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Abstract.

Community-led rural development is enjoying an unprecedented high profile within 

both the European Union and Northern Ireland. The 1990s have witnessed the 

establishment of rural development as a policy concern, and a review of recent 

literature suggests there is an increasing convergence of approaches occurring, at the 

level of the European Commission and in the promotion of Member States' 

individual national policies.

At the vanguard of these developments has been the LEADER programme, the 

European Commission's initiative to promote integrated 'bottom-up', participatory 

rural development. This thesis aims to reflect on rural development practice in 

Northern Ireland and to challenge the current emphasis on the end-products of 

development, by providing a detailed assessment of the process that LEADER II 

local action groups have been developing.

The initial stage of a local action group's development cycle was often characterised 
by a weak conceptualisation of rural development. This led to, in many cases, 

inadequate levels of local consultation and participation, poorly informed analyses of 

the local context, a lack of understanding in relation to strategic planning, and an 

overemphasis on individual projects rather than attempting integrated programmes. 

The compressed timetable for preparing plans was a key factor in this approach.

However, as the programme progressed, positive dimensions have emerged in 

relation to the interactive, discursive process encouraged by the partnership approach 

central to the LEADER ethos. From the assessment, it appeared that LEADER 

groups have been able to create resources for future development and managing 

change, in terms of social, intellectual and political capital. An important aspect of 

this approach has been mutual learning through cross-community and cross-sectoral 

discussion. Building relationships on a multi-level basis can be identified as key 

feature of LEADER in Northern Ireland, enabling local action groups to develop 

horizontal networks and partnerships central in creating institutional capacity to 

collaborate and co-ordinate. The next stage of the LEADER initiative (LEADER+) 

provides an opportunity to augment and build upon this model.



Chapter one: Introduction.
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Chapter one: Introduction.

Background.

Community-led rural development is enjoying an unprecedented high profile both in 

policy and in literature. At the level of the European Union (EU), since the 

publication of the 'Future of Rural Society' (Commission of the European 

Communities) in 1988, the rationale for rural development has been firmly 

established, with the 'Cork Declaration' in 1996 perhaps providing the high 

watermark to date. Rural development's profile remains prominent, and this is 

continued in the recent 'Agenda 2000' EU Communication (1997) signalling the 

Commission's future direction, with rural development firmly rooted as an EU 

concern. In Northern Ireland the role of the local community and community 

development as a delivery mechanism for rural development has been strengthened 

by the Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland's (DANI) 'Review of Progress 

of the Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme' (1996). Indeed in the 

Province, although the roots of community-led rural development are relatively 

shallow, the record of achievements over the past decade has been impressive 

(Murray and Greer, 1996). With specific reference to the Government's Rural 

Development Programme, DANI (1999) notes the involvement of over 450 

community organisations in regeneration activities, 178 community animation 

programmes have been undertaken, and; over 1,200 rural people have successfully 

completed training and further education courses. Commitments of support totalling 

£30 million have been given to 73 community based regeneration projects with 60 

new businesses created. This has led to 465 Full-Time Equivalent jobs being created, 

safeguarded or maintained.

At the vanguard of these developments at both the EU and Northern Ireland level has 

been the LEADER initiative. Established in 1991, the LEADER programme (Liaison 

Entre Action de Developpement de I'Economie Rurale - Links between Actions for 

the Development of the Rural Economy) represents a venture by the European 

Commission's (EC) DGVI (Agriculture) into a participatory, 'bottom-up' approach to 

rural development. The emergence of LEADER reflects a growing consensus in
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Europe concerning what community-led rural development is and how it is best 

promoted. In many ways, LEADER embodies the essential elements of the bottom- 

up approach, which include for example (as outlined by Moseley, 1995a and 1997); 

an endogenous development accent; a territorial focus with the creation and 

implementation of local development programmes geared to local requirements; an 

emphasis on public-private-voluntary sector partnerships, and; the genuine 

involvement of local people, mobilising them as resource for rural development. The 

promotion of LEADER, therefore, indicates the realisation within the European 

Commission that rural development involves "development by and of the local 

community, not just for it" (Moseley, 1997, p202) and the growing sense that 

decisions are more likely to 'stick' if they are taken locally and reflect a community 

consensus (ibid.).

The LEADER I (1991-1994) programme had a budget of 442m ECUs of European 

Union funding, with LEADER II (1994-1999) further contributing an enhanced EU 

investment of over 1,500m ECUs. However, as Moseley (1995a and 1995b) has 

argued, there has been very little formal evaluative work undertaken with regard to 

LEADER, and certainly a programme costing this amount warrants more evaluation 

than has currently been completed. Similarly, Midmore (1997) contends that 
evaluation of LEADER so far has not been effective. Midmore argues that any 

assessment of LEADER has amounted to little more than assurances of the 

effectiveness of the administrative structures (see for example Vercruysse and 

Champetier, 1994), and, at least until very recently, there has been no centrally 

funded analysis of the effectiveness of the LEADER programme, either in achieving 

its objectives or in achieving the objectives of the local action groups (LAGs). Any 

evaluations that have occurred were chiefly undertaken by the LAGs themselves, and 

most were stimulated, late on in the period covered by the original programme, by 

the imminence of the expanded and enhanced activity of the LEADER II 

programme. Therefore there are significant gaps in the research concerning 

LEADER activities. Indeed, this is the case in Northern Ireland where no evaluation 

of LEADER I has been published. This research is focused on the fifteen local action 

groups funded by LEADER II in the Province (the reasons for this are presented in 

chapter three).
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Rural development: process and product.

The Department of Agriculture's Rural Development Programme was launched in 

1991, with an initial accent on capacity building and animation through generic 

community development activities. However, since the mid 1990s, increasingly the 

emphasis has shifted to job creation and on project 'pull through' - the products of 

rural development. The Department's current focus is firmly on demonstrating results 

with an eye on the next round of the EC Structural Funds (post 1999) and the 

possibility of a Government reorganisation in the event of a new Northern Ireland 

Assembly being established. Among those at the 'sharp-end' to demonstrate visible 

results are the LEADER local action groups and any Government commissioned 

evaluation is likely to reflect this, with a spotlight on quantifiable outcomes. 

However, this focus on programme outcomes seems incongruous to the ethos of 

'bottom-up' approaches to rural development:
" . . .development is not simply a question of undertaking projects, nor of achieving objectives 

specified in narrow economic terms. Development is also a process, by which is meant the 

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

innovative action, or the enhanced capacity of people to act in concert, purposely and 

effectively so as to cope with the threats and opportunities they face" (Kearney et al, 1994, 

pl6).

It is proposed in this thesis that the current focus on rural development products fails 

to recognise the importance of the process of rural development, primarily for two 

reasons:

• Successful programme outcomes are inextricably linked to an effective process. 

The central argument is that without an effective process, the projects 

implemented by LEADER local action groups will be based on relatively weak 

foundations underpinned by short term documents with the purpose of merely 

bidding for funds;

• The actual process of rural development itself can have an important local 

impact. This is considered in terms of creating the shared resources of social, 

political and intellectual capital. Like other forms of capital, these are productive, 

making possible the achievement of certain ends that would not be possible in 

their absence.
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This 'process-product' relationship and an examination of the rural development 

process are the kernel of this thesis. Therefore the research hypothesis advanced may 

be stated as:
Currently the practice of community-led rural development in 

Northern Ireland is product-driven, and consequently the benefits 

to be gained from an effective process may not be fully realised.

The emphasis of the study will be 'planning', as a means of linking the process and 

product or rural development. In these terms 'planning' is considered in its broadest 

sense, as a continuous process throughout the local action groups' lifespan to include, 

for example, decision-making, strategic planning, partnership formation, and the 

participants' learning process.

Accordingly, the research objectives for this study can be outlined as:

• To 'dissect' the LEADER model that has emerged in Northern Ireland;

• To determine if LEADER II in Northern Ireland operates as a programme or 

funding;

• Explore theories that are applicable to the study of LEADER local action groups' 

practices;
• To investigate what practices will help achieve participatory planning processes 

in rural development;

• To examine the process/product emphasis within Northern Ireland's LEADER 

local action groups;

• To provide a framework and to assess the impact of the rural development 

process.

An approach to evaluation.

