

Data on LEADER I LAG budgets is limited, although figures available for two LAGs indicated high 

leverage levels, with leverage of 1:4 in Lochaber (with a £240,000 LEADER contribution and 

match funding of 960,000) and 1:2.55 in Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh (with a LEADER 

contribution of £1.38 million and match funding of £3.51 million) (Black and Conway, 1996). Match 

funding from the UK Government was provided through Local Enterprise Companies, with these 

organisations also acting as financial administrators for the local LEADER groups. Additional 

funding was sourced from Local Authorities and private enterprise. 

5.2 LEADER II (1994-1999) 

The perceived success of LEADER I in Scotland led to the development of a LEADER II 

Programme. LEADER II (1994-1999) was decentralised and ran as two separate programmes, 

with one in the Highlands and Islands24 and one in Lowland Scotland25.  

The broad focus of LEADER II was to promote new approaches to economic and social 

development in rural areas, with support provided to both private enterprise and public/community 

initiatives, with networking a core aspect of the Programme. 

Scottish Enterprise was the implementing authority and grant holder in the Lowlands, with delivery 

devolved to five LAGs. For the Highland Programme, Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) was 

the regional implementing authority, with funding directed to nine LAGs.  

The programmes were implemented through a two-tier structure comprising the Programme 

Monitoring Committee (PMC) and the LAGs (which included public and private sector 

representatives). The approach to LAG structures varied considerably. For example, Dumfries 

and Galloway established a company (Groundbase Ltd), while others (e.g. Upland Tayside) 

contracted out aspects of delivery and project management.  

Local level animation was a key aspect of the programme, with a number of LAGs establishing a 

network of locally-based LEADER agents or ‘animateurs’, often with geographical allocations, to 

animate LEADER within their local areas (e.g. Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh, Moray 

Badenoch and Strathspey, Inverness and Nairn and the Borders).  

 

24 CEA (2001) Ex-post Evaluation of  the Highlands and Islands LEADER II programme. 
25 EKOS Limited (2001) Ex-post Evaluation of  the Lowland Scotland LEADER II Community Initiative. 
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The Lowland LEADER II Programme received £6.35 million of EC funding and £23.1 million match 

funding (including private and national public sector contributions), equating to a total programme 

spend of £29.47 million, dispersed between the five Lowland LAGs (see Table 5.1). Dumfries and 

Galloway received a particularly high proportion of the EC contribution (41%) and of the total 

overall budget (58%), with Rural Stirling receiving the smallest contribution (6% and 4%). The 

programme funded 759 projects, with the largest number in Grampian (277) and the lowest (51) 

in Rural Stirling.  The mean project cost was £38,831, with a mean LEADER grant of £8,372, with 

mean cost/grant considerably higher in Dumfries and Galloway. Match funding represented a 

large proportion (68-85%) of total project costs for all LAGs, with the programme exceeding its 

match funding targets. 

Table 5.1: Funding and projects by LAG for the Lowland LEADER II Programme 

LAG 

EU 
funding 
(actual) 

£ 

% 

Total 
(actual) 
funding 

£ 

% 

Mean 
project 

cost 
£ 

No. of 
projects 

Match 
funding 

(public & 
private) 

£ 

Match 
funding 
as % of 

total 

Mean 
LEADER 

grant 
£ 

North / West 
Grampian 1,519,701  24 5,007,000  17 18,076  277 3,487,299  70 5,486  

Upland 
Tayside 912,568  14 2,827,000  10 28,847  98 1,914,432  68 9,312  

Rural Stirling 351,137  6 1,315,000  4 25,784  51 963,863  73 6,885  

Scottish 
Borders 950,717  15 3,055,000  10 16,603  184 2,104,283  69 5,167  

Dumfries/ 
Galloway 2,620,195  41 17,218,000  58 115,557  149 14,597,805  85 17,585  

Total £6,354,318    £29,473,000    £38,831  759 £23,118,682  78 £8,372  

The Highland LEADER II Programme received £7.79 million of EC funding and £16.8 million 

match funding (private sector and national public sector contributions), equating to a total 

programme spend of £24.6 million, dispersed between nine LAGs (see Table 5.2). Western Isles, 

Skye and Lochalsh received the largest proportion of the EU contribution (27%) and of the total 

budget (25%). The programme funded 1,567 projects, with the largest numbers in Western Isles, 

Skye and Lochalsh (325) and Lochaber (245), with the bulk of spending directed towards 

supporting rural innovation (and specifically technical support and rural tourism). The mean 

project cost (£15,703) and mean LEADER grant (£4,975) were both considerably lower than for 

the Lowland Programme and varied between LAGs. Match funding represented a lower 

proportion (68%) of total project costs than for the Lowlands, with the highest leverage ratios of 

match funding to LEADER funding occurring in Lochaber and Argyll.  

The Lowland and Highland programme combined equated to: 

• total expenditure of £54 million (£14 million EU and £39.9 million match funding); 

• 2,326 projects, with a mean project cost of £23,250 and a mean LEADER grant of £6,083; 

• public match funding at 48% of total expenditure, with ‘private sector’ contributions (which 

include Lottery, voluntary and community sources) making up a further 20% of the total 

budget. 
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Across both programmes the number of projects reflects the mean LEADER grant by LAG (see  

Figure 5.1). 

Table 5.2: Funding and total projects by LAG for the Highland LEADER II Programme 

LAG 

EU 
funding 
(actual) 

£ 

% 

Total 
(actual) 
funding 

£ 

% 

Mean 
project 

cost 

£ 

No. of 
projects 

Match 
funding 

(public & 
private) 

£ 

Match 
funding 
as % of 

total 

Mean 
LEADER 

grant 

£ 

Argyll 1,325,150  17 4,674,950  19 22,756  205 3,349,800  72 6,450  

Ross and 
Cromarty 935,400  12 2,460,500  10 11,105  222 1,525,100  62 4,222  

Inverness and 
Nairn 389,750  5 1,230,250  5 9,194  134 840,500  68 2,913  

Moray, 
Badenoch/ 
Strathspey 389,750  5 1,230,250  5 9,761  126 840,500  68 3,092  

Orkney 623,600  8 1,968,400  8 19,739  100 1,344,800  68 6,253  

Shetland 701,550  9 1,968,400  8 28,442  69 1,266,850  64 10,137  

Caithness and 
Sutherland 389,750  5 1,230,250  5 8,685  142 840,500  68 2,751  

Lochaber 935,400  12 3,690,750  15 15,094  245 2,755,350  75 3,825  

Western Isles, 

Skye/Lochalsh 2,104,650  27 6,151,250  25 18,930  325 4,046,600  66 6,477  

Total  £7,795,000   £24,605,000   £15,703  1,567 £16,810,000  68 £4,975  

 

Figure 5.1: Number of LEADER II projects and mean LEADER grant by LAG 

 

Further analysis of LAGs by area (km2) and population showed a total population within all 

combined (Lowland and Highland) LAGs of 792,375, across an area of 61,512 km2. This equates 

to a programme grant spend per capita of £18 and a total spend per capita of £68. Based on per 
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capita spend it is clear that some LAGS benefitted considerably more than others, with the less 

densely populated LAGs (Shetland, Western Isles etc.) generally benefitting from a higher per 

capita spend (see Figure 5.2). 

Figure 5.2: Total LEADER II budget spend (EU and match funding) and spend per capita by LAG area 

 
 

5.3 LEADER+ (2000-2006) 

LEADER+ was a single (Highland and Lowland) programme in 2000, with the Scottish Executive 

(as Managing Authority) responsible for overseeing programme implementation, including 

selecting LAGs. LEADER+ was funded through the EU Structural Funds as one of four 

Community Initiative Programmes26.  

Geographical coverage increased under LEADER+ to 64,307 km2, with 13 LAGs established to 

implement LEADER at local levels and a number of changes relative to the LEADER II LAG 

configurations (see Table 5.3). A number of groups benefitted from their LEADER II experience, 

building on their previous programmes with a focus on the key LEADER+ aim of promoting 

community and economic development in rural areas, with a strong emphasis on co-operation 

and networking between rural areas27.   

Specific LEADER+ dimensions included 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.  

 
26 The other programmes were URBAN, EQUAL and INTERREG, which also provided funding to LEADER (and non-
LEADER areas), resulting in a further £11M of EU funding for LEADER LAG areas. See the 2007-2013 SRDP). 

27 The Scottish LEADER+ programme 2000-2006 Single Programming Document. 

https://www2.gov.scot/resource/doc/311173/0098233.pdf
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Table 5.3: LEADER grant awards by LAG under LEADER+ in Scotland 

LEADER+ LAG  
Total grant 

awarded (£) 

Number of 

projects 

Mean grant size 

(£) 

North Highland 2,095,818 188 11,148 

Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh 2,049,621 154 13,309 

Scottish Borders 1,999,947 80 24,999 

West Highland 1,788,492 244 7,330 

Dumfries and Galloway 1,710,219 97 17,631 

Cairngorms 1,150,550 148 7,774 

South Lanarkshire 1,104,614 37 29,854 

Tyne Esk 1,013,122 81 12,508 

Northern Isles 966,032 115 8,400 

Lomond and Rural Stirling 762,122 71 10,734 

Rural Tayside 749,412 76 9,861 

East Fife 672,311 38 17,692 

Moray 213,864 40 5,347 

Total £16,276,125 1,369 £11,889 

 

LEADER+ distributed £17.32 million of EU funding, with co-financing resulting in an indicative 

total programme value of £34.64 million (not including private contributions)28. Analysis of existing 

projects/grant data29 (see  

Table 5.3 and Figure 5.3) illustrates considerable variability in LAG budget size, from £213,000 in 

Moray to over £2 million in North Highland and in the Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh).  

Mean grant size varied between the LAGs from £5,346 in Moray and £29,854 in South 

Lanarkshire, with an overall mean of £11,889, with over 600 grants awarded of under £5,000.  

 

28 See previous footnote, figures are indicative, with no comprehensive final total budgetary information available for 
LEADER+ with the exception of the LEADER grant data analysed here. 
29 LEADER+ grant data available online here. 

 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/esif-grant-amounts-lists-2000-2013/
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Figure 5.3: Number of projects and mean grant by LAG for the LEADER+ Programme 

 

LEADER grant capture by public bodies (e.g. Local Authorities) varied considerably, with over 

30% of all LAG grant spend going to public bodies in Rural Tayside and South Lanarkshire and 

55% in Moray going to Moray Local Authority (on four large projects) (see Figure 5.4), with 16.5% 

of the total LEADER grant budget going to public bodies. 

Figure 5.4: Number of projects by % LEADER grant capture by public bodies  

 
 
The total population covered by the LAG areas increased under LEADER+ by 15% to 910,145 

(87% of the rural population), with a mean density of 14 people per km2. LAG populations varied 
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from 23,658 in the Cairngorms to 144,856 in Dumfries and Galloway, with the highest population 

densities in South Lanarkshire and East Fife (213 and 128 people per km2) and the lowest 

densities in the Cairngorms (4), North Highland (4) and the Western Isles, Skye and Lochalsh (5). 

Similar to in LEADER II, this equated to a mean grant spend per capita across the whole area of 

£18 (not including public/private match funding, see Figure 5.5). This figure rises to £36 if national 

co-financing is included, although this varied across LAGs, with the highest per capita LEADER 

grant spend in the three least densely populated areas, and the lowest per capita spends in the 

LAGs with the smallest budgets (Moray, Rural Tayside and East Fife). 

Figure 5.5: Total LAG LEADER project grant spend and spend per capita 

 

 

5.4 LEADER Axis (2007-2013) 

The 2007-2013 LEADER Programme was incorporated within the Scottish Rural Development 

Programme (SRDP), ‘mainstreaming’ LEADER to enhance potential for collaborative/integrated 

approaches to rural development.  

LEADER 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. Axis 4 outcomes also contributed to outcomes 

under the other Axes, with LEADER used to complement and support priorities across the SRDP.  

The key themes for LEADER in 2007 included revitalising communities; Rural Community 

Capacity; New Markets and Products; Progressive Rural Economy; and Conservation of the Rural 

Environment. 



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

 

64 

 

The geographic coverage of LEADER increased further in 2007 to 73,629 km 2, with 20 LAGs 

receiving funding, substantially increasing the total population of the eligible areas to 1,509,709 

(an increase in area of 14% and a population increase of 65% from LEADER+).  

The total budget for Axis 4 (LEADER) of the 2007-2013 SRDP was £106.3 million, made up of 

£47.7 million EU funding, £19.4 million national contribution and £40 million in private sector 

contributions30. The overall per capita spend for the 2007-2013 programme (based on a total 

budget of £106 million) was £70, with a per capita LEADER grant spend of £23 (or £33 if 

Convergence funding31 is included).  

Data on all completed projects was unavailable, but project/grant data was acquired from a mid-

cycle evaluation to the end of 2011, with the number of projects in this data (1,287) below that of 

the final number of funded projects noted in the 2007-2013 SRDP ex-post evaluation (1,650)32.  

This dataset also included projects funded with EU Convergence funding through LAGs (675 

additional projects), although match funding data was not included. Analysis of this data showed 

high variability in LAG LEADER budgets (see Figure 5.6), with the Cairngorms, Argyll, 

Aberdeenshire and Highland LAGs the largest, with the addition of Convergence funding 

substantially increasing budgets where this was applicable. 

Figure 5.6: Number of funded LEADER and convergence projects and total combined funding 

 

Mean LEADER grant size varied between LAGs from £60,289 in the Scottish Borders to £9,356 

in the Cairngorms, with an overall mean grant of £27,971 (and a mean Convergence award of 

£27,758, see Figure 5.7).  

 

30 Figures taken from the Ex-post evaluation of the 2007-2013 SRDP (Scottish Government, 2016). Private sector figure 
is for anticipated private sector contribution. 
31 EU Convergence funding was awarded under the EU Structural Funds to support growth and job creation in elig ible 
areas in EU Member States, which included the Highlands and Islands in 2007-2013.  
32 The total value of awarded EU LEADER funding within the dataset (£35.8  million) was below the indicative total EU 
LEADER budget for the period (£47.7 million). 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/ex-post-evaluation-scotland-rural-development-programme-2007-2013/
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LEADER grant capture by Local Authorities varied from 23% in Ayrshire and 14.6% in South 

Lanarkshire, to zero in seven LAGs, with Local Authorities capturing a mean of 4.5% of LEADER 

funding. 

Figure 5.7: Number of LEADER and convergence awards and mean award by LAG 

 

  

5.5 The current LEADER Programme (2014-2020) 

It is important to note that this report was written before the end of the current programming period 

and that the data that follows reflects the situation between 2014 and May 2019. 

LEADER remains part of the 2014-2020 SRDP.  In its entirety, the SRDP is expected to have 

injected around £1.3 billion into the rural economy by the end of the current programme (Scottish 

Government 2018). LEADER accounts for about 7% of the spending in the current period. In the 

current programme, LEADER: “should be able to contribute to all six EU priorities for rural 

development, particularly Priority 6, promoting social inclusion, poverty reduction and economic 

development. LEADER will also contribute to the fostering of innovation as well as to knowledge 

transfer and co-operation” (SRDP, 2014-2020). 

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) to support the running of the LEADER Programme. 

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

2015). Each LDS must demonstrate how locally-identified and determined priorities will reflect 

and contribute to delivering the priorities of the EU 2020, the Partnership Agreement, the relevant 

EU programmes and other applicable domestic strategies. The LDS should (where appropriate) 
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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: i) drive community action on climate change; ii) enhance 

rural services and facilities, including transport initiatives; iii) enhance natural/cultural heritage, 

tourism and leisure; iv) support food and drink initiatives; v) build co-operation with other LAGs in 

Scotland, UK and Europe; and vi) exchange learning and knowledge.There are 21 LAGs that are 

responsible for: defining and implementing each LDS; defining the type of projects eligible to 

receive funding; making funding decisions; delivery and coordination of projects; managing 

finances; and bringing local stakeholders together. Each LAG adopts its own approach to 

supporting local development, social inclusion and local economic growth. Under the current 

programme, 14 of the 21 LDS are also funded under the EMFF (see Section 5.5.2 on FLAGs). 

LAGs are not required to sit within administrative boundaries, therefore the areas are not 

necessarily equivalent in geography to those covered by Local Authorities.  

The current LAGs and their size and populations are shown in Table 5.4. Since 2014, 

geographical coverage has increased further, with 21 LAGs receiving funding, over an area of 

75,578 km2, with a population of 1,996,800. 

  



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

 

67 

 

Table 5.4: LAG populations, area and population density (2014-2020 programme) 

LAG Population 
Total area 

(km2) 

Population 

density  

Angus 115,974 2,184 53 

Argyll and Islands 78,826 7,370 11 

Ayrshire 151,504 2,816 54 

Dumfries and Galloway 151,324 6,436 24 

Fife 137,150 1,007 136 

Forth Valley and Lomond 73,412 2,307 32 

Greater Renfrewshire & Inverclyde 81,912 447 183 

Highland 156,001 23,363 7 

Kelvin Valley & Falkirk 95,354 438 218 

Lanarkshire 106,430 1,847 58 

Moray 90,606 1,675 54 

Orkney 21,349 989 22 

Outer Hebrides 27,684 2,999 9 

Scottish Borders 113,868 4,736 24 

Shetland 23,167 1,438 16 

Cairngorms 18,398 4,075 5 

Aberdeenshire North 117,095 1,859 63 

Rural Perth and Kinross 97,221 5,290 18 

Aberdeenshire South 131,931 3,189 41 

Tyne and Esk 182,906 1,035 177 

West Lothian 24,688 78 317 

Scotland total 1,996,800 75,578 26 

5.5.1.1 LAG budgets, commitments and applications 

In this programming period the total LEADER budget is £82 million, with £77.4 million allocated 

to 21 LAGs, covering around 95% of rural Scotland. Some 68% of the current programme budget 

has been allocated to projects, and £60.3 million in additional match funding committed (as of 

May 2019).LAGs can spend a maximum of 25% of their allocated budget on administration and 

staff to ensure the delivery of LEADER. The current per capita LEADER grant spend for the 2014-

2020 Programme is £35.40, with a current total programme per capita spend of £63 (the 

Programme is not yet complete, see Figure 5.8).  
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Figure 5.8: LEADER budget spend per capita (2014-May 2019) 

 

 

Table 5.5 summarises the LAG budgets and commitments to May 2019. 

 

 

LEADER LAG areas and budget 

spend per capita 2014 to 2019 
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Table 5.5: LAG budgets, commitments and applications (2014-May 2019) 

LAG Area Total 
budget 

allocation 
(£) 

Total 
allocated 

to 
projects 

(£) 

Allocated 
to 

projects 
 

Total 
match 
funding 

(£) 

Match 
as % 
total 

project 
budget 

Total 
project 

cost 

No. of 
projects 

(approved) 

Approvals 
over total 

applications 

% 

Angus  2,798,981  1,987,852  71% 1,162,345  37 3,158,812  39 67 

Argyll and the 
Islands 4,279,448  1,786,034  42% 1,975,152  53 3,745,848  28 26 

Ayrshire  5,494,544  2,981,667  54% 3,613,604  55 6,585,635  62 31 

Dumfries and 
Galloway  5,595,370  4,333,432  77% 6,026,198  58 10,365,788  66 65 

Fife  3,397,670  2,378,240  70% 1,972,568  45 4,348,307  34 71 

Forth Valley & 
Lomond  2,812,653  2,025,774  72% 2,003,282  50 4,027,981  42 82 

Greater 
Renfrewshire 
& Inverclyde  2,269,697  1,402,506  62% 2,163,634  61 3,560,936  18 35 

Highland 
Strategic  8,778,810  6,470,477  74% 7,422,053  53 14,018,756  107 77 

Kelvin Valley 
& Falkirk  3,005,523  2,227,225  74% 2,226,272  50 4,439,989  33 62 

Lanarkshire  4,041,334  3,079,699  76% 2,697,579  47 5,721,790  38 70 

Moray 3,453,040  1,903,557  55% 1,041,439  36 2,933,384  21 38 

Orkney 
Islands  2,530,985  1,713,037  68% 2,246,768  57 3,960,805  38 59 

Outer 
Hebrides  3,177,666  2,384,348  75% 5,471,693  70 7,856,062  44 42 

Scottish 
Borders  4,056,661  3,066,480  76% 3,728,056  54 6,881,122  54 58 

Shetland  2,426,601  1,559,685  64% 2,799,191  63 4,412,721  28 53 

The 
Cairngorms  2,968,517  2,109,778  71% 1,313,473  38 3,481,623  31 76 

The North 
Aberdeenshire  3,290,237  1,992,263  61% 2,433,618  55 4,425,550  24 51 

The Rural 
Perth & 
Kinross  3,840,159  2,297,606  60% 4,242,378  65 6,515,849  52 58 

The South 
Aberdeenshire  2,831,742  1,988,207  70% 938,078  32 2,921,461  28 40 

Tyne Esk  3,490,769  2,574,214  74% 3,701,104  59 6,232,999  38 59 

West Lothian  2,207,223  1,671,857  76% 1,165,783  41 2,832,211  24 42 

SCOTLAND £76,747,631  £51,933,938  68% £60,344,268  54 £112,427,630  849 53 
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Analysis of data from the LARCs database for all LEADER applications under the current 

programme shows variability in LAG budget size and match funding rates, with committed match 

funding levels lower in Moray, South Aberdeenshire and Angus in particular, with mean 

intervention rate often linked to lower match funding levels (see Table 5.5 above).  

In contrast, some LAGs achieved comparatively high levels of match funding, with the Outer 

Hebrides showing the highest level of match funding at 70% of total project costs, and Perth and 

Kinross and Greater Renfrewshire and Inverclyde also achieving 65% and 61% match funding 

levels.  

In total, 68% of the total Programme budget has been allocated to projects33 (as of May 2019), 

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 as low as 21% and 26% in Argyll and the Islands 

and Ayrshire to 77% in Highland, 71% in Fife and 70% in Lanarkshire. 

The mean grant award has ranged from £45,079 in Orkney to £90,645 in Moray, with an overall 

mean grant of £61,170 and a mean project total cost of £132,424. As Figure 5.9 shows, the 

proportion of match funding captured by LAG reflects (to an extent) mean intervention rate. 

Figure 5.9: Total LEADER and match funding and mean intervention rate by LAG 

 

 

  

 

33 Note this f igure does not include funds allocated f or animation/administration, it is the percentage of  the 

total LAG budget which has been allocated to projects as of  May 2019.  
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Figure 5.10 shows the mean intervention rate across the LAGs. The variation across Scotland is 

reinforced by Figure 5.11, which shows intervention rates (by datazone area) across Scotland, 

with lower intervention rates more apparent in the Islands, Southern Scotland and the North West. 

Figure 5.10: Mean LEADER grant by mean intervention rate across 21 LAGs 
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Figure 5.11: Mean intervention rate by datazone area (2014-May 2019) 

 

  

Mean intervention rate by 
datazone area 2014 to May 2019 
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5.5.1.2 Characterising LEADER projects  

The ideas for LEADER projects tend to come from people and organisations at the local level who 

are familiar with local priorities, needs, opportunities and challenges. The selection of projects is 

based on a documented assessment process that demonstrates the soundness and fairness of 

the decision using consistent and relevant criteria, the procedure for which is set out in the LDS 

and publicised (Scottish Government, 2013).   

Analysis of the 849 currently funded projects by LEADER theme (see Figure 5.12) 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. 

Figure 5.12: LEADER and match funding distribution by theme (2014 to May 2019) 

 

 

Figure 5.13 shows the number of projects by main category for each LAG, with community 

projects representing the majority of projects for all LAGs, with the exception of Moray with ten 

projects in the enterprise categories. Farm diversification is an absent category in Greater 

Renfrewshire. 

Data for 2014 to 2019 
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Figure 5.13: Number of projects by project category across LAGs (2014 to May 2019) 

 

Figure 5.14 shows the analysis of LAG budget spend by project type, revealing considerable 

variation between LAGs, with seven LAGs with no funding currently committed to co-operation 

projects34 and four (Forth Valley, South and North Aberdeenshire and Tyne Esk) which have 

committed over 10% to co-operation initiatives, with 41 co-operation projects funded overall.  

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. 

 

34 This is likely to change by the end of  the programme as a number of  LAGs developed or collaborated on 

co-operation projects in the later stages of  the programme. 
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Figure 5.14: Percentage of allocated project spend by project type (2014 to May 2019) 

 

5.5.1.3 Project applicant type 

LARCs data also incorporates a broad ‘promoter type’ category which can be used to group 

applicants according to whether they are public bodies (e.g. Local Authorities), enterprise 

applicants (private business and in some cases social enterprises) or other (community 

associations, trusts, NGOs etc.). Figure 5.15 shows that the extent of funding capture across the 

three groups is highly variable, with enterprise applicants capturing over 40% of funding in nine 

LAGs and public bodies capturing over 30% of project funding in three LAGs (Orkney, Kelvin 

Valley and Argyll and the Islands), with three LAGs (Perth and Kinross, Shetland and the Outer 

Hebrides) funding no applicants from the public category. As shown in Figure 5.16, the 

intervention rates used across more than half of the LAGs are higher for public body applicants 

than for the other two applicant type categories. 

Data for 2014 to 2019 
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Figure 5.15: LEADER project grant spend by applicant type (2014 to May 2019) 

 

Figure 5.16: Intervention by applicant type in the 21 LAGs (2014 to May 2019) 

 

 

Data for 2014 to 2019 
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5.5.1.4 Location of funded LEADER projects /distribution of grant spend 

Projects funded in the current programme were assessed by their location in relation to the 

Scottish Government urban/rural classification (simplified to a four-fold classification for analysis 

purposes. In total, 41% of project spend (365 projects) related 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. However, it should be noted that address data 

related to the location of project applicants, which did not always directly reflect the exact location 

of the funded project in every case.  

The amount of spending in the different rural/urban categories varied widely between LAGs, with 

the main island groups almost wholly very remote rural and Argyll and Highland LAG mainly very 

remote or remote. In contrast, spending in Angus, Ayrshire, Fife, Greater Renfrewshire and 

Inverclyde, Lanarkshire, Kelvin Valley and Falkirk and West Lothian, is mainly within accessible 

rural and urban areas (Figure 5.17). Figure 5.18 shows the distribution of LEADER grant spend 

across Scotland by datazone area, with a relatively dispersed spread of spending, with some 

evidence of high levels of spending in some datazones in the North and North West of the country. 

Figure 5.17: Total LEADER grant spend by rural/urban location (2014 to May 2019) 

 

Data for 2014 to 2019 
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Figure 5.18: Total LEADER grant funding awarded by datazone area (2014 to May 2019) 

 

Grants awarded 2014 

to May 2019 
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5.5.2 Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs) 

In 2012, Axis 4 of the European Fisheries Fund (EFF) was launched in Scotland, providing up to 

£7.6 million to Scottish fishing communities affected by a decline in fishing activities.  At the time, 

eligible Local Authorities were invited to create FLAGs to consider applications and allocate 

funding. Each FLAG was encouraged to develop a Local Fisheries Development Strategy (LFDS) 

to set out priorities for their area, and encouraged to share ideas and experiences and engage in 

co-operative projects that contribute to sustainable development.35  

In 2016, the EFF was replaced by the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), one of five 

complementary European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds, and was designed specifically 

to support maritime and fisheries activities (Marine Scotland 2016). The implementation of the 

EMFF is conducted by each individual European Member State, via an operational programme 

to implement the approved priorities to be co-financed by the fund. In Scotland, support has 

focused on sustainable economic growth in the sea fisheries and aquaculture sectors.  

In the current LEADER programme, the LEADER approach has been extended under the broader 

term of CLLD, and now includes three additional EU funds, one of these being the EMFF.  This 

means that, where applicable, the integration of local needs and solutions can reinforce links 

between rural, urban and fisheries areas (Walsh 2017).  Under the current programme, FLAGs 

have been allocated £6.55 million, with 14 out of the 21 LDS also funded under the EMFF. 

Therefore, the LDS of LAGs which encompass coastal regions of Scotland, for example Argyll 

and the Islands or the Outer Hebrides,  will include a strategy for EMFF, and will work closely 

together to deliver aims and objectives of a joint LDS (see Box 5.2).  

Box 5.2: Argyll and the Islands LEADER LAG/ EMFF Community Actions FLAG 

 

In other parts of Scotland, the FLAG aligns with the priorities of each LDS, for example the North 

East of Scotland Fisheries Local Action Group (NESFLAG) (see Box 5.3). 

 

35 For more information on the EFF, see: https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/grants-

subsidies/communities  

Argyll and the Islands have a land area of approximately 7382.95km2, including 25 
inhabited islands. The LAG and The FLAG of Ayrshire are jointly responsible for the 
delivery of the LDS.  Argyll and the Islands LEADER LAG has a strong history in Argyll and 
the Islands, and the programme seeks to support rural communities throughout the area 
to respond to some of the many development challenges they face, through close and 
positive partnership working. Argyll and Ayrshire Fisheries FLAG members oversee the 
delivery of EMFF, allocating grants to projects that have a direct link to fishing or 
aquaculture and promote the sustainable economic development of traditional fishing 
communities. Argyll and the Islands LEADER are the administrative partner for the FLAG 
programme. The Flag is a partnership of fisheries, community, private and public sector 
organisations including; Argyll & Bute council, Associated British Ports, SAMS, Mull 
Aquaculture and Fisheries Association, as well as others.  

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/grants-subsidies/communities
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/grants-subsidies/communities
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Box 5.3: The North East of Scotland Fisheries Local Action Group (NESFLAG) 

 

5.6 Summary  

The five successive LEADER programmes funded some 6,194 projects across Scotland, resulting 

in well over £500 million in investment in community development. The leverage impact of 

LEADER is significant, with match funding in some areas of well over 100%, with leverage in the 

Outer Hebrides LAG equivalent to £1.95 for every £1 spent of LEADER funding in the 2007-2013 

programme, with this figure increasing to £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, although this impact varies considerably between LAGs, due to population 

size/density. 

The analysis conducted in Section 5 reveals a number of trends and observations. These include: 

• A continual increase in the geographical coverage of the LEADER programme in Scotland 

over time, with the total population of the eligible area having 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 more remote rural areas in 

Scotland, to include some more highly populated regions. As noted in this section, 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 (see also Box 7.1 for 

comments on administration and animation). Notably, the rejection rate for funding 

applications varies considerably between LAGs.  

• 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.  

• 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. 

• Variation in the number of projects between programmes, with LEADER II delivering the 

highest overall number (2,326).  

• Considerable variation exists in intervention rates, with some LAGs particularly successful at 

achieving very high levels of match funding. Case study findings (see Annex 4: LEADER 

Action Group Case Studies) suggest this may (at least in some cases) relate to a variety of 

factors including adhering to low intervention rates, creating wide early awareness about the 

programme and minimising delays to the programme getting underway. The level of staff and 

LAG experience within previous programmes and the relationships which have been 

developed with match funders may also be a factor.  

The NESFLAG aims to support the sustainable development of coastal communities 
located in Angus, North Aberdeenshire and South Aberdeenshire. Successful projects will 
align with the priorities of each area’s LDS and EMFF objectives. NESFLAG is a 
partnership of fisheries, community, private and public sector organisations. Both 
Aberdeenshire and Angus council are FLAG members. 
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• 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 for 

under £1,000, with LEADER+ funding over 600 projects with grants of under £5,000. This shift 

may potentially relate to multiple factors, including the increasing bureaucratic requirements 

of the application process, which can make lower value applications less cost effective (see 

sections 7.11 and 7.2 for further detail)36.This change in mean grant size suggests LEADER 

in its current format has become less functional for applicants requiring smaller grants (e.g. 

for start-up or feasibility projects), relative to earlier programmes, despite the LEADER ethos 

emphasising innovation and bottom-up locally led development.  

