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Abstract. Without knowledge of the past, it is impossible to build the future, therefore, it is necessary to comprehend
the processes that have already taken place, if only because it will allow us to learn lessons both from the mistakes made
and from positive experiences. The development of the LEADER program, its current form, had several antecedents, it
was practically the result of a complex development, so the LEADER programme has undergone a number of changes
and we believe that these changes have had many benefits in terms of improving the living conditions of rural people,
but that the system has yet to achieve real community-building effects. We have therefore compiled a selection of the
most important events and developments in the LEADER programme, with the intention of highlighting the key
achievements that have been made. We would like to take stock of the less successful activities and operational
anomalies whose continuation does not help the already problem-free process of community building and rural
development. In many cases, unfortunately, programmes have been implemented not to build community but to serve
individual interests.
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Аннотация. Без знания прошлого невозможно построить будущее, поэтому необходимо осмысление про-
цессов, которые уже произошли хотя бы потому, что это позволит извлечь уроки как из допущенных ошибок, так и
из положительного опыта. Разработка программы LEADER в ее нынешнем виде имела несколько предшественни-
ков, она практически стала результатом комплексной разработки, поэтому программа LEADER претерпела ряд
изменений и считается, что эти изменения принесли пользу с точки зрения улучшения условий жизни сельского
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населения, но в то же время эта программа не дала результатов при создании местных сообществ. Поэтому мы
составили подборку наиболее важных мероприятий и событий в рамках программы LEADER с намерением под-
черкнуть основные достижения, которые были достигнуты. Мы хотели бы проанализировать итоги менее успеш-
ных мер и действий, продолжение которых не способствует и без того беспроблемному процессу создания общин
и развития сельских территорий. Во многих случаях, к сожалению, программы осуществлялись не для создания
общины, а для удовлетворения индивидуальных интересов.

Ключевые слова: развитие сельских территорий, программа ЛИДЕР, региональное и комплексное развитие
Венгрии, трансформация, поддержка.
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Introduction

If we want to get to grips with the idea of
rural development based on Community initiatives,
we have to start from the basic situation that rural
areas are in a difficult situation, namely that the
countryside has lost its basic functions. Our
analysis is therefore based on the diagnosis that
has characterised rural areas in general for
decades. These are: depopulation and ageing, the
loss of agricultural labour, rural incomes below
the central European average, and the lack of
some basic infrastructure, but all this, together
with the socio-economic backwardness of the
countryside, is accompanied by positive elements
such as a cultural and environmental wealth
which, if well exploited, can diversify the activities
of the area.

Grass-roots initiatives are increasingly being
discussed as a solution to these problems. In rural
areas, many see tourism as a socially valorised
territorial resource as a starting point for such
initiatives, which can help to improve economic
and social problems [Wachtler, 2003]. Similarly, it
is often argued that tourism or agriculture as
drivers of local economic development in rural
areas can often be presented as a break-out option,
a tool or a complex solution, but that this is
generally not sufficiently established in the
individual areas and that one sector alone is rarely
able to solve the socio-economic problems of rural
areas. This is also problematic because sector-
specific solutions carry serious risks, as exposure
to the sector and the difficulties it may face can
lead to “local disasters” (e.g. serious economic
problems caused by the crown virus in tourism-
based areas). We agree with Hanus, who believes
that tourism, as an important element of economic
diversity and rural development, can contribute to
economic catch-up,  the conservation and
sustainable use of natural and other resources, and

the improvement of the quality of life of local
people [Hanusz, 2008]. It is therefore necessary
to adopt a conditionality approach and to learn that
there is no single solution, that individual solutions
can always work, taking into account and building
on local specificities. It is therefore of the utmost
importance to be aware of the different
characteristics of a given area, as some sectoral
developments require certain preconditions that
are not sufficiently present in all rural areas [Dávid
et al., 2007].

