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Chapter 3
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Action Groups
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Introduction

LEADER has become an instrument for the socio-economic development of
rural areas in Spain. The ultimate goals of the European Commission’s Initiative,
launched in 1991, however, were to go further. Through innovative approaches
such as Local Action Groups (LAGs), it was intended that LEADER would also
be a tool for the empowerment of local society and social cohesion. The LAG
is therefore conceived as an element in participatory democracy that in many
senses was ahead of its time especially if we bear in mind other territorial (urban)
contexts at that time.

In the following, we conduct a review of the LAGs in Spain from a qualitative
perspective, from 1991 to the present. We provide an overview of the growing
importance of the LEADER approach throughout this time period of over 20
vears. The chapter also examines how from the early stages one of the main
instruments of LEADER (LAGs) has had to maintain a difficult balance between
two opposing forces. On one hand are the opportunities arising from the guidelines,
set by the European Commission, of participatory democracy (new governance)
and empowerment of local society. On the other hand are the trends arising from
the conception of LEADER and LAGs as instruments of power controlled by
local elites, and in some cases (more so at certain stages and in certain regions) in
connivance with regional governments. At different scales, these local or regional
elites have used LEADER and LAGs as clientelistic tools.

This chapter has two main issues. The first concerns the LAGs either
as instruments of participatory democracy and public — private cooperation
(governance) or as instruments of power in the hands of elites. And the second
concerns the constraints (positive and negative) arising from the social and
institutional environment in which LAGs develop their work.

The chapter concludes with some thoughts on a range of strategic issues,
following two decades of experience, which could be considered in order to
improve the effectiveness of LAGs so that they can continue to play a central role
in the social and economic development of rural areas.
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Theoretical Perspectives on LEADER between Governance and Power

It is known that LEADER marked two major innovations (Ray 2000; Shucksmith
and Shortall 2001; Dargan and Shucksmith 2008; Shortall 2008). First, it is
a territorial approach ‘by and for’ the local population, being a factor in the
empowerment of local society and a means to design and implement strategies and
actions in rural areas from a bottom-up perspective. Second, LEADER provides a
tool for performing such tasks, the LAGs. LEADER performs a double function.
First, it encourages (new) governance for rural areas (Goodwin 1998; Marsden
and Murdoch 1998). providing a learning and capacity-building process for the
local society and its most representative or dynamic actors. Second, it stimulates
the democratisation of decision-making processes in local socio-economic
development, which were previously controlled almost exclusively by public
actors. In this context LEADER contributes to the legitimacy of collaborative
stakeholder decisions (Connelly et al. 2006). However, this conception of
LEADER has not always been predominant from the perspective of all rural
actors. LEADER has also been the stage of tensions and power struggles between
various elites, who have turned the programme in general, and LAGs in particular,
into instruments of power.

In this section, we will use the literature to form a more in-depth analysis
of these two main views of LEADER and LAGs (as the scenario for new rural
governance and democratisation processes, and as an instrument of power and the
stage of local elite power relations), in order to provide the context in which to
analyse and raise the key issues for the Spanish case study.

LEADER as a Form of Rural Governance and Democratisation Processes

It is certain that LEADER has made significant advances in fostering governance
networks, which may be an instrument for local democratisation (Hajer and
Wagenaar 2003; Thuesen 2010). Governance, democratisation and emergence of
networks are three key issues with which to better understand LEADER.

Most scholars concur that LEADER is an interesting attempt to implement
a new form of governance in rural areas (Moyano 2001; Garrido and Moyano
2002). Some general key issues of new governance (Hajer and Wagenaar
2003; Rhodes 1996 and 1997; Stoker 1998: Sorensen 2006) are fully valid for
the territorial approach to rural development. In the analysis of rural areas we
may take into consideration Stoker’s main propositions on governance (Stoker
1998). He points out first that governance involves a complex set of institutions
and actors that go beyond the municipal government; second, that it assumes the
presence of networks of actors (public, private and social) that enjoy autonomy
in decision-making; third, that it focuses on the identification of economic and
social problems, beyond the boundaries that exist between administrations and
organisations operating at a local scale; fourth, that it allows the identification
of dependencies and power relations between the institutions. organisations and
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actors involved in the various actions (taking the proper decisions): and finally,
at governance recognises that the ability to make decisions and implement
actions does not reside solely in the legal authority of the public administrations,
Sut also in the authority that derives from the leadership of the institutions and
actors involved in the development processes. In this sense LEADER rhetoric
meets Stoker’s propositions on governance.