The whole field of monitoring and evaluation has grown enormously in recent years 

(Keane, 1997), and, as Murray and Greer (1998a) assert, promises to remain one of 

the enduring legacies of public policy innovation during the 1990s. Generally, 

evaluation is defined as a process of examining the effects of a spending policy or 

programme while it is in operation or has come to an end (HM Treasury, 1988). As
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noted by Palfrey et al (1992), there has been an increasing tendency for 'outcomes' to 

dominate as the pre-eminent determinants of policy or programme effectiveness. 

This has led to the primacy of quantitative research approaches, which in the practice 

of area-based programmes generally include concepts such as; job creation, cost per 

job, additionality, deadweight, displacement, and 'value-for-money' considerations.

In contrast to this emphasis on programme outcomes, Turok (1989) contends that 

evaluative research would be more useful and convincing if the focus was broadened 

and if greater attention was paid to understanding causal mechanisms and processes. 

Put simply, previous studies have made insufficient effort to explain how local 

economic policies 'work' or why they 'fail'. Similarly Keane (1997) argues that, 

although indicators such as job creation, displacement and so on are clear-cut and 

long established performance measures, they do, however:
"... represent the rather narrow end in the spectrum of evaluation methods which help if we 

want to avoid difficult issues. In addition, these measures do. in a sense, subdivide the total 

realm of economic action thereby qualifying only certain actors and actions relevant for local 

economic development practice. Some legitimate and valuable action get left out" (pl76). 

Keane further contends that the dominant measures have helped to create a "kind of 

moral high ground based on technical rules" (ibid ). Instead performance measures 

should reflect the difficulty of the problem.

However, in any case, conventional indicators seem to have a limited applicability to 

the study of LEADER II in Northern Ireland. Firstly, LEADER groups in the 

Province have, to date, not yet developed a critical mass of projects that would 

enable an outcome evaluation to be undertaken. Secondly, a programme for local 

development, such as LEADER II, is notoriously difficult to evaluate (see for 

example, Turok, 1989; Keane, 1997; Midmore, 1997). Conventional quantitative 

indicators such as job creation, additionality and displacement have limited 

applicability to the study of LEADER II due to the very localised nature of the 

initiative and the complexity of the problem (such as alleviating underemployment as 

opposed to unemployment). Furthermore, LEADER'S objectives are multi-faceted 

and relate to process as well as to outcomes. Consequently, as Midmore (1997) 

argues:
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"As |rural] development is a process (with several possible paths and end-states), emphasis 

on intermediate outcomes, as expressed through quantitative indicators and targets, is 

perhaps less consequential than recognising the degree of momentum that has been 

established" (p9).

As established, the focus of this thesis is on the processes and practices developed by 

LEADER local action groups, suggesting that a qualitative approach is required. 

Qualitative analysis has recently become popular, adopting some of the fieldwork 

methods of social anthropology to investigate the attitudes of individuals and their 

relationships in an attempt to understand phenomena as a whole (Midmore, 1997). In 

contrast to objective scientific analysis, it claims not to reduce a mass of data into 

repeatable regularities, but by examining it in several different ways, to expand it so 

as to obtain more extensive insights:
"Since LEADER was designed with the intention of bringing about qualitative changes in 

both attitudes and behaviour, it is a natural progression to examine whether they have 

occurred by qualitative inquiry" (Midmore. 1997, pit)).

The aims of LEADER II relate to concepts that reflect people's feelings and are 

therefore relatively intangible. Such products are not easily measurable in 

quantitative terms but require qualitative evaluation. Thus, attention is given to the 

richness of the experience, the feelings, meanings and understandings which people 
attach to it (Voluntary Activity Unit, 1996). The approach to evaluation adopted in 

this thesis is therefore humanist and communicative.

Research methodology.

The research involved five main stages: (1) background or context of the study; (2) 

attendance at key conferences; (3) overall Northern Ireland LEADER evaluation 

issues; (4) case studies analysis, and; (5) rural stakeholder involvement. These stages 

are discussed below.

1. Background or context of the study.
This stage mainly entailed desk research, involving primarily literature reviews to 

gain an insight into the central issues. This included a review of the evolution of 

LEADER, both within the EU and Northern Ireland, and analysis of the wider rural
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development context in the Province. Literature reviews were also undertaken in the 

broad areas of community-led rural development and planning theory. A vast 

technical literature exists on these two topics and it is important that this is drawn 

upon in order to inform the analysis and to generate the insights wished for.

2. Attendance at key conferences.

Attending conferences had three main purposes. Firstly, papers presented at 

conferences supplemented the literature reviews, particularly in relation to LEADER 

practice. Secondly, this aspect of the research also afforded the opportunity to 

become more familiar with the 'players' in the field, and for networking and 

establishing contacts. More importantly, conference workshops allowed the 

possibility for direct participant observation with local action group staff and 

voluntary board members from Northern Ireland and throughout Europe. These 

workshops conveniently acted as 'focus groups' on LEADER themes and issues of 

current concern, and enabled comparative insights to be elicited from local action 

groups from other European regions. Conferences attended included those organised 

by the Northern Ireland LEADER Network, the UK LEADER Network, and AEIDL 
LEADER Observatory, in addition to several rural development conferences and 

seminars organised by various rural interests outside of the LEADER programme.

3. Overall Northern Ireland LEADER evaluation issues.

Data in relation to the fifteen LEADER II local action groups was collected by the 

following techniques:
(a) Documentary analysis - sources of information included; Department of 

Agriculture LEADER guidelines, LAG Operational Plans and subsequent 

reviews, LAG spending profiles, project selection criteria and application 

documents, and LEADER promotional literature.

(b) Semi-structured in-depth interviews were undertaken with the fifteen 

local action group managers in the Province. These were aimed at 

obtaining additional information on the various LAGs, and at eliciting 

general views on process issues, for example, in relation to community 

participation and preparing strategies.
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4. Case studies analysis.

The case study method was used to address in detail issues raised in the literature 

reviews and to build upon and probe, in some depth, the data emerging from the 

previous stage outlined above. In total, five case studies were undertaken. These 

were selected purposely1 to provide information-rich cases. Factors or variables that 

informed the choice of LAG selection emerged from the previous research stage, and 

included geographic location, previous rural development capacity, the sectoral 

background of the 'lead partner', and approaches to rural development. This aspect of 

the research was comprised of two stages:
(a) Additional semi-structured in-depth interviews with the five LAG 

managers. These follow-up interviews were conducted approximately 

one year after the initial LEADER staff interviews to allow an 

assessment of progress and changes of approach.

(b) Semi-structured in-depth interviews with representatives from the case 

study local action groups' boards. Non probability quota sampling was 

used to select interviewees. Quota characteristics included variables in 

relation to participating sector (voluntary, public, private), sex, previous 

involvement with local development, and the role of the interviewee 

within the group. Five board members from each case study group were 

interviewed (total: 25).

5. Rural stakeholder involvement.

This component of the research targeted informed rural stakeholders, whose role and 

objectives are similar to LEADER groups; i.e. promoting rural development. In total, 

fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews were undertaken with representatives 

from key agencies, drawing on a considerable expertise in rural and local 

development (see appendix 2 for stakeholders consulted). The stakeholders 

interviewed were less involved with LEADER, and therefore offered a different, less 

subjective perspective, providing a form of validation to the previous research stages. 

In all cases, views were sought on the complementarity of LEADER II with other

1 For a discussion of'purposeful sampling', see Patten. 1990.
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local programmes and initiatives at a local level, along with an assessment of the 

added-value of the programme.

These stages outlined included Patten's (1990) three main categories of qualitative 

investigative tools: semi-structured in-depth interviews; direct participant 

observation, and; documentary analysis. Patten argues that each of these three tools 

is a complement to, rather than a substitute for, the others. This enables the insights 

derived from each to complement and reinforce one another - termed by Patten as 

'methods triangulation'. However, unfortunately there were limitations to the study. 

For example, in terms of analysing LAG funding priorities and themes, there were, in 

many cases, considerable gaps between the level of funds 'committed' and the level 

of 'spend'. Therefore, towards the end of the programme with increasing pressure to 

deliver projects there may be shifts in funding themes that could not be documented 

in this research. As a result, the funding profiles included in this thesis are the 

'proposed' LAG priorities as contained in the Operational Plans or updated in revised 

strategies. A further weakness of the research was the limited opportunity for access 

to local action group board meetings. It had been intended that non-participant 
observation of board meetings would assist in validating the board members' 

interviews. However, LAG staff were reluctant to allow access to the meetings as 

they wished to provide confidentiality for discussions on individual applications for 

funding, which often included sensitive commercial details. This weakness was 

offset, though, by the often very candid and honest interviews with LAG staff and 

board members who were keen to reflect on their experiences.2

Thesis outline.