The solution could be the so-called “un” (see
fig. 1). Its key element is the activation of local actors,
the joint development of a vision. Community planning
involves the active participation of stakeholders from
the very beginning of the planning process. It is an
opportunity for them to get to know each other, to
share their ideas and the core values they wish to
uphold. It can be seen that, compared to expert
planning, there is a much higher level of engagement
and active participation. The socialisation of the plan
resulting from the collective reflection is quite easy,
since it is created by consensus and accepted by the
community [Szaló, 2010].

Material and method

During the preparation of the study, we
synthesized the related literature and professional
opinions, as there are relatively large differences in
interpretation and application of the topic, both among
experts and among the organizations, local
governments, NGOs and groups involved in the
practical application.

Our basic objective was to summarise the
literature that is essential for a more detailed analysis
of the knowledge identified as the subject of our
study, namely a brief summary of the theoretical
approach and practical implementation of LEADER
initiatives and of national and international
experiences.
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In this study we have systematically listed the
main milestones and milestones of the LEADER
approach, tried to explore the processes and events
that have led to the current situation and, with a
view to the future, collected suggestions for
observations that could lead to improvements in
the programme.

The emergence of rural development policy
in the European Union

The fact is that the countryside has real values,
but these values are under threat. There are many
unresolved problems (ageing population, migration,
unskilled youth, unemployment), so new methods,
experiments, grassroots Community initiatives are
needed and should be supported and well integrated.
In rural areas in Hungary, there is a need for
cooperation that is close, lasting and based on
economic interests. A given rural community can only
be successful if it relies on its own resources, skills
and economic potential, and does not expect others
to improve its lot.

Europe in the 1950s was still recovering from
the Second World War. The main concerns of the
European states were reconstruction and the
restarting of industry and agriculture, including the
organisation of a secure food supply for the
population. This was partly the reason why one of
the main objectives of the emerging European
Economic Community was the creation of a common
agricultural policy. According to Article 39 of the
Treaty of Rome, The aim of the common agricultural
policy (CAP) shall be: to increase the productivity
of agriculture by improving technical progress,
rationalising agricultural production and making the
best possible use of labour; to ensure an adequate

standard of living for the agricultural population, in
particular by increasing the per capita income of
the agricultural community; stabilising the market;
secure supplies; ensure that consumers are supplied
at a fair price.

Rural development policy in the European
Union was first introduced in the AGENDA 2000
package of measures, based on multifunctional
agriculture and wider support for rural society. The
question is: why was a new rural development policy
needed?

The answer can be found in a study on the CAP
reform:

– because it is important for  a healthy
agricultural sector;

– because it is important for maintaining a living
environment and quality of life, which the countryside
has a vital role to play in shaping;

– the dynamic economic development of the
Union requires social and economic cohesion.

Here we would like to note that, in our opinion,
Hungary needed and still needs a rural development
policy, regardless of its accession to the European
Union. Why because regional tensions in the
countryside, as well as the prevention of migration
and the maintenance of innovative activities, can be
effectively addressed through rural development
policy. However, the successful rural development
policy in the European Union is an instructive example
to follow.

The creation of the Rural Development
Regulation was a significant step forward for the
European legislative order. The Community Initiatives
funded by the European Union in the period 2000–
2006 were programmes that required a grassroots,
local initiative to be implemented (INTERREG,
EQUAL, URBAN, LEADER).

Affected Affected 

Planner 

Affected 

Flow of 
information 

Fig. 1. Internal community planning scheme
Note. Source. Edited by the Authors, based on [Tóth, Oláh, 2012].
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The birth and development of LEADER

Rural areas in the EU are very different, not
only in terms of environmental protection, economic
development, social, cultural, political and institutional
differences, but also in terms of development
dynamics.