But LEADER may be analysed also from its programmatic design (Bdcher
2008). Atleast fourmain principles are presentin LEADER that may be highlighted,
which are central issues for efficient governance, and their implementation is a
ascessary — but not sufficient — condition for successful programmes.

These aspects are the contribution to self-governance (based mainly — but
mot exclusively — on the expected implementation of endogenous development
processes through LEADER strategic plans); the relatively high decision-making
capacity of the local actors; the inter-sectorial cooperation through networks
and partnerships, and finally — complementary to the last aspect —integration,
anderstood as the need to take into account all sectors of the rural economy as well
s the involvement of all stakeholders, that is, the need for (effective) partnerships
(Storey 1999).

In this context, LAGs may play the strategic role of Marsden’s ‘reflexive
governance platforms’ (Marsden 2013) but also may provide a forum for partnership,
networking and consensus building (Lee et al. 2005). Their effectiveness could
be crucial for the success of the programmes, since competent networks of
stakeholders (such as LAGs) are more able to identify innovative solutions to
the various problems and needs faced by rural areas (Thuesen 2010). Moreover,
the importance of networks and networking processes for rural development has
zlso been pointed out in the literature (Lowe et al. 1995; Murdoch 2000; Esparcia
2014), also as a key factor for the increase of social capital (Almudena and
Esparcia 2013).

As elements for a democratic process LAGs are in theory open to citizens,
allowing them to participate in giving opinions, contributing to the diagnosis of
problems and requirements, and in the design of development strategies (Ray
2000). The more open LAGs are and the higher the degree of citizen involvement
is. the more democratic they are. The legitimacy of this new rural governance is
not automatic, since the representativeness of social and private stakeholders may
be open to discussion everywhere. As has been pointed out, however, legitimacy
is continuously constructed through discursive processes and a complex mix of
competing rationales (Connelly et al. 2006).

LEADER as Scenario for Power Relations

In spite of the highly positive aspects of LEADER related to rural governance,
democracy, partnership and networks (including social capital), some observations
must be considered from the perspective of the practical implementation of
LEADER. It has also an initial democratic deficit, because a number of the
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LAG members are not elected through a democratic procedure. In the same way,
networks of governance, such as those derived from LEADER. are sometimes
seen as undemocratic due to the delegation of decision-making power to public,
private and civic stakeholders (Thuesen 2010).

Probably the most fruitful interpretation of the ‘negative externalities’ of
LEADER comes from the consideration of power as a matter of social production,
in the context of new rural governance. In this sense LEADER could be
interpreted as the scene in which actors and institutions attempt to gain capacity to
act by blending their resources, skills and purposes into a viable and sustainable
partnership (Stone 1989, cited by Goodwin 1998). Sometimes this intended viable
and sustainable partnership responds to a paternalistic tradition, which may explain
the distribution of stakeholders in LEADER and its decision-making bodies
(Goodwin 1998). Frequently, however, new governance mechanisms have the
purpose to ensure the continued hegemony of (some) local elites (Kovach 2000;
Kovach and Kucerova 2006). This objective may imply a tendency to involve
(especially in the decision-making bodies) only the key actors belonging to or
coming from specific elite groups (public, economic or civic, or a combination
of these).

With regard to power relations in LEADER, we found three main types of
discourses, firstly related to the representation of different stakeholder groups
(young people, women, politicians, etc.); secondly connected to the assumption of
LAG responsibilities (and power) in the face of national or regional governments;
and thirdly concerning to the territorial distribution of power within the
LEADER areas.

In relation to the discourse of representation, it is certainly common that some
groups (such as women, farmers, and young people) are less interested, or entirely
uninterested in being involved in local structures for territorial governance
(Shortall 2008), or are not well enough organised for this (Thuesen 2010),
despite the fact that EU guidelines prescribe and support the broad participation
of these groups (Bocher 2008). In fact, it has also been questioned whether
LEADER always contributes to the capacity-building of excluded individuals or
groups, redistributing power to the less powerful (Shortall and Shucksmith 1998
Shucksmith 2000). On the contrary, some authors argue that there is a tendency
to favour those who are already more powerful and better articulated, and who
may construct obstacles to the inclusion (or real involvement) of new actors in
the decision-making structures of LAGs (Thuesen 2010; Esparcia 2011). In those
situations, inclusion, empowerment and wider involvement of stakeholders and
those groups with marginal positions is needed, as it contributes to the avoidance
of elitism by the political class (Storey 1999; Scott 2004; Marsden 2013).