Table 5.6 provides a summary of the points listed above and will be considered in relation to the 

wider points discussed in the subsequent sections of this report. 

  

 

36 Additionally, as noted by one case study respondent, the organisational capacity built during the 1990s 
and 2000s (and experience of  grant applications) may have enabled previously small volunteer 

organisations to take on staf f  and develop more ambitious funding applications.  
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Table 5.6: Summary of the five successive LEADER programmes in Scotland 

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

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 H & I, 
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) 

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 
Convergen
ce funding 
is included) 

 

LEADER/CLLD 
(2014-2020) 
LEADER in SRDP 
(Managed by 
Scottish 
Government) 

21 LAGs 

Pop: 

1,996,800 

Area: 75,578 

km2 

£150 million (including 

£68 million in match 

funding) at 2019 £ 

values) 

849 projects approved to date 

Mean grant of £68,923 (mean 

project total cost of £149,209) 

£42 
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6 Key strengths and outcomes of LEADER  

This section presents data relating to the key strengths and outcomes of LEADER in Scotland 

since the early 1990s. The thematic narrative analyses the qualitative content of the research 

interviews and the LEADER staff workshop, and the quantitative data collated from LEADER 

project databases. Reference is made to the LAG case studies and project case studies to 

illustrate key points. Detailed LAG case studies and project case studies can be found in Annex 

4 and Annex 5, and these are signposted throughout the section.  

6.1 Strengths and outcomes of LEADER processes 

This section presents the main strengths of the LEADER process in relation to governance and 

implementation. The strengths were identified in the research interviews, LAG case studies and 

LEADER staff workshop, and are grouped under the following four themes: 

1. Local actions based on local needs 

2. A tool for empowering communities 

3. LAG dynamism and diversity 

4. Local capacity building and support 

Direct quotations from the research interviews included within the text below are followed by ‘R1, 

R2, etc.’ to denote the voices of the different interviewees (these include the LAG case study 

interviewees). ‘SWS’ is used to denote perspectives gathered at the LEADER staff workshop. 

Where relevant, excerpts from LAG case studies are used to illustrate key points. 

6.1.1 Local actions based on needs - reactions to the LEADER approach 

In the research interviews, participants were asked to consider each of the seven key features of 

the LEADER approach and rank these in order of importance and explain their choices. 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” [R1]. The LDS was recognized as the “pivotal element at the heart of 

LEADER” [R2] that gives “local actors a focus to think about what their area needs” [R3] and 

“understand the area’s economics and demographics” [R4]. Table 6.1 shows the range of 

perspectives shared at the LEADER staff workshop about the successes of LEADER as a tool for 

delivering local development strategies.  

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

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. 

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

happened otherwise” [R5] due to “the element of being prepared to take some risk around 

innovation” [R1], others identified “challenges with how to define it” [R6] and questioned whether 

inclusive growth is “more important than innovation” [R7]. 
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Table 6.1: LEADER staff perspectives on successes of LEADER  

Strengths of  LEADER Notes f rom the discussion 

Local staf f  resource Participants really value the local staf f  resource. Staf f  know the area 

very well. 

Locally-informed plans LDS very embedded when informed by local consultation.  

Structure of  the LAG encourages the right ‘mix’ of  people around the 

table (and not dominated by public sector). 

Good relationships Good relationships between staf f  and accountable bodies are a 
success as they enable projects to be delivered via strong support 

networks. 

Benef its of  LEADER networking and exchange. 

Consistency in LAG members and building the LAG as a team – takes 

time but yields positive outcomes. 

Strategic projects The LAG can identify gaps and what needs to happen to f ill them. 

(Source: LEADER staf f  workshop) 

Similarly, there was variation in the extent to which the participants assigned importance to 

networking activities under LEADER. The increasingly “strong connections” [R8] between 

Scotland and parts of the EU as a result of LEADER were applauded, and the “networking and 

exchange of learning between the 21 LEADER areas” [SWS] has enabled LEADER actors to be 

much better informed about what is happening across the country and beyond. However, 

questions were raised about the extent to which the opportunities for networking have decreased 

since LEADER became part of the SRDP in 2007 [R9] and whether networking needs to be a 

feature of LEADER as “people do it anyway in the community development world” [R4].  

Perspectives on the co-operation feature tended to be less supportive. Although it was recognized 

by some participants that “co-operation has produced projects that wouldn’t otherwise take place” 

[SWS], allowing LAGs to “learn a lot” [R10], delivering co-operation projects in the current 

programme was generally perceived as difficult. These perspectives and more detail on the 

challenges associated with co-operation are considered in Section 7.1.5. 

6.1.2 A tool for empowering communities 

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” [R11]. 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” [SWS] in places 

where project applications would meet high competition when competing for funds on a regional 

or national basis. Box 6.1 provides more detail about the success of Highland LAG in using a 

devolved LAG structure to empower LEADER actors and ‘f ill the gaps’ in rural development 

funding. 
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Box 6.1: Highland LAG – ‘gap filling for rural development’ 

Due to the scale and regional diversity of  the area, Highland takes a unique approach to LAG 
governance, with the assessment and delivery of  community projects devolved to seven Local Area 
Partnerships (LAPs), which are supported by a local LEADER development of ficer in each area. The 

LAPs recruit their own decision-making groups to identify specif ic local prio rities f rom 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 pub lic sector decline, particularly 

in relation to community facilities across the Highlands.  

→ Read the full Highland LAG case study in Annex 4 

6.1.3 LAG dynamism and diversity 

The LAG was generally perceived as positive 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” [R12] and that the “membership model works well [in that it is] different to other 

community organizations/funding bodies” [R7]. Box 6.2 summarizes the positive comments made 

by participants about this and other strengths of LAGs. 

Box 6.2: Perspectives of the strengths and positive characteristics of LAGs 

Balanced representation  

“[We have had] no problems getting representational attendance – this has helped us a lot and we 

have had a huge amount of  interest/applications” [R6].  

“Diverse perspectives are a fundamental strength” [R13].  

Consistency of approach outside other political processes 

“The non-political nature of  LAGs and the LDS – the priorities don’t change when political 

leaderships change” [SWS]. 

“The LAG is key. A nice balance when organizations sit together. It allows them to break out of  

some of  the local politics” [R14]. 

Motivated people and momentum 

“FLAG success factors are down to the people behind it. The partnership needs to be strong, with 

motivated and involved local people.” [R11].  

“There is always a call for members of  the LAG. [This leads to] variation in how they are structured” 

[R15]. 

Good relationships with other LEADER actors and over time 

“A good coordinator is a ‘must’ – lots of  Local Authority coordinators have been very good at 

making things happen” [R15]. 

“The partnerships have largely endured over the last ten to twelve years” [R8].  
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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” [R9]. A recurring theme of discussion in relation to the strengths of LAGs was 

the inclusion of diverse perspectives and skills in the partnership.  

6.1.4 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” [SWS]. 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” 

[SWS]. 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” [R10]. 

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

have led to capacity building on several levels. For example, many networking activities, such as 

study tours, exchanges or building links between communities, “have expanded the horizons of 

local community groups and enterprises and generated new ideas and connections ” [R9]. 

However, several participants noted that the amount of animation has declined as compared to 

earlier LEADER programmes (this is discussed later in Section 7.1). 

A key strength noted by nearly all of the participants is the capacity of LEADER to develop people. 

This was noted in relation to different stages of the LEADER process. For example, at the 

application stage, “the rigour of the LEADER approach and its financial management mean that 

applicants by necessity have to build up competency in a range of skills ” [R1]. For LEADER staff 

and LAG members, capacity is built when they become a “hub of knowledge” about the local area 

[R12]. Over the longer term, LEADER has also built capacity at the community level. Box 6.3 

describes this scenario in relation to historic LEADER funding in the Highlands and Islands. 

Box 6.3: Historic LEADER funding and community capacity building 

One participant described how local development officers are no longer crucial in some Highlands 

and Islands communities as LEADER funding has supported capacity building in those places.  

“About ten years ago, LEADER money funded between 40 and 45 Highlands and Islands 
communities with about 50% of  £30,000 per year to fund local development of ficers via Highlands 
and Islands Enterprise (HIE). The next programme was very dif ferent […] support is now much 
about project delivery, af ter community groups had identif ied community needs [with the support of  

local development of f icers] in earlier stages. Now, the local development of f icers  no longer exist in 
about 30 of  the communities but there are groups in those places with the capacity to do their own 

applications”. [R1] 

6.2 LEADER project outcomes 

6.2.1 Project development  

The full scope of project development has been outlined previously for the five LEADER 

programmes from 1991 to the current programme in Section 5. Notably, some LEADER ‘projects’ 
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were developed as grant schemes in their own right, resulting in a significant number of smaller 

LEADER projects at LAG level across Scotland not accounted for in the numbers.  

Fundamentally, project development and related investment has played a role in the development 

rural community capacity. As noted by project and LAG case study participants, many projects 

would not have proceeded without LEADER funding. The LEADER II Highland and Islands 

evaluation confirms this view, 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” (p 81), 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) (Cambridge Economic Associates 2001).  

The legacy of LEADER is also apparent, both in the scope of the activity outlined in Section 5 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 (Cambridge Economic Associates 2001).  

This longevity factor is also apparent in the LAG and project case studies (e.g. LAG case studies 

1 and 4 and project case studies 1, 2, 3 and 4, all of which have been sustained beyond their 

LEADER funding). The case studies also illustrate how project applicants have increased their 

capacity and experience over time, with some applicants successfully applying for further 

LEADER projects (e.g. see Highland LAG Case Study 1 and the example of Rosemarkie Café in 

the Black Isle). For a number of applicants, LEADER funding has played a role in supporting the 

delivery of their strategic community development objectives, with the North Harris Trust 

successfully applying for four separate LEADER funded projects over two LEADER programmes 

(see Box 6.4 below).  

6.2.2 Enterprise, employment creation and economic growth  

A key focus throughout successive LEADER programmes has been supporting locally -led 

innovation, enterprise and job creation. The LEADER II Highland evaluation showed that some 

700 businesses had been supported through LEADER funding or through the activities of 

LEADER funded projects.  

This theme has continued throughout successive LEADER programmes, with 1,968 new 

businesses (including many social enterprises) developed since LEADER II (see  

Table 6.2), with this figure not including businesses supported under LEADER I. LEADER funding 

has also directly resulted in the creation of 3,224 jobs and safeguarded a further 3,170 existing 

roles, with this figure not accounting for indirect/multiplier effects of LEADER projects and 

programme animation.  
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Table 6.2: Number of jobs created and new businesses supported through LEADER37 

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 (2007-

2013) 

1,491 new jobs and 2,168 

safeguarded 

551 

Current 

programme 
Not yet available 

 

200 enterprise initiatives funded to May 

2019 

Delivering training38 has also been a key feature of successive programmes from the outset, with 

LEADER II delivering training to 2.5 times more people than originally expected, with 4,247 people 

receiving training (Cambridge Economic Associates 2001, Ekos 2001).  

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, 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 6.3 illustrates the cumulative impact of LEADER in three established LAGs, including 

employment, skills development and business impacts. 

A critical aspect of the impact of LEADER funding and projects 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.  

The North Harris Trust (NHT) for example, has undertaken four LEADER funded projects as part 

of their wider strategy to support local community development, including through the 

development of the infrastructure and context to facilitate sustainable economic growth. As shown 

in Project Case Study 4 (North Harris Trust), the LEADER funded projects undertaken by NHT 

have led to a number of key impacts, summarised in Box 6.4. LEADER funding can, therefore, 

have a cumulative impact over time for a LAG area or a local community, including impacts on 

housing provision and potential unforeseen impacts in relation to job creation. The NHT case, for 

example, 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. 

 

37 Data from LEADER II evaluations (CEA 2001 and Ekos Ltd. 2001) and from partial data provided by Western Isles 
Council from a survey of LAGs (with 9 responses for LEADER+ and 12 for the 2007-2013 Programme). Due to the 
partial nature of data figures are likely to be an underestimate in some cases. 
38 Note that training can relate to a range of skills but not necessarily lead to formal vocational and/or academic 
qualifications. 
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Table 6.3: 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 signif icant 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. Read the full case study. 

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 businesses39. The 2007-2013 programme was particularly 
successful in job creation in the craf t and retail sectors, supporting community and 
social enterprise outputs, supporting women in entering business and activities to 

support the elderly. Read the full case study. 

Dumfries and 

Galloway 

Throughout successive programmes in Dumfries and Galloway, 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 signif icant knock-on 

impacts), funding for the Crichton Campus and for the Galloway and Southern 
Biosphere Reserve in co-operation 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. Read the full case study. 

Box 6.4: Impacts for the North Harris community from LEADER projects  

The North Harris Trust acquired LEADER funding for four projects: i) the North Harris Eagle 
Observatory; ii) Huisinis Gateway toilets and camping facilities; iii) Scalpay Af fordable Housing 

initiative; and iv) Ardvourlie Woodland observatory. The key impacts include:  

• The development and enhancement of  visitor focal points, with visitor numbers of  5-6000 a 
year to the eagle observatory and 38,000 in 2018 to Huisinis Gateway, with new focal points 

with suf f icient parking shif ting visitor pressure f rom existing attractions, enhancing sustainable 
tourism inf rastructure and visitor management. 

• Direct and indirect economic impacts, including local spend on facility builds and spin of f  
impacts including a catering business as Huisinis. For NHT, donations at Huisinis towards 

camping, showers and parking totalled £13K, as well as providing a part time caretaker job. 
Rental income is generated f rom the Scalpay housing development.  

• Community retention through improving facilities and af fordable housing provision, with two 

families able to stay and work in the area due to the Scalpay initiative.  
 

→ Read the full North Harris Trust Project Case Study 

The importance of high quality, effective infrastructure is also illustrated in Project Case Study 3 

(Boyndie Visitor Centre), with key impacts summarised in Box 6.5. As evident from the Boyndie 

case, the provision of effective community spaces releases opportunities for additional enterprise 

development through the availability of facilities, with the co-location of an additional business 

 

39 Data on outcomes taken f rom the Outer Hebrides 2007-2013 LEADER programme evaluation. 
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within the centre enhancing its long term sustainability. The development of facilities (as in North 

Harris) can also impact on the branding of a region or community, enhancing the potential for 

wider economic growth through visitor spend. 

Box 6.5: Boyndie Visitor Centre re-development - hubs and local economic growth  

Boyndie Visitor Centre, managed by Boyndie Trust, was established as a social enterprise in a semi -
derelict school building near Banf f  in 1999, acting as 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 inf rastructure for the organisation to develop a sustainable income.  

The incremental growth has created new jobs, and safeguarded existing roles. For example, in 2012 

two posts were created to develop the extended training activities, and these became commercially 
self -sustaining af ter one year. The car park extension solved the long running problem of  inadequate 
parking facilities for visitors. Co-location of Banf fshire Partnership in the facility in 2005 allowed that 

organisation to signif icantly expand its provision of  rural demand -responsive bus services, with the new 
car park also safely housing the buses overnight. The Centre has improved the opportunities for local 
economic growth, by increasing the tourism of fering along the Banf fshire Coast. The Banf fshire Coast 
has been enhanced as a brand, in addition to benef itting f rom better facilities and services and 

increasing the tourist trade, which in itself  has brought increased prosperity. The centre has managed 

to ensure that it is still a relevant, growing and popular organisation, relying on self -generated income.  

→ Read the full Boyndie Visitor Centre Project Case Study  

LEADER funding 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 (see Project Case Study 1 and Box 6.6). As apparent from this case, single targeted 

initiatives can have a significant wider impact on community-wide or regional business 

development through increased access to services and products, releasing significant potential 

for wider business growth. 

Box 6.6: Food transport and logistics on Skye – the Food Link Van  

The Food Link Van was seen as a solution for local food product transport that was developed by a group 
of  producers in Skye and Lochalsh. The initiative bought together dif ferent sectors of  producers, including 
meat production, f ishing and horticulture in a novel network. The van service runs a twice weekly 

collection and delivery service f rom local produces to local outlets including mainly catering, some retail 

and box scheme customers.  

Lehto and Oksa (2009) described the local food link as a new logistic innovation for local food distribution 

across Skye & Lochalsh. Following its inception, it increased sales f rom £6,800 worth of  local produce 
carried annually, to over £90,000, with around 15 producers and 40 customers using the van. The Food 
Link Van also aided in the development of  a local market for products. One of  the Vans biggest customers 

is the renowned Three Chimneys Restaurant, who states that the food link van means they can rely on 
f resh local produce delivered to the kitchen door. The Food link has made a real di f ference to the 
sourcing, particularly in the height of  season The project as a whole has been a success, and received 

the national award f rom the Soil Association as “Best New local food Initiative” by YOU magazine in 

2001. 

→ Read the full Food Link Van Project Case Study 
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A number of LEADER funded initiatives have also used LEADER funding to fund or co-fund a 

strategic post (e.g. a Community Broadband Officer in Forth Valley and Lomond LAG) or access 

consultant expertise to coordinate or advise a new enterprise initiative. This has been the case in 

the Tea Gardens of Scotland initiative (see Project Case Study 7). The key impacts of which have 

been summarised in Box 6.7 below.  

The flexibility of LEADER grants represents an advantage in this regard, with the Tea Gardens 

initiative able to focus on developing their tea growing skills under expert guidance, thereby 

allowing them to focus on enhancing their growing skills and the quality of their product. The 

networking aspect (coordinated by the consultant) also facilitated a collaborative approach, with 

the initiative potentially developing into an established novel Scottish industry over time. 

Box 6.7: Tea Gardens of Scotland - networking and expert input 

The Tea Gardens of  Scotland initiative received LEADER funding to support  nine tea growers, to develop 
a novel collaborative enterprise to grow and market artisan tea in Scotland as a viable crop, through 

access to specialist advice and knowledge sharing. The group were able to use part of  the funding to 
employ a consultant to support the coordination of  their group enterprise and provide them with expert 
guidance, thereby substantially raising the quality of  their product, while developing their business 

venture and learning f rom each other, to expand their collective knowledge base. The LEADER grant 

was seen as having been fundamental to the initiative the key impacts of  which included:  

• The ability (through the consultant) to substantially enhance the quali ty of  the tea produced 

across the group which facilitated the development of  viable businesses. This would not have 
been possible without expert input and resulted in the f irst pure black tea ever grown in Scotland, 
which sold rapidly as a high value product. 

• The opportunity, through the development of  a small-scale tea-processing initiative (the Scottish 
Tea Factory), funded by a separate LEADER grant, to process small batches of  high quality tea 
in Scotland. This facility provided a critical element of  the supply chain and a focal point for 
expansion of  the small-scale artisan Scottish tea industry in Scotland.  

• Employment impacts resulting f rom the successful development of  new tea businesses, with all 
the growers employing additional temporary staf f  f rom the local area and the development of  
tourist enterprises related to tea products. 

→ Read the full Tea Gardens of  Scotland Project Case Study 

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.  

In the current programme, this has also occurred in relation to the farm diversification component 

of LAG funding, with a range of farm diversification initiatives receiving funding, including the 

Chalet (Holidays for all) project (see Project Case Study 6 and Box 6.8 below). The funding of 

private enterprise initiatives illustrates the wide scope of the programme, which plays a role in 

encouraging private enterprises to consider their role within local community and economic 

development. 
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Box 6.8: The Chalet, Holidays for all – LEADER farm diversification 

The Chalet Holidays for all – is luxury, four star, self -catering accommodation in rural East Lothian. The 
chalet opened in May 2017, and was partially funded by Tyne Esk LEADER as part of  a farm 

diversif ication grant. The project aimed at diversifying the Gilchrist’s 400-acre East Lothian farm, in order 
to meet the growing demand for accessible tourism. The project aimed to provide accommodation which 
is suitable and safe for guests, meeting individual needs for those with physical disabilities and those 

with autism, acquired brain injuries or visual impairment. The chalet is fully accessible with a prism ceiling 
track hoist system.  The Chalet has been busy since its opening, with many bookings in its first year. The 
Chalet was a f inalist in the Most Accessible Venue/Hotel for Disability Requirements. Kay Gilchrist was 

shortlisted at the Business Women Scotland (BWS) Women in Hospitality and Tourism Awards.  

→ Read the full The Chalet (Holidays for All) Project Case Study  

6.2.3 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, which in turn can lead to increased community retention, capacity and 

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

As concluded by the evaluation of the Highland LEADER II programme, LEADER II funded 

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. 

At LAG level, as well as the socio-economic impacts of LEADER described above, 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 (see the Highland LAG Case Study 1).  

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 3049 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 (see 

Box 6.9).  
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Box 6.9: The Outer Hebrides Youth LAG – Empowering youth  

To address a gap in youth involvement identif ied in the evaluation of  the 2007-2013 Outer Hebrides 
LEADER, the current LDS included a proposal for a Youth LAG (YLAG), with the aim of  supporting a 

key dif f icult to reach group. Consultation with younger people showed they viewed the idea of  a YLAG 
as potentially benef icial for youth in the islands. A unique YLAG was subsequently launched through 
events in 2018 as part of  the ‘Year of the Young People’ and allocated 100,000 for projects of  benefit to 

young people. The YLAG included representatives f rom youth organisations f rom across the Outer 
Hebrides with support provided by area based Community Learning Development Of f icers and 

LEADER staf f . 

The youth LAG received eight applications, two of  which withdrew due to not being able to f it the 
criteria, with six proceeding to the YLAG for assessment. The YLAG followed a similar process to the 
main LAG, critiquing and scoring projects (which were required to benef it young people) and making 

funding decisions with support during the process f rom LEADER staf f . The YLAGs project decisions 
were subsequently taken to the main LAG - which agreed all the YLAG funding decisions. Funded 
projects included a youth festival, a Skif f  project for young people and those with disabilities and a 

Mountain Bike project for youth f rom disadvantaged areas. To complete the project a f inal ‘wash up’ 
meeting was held to discuss the process and award the members with participation certif icates. The 
process required signif icant staf fing support and a signif icant commitment f rom the young people, while 

also facilitating personal development and conf idence building among those involved.  

→ Read the full Outer Hebrides LAG Case Study 

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 32171 new visitors to attractions (see Dumfries and 

Galloway LAG Case Study 4). 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 (e.g. see Project Case Study 5, the Day of the Region 

initiative in Dumfries and Galloway).  

Initiatives such as the Outer Hebrides Youth LAG and international exchanges facilitated through 

international cooperative LEADER projects have increased opportunities for young people to 

experience LEADER and benefit from this involvement through increased experience and 

learning around community development. In combination with infrastructural initiatives and wider 

job creation (e.g. see the NHT Project Case Study 4 example of affordable housing co-funded by 

LEADER on Harris), such initiatives play an important part in creating the context to facilitate 

community retention and the return of youth out-migrants to remoter parts of Scotland. 

Box 6.10: Lamancha community hub –capacity building in an isolated community  

The Creating the Hub project has increased social interaction in Lamancha, and created learning  

opportunities for the people of  the area. Two part time employees are employed 2 days a week.  
Previous to this project, Lamancha had no meeting places, of fices,  shops, bus stops or pubs. Residents 
were of ten not in touch with their neighbours, and did not work locally.  Young people had nowhere to 

meet, and public transport was limited so there were high levels of  isolation. Funded through the 
Scottish Borders LEADER + this project consisted of  the conversion of  the old derelict school building 
into a community hub with of f ices, café, meeting spaces and gardens. It was anticipated that the 

“Creating the Hub” project would benef it 300 individuals in the Lamancha and surrounding areas, and 
approximately 30 organisations are expected to benef it f rom the project. The Creating the Hub project 
has increased social interaction in Lamancha, and created learning opportunities for the people of  the 

area.  

→ Read the full Lamancha Community Hub Project Case Study 



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

 

94 

 

6.2.4 Success factors for LEADER projects 

At the LEADER staff workshop, participants were asked what they think makes a successful 

LEADER project that leads to long-term, positive change. Table 6.4 summarises these 

perspectives. 

Table 6.4: LEADER staff perspectives on factors that make a successful project  

Aspects of  a successful 

LEADER project 
Comments 

Good LEADER staf f  team • For applicant support, particularly to navigate through the application 
and claims processes; 

• Focus on capacity building for applicants and helping throughout the 
life of  the project; 

• Support f rom EU network; 

• Flexibility over timescales/slippage; 

Evidence of  local need • Evidence-based need for the project; 

• Clearly def ined project objectives that f it the LDS and of fer clear 
community benef it; 

• Applications relating to the project the applicant wants to deliver, not 

what they think the committee want to fund; 

Dedicated applicant(s) • Lead applicants who are: passionate, invested, motivated, 
committed, determined, organised, etc.; 

• Strong project management/delivery team or individual (committed);  

• Succession planning included in approach; 

• Buy-in/support f rom others; 

• Business-like approach and mindset; 

Careful project planning 

and management 
• Clear project plan with objectives; 

• Ability to manage retrospective funding approach (access to cash 
f low); 

• Transparent audit trail which shows guidance has been followed; 

• Good IT and documentation skills (also applies to LEADER staf f  

team); 

Community-driven and 

continuity of  staf f 
• Community-led rather than by public sector; 

• Continuity of  volunteers and/or paid staf f  throughout the project;  

Practical tools • Good broadband connection; 

• Access to a scanner 

Open communication • Keeping the LAG and LEADER staf f  well-informed of  project 
progress and any problems/changes; 

• Applicants who are receptive to advice and support;  

• Close dialogue over budget and outcomes management; 

• Good dialogue between staf f , LAG and Accountable Body when 

managing/governing project changes; 

Long-term impacts and 

planning 
• Benef its/outcomes that extend beyond the period of  LEADER 

funding; 

• A clear plan f rom the outset for what happens during and af ter the 

project (attention to detail); 

(Source: LEADER staf f  workshop and exit questionnaire) 

Participants made several comments about how the current programme allows direct assistance 

to businesses and that this was “very much in demand as it enabled a lot of small businesses to 
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undertake investment which may not otherwise have happened” [R6]. The “broad mix of projects” 

[R7] was seen as a strength, particularly those “which have received funding to either develop 

new, innovative products [or] diversify in order to ensure long-term sustainability for the future” 

[SWS]. LAG-led projects have successfully “filled gaps where others aren’t delivering” [SWS] and 

the ability to offer small grants has been “very important” [R14]. 

However, several participants reflected that previous LEADER programmes have allowed greater 

flexibility with regard to what could be funded, particularly when it was “all about ideas and 

innovation rather than not allowing someone the money if they didn’t fit in a silo” [R4]. 

Interviewees also considered the characteristics of projects that lead to long-term change. There 

was some disagreement with regards to long-term benefits/changes. While some felt that 

evidence of long-term change could be found within “projects that lead to other projects, not 

necessarily on the same subject” [R15], others were “not convinced anything has lasted over time 

– we have ended up with a funding programme now and lost of lot of goodness” [R13].  

 

  



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

 

96 

 

7 LEADER – Key challenges 

This section presents data relating to the challenge associated with managing and delivering 

LEADER in Scotland since the early 1990s. The thematic narrative analyses the qualitative 

content of the research interviews and the LEADER staff workshop, and the quantitative data 

collated from LEADER project databases. Reference is made to the LAG case studies and project 

case studies to illustrate key points. Detailed LAG case studies and project case studies can be 

found in Annex 4 and Annex 5, and these are signposted throughout the section.  

7.1 Challenges relating to LEADER LAG governance and administration  

The challenges described below were identified in the research interviews, LAG case studies and 

LEADER staff workshop. The challenges are grouped under five main themes: 

1. Impacts of increased administrative requirements 

2. Structural relationships and capacity building 

3. LAG-specific challenges and inconsistencies 

4. Demonstrating impacts and celebrating success 

5. Delivering co-operation projects 

As before, direct quotations from the research interviews are followed by ‘R1, R2, etc.’ to denote 

the voices of the different interviewees. ‘SWS’ is used to denote perspectives gathered at the 

LEADER staff workshop. 

7.1.1 Impacts of increased administrative requirements 

In this section, the perspectives of the impacts of increased levels of bureaucracy in the LEADER 

process are considered. The focus here is on broader points relating to administrative 

requirements and how these impact on the governance of LEADER. More specific challenges 

relating to the administration of projects (including the current administration and claims computer 

system) are considered in Section 7.2. 

A ‘tarnished image’  

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

there was a strong sense that the increasing administrative complexity associated with LEADER 

has had a negative impact on the reputation of the programme. The “huge step up in bureaucracy 

[compared to] previous programmes that worked well in comparison” [R16] was generally 

attributed to when LEADER became part of the SRDP in the 2007-2013 programme. During that 

programme, challenges associated with the audit process led to people being “hugely angry 

[about the process], which really tarnished the reputation” [R17]. It was also noted by some 

participants that, outside the sphere of rural development funding, lots of other funds have 

“straightforward admin processes” [R6]. 

The reputation that LEADER has developed for being very 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” [R17]. While the considerable benefits that LEADER has delivered were acknowledged, 
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it appears to be widely recognised that “applying is a serious investment of time” [R5], the 

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

many of the applicants and their projects” [R9], and there is an “absolute drive that it’s all about 

compliance” [R14]. 

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” [SWS], 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” [R13] and “decrease local animation” [R18]. Box 

7.1 summarises other comments made about the challenge presented by increased 

administration and the impacts on animation and reactions to risk. 

Box 7.1: Perspectives on the challenges of administration, animation and risk 

“Audit drove the process for us – this made it dif f icult to look at the project outcomes and the 
processes were more important. Staf f  felt constrained by this as every decision was assessed in 

terms of  the audit risk to the Accountable Body” [SWS]. 

“LEADER has got further away f rom our communities because of  bureaucracy. The early 

programmes had more local animation and were embedded in communities more” [R18].  

“Have missed the local animation, bureaucracy has exponentially increased, because of  previous 
programmes being challenged - but now gone too far in the other direction. Need to spend time 

with communities so they can identify and deliver on needs” [R9].  

“This also kills the innovation aspect if  you are 100% focused on delivering stated outcomes. How 

can you innovate as you go? So, safer projects get funded” [R16].  

“The LDS is a useful approach but we work through Local Authorities and they are cash-strapped 

so those issues determine how the LDS are implemented on the ground” [R22]. 

“The guidance was a big problem, unfortunately, which led to some chilly relations between LAG 
staf f  and the local development team, and that just makes things worse.  The trouble is that the 
accountable bodies have been lef t in a vulnerable position, taking on all of  the risk with very poor, 

and changeable, guidance to back us up.  If  we get something wrong, whether it’s in the guidance 

or not, that opens us up to signif icant risk” [SWS].  

Several participants also noted that increased perceptions of risk have led to small projects being 

approved. This is discussed more in Section 7.2.2. 

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 ” [R18]. 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” [R12].  



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

 

98 

 

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

due to retrospective funding” [R7]. 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” [R7]. 

A good example of a proactive attempt to increase local capacity and encourage more 

involvement in LEADER beyond the ‘usual suspects’ is the Outer Hebrides Youth LAG. More 

information about this group is shown in Box 7.2. 

