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The Pmctice of Rural Partnerships in Spain

Javier Esparcia, Joan Noguera, Almudena Buciega

This document is the result of an in-depth comparative analysis of four
local partnerships for rural development in Spain. It aims to present in a syn-
thesised way the key elements of the constitution and functioning of the
studied partnerships, in the belief that Jessons can be learned from this exer-
cise in order to define guidelines for the future design and management of
rural development policies, from a bottom-up approach.

Conclusions and statements made in this document have been filtered
through a careful working process including the full transcription of the
‘nterviews carried out during the field work, notes on perceptions from par-
ticipant observation in internal and external meetings of the members of the
partnership, and all available significant documentation of the partnership.
‘Al this raw data has been later analysed to produce case studiy reports and a
cross-site national report that is now presented.

Initially, four partnerships were chosen according to common criteria
defined in the context of the PRIDE project (an overall focus on integrated rur-
al development, the actual existence of projects being managed by the partner-
ship, a well-balanced mix of public and private partners, and a willingness to
co-operate). The basic data that guided the selection process was collected in
an extensive survey carried out previously in the frame of the same project.

Two main rural development policies are at the root of the selected part-
nerships: LEADER and PRODER (a national LEADER-like operative pro-
gram focused on the diversification of rural economy). The geographic dis-
tribution of the four partnerships was also considered specially in terms of
avoiding more than one case belonging to the same region (Comunidad
Auténomd). The selected partnerships in Spain are:

& Asociacién Salmantina de Agricultura de Montafia (ASAM) (Salamanca
Province in Castilla y Leén) (case SP 17)

& Asociacién para la Promocién y Desarrollo de la Comarca de Las Villuer-
cas (APRODERVI) (Céceres Province in Extremadura) (case SP 18)

& Asociacién para el Desarrollo Rural Integral de la Costa Occidental de
Huelva (ADRICOH) (Huelva Province in Andalucia) (case SP 19)

& Grupo de Accién Comarcal Serranta-Rincon de Ademuz (Valencia Pro-
vince in Comunidad Valenciana) (case SP 20)
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1. Context

The four partnerships are located in regions with important differences
berween them in physical, socio-economic, environmental and cultural
terms. Andalucfa and Castilla-Leén are very large territories, in fact, the most
extensive regions in Spain each including an important number of NUTS III
(provinces). What this implies in administrative terms is the existence of
regional decision centres being very far from most of the territory. However,
some regions (i.e. Andalucia) have created “delegations” at the NUTs III level
in order to decentralise and approach local people.

Differences in terms of degree of development can also be observed
among the four regions. For instance, Valencia is the region with the highest
degree of economic development (i.c. per capita income) while Andalucia
and Extremadura are some of the most lagging regions in Spain with per capi-
za income rates under the Spanish average, 71% in the case of Andalucia and
72,6% in the case of Extremadura (1996). However, differences in the degree
of development exist not only between regions but within each region.
Therefore, Valencia and Andalucia present a big unbalance between more
dynamic urban and coastal areas and inland rural areas, and even between
different NUTs III centres. In the other two regions (Extremadura and
Castilla-Leén) this dichotomy between the more dynamic and more deprived
areas is not so strong, there being a bigger uniformity across the territory
with only some main urban centres spread around the territory.

Employment is a problem for all these regions even when differences can
be appreciated between and even within each region. Andalucia is the one with
bigger unemployment problems (30% in 1997) followed by Extremadura with
an unemployment rate of 27% (1997). The Valencia region and Castilla-
Ledn present more reduced unemployment rates, 20% and 18% (1997)
respectively.

Within the Spanish context the central government assigned all regions
with their own powers relating to different matters (e.g. health, education,
agriculture, etc.). However, not all regions have the same degree of autono-
my; for instance Andalucia and Valencia have been assigned with more pow-
ers than Extremadura and Castilla-Leén. All four regions have full autonomy
concerning most rural development issues. However, the importance and
concern given to rural development varies in each region and it does not nec-
essarily coincide with the degree of autonomy that they have to work, i.e. in
Valencia rural development issues have very low importance within the frame
of the regional government policies.

LEADER was the first serious and successful attempt to approach rural
development in an integrated way. Previously, in 1982 the Mountain
Agricultural Law (LAM), inspired by the 258/75 EC regulation, intended to
bring into practice the principles of integrated rural development from a bot-
tom-up approach. According to this law, “Mountain deprived areas” were
delimited, “Area Committees” were constituted and development strategies
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were elaborated. Although all the mechanisms had been set for putting this
policy into practice the lack of support from the Central Government made
impossible the process to be initiated. This experience, or we would better say
“lack of experience” affected the four regions which, by the time LEADER
appeared, had not made any other attempt towards rural development.