The second type of discourse concerns distribution of power from regional
or national governments and LEADER. As Bocher has pointed out, ‘the ideal of
the autonomous self-government of rural areas through rural partnerships and
networks, which is the central idea of regional governance ... rarely takes place
in practice in its ideal form” (2008, 383). In practical terms, the main conflicts
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are caused by the reluctance of some officers in regional or national governments
w0 let local actors to take on responsibilities in public fund management limiting
autonomous steering at LAG level.

The third discourse concerns the territorial distribution of power, which
sxplains much of the tension and conflict at the scale of LEADER. Within the
LEADER regions it is common that a small number of economically more dynamic
municipalities tend to concentrate more resources and power compared to other
municipalities. Therefore, territorial tensions are not rare within the LEADER
regions. Moreover, since the actors from economic or civic sectors are often less
mvolved in LEADER, territorial tensions within the regions tend to be primarily
of political nature (Esparcia 2011).

An Overview of LEADER in Spain
The Rise and “Success’ Of LEADER Approach

During the 1990s, LEADER already meant a real change of mentality in Spanish
disadvantaged rural areas. Although at the beginning it could be seen by some
sectors as a simple programme to channel aid to the poorest rural areas, it was
gradually understood that it could be a genuine tool for development (Esparcia
2000 Esparcia et al. 2000a). Rural stakeholders were aware that the development
of rural areas implies the productive diversification and the promotion of
complementarity of income, and LEADER was a — partial — instrument for
this purpose. LEADER was also an instrument for local management of these
processes of development, based on cooperation between social, economic and
mstitutional actors. Awareness of this issue, however, took more time to arise,
and even today, in some cases, local actors do not realise the full potential of
LAGs. But in general LEADER has been in Spain a novel means of approaching
the problems of the rural world, not least because the local actors, for the first
time, have been protagonists in important decisions affecting the development
of their territories. Table 3.1 shows the main features of the various programmes
and issues of LEADER and PRODER (note 3 in the table), the twin programmes
implemented between 1996 and 2006. From these figures, highlighting an obvious
growth in the area and population covered, and the public invested funding, many
officials and politicians talk about the ‘success’ of LEADER in Spain.
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The implication of these programmes, however, requires some additional remarks,
mainly related to the last period, 2007-2013. It stands out because the territorial
development programmes were integrated as a specific axis of rural development.
The significance of the Axis 4 — LEADER — laid not so much in the actions but in
the ability to manage measures and actions in other axes of this rural development
policy, becoming, in theory, an instrument for the improvement of governance in
rural areas. Nevertheless, the reality was very different. There was no confluence
and understanding between agricultural and rural development lobbies, the former
being afraid of potential interference and convinced of a drawdown of funds by the
LAGs. The period 2007-2013 can be regarded as a failure in the attempt to extend
and improve governance in rural areas through the LEADER method in Spain.

Other related problems were still present and overcoming them provides a
significant challenge for the period of 2014-2020. These problems contribute to
explain some of the results we will see in the next sections related to the role
of LAGs. First, in many rural areas people primarily perceive the symptoms of
failure and exhaustion of the model (and actors), accentuated by the increasingly
strong bureaucratisation of the process (Saenz 2011). Second, skirting the rules,
some regions have virtually eliminated the actual functionality of the LAG
(despite the preponderance of private actors, with an average of 57 per cent in
the country), leaving the decision-making bodies as mere ‘stone guests’, with the
real decisions taken by the regional political and administrative structures. Third,
the dismantlement of experienced managerial teams has also contributed to make
the programmes into a mere instrument of power in the hands of these regional
governments and, in some cases, local elites (as in the regions of Valencia and
La Rioja, in which in addition, non-public stakeholders in the period 2007-2013
accounted for slightly more than one-third of the stakeholders on average). Fourth,
there are certain examples of LAGs that were clearly created from particular policy
options (or clientelistic networks), and/or very close monitoring from regional
governments (Sdenz 2011, 82). Although this is not a widespread situation, it
necessitates a major renovation.