Box 7.2: Outer Hebrides Youth LAG –involving young people in LEADER 

To address a gap in youth involvement identif ied in the evaluation of  the 2007-2013 Outer Hebrides 
LEADER, the current LDS included a proposal for a Youth LAG (YLAG), with the aim of  supporting 
a key dif f icult to reach group. Consultation with younger people showed they viewed the idea of  a 

YLAG as potentially benef icial for youth in the islands.  

A unique YLAG was subsequently launched through events in 2018 as part of  the ‘Year of the Young 
People’ and allocated £100,000 for projects of  benef it to young people. The YLAG included 
representatives f rom youth organisations f rom across the Outer Hebrides 40, with support provided by 

area based Community Learning Development Of f icers and LEADER staf f .  

The YLAG41 received eight applications, two of  which withdrew due to not being able to f it the criteria, 

with six proceeding to the YLAG for assessment.  

The YLAG followed a similar process to the main LAG, critiquing and scoring projects (which were 
required to benef it young people) and making fund ing decisions with support during the process f rom 
LEADER staf f . The YLAG’s project decisions were subsequently taken to the main LAG, which 

agreed all the YLAG funding decisions.  

Funded projects included a youth festival, a Skif f  project for young people and those with disabilities 
and a Mountain Bike project for youth f rom disadvantaged areas. To complete the project a f inal 
‘wash up’ meeting was held to discuss the process and award the members with participation 

certif icates. The process required signif icant staf fing support and a signif icant commitment f rom the 
young people, while also facilitating personal development and conf idence building among those 

involved. 

→ Read the full Outer Hebrides LAG Case Study  

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” [R15] and “delays in publishing the guidance” [SWS] 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. For example, one interviewee explained how “we didn’t make a grant 

 
40 Organisations included the Youth Council, Youth Police Scotland, the Bridge Centre, the People Council, Voluntary 
Council, a Young Scot Youth Ambassador and Year of Young people and Lionacleit School Representatives.  
41 See: http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/media/1209/ylag-info-summary-sheet.pdf 

http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/media/1209/ylag-info-summary-sheet.pdf
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award until November 2016 – over three years of what is almost a transition and in the previous 

2007-2013 programme grants were not awarded until 2008/09” [R17].  

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” [R17]. 

7.1.2 Structural relationships and capacity building 

Approximately one quarter of the research interviewees raised concerns about the challenges 

associated with the structure of LEADER governance (i.e. Scottish Government LEADER team, 

Accountable Body, LEADER staff team and LAG). For example, there is “not a good distinction 

of roles between Accountable Bodies, the Scottish Government LEADER team and LAGs [and] 

that needs to be ironed out” [R19]. There are also negative impacts on stakeholder relationships 

when “it’s someone in government signing off a LAG-led initiative” [R8].  

These concerns all relate to ascertaining the optimum balance of ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ 

involvement of the various LEADER actors, which was a regularly considered issue that is 

considered in more detail in Section 8 about the future of LEADER. Box 7.3 considers the 

strengths and challenges of the third sector Accountable Body model in Moray, where the function 

is provided by tsiMoray. 

Box 7.3: Strengths and challenges of the third sector Accountable Body model in Moray 

Moray has taken a unique approach to their Accountable Body, with tsiMoray (which facilitates 
support for third sector organisations in Moray) signing an agreement with Scottish Government to 

provide the function of  the Accountable Body42, with Moray Council stepping down f rom the role for 

2014-2020.  

This arrangement is recognised as having increased f lexibility through fostering a creative and 
ef f icient LAG-Accountable Body relationship, although establishing the structure delayed the start of  

the programme (to May 2017). The LAG has undertaken community engagement (and an applicant 
survey) during the programme, including workshops where new applicants heard f rom previous 
applicants about the process and met the LEADER staf f  team. Events have also been undertaken in 

partnership with tsiMORAY and on community energy with the joint community council. 

Strengths of the model 

i. Increased trust on the part of  the voluntary sector due to their awareness of  tsiMoray and 

their perceived accessibility; 
ii. Access to strong established networks facilitating easier awareness raising  and applicant 

recruitment; and  

iii. Access to support mechanisms with tsiMoray experienced in providing support and advice 
to third sector organisations including signposting other funding and supporting 

applications. 

Challenges of the model 

 

42tsiMORAY agreed with Scottish Government that it would not be responsible for animation and 

development activity related to the FLAG, with Moray Council subsequently adopting this role.  
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i. The delay due to ensuring appropriate systems were in place, which resulted in lower 
programme awareness and limited scope for timely community engagement;  

ii. The risk factors for a third sector body (relative to a Local Authority) taking on f inancial 

responsibilities;  
iii. The potential for a perceived conf lict of interest should the Accountable Body submit a 

LEADER application; and  

iv. The reduction in direct input and partnership working with the Local Authority (not currently 
a full LAG member). 
 

→ Read the full Moray LAG Case Study 

7.1.3 Representation and inconsistencies 

LAG representation 

In contrast to the positive characteristics of LAGs summarised in Box 7.3 above, some negative 

views were voiced in relation to partnership and strategic working by some LAGs. For example, 

questions were raised about whether 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” 

[R16]. Similarly, there were concerns where the LAG or FLAG had “never really gelled or settled 

in” [R20]. 

Some challenges were also noted in relation to attempts made to bring LAG representatives 

together at the national level, with meetings described as “unsatisfactory [making it] difficult to get 

a co-ordinated response nationally, particularly around Brexit” [R21]. At the local level, some 

participants described challenges of recruiting LAG members, especially across a “ large and 

complex geography [and] across sectors generally” [SWS]. This challenge was amplified by a 

lack of “country-wide marketing and other national initiatives” [SWS] to raise awareness of the 

programme, with “co-operation workshops coming too late in the programme to be of any use” 

[SWS]. 

Variations in rules and levels of support 

There were concerns raised by the participants about the extent to which “local discretion in how 

rules are set can be a challenge for applicants” [R8]. For some interviewees, variances between 

LAGs are a “big frustration [because] a project would receive funding in one area and not be 

eligible in others” [R5]. Similarly, a “variation in service” [R19] 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” [R5]. It was also noted by one 

interviewee that if there is a lack of knowledge about a certain topic within the LEADER team (in 

this case, farming), applicants will be less likely to apply [R5]. 

Lack of flexibility surrounding the LDS 

Several participants commented that the lack of flexibility to change the LDS was a challenge for 

delivering appropriate local outcomes (although it should be noted that LDSs could be refreshed 

during the current programme and indeed were required to be at the mid-term point in the current 

programme). This sentiment was seen as particularly pertinent in light of the Brexit referendum 

result in 2016 and it was noted by some that it was seen as a “weakness that the LDS cannot be 
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revised” [R6]. Counter to that view, other participants explained (correctly) that the LDS can be 

revised but that they [the LAGs] “tend to adjust small things like functional changes - targets, 

communications strategies and quora requirements, etc. – rather than thinking about the bigger 

picture” [R19]. 

However, this perspective is perhaps more symptomatic of concerns that the original LDS was, 

in many places, written by a third party consultant, highlighting the observation that concerns 

about needing to change the LDS would be less common if the document “better reflected what 

they as a partnership wanted to do rather than what the third party consultants told them they 

wanted to do” [R8]. These perspectives raise some interesting points about how the LDS should 

be developed in the future and this is considered in more detail in Section 8. 

7.1.4 Demonstrating impacts and celebrating success 

Evaluation challenges 

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

long-term effects of LEADER” [R15] 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 ” [R23]. The 

complexity of evaluation can also make LAGs feel “overwhelmed by the assessment process” 

[R13], particularly as, in the view of one participant, “it has become harder to show evidence of 

LEADER success over the last two programmes” [R2] as a result of LEADER being 

mainstreamed. 

However, positive comments were made about the self -assessment being carried out by some 

LAGs (“it introduces a discipline” [R15]) and one interviewee felt that there is “a more positive 

relationship now in terms of monitoring” [R24]. Box 7.4 shows some of the work done by Dumfries 

and Galloway LAG to use the Social Return on Investment (SROI) approach to evaluate projects 

and the programme as a whole. 

Box 7.4: Dumfries and Galloway LAG – using SROI to evaluate outcomes 

SROI or social value relates to a f ramework which can be used to account for social value through the 
use of  f inancial proxies to value factors which impact on factors such as human health and well -being, 
equality and environmental sustainability. SROI represents a response to the failure of  economic 
assessments to capture the full indirect impacts of  initiatives. Through established social accounting 

principles an evaluation f ramework can be developed with specif ic formulas to calculate the full human 
impact of  an initiative or programme. For example SROI techniques can adequately account for factors 
such as volunteer time and provide estimates of  total return for every £1 spent within an initiative, 

providing the user with a report on the social return f rom the investment within their initiative. These  
outputs can be used ef fectively to support further funding applications or support arguments to maintain 
a service or facility in a local area. The LAG are currently applying an SROI approach to the Day of  the 

Region Initiative with the support of  consultants and applying it to the programme as a whole.  As a 
result of  the experience of  the LAG, Dumfries and Galloway Local Authority has also since adopted 

SROI techniques within their activities. 

→ Read the full Dumfries and Galloway LAG Case Study 
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7.1.5 Delivering co-operation projects  

Data presented in Section 5 showed the variation between LAGs in funding committed to co-

operation projects. The perceived lower importance placed upon co-operation in the 2007-2013 

LEADER programme, and barriers that some LAGs felt they encountered when trying to establish 

co-operation projects was explored by Ekos (2017). 

The barriers to establishing co-operation projects were also a topic of discussion among 

interviewees in the current research, particularly when they were asked to consider the 

importance of the LEADER features in the exercise described in Section 6.1. In general, co-

operation projects were described as “hard to get off the ground” [R19], “a nightmare to do” [R7] 

and “a challenge in farming” [R5]. Despite these challenges, co-operation was also described as 

“hugely important [because] without it, LEADER programmes would be lacking an important 

dimension” [R9], recognising that “it makes sense to break down barriers and get people to work 

together more” [R6]. 

7.2 Challenges from the project/applicant perspective 

This section presents the main challenges associated with LEADER projects, as identified in the 
research interviews, project case studies and LEADER staff workshop. Table 7.1 summarises the 

key challenges identified at the LEADER staff workshop in relation to delivering projects.  

Table 7.1: LEADER staff perspectives on challenges of delivering LEADER projects  

Delivery challenges 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 has also 
presented problems when rules are interpreted differently at the local 
level (mixed messages from different levels)43. 

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. 

(Source: LEADER staf f  workshop and exit questionnaire) 

The remainder of this section consider challenges grouped under two themes: 

1. Administrative burden 

2. LEADER becoming less appealing for smaller projects 

 

43 One example is in relation to approaches to monitoring and evaluation, which are relatively variable 
across dif ferent LAGs. This of fers scope for locally tailored approaches and solutions but also creates 

challenges, for example, in relation to collating and comparing outcomes f rom across the programme.  
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7.2.1 Administrative burden 

Nearly all of the participants described very negative experiences related to using the ‘Local 

Actions in Rural Communities’ (LARCs) system44. Described as “more of a hindrance than a help” 

[SWS], “too cumbersome and hard to follow for some” [SWS], and “not fit for purpose” [SWS], it 

was clear that many users of the system had experienced difficulties, particularly towards the start 

of the current LEADER programme. Box 7.5: Selection of challenges experienced by users of 

LARCs summarises some of the challenges experienced by users of LARCs. 

Box 7.5: Selection of challenges experienced by users of LARCs 

 “LARCs was built without a print PDF button – you cannot extract the information to share with 

your groups at a draf t stage. So, you cut and paste and it’s a nightmare” [R16].  

“LARCs has been more of  a hindrance than a help. We can’t run reports f rom it. It doesn’t prompt 
applicants to add the necessary document, and there are too many places to save documents and 

no places to put things like progress reports” [SWS].  

“LARCs has been hard for applicants to learn” [SWS].  

 “Life is easier when you just accept that LARCs is LARCs and will not be changing” [SWS].  

The challenge of retrospective funding, as shown in Table 7.1 above, was also seen to be 

impacted negatively by increased administrative requirements. As one interviewee explained, 

“payments are made in arrears so they get paid much later than they expect. That could be OK, 

but with the bureaucratic delays added to that it’s very slow” [R16]. 

7.2.2 LEADER becoming less appealing for smaller projects 

Section 5 showed clearly that the mean grant size (and mean project costs) have increased six-

fold from around £12,000 in LEADER II to just £70,000 in the current programme. The shift 

towards larger, capital projects was also noted in the interviews and workshop, highlighting how 

LEADER funding has ‘shifted’ towards larger organisations, with applications by smaller 

organisations/projects seen as increasingly challenging. It was also noted that the types of 

projects being funded has changed. “It used to fund small projects which had a big impact in 

remote areas. There’s no way we could do that now. We have a set minimum and we wouldn’t 

really fund much less than £10,000” [R17]. 

Often, the reason for this change was attributed to the increased bureaucracy outlined above. As 

one interviewee explained, “the main change is to do with bureaucracy. It’s increasing all the time. 

In LEADER II we discussed small bids for £900. It’s now not worthwhile for small organisations 

with projects below £15-20,000. Most are running in the £60-75,000 average” [R20]. Levels of 

confidence were also noted as a contributing factor (and this links to comments made in Section 

7.1.1 about the ‘tarnished image’ of LEADER). For example, “the nature of the process has meant 

smaller projects and emerging community organisations who aren’t confident/experienced in 

applying for funding and who aren’t quite there yet with all their procedures and governance have 

not been able to apply” [SWS]. 

 

44 https://www.ruraldevelopmentleader.scot/  

https://www.ruraldevelopmentleader.scot/
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8 Looking forwards: the future of LEADER 

This section looks forwards and discusses the future of LEADER, based around seven key 

themes. The discussion in this section draws on information gathered in the stakeholder 

interviews (including with LAG case study interviewees) and at the Stornoway workshop, and 

builds on sections 5-7 of this report.  

During interviews and at the workshop, people were asked a series of questions about the future 

of LEADER: 

• If there were to be another LEADER programme, are there any specific features of the 

LEADER approach that you think should be retained? 

• Are there any specific features of the LEADER approach that you think should be 

changed in any future iteration of the LEADER approach? 

• Are there any best practice examples that could help inform the design/implementation 

of any future iteration of the LEADER approach? 

• Are there any alternative models (e.g. in other countries) you think the implementation of 

locally led development programmes in Scotland could learn from? 

As in previous chapters, direct quotations from the research interviews are included within the 

text below (in italics) and are followed by ‘R1, R2, etc.’ to denote the voices of the different 

interviewees. ‘SWS’ is used to denote perspectives gathered at the LEADER staff workshop in 

Stornoway. The seven key themes discussed in this section are summarised in Box 8.1. 

Box 8.1: Looking forwards: key themes and sub-themes 

• The bottom-up approach and building on existing momentum 
o Retaining LEADER’s bottom-up approach 
o The value of the LDS 
o Refreshing the LEADER brand 

• Innovation and attitudes to risk 

• Administration, animation and funding options 
o Reducing the administrative burden of LEADER 
o Reflecting on monitoring and evaluation 
o A tiered approach and reflecting on funding arrangements 
o Animation and capacity-building 

• Governance and top-down/bottom-up balance 
o Governance and organisational relationships 
o Balancing top-down and bottom-up 

• Transnational and national relationships 
• The extent to which future programme(s) need specific focus 

• Thinking about appropriate scale(s) and boundaries 

 

The discussion of the seven key themes directly informs the set of recommendations and the 

three options which are presented in Section 9 of this report. While the focus of this section is on 

the ‘what’ in terms of the key characteristics of any future programme, the focus of Section 9 is 

on ‘how’ such a programme might be delivered. Figure 8.1 shows the structure of the 

recommendations and policy options. 



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

 

105 

 

Figure 8.1: Structure of the recommendations and policy options 

 

 

8.1 The bottom-up approach and building on existing momentum 

This first section focuses on the need to maintain LEADER’s bottom-up approach and to continue 

the momentum generated through past LEADER programmes, particularly in terms of the skills, 

networks, expertise, capacity, etc. that has been generated. This theme also explores sub-themes 

relating to the value of LDSs and the need to ‘refresh the LEADER brand’. 

8.1.1 Retaining LEADER’s bottom-up approach 

There was a strong feeling across the majority of participants that the bottom-up approach, one 

of LEADER’s key principles, is “fundamental” and “vital” and should be retained. For one 

participant, “everything else depends on it” [R12]. Participants gave 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; this approach 

has clearly built capacity and networks; and this approach provides flexibility to enable projects 

to be built on local need as determined by LAGs and other local actors. 

Though there are challenges associated with devolving power to the local level, there was general 

acceptance amongst participants that partnerships at local level – such as seen in the LAGs – 

Key points: 

• The bottom-up approach of LEADER should be maintained in future, though this may 

require a ‘rebalancing’ of relationships between the different governance levels; 

• The LDS approach should continue; ensuring local engagement in its creation is critical 

and the document should be ‘live’ and evolving; 

• A ‘refresh’ and ‘re-energising’ of the LEADER brand would be useful.  
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can make robust decisions, and are willing to engage and organise people (albeit to varying 

degrees in different places), guided by the LDS and with the support of a good LEADER staff 

team. It was also argued that the LAGs are effectively given “extra validation as it’s not coming 

from Edinburgh” [R5]. However, several participants commented on the need for a rebalancing of 

the relationship between LAGs and the Scottish Government to enable more decisions to be taken 

locally without clashing with Scottish Government requirements and regulations. In this 

participant’s view, this had been “promised in previous LEADER programmes, but rarely 

delivered” [R9]. 

For participants, keeping the bottom up principle – having a local pot of money administered by a 

local partnership - allowed room for innovation, local decision-making, and an emphasis to be 

placed on the ‘needs’ of communities rather than the ‘wants’ [R19].  

Reflecting on the seven LEADER principles more broadly, there was general agreement that they 

were sound and “felt OK for a way forward”, but that local flexibility should be given in terms of 

the emphasis put on the different principles. One participant argued that “programmes shouldn’t 

drive you to do all of those things – keep it simple sometimes.” [R9] Similarly, another argued, 

“keep it simple – retain the fantastic features but make the experience simple.” [R1] 

Reflecting more broadly on the local or community governance situation in Scotland, one 

participant reflected on LEADER’s role in “filling the community governance gap in Scotland” as 

“we don’t have communes or strong local community governance… and not all communities have 

development trusts or wind farm money.” [R18] 

The evidence review highlighted the problem of momentum (and in some instances, staff) being 

lost when there were delays between programmes and this was echoed by participants who 

argued that the momentum from previous programmes – particularly with regard to retaining 

capacity and embedding local expertise - must be maintained, if not built on and expanded. 

Participants had a strong sense that it would be a real shame and a missed opportunity to lose 

the capacity, networks, skills, accumulated expertise and hard work that have developed in both 

LAGs and FLAGs as a result of previous LEADER programmes. One participant commented that 

“There are so many priorities all competing at the same time, including climate change, it would 

be a shame if LEADER fell off the radar.” [R18] At the same time, this raised key questions about 

the future, for example, in terms of how best to integrate that momentum with other strategies and 

funds, how to effectively incorporate support for wider rural enterprise, and how to better integrate 

young people and deal with succession challenges. In terms of the latter, one participant 

suggested considering childcare or other payments to encourage more young people to take part 

[R7], while another reflected on previous attempts to engage with existing youth groups, such as 

the Youth Parliament, to get more young voices involved.  

However, one participant, reiterated that, in combination with the skills, capacity, networks, etc., 

an adequate budget is vital. This participant commented on how challenging LEADER is to 

implement with small budgets for LAGs and FLAGs with “more money needed to enable it to work 

properly” [R16]. 
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8.1.2 The value of the LDS 

It is also worth reflecting on participants’ views on LDSs. For the majority of participants, 

maintaining LDSs in future was regarded as being highly valuable, although several offered 

suggestions for how they could be improved. The latter particularly reflected concerns about the 

lack of engagement in LDS design in some instances, and restrictions placed on innovation and 

creativity in the LDS process.  

For some participants, the role of the LDS as a place-based document, often incorporating rural, 

urban and coastal locations, was very important. Indeed, CLLD was regarded by one participant 

as one of a suite of place-based approaches which complements more regionally-based 

approaches. One participant commented, “There is great energy in the LAGs/local communities 

that we don’t want to lose or see displaced. Communities know best what they need but at some 

point the community-based approach has to align with regional strategies” [R3]. For this, though, 

it is critical that policies and policy-makers at regional and national levels are ‘joined-up’, for 

example, those working on rural and town issues. 

Several participants offered useful suggestions for how the process of creating LDSs and the 

LDSs themselves could be improved. For example, one participant reflected on the need to make 

the LDS process and the document itself shorter (for example, Defra set a 30 page limit on LDSs 

in England, although they also had a stronger say over what could and could not be included) and 

more streamlined and with better engagement. Chapter 7 has already discussed in more detail 

participants’ comments on ‘best practice’ around the creation of the LDS, including the need for 

more community engagement, and less external input from external consultants.  

8.1.3  ‘Refreshing’ the LEADER brand 

Finally in this section, it is important to highlight the comments of several participants on the need 

to ‘refresh the LEADER brand’ and address the negative associations that have developed, 

particularly as a result of the increased administrative and compliance burden. For a small number 

of participants, this meant abandoning LEADER completely, while for others reinvigorating it in 

terms of how it is run was the preferred option.  

One participant had particularly strong views, saying “Scottish Government have destroyed 

LEADER in so far as what it used to be and what the EU wanted it to be. The brand is now so 

tainted that we need not to talk about it and have a fresh start. This is a tough message to send 

to LEADER coordinators but the reality is that it is a tainted brand or a busted flush – disappointing 

but that is the reality” [R13]. 

Another participant commented on the need to “get the LEADER method re-energised” [R2], while 

another said “LEADER has negative connotations within many communities and a name change 

is probably advisable. However, the basic concepts of LEADER (bottom-up, seven year 

programme cycle, ring-fenced for rural, peripheral communities) are fantastic, but the LARCs 

system and the lack of a robust implementation framework has almost undone much of the good 

work and intentions of this funding stream” [SWS]. Another said we “need to trumpet LEADER 

and communicate its benefits and where it can work and it’s impacts” [R20].  
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8.2 Innovation and attitudes to risk 

There were varying perspectives amongst participants on the importance of innovation as a 

requirement or a key principle of any replacement for LEADER in future (see Chapter 7 for more 

detailed discussion on this) but the general consensus was 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, including by ensuring flexibility 

in LDSs. This is, however, a challenge, in light of the general perception that over time LEADER 

has been characterised as increasingly more risk averse and demonstrating less willingness to 

fund projects which may fail. 

As one participant commented “Without innovation, it is just another funding programme – what 

are the tools that can drive communities to think differently about how to solve problems?” [R13] 

This participant argued for a “persuasive pot” for investment in future to encourage people to think 

differently and to “go out and test and get on with it, with no risk aversion/burden.” [R13] 

Another participant commented that there is a need for a programme in future which is “structurally 

similar to LEADER but administratively simpler” as a “fear of audit” and “culture of fear” have 

become so strong. He argued for the need for a more flexible approach which was results-based 

and allowed people to fail. Civil servants could have a role to play in helping to shape a new, more 

bottom-up audit process which takes on board approaches used elsewhere (including Portugal, 

Germany and Finland, all of which are trying to simplify the audit process). What was critical for 

this participant, however, was giving LAGs (not just projects) greater flexibility to fail as long as 

why things have failed is transparent to enable learning. In particular, he suggested the potential 

to try new micro-finance options, such as crowdfunding, and connecting up with the Innovation 

Support System more closely.   

For another participant, more focus should be placed on the “sheer innovation” of LEADER (or its 

replacement) in future. There should be more chances to celebrate this and greater importance 

placed on creating a more vibrant network, including the private sector, to get a clearer sense of 

what they contribute [R6]. At the same time, however, another respondent commented that “We 

should be prepared to take risks but not much more, otherwise we get into the realms of being  

too cavalier with public money” [R15]. 

One participant highlighted some aspects of previous LEADER programmes (particularly 

LEADER I and II which were more about experimentation and had a greater expectation that 

some things that were tried would not succeed), which had worked well in terms of encouraging 

innovation, including when LAGs specifically target innovation and involve specialists to work with 

them. However, they were also able to clearly highlight some of the factors which had served to 

Key points: 

• The emphasis on innovation and creativity made LEADER unique and should be 

continued, but it should not be a requirement for every project; 

• Changed attitudes towards risk are required to reduce the ‘fear of audit’ that has 

developed. 
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limit innovation in the past and which needed to be resolved in future, including a lack of trust 

between the different LEADER actors (LAGs, Local Authorities, managing authorities, etc.) and 

questions over accountability. They also noted that by tying LEADER to the SRDP, failure 

becomes more of a challenge. Although difficult to achieve, clarity on “what is risk and what is 

acceptable risk” is important [R2]. 

One innovation that some participants highlighted as important related to how a future funding 

scheme may work with private sector businesses. One participant suggested that a future 

LEADER programme could provide an opportunity to work differently with businesses, bearing in 

mind that providing grant funding to the private sector is not straightforward. This would require 

better promotion to the private sector so that they understand that it is not just a grant, but rather 

it’s about “embedding their business in the community and the wider impact of that business in 

the community” [R16].  

8.3 Administration, animation and funding options 

8.3.1 Reducing the administrative burden of LEADER 

All of the participants acknowledged the challenges of the administrative requirements of the 

current programme, and the need to simplify things in future. However, several participants 

acknowledged that a level of administration (particularly in the application stage) is appropriate 

when dealing with public money. There is perhaps a distinction to be made here between 

application and compliance requirements although both are seen as burdensome, especially 

when considered together by smaller groups/projects. 

One participant commented “the reason the administration cost is so high is because it’s so local; 

it would need to be more regional to be cheaper. Is that what we want? The LAG/LDS approach 

works really well and it would be sad to see that go” [R23]. 

Several participants commented that a simpler and more streamlined application process with 

fewer layers would be better in future, although most felt that retaining the two-stage expression 

of interest and then full application approach, would be desirable [SWS]. For one participant, 

nationally applicable funding allocation mechanisms would be appropriate, although it was 

recognised that this would potentially reduce local flexibility.  

Key points: 

• Administration in a future programme must be simplified and less burdensome; 

• It would be worth exploring a tiered approach to projects in future, with larger projects 

required to complete more detailed application and reporting processes than smaller 

projects; 

• Maintaining a two-stage application process would be useful (expression of interest and 

then full application); 

• More streamlined and appropriate monitoring and evaluation is required in future to 

measure the outcomes/impacts of LEADER not just activity and financial spend; 

• Adequate time/budget should be devoted to animation and capacity-building in future. 
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One participant commented that reducing the supporting documentation required to only that 

which is absolutely necessary would be useful, as would making the guidelines clearer, more 

concise and less bureaucratic, and importantly, available from the start of any future programme 

(rather than having to delay progress to wait for them to be released or start without them). 

Another participant reflected on the usefulness of learning from other funding schemes here (such 

as the Lottery, for example, where the funding model [in the past] allowed the officer to work on 

an ongoing with the group to enhance the project legacy). Participants also highlighted the 

potential to align application requirements for a future LEADER-style scheme with those of other 

funders who may be providing match funding. This will help to reduce the multiple reporting 

requirements, procedures, timescales, etc. often faced by projects, something one participant 

argued is “an ambition which has been much stated but rarely realised, and a new version of 

LEADER could maybe help to drive this forward” [R9]. 

Transparency and openness for applicants to understand the full process from the outset is also 

vital according to one participant. Case studies might help in supporting this openness and this 

has worked well previously in instances where people have been part of the process from the 

start (for example, in one LAG, applicants can seek phone support and guidance throughout the 

process) as opposed to an ‘us and them’ mentality which has been the norm in other places [R5].  

One participant felt strongly about the need for more “tolerance” to be built into the system, such 

as a small margin of financial error for rounding up. In general, delivery should be less onerous 

and more flexible in future, and outcomes should be acknowledged as project success rather than 

as an audit process which currently exceeds those of other public funds.  

In general, participants felt that audit requirements should be reduced to enable more time to be 

spent on project development and to make the LEADER process simpler for small voluntary 

groups who may have limited time and capacity [SWS]. For one participant, an audit process for 

a future scheme should be aligned to a national standard [SWS]. 

In support of all of this activity, an adequate IT system is vital. For one participant, having a 

straightforward and user-friendly online application and claim platform would be useful in future. 

Several participants commented on LARCs (see also Chapter 7 for a detailed discussion of 

LARCs) and the need to “forego it as it creates more administrative work and it too complex for 

both LEADER teams and applicants to operate.” While participants were critical of LARCs most 

agreed that some form of central recording system that works for all LEADER projects, was critical 

in future. One participant commented “Whilst LARCs has its faults it does still have a place – just 

a better, more intuitive, interactive and straightforward system [is required]” [SWS]. 

One participant commented that a future replacement for LARCs should begin its design process 

much earlier than was the case for the current programme. It was felt that in the current period, 

“there is a system that LAGs wish to input to as they are keen to have stats to show what they 

are achieving but the issue was that some LAGs wanted to ‘do indicators to the nth degree’ - 350 

indicators were suggested by Scottish LAGs. This means that they lose sight of the big things, 

lose commonality and comparability and lose rigour” [R2]. 
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8.3.2 Reflecting on monitoring and evaluation  

Finally it is worth reflecting on participants’ views about how the monitoring and evaluation of a 

LEADER-style programme could be improved in future. There was general consensus that, to 

date, much of the LEADER evaluation work has not captured the total value of LEADER projects. 

For one participant, the monitoring and evaluation requirements have not encouraged this as it is 

difficult to do (particularly capturing the ‘softer’ outcomes), there has been too much focus on 

“counting the pennies”, and/or because impacts may only become apparent in the long-term after 

both the project and evaluation are completed. One participant also commented “Monitoring is 

OK but not in a way that stymies peoples’ energies” [R6]. 

Although not necessarily echoing the views of the majority, one participant commented that the 

Managing Authority should be more prescriptive, and provide a framework within which the LDS 

can be put forward and evaluated, and which includes process elements as well as outcomes, 

“we should be measuring what we’re actually achieving” and indicator sets need to be smart 

enough to get at the reality. He continued “LEADER is about affecting change in resilience and 

vibrancy, etc. so indicators should be change oriented. People see evaluation as a burden when 

measurement of change should be the eighth part of the LEADER method… Part of people’s 

sense of achievement has been completing the associated admin i.e. we didn’t get a fine” [R2]. 

Another participant believed in slightly different roles for any future Managing Authority which may 

be worth exploring, in terms of providing a free e-management tool, having a role in seeing how 

data is accumulated in real time (perhaps via a data cloud) or intervening locally if/when it became 

apparent that local groups needed support with monitoring [R1]. 

Finally, it is worth reflecting some participants’ comments on the usefulness of the social return 

on investment (SROI) approach which has been adopted by one LAG in the current programme 

(and, based on this, subsequently adopted by the Local Authority in relation to their asset transfer 

work). Overall, this was felt to be a useful approach to evaluating LEADER as it can place a value 

on everything that LEADER might deliver (as opposed to economic assessments which do not). 

As one participant commented “Programmes would benefit from the use of SROI as it gives you 

softer feedback that is difficult to pin down sometimes and gives the groups we are working with 

a value to the time they are giving, such as for volunteer time…which could help with funding 

applications or making an argument with the Local Authority to retain service in their area… so 

it’s probably beyond LEADER as well, it provides the community with something to back up what 

they are saying” [R18].  

8.3.3 A tiered approach and reflecting on funding arrangements 

Several participants commented on the need for a tiered approach in any future scheme, with 

different application, reporting and audit requirements for different sizes of projects.  