Rural areas face many problems:
1. A low population, an ageing population and

an uneven demographic structure.
2. A lack of qualified young people and a

growing number of disadvantaged people.
3. A strong agricultural sector, pressure from

nearby urban areas.
4. Wide income disparities and increasing

isolation.
5. A growing gap between the business sector

and the civil sector.
Their marginalisation is exacerbated by

population decline and lower income levels
compared to cities. All this has led to the need for
new development methods and init ia t ives,
community interventions for  complex rural
development. This is why the EU Commission
launched one of the most important Community
initiatives, LEADER, in 1991. The acronym stands
for the French name of the programme (Liason
Entre Action pur le Development de Economie
Rurale).

LEADER I and LEADER II. The programme
was launched as LEADER I on a pilot basis in 1991–
1993 with a budget of ECU 400 million. The
Community Initiatives were financed by the Structural
Funds. A significant change in the programme is that
from 2000 it is possible for an action group to

cooperate with an EU action group and an action
group from outside the Member State. This is the
third period of LEADER.

LEADER+. The success of the LEADER
programme is demonstrated by the fact that the
programme has been funded by the European Union
for the third period (2000–2006). The development
of rural areas has gradually become key, requiring
experimentation and the search for innovative
solutions.

Learning about the LEADER programme
gives you the conviction that you can get EU
support for almost anything that the programme’s
creators can make you believe is in the interest of
a region, or for the benefit of the communities living
in the region, or for the production of value. The
LEADER method has implemented an
experimental and integrated scheme for rural
economic development. It was based on embracing
local, grassroots initiatives because only local
communities know the resources, potential and
constraints of their own rural areas.  The
LEADER+ programme star ted from the
perspective of sustainable development, which was
defined at the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Summit as a
way of development that aims to – meet the needs
of the present without preventing future generations
from achieving their own. It therefore seeks to take
into account the internal opportunities and
constraints of an area, its cultural, economic, social
and environmental achievements, as well as the
external opportunities and constraints that arise
when different local economic enterprises emerge.
Changes in rural development policy have continued
into the next planning period (Fig 2.).

Fig. 2. The 7 key features of LEADER
Note. Source: Edited by the Authors, based on [Eperjes, 2013].
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Rural development policy 2007–2013

The European Union’s new rural development
policy was established and announced by Council
Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005. This rural development
policy also recommended a series of measures from
which Member States could choose which to include
in their integrated rural development programmes and
request financial support from the Community.

The policy has continued to focus on the
sustainable development of rural areas, and to this
end has focused on three main policy objectives, as
agreed: improving the competitiveness of agriculture
and forestry; promoting land use and improving the
quality of the environment; and improving the quality
of life and encouraging diversification of economic
activity.

The three policy objectives above form the
thematic strands of the rural development
programmes, which are linked by the LEADER axis
as the “methodological” axis (Fig. 3).

LEADER has implemented its projects by
bringing people together in rural areas. LEADER –
a community can be made up of several adjacent
municipalities in a coherent area. A Local Action
Group (LAG) (made up of participating municipalities,
local businesses and NGOs) draws up a development
strategy for the area with the involvement of local
people. The national institution decides on the amount
of money available to the Action Group, which is then
allocated to the final beneficiaries (i.e. the applicant
organisations, institutions, businesses, etc.) through
a regional call for proposals.

A new paradigm has emerged as a transition in
the principles of the EU 2014–2020 programming
period (which are an integral part of the established
Europe 2020 strategy), the localisation theory of
sustainability, which, combined with the new EU
framework legislation, offers a  number of
opportunities for innovation for Member States. The
key pillars of the EU’s integrated territorial (local
development) policy are multi-funding (planning
across several funding funds to increase efficiency);
the extension of the LEADER concept; the use of
different funds by LAGs; the emergence of integrated
approaches to cross-sectoral development; and more
detailed local identification of problems and more
effective interventions. One of these innovations is
the introduction of new instruments for a spatially
based approach, such as Community Led Local
Development (CLLD). The approach of this old-new
instrument builds fully on the previous LEADER
[Eperjes, 2013; Eisenburger, 2014]. According to the
EU Council press release of 2 December 2021, The
Council has decided to adopt a fairer, greener and
more performance-based agricultural policy for the
period 2023–2027, with the following specific
objectives, which have been discussed on several
occasions.