From Governance to Power Relations and the Role of Lags

As we have seen, LEADER has had a major impact in Spain, in terms of
geographical coverage and because of the funds that have been mobilised (Moyano
2005). A comprehensive recent study lists these achievements (Ministerio de
Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino 2011). Important progress has been
made in the two major dimensions LEADER. The first dimension referred to is the
diversification of economic activities (with the launch of a number of initiatives
supporting the fragile rural economy). The second dimension is that of LEADER
as an element for the improvement of governance, social capital and social
networks, and the empowerment of local society. None of this has been achieved,
however, without tensions and power conflicts.
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Our analysis of LEADER in Spain shows that power conflicts and tensions are
frequent, and they are often latent in local society (Esparcia 2000; Esparcia et al.
2000a and 2000b; Esparcia 2011; Esparcia and Escribano 2011 and 2012). Such
conflicts arise with a high intensity in connection of LEADER, perhaps because
of the control of resources. LEADER is conceived as an instrument of power and,
as a consequence, is the subject of power struggles between the different elites.
Power is present in a set of situations in which actors may play different roles,
and power relations may go from a tacit consensus (to maintain compromises
and equilibrium while available resources are shared according to some — not
necessarily written — rules), to outright confrontation. The former situations are
widely represented, but they usually mask some degree of domination-dependence
relations rather than a fair equilibrium and consensus among local actors and
society in relation to strategies, their practical implementation and, mainly, the
distribution of resources.

At times there are different groups of elites. For example, local politicians fear
loss of decision-making power (democratically legitimated by public institutions;
that is, government structures) in favour of LAGs (not democratically legitimated,
despite being included in government structures). In this sense it is not uncommon
that public representatives constitute and act as power elites even against civic
and economic stakeholders. On other occasions, territorial coalitions (from the
same municipalities) between public, social and/or economic actors are the main
driving force. Power conflicts could arise because some regional governments
are sceptical on the capacity of local actors and LAGs to properly conduct the
necessary processes and manage resources, and because from the perspective
of regional government officials, LAGs are not sufficiently legitimated from a
democratic point of view, including as they do unelected members, and managing
public funds, which is not seen as their proper function. From such a discourse,
which has been widely encountered, we may understand why some regional
governments have not encouraged the development of rural governance and the
empowerment of local stakeholders.

In the following sections we explore some of these key factors for a better
understanding of the role of Spanish LAGs, which have been caught between the
rhetoric of LEADER as an instrument for rural governance, social networking,
capacity building, and local empowerment (in the context of democratisation
processes); and the tensions and conflicts arising from its practical implementation
and daily management, in which power relations could highly limit
those achievements.

In the context of Spain, possibly the most important innovation of the
LEADER approach to rural development has been the presence of LAGs. In the
classical scheme of the LEADER method, LAGs form an element that not only
channels funding and encourages cooperation or networking, but also constitutes
the practical implementation of two of the three key factors of development: the
creation of an institutional context for local development and the leadership of
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local stakeholders (the third being the territory) (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y
M=dio Rural y Marino 2011).

Aims and Tools of Analysis of Spanish Lags

The aim of the following section is to conduct a basic assessment of local action
zroups of LEADER in Spain, according to three key elements. They are the LAG as
a= instrument for governance, the social institutional environment of the LAG, and
#e thematic working groups as one of the main innovations fostering participation
and involvement of stakeholders. The methodology focuses on two aspects:

1. Consultation of available documents about the LAGs in Spain, although
the information is highly fragmented and incomplete both in terms of
territorial coverage and the temporal perspective. In particular, we focus
on official evaluations and other ‘grey’ information published by the
LAGs themselves as well as scientific papers on the issue (Esparcia and
Noguera 2003 and 2004: ENRD 2010a, 2010b and 2011).

Analysis and qualitative assessment from two focus group sessions
organised for this objective and conducted in late 2011 (Esparcia 2011).
The two focus group sessions were conducted with team leaders (in the
management teams) and presidents of some LAGs, respectively.

!-J

The material for the following sections thus mainly comes from the analysis of
the documents about LAGs in Spain and from the ideas collected during the focus
zroup sessions. Additionally, we make use of subsequent personal interviews with
some of the participants discussing the results obtained.