This links back to comments in Chapter 7 about the challenges related to applying for small 

amounts of money (regarded by most as referring to projects of less than £20k) and the negative 

reputation of LEADER for those needing these smaller amounts. As one participant commented, 

the bureaucracy needs reducing for everyone in a future LEADER-type programme but key is 

achieving this for projects under £10-20k which struggle with the current system, “As a new small 
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applicant, you would need to be very confident; we advise groups and we would not punt them to 

LEADER for small projects” [R16]. 

Related to this, some participants argued that having a different mechanism for smaller amounts 

of money may “change the risk factor” and potentially encourage greater innovation. Again, this 

relates to the wider issue of the acceptability in any future scheme of having less than 100% 

‘success’ rate [R7]. 

The issue of paying costs upfront was raised by several participants, with the current system of 

paying retrospectively acknowledged as a particular challenge for many (especially smaller) 

groups and projects. Clearly, appropriate checks (such as bank defrayal) would still be required, 

and it could be that a final payment is withheld until the applicant has completed all requirements. 

As one participant remarked “The challenge of balancing cash flow when funding can only be 

claimed in arrears has killed off many potential projects before the application stage and caused 

severe headaches for others who have run into difficulties.” They continued that, in future, the 

potential for at least partial upfront funding could be considered, particularly for smaller 

community-based projects [R9]. On the other hand, another participant commented that the 

retrospective payment system could be maintained but larger items and capital costs for 

contractors could be paid for directly.  

The issue of continuity funding was raised by several respondents who felt that many existing 

projects would have benefited from this, but have not been able to access it. Enabling this in future 

would mean not always reinventing the wheel where things have already been shown to work 

[R18].  

Staying with funding, some participants commented that, although requiring match funding is an 

effective way of demonstrating wider support for, and engagement in, projects, it remains a 

challenge for many projects. Given the increasingly challenging funding landscape, one 

participant suggested that intervention rates should be relatively high in any future scheme (in the 

current programme some areas have taken the decision to offer 100% funding) and the flexibility 

for LAGs to set their desired rate locally should be maintained. 

Some participants commented on the potential for any future scheme to take a commissioning 

approach to projects (more likely for revenue than capital projects), where a project is tendered 

for but then the follow up is focused on the project and what’s going to happen and why, and the 

mechanism, rather than “where’s that pound gone”. 

For one participant, “fresh thinking about how this [managing the money] should be done” is 

required going forward. For example, finance and administration (and potentially animation) could 

be centralised, not at Scottish Government or Accountable Body level, but through the LAGs 

themselves collaborating to have a specialist financial person; not every LAG needs to have its 

own finance/administration person. There is a precedent for this in the current programme with 

two LAGs in the North East of Scotland operating a centralised, shared administration function. 

As one participant concluded “If there is any silver lining to Brexit it would be the opportunity to 

rewrite some of the rules about how these funds are administered. We tend to tie ourselves in 

knots with LEADER audit/compliance and this is an opportunity to simplify the approach. 

Collectively, we deliver a lot of funds nationally which are quite straightforward. It shouldn’t require 
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more than that. We need a national conversation about these funds and what we want them to 

deliver” [R3]. 

8.3.4 Animation and capacity-building 

Turning now to animation, most participants 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 help to make any future funding scheme more 

inclusive as well, and would address some of the challenges outlined in Chapter 7. 

Several participants commented that the balance has shifted in LEADER to a situation now where 

the increased burden on LEADER staff of managing the money (i.e. the administrative role), 

directly negatively impacts on “their ability to get out there and do the animation work” [R2] (though 

it is worth noting that other participants saw the ‘animation v administration’ distinction as being 

much less clear-cut). 

One respondent went further, arguing “CLLD is fundamentally a great way forwards, we need to 

strip the layers of burden that have been added to it over time. We need to forget the system that 

we have got. The claims process and other aspects are not adding any value to anything. We 

need to get more animation. The LEADER II animateur role was really powerful and an important 

part of the process and we’ve lost sight of that too – it’s now ‘feeding bureaucracy’” [R13].  Echoing 

this perspective, several participants commented on the extensive experience that most LEADER 

staff have (of LEADER and/or of other funding schemes) which is not being drawn on as 

effectively as possible in the current programme. In future, LEADER staff need to have more time 

and budget to draw on their experience in support of the animation role.  

Participants generally felt that the animation role should apply to both project applications and the 

groups applying for projects. In terms of the latter, this might include groups that perhaps do not 

immediately meet funding criteria and need some support to develop. In this way, a future scheme 

would be based on identified need rather than simply supporting those groups with existing 

capacity and the ability to write the best applications [R7]. Taking this further, one participant 

argued that, in future, more emphasis should be placed on encouraging LAGs to proactively 

design and lead on projects themselves. To do this, LAGs need to be strong, empowered and 

autonomous from the organisations that they are hosted by. A high LAG staff to projects ratio will 

also allow appropriate animation activity to properly happen, which might include intensive one-

to-one support for applicants [SWS]. 
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8.4 Governance and top-down/bottom-up balance 

8.4.1 Governance and organisational relationships 

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

up involvement with LEADER in future, but it is fair to say that there was a range of opinions on 

this. In some places, there was clear dissatisfaction with the role of the Local Authority as the 

Accountable Body. For one participant, the role of the Accountable Body was summarised as 

“cash flow and audit” but they argued that it should be a much more constructive relationship, and 

reflected that this might have been the case if more time and effort had been put in at the start to 

build relationships, including with elected members.  

For other participants, LEADER programmes had become too closely woven into the Local 

Authorities acting as their accountable bodies, which meant that they could be seen as 

instruments of the council economic development department rather than community-led 

partnerships. In some instances, where the community’s voice was strong and effective, the 

programmes were able to remain truer to the principles of LEADER and were more likely to reflect 

the interests of local communities (that is not to say that community and Local Authority interests 

were always misaligned, but that the community-driven agenda may differ from and complement 

that of the public sector). However, in others, the power of the Local Authority over LEADER and 

its priorities had become too strong. 

For some, the relationship between the LAG and the Accountable Body was good, with the 

Accountable Body funding staff between programmes to avoid staff leaving, and also providing 

other helpful assistance with writing the LDS, for example [R20]. Others reflected that this 

relationship works best where Local Authorities fully understand LEADER and its role, and are 

fully supportive of it [R12]. 

Many participants recognised that the Accountable Body role brought with it challenges, not least 

the need for the organisation to take on all the risk in the current LEADER programme, which has 

(understandably) tended to encourage more risk aversion. 

One participant felt that accountable bodies should have more responsibilities, including 

undertaking some activities which are currently done by the Scottish Government as the 

Managing Authority and Paying Agency. This was based on his view that Scottish Government 

requirements in the current programme have meant that LEADER in Scotland is required to do 

more (unnecessary) activities than LEADER in other EU countries [R16]. Other participants 

disputed this view somewhat, however, reflecting on the useful role of national 

Key points: 

• A future programme should balance the bottom-up with the top-down, with local areas 

able to ‘make the most’ of external networks and resources in support of locally -derived 

priorities; 

• This requires re-thinking the roles of accountable bodies and the Managing Authority in 

future, vis-à-vis LAGs. 
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governments/managing authorities for example in providing final approval for some community-

led projects which appeared counterintuitive to the ethos of CLLD. 

In contrast, others felt that in any future programme (somewhat reflecting the direct relationship 

between the European Commission and LAGs in LEADER I), there may (over time) be the 

potential to achieve a more direct, streamlined and less complex relationship between the LAGs 

and Scottish Government and shorter communication lines (thereby bypassing the accountable 

bodies) should LEADER move to be a Scottish Government domestic fund [R19].  

Participants also provided reflections on the type of accountable bodies in the current LEADER 

programme in Scotland, with there being only two that are not Local Authorities. Some participants 

regarded this as a missed opportunity – and something to be reviewed in any future programme.  

Other participants reflected on the Scottish Government’s role in providing centralised support 

and coordination for, and indeed promotion of, LEADER. One participant felt that no-one centrally 

has taken ownership of or responsibility for the accountability of the LAGs, which has been one 

factor in leading to inconsistency, to a situation where the lack of skills and knowledge in some 

LAGs (and the associated impacts of this) has gone unnoticed and unsupported, and to confusion 

amongst external stakeholders as to who to go to about LEADER [R5]. One participant 

commented “I think it would make sense to have more admin resource placed centrally, in order 

to provide better and more consistent guidance and support. I think it would be helpful to have a 

clear and consistent communications strategy nationally too, so that there is a clearer 

understanding in the public eye about what LEADER is and what it does” [SWS]. For several 

participants, in future, greater clarity over the roles and responsibilities of the different LEADER 

‘actors’ (including the LAGs, accountable bodies, Managing Authority delivery team, Scottish 

Rural Network, LAG Chairs group, the LEADER staff group, etc.) would be extremely helpful.  

8.4.2 Balancing top-down and bottom-up 

Reflecting on the most appropriate balance of top-down and bottom up, for one participant, while 

the bottom-up approach is valid “the top-down and bottom-up working together is what really 

works. Local Authorities bring the link. The delivery of effective plans and actions needs a mix of 

bottom up enthusiasm and strategic skills to navigate bureaucracy” [R13]. In a similar vein, 

another commented that the balance of top-down and bottom-up in future is critical “a robust 

system is required which is imbued with the human elements of trust, etc. This is the very nature 

of LEADER…” [R6]. Looking ahead, some participants reflected on the potential top-

down/bottom-up balance in a future UK Shared Prosperity Fund. For the UK Government, the 

Fund aims to address regional sparsity and industrial growth and participants had difficulty 

reconciling this top-down agenda with the fundamentally bottom-up approach of LEADER.  

In general for most participants, the balance of top-down and bottom-up is critical in terms of any 

future programme. While having some functions administered centrally was recognised as 

potentially bringing some benefits, for example in terms of simplification and sharing best practice 

more easily, there was broad agreement that this should not detract from the need for a 

fundamentally bottom-up scheme to replace LEADER once the UK leaves the EU. 
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8.5 Transnational and national relationships 

Although there was a general sense amongst participants that the networking/co-operation 

aspects of the LEADER approach are less important than the others, plenty of comments were 

made about the importance of keeping up networking activities in the future. However, the general 

sense was that this should not be mandatory for projects/LAGs (see Section 7 for discussion on 

the challenges surrounding co-operation projects).  

Some participants commented on the extensive and beneficial transnational relationships which 

had been built up over the years of LEADER, including through UK LAGs working with the ENRD, 

but questions remained for participants regarding how these important networks and links would 

be maintained and/or extended going forward. For some, it was important that a mechanism was 

put in place for achieving this both at national and (perhaps particularly at) transnational level 

[R6]. Reflecting this comment on the need for a mechanism, several participants spoke positively 

about the role of the Scottish Rural Network and the need for the Network to continue, in some 

form, in future to support CLLD and to stimulate collaboration and networking in order to deliver 

useful outcomes. 

Some participants were well placed to reflect on other ‘groups’ (coordinated by LAG chairs and 

LEADER staff themselves), with an involvement in LEADER. For example, it was felt that the LAG 

Chairs group could have been stronger and that it has not been as useful as it could have been. 

Similar comments were made regarding the LAG coordinators network. The LEADER staff 

meetings were found to be useful but have recently happened less often than in the past. This 

forum was missed by LEADER staff participants and it has left them feeling somewhat 

“fragmented”. The sharing of case studies was highly valued by participants, including at these 

meetings, as were the informal networking opportunities provided (although it was felt that this 

could be more positive as the discussion had tended to become too negative). 

While recognising the challenges of co-operation projects (see Section 7 for a detailed discussion 

of these), in general, participants recognised the need for there to be an openness and willingness 

to improve ‘the system’ as it evolves. Networking was regarded as crucial in this respect so as to 

encourage ongoing discussion and exchange of experience. One participant commented, 

specifically in relation to FLAGs, that “networking and the ability to connect has had huge added 

value. There is a need to keep that or the added value of the programme is more limited” [R11].  

For one participant, while networking and co-operation were recognised as being valuable, 

complexity might be reduced if this was kept within Scotland. Reflecting the challenges of living 

Key points: 

• It is important to maintain network relationships in future through which to exchange 

information, best practice ideas, etc.; 

• New or reinvigorated mechanisms may be required for this in future (especially for 

transnational networking); 

• Tackling the past challenges experienced in applying for and delivering co-operation 

projects will be important.  
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in often isolated rural communities, another commented that visiting other communities works well 

and opens peoples’ eyes up and stops parochial attitudes [SWS]. For another participant, 

encouraging more shared resources (including in terms of knowledge, advice and learning) 

amongst LAGs within Scotland would be a good thing.  

8.6 The extent to which future programme(s) need specific focus 

Participants recognised that, while tweaks to the LEADER system may be possible in the short-

term (such as introducing a living wage requirement for all projects), “larger changes to the system 

take time to bed in” [R19]. One such larger change would be setting priorities or themes for 

projects at the national level (such as climate change), into which LDSs or projects should be fit. 

For some participants, LEADER should continue to “offer a breadth of funding rather than dictating 

to communities what they should be doing” [R7] by designating priorities at national level. This 

comment perhaps reflects, at least to some degree, uncertainty over the scale and priorities of 

other future funding arrangements, such as the UK-wide Shared Prosperity Fund, City Region 

Deals and Regional Partnerships, etc. and how any future LEADER will sit within/alongside these. 

At the same time, there was recognition amongst participants of the dangers of being too broad, 

and of the fact that LEADER in its current form is “not enough to address the big problems” such 

as increasing the availability of skilled employment options in rural areas and tackling 

depopulation [R20].  

In contrast, other participants felt that a narrower focus for LEADER would be helpful, for example, 

a specific focus on supporting businesses, particularly given the perception of a lack of business 

loans and match funding for rural businesses from elsewhere “…we’re quite used to supporting 

rural businesses now – if no-one else did it, where would we be?” [R12]. Related to that, one 

participant commented on the positive potential for rural areas of the digital connectivity agenda, 

and the potential for a future support programme to include support packages to help people 

(perhaps especially young people) be better digitally enabled.  

With the declaration of the climate emergency and rapidly growing awareness of climate change 

and its drivers, a few participants discussed the potential for a LEADER-type programme to focus 

on climate change issues in future. This was in recognition that rural areas potentially have a key 

role to play in driving net carbon/zero carbon behaviour change, rather than being seen more 

often as part of the problem. However, for climate change to be a serious criterion in a future 

Key points: 

• For some participants, the breadth of activities that can be funded by LEADER has been 

a strength; but for others this has led to complexity and confusion for potential applicants 

in particular; 

• It may be appropriate, in considering how LEADER ‘sits’ within the National Performance 

Framework, and alongside other policies and funding streams, City Region Deals and 

Regional Partnerships, etc., to designate priorities for LEADER funding, for example, 

relating to climate change, service provision, depopulation, or supporting rural 

enterprises, at national level.  
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programme, there may need to be some help with awareness raising amongst applicants to 

ensure that this is reflected in project proposals “The more transparent, clear and simple you can 

make the intent of the fund, how it will be judged, how you will manage it, etc. the more powerfully 

it will be accessed and understood and outcomes delivered” [R1]. One participant reflected on 

the relative lack of integration between rural and coastal or fisheries support, despite recent 

changes, which may be something to revisit in future [R22].  

While there is currently a fairly small proportion of the CAP budget allocated to LEADER, for some 

participants, the existence of a ‘top-slice’ of funding (however small) for rural community 

development is important. “Getting this message across to Government” in future was a worry 

however, for some participants who felt it might be “lost in the noise of jobs/regional growth” [R14] 

(in Westminster particularly) and in the plethora of other important issues such as agricultural 

technology, the environment, climate change, etc. (although it was noted that the latter tend to be 

a focus at national policy level, but less so when local communities are identifying their priorities).  

It is perhaps also worth reflecting here on participants’ views on the incorporation of farm 

diversification support into LEADER and whether this should be continued in future. Some 

participants were clear that, while the rural business funding sits reasonably comfortably within 

LEADER, the farm diversification funding does not, and it should not be part of CLLD in future 

[SWS]. 

Another participant reflected on the need for LEADER to focus on community development rather 

than economic development (recognising that the two are strongly interlinked). He was particularly 

concerned about the inclusion of farm diversification in current LEADER as this “meant that this 

tiny part of the SRDP which was ostensibly non-agricultural ended up contributing to farm 

businesses – just like the other 5% of the programme already did in many different ways” [R9]. 

Another participant also voiced his concerns that post-Brexit policy will focus primarily on the 

farming aspects of rural development rather than thinking about the broader aspects of CLLD that 

LEADER offers. He agreed with the previous participant in arguing for a community development 

fund to be continued in future, which could be closely tied to enterprise [R21]. 

Another reflected on the relative lack of knowledge of agriculture amongst LAGs which has 

resulted in a tendency for funded projects in this sector to be quite “safe” and not drive innovation 

(although he acknowledged that this trend has also been driven by Brexit and a general fear of 

investing). He also noted that definitions here are not clear - on-farm holiday lets, for example, 

can sometimes be better classed as rural enterprise rather than farm diversification [R5]. 



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

 

119 

 

8.7 Thinking about appropriate scale(s) and boundaries  

Several participants commented on the potential for any future LEADER-style scheme to link in 

to wider strategies, and the most appropriate scale for LAGs, for projects, and for the LEADER 

approach as a whole.  

Participants recognised that CLLD as an approach could work equally well in towns and cities as 

in rural areas, and going forward this is something that could be explored, depending on decisions 

regarding the geographical scope of future investment, and whether it is part of the UK Shared 

Prosperity Fund or separate UK and/or Scottish Government funding. One participant commented 

“We need to sustain a fund but is it a rural fund or a community fund, because what about 

communities in Inverness, for example?” [R18]. Another reflected on the benefits of this wider 

geographical scale, or at least of joining up funding schemes, as her area “isn’t obviously rural” 

which can bring challenges in terms of current LEADER funding. She went on “Maybe we don’t 

need bespoke schemes for rural and urban, a scheme that allows you to adapt and develop policy 

specific to your areas might be a better approach for CLLD” [SWS]. The need to not duplicate 

with other funding schemes and mechanisms was clear, however.  

Moreover, whatever the geographical scale of any future scheme, most (but not all) participants 

were clear that a two tiered approach would be best (with different requirements for smaller 

projects) and that less bureaucracy, more simplification and the possibility to trial things with a 

flexible pot of money are important. As suggested here, much depends of course on how a future 

LEADER-style scheme might fit alongside the ways of working and/or specific schemes 

administered by local or regional agencies that may wish to adopt a bottom-up LEADER-style 

approach (such as the South of Scotland Agency, for example), and indeed whether LEADER is 

part of a future UK Shared Prosperity Fund with particular priorities. 

Some participants particularly reflected on funding and geographical challenges with the current 

FLAG set-up. For example, one commented “In Scotland, one of the weaknesses for FLAGs is 

that they are trying to cover the whole coast [which is a mistake]. The sheer size of the coast vs 

the size of the budget doesn’t match up. It is way too large” [R11]. 

This participant argued that it would be better to focus the available funds on those places that 

really need it, such as small landing places, fishing communities that struggle to find a future in 

fishing, or small pockets of activity that need to connect with others, rather than the larger fishing 

Key points: 

• It may be appropriate to consider a ‘communities fund’ which incorporates both urban and 

rural communities in future;  

• Alternatively, maintaining a rural communities funding stream, but incorporating towns 

and smaller urban centres may be the most appropriate approach; 

• A decision is required as to whether all rural areas should be included or those which are 

‘most in need’; whatever approach is taken, ensuring an adequate budget is critical. 

• Maintaining the LAG structure would be useful, although not everything can be delivered 

at this local scale.  
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centres such as Peterhead. He suggested that a gap analysis on where EMFF money has and 

has not gone would help to inform decisions on where to focus action in future [R11]. 

In contrast to this participant’s view that focusing on smaller places would be most appropriate in 

future, the opposing view was also put forward in terms of a future scheme implementing fewer 

but larger initiatives to tackle ‘big’ problems such as depopulation.  

Another participant reflected on the potential to learn from the approach of one of the current 

LAGs which has focused on emphasising that LEADER is not a funding programme but rather a 

package of support, which includes money, but also facilitates connections and capacity-building 

[R6]. 

While some participants questioned the value of taking a place-based approach (with one, for 

example, commenting that “in coastal communities it is more about the community of fishers” 

[R22]), one participant specifically reflected on the current enthusiasm in Scotland for place-based 

working and questioned whether a future LEADER scheme could “help 1+1=more than 2 via really 

good place-based collaborative working.” They noted that this would have to be in much smaller 

areas than is currently the case and argued for place-based investment decision-making that 

could be open to aligning with other decision-making scales, with the needs of the place taking 

priority over the timing/priorities of funding cycles. They went on “It would really make a difference 

to prioritise and bring forwards development that has external/national/regional/EU partners in a 

way that helps communities not be subservient to the timelines of those organisations… [We need 

to] align decision-making to the needs of the place, not to the funding cycle” [R1]. 

Reflecting some of the earlier comments on the balance of top-down and bottom-up, one 

participant commented “We are in a unique situation now… we don’t know what the future holds 

or what funds may look like. The UK Government say the UK SPF will replace EU Structural 

Funds but beyond that very little has emerged. At the Scottish level, if we were allocated money, 

how would we want to allocate it or deliver it? The opportunity is there to do it more effectively at 

the UK scale. [We] could see it as a compartment of a regional fund, with a specific funding 

allocation. This would need to align with what the community wants to do with the funds, within 

the parameters that surround that i.e. the wider policy context around larger funds. For example, 

how do we fund/support regional disparity and support what is missing at the local level – how 

does that align with the climate emergency as well? There is still lots of discussion to be had 

about that alignment and how you fit local level development with the larger scale” [R3]. 

This participant went on to reflect on the potential role of LAGs not just in spending the money in 

the LEADER pot, but rather acting as a vehicle for delivering wider funding. One caveat, however, 

is that he felt that the LAG-scale is not necessarily the most appropriate scale for delivering 

everything. 

8.8 Summary  

According to seven key themes, this section of the report has focused on looking forwards, based 

on the data gathered through the stakeholder interviews and the workshop with LEADER staff in 

Stornoway. This section directly informs Section 9 of this report which sets out the 

recommendations emerging from this project and, building on these, three potential policy options. 
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9 Recommendations and future policy options 

This final section of the report provides recommendations for a future LEADER-style investment 

programme for after the UK leaves the EU. Based on the timescales envisaged in the Scottish 

Government’s Stability and Simplicity consultation, the recommendations are divided into two 

sets.  

The first set are suggestions for smaller-scale changes that could be made to LEADER in the 

short-term - i.e. within the next five years - to provide simplification and streamlining where 

appropriate, and perhaps to pilot new approaches. 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 second set are suggestions for more comprehensive changes that could 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 so-called ‘transition period’ (i.e. in the financial year 2024-25). 

Box 9.1 summarises the short-term and long-term recommendations, and Sections 9.2 and 9.3 

discusses the two sets of recommendations. 

Building on these recommendations, the final part of this section (Section 9.4) sets out three 

potential policy options regarding a future LEADER-style investment scheme.  
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Box 9.1: Short-term and Long-term Recommendations  

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 the LEADER in the context of other policy and practice: 

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

 

 

9.1 Short-term recommendations  

As set out in Stability and Simplicity, the Scottish Government’s position is that there will be a two 

year implementation period after the UK leaves the EU, during which time Scotland (as part of 

the UK) would be expected to continue to implement all EU rules on CAP. This would then be 

followed by a further three years ‘transition’ period from January 2021. This period would see 

some “practical simplifications and improvements in customer service where this maintains or 

enhances delivery of public benefits and straightforward changes that improve delivery of policy 

outcomes.” Box 9.2 sets out the short-term recommendations which could be implemented during 

this three year transition period. The recommendations are then considered in more detail in the 

text that follows.  
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Box 9.2: 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 

 

• Maintain devolved decision-making with the LAGs 

A strong message to come through from participants in this project (and which is discussed in the 

Scottish Government’s ‘Stability and Simplicity’ consultation document) related to 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 and how it happens, it gives room for LAGs to ensure that investment is targeted to their 

needs, guided by LDSs, in the most appropriate ways. It will also likely help to reduce unnecessary 

layers of bureaucracy.  

For example, there should 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). It may 

also be possible for LAGs to place different emphasis on animation and 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, with an expression of interest followed by a full application, would be best, again 

devolving decision-making to LAGs would enable them to take an approach best suited to their 

needs.  

Making these changes during the three year transition period would, in the views of participants 

in our study, lead to “improved delivery of policy outcomes.” 

 

• 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 possible and 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, and even beyond to countries with programmes similar to LEADER. 
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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, it should be possible to introduce some smaller-scale changes to LEADER 

monitoring and evaluation 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.  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 is 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). 

Annibal et al. (2013) recommend seeing the writing of the LDS as the development of a logic 

model to address the first part of a ‘whole life evaluation’ programme for each LAG. The LAG 

members, and over time its beneficiaries, could be encouraged to participate in this evaluation 

approach to maximise their role in the development and effectiveness of the LEADER 

programme.  

Sharing monitoring and evaluation frameworks and approaches across different funding schemes 

may 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 funding 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. 

9.2 Long-term recommendations  

The Scottish Government’s position is that, during the five year implementation and transition 

period, a new rural policy and support framework would be designed and this would be ready for 

implementation from financial year 2024-25 (although again this is subject to the 

progress/outcome of ongoing Brexit negotiations). Building on the evidence gathered and 

presented in this project, this section provides our recommendations for a LEADER-style 

programme in this new policy and support framework. 
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Box 9.3 shows the long-term recommendations that have emerged from the results of this study. 

They are set out under three headings: those relating to the overall approach; those that relate to 

implementation and projects; and those that relate to situating LEADER in the broader policy 

landscape. The recommendations are then considered in more detail in the text that follows. It is 

expected that the recommendations outlined in Section 9.2 for the short-term should also be 

carried forward into the new policy and support framework.  

Box 9.3: 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 the LEADER in the context of other policy and practice 

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

 

 

Recommendations relating to the overall approach 

 

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

The narrative presented in Section 6 of this report shows the 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, is likely to be constructive for guiding the delivery of community-led local 

development. 
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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 (as explained in Section 2). 

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 power and control 

locally 

There is a clear message from this project that retaining the bottom-up principle of LEADER is 

important going forward, but that local areas should 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, Ray 2001; Bosworth et al. 2015; Shucksmith 2012).  

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 

As suggested by the name, 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, 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 may require providing them with more detailed guidance, skills training, and best practice 
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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 also 

to how groups can continue to network with others elsewhere in the UK and beyond to deliver 

useful outcomes. New mechanisms for achieving this may be required once we leave the EU, but 

it is important that they still link into European networks (such as the ENRD, where the 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 Member 

States. Linking with other countries with similar programmes (such as the Community Futures 

Programme in Canada [see Annex 3] may also be useful). 

 

• Increase the emphasis on capacity-building and animation 

There was a general feeling in this project 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 (see also Annibal et al. 2013). This capacity-building, and having appropriate 

ways of monitoring, evidencing and measuring its impact (such as 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).  

Decisions will be required as to whether, and the extent to which, future area-based investment 

could and/or 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 and Commins 

and Keane 1994). 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 
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initiatives focus on (rural) businesses. This reinforces the point that any future LEADER scheme 

may be just 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 

While participants in this study discussed the challenges of implementing innovative projects, 

there was a general consensus that one of the positive aspects of LEADER (particularly in its 

early programmes) was its encouragement of innovative and creative projects, and they were 

keen to see this continue 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 may 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.  

 

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 Strateiges 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 (see also Annibal et al. 2013). 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). 
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• 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 could 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). Further lessons may 

be learned for example from Sweden or the Tirol region where a ‘one-stop-shop’ approach has 

been established to centralise administrative functions for the LAGs, even when different funds 

are involved.  

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 

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 can be regarded as a good practice 

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

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). 
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• 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 

may 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. 



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

 

132 

 

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. There may also be lessons to be 

learned from Finland which is regarded as being the country which has come closest to 

mainstreaming LEADER (but see Section 3.2.4 of this report for a discussion of the challenges of 

mainstreaming).  

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.  

9.3 Looking forward: Policy options  

This final section of the report sets out three possible policy options for the future. Before setting 

out these options, three over-arching points should be made. 

1. The options are set out within the context of current and likely future policy priorities in 

Scotland, as outlined in Section 2 of this report. These include long-standing priorities 

such as community empowerment, land reform, the review of local governance, and 

sustainable, inclusive growth, and more recently emerging policy (and legislative) 

priorities, including the Islands (Scotland) 2018 Act and the declared climate emergency 

and ending Scotland’s contribution to climate change. 

2. The options are put forward on the assumption that the UK will be leaving the EU. We are 

currently in a time of considerable uncertainty in the run up to the UK’s departure from the 

EU. Negotiations are still ongoing as to when the departure will be, with a deal or not, and 

if so, what the terms of that deal will be with the EU, and therefore the nature and extent 

of future trading relationships with countries outside the EU. The Brexit process has 

caused uncertainty across all sectors and actors in the economy, including agriculture and 

rural communities, not least in terms of the future policy and support arrangements in 

Scotland and the wider UK (including in relation to the proposed UK Shared Prosperity 

Fund which may or may not provide funding for LEADER-style investment in future). This 

uncertainty makes it very difficult to provide clear options in this work, for example, in terms 

of where the money for a proposed scheme will come from, the potential level of 

investment, and the priorities for that investment. Thus, these policy options must be 

treated with a degree of caution until greater clarity is available.  

3. Clarity on the outcomes required from any policy or investment stream is critical in order 

to inform decisions around their most appropriate shape and design. For example, the 

main outcome required from a programme may be reversing depopulation in the most 
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remote rural areas or encouraging new business start-ups to diversify rural economies, 

and the programme must be designed with those outcomes in mind. Successfully 

achieving these different outcomes will require approaches which dif fer in their shape and 

scale. For the purposes of the following options, and based on current policy drivers, it is 

assumed that the key outcomes that the Scottish Government desires are to reduce 

inequalities amongst different parts of Scotland (i.e. promote inclusive growth) and to 

achieve sustainable, resilient rural communities.  

Figure 9.1 summarises the three policy options. More detail is provided below. 

Figure 9.1: Policy options for the future of LEADER 

 

 

9.3.1 Policy option 1 – No territorial, bottom-up LEADER-style programme in future 

This option may arise if the Scottish Government decides that, post-Brexit, maintaining a 

LEADER-style programme in future is not a priority, and if the UK Government decides that a UK 

Shared Prosperity Fund should not have a particular rural focus and is primarily focused on growth 

and productivity gains. In this scenario, other demands on the public sector purse take priority 

(such as education and health) at a time when budgets are tight. The funding which goes into 

rural areas is focused on the agriculture sector in order to deliver food security and a range of 

public goods. 

If this option were to become reality, Scotland’s rural communities would no longer experience 

the benefits that have resulted from the existence of LEADER since 1991, as discussed in this 

report, including increased community capacity, enhanced service delivery and employment 

generation. Other investment may remain available to rural areas, including regeneration or 

housing for example, and, although there would be no explicit rural focus and, assuming the 

Scottish Government maintained its current approach of mainstreaming rural, investment would 
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be as available and applicable to rural areas as it is to urban areas. It is worth noting, however, 

that these schemes are 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. 