Following this introductory section, chapters two and three review the origins and 

context of rural development and LEADER within the European Union and Northern 

Ireland. Chapter two discusses the emergence of rural development as an EU policy 

concern, and establishes a rationale for this policy direction. The current profile of 

rural development is considered and central to this is to locate LEADER within the

2 For a further discussion of the methodology, see appendix three.
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wider policy context, particularly in relation to the Common Agricultural Policy. The 

LEADER approach and its key themes are outlined in detail. The discussion then 

moves to Northern Ireland and in chapter three the institutional setting for and the 

instruments of rural development are described. This has been a relatively new policy 

interest in the Province, but the 1990s have witnessed the emergence of an energised 

rural constituency. In examining both the EU and Northern Ireland contexts, it 

becomes apparent that there is an increasing convergence and, indeed, consensus 

concerning approaches to promoting rural development.

In chapter four, the concept of rural development is more fully explored. Rural and 

local development practice is outlined and, drawing on the literature review, 

principles for effective local development are discussed. Central to this, is an 

examination of 'partnership', strategic planning, and animation, facilitation and 

capacity building. Appropriate theories are developed for investigating LEADER 

local action group practices. A key argument in the thesis is that planning theory 

literature already provides interesting ways of thinking about community-led rural 

development and could form the basis for a theoretical framework to evaluate 

LEADER II local action groups.

Chapters five, six and seven set out the principal findings of the empirical 

investigations commencing with an attempt to build the LEADER model as it has 

developed in Northern Ireland. This provides a profile of the LEADER local action 

groups, charting the LAGs' origins, the partnership structures, and their goals. The 

local action groups' role in local development is assessed. Chapter six examines the 

nature and approach of the groups' Operational Plans including the preparation of the 

strategy. The proposed outputs (in terms of funding distribution) are discussed in 

addition to the implementation of the strategy. The decision-making processes for 

project selection within the local action groups are also outlined. Chapter seven 

provides analysis of the case study groups, focusing on the discursive or 

communicative, interactive processes within the local action group partnerships.

In the penultimate chapter, key issues emerging from the empirical work are 

identified. Collectively these relate to the impact of the LAGs' planning process in 

terms of building institutional capacity in creating social, political and intellectual
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capital. Chapter nine commences by returning to the hypothesis and research 

objectives. In addition, central to this conclusion chapter is a discussion concerning 

the future direction of rural development policy, particularly in relation to post-1999 

institutional design with a new round of the EC Structural Funds and the next stage 

of the Department of Agriculture's Rural Development Programme, 2000-2006. A 

series of recommendations is set out to assist rural development practice and suggest 

directions for future research.
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Chapter two: Evolution of European Union rural development policy.

Introduction.

Rural development is a relatively new policy area for the European Union (EU), and 

at the outset of the 1990s interest in rural policy matters within the Union enjoyed an 

unprecedented popularity. This high profile of rural policy has continued with the 

adoption of the 'Cork Declaration' at the European Union conference on Rural 

Development towards the end of 1996, and its prominent position in Agenda 2000 

(Commission of the European Communities, 1997), in which rural development is 

highlighted as one of three fields where the value-added by the EU is most obvious. 

Central to the European Commission's (EC) approach to promoting rural 

development throughout the 1990s has been the LEADER initiative. Established in 

1991, the LEADER Programme represented a venture by the European Commission's 

DGVI into a participatory ('bottom-up') approach to rural development. The initiative 

was designed to achieve integrated area-based rural development with strong local 

involvement, and in all, 217 local groups benefited from this pilot programme which 

ran from 1991 to 1994. In July 1994 the European Commission formally announced 

the launch of LEADER II, with an enhanced budget and longer lifespan, and, to date, 

there has been almost 970 beneficiaries, with 887 local groups and 81 other collective 

actors.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a policy context for the study of LEADER II 

in Northern Ireland. For several decades, rural areas in the European Union have been 

undergoing rapid changes on an historically large scale (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1994). However, it is important to question why there is a Euro-wide 

concern for rural development at the level of the European Commission, while this 

policy area, almost by definition, has to concentrate on small communities with very 

specific problems which are extremely varied throughout the EU. Accordingly, this 

chapter will investigate the origins of rural development as an EU concern, including 

an outline of the guiding principles of the policy area. The origins, philosophy and
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objectives of LEADER I will also be examined, with a description of the general 

activities that local action groups are engaged with. Following this, LEADER II will 

be discussed, paying particular attention to the emergence of any new features or 

changes of emphasis with its predecessor. Finally, the broad context for rural 

development as the next century approaches will be highlighted.

Origins of rural development as an EU policy.

The future of peripheral rural regions is increasingly tied to the approach of Integrated 

Rural Development (IRD), "a phrase with powerful currency which trips easily off the 

tongues of politicians, policy-makers and academics alike" (Murray and Greer, 1992, 

pi73). Greer (1984, cited in Murray and Greer, 1993) traces the emergence of this 

term to Third World countries, where an earlier emphasis on comprehensive 

agricultural reform was replaced during the 1970s by a much broader suite of policies 

designed to address; problems of unemployment and underemployment; lack of 

productivity in the agricultural sector; high levels of rural-urban migration, a 

constricted internal market; high population growth rates; large foreign trade deficits, 

and; shortages of stable foodstuffs. However, while the term IRD has become 

commonly used, it does not have a single universally accepted meaning; it means 

somewhat different things to different people (O'Mally, 1992). As Varley (1988, p29) 

observes, integrated rural development "can be variously interpreted to mean a multi

sectoral, co-ordinated approach to development, the pursuit of growth-with-equity 

objectives, participative development or even environmental protectionism". More 

specifically, Murray and Greer (1993, plO) suggest the following elements should be 

included as part of the IRD approach:

• A multi-sectoral approach to development, promoting for example tourism, 

forestry and industry in addition to agriculture, preferably in a mutually supportive 

manner;

• Economic measures to be paralleled by initiatives in education, training and 

physical infrastructure.
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• An attempt to concentrate effort on aiding poor areas and more specifically poor 

people living in such areas. Development inputs should be matched with the 

specific needs and aspirations of the programmes' target groups;

• A requirement that local people become actively involved, not only in identifying 

needs and opportunities for development, but also in the implementation of 

projects;

• A demand for institutional reform, expressed mainly as the devolution of powers 

from the national to regional and local levels of administration.

As Murray and Greer notes, "these policy goals represent a major challenge to the 

long-standing orthodoxy of single sector strategies for economic growth" (1993, 

plO). Key conceptual issues include; IRD is unmistakably targeted on regional 

development; IRD is interventionist and places emphasis on assisting low-income 

groups, and; IRD seeks to integrate the 'bottom-up' approach with the top-down 

perspective (ibid ).

The adoption of the term 'integrated development' in the vocabulary of the European 

Commission may be traced to the late 1970s and has been attributed by Van der Plas 

(1985) to the influence of expatriate experts returning from working on large scale 

development projects in the Third World The concept was embraced jointly by DGVI 

dealing with agriculture and DGXVI responsible for regional policy, with each 

launching its own initiatives. However, the contribution made by external influences 

to the adoption of IRD by the Commission has been questioned. Boylan (1988, cited 

in Murray and Greer, 1992) for example, places more weight on practical 

organisational problems and issues of political expediency within the European 

Commission. Three main and related matters are cited: (1) considerable overlap and 

duplication in the financing of projects under the European Agricultural Guidance and 

Guarantee Fund and the European Regional Development Fund; (2) less than perfect 

visibility in regard to the impact of EU funds in the less developed regions, and; (3) 

dissatisfaction with the operation of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the 

chronic need for reform that had been identified. Therefore, Murray and Greer (1992) 

argue that the emergence of a rural development emphasis ought to be located within 

this much wider context of the need for structural change. Since the early DGVI and
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DGXVI integrated development initiatives in the early 1980s, rural development has 

moved centre stage as an EU priority policy area. The context for this higher profile 

for rural policy was a result of the need for Common Agricultural Policy reform and 

the advent of the Single European Market (SEM), two events ultimately linked 

together (Cuddy, 1991).