Particular attention will be paid to two main issues. The first one is related
w0 whether LAGs have been effective instruments for governance (as may be
expected from the rhetoric of LEADER), or have they been more dominated by
power relations with clientelistic patterns. The second issue is related to the social
and institutional environments in which LAGs should work, and to what extent
these environments could condition LAGs’ achievements, facilitating or hindering
effective governance by local actors in decision-making bodies.

Local Action Groups: Between the Rhetoric and Practical Implementation
Local Action Groups as an Instrument for Governance

In the late 1980s in Spain, there were no instruments of inter-municipal cooperation
bevond the associations of municipalities (mancomunidades), which were

restricted to the management or delivery of certain common services, for instance
urban solid waste collection and social services. In this context, the implementation



of LEADER was an innovation since LAG constituted in most rural areas the
first inter-municipal body allowing territorial cooperation (Esparcia 2000). It
was practically the first time that neighbouring municipalities had a forum for
discussion and debate about common problems and aspirations. Under LEADER
these forums could create development strategies: the impetus behind these was
more or less shared, but mainly arose from the forums. Therefore, LEADER and
LAGs became catalysts and expressions of a feeling of cooperation. In this sense
it is true that while the Agricultural Mountain Act of 1982 began to build some
relationships between rural municipalities, such relations were not comparable
to even the first LAGs. In this regard, the ability of LAGs has been developed in
recent years as a forum for discussion of problems and the needs of rural areas,
often beyond what were the limitations of LEADER.

The first LAGs, however, are not comparable to the current situation. Indeed,
in those early days the presence of public institutions predominated, due to the
difficulties in mobilising the often scarce private actors, or simply via the control
that some councils imposed or attempted to impose over these new bodies. Far
from being understood as an instrument of development from the local perspective,
in some cases the LAG were primarily conceived for public actors and, obviously
more implicit than explicit, as instruments of power and consolidation or
development of new clientelistic structures at the local scale (Esparcia 2000 and
2001). This situation, which was present (though not a widespread situation) in the
early stages, was fortunately diluted by LEADER 11 and it can now be said that
most local actors — both public and private — understand, conceive and work with
the perspective of LAGs as instruments of territorial development.

Although it has occurred slowly and with some difficulties and exceptions, at
present we can conclude that private actors have reached a more relevant position
than they had in the early stages, having overcome the ‘inferiority complex’
with respect to public actors. This has been due, first, to the rules introduced
by the European Commission in limiting the participation of public actors in
the LAGs’ decision-making structures, but also to the maturation of the private
actors themselves with regard to their social role in the development of rural areas
and within the LAGs. But despite these advances, and the fact that the EU rules
nominally set the participation of public actors at no more than 50 per cent in the
decision-making bodies, it is recognised that for practical purposes the influence
of public actors in the final decisions is still above that of their nominal presence.
In fact, it is not exceptional that public actors appeal to their contribution to the
funding in order to maintain their dominant position in the crucial decision-
making.

In spite of mentioned difficulties, LEADER has provided a clear relationship
between public and private actors in rural areas, the latter having complemented
the view held by public actors on the area and its needs. However it should be
noted that a stronger presence of different groups of actors — both public and
private — in the LAG does not necessarily imply that they have a shared territorial
development project. In fact, the usual situation is to find cases in which they
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aave cooperated only for specific purposes and to develop agreements on priorities
which are frequently of the short- and medium-term. What is still lacking are
medium- to long-term strategies, articulated and shared by all members of the
LAG. In short, there are still no wide development strategies and no culture of
commitment on joint and shared territorial development projects.

With some frequency, lobbies (territorial or sectorial) and even some powerful
municipalities transfer their confrontations and interests to the LAG decision-
making body, not always responding to the general interest. At times confrontations
have emerged between public and non-public actors because of the different
perspective, different priorities and ways to address the area’s needs, or because
of how interventions should be implemented. In this context, dominant elites tend
1o develop more strategic and well-practised methods to manage power and power
relations based on clientelism.

In this sense it is often painted as a significant indicator of progress that LAGs
have developed a culture of seeking agreements and consensus. Local actors boast
that decisions are taken without voting, but otherwise they make no reference to
the non-formal framework of negotiations, covenants and agreements established
outside of the meeting decisions, based on the correlation of forces and the capacity
to influence each of the different actors, as in a classical actors’ game based on
individual power relations.