In this option, with no dedicated LEADER-style programme, there is a risk that the sustainability 

and resilience of rural areas are threatened, which in turn potentially undermines the objective of 

sustainable, inclusive growth across Scotland.   

9.3.2 Policy option 2 – A LEADER-style investment programme is implemented with 

strong national coordination 

In this option, some of LEADER’s key principles are continued in the form of a limited stream of 

investment which is targeted towards Scotland’s rural communities. The scheme would be 

administered from central Government, but with a similar Accountable Body and LAG/LDS 

structure and format as is currently in place.  

Relatively strong central co-ordination, combined with a fairly limited budget, would mean that 

local decision-making and flexibility are limited. The emphasis would be placed on investing in 

projects which primarily target designated national priorities (such as depopulation, the climate 

emergency or growing the rural economy), and while LDSs would be written by LAG partners, 

national priorities would take precedence. Centrally produced guidance and co-ordination would 

ensure that the LDS follows a standard format and the emphasis on networking and thus the 

sharing of best practice would be limited.   

While in this option each LDS would be written for a three year period, national investment is 

generally only available on an annual basis resulting in the majority of the money being spent on 

relatively short-term projects.  Consequently, very little (if any) time or money can be devoted to 

animation and capacity-building and only communities with existing capacity can successfully 

apply for funding in the timescales permitted. This again increases the risk of exacerbating 

existing social and economic inequalities across Scotland, particularly amongst rural 

communities, with those who are experienced in submitting funding applications achieving ever 

more successful applications, while those who lack experience and capacity fall further behind. 

This would potentially undermine the Scottish Government’s inclusive growth priority. 

9.3.3 Policy option 3 – A dedicated, bottom-up and territorial rural communities 

investment programme  

In this option, the Scottish Government takes the decision to have a dedicated, flexible 

programme of investment for rural communities, with a reasonable budget, based around the 

existing LEADER/CLLD principles, and with simplified and clear application, monitoring and 

evaluation processes. This decision may be taken within the structure of the UK Shared Prosperity 

Fund (in a scenario where the Scottish Government can decide on how Scotland’s share of the 

money is spent) or outwith the UK SPF through a separate, but complementary, programme. In 

recognition of the need for a more positive narrative about rural areas, the emphasis is placed on 

the role of this investment in both addressing the needs of rural areas, and building on their assets 

and opportunities. A decision regarding the geographical scale of the programme would be 
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required, especially as to whether the programme focuses on areas of particular need or on all of 

rural Scotland and this may partly be dependent on the size of the programme’s budget. 

In recognition of the importance of animation and capacity-building to build the sustainability and 

resilience of all rural communities, a multi-annual funding arrangement is put in place, although 

reviews are 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 ensures 

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.  

In this option, the Scottish Government retains the ability to designate particular priorities to guide 

funding if appropriate (such as climate change, involving young people or poverty and social 

justice), but the emphasis is placed on devolution of decision-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). The LAG arrangement from the existing LEADER 

programme is maintained but arrangements are 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, is critical, as is clarity in 

terms of roles and responsibilities.  

LAGs 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 investment programme, based on 

the CLLD principles, LAGs 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 are 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 can decide how far they 

wish to prioritise/dedicate budget to this. They can 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. 
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Guidance is available from 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 are 

important roles for the Managing Authority in supporting LAGs and Accountable Bodies by 

providing appropriate guidance and best practice materials. The Managing Authority is also 

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 also has 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 and delivers clear outcomes, will be important to achieve this. 

Based on the data gathered from the review of projects and interviewees and workshop 
participants in this project, and the recommendations discussed in Sections 9.1 and 9.2, 
policy option 3 would be the preferred way forward.  

The flexibility of this option and the emphasis placed on animation and vertical and horizontal 
partnership working mean that it is designed to deliver outcomes which will directly contribute 
to the Scottish Government’s inclusive and sustainable growth agenda.  
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Annex 1: Historical overview of LEADER 

This annex describes the key features of the different phases of LEADER in more detail, with a 

particular focus on Scotland, but with reference to other parts of the UK and other EU Member 

States where it is appropriate, and in particular to highlight similarities and differences.  

LEADER I (1991-1993) 

LEADER I ran from 1991 until 1993 and saw the creation of 217 LAGs in the EU’s ‘lagging behind’ 

rural areas. These areas were those where GDP was significantly (75%) below the EU average. 

Twelve Member States were included on this basis, namely: Spain, France, Italy, Greece, 

Portugal, Ireland, UK, Germany, Belgium, Netherlands, Denmark and Luxembourg (Convery et 

al. 2010). In Scotland, there were six LEADER I LAGs, five of which were in the Highlands and 

Islands, and one in Galloway. 

In addition to its limited geographical coverage, the first LEADER programme was fairly small in 

terms of budget and was designed as a pilot programme, of short duration. In general, LEADER 

I was widely considered as a low-end measure with no budgetary or political importance (Lukesch 

2018). Moseley (1995) provides information on the main sectors receiving support across the 

EU’s 217 LAGs (see Table A1), with the promotion of rural tourism clearly a priority for support.  

Table A1: Main sectors for which support was intended as set out in the Business Plans of the 

217 LEADER I LAGs (Moseley, 1995) 

Sectors  Number of groups 

Promoting rural tourism 71 

Training and human development 40 

Adding value to agricultural production 38 

Supporting small firms and craft industries 34 

Developing a more balanced portfolio 34 

In its first phase, LEADER was a pilot ‘Community Initiative’ programme designed to generate 
new thinking about the development of rural areas at the local level and from the bottom-up 
(Carnegie UK Trust 2010, p. 3). Community Initiatives were ways that the European Community 
made special interventions for sectors and areas (in this case for the rural economy and society), 
and it also acted as a way of acting on some of the non-agricultural potential in Europe’s most 
deprived areas. 

As Van de Poele and Ebru (2006) argue, a characteristic of LEADER I was the implementation of 

innovative actions by rural actors, and this marked the beginning of a new approach to rural 

development policy, which was territorially based, integrative and participative. These authors 

argue that the experience of LEADER I, as revealed through evaluation work, suggested that 

area-based programmes which involved partnerships between local communities and other 

agencies could play a more meaningful relationship in promoting rural development.  

A networking hub was created in LEADER I to support the emerging local action groups and to 

foster collective learning across Member States.  
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LEADER II (1994-1999) 

LEADER II was announced in July 1994 and ran until 1999, and was implemented through 102 

national/regional operational programmes in the EU15 (thus regional and national levels of 

government had a stronger role than in LEADER I). The budget was increased considerably 

compared to LEADER I and the programme now included 50% of the rural areas of the EU (at 

the time). It was not confined to extremely deprived rural areas and a new swathe of areas 

became eligible, although not all eligible areas had the capacity to come together and submit a 

bid for support (Carnegie UK Trust 2010). Europe-wide, there were over 900 LAGs in LEADER 

II. Importantly, as the Carnegie UK Trust (2010, p3) note, although the geographical targeting of 

LEADER II was still towards deprived rural areas, the approach itself was not deficit-based, but 

rather was focused on local capacity-building. 

The essential requirement for a LEADER II programme was for it to be focused on animating the 

opportunities for economic, environmental and social development that arose within a well-

defined area (of up to 100,000 population) and drawn from a menu of activities: Training, Support 

for Small and Medium Sized Enterprises and craft businesses, Rural Tourism, Environment and 

Living Conditions, Basic Services, and Adding value to farming, fisheries and forestry products, 

with each theme having a financial allocation.  

LEADER II achieved some success in fostering participation and raising the capacity for self -

organisation. It created confidence in the communities so that they could influence the future 

development of their areas.  However, it did not make a significant contribution to the inclusion of 

the weakest parts of the population into the development process (Shortall and Shucksmith 2001).  

With LEADER II, the Commission adopted a decentralised approach, pointing to the “multi-level” 

character of policy implementation. In practice, this meant that at regional or national level, a 

planning and decision-making partnership was established (often with strong involvement from 

Local Authorities), and the partners then drew up a regional LEADER programme which was a 

synthesis of specific operations already submitted by potential local beneficiaries. These 

programmes were then considered by the Commission and negotiated alongside Member States, 

taking into account the innovative character of the projects and the involvement of the rural 

population. If successful, the partners at the regional levels were then allocated a budget by the 

Commission (Van Depoele and Ebru 2006).  

LEADER II also included a focus on innovation, with an explicit aim of the initiative to encourage 

innovative measures by LEADER actors, to share experiences to the whole community, and to 

support the LAGs in learning from experiences elsewhere (Lukesch n.d., p2).  

Following on from managing the LEADER Co-ordinating Unit in LEADER I, the European 

Association for Information on Local Development (AEIDL) ran the European Observatory for 

Rural Development in LEADER II (and slightly beyond) from 1995 to 2001. The Observatory 

focused on promoting good practice and exchanging information. The LEADER II programme 

was also accompanied by a magazine which, amongst other things, showcased LEADER funded 

projects. 

A LEADER Observatory report on ‘Transnational co-operation under LEADER II’ (2001) indicated 

the European Commission’s hopes that such co-operation would significantly boost local 
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development in the areas served by participating LAGs. The report found that, by 2000, 46% of 

LAGs across Europe (62% of the UK’s LAGs) had been involved in transnational co-operation of 

one kind or another. However, the vast majority did not progress beyond the ‘exchange of 

experience’ or ‘exploratory talks’ level. In England, while some LAGs did engage in transnational 

co-operation activities, many others chose to avoid this element of LEADER as they felt they were 

insufficiently resourced to undertake it properly and/or that it would have been a distraction from 

what was perceived as their ‘real business’. The majority sat somewhere in the middle, but overall 

the Observatory’s report suggests that considerable effort was deployed on transnational co-

operation for relatively little tangible benefit to local economies and communities (The Rural 

Development Company 2005). 

A pan-European ex-post evaluation of LEADER II (ŐIR Managementdienste GmbH 2003) argued 

that the ultimate value added of LEADER is in triggering a mind shift which has “assisted a 

European-wide school of thinking to develop based on a set of principles of beliefs on how local 

development should be implemented in rural areas.” In terms of future LEADER programmes, the 

evaluation recommended that LAGs continue in their role, but with a special emphasis placed on 

animation. 

The evaluation also noted the importance placed on transnational co-operation in LEADER II but 

that it was the more experienced LEADER groups that were best placed to take advantage of the 

services of the Observatory and national LEADER networks. Both were regarded as being a 

driving force for creating a common understanding and language for rural development and the 

LEADER method. However, the Observatory and the national rural networks were less successful 

in meeting the needs of less experienced LEADER groups. The evaluation also criticised the 

transnational co-operation element of LEADER for being overly ambitious and for not supporting 

intra-regional or intra-national co-operation between LAGs but focusing instead on joint projects. 

Technical assistance from the Observatory was generally regarded as being helpful but overly 

bureaucratic, and it did not support ‘softer’ objectives such as fostering exchange, enhancing 

learning and transferring knowledge. 

LEADER+ (2000-2006) 

LEADER+ ran from 2000 to 2006 and formed part of the Rural Development Regulation (RDR), 

the so-called Pillar II of the CAP which was launched as part of the Agenda 2000 CAP reforms. 

The RDR was seen by many to herald a new approach to agricultural and rural policies in the EU. 

It was hailed as pioneering a territorially focused, multi annual programmed support policy to help 

redefine the goals of the CAP and demonstrate new ways in which these goals could be pursued 

(Lowe et al. 2002). 

The RDR had its origins in the Cork Conference in 1996 where EU Agriculture Commissioner 

Franz Fischler talked of the need to move away from a narrow sectoral focus on agriculture 

towards a broader rural development policy, which should be ‘sustainable and integrated rural 

development’ tailored to local needs and conditions and drawing in a wide range of partners 

(Dwyer et al. 2007). Commissioner Fischler was also keen that LEADER be extended at this stage 

to include all rural areas, not just those that were more deprived (see also Hoffman and Hoffman 

2018). There was a strong sense in which LEADER+ was meant to be something different, 
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representing a broadening and a deepening of the LEADER initiative, rather than more of the 

same.  

To achieve this, would-be LAGs had to choose one or two measures from a list of four: 

• New knowledge and new know-how; 

• Making best use of natural and cultural resources; 

• Adding value to local products; 

• Improving the quality of life in rural areas. 

This approach was designed to prevent LAGs from ‘spreading the jam too thinly’ but in fact 

resulted in an unintended negative consequence in that they were not able to take a fully 

integrated approach that would have arisen by operating across the full range of interventions. It 

also meant that in some places (including England) LEADER was more of a community 

development intervention rather than an economic development intervention as many LAGs 

chose to focus on making the best use of their natural and cultural resources and improving quality 

of life (Carnegie UK Trust 2010, p.4). 

The number of LAGs involved in LEADER+ rose (though not significantly from the number in 

LEADER II) to over 1,000 across the 25 Member States, although the actual budget dedicated to 

LEADER fell from that available in LEADER II. Therefore, the funds were not available to cover 

significantly more territory than had been the case in LEADER II. However, because of 

establishing LEADER-type programmes with additional national resources, some Member States, 

notably Spain and Ireland, were able to increase their coverage.  

The guidelines for LEADER+ published in April 200045 set out the aims, scope and method of 

implementation for the rural development initiative. They acknowledged the gains made through 

LEADER II, which placed more of an emphasis on the innovative aspect of projects that LEADER 

I. The four key strengths of the initiative were identified as: the mobilising of local actors; a 

decentralised, integrated and bottom-up approach to territorial development; the opening of rural 

areas to other territories through the exchange and transfer of experience and the creation of 

networks; and an ability to take into consideration small scale actions. It is worth noting, however, 

that there was no Observatory in LEADER+ and that this was “considered to pose barriers to 

trans-national co-operation” (The Rural Development Company 2005, p12). The guidelines 

emphasised the importance of the development of resources in an integrated approach forming 

part of a territorial strategy tailored to the local context, co-operation and innovation, and LEADER 

acting as a laboratory, encouraging and testing new approaches to integrated and sustainable 

development. The participation of public actors in decision-making bodies was limited to 50%.  

In Scotland, coverage by LAGs in LEADER+ was greater in geographical terms, and experienced 

groups such as those in Dumfries and Galloway and the Western Isles, managed to combine 

strong community engagement with economic opportunities, often involving larger sums of money 

 

45 It is worth noting that there was approximately a two year delay between LEADER II and LEADER+ 
coming in which resulted in some LEADER staf f  and LAG members leaving, and a loss of  capacity in many 

areas.  
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than projects in England. In Wales, while there were only seven LAGs, similar rural development 

programmes and grant schemes were operated in rural areas not covered by LEADER. 

LEADER Axis (2007-2013) 

In June 2005, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) replaced the 

European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF) as the primary EU mechanism 

for funding rural development for the forthcoming programming period from 2007-2013. For the 

first time, the RDR funding was therefore simplified to come from one budget, thereby allowing 

for the EAFRD to align fully with the Lisbon Strategy and the Gothenberg sustainability goals 

(Bryden 2006).  

In this period, funding for ‘Pillar 2’ of the CAP (i.e. regional/national RDRs) was split across three 

axes, with a fourth cross-cutting axis under which the LEADER approach – including the principles 

of participation and local innovation - was to be used to implement the measures (which set out 

the activities eligible for funding) under some of the other axes. Rather than continuing as a 

discrete programme LEADER became a ‘mainstreamed’ cross-cutting principle or method 

ensuring a minimum of 5% of the programme spend through local delivery (Navarro et al. 2015; 

Convery et al. 2010). Indeed, it was not just in terms of local delivery but the seven LEADER 

principles had to be demonstrated.  

The successful implementation of the objectives of the 2007-2013 RDR therefore required a focus 

on the integration of bottom-up approaches with top-down programme aims, delivered through a 

mainstream LEADER approach. The extent to which this was achieved is further discussed in 

Section 3.1 of this report, which explores how the LEADER ‘philosophy’ has evolved since the 

early 1990s, including as a result of changes to delivery, such as mainstreaming. 

In the 2007-2013 period there were 20 LAGs in Scotland, covering 95% of the country’s rural 

areas. Overall, LEADER funding nationally amounted to about 2.4% of the total SRDP budget – 

about £38.5 million with a further £19.2m available to Convergence areas. The majority of LAGs 

had Local Authorities as their Accountable Bodies. LAG budgets normally ranged from £1-£3m 

with the total budget in 2009, for example, being £58m. Seven LAGs (including, for example, 

Argyll and Bute and Highland) were in the more deprived areas where funding was also available 

from Convergence Objective for Scotland, giving these LAGs significant funds to distribute. 

The stated aim of LEADER in Scotland was: “To empower local communities to develop their own 

areas and to enhance rural communities through helping those active in rural areas to consider 

the long term potential of their area and encourage the implementation of integrated, high quality, 

original strategies for local development”. It included the promotion of both economic and 

community development in rural areas. An early review of the first phases of the Scottish Rural 

Development Programme (SRDP) 2007-2013 (Cook 2009) highlighted some early challenges 

which the Carnegie UK Trust (2010) reports were quickly and efficiently addressed, for example, 

through the transfer of funding from the community services and facilities option in Rural Priorities 

to LEADER LAGs given their “better community expertise”. For the Carnegie UK Trust, a review 

of spend at the mid-way point of this programme (at roughly 36% per LAG) demonstrated good 

programme design and management and committed local delivery. 
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LEADER was designed to fit with the Scottish Government’s overall purpose of sustainable 

economic growth and its National Performance Framework, and it included a clear focus on 

networking and the development of co-operation between rural areas with dedicated resources 

available for this. The Scottish National Rural Network, launched in 2009, served as a hub for 

such networking and co-operation, and also organised regional events throughout all of the 20 

LAG areas (in addition to national ‘Gathering’ events) designed to share knowledge and promote 

links between all of those involved in LEADER. The Carnegie UK Trust (2010) reported that the 

Scottish National Rural Network website was well resourced and well-updated.  
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Annex 2: Insights from projects/programmes in other EU Member 
States 

The following boxes provide information about LEADER projects in other EU Member States. The 

insight from these projects is used to inform the analysis of the Scottish case studies in Section 

[insert section number] and the wider recommendations made in this research. 

The projects are as follows: 

1. Menter Môn in Wales: best practice example of LAG development 

2. PRODER sub-regional programme in Spain: sub-regional rural development plans 

implemented by LAGs 

3. LOCALE imitative in Germany: local autonomy over multi-sectoral strategy development 

4. LEADER in Poland: rapid partnership development 

5. Mainstreaming LEADER in Finland: drivers of success 

6. LEADER governance in Ireland: an exemplar of integration 

1: Menter Môn in Wales (LEADER+) 

The Carnegie UK Trust (2010, p4) describe this project as an “outstanding example of a LAG’s 
development into a multi-functional local development group” that delivered more or less the complete 
range of  community-based and rural economic development services (including LEADER) on contract 

to the Welsh Assembly Government and other bodies. £35 million of  funding was mobilised between 
1996 and 2010 and the project staf f  recognised and understood the dangers of  grant dependenc y and 

explored other development mechanisms to add to a portfolio of activities.  

In 1996 Menter Môn became a ‘not for prof it’ company limited by guarantee and shortly af terwards 
developed a trading arm, ANNOG, which also developed trading social enterprise businesses, including 
furniture reuse, water collection, a Welsh language call centre, a countryside centre including 

accommodation and a bio-fuel centre, amongst other things. The staf f  team also developed major 
regeneration projects, taking an asset-based approach with a strong place-based identity; a social 

enterprise centre; a heritage enterprise centre; and a waterf ront enterprise centre in the port of  Amlwch.  

 

2: Spain’s PRODER sub-regional programme (LEADER II) 

Under the RDR, the Spanish regional-level Rural Development Plans contained devolved sub -
programmes called PRODER which were devised and implemented by local action groups involving a 
mix of  public and private partners.  These groups commonly delivered an integrated package of  aids 

derived f rom Articles 9, 33 and 25-28 of  the RDR, and in Objective 1 areas these are integrated with 
European Regional Development Fund and European Social Fund aids supporting complementary 
regional development goals. PRODER was originally developed under the Spanish Structural Funds 

programmes 1994-1999 to complement and expand the coverage of  LEADER-style delivery 
arrangements in the country. It proved to be a popular and successful tool in the Spanish regions for 
supporting small-scale innovative rural development, particularly enabling local linkages between farm 

and non-farm businesses. The evidence f rom Spanish programmes was that PRODER was a signif icant 
element underpinning ef fective and more territorially sensitive rural development (Dwyer et al. 2007; 

Shucksmith et al. 2005; Beaufoy et al. 2002). 
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3: Germany’s LOCALE initiative (LEADER +) 

This was an innovative initiative which ran in Saxony-Anhalt, Germany, where local strategies developed 
by cross-sectoral partnerships in Objective 1 areas, were given considerable discretion in designing and 

delivering mini-programmes for micro-regions. LOCALE was a multi-sectoral and competitive local 
development approach which adopted many of  the LEADER working principles and drew upon positive 
prior experience with village renewal schemes under the former Structural Funds programmes. Evidence 

suggests that LOCALE succeeded in creating a popular and adaptable model for sustainable rural 
development in the region which linked farming and non-farming sectors and promotes environmental 
goals together with economic and social development objectives, such as tackling social exclusion. 

Learning f rom LOCALE informed the federal-government-funded Regionen Aktiv programme which was 
launched in 2002 and which focused specif ically on links between farmers, quality food and the local 

economy (Dwyer et al. 2007; Dwyer et al. 2004; Schubert 2002).  

 

4: LEADER in Poland 

Poland became a member of  the EU in 2004. Due to an EU requirement regarding the operation of  
‘LEADER-type programmes’ partnership structures in Poland developed rapidly between 2004 and 2008 
(Furmankiewicz et al. 2015). Approximately 210 partnerships existed in Poland in 2008, the majority of  

which were formed af ter 2004 through the LEADER+ pilot programme. Local governments and local 
voluntary organisations were the most active partners in Poland. Many of  the obstacles to the 
implementation of  local rural governance in Poland were associated with the previous political system, 

and the long-standing top down governance which was deeply embedded in the country (Błąd and 

Kamiński 2005). 

 

5: Mainstreaming LEADER in Finland 

Finland interpreted mainstreaming more in line with the original intention of  making use of  LEADER 

principles more actively through rural development in general. Finland is one of  the most rural and 
sparsely populated countries of  the EU and since the 1960s, its rural communities have faced particular 

challenges, including demographic and service decline (Nousiainen 2015).  

The Finnish Government began to set up specif ic rural initiatives in the 1980s, but when Finland was 
developing its second rural policy programme as a new EU member state in 1995, LEADER was given 
high priority. At this time, 57 Local Development Plans were submitted but LEADER funding was only 

available for 22, but a further 26 were able to be implemented as a result of  national funding being made 
available. This amounted to about two thirds of  Finland’s rural area being covered by LEADER type 

provision.  

In the 2002-2006 period, there were 58 LAGs (only six municipalities were excluded), while in the 2007 -
2013 period, the intention was to cover all rural areas and although this was achieved, it was 
accompanied by a cut in funding which did diminish some of  the aspirations f or the LEADER approach. 

Overall, however, the LEADER LAGs are acknowledged as a key part of  the overall rural policy structure 
and governance in Finland. They f it within a structure which includes a Rural Policy Committee at national 
level, which includes representatives f rom nine Government ministries plus private and NGO sector 

representatives. The Committee produces a plan every four years with delivery done through EU 
instruments, regional programmes, specif ic programmes and the large number of  village associations 

(about 2,650) and LAGs (55) in the country (plus one in the Aland Islands (Munck and Loyhko 2015).  

Finland has operating principles for LAGs, which are registered development associations in the country, 
including that their membership is made up of  one third municipal/public representatives, one third local 
associations and enterprises, and one third local rural inhabitants (Munck and Loyhko 2015). In theory 

any citizen living locally can become a member or even be elected to the Board of  the development 
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association (Nousiainen 2015). Finnish LAGs are therefore not constrained by public authority status, 

and enjoy more f reedom to animate, create and innovate, and support the applicant (ENRD n.d.).  

In Finland’s LEADER approach, innovation is taken to include any development or deployment of  a new 

policy, operational model product or technology, which can either be sociological or technical (ENRD 
2011). Municipalities must cover 20% of  the total public financing and, as well as all areas being c overed 
by the LEADER approach, the approach must be used in all axes of  the RDP. The Carnegie UK Trust 

(2010, p. 21) advocate 12 ‘drivers of  success of  LEADER in Finland’, which include: the strengthening 
of  civic activity as a working method; taking responsibility that development will grow when citizens are 
trusted; maintaining a suitable size for LAG areas; LEADER connects citizens, associations and 

municipalities who take joint responsibility; action is diversif ied and funding responds to needs; the 
development of  the LEADER method is non-stop; internationality increases and that has a positive 

inf luence; people have started to trust the permanence of  LEADER. 

More information on Finland approach to rural policy, including the role of  LEADER, is available in OECD 

(2008; see also ENRD n.d and Carnegie UK Trust 2010). 

 

6: LEADER Governance Arrangements in Ireland 

Ireland is of ten regarded as an ‘exemplar’ of  the use of  the LEADER approach. This is due to: coverage 

by LEADER groups maximised as far as possible; additional funds used to fill LEADER gaps with similar 
programmes (resulting in 99% of  the Irish landmass covered in the 2007-2013 period); a strong 
commitment to LEADER companies working across the piece in local development by tapping into o ther 

sources of  funding (Carnegie UK Trust 2010, p. 9). Although Irish LAGs were criticised in the 2007-2013 
period for moving away f rom carrying out Axis 4 work, resulting in some commentators saying they were 
simply performing a local government administrative role (Dwyer and Mayne 2009), but overall the Irish 

LEADER programmes have demonstrated considerable success, including in encouraging the 

involvement of  private enterprises, including farmers (Toland 2009). 

Maye et al. (2010) argue that an integrated approach was pursued by several Irish LAGs in order to 
ensure cohesion between LEADER and several other territorial initiatives and programmes. This ensures 
that an integrated suite of  measures is available across programmes, as opposed to LEADER being 

delivered in parallel to other programmes. Evaluation work suggests that LEADER during the 1990s and 
early 2000s was particularly successful at alleviating unemployment and promoting entrepreneurship 
and new business formation and existing business expansion. The country also had a good record in 

terms of  its ef f iciency of dealing with LEADER applications (Metis GmbH et al. 2010).  

Walsh (2017, p. 33-34) focuses particularly on reviewing the activities of  IRD Duhallow in the South West 

region of  Ireland, which is of ten regarded as a model and example of  bottom-up development, due to its 
adoption of  CLLD, collaborative governance, integrated, multisectoral approaches, and entrepreneurial 
ethos, all of  which has been delineated and def ined by natural, social and cultural (rather than 

administrative) considerations: “having an endogenous, inclusive, flexible and promotive structure in 
place confers on a territory the ability to respond to needs, stimulate potential, and broker opportunities  
and resources.” Key ‘success factors’ for IRD Duhallow include: longevity when delivering LEADER or 

similar programmes; identif ication of  a cohesive territory based on relationships not administrative 
boundaries; early recognition of  the need to involve local people; clear governance structure based on 
direct-participative democracy and multilevel governance; network relationships with other similar groups 

in Ireland and beyond; cross-/multi-sectoral strategic focus with an inclusive and f lexible approach; and 
acknowledgement of  the role and capacity of  IRD Duhallow to mobilise collective action (adapted f rom 
Walsh 2017). Current centralisation processes in Ireland, combined with the creation of  new Local 

Community Development Committees and a resurgent emphasis on productivist agriculture, is 
threatening to undermine the achievements of  LEADER, and of  participatory local area-based  
development in general.It is worth noting that the role of  municipalities has increased considerably in 

LEADER in Ireland in recent years which may also shif t the balance in terms of  the dif ferent actors 

involved.  
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Annex 3: LEADER Lookalikes - community-led local development 
elsewhere  

When considering the future of LEADER in Scotland, exploring the ways in which other countries 
outwith the EU design, manage and fund rural community development can provide useful 
examples of ‘good practice’ which may be of benefit to Scotland in shaping any future rural 
development approaches.  

This section considers the Community Futures Program in Canada and the National Landcare 
Program in Australia, as two examples of rural development programmes from elsewhere from 
which Scotland may draw lessons.  

Canada’s Community Futures Program  

The Community Futures Program46 (CFP) supports rural economic development across Canada. In its early 

years f rom 1985 onwards (when CFP began with Industry Canada), the CFP was particularly targeted 

towards communities with severe labour market problems (i.e. unemployment and underemployment), and 

it was designed to provide a set of  measures – primarily related to business incubation - to assist 

communities in planning and developing local solutions to local problems  (Industry Canada 2014). The CFP 

has three core objectives of  assisting communities to :  

• Foster economic stability, growth and job creation; 

• Create diversif ied and competitive local rural economies;  

• Build economically sustainable communities.    

Since the 1960s three distinct waves of  regional development activity in Canada have occurred, moving 

f rom “Regional Needs and Economic Disparities” in the 1960s/70s, to “Regional Opportunities and 

Economic Adjustment” in the 1980s/90s, before focusing in the present day on “Regional Assets and 

Sustainable Innovation” (Bradford 2010).  

The f irst of  the programs to support community based strategies in the early 1970s aimed mainly at 

improving the labour force in struggling regions. There were several commumity programs that were 

initiated during that time (all of  which had specif ic conditions, targets and goals meaning that not all rural 

communities qualif ied for each one) including: 

• Local Initiatives Program (LIP, 1971-1977);  

• Local Employment Assistance program (LEAP, 1973-1983);  

• Community Employment Strategy Program (1975); 

• Local Economic Development Assistance (LEDA, 1980-1983);  

• Local Employment Assistance and Development (LEAD, 1983).  

LEDA was the f irst of  the above programs to promote community empowerment and a grassroots approach 

to government involvement in local development. In 1983, LEAD permanently replaced LEDA. LEAD 

corporations were mainly comprised of  local business representatives of  f inancial institutions and people 

working for economic development focused on small businesses. However, LEAD corporations had only a 

limited medium- and long-term impact because their development strategies did not take into account the 

other major issues that rural areas faced.  

A more holistic view of  development and strategic was required, a dimension which was addressed by the 

establishment of  the Community Futures Program (CFP) in 1986 (which incorporated much of  LEADER). 

 

46 For more information, see: https://communityfuturescanada.ca/  

https://communityfuturescanada.ca/
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The program was revised in 1994/1995, and there was the establishment of  a new ministry in the federal 

government responsible for overseeing the program (as opposed to Human Resources Development 

Canada), and a move away f rom one national strategy focused on employment, towards more regional, 

place-based strategies based on a facilitative partnership approach.  

The delivery of  the programme is now administered by regional groups as follows (Ries et al. 2016):  

Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA) for the four Atlantic provinces  

Canada Economic Development for Quebec Regions (CED) 

Federal Economic Development Initiative for Northern Ontario (FedNor) 

Federal Economic Development Agency for Southern Ontario (FedDev Ontario)  

Western Economic Diversif ication Canada (WED) for the four western provinces  

Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency (CanNor) for the three northern territories  

The agencies are established in rural and semi-urban communities that face common challenges. RDAs 

ef fectively supply a “regional lens” for federal development policy (Bradford, 2010), translating national 

goals at dif ferent territorial scales while also promoting regional interest in federal policy making (OECD, 

2002 in Bradford 2010). RDAs guide federal departments’ engagement with provincial counterparts. To 

organise federal interventions, each RDA has broad strategic outcomes and specif ic priority actions. The 

trend for RDAs has moved away f rom traditional aspects of  the development programmes in Canada and 

away f rom direct assistance to individual businesses, towards investments in inf rastructures o f  innovation 

and diversif ication (Bradford 2010). Whilst the RDAs share a common policy lens, there are notable 

dif ferences in specif ic priorities.   