When the Common Agricultural Policy was created in 1962, the countries forming 

the European Community were still largely focused upon the agricultural imperatives 

which had shaped the post-war world. Increasing the productivity of agriculture had 

been made explicit in the Treaty of Rome in 1957 and food security was still a major 

issue Farmers were still unequivocally seen, not least by politicians, as an important 

sectoral lobby and the only politically significant inhabitants of the rural areas 

(Rodgers, 1997). Modem farming practices were naturally assumed to be the best, 

indeed the only way to keep the countryside looking well cared for. The price of 

support and structural change in agriculture may have seemed high but the necessity 

for the policy seemed clear (ibid ). Rodgers suggests that thirty-five years on:

"These assumptions are constantly questioned and from a variety of viewpoints" (1997, 

pl65).

The political influence of the farming lobby, while still substantial in some countries, 

has undoubtedly waned as the proportion of the working population in agriculture has 

declined overall from around 20% (in 1962) to just 5% (in 1997) (Rodgers, 1997). 

Food security concerns have been replaced by worries of overproduction as self- 

sufficiency has risen over the last thirty-five years from 80% to 120%. Technical 

changes in agriculture have shifted Europe from being a net importer to a net exporter 

of temperate foodstuffs (Buckwell, 1997), and changes in consumer tastes, such as 

decline in the demand for red meat or diary products, have further upset the balance 

between supply and demand (Commission of the European Communities, 1993). In 

addition environmental concerns have emerged to challenge farming practices which 

are seen to be destructive of land resources and of landscapes.

The CAP has always had a dominant position amongst resource-using policies of the 

EU. It has never taken less than 50% of the EU budget, although as the Union has
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enlarged and deepened and other policies have developed, this proportion has steadily 

shrunk from 76% in the 1960s to 52% in 1996 (Buckwell, 1997). Whilst the CAP has 

been the most significant European policy affecting rural areas, it has not been seen as 

a rural policy. Quite explicitly, and based on the articles which established it in the 

Treaty of Rome, it was a policy for an economic sector, agriculture, and for those 

engaged in a particular activity of farming. The main thrust of CAP before reform was 

commodity price support. Transfers to farmers through subsidies were made in 

proportion to their output while in addition products were differentially supported. 

However, all boats were not being lifted by the rising tide. Since the support was in 

direct proportion to output, the larger farmers, located mainly in the better regions, 

benefited most, and conversely smaller farmers were further marginalised.

The 1980s saw increasing disharmony among Community members with respect to 

the budget and the inordinate share of budgetary resources devoted to the CAP to 

finance growing food surpluses (Cuddy, 1991). At the same time, inter-regional 

disparities within the EC were widening while an intra-regional dichotomy of large 

and small farmers became even more evident (ibid ). This point is reinforced by 

Buckwell, who argues that what finally brought some significant change to the CAP 

was not the power of the arguments of environmentalists or those concerned with 

more balanced rural development but, to quote:

"... the runaway budget costs of dealing with the mounting pressure of Europe's trading 

partners who were increasingly upset with the depressive and destabilising effect of the CAP 

on commodity markets" (1997, pl73).

Despite increasing expenditure on the CAP, agricultural incomes in general, were not 

growing. Therefore, as the 1980s progressed, pressure mounted to reduce CAP 

expenditures through a more restricted price and intervention policy, as well as 

through quantitative restrictions on output. This search for reform of CAP was also 

linked to the future trading relationships within GATT.

A new political stimulus for the creation of the Single European Market came in the 

mid 1980s from the Commission in the shape of the 1992 single market programme. 

This was outlined to the European Parliament by the Commission President Jacques 

Delors in March 1985, and aimed to secure completion of the single market by the
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end of 1992 (Barchardt, 1995). Cuddy (1991, p36) provides a useful critique of the 

impact of the SEM on rural areas. Cuddy argues that it was clear that the advent of 

the SEM would add significantly to the already depressed position of rural areas 

Given the uneven competitiveness throughout the Community, and that the growth 

expected to accompany the single market was to be based on increased 

competitiveness, it was likely that the least competitive areas will loose out heavily. 

Consequently, the predominantly rural peripheral areas, with their generally lower 

level of competitiveness, were unlikely to receive their fair share of the increased 

prosperity. Restructuring and amalgamations were predicted to intensify in order to 

realise economies of scale in cost reduction and product research and development. 

Agricultural processing is particularly susceptible to this type of readjustment. The 

location of the central facilities was also thought would take advantage of external 

economies, which would be found in central rather than peripheral areas. The eventual 

location of company or co-operative headquarters will have important implications for 

the continuing development of the more peripheral rural areas. Despite the expansion 

of information technology. Cuddy argues that it is unlikely that service activity, in the 

heightened competitive environment, will make any worthwhile contribution to the 

development of rural areas.

Since both the reform of CAP and the Single European Market will have generally 

negative impacts on rural areas, an ameliorative policy initiative was launched. Firstly 

in 1988, the Commission agreed to reform the operation of its Structural Funds 

comprising the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund and 

the guidance section of the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund. 

Total resources were increased from 7.7 billion ECUs in 1988 to 14.5 billion ECUs in 

1993. This allocation had been marked by a promise of much greater co-ordination 

than previously and a greater regional concentration with some 60% being targeted on 

Objective 1 regions (development lagging). National governments were to draw up 

five-year development plans for the regions covered by the new Structural Funds. 

Community Support Frameworks (CSFs) were then agreed between the EU and 

national governments. The Commission required that programmes be integrated 

across sectors and that the preparation and implementation of plans and programmes 

involve much greater regional and local participation (Cuddy, 1991).

21



The second noteworthy EC initiative that paralleled the doubling of the Structural 

Funds was the publication of 'The Future of Rural Society' (1988), a document 

produced by an inter-service committee within the Commission, which was sent to the 

European Parliament and Council as a 'communication' document. It sets out the 

justification and framework for a rural development policy, and attempts to isolate the 

issues and suggest the type of development policies to be pursued in rural areas of the 

Union. The central theme of the document may be expressed as, to quote:

"The countryside accounts for nearly 80% of the Community, and those living and/or 

working there form more than half of the entire population of the Community. These facts, 

and the sheer importance to civilised life of nature in its own right, demand of the 

Community that it take proper action to ensure the development of rural society" 

(Commission of the European Communities, 1988. p20).

The document defines three types of rural regions, each requiring different policy 

orientations. First, there are those regions which are under pressure from urban and 

tourism expansion. Here the principal concern is with the deteriorating environment. 

Second, there are those rural regions which have historically enjoyed a relatively high 

level of economic activity but which are now in decline. Here the main objective is to 

maintain or raise the level of economic activity by exploiting indigenous economic 

potential. Finally, there are those sparsely populated rural regions already 

marginalised because of their peripheral or mountainous location. An important 

concern is the protection of the environment, but also the exploitation of any activity 

which can be economically viable.

The report recommends that the main thrust of EC policy should be the exploitation 

of indigenous resources, since investment from outside sources is likely to decline. 

Policy, however, should not just focus on agriculture, as was effectively the case 

under CAP, but on all economic sectors; a set of integrated operations is thus 

required. It is clearly stated that the EC will not be able to take action in every rural 

area and that its actions must therefore be 'selective'. Stress is placed on the creation 

of lasting 'economically justified jobs' and productive investment 'stimulated by market 

requirements'. Various targets of rural development policy are discussed in the 

document which include; the creation of secondary growth poles in addition to urban
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growth poles, where services could be encouraged to locate; a special target of 

industrial policy should be indigenous small and medium sized enterprises, and; the 

potential of tourism and forestry to contribute to rural development is recognised. The 

'Future of Rural Society' report was a clear indication that the focus of Community 

support for rural areas was beginning to slowly change away from a narrow 

agricultural one to a broader front, which recognised the existence of other roles for 

countryside resources. Above all, as Rodgers argues:

"The Future of Rural Society made it clear that rural development had arrived to challenge 

the single view of rural equating only with agriculture" (1997. pl65).