Certainly this culture of covenant-consensus has made it possible to avoid
earlier quite common situations, in which decision-making was a complex process,
riddled with tensions and confrontations. Before the formal decision-making
process, non-formal agreements were frequent, but usually they were controlled
by and oriented to the interests of powerful actors, especially those of a public
nature. This was criticised as “politicisation’. To cope with and limit arbitrariness,
private and also some public actors tried to establish clear technical criteria for
decision-making (assuming that this meant a supposed objectivity and neutrality
in the process). But criteria, even those of a more technical nature, are not neutral
(Forester 1989).

Through an important process of maturation, LAGs increasingly became
an instrument of participation and capacity building in rural areas (in the sense
pointed out by Shucksmith 2000). Social acceptance of LAG members increased.
Economic actors were more present and better represented. But a set of negative
aspects still characterises LAGs in Spain (some of them not directly under
their own responsibility). First, in parallel with social acceptance, expectations
increased even about issues in which LAGs have no capacity to do anything. This
inability to respond to social expectations led to frustration and dissatisfaction
among certain sectors of the population, who do not have a clear idea on the
limitations and real role of LAGs. Second, changes in the municipalities and
public representatives within the LAGs, after political elections, are considered
(mainly by managerial teams and private and social actors) as an element of
instability and loss of efficiency in decision-making bodies as well as a slowdown
in the operation of the programme. Third, some social groups such as young



people and women are still usually underrepresented, at least in the decision-
making bodies. Taking into account that the presence of these minorities affects
articulation as a group and contributes to better networking in the local society
(Bartol and Zhang 2007), it would be strategic to pay special attention to this
issue. Fourth, loss of LAG autonomy with respect to regional government has
increased recently, with negative effects on the implementation of the LEADER
approach. The LAGs no longer have the initial autonomy and capacity for direct
control of funds. Administrative controls became larger and more stringent despite
the repeatedly announced simplification by the European Commission. During the
period 2007-2013, some LAGs had an almost accessory or secondary role with
respect to the regional government, being a perversion of the basic philosophy and
LEADER approach. Fortunately these cases are an exception in Spain as a whole,
s0 in no way do they tarnish the good work that has led to the development of
regional governments and LAGs in most of the country.

The Social and Institutional Environment of the Lags

The LAGs are conceived as comprising an instrument with which to facilitate
the participation of public and private actors, but this work takes place in an
institutional environment that has a fundamental role to the extent that the actual
operation of the LAGs can be affected. In general, the LAGs in Spain have been
consolidated as an instrument of cooperation between different institutions of the
LEADER region, mainly public, but also private. However, as the LAGs have been
consolidated and strengthened, they have also become partners for other institutions,
bringing increasingly more legitimacy in the institutional environment. There are
three explanatory elements for this growing legitimisation (Esparcia 2011). First,
the establishment of a forum for the participation of stakeholders in the territory,
actors who have a clear legitimacy (city councils) and others with a growing
recognition (economic and social actors, especially when they are articulated by
associations or organisations). Second, the stringency of the work which the LAGs
have progressed in the management of the programmes of territorial development,
under which have been launched concrete and tangible actions that have benefited
the socio-economic structure of the territory, and are thus appreciated mostly by
local society. And third, this growing legitimacy derives from the fact that some
LAGs have been able to assume and address functions and activities beyond the
management of the LEADER programme.

This has meant recognition in the institutional environment which has
contributed to the legitimization of the LAGs. Ultimately, the role of and the
good relationships with public and private institutions have resulted in a greater
flexibility in the management of actions and a greater proximity to citizens in
general, and the beneficiaries in particular. The legitimisation of the LAGs in
the rural territories is something already consolidated in most cases. They have
been accumulating and now maintain an important credit of legitimacy in their
immediate — local — institutional environment. This is different, however, to
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the situation in the regional institutional environment, in which the LAGs have
reached much lower levels of legitimacy (with the occasional exception of the
department of the regional government dealing with rural development).