The RDAs provide multi-year funding agreements to support the three main activities of  Community Futures 
Development Corporations (CFDCs). Each CFDC is a legally registered not -for-prof it organization that is 
governed by a board of  directors selected f rom the community. The RDAs are responsible for the provision 

of  operating funds and identifying the core activities, while the CFDCs are responsibility for implementing 
these activities in a manner that builds on local assets and local priorities. A unique component of  the CFDC 
program is the provision of  loan capital or an investment fund. CFDCs are responsible for managing the 

loan fund and this fund belongs to the CFDC, not the government.  

In 2016, the network of  269 CFDCs across Canada, helped more than 120,000 entrepreneurs, created and 

maintained 495,000 job roles, and invested more than 4.2billion Canadian Dollars directly into Canada’s  

rural economy (Ries et al. 2016).  They served 15 million residents, accounting for 45% of  the Canadian 

population. In 2013-14 alone, 45,845 jobs were created – the most in a single annual period in CFP history. 

Finally, it is worth just ref lecting that the CFP has three lines of  business and the funding must be used on 

one of  these three lines. CFP allows for the continual build -up of  capital and if  money is made by 

partnerships on loans that they give out, it can be kept and reinvested. CF is a lender of  last resort, so they 

cannot compete with f inancial institutions for loans.  

National Landcare Program (Australia): “founded on Local Action” 

As Youl et al (2006) argues: “The strength of  Australian Landcare is that community groups and networks, 

with government and corporate support, conceive their own visions and set goals for local and regional 

environmental action.” 

Landcare groups were f irst launched in 1988 in Victoria by the Federal Resources Minister, as a res ult of  

representatives f rom the National Farmers Federation (NFF) and the Australian Conservation Foundation 

(ACF) recognising that the traditional conf licts between conservationists and farmers hindered the 

resolution of  environmental issues (Youl et al., 2006). The representatives draf ted a strategy for a decade-
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long federal funded national programme costing AUS$340million (compared to the AUS$1million allocated 

to soil conservation in 1989, for example). Since 1996, the Australian Government has committed over 

AUS$4.5 billion to its three major resource management programs – the National Landcare Program (NLP),  

Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) and National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP).  

Today, the National Landcare Program is a key element of  the Australian Government’s commitment to 

natural resource management (The Department of  the Environment and Energy and the Department of  

Agriculture and Water 2017). The Australian Government is investing AUS$1billion through this program 

over four years f rom 2014-2015 onwards, through four main appropriations, of  which the Natural Heritage 

Trust is the largest, and currently provides approximately 85% of  the funding.  

Landcare works with government at local, state and federal level, who provide assistance in supporting 

community activities. The National Landcare Program comprises the main sub -programs, delivered through 

a range of  delivery models, including small grants, larger and more long -term grants, and procurements. 

The use of  sub-programs allows for tailored delivery of  key priorities and funding allocations. Sub -programs 

include 20 million trees, sustainable agriculture national projects, and emerging priorities to name a few.  

According to Youl et al. (2006) the perceived success of  Landcare is due to its compatibility with Australia’s 

culture, the needs of  communities and the system of  government. Thousands of  Australians have 

demonstrated support for Landcare, and marketing has ensured it has remained well funded. It is strongly 

engaged with the corporate sector and is a vital force in working towards sustainability in Australia. 

Landcare stimulates visionary attitudes and activities, and no attempts were made to impose nationwide 

rules; instead, f lexibility was encouraged, and programs try to recognise that most Landcare participants 

cannot meet tight deadlines or restrictions. Landcare is accepted across Australia, across cities, towns, 

mainstream and farming zones, the coast, north and south.  

Under the regional scale delivery model, 56 regional bodies received approximately AUS$450 million f rom 

2014-15 to 2017-18, to deliver National Landcare Program activities (The Department of  the Environment 

and Energy and the Department of  Agriculture and Water 2017). In 2017/18, 313 projects were funded by 

Landcare Australia, with 275 Junior Landcare projects funded (Landcare Australia 2018). Junior Landcare 

is a sub-program of  The National Landcare program which encourages groups of  high school students, 

scout groups, etc. to be involved in environmental sustainability projects, alongside a coordinator (e.g. a 

teacher, parent or community representative). The projects are designed to tackle environmental 

degradation but also to educate and inform young  people about environmental issues and about the 

Landcare program.  
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Annex 4: LEADER Action Group Case Studies 

1. LAG Case Study 1: Highland 
Managing a large multi-region LAG - the devolved delivery approach 
 

2. LAG Case Study 2: Moray 
The East of Scotland LAG; New Approaches to Accountable Bodies 
 

3. LAG Case Study 3: Outer Hebrides 
The Island LAG; demographic challenges and youth involvement 
 

4. LAG Case Study 4: Dumfries and Galloway 
The South of Scotland LAG; Building Regional Identity 
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LAG 1: Highland - Managing a large, multi-region LAG  

Context and LAG History 

Highland LEADER (2014-2020) covers the Highland Council area including the Small Isles and 
Skye but excluding Inverness and the Cairngorms National Park. With a population of 146,229 
dispersed over 23,315 km² the area contains some of the most sparsely populated land in Europe. 
The region has limited public transport links, with the road network often single track. Economic 
growth across the wider Highlands region is forecast to be lower (1.2%) than the national average 
(1.7%) for 2018-2028, with a projected decline in employment over the same period (driven by 
manufacturing and agricultural decline), with key sectors including health and social work, 
wholesale and retail, and accommodation and food47. Future growth sectors include construction, 
administrative and support services and professional, scientific/technical activities. A critical 
regional challenge is the projected decline in the working age population and increase in people 
over retirement age, resulting in recruitment challenges, service pressures and declining 
economic activity48. 

LEADER I incorporated parts of the current Highland LAG area as separate LAG areas (Caithness 
and Sutherland, Lochaber and Skye, and Lochalsh), with LEADER II extending this approach to 
nine LAG areas across the whole of the Highlands and Islands area in parallel with a Lowland 
LEADER programme (five LAGs).  Under LEADER+, the North Highland area (including 
Caithness and Sutherland, Skye and Lochalsh, Ross and Cromarty and rural Inverness and 
Nairn) was one of 13 LAGs within a Scotland-wide LEADER programme co-ordinated by the 
Scottish Executive, with the North Highland LAG supported by a Youth Advisory Group and 
Heritage Advisory Group. In response to recommendations within the LEADER+ evaluation to 
devolve decision-making processes relating to LEADER to local community levels, 11 Local Area 
Partnerships (LAPs) were created across the Highland LAG area under the 2007-2013 LEADER 
programme, which was administered by Highland Council on behalf of the Highland Community 
Planning Partnership. For the current programme this was reduced to seven LAPs to ensure they 
were able to achieve critical mass while maintaining a regional identity (with less budget available 
in the current programme, see below).  

LAG structure and governance  

The management and strategic direction of the LDS and Highland LEADER programme is 
overseen by a strategic Highland LAG49, with representatives (currently 17) of the public and 
private/voluntary/community sectors, with Highland Council acting as the Accountable Body. The 
strategic LAG also has two sub-groups: the Rural Enterprise Group (which assesses applications 
for rural enterprise and farm diversification funding) and the Highland FLAG50. Due to the scale 
and regional diversity of the area, Highland takes a unique approach to LAG governance, with 
assessment and delivery of community projects devolved down to seven Local Area Partnerships 
(LAPs), supported by a local LEADER development off icer in each area51. The LAPs recruit their 
own decision-making groups which are responsible for identifying specific local priorities from the 
LDS, developing local area action plans (LAAPs) and making LEADER funding decisions (and 

 

47 Skills Development Scotland (2018) Regional Skills Assessment Highlands and Islands Summary Report 2018. 
48 Copus and Hopkins (2018) Demographic change in the Sparsely Populated Areas of Scotland (1991-2046) 
49 The Highland Strategic LAG also assesses Highland wide and co-operation projects 
50 For further information on the Strategic LAG, sub groups and LAG area map see here. 
51 To see further detail on the current Local Area Partnerships see here. 

http://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/44972/highlands-islands-summary-report.pdf
https://www.hutton.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/research/srp2016-21/RD3.4.1%20Note%20WP1-3%20web%20-%20published.pdf
http://www.highland.gov.uk/leader/info/2/plans_and_partnerships
http://www.highland.gov.uk/leader/info/5/what_is_leader/5/local_area_partnerships
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setting intervention rates) in their area to distribute their proportion of the Highland LEADER 
programme budget52.  

Where LAPs were unable to commit all of their available funding, underspend was centralised 
with the Strategic LAG and redistributed according to demand, with this process weighted in 
favour of new projects from LAPs which had not committed all their funding previously. The 
Strategic LAG works to deliver on four LDS themes53: i) stronger and more resilient communities; 
ii) a growing and diversified economy that promotes sustainability; iii) increased and sustained 
local services and activities; and iv) enhanced cultural, natural and heritage assets. These themes 
were informed by a series of public meetings, surveys, focus groups and stakeholder meetings 
(across two phases) in 2014 across a range of community representatives, delivery partners, local 
businesses and other stakeholders. The LDS development was also overseen by a ‘Shadow’ 
LAG, which included member of the previous LAG, previous LAP members and the Highland 
Community Planning Partnership.  

Funding and project development 

The total budget for the 2014-2020 Highland programme was £8.8 million, with 25% allocated for 
administration, staffing and applicant support, 5% for cooperation projects and 5% for projects 
that worked across more than one of the Highland LAP areas, 10% each for co-operation, 
enterprise and farm diversification projects, 5.7% for Pan-Highland projects and the remainder 
divided between the seven LAPs according to the same formula used at national level54. 
Applicants have sourced match funding of £7.4 million (as of May 2019) at an average intervention 
rate of 55% across 139 funded projects (90 community, 21 enterprise and 28 farm diversification), 
with six projects rejected. This represents a substantial decrease from the 2007-2013 programme 
which had a budget of £16.5 million55 and achieved match funding of £15.5 million distributed 
across 373 projects (from 459 applications), with the 2000-2006 programme substantially smaller 
(£2.35 million and £3.98 million match funding) than both of the subsequent programmes. Despite 
the reduction in the number of LAPs, LAP budgets are substantially lower in 2014-2020 than in 
the previous programme (e.g. Lochaber obtained £2.2 million in 2007-2013 and £547,000 in the 
current programme). Tourism projects represented a high number of applications (relating to 
enterprise and farm diversification). In some cases applicants funded in the previous programme 
were successful in the current programme for a separate linked initiative (e.g. Rosemarkie café 
in the Black Isle funded in 2007-2013 achieved funding for tennis courts in 2014-2020). 
Additionally, a number of organisations have utilised LEADER successfully across multiple 
programmes and projects (e.g. Morvern Community Development Company).  

Successes and impacts  

The experienced LEADER staff resource, with LAP officers who are ‘locally grounded’, represents 
a key strength of the Highland programme. The process of applicant feedback (with applications 
often going through two to three rounds of feedback prior to being submitted) results in a low 
withdrawal and failure rate. Additional recognised strengths of the current programme and 
Highland model include: 

 

52 Each LAP receives a LEADER budget, calculated on the basis of  a number of  indicators of  rural 
deprivation, the size of  the area and its population.  
53 The Highland LDS also identif ies ten further more specif ic outcomes. 
54 LAG funding was distributed across Scotland using the JHI Socio-Economic Performance (SEP) Index, with 
this approach also being adopted to distribute funds to the LAPs within the Highland LAG area 
55 This f igure was supplemented by £7M EU Convergence funding, with the Highland region no longer 

eligible with other EU regions having displaced Highland in relation to indicators of  deprivation.  

http://www.highland.gov.uk/leader/downloads/download/26/ds_lite
https://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/groups/social-economic-and-geographical-sciences/mapping-rural-socio-economic-performance
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• The current devolved structure (7 LAPs) ensures budgets are primarily controlled at a 
more devolved level which is not public sector dominated; 

• The potential for partnership building and networking (including internationally) 
including with the business sector and a strong relationship with Highland Council; 

• The potential for LEADER to address gaps from public sector decline including in 
relation to community facilities across the Highlands. 

Multiple LEADER programmes have had a significant impact across the Highland area, with 
LEADER II resulting in 984 new jobs across the wider Highlands and Islands, with 69 new 
businesses and 143 new local Associations/Organisations created. Within North Highland 
LEADER+ resulted in 180 new jobs, with an additional 80 jobs safeguarded, 14 new businesses 
created and 188 communities and charities supported. With the largest overall budget, the 2007-
2013 resulted in investment of £31.1 million, resulting in significant employment and enterprise 
creation, including 1,115 businesses (including social enterprises) being advised or assisted, with 
15,765 individuals completing training, 331 jobs created (192 in the private sector and 139 in the 
voluntary sector), 792 jobs safeguarded and 196 taking up self -employment. The programme also 
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. 

Challenges 

Many of the challenges faced by the Highland LAG (and LAPs) reflect those of other LAGs (as 
discussed in Section 7), including LARCs functionality, the tarnished reputation of LEADER from 
2007-2013, the challenge of match funding requirements and retrospective payments. Specific 
aspects discussed of greatest relevance to the Highland LAG context include: 

• The administrative burden limiting animation activity by LAP development officers, 
with LAPs concerned with delivery and managing the system as opposed to proactive 
project development and adding value to community led initiatives; 

• A shift over time across Highland towards larger applications from staffed (often 
public) organisations (due to bureaucracy), excluding smaller/voluntary organisations and 
a shift away from the bottom-up innovation ethos of LEADER. 

• Insufficient empowering community engagement within LDS development (which is 
partly prescriptive/top down), exacerbated by programme budget reductions in Highland, 
with limited funding to facilitate community involvement in LAP activities and limited LAP 
budgets with which to develop local programmes. 

• The scale of the Highland LAG and gaps in coverage in terms of project applicant, with 
the budget allocation formula favouring remote areas; however, some of the most deprived 
areas are in rural areas closer to urban centres. Additionally, the merging of some LAPs 
(post 2014) resulting in a lack of coherent regional identity in some LAP areas and reduced 
buy-in to the programme. 

• Delays between LEADER programmes and loss of capacity and experience (with no 
grants awarded until end 2016 in current programme and 2008 in last programme) 
exacerbated by delays with the LARCs system. Uncertainty around funding can result in 
reduced knowledge and confidence and a loss of ‘relationships and experience and 
institutional memory, it would be great to know we had funding stability for that transition 
period’.  

• Delivering on fixed programme spending priorities (i.e. 20% on enterprise/farm 
diversification), including in relation to identifying community impacts of private enterprise 
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applications and the time requirements and logistical difficulties of developing co-
operation projects. 

Lessons learned and future opportunities 

Many of the lessons and opportunities identified reflect those discussed in Section 8 of this report, 
including the potential for streamlining the application process and development of a tiered system 
to simplify the process for smaller applications. A key aspect for Highland was the importance of 
re-emphasising the LEADER ethos of place based development through further devolution and 
sufficient support for local areas to engage in meaningful action planning at local community (sub-
LAP) scales: ‘LEADER should be happening in those smaller towns and village with local actors, 
at very local levels’. Currently the strategic LAG and LAPs operate largely as grant decision-
making bodies (or sub-development agencies), with the opportunity in the future for LAPs to act 
as needs oriented bottom-up structures that bring projects forward themselves with adequate 
staffing to support them building their capacity. Potential aspects of a more devolved approach 
include: i) learning from other funding schemes (e.g. community energy funds, Lottery funding) in 
relation to avoiding retrospective funding and challenging match funding stipulations and building 
in risk to facilitate innovation and leverage of other funding sources; ii) linking LEADER more 
meaningfully with existing community planning structures to build capacity and sustainable local 
structures going forward; and iii) further delegation of responsibility to Highland Council as the 
Accountable Body to facilitate a more regionally specific approach.  

A further opportunity for other LAGs illustrated by an existing unique initiative was the provision 
during the latter part of the 2007-2013 programme and all of the current programme by Highland 
Council of a 0% loan finance scheme, to ensure small/volunteer-led organisations with cash flow 
challenges (due to the retrospective funding aspects of LEADER) can access upfront funding to 
initiate the project. This has provided loan funding (a rolling pot of £400.000) to a number of 
projects, allowing them to proceed where no alternative revenue source is available. The scheme 
was developed during the 2007-2013 Programme in direct response to the issues groups faced 
around retrospective funding and was continued into the 2014-2020 programme, as 
recommended in the 2007-2013 programme evaluation. This cash flow funding is restricted to 
LEADER projects. The scheme has successfully supported a number of LEADER projects and 
has received positive feedback from applicants. 

LAG 2: Moray - a new approach to Accountable Bodies 

Context and LAG history 
The Moray LEADER area of 2238 sq/km aligns with the Moray Local Authority boundary from the 
edge of the Cairngorms in the south to the Moray Firth in the north. The LDS area had a population 
of 94,350 (42 per sq/km), which is growing faster than the national rate, with net out migration 
also having occurred due to the closure of military facilities56. Moray has comparatively low 
unemployment, with an emphasis on the primary sector (including food and drink) and growth 
potential relating to offshore energy and tourism. The region has a rapidly ageing population, 
labour skills shortages and high cost housing. Moray’s first LEADER involvement was during 
LEADER II when they were part of the Moray-Badenoch and Strathspey LAG, with Moray created 
as a separate LAG from LEADER+ (2000-2006) onwards. Elgin was initially excluded, but as EU 
regulations now permit towns of over 10,000 it is now included in the LAG. The LAG excludes the 
Tomintoul and Glenlivet area as it is part of the Cairngorms National Park and included in the 
Cairngorms LDS. 
 

 

56 See: Moray LEADER Local Development Strategy (2014-2020) 

http://morayleader.org.uk/assets/Moray-LDS-revised-June-2018.pdf
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LAG Governance and Objectives  
The current LDS was produced in 2014 (and revised in 2018) by the Moray LDS Working Group 
which included representative of the previous LAG, the Moray FLAG and Moray Economic 
Partnership (MEP). Responsibility for LDS delivery was transferred to the Moray LAG following 
formation of the LAG, which meets quarterly and includes representatives (16) of the public, 
private and third sectors, independent members and representatives from the Moray FLAG and 
MEP. The LAG does not include regional sub-groups and membership has a reasonable 
geographic spread, with more members from the central and west Moray areas, in part due to 
capacity. Current LDS priorities include enhancing/strengthening: i) local labour markets; ii) local 
supply chains; iii) the quality of the Moray tourism product; iv) support for vulnerable and 
disadvantaged rural households; v) the low carbon economy; and vi) SMEs. 
 
In Scotland, the accountable body role has generally been taken on by Local Authorities; however, 
in other EU countries it is not uncommon for third sector bodies to take on the role. Furthermore, 
local authorities often do not align exactly with LAG areas and are often large organisations 
relative to the voluntary nature of LAG structures, which can act as a potential barrier to effective 
local-level engagement. Due to a collective desire to attempt a different model in Moray the LAG 
agreed to develop a unique approach to their accountable body, with tsiMoray (which facilitates 
support for third sector organisations in Moray) signing an agreement with Scottish Government 
to provide the function of the accountable body57, with Moray Council stepping down from the role 
for 2014-2020. This arrangement is recognised as having increased flexibility through fostering a 
creative and efficient LAG-Accountable Body relationship, although establishing the structure 
delayed the start of the programme (to May 2017). The LAG has undertaken community 
engagement (and an applicant survey) during the programme, including workshops where new 
applicants heard from previous applicants about the process and met the LEADER staff team. 
Events have also been undertaken in partnership with tsiMORAY and on community energy with 
the Joint Community Councils of Moray. 
 
LEADER Funding and funded projects 
Moray LEADER was allocated £3.45M under the current programme, with total match funding 
sourced of £1.04M at an average intervention rate of 67% (as of May 2019). This is an increase 
from the 2007-2013 budget which was £2.34M (and £3.38M of match funding), despite a large 
number of projects in the previous programme (98) at an average intervention rate of 41.1%58. 
The allocation for LEADER+ (2000-2006) was substantially less (£213K), spread across 40 
projects.  In the current programme Moray funded 21 projects (6 community, 10 enterprise and 5 
farm diversification), with eight projects withdrawn and four rejected (due to poor fit with LAG 
objectives or insufficient match funding). Moray adopted a maximum 70% intervention rate59, due 
to the delayed start to the programme leaving a narrow window for securing match funding. 
Funded private enterprise projects represent a smaller component, with most relating to tourism 
(e.g. glamping pods). Other projects include the Hive Social Enterprise (see case study 9); Apple 
Juice Production (£80K LEADER funding at 69.8% intervention) a mobile juicing business linked 
to Elgin’s Orchard; and the Moray  low carbon car and bike sharing initiative (£136K LEADER 
funding at 70% intervention) which incorporates a community scheme for shared electric cars and 
bikes and a charging network. Moray is also a partner in two LEADER funded national cooperation 
projects60, Gaining Ground (a national cooperative wellbeing project related to working the land 

 

57tsiMORAY agreed with Scottish Government that it would not be responsible for animation and 

development activity related to the FLAG, with Moray Council subsequently adopting this role.  
58 For further information on the previous programme see the Moray Council Audit Review report. 
59 A small number of projects were accepted at a higher rate of intervention due to providing a strong rationale.  
60 For further detail on all Moray LEADER projects see here. 

http://www.moray.gov.uk/minutes/data/PF20140514/Item%2010%20-%20Moray%20Leader%20_Redacted.pdf
http://morayleader.org.uk/projects
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with Highland LAG) and Foraging Fortnight (involving 5 LAGs to develop a wild food festival). 
Moray is also lead partner in two Transnational Cooperation projects working with the Global 
Ecovillage Network (GEN) and Windswept Brewing Company. The first is ‘Moray Ecovillage 
Development: A Model for Sustainable Community Building in Scotland’, which aims to build local 
capacity to improve community resilience and move towards a low carbon economy by means of 
domestic, business, community and collaborative action. The second, ‘From the Field to the 
Firkin: Windswept Brewing Company Circular Economy Project’ involves working with the 
Wallonia LAG in Belgium, to develop new short supply chains between brewers and grain farmers. 
 
LAG Successes and impacts 
Moray have delivered over 190 LEADER projects over the last three programmes, with many of 
these unlikely to have occurred without LEADER funding, with the structure of LEADER facilitating 
a locally targeted approach to supporting key growth sectors. This has included innovative 
projects and social enterprises (e.g. the HIVE and Moray Carshare see above). Despite the delay 
to the current programme Moray LAG have successfully allocated their funding within a relatively 
short timescale. A number of key aspects contribute directly to the success of the Moray LEADER 
Programme: 

• Strong working relationships between the staff team, LAG, Accountable body and 
Scottish Government which facilitated efficient delivery in a short timescale; 

• A high level of LAG member commitment to the process resulting in LAG meetings 
consistently above quorum limits (a challenge in previous programmes)  

• The existence of an established third sector in Moray with the capacity and experience 
to harness LEADER opportunities effectively; 

• The impacts of the third sector accountable body model, including: i) increased trust 
on the part of the voluntary sector due to their awareness of tsiMORAY  and their 
perceived accessibility; ii) access to strong established networks through tsiMORAY, 
facilitating easier awareness raising and applicant recruitment; and iii) access to support 
mechanisms with tsiMORAY  experienced in providing support and advice to third sector 
organisations including signposting other funding and supporting applications. 

• The ability to demonstrate the potential of the third sector accountable body model 
and the potential benefits of this model for the wider LEADER Programme. 

• A high level of LAG animation, to promote the programme and specific objectives within 
the LDS to encourage applications. 
 

Challenges 
Key challenges faced by Moray during the current programme include: 

• The administrative burden and supporting applicants with using LARCs, which can 
restrict the strongest ideas in favour of applicants who are capable of dealing with the 
bureaucracy. Previous application experience was at times counter-productive as 
applicants became frustrated with the changes and new requirements. 

• Retrospective funding requirements and the long timescales for payment particularly 
for smaller voluntary organisations with limited cashflow. As accountable body tsiMORAY 
are required to pay staff salaries in advance of receiving the related funding, with the 
Scottish Government paying grants to projects directly (retrospectively), which can result 
in further delays. Additionally, due to a normal expectation of some programme 
underspend, local authorities commonly over allocated programme budgets by 10%. As a 
relatively small organisation (relative to a local authority), tsiMORAY do not have the 
capacity to over-allocate on this basis. 

• Limited Moray LAG and FLAG communication and collaborative working. 
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• Implementation challenges and risks of the third sector model, including: i) the delay 
due to ensuring appropriate systems were in place, which resulted in lower programme 
awareness and limited scope for timely community engagement; ii) the risk factors for a 
third sector body (relative to a local authority) and workload taking on financial 
responsibilities, including the potential costs of a redundancy in the LEADER staff team; 
iii) the potential for a perceived conflict of interest should the accountable body submit a 
LEADER application (with tsiMORAY receiving funding for a project in the current 
programme); and iv) the reduction in direct input and partnership working with the local 
authority (not currently a full LAG member). 

 
Lessons learned and future opportunities 
To improve the application process three aspects were proposed for consideration: i) 
development of an additional application stage between the EOI and LARCs submission to 
formalise this stage as a feedback/revisions stage; ii) considering the potential (e.g. a working 
group) for grant payments being made in advance; iii) a review of application guidance by Scottish 
Government to simplify the process and change the current perception of LEADER. A number of 
additional broader opportunities/learning points were recognised: 

• Ensuring retention of staff (and wider LAG) experience between programmes and the 
emphasis on locally-led delivery to  maintain added value aspects; 

• Consideration of the potential of alternative Accountable Body models, recognising 
that different models (e.g. incorporation of the LAG) may work well in different contexts 
depending on existing relationships, organisational capacities and risk factors. To include 
further development of this model as a pilot in Moray and consideration through 
discussions with Scottish Government and other stakeholders how risks and costs to the 
accountable body can be reduced. 

• Ensuring governance arrangements facilitate a local community-led approach, 
including an independent LEADER staff team, a representative LAG and strong local level 
engagement from the outset of the programme. 

• The development of a banking/loan facility across the LEADER Programme which can 
be used by project applicants to borrow against approved grant payments. 

• Strengthening the link between community-led planning processes and LEADER, 
which will require working at smaller community scales to ensure local communities can 
directly inform funding distribution and priorities. 

• Building evaluation into programme from the outset and ensuring LARCs can be used 
effectively to support this – to demonstrate the full value of the programme. 

 

LAG 3: Outer Hebrides - demographic challenges and youth involvement 

Context and LAG History 

The LEADER programme covers the entire Western Isles Local Authority area, with a population 
of 27,64861 (at a very low density of 9 per km2) and limited transport links and access to services. 
The region faces socio-economic challenges, including a declining and rapidly ageing population 
(with the 65-74 age group growing by 13% in 2006-2012), youth out-migration, a high level of 
dependency on public sector employment and a lower rate of GVA per employee compared with 
the Highlands and Islands and Scotland (and higher living costs), with 25% in relative poverty 
compared to 19% nationally. However, the islands benefit from a strong regional and cultural 
identity linked to crofting, Gaelic heritage and high quality environments, with key growth sectors 

 

61 Figures based on 2011 census data. 
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including food and drink, sustainable tourism, energy, creative industries and fisheries. The 
islands have a history of community activity and exhibit high levels of community capacity and 
cohesion, with over half of the Outer Hebrides now in community ownership, which has resulted 
in significant localised economic impacts including population retention and job creation.  

The Outer Hebrides were involved in LEADER I and II, and LEADER+ as part of the Skye, 
Lochalsh and Western Isles LAG which operated under a partnership model62. The LAG was 
managed via a project co-ordinator in Stornoway, with three field officers in Stornoway, Balivanich 
and Portree and 15 part-time community animators, with an emphasis on investing in local people 
and locally led development. The partnership-based approach strengthened working relationships 
between public sector bodies and with other organisations, with over forty organisations involved 
in delivering 220 projects during LEADER I and 296 projects during LEADER II. From the 2007-
2013 Programme onwards the LAG area was aligned with the Western Isles local authority area.  

LAG governance and objectives 

The Outer Hebrides LAG (together with the Fisheries LAG) oversees the delivery and strategic 
direction of the LEADER 2014-2020 programme and Local Development Strategy63. The LAG 
consists of representatives from the public, private and third sectors, including from community 
development, social care, enterprise (including tourism and creative industries) and crofting. The 
LAG initially consisted of 24 members with this subsequently decreased to 17, with a minimum of 
50% required to make a meeting quorate, with meetings held every two months in Stornoway and 
video conferencing bases used to facilitate attendance from Barra and Benbecula. The LAG 
works with their Accountable Body the Local Authority (Comhairle nan Eilean Siar), who 
administer programme finances and provide facilities and support for the LEADER staff (including 
a project officer based in Benbecula) to administer the programme. As the LAG is not constituted, 
the development of LAG-led projects is also facilitated by the Accountable Body. To deliver the 
EMFF a Fisheries LAG has also been formed to deliver on the relevant components of the LDS. 
The LAG’s 2014-2020 strategic objectives were established in consultation with community 
planning partners and underpinned by a series of community events, with a focus on: i) promoting 
renewable energy and efficiency; ii) supporting and developing rural services and facilities; iii) 
developing and aiding new tourism initiatives; iv) sustaining new SME and community enterprise; 
v) developing crofting and encouraging diversification; vi) supporting community fisheries and 
marine initiatives; and networking with LAGs in Scotland, UK and Europe.  

The LDS contains further objectives relating to the FLAG, including increasing fisheries 
employment and competitiveness by promoting fisheries sustainability and diversification of 
fishing effort64. To ensure projects and funding are well distributed, applications are monitored 
and spend mapped, with scoring mechanisms65 aligned with geographical priorities of community 
planning partners to favour disadvantaged areas. Community engagement is emphasised by the 
LAG, which undertakes events across the area, including meet the funder sessions for applicants 
to meet the LEADER staff and potential match funders and learn from previous applicants. 

  

 

62 The LAG represented a unique partnership between two Local Authorities (Western Isles Council and Highland 
Council), local enterprise agencies, Comunn na Gaidhlig and the Scottish Crofters Union. 
63 See the Outer Hebrides 2014-2020 LEADER Local Development Strategy. 
64 See Outer Hebrides LEADER Local Development Strategy for full FLAG objectives 
65 For the current programme the LAG also developed a ‘Tourism Policy’ and ‘Harris Tweed Policy’,  to provide guidance 
for projects applications (eligibility etc.) related to these sectors. 

http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/leader-sub-home/local-development-strategy/
http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/leader-sub-home/local-development-strategy/
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The Youth LAG - A unique approach to involving young people in LEADER 

To address a gap in youth involvement identif ied in the evaluation of  the 2007-2013 Outer Hebrides 

LEADER, the current LDS included a proposal for a Youth LAG (YLAG), with the aim of  supporting a key 
dif f icult to reach group. Consultation with younger peop le showed they viewed the idea of  a YLAG as 
potentially benef icial for youth in the islands. A unique YLAG was subsequently launched through events 

in 2018 as part of  the ‘Year of the Young People’ and allocated 100,000 for projects of  benef it to young 
people. The YLAG included representatives f rom youth organisations f rom across the Outer Hebrides66, 

with support provided by area based Community Learning Development Of f icers and LEADER staf f . 