Since the publication of the 'Future of Rural Society', generally three reasons are given 

as a rationale for a rural development policy at the level of the Eli. The first reason 

for a rural development policy has been to offset the problems faced by rural areas as 

a result of reform of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in 1991 The subsequent 

reduction in price support and output volumes places a major burden of adjustment on 

farmers and farm workers as well as the rural economy in general. As a consequence 

of this process, and also due to increased productivity within agriculture, it has been 

estimated that from 1991 to the end of the century between 6 and 16 million hectares 

of agricultural land will be surplus to requirements (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1991a). Therefore, Grillo-Pasquarelli (1992) argues, there is an 

obligation on the EU to "find alternative employment and alternative land uses for the 

people who leave agriculture and for the land which will no longer be farmed as a 

result of these policy changes" (p224). Due to these changing circumstances there is a 

need for rural policy to offer scope for diversification of income opportunities, both 

on and off farm, and to stimulate local economies to complement the traditional role 

of agriculture and forestry (Commission of the European Communities, 1991a).

A second reason for EU-level involvement with rural development is the growing 

concern for the environment. The rural environment has been shaped by centuries of 

man's presence on the land and by his activities in agriculture. On the other hand the 

rapid growth of intensive farming practices, the expansion of tourism and recreation, 

the spread of urbanisation and transport facilities around cities, and the disposal of 

waste are relatively recent environmental problems that concern rural areas (Grillo-
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Pasquarelli, 1992). Since these problems are not restricted to any one country, the EU 

has special responsibilities for finding appropriate solutions for them. Therefore, the 

position the EU advocates is:

"The maintenance of a sound ecological balance in rural areas is a vital component of an

integrated approach to rural development which serves the needs of society as a whole"

(Commission of the European Communities, 1991a).

The third reason for an EU concern with rural development is becoming increasingly 

important as Europe moves towards greater European union; and is termed in Euro

jargon as 'cohesion'. The enlargement of the EU has meant that the disparities in 

income and employment opportunities, and the availability of infrastructure and 

services between different regions in the Union have become greater. These 

differences are reflected both in agricultural structures and in the economic and social 

situation of rural areas (Commission of the European Communities, 1991a). While 

some 80% of agricultural output comes from the 20% of farms located in the 

relatively prosperous farming regions of the EU, in many poorer and more isolated 

rural regions there is an ageing population of small holders, frequently without heirs, 

living in relative poverty. In such regions the average gross domestic product per 

inhabitant is usually less than half that obtained in the most urbanised regions (ibid ). 

In order to help rectify the increasing disequilibrium and imbalances between the 

industrialised central zones and the rural periphery, the political package that was put 

together in 1988 when the Single Act (that reformed the Treaty of Rome) was 

adopted also comprised a commitment to the 'balanced development' of economic and 

social activities across the EU. Clearly rural development is one of the major facets of 

this commitment to greater cohesion, and must be seen as complementary to the EU's 

determination to create a single European market. The attainment of cohesion is really 

an essential part of the political contract that holds the Union together at this stage 

(Grillo-Pasquarelli, 1992). But this objective, as it now exists, has become a legal 

obligation, and was further strengthened by the Maastricht Treaty.

Therefore, a sea change has taken place of late about rural development within the 

EU. The following statement from Jacques Delors at the end of 1990 would have
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been hard to imagine from a Commission president, even five years before, as a 

rationale for rural development:

"Rural development is a collective good which is fundamentally linked to regional planning. 

It requires a new approach, a departure from present day thinking. In clear terms, rural 

development cannot be left solely to market forces because the market is incapable of 

providing the requisite guidance ... In contemporary society we are less attuned to the 

usefulness of collective goods. This indifference - some might say negligence - is partly due 

to the fashion in favour of the market approach. But it also due in no small way to our 

instruments of assessment which measure only what is sold and what is bought. . . Through 

its programme - albeit modest in scale - in favour of rural development, the European 

Community is seeking to draw public opinion and regional planning to a hidden treasure" 

(Delors. 1990, cited in Reynolds and Healy, 1992).

This statement is important in that it presents a basic philosophy or set of values from 

which programmes of rural development should be designed. It is also a perspective 

which qualifies considerably the laissez-faire or free market principles which underpin 

the SEM.

With these in mind, European Union rural policy now has three main thrusts 

(Moseley, 1995a):

• The modernisation of agriculture, including for example measures to bring 

younger people into farming (50% of Europe’s farmers are aged over 55);

• Improving the rural infrastructure with an emphasis on overcoming the handicaps 

of distance through transport investment and modem telecommunications;

• Stimulating the non-farming side of the rural economy through the measures 

focused on conservation, tourism, assistance to small and medium sized 

enterprises and the education and training of those engaged in these activities.

After reform of the Structural Funds in 1991, the EU has two approaches in 

promoting rural development in practice. The first is to support programmes put 

forward by Member States on the basis of a Community Support Framework. This 

framework is basically an agreement made between the Commission and Member 

States specifying the manner in which Member States are going to use the reformed 

Structural Funds. However, as further evidence of its declared commitment to 

integrated rural development the Commission has launched a series of additional
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initiatives, which include; INTEREG, a programme for transfrontier co-operation; 

MIRIAM, a network of rural information centres, and of particular interest to this 

thesis; LEADER^ for community-based development.

These additional initiatives for rural development should be seen in the wider context 

of a suite of Community Initiatives that was launched after reform of the Structural 

Funds. Other initiatives included programmes on human resources (Euroform, NOW 

and Horizon), and assisting the economic and social conversion of coal mining areas 

hardest hit by pit closures (RECHAR) and were funded by 9% of the structural funds. 

These initiatives enabled the Commission to act on its own, and were viewed by the 

EC as being complementary and additional to the measures agreed with the Member 

States and included in the CSF. By doing so, the Commission was laying the basis for 

a genuine EU policy since it focuses its initiatives in areas or sectors which it regards 

as paramount or essential for completion of the single market, and of particular 

importance for economic and social cohesion (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1991b). These initiatives are regarded highly by the Commission, as 

they allow the EU to have a direct impact with regions within Member States. These 

issues will be considered in more detail in relation to the LEADER initiative.

LEADER I.

The LEADER I initiative was the EU's pilot programme for community-based rural 

development and ran from 1991 to 1994. The initiative received 442 million ECUs 

from the three structural funds (European Regional Development Fund, European 

Social Fund and the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund Guidance 

Section), and covered Objective 1 regions (lagging development) and Objective 5b 

regions (priority rural areas) of the European Union. This 442 million ECUs to be 

distributed from the Structural Funds was only part of the total investment envisaged. 

Member States were required to provide matching funding (approximately 30%) and 

a substantial proportion (approximately 35%) was to be raised from so-called 'local 

development agents', in most cases the participants themselves, sometimes with the 

support of local financial entities (Barke and Newton, 1997). The total investment
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from all sources, therefore, was calculated to be 1,115 million ECUs, with the EU 

funding being augmented by 347 million ECUs from the Member States and 366 

million ECUs from the private sector (Leader Co-ordinating Unit, 1992).

The primary objective of the programme was:

"To encourage innovative development solutions which will serve as a model for all rural 

areas through support for integrated initiatives by rural communities" (Commission of the 

European Communities, 1991b, p29).

The initiative's approach aimed to be geared to local requirements and local origin, 

making use of available organisational capacity and expertise (Commission of the 

European Communities, 1991c). The programme aimed to establish a network of 

rural development action groups enjoying a substantial degree of flexibility in 

implementing at a local level the initiatives financed by 'global grants'. Therefore the 

programme was aimed at the grass-roots to facilitate 'bottom-up' integrated 

development. This was a key feature of the programme. Unlike most previous EU 

initiatives, the LEADER scheme laid great emphasis on the integrated, as opposed to 

sectoral, approach to rural development, stressing the need to take into account all 

aspects of rural society (Barke and Newton, 1997). This was a result, Moseley 

(1995b) argues, of a growing realisation that the 'parachuting' into rural areas of 

centrally defined and single sector European programmes was "failing to address the 

diversity of those areas and was unable to achieve the sort of cultural 'hearts and 

minds' transformation" (p246) upon which sustained and sustainable local 

development had to be based. To quote:

"...centrally defined monolithic programmes were failing ... to enthuse local people to 

involve themselves fully in the measures that had to be taken. Community (large 'c') 

development needed community (small 'c') development if it was really to take root. This 

would require real confidence to be placed in the 'subsidiarity' principle" (Moseley, 1995a, 

p4).