In any case, there are exceptions to these general trends, and there are
weaknesses that threaten the prestige and legitimacy that has been gained since
the LAGs started to operate in the 1990s. Some of the elements that are at the
sasis of these difficulties in the legitimisation of the LAGs include changes in
the composition of the groups; increase in size; localisms; ignorance, distrust and
sxcessive intervention from regional bodies; loss of efficiency in the revitalisation
work that has occurred in these years; and, among others, the inadequacy of
mstruments and means available to deal with functions that go beyond LEADER.

Indeed, territorial reconfiguration and increase in size has often forced the
re-composition of the relationships between stakeholders (primarily public) and
ziso to some extent the method of work, while developing intense efforts of
pedagogy with the new members of the LAGs. All of this has slowed or even
geteriorated the involvement and embeddedness of the LAGs in their social
and institutional environment. It has also contributed to the maintenance and
exacerbation of localisms, often linked to a lack of leadership, maturity and even
zppropriate knowledge on the part of public officials of what is meant by the LAGs
and LEADER as instruments of cooperation and development for the territory.
These difficulties have been reproduced with the political changes resulting from
local elections, but also in the initial moments in each of the different periods.
In this context some confrontations and struggles for power have emerged, thus
contributing to the loss of prestige and social and institutional legitimacy of
the LAGs.

The legitimacy of LAGs faces other weaknesses. On one hand, LAGs tend to
have a high degree of uncertainty. This is because many of them are engaged with
other additional initiatives, without a clear delimitation of such tasks (especially
in the decision-making bodies) and, above all, without necessary instruments and
work teams to address additional initiatives. The LAGs are engaged with and launch
mitiatives depending on the resources available at a given time, but they lack a
clear strategy or medium- and long-term initiatives. In this sense, it is essential that
the clarification of functions occurs within the management bodies as well as in
the immediate institutional environment, i.e. clarification of the role of the LAGs
in territorial development and the complementarities and cooperation mechanisms
which can be mobilised with different institutions and public and private actors
n the territory. Certainly there are significant even if still insufficient advances in
this relation. In a large part, the social and institutional legitimacy of LAGs will
be conditioned by the strength, transparency, effectiveness and commitment of the
stakeholders that shape them.

On the other hand. aforementioned bureaucratisation and growing weight of
daily management limit efforts in more strategic areas. This is more important
when the legitimacy of the LAGs is seriously limited due to the political
confrontations, the localisms and the possible lack of harmony between (primarily



public) institutions. If the LAGs lose effectiveness in the work of revitalisation
and as forums for discussion and strategic planning, they lose their legitimacy, not
only in this institutional context, but also in relation to the local society.

An additional obstacle in the legitimisation of the LAGs is the excessive
interventionism of some regional governments. Indeed, from the first moments
in LEADER 1 and LEADER I, some regional governments have had a certain
lack of trust in relation to the novel approach of decentralised management. This
distrust resulted in the strict monitoring of the tasks developed by LAGs, ensuring
that they worked within the limits of the functions related to the management
and execution of a budget in a series of actions and specific projects (Esparcia
and Noguera 2003). Obviously it was also a way to keep power in the hands of
regional government officers and politicians in charge. But as the programme has
progressed, it has in some cases slowed or stopped the process of legitimisation
of LAGs (especially during the periods of LEADER Plus, 2000-2006, and even
more during LEADER-Axis 4, 2007-2013). The reasons are diverse and range
from ignorance of the implications of the LEADER approach to consideration
of it as an instrument of clientelism, resulting both in the imposition of certain
boundaries and in conditioning of the composition and operation of LAGs.

In addition to the already excessive bureaucratisation of LEADER, some
Spanish regional governments imposed a basically administrative conception of
the programme, with the justification (or excuse) of higher efficiency, which in
any case is not proven. The result has been that many LAGs have suffered the loss
of social and economic revitalisation functions to the detriment of the basically
daily administrative follow-up conception. In this context, it is easy to understand
the immense damage that these processes are doing to the LEADER approach.
That will probably be highlighted in some of the upcoming evaluations of rural
development programmes (2007-2013).

Conclusions and Strategic Issues for the Near Future

According to Spanish experiences, LAGs are among the most important political
innovations, being a basic and central ingredient in the territorial approach to rural
development. Local and decentralised management and cooperation between
public and private actors are the essence of the LEADER method, which is
one of the best examples of new governance in the context of European Union.
However, as seen in the previous sections, the Spanish LAGs are still moving
between their theoretical role as an instrument of development and being means of
power relations including clientelistic practices. This dilemma exists both locally
and on the level of regional governments, limiting greatly the progress towards
mentioned theoretical objectives.