For the Rural Development Programme, the
resources for the 2014–2020 period are HUF
1413.18 billion under Government Decision 1152/2020,
which can be cleared until 31 December 2023. Under
Regulation (EU) 2020/2022 of the European
Parliament and of the Council, Hungary will receive
transitional funding from the European Agricultural

Fig. 3. The architecture of the European Union’s rural development policy 2007–2013
Note. Source: Edited by the Authors, based on [FVM, 2006].
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Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) for two more
years (2021 and 2022), with the Government
providing for 80% domestic co-financing. This will
add an additional HUF 1 527.3 billion to the Rural
Development Programme (RDP) envelope, which
will be settled by 31 December 2025. This means
that the total amount available for the Rural
Development Programme over the period 2014–2022
will increase to HUF 2941.1 billion.

The changes to the CAP, and therefore to the
new LEADER-related system that is currently due
to start in 2023, are constantly being reported, showing
that the idea is not yet finalised, e.g. at the Agriculture
and Fisheries Council in June 2021, EU agriculture
ministers confirmed the provisional agreement with
the European Parliament on the reform of the
Common Agricultural Policy (Fig. 4). The new policy:
Strengthens Member States’ commitment to social
and labour rights of farm workers; Encourages
farmers to adopt more environmentally friendly
farming practices; Support small farms and younger
farmers; Better links support to farm results and
performance.

This means that the next step is to agree on the
remaining technical elements of the proposed reform
at inter-institutional level, and then formally approve
the proposal by the European Parliament and the
Council. According to press reports, at the Council
meeting in March 2022, the Commission informed
ministers of the state of play of its assessment of the
strategic plans under the future CAP. So the process
is not yet complete.

The seven key aspects of the LEADER method,
developed in 1991, define the current LEADER
approach to implementation. The CLLD is a method
based on dialogue and participation, and requires a
complex and coherent structure for planners to design
and implement a successful Local Development
Strategy (LDS). Its application aims to ensure the
development of the territory by strengthening the
participation, commitment and cooperation of local
actors and by creatively mobilising internal resources
[European Committee, 2014].

The CLLD focuses on sub regional areas, i.e.
the integrated and sustainable development of rural
areas and urban areas and neighbourhoods. This
means that the LEADER concept of rural areas will
be translated into urban areas. Urban spaces that
meet the criteria can therefore also be the setting for
grassroots development strategies, designed by local
communities, and in which local decisions on the use
of resources are taken. Whereas previously only a
part of the EAFRD funds could be used for CLLD-
based strategies, the Regulation laying down common
rules for the operation of the different funds allows
for the allocation of resources from several funds
for the implementation of LDS [European Committee,
2014; Czéghér, 2013]. This is why it was important
in 2015 for LAG to take into account and plan with
the measures and sub-programmes of other Rural
Development Programmes relevant to the strategy,
as well as with the possibilities of other Operational
Programmes and other development programmes
when planning the LDS [Áldorfai, 2021].

Fig. 4. Specific objectives of the new CAP
Note. Source. Edited by the Authors, based on [Az új közös ... , 2022].



94 ISSN 2310-1083. Региональная экономика. Юг России. 2022. Т. 10. № 3

P. Máté, T. Tóth. LEADER Program: Development Potential for Rural Life Improvement

One of the strategic principles of the LEADER
approach is innovation, i.e. that problems or
opportunities can be addressed not only by applying
previous solutions, but also by new methods, since
there is no general recipe for success, so we have to
develop new methods until we have uniformized every
single element of the space. This will never happen
and should not be the aim of any development in the
context of space. The ball is currently in the European
Commission’s court, as a uniform methodology for
the design and implementation of community-led local
development is not yet available [Áldorfai, Topa,
Káposzta, 2015; Nemzeti LEADER kézikönyv, 2015].