From its inception, the LEADER approach was defined by the EC more as a set of 

principles than through 'pre-ordained', technocratic, sectoral measures (Ray, 1998). 

Participation at the local level meant an emphasis on community-based strategies. At 

the territorial level, development action was to include the identification, and 

exploitation, of resources specific to the locality, and the cultivation of a territorial
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identity (for internal and external promotion) (ibid ). Networking between initiatives 

was also to be stressed as the Commission viewed LEADER as a means of generating 

innovative ideas that would be geographically transferable.

Moseley (1995a) identifies eight key elements and objectives of the LEADER 

initiative, which although were never set out in such a definitive list, recur in various 

guises in the numerous official pronouncements on the programme. The LEADER 

programme was designed to (p5):

1 diversify local economies by creating new jobs, on or off farm, but normally 

outside agriculture per se;

2. add value to local resources, be they human, physical, cultural or environmental;

3. integrate, within a given local area, both objectives and practical initiatives, be 

they economic, social or environmental, by means of a coherent development 

programme;

4. devolve responsibility to broadly based 'local action groups' (LAGs) bringing 

together significant players from the public, private and voluntary sectors in a 

spirit of partnership;

5. genuinely involve local people by responding to their expressed needs and 

priorities and by mobilising them as a resource for rural development;

6. respect and foster local diversity and cultural and environmental distinctiveness;

7. be innovative in some clear way either in the management and execution of the 

local programme and/or in the activities and products supported;

8. foster a Europe-wide network.

Having designed a LEADER plan and had it approved by the EC, a local action group 

would gain access to a block grant from the Structural Funds. The combination of a 

small 'grass-roots' organisation, the flexibly of a block grant system of funding and the 

guiding objective to search for local innovative development projects marked the 

LEADER programme as potentially a very new policy style (Ray, 1998). The local 

level was being offered a greater input into rural development policy design and 

implementation than had been imaginable before, "extending and deepening the 

relationship between the sub-state level and the Commission" (Ray, 1998, p80).
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However, in addition to these objectives, a deeper location of LEADER within the 

European Commission's thinking is required. One of the original purposes of the 

LEADER programme was to offset the problems faced by rural communities due to 

the reform of CAP. A cynical viewpoint suggests that LEADER is a vehicle for 

softening the blow of the restructured Common Agricultural Policy (Irish Times, 

1994), and so diverts attention away from the critical issues. In other words, although 

LEADER was a new, high profile initiative providing funding for rural communities, 

the overwhelming trend is for cutbacks to funding to rural areas, vis-a-vis reform of 

the CAP. However, a less sceptical reason to explain this is the underlying objective 

related to the transfer of rural development know-how and good practice throughout 

the EU.

Champetier (1996, p6) contends that this was achieved by; the raising of awareness 

among local actors of the European dimension of their problems, leading to a better 

assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of their area in a European context, 

breaking the isolation of rural areas, reinforcing the credibility and visibility of the 

project in the area; the dissemination of integrated local development methods, raising 

the awareness of the importance of a local approach to rural development and 

increasing the acceptance of this approach in other public intervention measures; 

mutual learning and the exchange of experiences and innovation; the transnational co

operation between rural areas on specific projects and the identification of potential 

partners, and; renewing confidence in the future of rural development. Essentially, 

therefore, the Commission was promoting both concepts for rural development (e g. 

'bottom-up', participatory development), and the methods for promoting rural 

development (e g. partnerships, integrated strategies). In this sense, LEADER is 

indicative of the EC's desire to animate and transform rural society.

In relation to the transfer of rural development know-how, Moseley (1995a, p6) 

argues that there was "a more tacit objective, namely to transfer good practice in rural 

development very broadly from northern to southern Europe". Therefore LEADER'S 

high profile was not a result of the finances available (which was limited), but due to 

the model of development that was encouraged and the impact of involving rural 

communities often for the first time in the development of their own areas. Indeed
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Mannion (1996), argues that the encouragement of this model has led to a recognition 

of the value of locally-based IRD and resulted in a considerable shift in the way in 

which many Member States view the development of policies for rural areas.

Following reform of CAP, and prior to the enlargement of the Union, it was necessary 

for the European Commission to look at ways in which rural policy could be 

developed. This is emphasised with the inevitable further reform of CAP. In this 

context LEADER may be viewed as signalling a shift in thinking from policies which 

attempt to bridge the gap between competitive regions and less competitive regions 

through subsidies, to a policy which concentrates on utilising the strengths and 

making the most of opportunities i.e. from supporting disadvantages to desirable 

actions. It is likely that future EU rural policy must consider that the share-out of 

resources to finance EAGGF will be reorganised so as to ensure that increasingly 

fewer market regulation measures receive funding, and that resources thus released 

are used to promote the economic development of rural areas and environmental 

farming. It is possible, therefore, with hindsight to suggest that LEADER indicated 

the Commission's ambition to support desirable actions as opposed to a compensatory 

approach. As Saraceno (1996) observes:

"The reorientation of current rural policy towards investments aimed at increasing rural 

competitiveness should imply a gradual phasing out of compensatory approaches ... In 

general rural policies should aim at supporting desirable actions rather than recognising and 

compensating disadvantages perceived as unchanging over time" (pi2).

The LEADER initiative took the form of integrated global grants to competent bodies 

nominated by the Member States. These intermediary bodies' role was to co-ordinate 

use of the grants by local rural development action groups, which were selected by the 

Commission and the Member States in collaboration. The local action groups, to be 

eligible for funding, had to take into consideration general criteria (Commission of the 

European Communities, 1991c) which included:

• guarantee of solvency;

• administrative ability;

• local presence;

• participation of leading figures in the local economy.
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• know-how and expertise of rural development.

The groups selected to receive funding had to be local in character and use their 

knowledge of an area to submit guidelines for its development. Eligible areas were 

also required to have a population of between 5,000 and 100,000 people (ibid ).

Although LEADER seemed to be offering a means of 'participatory' rural 

development, it needs to be borne in mind that the programme was expected to be 

compatible with the principles and objectives embodied in the reform of the Structural 

Funds. This meant that the details of the programme required local proposals to 

conform to certain categories of measures (Ray, 1998). Three types of measures were 

eligible for global grants as outlined by the Commission (1991c); (1) equipping and 

management of local rural development groups; (2) networking of local groups across 

the EU, and; (3) measures benefiting the inhabitants of the rural areas concerned. This 

latter measure includes the following.

(a) Technical support to aid rural development for local authorities, project 

promoters and initiatives already running.

(h) Vocational training and recruitment aid.

The aim of this measure was to design training programmes based as closely 

as possible on the characteristics of the local population, taking into the 

account their skills, their capacity, their needs, as demonstrated by their 

participation in projects (Champetier, 19951). A further challenge for training 

at a local level is to assist the sectors of society which suffer most from 

exclusion and which are most at risk.

(c) Rural tourism.

The aim of this measure was to improve knowledge of the demand for leisure 

in the countryside, to develop both the quality and quantity of supply, and to 

improve the matching of supply and demand (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1991c). Key themes included the development of tourism at a

1 Yves Champetier is Project Director, LEADER Co-ordinating Unit.
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local level, the marketing of the tourism product, the exploitation of green 

areas and the definition of the tourism product (Champetier, 1993).

(d) Small manufacturing enterprises, craft enterprises and local services.

It was envisaged that one of the fundamental roles of the LEADER groups 

was to stimulate the entrepreneurial drive of individuals and communities in 

rural areas. The objectives of this measure included; to create an environment 

sympathetic to the emergence of entrepreneurial initiatives; to stimulate and 

support projects capable of creating employment, and; to set up co-operative 

mechanisms (in collaboration with other agencies) to supply appropriate 

support services to potential entrepreneurs (ibid ).

(e) Local value enhancement and marketing of local agricultural, forest and 

fishing products.

The guidelines for this measure suggested that an option for quality is the only 

way forward for agriculture. The exploitation of local resources draws on the 

specific products or potential of an area and also local know-how and culture 

giving a product a specific image. It is also an economic operation requiring 

precise identification of potential market outlets and the development of 

marketing strategies.

(f) Other measures.

In addition to the above priorities, which in all cases were envisaged to absorb 

the bulk of the global grants, groups could spend up to 10% on other 

measures which may contribute to local development (Commission of the 

European Communities, 1991c).