The youth LAG67 received eight applications, two of  which withdrew due to not being able to f it the criteria, 
with six proceeding to the YLAG for assessment. The YLAG followed a similar process to the main LAG, 
critiquing and scoring projects (which were required to benef it young people) and making funding dec isions 

with support during the process f rom LEADER staf f . The YLAGs project decisions were subsequently taken 
to the main LAG - which agreed all the YLAG funding decisions. Funded projects included a youth festival, 
a Skif f  project for young people and those with disabilities and a Mountain Bike project for youth f rom 

disadvantaged areas. To complete the project a f inal ‘wash up’ meeting was held to discuss the process 
and award the members with participation certif icates. The process required signif icant staf fing support and 
a signif icant commitment f rom the young people, while also facilitating personal development and 

conf idence building among those involved. 

LEADER funding and projects  

The current programme was allocated £3.17 million, with the LAG receiving over 250 Expressions 
of Interest, with 106 projects funded, 54 withdrawn and four rejected (due to difficulties with match 
funding) as of June 2019. The funding awarded to Outer Hebrides has increased over successive 
programmes, with the exception of 2014-2020 (£83,000 less than 2007-2013). LAG-led projects 
have been taken forward via the Accountable Body (as the LAG is not a constituted), with the 
LAG also taking part in eight co-operation projects (led by other LAGs) including with Wales, 
Ireland and Finland. The LAG agreed a 50% maximum intervention rate for projects, resulting in 
high levels of match funding, with the intervention rate for enterprise projects lowered further 
during the programme due to high demand. 

Projects funded through the current programme include 57 community initiatives, 24 enterprise 
projects and 25 farm diversification projects. These include a diverse range of projects, such as 
the (£124,000 LEADER funding) redevelopment of Scalpay Care Unit into two affordable homes; 
ii) the Black Bay Recording studio enterprise development (£71,000 LEADER funding) in 
Kirkibost, the first recording studio in Scotland incorporating accommodation; iii) development of 
a community enterprise and facility (£39,766 LEADER funding)  and a place names and 
archaeology initiative (£74,475 LEADER funding) by  Comman Eachdraidh Nis; iv) and a number 
of local tourism enterprise initiatives, including Sandy Bay Croft Wigwams and the Wee Haven68 
on Benbecula.  

LAG successes and impacts 

LEADER is recognised as suited to the Outer Hebrides in relation to the underlying principles of 
community led development: ‘it fits so well for our community development and our islands – 
communities feel they can get involved and you can be innovative and there is synergy with what 
you are trying to achieve locally’. A strong working relationship between the LAG and the 
Accountable Body and experienced local development workers were seen as leading to a strong 

 

66 Organisations included the Youth Council, Youth Police Scotland, the Bridge Centre, the People Council, 

Voluntary Council, a Young Scot Youth Ambassador and Year of  Young people and Lionacleit School 
Representatives. 
67 See: http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/media/1209/ylag-info-summary-sheet.pdf 
68 For further information see: https://www.theweehavenhebrides.com/ 

http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/media/1209/ylag-info-summary-sheet.pdf
https://www.theweehavenhebrides.com/
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synergy between partners. Mid-term evaluation feedback indicated LAG members viewed the 
LDS as a coherent framework and project scoring guidance and summary appraisals represented 
a clear and structured approach to assessing projects69. The legacy of five successive LEADER 
programmes was recognised as highly substantial, with many early LEADER projects continuing 
over time as successful community or private enterprises (e.g. see Project 4 in the next Annex 
about the North Harris Trust), often with considerable knock-on impacts - with LEADER funding 
many projects that ‘otherwise would not have been funded’. The previous programme (which had 
focused on employment and training) for example, funded projects which 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 businesses70. The 2007-2013 programme was particularly successful 
in relation to 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, with poorer 
performance in relation to tourism employment, social inclusion and youth outputs. During 2007-
2013, for every £1 of LEADER funding £1.95 was secured from other funds (totalling £6.02 million 
in match funding), with this figure increasing to £2.50 for every £1 of LEADER funding in the 
current programme. Specific impacts noted in the mid-term evaluation for 2014-2020 include the 
involvement of 1,109 young people in community activities, 880 young people benefitting from 
new learning, 7,700 additional visitors to key facilities and 3,049 residents with access to new 
services. 

Challenges  

Challenges faced by the LAG and LEADER team include: i) administration burdens, particularly 
in relation to using LARCs; ii) the delayed launch of the current programme and initially unhelpful 
guidance which lacked key information (e.g. on evaluation); iii) the difficulty of organising a large 
dispersed LAG and declining member involvement over time and impacts on meeting quorum 
requirements (resulting in the quorum limit being reduced); iv) video conferencing difficulties, 
resulting at times in remote attendees feeling excluded; v) LAG workload and capacity, particularly 
in relation to scoring projects and reading documentation, with the scoring time switched from 
seven to 10 days to facilitate time for initial questions/additional information requests; and vi) 
workload of the LEADER staff team which can restrict time available for animation and engaging 
communities. Wider challenges include remoteness and related impacts for undertaking co-
operation, uncertainty around the future of LEADER and the difficulty of aligning LEADER with 
other strategies, to determine how a project might benefit the community planning partnership or 
other sectors.  

Lessons learned and future opportunities  

As well as emphasizing the importance of a clear structure for LAG processes, early stage 
publicity and awareness raising was seen as critical to ensuring uptake and a competitive, well 
distributed and diverse programme. Specific areas identified for potential improvement in the 
LEADER approach included i) some streamlining of the online application process (while 
recognising the value of this mechanism) to ensure a user friendly platform with clear guidance; 
ii) a two tiered approach to applications (to simplify the process for smaller grants); and iii) 
flexibility to determine spending priorities at LAG level. Determining LAG size should balance the 
organisational challenges of a large LAG against the need to ensure sufficient representation, 
with sectoral sub-groups offering scope for targeted use of LAG expertise and distributing 
assessment workloads effectively. Further broad points of learning include: 

 

69 A factor also ref lected in the Outer Hebrides 2008-2020 mid-term evaluation.   
70 Data on outcomes taken f rom the Outer Hebrides 2007-2013 LEADER programme evaluation. 

https://www.cne-siar.gov.uk/media/CommitteeArchive/OldCommitteeDocs/sustainable/urgentitems/june2013/W%20Item%2023A%20LEADER%20Innse%20Gall%202007%202013%20Programme%20Evaluation.pdf
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• Recognising the legacy of LEADER in the Outer Hebrides and the critical importance of 
maintaining a sufficient CLLD funding programme, which ensures the views and priorities 
of local communities are embedded within the process; 

• Recognising the importance (and diversity) of rural identity within the programme in 
relation to projects, LAG processes and fostering effective co-operation; 

• Engaging with and learning from other LAGs and improving national-level co-operation 
aspects to develop standardised ways of working (where suitable) and coordinated 
responses to challenges such as Brexit and future funding uncertainty. 

LAG 4: Dumfries and Galloway - building regional identity 

Context and LAG history 

The Dumfries and Galloway LAG area consists of the whole Local Authority area (6,427 sq/km), 
including the towns of Dumfries and Stranraer, with a population of 149,20071. The region faces 
severe economic challenges, including the lowest average weekly pay in Scotland and a GVA per 
capita significantly lower than the national average, with the manufacturing and construction 
sectors having declined in recent years. Skills and qualifications levels are below the national 
average, with a growing proportion of part-time and seasonal employment. The region lacks a 
strong identity as a place to live and work (with limited access to key services in some areas) and 
is experiencing ongoing population decline, a rapid increase in the 65+ age group and youth 
outmigration. Key growth sectors include forestry, agriculture, and fishing and distribution, hotels 
and restaurants, which benefit from good strategic transport links and a high quality environment. 
The region has a high number of micro-businesses with growth potential and significant 
renewable energy capacity. Dumfries and Galloway receives significant public spending on health 
and social care, creating opportunities for social enterprise, and has a strong second and third 
level education sector. 

The LEADER I programme included Galloway (the Districts of Nithsdale and Stewarty), the only 
eligible area outside of the Highlands and Islands. This was expanded to the whole of Dumfries 
and Galloway under LEADER II (excluding Dumfries town), with the area’s LEADER LAG 
established as a company (Groundbase Ltd.). Under LEADER+ Dumfries and Galloway Council 
adopted the role of Accountable Body, a role which they retained under subsequent programmes 
which have been implemented through a single Dumfries and Galloway LAG. Dumfries town and 
Stranraer were incorporated within the LAG area in the current programme in line with changes 
to maximum size requirements under EU regulations. 

LAG structure and governance 

For the 2014-2020 Dumfries and Galloway LEADER programme a Strategic Management 
Group72 was set up to oversee LDS implementation, co-operation projects, future direction and 
evaluation, with three sub-groups established (the FLAG, Community and Enterprise Sub Groups) 
to deliver on these specific aspects73 (across the whole LDS area), with sub-group chairs 
represented on the strategic group. Sub-groups score and approve applications related to their 
areas and monitor and mentor successful projects. LAG member recruitment from the public, 
private and community sectors entails a council-facilitated competency based process, with LAG 
members broadly representative of the region’s community geographies. Following the bulk of 
funding being committed and to address challenges of achieving sub-group meeting quora, the 

 

71 Based on ONS 2017 mid-year population estimates.  
72 Dumfries and Galloway LAG is an unincorporated voluntary association governed by a constitution (see here). 
73 This structure reflects the decision within the wider LEADER Programme to assign specific enterprise and farm 
diversification funding to LAGs. 

https://www.dgleader.co.uk/about/local-action-group/
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enterprise and communities sub-group were merged in 2018, with this group making decisions 
on final applications to redistribute programme underspend. Supported by an experienced team 
of six LEADER staff, the LAG works towards delivering on three key themes: i) economy, including 
strengthening youth employment opportunities, tourism and the economic contribution of arts and 
culture; ii) land, coast and marine environments, including development of the farming, forestry 
and fisheries sectors; and iii) sustainable settlements and services provision for older and 
vulnerable groups. The LAG has developed a communications plan to raise awareness around 
LEADER and support the delivery of LDS objectives. Community engagement has been 
consolidated within the Dumfries and Galloway LEADER programme area through two specific 
LEADER projects: Day of the Region (see Project 5 in the next Annex) and the C4C (Capacity for 
Change) initiative74.  

Funding and project development 

The allocated budget for the 2014-2020 Dumfries and Galloway programme is £5.59 million, with 
an additional £6 million match funding achieved (June 2019). This is an increase in budget from 
previous programmes, with 112 projects funded in 2007-2013 from 178 applications, from a 
budget of £4.78 million, with match funding of £4.24 million (51% private, 49% public) at an 
average intervention rate of 44% with an average grant of £30,026. By comparison, LEADER+ 
distributed £1.72 million of LEADER funding across 97 projects (with a mean grant of £17,631) 
with additional match funding acquired of £2.41 million. This represented a decrease from the 
previous programme, which received £2.62 million of LEADER funding (41% of the entire Lowland 
LEADER II programme) across 149 projects. A number of these initiatives were also run as grant 
schemes, funding over 2,000 additional small LEADER projects across the region. Dumfries and 
Galloway was highly successful in achieving very high levels of private sector match funding 
equating to 75% of all private sector contributions within the Lowland LEADER II programme. The 
current programme has funded 66 projects (45 community, 10 farm diversification and 11 
enterprise initiatives) at a mean intervention rate of 48% (and a mean grant of £65,658), with six 
projects rejected and four withdrawn. This includes a diverse range of initiatives, including the 
Dark Art Gin distillery at Kirkcudbright (LEADER funding of £150,000) and the Old Smiddy 
Heritage Centre at Balmaclellan (LEADER funding of £111,588).  

Successes and impacts 

Dumfries and Galloway is an established LEADER programme which benefits from considerable 
experience gained since LEADER I. Early feedback to potential applicants is a key aspect of 
ensuring a high success rate, with project officers playing a key role. The sub-LAGs structure also 
allowed for targeted use of LAG member expertise to ensure efficient project reviewing processes. 
A key aspect of the approach within Dumfries and Galloway has involved developing opportunities 
for international collaborative initiatives. The Day of the Region (Project 4 in the next Annex) and 
the Amaze Me LEADER co-operative initiatives were designed to promote opportunities for young 
people to become involved in community development and/or local decision making and engage 
in transnational exchanges to support learning and experience of community led development in 
other countries. The LAG is also currently collaborating with the Scottish Borders LAG on the 
South of Scotland Golden Eagles project75, a collaboration between land managers and 
conservationists to increase breeding populations in the South of Scotland. An additional 

 

74 See https://knowledgescotland.webarchive.sefari.scot/images_db/c4csrucinformation.pdf 
75 See: https://www.goldeneaglessouthofscotland.co.uk/ 

https://knowledgescotland.webarchive.sefari.scot/images_db/c4csrucinformation.pdf
https://www.goldeneaglessouthofscotland.co.uk/
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successful aspect in Dumfries and Galloway has been the application of Social Return on 
Investment76 (SROI) approaches in evaluating projects and the programme as a whole. 

The Social Return on Investment Approach 

SROI or social value relates to a f ramework which can be used to account for social value through the use 
of  f inancial proxies to value factors which impact on factors such as human health and well -being, equality 

and environmental sustainability. SROI represents a response to the failure of  economic assessments to 
capture the full indirect impacts of  initiatives. Through established social accounting principles an evaluation 
f ramework can be developed with specif ic formulas to calculate the full human impact of  an initiative or 

programme. For example SROI techniques can adequately account for factors such as volunteer time and 
provide estimates of  total return for every £1 spent within an initiative, providing the us er with a report on 
the social return f rom the investment within their initiative. These outputs can be used ef fectively to support 

further funding applications or support arguments to maintain a service or facility in a local area. The LAG 
are currently applying an SROI approach to the Day of  the Region Initiative with the support of  consultants 
and applying it to the programme as a whole.  As a result of  the experience of  the LAG, Dumfries and 

Galloway Local Authority has also since adopted SROI techniques within their activities. 

Throughout successive LEADER programmes in Dumfries and Galloway, LEADER has funded 
over 350 projects across a diverse range of activities, including start-up funding (£10,000) for 
Wigtown Book Town (with Wigtown now hosting an established international book festival, which 
has had significant knock-on impacts), funding for the Crichton Campus and for the Galloway and 
Southern Ayrshire Biosphere Reserve in co-operation with Ayrshire LAG and funding of £4,000 
for the Isle of Whithorn Hall Redevelopment, which subsequently led to a £1.4 million project. The 
LEADER+ programme successfully funded 99 projects in the region, directly resulting in an 
additional 42 jobs, resulting in increased community capacity, with 20 new community facilities 
created, with over 27,000 young people engaging with the programme’s environmental and 
cultural projects and over 377 training courses being undertaken. Additional impacts under the 
previous programme (2007-2013) included 81 new community facilities, with over 12,000 people 
participating in training and 59 new jobs created or safeguarded and 32,171 new visitors to 
attractions. 

Challenges 

Many of the challenges identified reflect those of other LAGs (as identified in Section 7 of the 
report), including retrospective funding/cashflow and the administrative burden, with the 
experienced LEADER staff team spending increasing amounts of time supporting applicants with 
LARCs. The increased bureaucracy has resulted in grant size increasing substantially between 
programmes (to make the effort worthwhile), from early programme grants of under £1,000, to 
average grants of over £50,000 in 2014-21. This represents a shift away from an emphasis on 
supporting smaller projects (often taken forward by volunteer-led community groups) and capacity 
building, towards awarding grants to fund lower risk initiatives delivered by established (often 
professionalised) organisations. The LEADER programme was seen as insufficient for addressing 
the scale of the socio-economic challenges facing the region, particularly in relation to the 
development of sufficient skilled employment to reverse out-migration and ensure people are able 
to live and work locally. Further challenges include: 

• The additional staff time commitment required for organising and attending 
meetings for three sub-groups and a Strategic LAG (as opposed to a single LAG), which 
has implications in relation to the staff time available for animation and developing 
cooperative projects/strategic initiatives; 

 

76 For further information on SROI and social accounting principles see: http://www.socialvalueuk.org/ 
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• Avoiding a perception of a hierarchical structure between the strategic and sub-LAGs, 
particularly where sub-LAG structures are relatively new and the Strategic LAG includes 
established LAG members. 

• Demonstrating sufficient community benefit from farm diversification/enterprise 
projects, where these applicants are commonly focused on business growth and 
sustainability (as opposed to wider impact). 

• Brexit uncertainty reducing business and community engagement and resulting in an 
inability to plan and develop longer term/first phase initiatives, potentially limiting the 
development of cooperative projects in the current programme. 

Lessons learned and future opportunities 

Fostering and maintaining a strong relationship with their Accountable Body was recognised as a 
key aspect of a successful LEADER programme, including in relation to ensuring staff can be 
retained between successive programmes to facilitate sufficient consultation and early planning 
for LDS development. As recognised above, national and international co-operation also 
represents an opportunity for raising the profile of the region and developing a sense of solidarity 
with geographically similar regions in Europe. LEADER was also viewed as an opportunity for 
working differently with businesses, with potential for increasing awareness of LEADER in the 
business community and more effectively embedding local businesses within the community. 
Other key learning points and future opportunities included: 

• Providing sufficient early feedback to potential applicants to minimise administration 
and increase the efficiency of the process by reducing applications from those which are 
less suited to the objectives of the programme at an early stage and ensuring high quality 
final applications. 

• Considering the potential for a two-tiered application process (in subsequent 
programmes) to facilitate a less arduous application process for smaller grant applications 
and the potential for continuity funding to be provided for relevant successful initiatives. 

• The development of a regional evaluation of the impact of LEADER in the South of 
Scotland in collaboration with the Scottish Borders LAG and interim South of Scotland 
Economic Partnership, to recognise the legacy of LEADER across the region. 

• The outcomes of a regional evaluation would offer a basis for exploring the potential for 
developing strategic partnerships and specifically a regional community development 
support scheme through the South of Scotland Economic Partnership, which could 
potentially run in parallel to any future national CLLD programme.  
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Annex 5: LEADER Project Case Studies 

1. Skye & Lochalsh Food Link Van and Food Link/Taste Local (LEADER II)  

2. The Lamancha Community Hub - Creating the hub  
3. Boyndie Visitor Centre  
4. The North Harris Trust – Applying LEADER to Asset Based Community Development 
5. Day of the Region 
6. The Chalet – Holidays for all 
7. Tea Gardens of Scotland – Farm co-operation to develop a high quality novel product 

Project 1: Skye and Lochalsh Food Link Van – local food 

The Skye and Lochalsh Food Link Van delivers local produce for food growers in the Skye and 
Lochalsh area. The Food Link Van project was part of a national Food Futures project from the 
Soil Association, and aimed to localise distribution of fresh local produce, through supporting local 
producers with networking and marketing opportunities as well as aiding in finding next stage 
funding.  The van has had a huge impact on the uptake of local food in Skye and the neighbouring 
mainland, and is now just one aspect of a wider Skye and Lochalsh local Food Link network. 

Context  

Skye and Lochalsh is located to the western side of the Highlands and Islands region. Historically 
the Highlands and Islands region economy has been dominated by agriculture, forestry and 
fishing in addition to public sector jobs. The small scale tenant farmers or crofters have commonly 
relied on diversifying economic activities to support their housholds. Tourism has been an 
important part of the economy for decades, and continues to be one of the growth sectors in the 
region (Arnason et al. 2009).  

The Skye and Lochalsh Food Link Van was developed by Skye and Lochalsh Enterprise, 
LEADER II and the Soil Association (Food Futures project, Food and Drink officer), and is run by 
the Skye and Lochalsh Food Link Group.  

Project description  

The area of Skye and Lochalsh has a highly visible ‘green image’, relating to the qualities of the 
locally produced food, including fish, shellfish, lamb, beer, cheese, vegetables, herbs and fruit. 
The area had difficulties with disseminating this food locally, and the local supermarkets often 
received their supplies from central depots on the mainland or from Glasgow (Lehto and Oksa, 
2009). The Skye and Lochalsh Food Link  was established in 2000 when a group of restaurateurs, 
hoteliers and producers met to discuss ways in which local food could be better distributed within 
the area. The objective of the Food Link initiative is to encourage the increased use and production 
of local food within Skye and Lochalsh77. One of its principal activities is running a food distribution 
service.  

During the three years 1999-2002, the Food Link van service was set up to distribute meat, fish, 
and vegetables from local producers to consumers in Skye and Lochalsh (Lehto and Oksa, 2009). 
The van service runs a twice weekly collection and delivery service from local producers to local 
outlets including mainly catering, some retail and box scheme customers. Lehto and Oksa (2009) 
described the local food link as a new logistic innovation for local food distribution across Skye 
and Lochalsh. 

 

77 https://www.tastelocal.co.uk/ 

https://www.tastelocal.co.uk/
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The Skye and Lochalsh Food Link became a community interest company (CIC) in 200777, and 
is a group of like-minded producers that have worked together over the last thirteen years to 
secure the reputation of Skye and Lochalsh as one of the best ‘food tourism’ destinations in the 
UK78.  

The Skye and Lochalsh Food Link now run the ‘Taste of Local Food’ Awards, awarding for Best 
Hotel/Restaurant, Best Café/Bistro/Inns/Pubs and Best Local Retailer, to businesses showing an 
outstanding commitment to the use and promotion of local produce78. 

Successes and impacts 

The Food Link Van was seen as a solution for local food product transport that was developed by 
a group of producers (Arnason et al. 2003). It is particularly significant because it brought together 
different sectors of producers, including meat production, fishing and horticulture. In the 10 years 
since its inception, it increased sales from £6,800 worth of local produce carried annually, to now 
over £90,000, with around 15 producers and 40 customers using the van79. The Food Link Van 
also aided in the development of a local market for products. One of the van’s biggest customers 
is the renowned Three Chimneys Restaurant, which states that the van means they can rely on 
fresh local produce delivered to the kitchen door. The Food Link has made a real difference to 
the sourcing, particularly in the height of the tourism season80. The Local Food Link project as a 
whole has been a success, and received the national award from the Soil Association as “Best 
New Local Food Initiative” by YOU magazine in 2001.  

Challenges, lessons learned and looking to the future 

Food Link in Skye is also called Food Futures, and in Skye and Lochalsh a part-time food officer 
became full time for three years to work on the Food Futures project. The project was organised 
and carried out locally, funding was external and inevitably ran out at the end of the allocated 
time. The Food Link Van was not expected to be self-supporting for some time.  

The local action is connected by an idea created at national level (Food Futures), supported by 
funding from UK Government and the Lottery Fund, and partly financed at a regional level and 
with local funding from SALE (local development enterprise). These external connections give it 
some ‘top down’ qualities that may be a source of conflict (Lehto and Oksa, 2009).  

Project 2: Lamancha Community Hub – creating the hub 

Funded through the Scottish Borders LEADER + this project consisted of the conversion of the 
old derelict school building into a community hub with offices, café, meeting spaces and gardens. 
It was anticipated that the “Creating the Hub” project would benefit 300 individuals in Lamancha 
and surrounding areas, and approximately 30 organisations are expected to benefit81.  

Context  

Lamancha is a small village in the West Linton area of the Scottish Borders, located 14 miles from 
Peebles82. Prior to this project, Lamancha had no meeting places, offices, shops, bus stops or 
pubs. Residents were often not in touch with their neighbours, and did not work locally.  Young 
people had nowhere to meet, and public transport was limited so there were high levels of 
isolation.  

 

78 https://www.tastelocal.co.uk/taste-of-local-food-awards/ 
79 https://food.list.co.uk/place/50917-the-food-link-van-isle-of-skye/ 
80 https://www.tastelocal.co.uk/food-link-van/  
81 Case study from Scottish Borders LEADER+ Evaluation 
82 http://www.huntlydevelopmenttrust.org/wp-content/uploads/Huntly-Hub-Final-Report-for-web.pdf  
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Project description  

The Lamancha Hub is a fully accessible community resource located in the former primary school. 
The hub was developed and is run by Lamancha and District Community Association (LDCA), a 
non-profit community enterprise established in 2002.   

The project refurbished a disused school and its grounds, which had been out of use since 1984, 
into a new community hub. Inquiries by local residents about re-appropriating the school and a 
possible conversion into a community centre began in 200083, with LEADER funding facilitatingna 
feasibility study at the outset. LEADER+ contributed towards the £500,000 raised from the project, 
other donors included: Big Lottery, Scottish Enterprise, Energy Savings Trust, Lloyds, Scottish 
Natural Heritage and others. The Hub was officially opened by Jeremy Purvis MSP in September 
2007, and has grown in size since.   

The community hall seats about 60, with a second smaller meeting room which seats 30, both of 
which are equipped for exhibitions. The Hub also has a café, which seats 30, a kitchen equipped 
to professional catering standards, WiFi is available, and there is a community garden and 
playground and private parking. Events and regular classes include: adult fitness classes, 
children’s dance classes, postnatal Pilates, German and French classes, yoga, gardening club, 
summer reading programme, to name a few.  

During the renovation, many eco-friendly features were incorporated, including extensive 
insulation, a ground source heat pump which provides all the heating, photovoltaic panels for 
electricity and solar panels for hot water.  

Successes and impacts  

The project successfully secured funding from a variety of public funding sources to establish the 
hub, and the LDCA worked in partnership with two other existing rural communities associations, 
Carlops and Howgate, to deliver this project.  

The Creating the Hub project has increased social interaction in Lamancha, and created learning 
opportunities for the people of the area. Two part time employees are employed for two days a 
week.  

Challenges, lessons learned and looking to the future 

The co-operation and joint working with nearby community associations was beneficial to the 
LDCA in running and completing the project. The inclusion of the employment of a development 
worker in the grant application, to organise events and raise revenue on an-ongoing basis, rather 
than rely on community volunteers.  

Predominant funding was from the Lottery, for a period of five years, and was due to end in 2012. 
It was necessary for the hub to plan ahead to continue to generate income in order to continue 
running once the funding had ended. 

 

Project 3: Boyndie Visitor Centre – from strength to strength 

Boyndie Visitor Centre is a multi-functional facility and social enterprise near Banff, which was set 
up in a semi-derelict former school building in 1999. It is managed by a charitable trust, Boyndie 
Trust Ltd, which runs skills development training and work experience for unemployed adults with 

 

83 http://lamanchacommunityhub.org.uk/about.html  
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disabilities and special needs84. Six acres of gardens, ponds and woodland paths surround the 
visitor centre building, which houses a restaurant, gift shop, workshop and garden centre85. In 
2005, another charity, Banffshire Partnership Ltd, moved location to the Visitor Centre, from 
where it too delivers a range of rural services; some services are now delivered as a partnership 
between the two charities. LEADER funding has had a role to play in the Boyndie Visitor Centre 
since 1999, and particularly since the opening of the redesigned and expanded building in 2004. 
Most recently, the Boyndie Trust successfully approached LEADER for a grant part-funding a 
solely capital project, involving further building expansion and internal reconfiguration. This project 
began 1/04/2019 and will end before 31/12/201986. 

Context  

Since the 1990s, it was evident to many local people that there was a need in the area for adults 
who were unemployed and had special needs to get skills development and training87. The trust 
sought to take forward a multi-faceted plan to provide development and job coaching for these 
adults, the largest portion of whom have learning difficulties. The trust also saw the potential 
additional economic benefits, such as job creation and the increase in tourism, for the surrounding 
area.  

Project description  

In 1999, LEADER II funded a six month position to look into the viability of concept of the visitor 
centre, with the formation of the Boyndie Trust; Duncan Leece (who had considerable experience 
in commercial business development) was appointed. In 2003, Aberdeenshire Council transferred 
a semi-derelict Victorian School building to the Boyndie Trust (for £1)88. After a total rebuild and 
reconfiguration, the former school opened as Boyndie Visitor Centre in 2004, and now attracts 
60,000 plus visitors per year89. It is home to a range of successful enterprises including a 
destination restaurant, gift shop, garden centre, workshops, and office space for the Trust and 
another local charity. In 2019 fifty-five people have permanent paid employment across the two 
co-located charities, delivering the services. There is a mix of full-time, part-time and job-share 
work, and all jobs exceed the Scottish Living Wage in salary level.  The building has been steadily 
upgraded and expanded every year since its opening – with the LEADER + funding programme 
a key tool for this.  

The Boyndie Visitor Centre received a third instalment of £69,660 of LEADER funding for 
supporting rural communities in the 2007-13 funding cycle, which has been used for capital work 
expansions and acquisitions, as the original building’s limitations started to constrain future 
activities and service development. This has allowed for the visitor centre to grow the services 
they provide, and thus the number of sustainable jobs87. The expansion of the retail space began 
in 2012, altering the internal layout of the existing visitor centre, and equipping newly created 
retail, training and workshop areas. It also improved the shop and increased growing spaces in 
the garden centre88. The project aimed to make every aspect of the daily running of the busy 
visitor centre into development opportunities for those in training placements, with a team of 
specialist job coaches and training leaders assisting and facilitating. An extension to the existing 
car park was made to enable more people to visit the centre at one time.  

 
84 For more information: 
http://aberdeenshireleader.org/LEADER_Project_Examples/LAGAberdeenshireLeaderProject.Ruraldevelopmentprog
rammeBoyndie.htm    
85 http://www.boyndievisitorcentre.co.uk/  
86 http://nalag.org.uk/projects/boyndie-trust-making-space/  
87 To view the video interview with Duncan https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/case-studies/boyndie-visitor-centre  
88 EURD https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/projects-practice/boyndie-visitor-centre_en  
89 Development Trusts Association Scotland 
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Ownership of the property, and the widespread local engagement in fundraising enabled the Trust 
to lever in £600,000 from other sources to finance the conversion of the building.90 Around two-
thirds of the Trust’s annual income (approximately £325,000) comes through the Centre’s tills, 
and the remaining third comes from Service Level Agreements with Aberdeenshire Council and 
other public agencies, for the provision of training services89.  

Boyndie Trust – Making Space: A further LEADER application has been successful, to finance 
the cost of a main construction contract. The construction will include a conservatory extension 
to the restaurant, reconfiguration of the kitchen area, new visitor washrooms, reconfigured retail 
spaces and general upgrading of the internal accessibility of the building for both trainees and 
visitors who have mobility restrictions. Additionally, but not funded by LEADER, solar panels will 
be installed on the new roof, estimated to save £1,500 of electricity bills per annum.  

Successes and impacts  

Whilst the original short LEADER project had formally finished, everything the trust started as a 
result of LEADER is still very much happening, and has grown. The enlargement and renovations 
to the building allowed expansion of the services provided by the Boyndie Visitor Centre, enabling 
them to train more individuals, accommodate more visitors and increase retail space as well as 
the number of jobs. It provided the infrastructure for the organisation to develop a sustainable 
income. The incremental growth has created new jobs, and safeguarded those existing. For 
example, in 2012 two posts were created to run and develop the extended training activities, and 
these became commercially self-sustaining after one year88.The car park extension solved the 
long running problem of inadequate parking facilities for visitors. Co-location of Banffshire 
Partnership allowed that organisation to significantly expand its provision of rural demand-
responsive bus services, with the new car park also safely housing the buses overnight while the 
centre is closed. 

The Boyndie Visitor Centre has improved the opportunities for local economic growth, by 
increasing the tourism offering along the Banffshire Coast. The Banffshire Coast has been 
enhanced as a brand, in addition to benefitting from LEADER in terms of better facilities, better 
services and increasing the tourist trade, which in itself has brought increased prosperity to the 
area.91  

The centre has managed to ensure that it is still a strong, relevant, growing and popular 
organisation after more than 15 years, relying on self-generated income.  