We agree with György Áldorfai’s opinion, as
he believes that it has become necessary to develop
a methodological approach that combines dynamic
and static analyses to detect changes in the spatial
resources of a given cycle. Of course, some of these
changes are the result of social, market and
globalisation processes, but others are the result of
development, which can stabilise or change the
external effects of the aforementioned processes
[Áldorfai, 2021]. He has developed his method, but
unfortunately, to our knowledge, it has not yet been
applied in practice.

In the period 2014–2020, the development of
small-scale infrastructure and basic services in rural
areas will be addressed by sub-measures M07 (Basic
services and village renewal) and M19 (LEADER
local development) of the Rural Development
Programme of Hungary, which are part of priority
area 6B (Promotion of local development in rural
areas). Measure M07 supports the development of
rural infrastructure and basic services through small-
scale improvements to built infrastructure in rural
settlements (7.2) and the extension and improvement
of the range and quality of services available (7.4).

Summary

In Hungary, between 2004 and 2006, the
LEADER+ programme was a period of learning, and
therefore a period of experience for Local
Communities/Action Groups. Since 2007, many good
initiatives have been implemented. The learning period
is now over, which is expected to be confirmed by the
successful commitment and use of resources. Positives
include the growth of local social capital and the
activation of local actors in the 2007–2013 budget period.
Solving funding, cutting red tape and shortening the
application decision period remain priorities for the
2014–2020 programming period. We think we have to
agree with Ritter’s view, as we also believe that the

adaptation of rural development programmes to local
socio-economic needs should be supported by the
promotion of grassroots initiatives, the extension and
strengthening of the LEADER concept, the so-called
“LEADER” approach, and the development of a more
effective and sustainable rural development policy.
There is also scope for Member States to develop sub-
programmes with a higher rate of support (and more
are doing so) for young farmers, small farmers, mountain
areas and short food chains. Instead of the previously
used axes, Member States can choose from a package
of measures a combination of measures that best
contribute to EU priorities [Ritter, 2019].

The LEADER programme has undergone a
number of changes and we believe that these changes
have had many benefits in terms of improving the living
conditions of rural people, but the scheme has yet to
deliver real community-building effects. Unfortunately,
in many cases the programmes have been implemented
not to build community but to serve individual interests,
and the implementation of central – shall we say –
control has played a major role in this. Nemes-Magócs’
studies have shown that, according to the LAG working
organisations, the added value of using the LEADER
method in the mid-term phase of the implementation of
the programme (2014–2020) has generally decreased
compared to the previous programming period, due to
the loss of confidence caused by the lengthy application
process, the significant reduction in development funds
compared to the previous period, and thus the reduction
in capacity for project generation, networking and
animation. As a result of all this, LEADER has lost its
importance in development policy at local level and
among entrepreneurs [Nemes, Magócs, 2020].
Unfortunately, this study also shows the opposite of the
planned progress of community building, which instead
of developing communities, results in a change in the
opposite direction of building community trust and
cooperation. As a real result, we can conclude that grant
payments have made a significant contribution to the
development of rural infrastructure and basic services,
with investments affecting 57.7% of Hungary’s
population.

In addition to the above, it is our view that
LEADER implementation in the recent period has
been paternalistic, with central management
dominating the process and LAG playing a rather
weak role. According to international experience, this
may yield results in the short term thanks to the rapid
allocation of resources, but it cannot really support
the growth of social and organisational capital in rural
areas. Therefore, in our view, the aim should be to
maximise the community development impact of the
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programme, so these elements should be improved
and the programme’s credibility should be avoided
being undermined by questions about the legality of
the use of resources or the extent to which they
contribute to community interests.
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