Three out of four partnerships analysed are located in “deep rural” areas
suffering from traditional intense depopulation, economic backwardness
and a general bleak outlook. La Serrania-Rincon de Ademuz, Las Villuercas
and Las Sierras de Bejar y Francia (ASAM) share common territorial charac-
teristics: mountainous areas with high-cost mobility in terms of time and
money, isolation from regional economic centres, long-term outmigration
and depopulation, an aged population, lack of competitiveness of most eco-
nomic activity, etc. On the other side, the Costa Occidental de Huelva
(ADRICOH) is a more dynamic rural area located in the flood plains of the
river Odiel, along the main route linking Portugal and Huelva (soon to
become a highway), only 20 km away from the capital. This is a relatively
rich area in terms of agricultural potential, fishing and agri-business, with
some high value environmental areas (Parque Natural Las Marismas del
Odiel). The reason why this territory enjoys a PRODER status is double: on
the one hand, a strong concern on the side of the regional government with
the promotion of rural development; on the other hand, the need to address
the high unemployment rate and the seasonality of the dominant economic
activities in the area.

2. Origin and Composition of the Partnership

As it has been said, in 1982 the Mountain Agricultural Law (LAM)
intended to bring into practice the principles of integrated rural develop-
ment from a bottom-up approach. Although the program was never imple-
mented, the LAM is extremely important in the current territorial distribu-
tion of the analysed partnerships. Except for the Costa Occidental de Huelva,
the action areas of the LEADER and PRODER partnerships match previously
defined Mountain Areas in the frame of the LAM.

The launch of LEADER in 1991 was a turning point in the Spanish con-
text with regard to local action for rural development. For the first time a
public policy was put in the hands of the local society encouraging local
actors to come together into formal partnerships to design a development
strategy, and what is more important, it gave local actors the opportunity to
allocate public funding to locally-raised development projects. This program
(and its national version, PRODER) is, in fact, the origin of three of the four
partnerships analysed, and strongly supported the consolidation of the other.
It can be, therefore, said that the major force encouraging people to come
together into a formalised partnership for rural development is the awareness
of the existence of a source of funding.
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All four partnerships are at present formal structures within the frame of
the two mentioned policies that constitute their main way of action.
However, in two of the four partnerships (ASAM and La Serrania - Rincdn)
the seeds of the co-operation philosophy can be traced back to an earlier
stage in which there were members of the current partnerships already work-
ing together in a much more informal and precarious way. This “informal”
first stage was strongly present in ASAM and to a lesser extent, in La Serrania-
Rincén, and it can be seen as the result of of the increasing concern some key
people and organisations of the area about the need to counteract the process
of socio-economic deprivation increasingly perceived. This proto-history that
developed during the 1980s was a period of intense ideological discussion
among local agents and continuous activism from those concerned with the
passivity of the mainstream. Furthermore, these informal structures were
more developed in the more isolated and lagging areas (ASAM, Rincén de
Ademuz). The sense of isolation and deprivation generally pushed local peo-
ple to co-operate, encouraging among them a sense of place and an increased
involvement. On the other hand, in the more accessible and populated areas
(Huelva) the need for action in favour of development has not been per-
ceived to be critical by the local society and therefore, the previous voluntary
structures did not have their main focus on promoting development.

The initial process of constitution of the partnership is characterised by
the presence of leading individuals or institutions that disseminate the part-
nership idea to other local actors. Depending on the views of the leaders at
this stage and the local context, the partnership was originally more or less
opened to the inclusion of different partners. This leading role can come
from two different approaches: on the one hand, a bottom-up process with
key local actors, either public (local authorities as in Villuercas) or private
(previous associations as in ASAM); on the other hand, a top-down approach
inspired by the regional government.

The partnership composition is varied and includes a mix of public and
private partners (see table 1). In general terms the percentage of public part-
ners within the partnerships’ Assembly is generally more limited than that of
private partners. However there is also a general trend towards an over-repre-
sentation of public authorities in the decision-making structure, i.e. Directive
Committee.

The motivation for involvement varies among the public or private part-
ners. Public partners mainly get involved:

* as they feel they are the only “legitimated” local representatives with the
right to control the way in which public money is distributed and actions are
implemented

e in order to secure a “slice” of the public funding “pie” for their munici-
pality

* because they have a real concern and willingness to contribute to the
common action for the development of the area
