Challenges, lessons learned and looking to the future  

Boyndie Trust’s success as an organisation can be traced back clearly to the high-quality 
planning, and foundations developed, during the period funded by the 1999 initial grant. The third 
LEADER/CLLD grant enabled the range of services offered by the Boyndie Trust and the impact 
of what they deliver, to be improved. In a Scottish Rural Network Case Study, a representative 
from the Boyndie Trust stated that the biggest challenge they face is having the strength of 
character to not follow trends or fashions that are not right for either the charity’s beneficiaries, 
the community or the organisation.92 Having a clear and realistic business plan, with clear 
consistent management to ensure the Trust is doing what is right for the community, is important 
for the future of the Boyndie Visitor Centre.  

 

90 See the DTAS case study about Boyndie Visitor Centre here: 
https://dtascommunityownership.org.uk/resources/case-studies/boyndie-visitor-centre-aberdeenshire-case-study 
91 See the ENRD case study on Boyndie Visitor Centre here: https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/projects-practice/boyndie-
visitor-centre_en 
92 See https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/case-studies/boyndie-visitor-centre  
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One way to make charitable activities self-sustaining, and minimising grant-dependency, is to 
adopt social enterprise principles of working. More needs to be done to encourage successful 
and experienced businesses to see charitable activities and outcomes as key end goals, rather 
than purely generating bottom-line profit.  

Project 4: The North Harris Trust – asset-based community development 

The Isle of Harris is renowned for its landscapes and wildlife and has experienced increasing 
visitor numbers in recent years, with increased demand on the island’s limited infrastructure and 
linked pressures on affordable housing provision. The North Harris Trust (NHT) was established 
as a community trust in 2002 to purchase the North Harris Estate as a means to address the 
demographic and economic challenges facing the area through increasing employment 
opportunities, housing provision and enhancing the area’s natural and cultural heritage. The NHT 
has since acquired the neighbouring Seaforth Estate (2005) and the island of Scalpay (2013) and 
now owns 29,500 hectares. 
 
LEADER Projects 
NHT has experienced considerable success in relation to LEADER funding, having successfully 
applied for four separate projects, all of which are detailed below. 
 
The North Harris Eagle Observatory93 was developed in 2011 with funding (£53K) provided by 
a partnership of Scottish Natural Heritage, the Brown Forbes Memorial Fund and LEADER 
(£11K). Located in Glen Miavag (a 2km walk from the roadside), the observatory was established 
to provide a focal point for eagle watching on Harris. Harris has one of the highest densities (20 
pairs) of Golden Eagles in Scotland, with the observatory representing one of the best and most 
accessible locations in Scotland for viewing eagles in the wild. The sustainable-timber structure 
incorporates a turf roof and information boards. The observatory is now part of the Outer Hebrides 
Birds of Prey Trail (which also received LEADER funding). 
 
Huisinis Gateway: NHT owns and operates toilet facilities at Huisinis, a scenic and remote beach 
location popular as a camping area and start-off point for walks and wildlife watching. Prior to 
2017 the facilities were limited and in need of refurbishment, with visitor pressures (including 
campervans) impacting the surrounding machair habitat. The Huisinis Gateway was developed 
in 201794 to replace the existing facilities, with the aim of managing visitors more effectively and 
creating a community asset, with funding of £270K sourced from LEADER (£125K) and a 
partnership of other funding bodies95. The Gateway provides toilets and showers all year round, 
car parking and an area for campervans (including electrical hook ups), to take pressure off the 
machair habitat. The facilities incorporate an area to shelter, interpretation on the local landscape, 
waste and recycling bins, a chemical disposal point and freshwater supply, with payment for the 
facilities by voluntary donation96. The facility allows the local outdoor education centre and school 
to base outdoor activities at Huisinis, with the interpretation and sheltered area doubling as a 
classroom out of season. 
 

Scalpay Affordable Housing: The Scalpay Care Unit was established in 1990 for five residents 
in need of 24 hour care, with six housing units for more independent residents. Despite the facility 

 

93 See: https://www.north-harris.org/north-harris/the-north-harris-eagle-observatory/ 
94 Further details see: http://www.outerhebridesleader.co.uk/approved-projects/huisinis-gateway/ 
95 Incorporating funding from HIE, Western Isles Council, Scottish Landfill Communities Fund , Bord na Gaidhlig and 
The Mushroom Trust. 
96 See: https://www.north-harris.org/north-harris-2/huisinis-gateway/ 
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being valued locally as a focal point and care demand remaining high, it was closed in 201297. 
Following NHT’s acquisition of Scalpay (2013) a community consultation highlighted the Care Unit 
and housing generally as a priority, resulting in the NHT leasing the unit during 2014. Due to the 
subsequent high demand for lettings, the Trust decided to purchase the property. It was acquired 
from CnES for 10% of the market value using Scottish Land Fund funding, with the aim of 
addressing local population decline by redeveloping the unit to provide affordable housing for 
people who want to live and work in Scalpay. The redevelopment of the unit into two affordable 
homes was undertaken by NHT in 2017 for £250K, with funding from the Rural Housing Fund 
(£100K) and LEADER (£124K), with NHT contributing the remainder98. 
 

Ardvourlie Woodland observatory: Ardvourlie is a 100ha broadleaf woodland near Scaladale, 
planted as part of the Millennium Forest Program 18 years ago, close to transport links but with 
few visitors. Following a community consultation, NHT acquired 50% co-funding of £25K from 
LEADER to develop an observatory on the site as a focal point to enhance this under-used asset. 
The development (underway) incorporates signage and an observatory in an elevated position 
linked with an existing circular path, which will incorporate information panels on birds and the 
environment. The NHT plan to use the facility for their ranger service to deliver events, guided 
walks and education on landscape management, as well as use of the facility as a dark-sky and 
northern lights watching location. 
 
Successes and Impacts 

• The development and enhancement of visitor focal points, with visitor numbers of 5-
6000 a year to the Eagle Observatory and 38,000 in 2018 to Huisinis Gateway, with new 
focal points with sufficient parking shifting visitor pressure from existing attractions, 
enhancing sustainable tourism infrastructure and visitor management. 

• Direct and indirect economic impacts, including local spend on facility builds and spin 
off impacts including a catering business by a crofter at Huisinis. For NHT, donations at 
Huisinis towards camping, showers and parking totalled £13K (previous income from the 
site was £1000-1500), as well as providing a part time caretaker job for a crofter. Rental 
income is generated from the Scalpay housing development. 

• Community retention through improving facilities and affordable housing provision, with 
two families able to stay and work in the area due to the Scalpay initiative. 

 
Challenges  
 

• The bureaucracy of LEADER requirements and the current online application system; 
• Matching LEADER requirements with those of match funders, with delays from match 

funders potentially resulting in the loss of a LEADER grant due to the rigid time limits; 

• Generating income (charging) from facilities and capitalising on visitor numbers due to 
the project/grant being taken forward on a non-commercial basis to avoid having to fund 
the VAT liability; 

• The time and effort required to engage the community on all decisions within a 
community trust and base decisions on broad consensus. 

 
Lessons learned 

 

97 For full details see: https://www.north-harris.org/2018/05/scalpay-care-unit-housing-project/ 
98 For details see: http://outerhebridesleader.co.uk/approved-projects/scalpay-care-unit-development/ 
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LEADER is particularly well suited to the objectives of NHT relative to other funds. Key lessons 
NHT have learned from the LEADER applications and projects include: 

• The importance of approaching the LEADER staff team early in the process for 
feedback on project ideas and application details, with the separation of staff from the 
decision making body facilitating clear and direct feedback. 

• The need for flexibility around match funding timelines, with the timescales of match 
funders difficult to align with the 60 day LEADER match funding window. 

• Ensuring that the community are consulted from an early stage and throughout the 
process and that relevant data (e.g. consultation feedback, visitor numbers etc.) is 
captured from the outset to evidence the application is addressing a clear need. 

Project 5: Day of the Region – capturing the legacy of LEADER  

Day of the Region is a strategic project by Dumfries and Galloway LEADER Local Action Group 
(LAG) and has been delivered in the region every year since 2011. Day of the Region aims to 
encourage those in Dumfries and Galloway to get to know those within the community better, 
explore what’s on their doorstep and create a greater sense of pride in regional identity. 

Context 

Day of the Region is a community capacity building programme, first delivered in Germany in 
1999, and then the Netherlands in 2004. The programme has its origins in the LEADER 
transnational concept and fits well within the key policy frameworks across Local Authorities in 
Scotland99. Day of the Region adopted the theme of ‘well-being’ and used a model researched by the 
New Economics Foundation ‘The 5 Ways to Well-being’. The team designing Day of the Region in Dumfries 
& Galloway identified these themes as an ideal conceptual framework to connect the broader policy 
objectives (and their European Union and national contexts) with local communities. 

Project description 

The aim of the Day of the Region project was to develop a region-wide initiative that primarily 
brought together a variety of organisations and community groups within a certain geographical 
area. Private businesses, with the support from public agencies, deliver a series of community-
centred activities and events as part of an annual regional celebration. The Day of the Region 
project has progressed through the years in Dumfries and Galloway, from the initial phase in 2011 
through to 2019.  

Day of the Region is led by a dedicated project officer, who is supported by other LEADER team 
members, and is provided with strategic direction by a Programme Steering Group, comprising 
members of the Dumfries and Galloway Local Action Group, and representatives from individual 
communities99.  

The initial project aimed to deliver a ‘string’ of activities, organised by community groups with the 
support of LEADER staff. These were to be co-ordinated and promoted jointly and extensively as 
part of a regional celebration which took place over one weekend involving a number of different 
community locations100.  

As part of the initiative, five communities were recruited and links were established with Dag van 
de Regio in the Netherlands and Tag der Regionen in Germany with reciprocal visits arranged to 
experience transnational Day of the Region delivery. As a result of the feedback from the initial 

 
99 Day of the region summary evaluation report (2014) 
100 2013 LAG evaluation  
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phase, the LAG realised the level of enthusiasm for this type of community development project 
in small rural communities. The LAG embarked on a two-year project to develop strong Guidance 
and a Framework to offer communities more direction on how the project could work for them, 
taking account of the community feedback and evaluation from 2011.  
 

After the completion of a framework, establishment of partnerships in other European countries 
and a desire to extend the delivery of Day of the Region into new communities, the Steering Group 
successfully secured funding to deliver Day of the Region; be part of it in 2014. 

Day of the Region Legacy project101 is a three year transnational co-operation project between 
territories in several other EU nations. The project will encourage innovation and collaboration, 
adding scale to the project and building social cohesion between those in different areas. Co-
operation with partner regions in Europe presents opportunities to meet, learn from and share 
experiences of living and working in rural communities. The Day of the Region model is effective 
in giving communities the ability to arrange events, participate in partnerships and learn from other 
communities.  

Successes and impacts 

Day of the Region is a very relevant approach to building social capital in rural communities, and 
is highly relevant in the local strategic context as it aims to build regional identity and cohesion.  
An online survey showed that 2/3 respondents believed they had made connections to other 
communities in the region as a result of Day of the Region99. Twenty different communities have 
participated at least once, four communities have participated three times, and two communities 
have participated twice.  

The Day of the Region initiative has delivered notable achievements against these goals and has 

clearly: 

• Stimulated volunteering – e.g. new volunteers at Clark’s little Ark and the Eskdalemuir Hub; 
• Stimulated group membership – e.g. most events led to new members for participating clubs and 

societies; 
• Stimulated group formation – e.g. new riding and potting groups in Canonbie; and 
• Built the capacity of communities to attempt bigger challenges - e.g. Lochmaben and 

Crocketford. 

Day of the Region in 2014 delivered a Social Return of £9.37 for every £1 of investment. Benchmarked 
against 28 other projects and programmes assessed using the same methodology, this is towards the 
upper end of the levels of social return on investment generated by community-focused social activities. 

The Day of the Region has three main routes to sustainability: 

• The assets and items which are bought through the project and continue to be available to the 
community after the event, e.g. projection or display facilities (such as Crocketford and Canonbie); 

• Building the capacity and confidence of communities to attempt bigger and more ambitious 
projects, such as Lochmaben; and 

• Building the capacity and confidence of individuals within the community, e.g. those who learnt 
new skills through Day of the Region and who are now have sufficient confidence to mentor 
others. 

Challenges, lessons learned and looking to the future 

 

101 https://www.dgleader.co.uk/projects/day-region-legacy-project/  
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In those communities where Day of the Region has been successful, it is clear that the enthusiasm and 
confidence developed will carry forward to activity in future years, whether this is funded or not. Factors 
that can go against this include: 

• Initiative fatigue – some communities simply have too many similar activities going on; 
• Pressure on key people – a particular issue with small communities is that much of the 

organisation falls on the shoulders of a small group of individuals; and 
• Emphasis on free events – once communities have an expectation that something is 

free, it is very hard to change this view. This makes the job of establishing a sustainable 
successor to Day of the Region harder. The choice for the Steering Group will be whether 
to allow/encourage the introduction of charges, or to introduce training for communities in 
approaches to fund raising that will enable them to maintain free events. 

Project 6: The Chalet Dunbar – holidays for all 

The Chalet Dunbar - Holidays for all – is luxury, four star, self-catering accommodation in the East 
Lothian countryside. The chalet opened in May 2017, and was partially funded by Tyne Esk 
LEADER as part of a farm diversification grant102. 

Project description  

The project aimed at diversifying the Gilchrist’s 400-acre East Lothian farm, in order to meet the 
growing demand for accessible tourism103. The project aimed to provide accommodation which is 
suitable and safe for guests, meeting individual needs for those with physical disabilities and those 
with autism, acquired brain injuries or visual impairment104. The chalet is fully accessible with a 
prism ceiling track hoist system.    

The Chalet has coastal views over Dunbar and the Firth of Forth, and provides guests with the 
opportunity to explore the farm and meet animals in the stay. It fits well with other accessible 
organisations in the area, such as Beach Wheelchairs (a charity that gives free use of specially 
adapted wheelchairs that can be used on sand)105. 

The project is managed by Kay and James Gilchrist, and is partially funded through their own 
farm and through the £60,650 LEADER grant, and was built by Island Leisure Lodges. The project 
developers researched their target audience to determine the necessary facilities, visiting other 
businesses in a similar market.  

Successes and impacts  

The Chalet has been busy since its opening, with many bookings in its first year of operation. It 
was a finalist in the Most Accessible Venue/Hotel for Disability Requirements. Kay Gilchrist was 
shortlisted at the Business Women Scotland (BWS) Women in Hospitality and Tourism Awards106.  

Challenges, lessons learned and looking to the future 

The project was quite difficult to get through the LAG application process, as it had a private 
business focus. The LAG tends to score more highly on a project that crosses different sectors 
and joins ideas (i.e. in this case the location along the John Muir Way). The accessible for all 

 

102 http://www.thechaletdunbar.co.uk/chalet/  
103 https://www.tyneesk.co.uk/files/8515/2646/1406/The_Chalet_-_PDF.pdf 
104 https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/case-studies/chalet-holidays-all  
105 http://www.beachwheelchairs.org/  
106 https://www.tyneesk.co.uk/news/another-leader-project-nominated-award/  

http://www.thechaletdunbar.co.uk/chalet/
https://www.tyneesk.co.uk/files/8515/2646/1406/The_Chalet_-_PDF.pdf
https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/case-studies/chalet-holidays-all
http://www.beachwheelchairs.org/
https://www.tyneesk.co.uk/news/another-leader-project-nominated-award/
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approach of the Chalet allowed it to be portrayed as a niche tourism sector, which complemented 
the other projects focussed on food and drink, thus received funding.  

The delay in payment was also a large challenge for the Chalet, for which they had to organise 
extensions to their bank overdraft. If they were to advise other applicants, they would recommend 
being very thorough with their cash flow projections before the start of the project, and to ensure 
they have a safety net in case of payment delays104.  

The project is looking to continue to build its reputation and provide high quality experiences for 
guests. They also hope to improve areas of the farm to allow guests to have the freedom to 
explore more.  

Project 7: Tea Gardens of Scotland – high quality, novel product 

Tea Gardens of Scotland is an enterprise initiative taken forward by Artisan Tea Gardens Ltd (a 
collaboration of nine tea growers), to support the development of growing and marketing artisan 
tea in Scotland as a viable crop, through access to specialist advice and knowledge sharing. The 
project was awarded £77,512 of LEADER funding (with a total project cost of £155,504) as a 
cooperative venture between Angus (lead funder), Fife and Perth and Kinross LAGs and ran from 
April 2017 to September 2019. 

Context 

A group of nine emergent tea growers formed the Scottish Artisan Tea Producers’ Network  in 
2015, with the aim of working collaboratively to grow the knowledge base and explore market 
opportunities for Scottish tea. The group commissioned a feasibility study107 which confirmed that 
due to the emergence of a strong speciality tea market, growing small crops of high quality tea is 
a commercially viable opportunity in Scotland. Tea growing in Scotland faces challenges, 
including a short growing season, low light intensity and limited availability of high quality certified 
tea seed. However, these factors also offer potential for growing tea with a unique flavor profile 
of interest to the international specialty tea market. The feasibility study identified a lack of 
formalised tea knowledge and expertise among the growers, with access to sufficient training 
(including in business skills) and consultancy a top priority. To address these gaps and 
meaningfully test the market potential of speciality tea as a scalable business venture the group 
undertook a LEADER project application in 2016.  

  

 
107 Melican (2016) Tea Growing  Feasibility Study; Study Report undertaken to examine the feasibility of growing tea 
commercially in Scotland funded by the Community Food Fund. 

https://teagardensofscotland.co.uk/feasibility-study-2016.pdf
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Project description  

The Tea Gardens of Scotland project108 has supported a group of nine novice tea growers in Fife, 
Perth and Kinross and Angus to work collaboratively to develop their skills and experience in 
cultivating, tending, harvesting and marketing Scottish grown artisan tea, through providing 
access to specialist advice from expert tea consultants, special equipment for working in the 
individual gardens and processing, international learning visits and training and development 
events. Prior to the Tea Gardens project, growing tea from seed had never been undertaken in 
Scotland. The LEADER funding provided the group with access to a part-time consultant who 
advised them (on tea cultivation as well as business and market development) and played a key 
co-ordination role. Tea seed was imported from Nepal and Georgia, germinated in Glasshouses 
and distributed to the growers. During the project the growers undertook a number of learning 
modules (e.g. with the UK Tea Academy ’s affiliated Scottish Tea Factory) and visits and (using 
their own tea) trialed a variety of different processing techniques to develop the most suitable 
methods for the Scottish environment. Through a collaborative approach, the group have built the 
story about their tea as a high quality specialty product before bringing their tea to market in 2020. 

Successes and impacts  

A key strength of LEADER for the group was the support of Angus LAG throughout the process 
and the flexibility of the funding, which allowed the group to use part of the funding to fund the 
consultants’ fees, as without this arrangement the group would not have been able to take on a 
consultant. The co-ordination role the consultant played allowed the group to focus on improving 
their tea cultivation skills under expert guidance, thereby substantially raising the quality of their 
product, while developing their business venture and learning from each other, to expand their 
collective knowledge base.  

Key additional successes/impacts include: 

• The ability (through the consultant) to substantially enhance the quality of the tea 
produced across the group which facilitated the development of businesses. This would 
not have been possible without expert input and resulted in the first pure black tea ever 
grown in Scotland, which sold rapidly as a high value109 product. 

• The opportunity, through the development of a small-scale tea-processing initiative 
(the Scottish Tea Factory110), funded by a separate LEADER grant, to process small 
batches of high quality tea in Scotland. This facility was developed by the consultant to 
the Tea Gardens of Scotland initiative and provides a critical element of the supply chain 
and a focal point for expansion of the small-scale artisan Scottish tea industry in Scotland.  

• The development of businesses producing high value hand rolled tea in small batches, 
with the founding gardens tea selling at retail values of £2300 per KG. 

• Employment impacts resulting from the successful development of new tea businesses, 
with all the growers employing additional temporary staff from the local area and the 
development of linked tourist enterprises related to tea products. 

 

Challenges  

The group noted the challenges associated with the administrative aspects of LEADER and 
LARCs, with cooperative projects also seen as facing additional challenges due to the need to 

 

108 For a film about the project see here. 
109 With Scottish grown tea currently selling at an equivalent value of £2,000 per KG.  
110 The Scottish Tea Factory received £25,560 of LEADER funding (towards total project costs of £44,309) to establish 
a small-scale tea processing facility, with the aim of establishing a centre for excellence for Scotland that can run 
training to small scale growers and act as a hub for education, tours and tourist events. 

https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/case-studies/tea-gardens-scotland
https://www.pekoetea.co.uk/products/kinnettles-gold-scottish-grown-tea
https://scottishteafactory.co.uk/
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coordinate certain aspects across multiple LAGs. However, key challenges related primarily to 
wider aspects of the project, including: 

• A very steep learning curve and the need to trial potentially risky approaches to growing, 
harvesting and processing, to determine suitable approaches and the need for the time 
and space ‘to make mistakes as you go along’.  

• High labour costs, requiring production of a very high quality product to offset costs. 

• Challenges relating to product authenticity and competing in a market where tea 
products labelled as ‘Scottish Tea’ may not contain tea grown in Scotland, thereby 
devaluing high quality tea genuinely grown and processed in Scotland. 

Lessons learned and looking to the future 

Three key aspects were evident in relation to learning and future development: 

• Networking and information sharing represents an invaluable mechanism for building 
a national and international network in relation to a new venture and as a basis for building 
a market and supply chain going forward. The Tea Gardens website and the network 
developed through the project ensures this collaboration can be maintained once the 
LEADER project has completed. 

• Tourism and education/training related opportunities, represent a key opportunity for 
adding value and diversifying the emergent tea businesses, as well as building business 
narratives. This includes accommodation, tours and the future development of a ‘Tea 
Trail’, to attract visitors and provide a diverse experience for tea aficionados.  

• Developing clear legislation on labelling to protect the added value of authentic 
Scottish grown tea and improve understanding of what constitutes Scottish tea among the 
general public. Greater clarity is needed around the legal requirements for labelling in 
relation to the percentage of a tea blend required to be of Scottish origin for a product to 
be labelled as ‘Scottish tea’ – to avoid tea blends with very little or no Scottish grown tea 
benefitting from a perception of being Scottish in origin. This could, potentially, include an 
agreed quality standard mark for Scottish grown tea in the future. 

 

Project 8: Connecting communities – a community broadband development 

officer  

Forth Valley and Lomond (FVL) LAG established a community broadband initiative and 
community broadband officer post in 2018 to enhance broadband availability in the region. 
 
Context 
Broadband has rapidly become an essential service, with negative consequences for rural 
communities unable to access reliable, high quality service. Sufficient access to high speed 
broadband is increasingly associated with access to public services, educational attainment and 
improved employment and business opportunities. Businesses and residents are often widely 
dispersed in rural areas, with broadband access often critical for market access and tourism 
development, with people often choosing where to live, work and holiday, based on broadband 
provision. In FVL, broadband access was perceived as a high priority by local community groups, 
with recognition that gaps existed in national programmes supporting broadband development, 
particularly for some remote rural areas. The development of local-level broadband initiatives was 
recognised as offering scope for working with existing businesses to facilitate collaborative place-
based solutions for improving broadband access. In particular, the establishment of a broadband 
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officer post offered scope for providing a degree of technical expertise and support for community 
initiatives. 
 
Description 
The Broadband Project was established by FVL LEADER in 2018, in partnership with Stirling 
Council (who provided 50% of the funding for the officer role, with the other 50% provided by 
LEADER). The project is a LAG-led strategic initiative to support community-led broadband 
initiatives (with a focus on infrastructure projects), particularly among communities who will not 
benefit from the Digital Scotland Superfast Broadband (DSSB) programme. A Community 
Broadband Development Officer was appointed in 2018 (for 2yrs) to work with communities, 
businesses and other relevant organisations to help identify gaps and advise and support these 
groups in obtaining an appropriate solution. The project steering group identified key priority areas 
for action, with an emphasis on developing collaborative initiatives, supporting communities and 
identifying key services and support gaps as a basis for lobbying government for further support. 
The broadband officer has subsequently worked with a number of groups across the area, 
including the Balquhidder Community Broadband Project111. This initiative (led by four community 
volunteers) was developed to provide businesses in Balquhidder Glen (an area not covered by 
existing UK Government broadband expansion schemes) with ultrafast broadband. The 
community group successfully recruited a project management officer with LEADER funding 
support (£15,000) and is now on track to successfully deliver superfast broadband across the 
project area, with substantial benefits for existing businesses and residents. 
 
Successes and Impacts 
 

• The broadband officer role has provided a conduit for the development of effective 
partnerships and collaborative initiatives (across public, third sector and private 
sectors), with the provision of a full time officer accelerating initiatives often run by 
community volunteers and connecting community groups with existing networks and 
support. This has included facilitating additional council funding for community projects 
and the development of an international (Smart Villages) cooperation project with 
European partners. 

• While some communities have benefitted from existing relevant technical 
experience/expertise within the community group, the existence of the officer role has 
provided specific support on technical and planning aspects for volunteer groups. 

• The creation of new community groups has been partly stimulated by the officer 
role (and increased recognition of potential project funding support) where no group 
previously existed, resulting in the development of an effective voice for the community 
and a structure for taking forward projects and acquiring funding. 

• A number of new broadband initiatives have been established through collaborative 
working with community groups, with expertise and support provided through the officer 
role. Four new projects have been funded, with over 500 premises connected to superfast 
broadband since the establishment of the officer role. 

• The project areas have experienced increased in-migration and local business 
benefits as a result of the increased availability of superfast broadband. Enhanced 
broadband availability increases potential for attracting new enterprise, with some of the 
existing/emergent initiatives exploring the potential for business hub development and 
enterprise ‘incubation centres’.  

 

 

111 For further detail on the Balquhidder initiative see here. 

https://www.fvl.org.uk/case-studies/case-study-balquhidder-community-broadband/
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Challenges 
Specific challenges included: 

• Sourcing sufficient project funding, with community groups often unaware of relevant 
initiatives or funding sources, whether there area was going to be included in national 
programmes and the mechanisms through which funding could be obtained.  

• Uncertainty around the future, including in relation to Brexit and funding provision 
generally. Combined with the low awareness around whether support would be available, 
this led to some communities being unsure as to whether they should make the effort to 
take a project forward. As the broadband officer role is a 2yr position, uncertainty also 
exists in the future around this role. 

• Capacity in relation to the existence of a sustainable community group and in 
relation to the availability of some expertise locally around IT and broadband initiatives. 
Community groups are often reliant on volunteers and in some cases community 
groups/networks was not well developed. In some cases this had resulted in specific 
projects failing to acquire funding, due to the lack of any funded staff or support and a lack 
of relevant expertise. 

 
Lessons learned and looking to the future 
Key lessons learned through the development of the broadband officer role and related 
community broadband initiatives include: 
 

• Ensuring the impacts of the resulting projects are clearly identified and promoted 
and maintained longer term. This may include harnessing wider research to demonstrate 
the impacts of similar projects and/or conducting project specific evaluations (e.g. using 
SROI methods) to demonstrate their full impact to the local community and economy. 

• Ensuring opportunities and conduits exist for building long lasting coalitions across 
relevant groups within the public, private and third sectors. 

• Taking a realistic approach in terms of what can be delivered using volunteer 
groups and what is feasible over a given time period – and providing sufficient support 
and advice/expertise to such groups to enable them to deliver successfully. 

• Maintaining dialogue (e.g. through a project website and community meetings) with 
the wider community to ensure their engagement with and support for the initiative. 

• As access to broadband is an issue that affects many people across the area there was 
an expectation by some that this would be a core service delivered by the Council. This 
has made it a challenge to stay focussed on the core purpose of the project which 
was to support and empower communities to develop solutions themselves.  The Council 
taking forward the broadband initiative would be a very positive outcome; however, 
LEADER projects are not a substitute for Council services in rural areas 
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Annex 6: Research interview guide 

The role of the LEADER approach post-Brexit: stakeholder interview guide 

Interviews to last for up to one hour. Questions are grouped into four themes. Table to accompany 
questioning (see over). Prompts are listed below in italics. 

Opening 

Describe the project (refer to project info sheet). Explain the themes of the interview. 

1. Ask the interviewee to explain their current and previous experience of LEADER (e.g. as a 

LAG/FLAG member, beneficiary, etc.) 

Note the year that they first encountered LEADER, whether they have stayed with the 

programme or been away and returned, and whether they have taken on a different role 

in different programmes, etc. 

Theme 1: Key success factors for LEADER 

2. What do you think are the main successes of LEADER? [Confirm which programming 

period(s) the comments apply to.] 

Programme level: outcomes/implementation (e.g. co-operation, networking, learning).  

LAG/projects: factors leading to rural development (e.g. longevity/capacity building).  

3. Can you describe positive aspects of LEADER that have lasted over time? What evidence 

can you use to support this? 

Why have these lasted over time? What conditions mean impacts are short-lived? 

4. To what extent do you think each of the key features of the LEADER approach are important 

for the implementation of Local Development Strategies?  

Show them the list of features112 and ask them to consider each one. Are some more 

important than others, are any not relevant or hard to deliver (and why)? 

5. Can you describe how success is evaluated or measured? [Or, if more appropriate for 

interviewee, how well do you think the impacts of LEADER are evaluated/measured?] 

Identify any monitoring arrangements by LAGs and how effective these have been in 

tracking performance against LDS targets. 

Theme 2: Key challenges/constraints of the current LEADER programming period 

6. Can you describe any challenges of the current programming period and its delivery (under 

both the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, EAFRD, and the European 

Maritime and Fisheries Fund, EMFF)? 

e.g. administration, funding process, representativeness of LAGs, role of LDS, etc. Note 

whether comments are at programme level of for a specific area/project. Ask for examples 

where possible. 

 

112 Table 3.1 in the Technical Report. 
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Theme 3: Looking back and taking stock 

7. Reflecting on how the LEADER approach has changed over time (as far back as you are 

familiar with), what do you think have been the main positive and negative changes? 

Positive and negative changes, about emphasis on innovation, co-operation, multi-funds 

vs. mono-funds, LDS etc. 

8. Thinking about the role of LAGs (and FLAGs where appropriate) in the development and 

implementation of Local Development Strategies, can you outline what aspects of partnership 

working through LAGs have worked well and less well? 

If interviewing LAG rep, ask them to provide some context first. Transparency, 

representativeness, technical appraisal of applications, communications, managing risk, 

promoting innovation, value of LAG exchange activities. 

Theme 4: Looking forwards (post-Brexit) 

Note UK Brexit context if necessary 

9. If there were to be another LEADER programme, are there any specific features of the LEADER 

approach that you think should be retained? 

10. Are there any specific features of the LEADER approach that you think should be changed in 

any future iteration of the LEADER approach?  

11. Are there any examples of best practice in your experience of the LEADER approach that you 

think could help inform the design and implementation of any future iteration of the LEADER 

approach in Scotland? 

Ask for evidence to underpin examples mentioned. 

12. Are there any other things that we could learn from other local development funding models, 

either in Scotland or elsewhere? 

e.g. LEADER delivery models elsewhere, local development trusts/companies that own 

and implement local plans/strategies, Community Planning Partnerships, etc. 

Closing 

Ask the interviewee if they have any questions or if there is anything else they would like to add. 

Also ask for other interviewees, ideally not the ‘usual suspects’. 

Also ask them to suggest specific case studies. 