In the early stages of the implementation of the LEADER method and LAGs,
many difficulties were faced, because of lack of experience, the slow pace of
operations, consequent delays in effective implementation, and the high level of
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mtervention in and control of the process by local public officials. There were no
malicious intentions in these interventions from the side of regional governments,
but they lacked previous experience, and private actors were poorly organised,
even to the point of being barely visible. Gradually the procedures were improved
with an increasing participation of private and social sectors and with clearer roles,
functions and initiatives to be fostered.

A series of functions has been assigned to LAGs: first, the direct management
of public funds through the promotion of specific actions (in certain sectors
or specific areas); second, to be an instrument to facilitate the participation of
stakeholders in development efforts and to revitalise local societies; and third, to
design (with the support of managerial and professional teams) ‘comprehensive
development strategies’, which means local strategic plans. These plans work as
the reference in which actions are framed (Esparcia 2003a and 2006).

LAGs have certainly made a great effort in social animation and economic
activities, and have reached many remarkable results. However, these results have
been achieved with minor resources and often in difficult circumstances: without
sufficient training or necessary knowledge and skills to design and to implement
properly the LEADER strategic plans. Achievements have often been reached first
and foremost up to the intensive personal involvement and the high commitment
bv the LAGs” members.

Even if a large part of the progress depends on commitments of local actors, it
is also necessary to reach deep commitment of the regional government. According
to past experiences, the lack of such a commitment used to lead to failures in
adopting any serious and comprehensive policy for territorial development in
Rural Spain. Unfortunately, it seems still today that the level of conviction is low
among the regional governments, that LAGs could work as a potential instrument
of territorial development beyond what LEADER as such offers (Escribano and
Esparcia 2012).

Based on past experience, Spanish LAG approach should be developed around
three main axes: rural territory as the scope of development (surpassing localism);
strategic view as the steering principle, expressed in local development strategy;
and seeing LAG as one key instrument among others.

More practically, LAGs should take into account a set of key issues, only
to mention some of them here. For example, clearer stakeholder involvement
and participation of private actors in the decision-making structures should be
supported, paying particular attention to young people and women. Also, greater
commitment of LAG members should be encouraged. Where appropriate, the
completion of this work will enhance the networking within LAGs and between
the different groups: young people, entrepreneurs, artisans, retailers, etc., and
last but not least among women. One can list several other needs for reforming
LAGs: training of managerial teams and of LAG members (especially on strategic
issues); using self-assessment as a learning mechanism, especially for managers
and LAG members; developing strategic thinking for the territory; and designing
and implementing development strategies of medium- and long-term perspectives.



However, efficient work by the LAGs to reach such goals is difficult to be
achieved without a genuine simplification of administrative procedures. LAGs
should be allowed a greater role in facing the administrative management of the
programmes, as well as in the implementation of the development strategies.

One of the basic achievements of LAGs is networking. In doing so, they
contribute to the creation and development of bonding and linking social capital in
rural areas. Networking is not just important within LAGs or between LAGs and
other institutions in the rural area but between different territories or institutions
outside the rural area. Here LAGs could take an important role in establishing
and developing linkages between them and their respective actors; for example
business centres, chambers of commerce, and various departments in regional
government (Buciega and Esparcia 2013).

[n relation to the external sphere of LAGs, the role of regional governments is
highly important in Spain. Regional governments should provide more flexibility
for LAG operations, avoiding interferences in decision-making, respecting
the bottom-up methodology, and promoting positive elements in the culture of
territorial governance. They should find solutions for lacking resources, needed to
achieve the planned objectives as well as facilitate coordination between LEADER
approach and other policies or programmes of special incidence in rural areas.

Our research results among the members in Spanish LAGs resume their request
to return to the model used in LEADER I and LEADER 1I, in terms of design and
operation of the programmes, and also their respect to the roles and functions of
the LAGs in local society. In that time they were not, however, aware of the new
context and the important changes that the reform of CAP and its second pillar
will mean in the coming years for territorial and rural development. These changes
constitute a framework that new — and probably very different — LAGs should
deeply consider.
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