The Commission's decision on the amount of EU assistance to the Objective 1 and 

5(b) regions was taken in the light of the quality of the programmes presented by the 

local action groups. In assessing the quality of the programmes, the Commission paid 

particular attention to (Commission of the European Communities, 1991c): 

complementarity with measures under the Community Support Frameworks for the 

areas concerned; the existence of an integrated development strategy for the rural
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area; the multiplier effect of the proposed measures and their ability to serve as a 

model, the extent to which the local population and economic operators are involved 

in the planning and management of the measures, and, the degree of innovation, 

especially measures related to farming and the management of the countryside.

LEADER I: the early indicators.

LEADER I is embodied in 217 'Local Action Groups' responsible for implementing a 

project of their own initiative, which have mobilised funding from EU, national, 

regional and local financing levels, and public and private funding. These projects, or 

business plans, fall in varying proportions, into the range of measures discussed 

earlier. An analysis of the local groups' initial Business Plans has been undertaken by 

the LEADER Co-ordinating Unit (LEADER Co-ordinating Unit, 1992) which 

provides an early insight into local communities' thinking. The following summary is a 

brief overview of local action groups' activities.

The breakdown of budgets between the seven categories of measures provided for in 

the business plan is illustrated in table 2.1. The main point to note is the predominance 

of rural tourism accounting for 42% of the total amount of funding, with 71 out of the 

217 local action groups emphasising the tourism orientation. Indeed with the passage 

of time this tended to increase as some groups found it difficult to generate enough 

viable projects in other sectors (Moseley, 1995a). In Objective 1 regions, there is well 

above average expenditure on tourism (45%), slightly above average on training (6%) 

and well above average on local group operation (7%). In Objective 5(b) regions, 

financing focuses more on technical support (studies, advice etc.) (9%), much more 

on business support (SMEs etc.) (18%) and more on 'other measures (9%), indicating 

greater economic diversity. These differences are explained as 'logical' by the 

LEADER Co-ordinating Unit. In Objective 1 regions, agriculture tends to permeate 

the entire economy and society. Tourism is seen as the most accessible path to 

diversification and attempts are made to develop it in a manner complementary to 

agriculture and exploitation of local resources. In 5(b) regions, economic 

diversification is more advanced and therefore the emphasis goes more to business
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and technical support vital to the success of any development activities (LEADER 

Co-ordinating Unit, 1992). However, it should be noted that these average profiles 

cover a very wide range of situations from area to area.

LEADER measure %

Tech.
support

Training
&

recruit.
aid

Rural
tourism

SMEs Agric., 
forestry 

& fishing 
products

Other
measures

Admin.

EU
average

8 5 42 17 17 6 5

Objective
1

7 6 45 14 18 3 7

Objective
5b

9 5 39 18 17 9 3

Table 2.1 - Business Plan breakdown according to measure type (%) (source: LEADER Magazine, 

1992).

LEADER I was a high profile EU initiative, but it was not without criticism with 

problems existing at a broad European level. A number of these difficulties were 

associated with the rapid conception and initial execution of the LEADER I 

programme. European Commission documentation relating to LEADER was initially 

vague in respect to requirements for local business plans and the structure of local 

groups; for example, in terms of their private-public or mixed composition, and 

relationships to local populations and economic operators. This often led to confusion 

'on the ground', about what was required of local groups. Also, due to implementation 

difficulties and timescale problems, in the majority of LEADER areas, the local 

development project ran for a period closer to two years rather than the initially 

planned three. However, rural development is a process that takes time and it is 

difficult to establish a dynamic development process in such a short period. This led in 

many cases to operational hurdles. For instance, the obligation that the funding 

available be spent in the time-frame sometimes resulted in support for unsuitable 

projects (Vercruysse and Champetier, 1994).
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Much of the early documentation for LEADER also tended to assume that all likely 

participating groups were starting from a similar position with broadly similar 

capacities to act as catalysts for local rural development. Barke and Newton (1997) 

suggest that clearly this was unlikely to be the case and, in some instances, the prior 

existence of an administrative infrastructure or other forms of support for rural 

development made it "almost inevitable that some local groups would win LEADER 

support and produce an energetic programme of development initiatives, while other 

potential groups found themselves in a less fortunate position" (p322). This issue of 

varying levels of capacity has also been highlighted by Commins (1993). Local action 

groups had to provide matching funding to be eligible for funding from LEADER and 

from national sources. Commins argues that this raised the question as to whether the 

benefits of the LEADER programme accrued to those areas or beneficiaries that were 

already sufficiently well circumstanced to provide matching capital.

A further criticism of the original LEADER programme related to the different 

dimensions of the rural areas that were eligible for support. The Commission referred 

to local groups covering areas between 5,000 and 100,000 population. In fact, local 

action groups range in size from Wallonia in Belgium with 158,000 to North West 

Luxembourg with only 3,400. There is clearly a major difference between these two 

extremes and consequently, as Barke and Newton argue, there are likely to be major 

differences in the scale of operation, the type of project and the perception of the 

problems to be tackled, depending at which end of the population size range the rural 

area concerned is located. More significantly, given the stress placed on the 'grass

roots' nature of the developments to be encouraged, this range of population for a 

LEADER group is problematic. There is likely to be a fundamental difference in how 

genuinely 'grass-roots' the programme can be in an area of 100,000 population 

compared to one of 5,000 (ibid ).

The initial intention with LEADER was to create about 100 'agencies' in the Member 

States to receive assistance, with some 400 million ECUs to be made available 

directly from the EU. However, by the time of the launch of the scheme, the number 

of local groups had increased to 217 (an increase of over 100%) but the total finance 

available directly from the EU had grown to only 442 million ECUs (a 10% increase
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only) (LEADER Magazine, no.2, 1992/1993). Barke and Newton (1997) suggest that 

the conclusion appears to be that the available money was made to go considerably 

further than originally intended, with the possible consequence that the impact of the 

initiative in any one area may have been diluted. A number of commentators suggest 

that it seems that it is likely that political pressure, or indeed the anticipation of such 

pressure, led to a desire to be seen to be spreading the available funding over the 

whole of the Eli, leading to a possible 'thinning out' of the resources for any one 

group:

"... the suspicion must remain that a degree of political expediency may have been 

operating in the increase in the number of groups rather than any objective assessment of 

their potential for endogenous development" (Barke and Newton, 1997, p323).

Similarly, Moseley (1995a) also makes the assertion that politics played a part in the 

selection of local groups by the Commission: "it seems that there could not, for 

example, be a group in French speaking Belgium without one in Flemish speaking 

Belgium" (p6). However, these operational weaknesses notwithstanding, LEADER 

had become established as an instrument for not only promoting rural development, 

but also as means of implementing the Commission's commitment to social and 

economic cohesion

LEADER II.

In July 1994 the European Commission formally announced the launch of LEADER II 

(Commission of the European Communities, 1994), and as such the announcement 

reflected a high level of official satisfaction with the LEADER I programme 

(Moseley, 1995a). Indeed as Franz Fischler2, commentating at a LEADER II 

symposium, stated:

"Very early on, the experiences being reported by the LEADER groups made it clear to the 

Member States and the Commission that we had a success story on our hands. This 

encouraged us to continue the same approach with LEADER II, placing the successful 

formula on a broader footing" (1997,p4).

■ Fischler, at the time of w riting, is Member of the European Commission with responsibility for 
Agriculture and Rural Development.
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LEADER II has been framed in part to overcome some of the criticisms of the 

initiative outlined and as a result it introduces certain changes of emphasis. However, 

in essence its intention is to "anchor more firmly and more widely across rural Europe 

the approach to development championed in LEADER I" (Moseley, 1995a, p2).

Compared to its predecessor, LEADER II has a longer lifespan of six years, applying 

for the duration of the new period of reform of the Structural Funds from 1994-1999. 

It is hoped that this increased timescale will offset problems that were caused by 

rushed project selection in LEADER I, and reflects the realisation that community- 

based rural development takes time. LEADER II also has an enhanced budget of 

1,500 million ECUs from EU funds, of which 900 million ECU are for Objective 1 

regions. As with LEADER I, the current programme is focused on the EU's priority 

geographical areas. In addition to Objective 1 and 5(b) regions, LEADER II also 

includes the recently created Objective 6 regions (areas with very low population 

density) reflecting the new membership of Sweden and Finland within the EU.

In terms of administrative arrangements, a feature of LEADER II is that its 

implementation will be as decentralised as possible, respecting the competencies of 

each local body (Moseley, 1995a). The Commission no longer intervenes directly in 

the selection of projects and beneficiaries instead negotiating in partnership with 

Member States, the content of regional and national programmes. Also, regional 

rather than national bodies will normally play the intermediary role between Brussels 

and the local group. These new arrangements therefore require real confidence to be 

placed in the 'subsidiarity' principle (that is, devolution of responsibility). Steichan 

(1994)'’ argues that:

"... the decentralisation of LEADER II holds the key to administrative simplification, closer 

involvement of all relevant partners in the implementation of the initiative and balanced 

relations between the different mechanisms applying to one and the same region" (p5).

The principal beneficiaries of LEADER II are to be the local action groups as defined 

by LEADER I. However, in contrast to LEADER I, other rural collective bodies, 

public or private can benefit from the initiative, provided that their more specific

3 Steichan at this time was Member of the European Commission with responsibility for Agriculture 
and Rural Development.
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activities relate to plans for the rural development of a local area. Collective bodies 

may include, for example, local authorities, consular chambers, co-operatives, 

associations and so on (LEADER Observatory, 1996).

In general LEADER II has four specific objectives which represent a change of 

emphasis from LEADER I. These objectives are (LEADER Observatory, 1996):

1. To ensure that support for exemplary local initiatives involving local development 

continues from LEADER I;

2. To support operations that are innovative, suitable as a model and transferable, 

and that illustrate the new directions that rural development may take;

3. To step up exchanges of experiences and the transfer of know-how through a 

rural development network;

4. To back transnational co-operation projects developed by the local bodies in rural 

areas which reflect their solidarity.

Reflecting this change of emphasis, LEADER II has four eligible measures.

a) Measure A - acquiring skills. This is the step prior to the development of rural 

innovation programmes in areas where the practice of local development is new. 

This measure concerns actions such as analysing the area's needs while taking 

account of the wishes of local people, motivating and training local people to 

participate actively in the development process, establishing links between local 

partners, drawing up a strategy and finding finance (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1994).

b) Measure B - rural innovation programmes. The Commission guidelines states 

that priority should be given to programmes for local action and investment 

which, besides having links with a more general (regional or local) rural 

development strategy and providing continuity with earlier measures in the area in 

question, should have three key features; "they should be innovative in the local 

context, they should be capable of serving as models, and they should be 

transferable. These 'projects of excellence' should illustrate the new directions that
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rural development may take" (Commission of the European Communities, 1994, 

p46).

Programmes can be comprised of a set of very diversified measures in terms of:

• Technical support for rural development;

• Vocational training;

• Support for rural tourism;

• Support for small businesses;

• Local exploitation and marketing of agriculture, forestry and fisheries 

products;

• Preservation and improvement of the environment and living conditions.

Special mention should be given to the innovative criteria which is of central 

importance to the initiative. The LEADER I programme was itself clearly 

innovative in several aspects. Its 'bottom-up' approach to development, with an 

emphasis on projects implemented by a partnership or local action group within a 

general development strategy for a limited area, was novel as far as much of rural 

Europe was concerned (Moseley, 1995a). However, LEADER II is insisting even 

more forcibly on the innovative nature of the projects to be supported, to quote: 

"By making innovation and the capacity to serve as a model the criteria for eligibility for 

LEADER II, the Commission does not wish to restrict the operational scope of the initiative 

to a few avant-garde operations of little potential use elsewhere, but wishes to ensure that all 

programmes financed contribute real added value in relation to other operations...The 

innovative nature ... must not be confined to the method (of managing the local project) but 

most also be apparent in the technical content of the product, the production process, the 

market or some other aspect" (Commission of the European Communities, 1994. p50).

The key criteria in identifying 'innovation' in the LEADER II context are novelty 

in a particular area (even if the project was commonplace elsewhere), deliberate 

introduction and subsequent positive impact (Moseley, 1995a). In plain terms 

Moseley argues that 'more of the same' in rural areas will no longer do.
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c) Measure C - transnational co-operation. The objective is to facilitate the 

devising and development of joint projects by groups and other local bodies from 

at least two Member States. LEADER II will assist with joint design, production 

and marketing of goods and services in any area of rural development. However, 

this measure is not a condition of eligibility under the LEADER programme, but it 

should be noted that the Commission views this aspect as crucial in demonstrating 

the 'value-added' of LEADER II, in that this measure cannot be achieved by 

national programmes.

d) Measure D - European network for rural development. The different 

components of LEADER II make up a European Network for Rural 

Development, constituting, for all the public and private bodies concerned, a 

permanent tool for the exchange of achievements, experience and know-how. As 

Steichen (1994) comments, the aim of this feature is that the European Union can 

make a contribution possible at no other level, through giving all rural areas 

access to the skills acquired by their counterparts elsewhere. Furthermore, it is 

hoped that the network will act as a 'seedbed' for transnational co-operation 

projects. This network is co-ordinated by the LEADER Observatory through 

various tools and services (e g. databases, publications, seminars, the internet...). 

The Observatory's primary task is to analyse and make known the innovations 

arising out of LEADER II. The Observatory also has the task of providing 

technical assistance for transnational co-operations and may, in this capacity, pay 

for part of the cost related to the devising of projects.

Implementing LEADER II.

The total funding mobilised for LEADER II has amounted to nearly 3,840 million 

ECUs, from the following sources (LEADER Observatory, 1997): Community 

contribution - 39%; other public funds - 27%; and private funding - 34%. Therefore, 

following the implementation of the reserve from the Community Initiatives and 

approval of all programmes, the total amount of funding mobilised around the
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LEADER II initiative is expected to greatly exceed 4,000 million ECUs (ibid ). By 

1999, there were 968 LEADER II beneficiaries throughout the EU (LEADER 

Observatory, 1999). The distribution of these is illustrated in table 2.2. With 175 local 

action groups and 10 Other Collective bodies, Italy has the highest number of 

LEADER II beneficiaries. France (168), Germany (167) and Spain (131) are three 

other heavily represented Member States. The vast majority of approved programmes 

involve local action groups. The Other Collective Bodies represent around 15% of the 

beneficiaries, with eight of the fifteen Member States having not adopted this option 

(LEADER Observatory, 1998).

Distribution of LEADER II beneficiaries

Member State Local action Other collective LEADER II

groups bodies beneficiaries
Belgium 18 - 18

Austria 31 9 40

Denmark 12 - 12

Germany 121 46 167

Spain 131 - 131

Finland 22 - 22

France 167 1 168

Greece 50 4 54

Ireland 34 3 37

Italy 175 10 185

Luxembourg 2 - 2

Netherlands 4 - 4

Portugal 48 - 48

Sweden 12 - 12

United Kingdom 60 8 68

Total 887 81 968

Table 2.2 - Distribution of LEADER II beneficiaries (source: LEADER Observatory, 1999).
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On average, distribution among the four measures planned within the national or 

regional LEADER programmes is as follows (LEADER Observatory, 1997):

• Acquisition of skills - 4%;

• Rural innovation programmes - 92%;

• Transnational co-operation - 4%;

• Monitoring/continuous assessment - 1%;

Paradoxically, the regions where the practice of local development is the most recent 

seem to have allocated the least to the acquisition of skills measure (ibid ). In most 

Member States, LEADER II covers virtually all rural areas. However, a tension in this 

approach is highlighted by the LEADER Observatory:

"Time will tell whether the insufficient concentration of means, a certain 'sprinkling' that 

characterises this second stage of the Initiative in many Member States, will have been the 

way to disseminate the local approach to development or, on the contrary, will create a 

dispersion of efforts, detrimental to the results sought" (1997, pi 3).

Cork Declaration: the future direction of rural development policy?

During the 1990s, rural development has become established as an EU policy concern, 

with the LEADER initiative representing the Commission's thinking as a means of 

implementing the principles outlined in the 'Future of Rural Society'. However, as 

Rodgers (1997) argues, the continued progression in this direction is not a forgone 

conclusion: "the processes of change are themselves inevitably slow and ponderous" 

(pi67). The Union is having to cope with other major issues on its agenda such as 

monetary union, the BSE crisis and the enlargement to accommodate the Eastern and 

Central European countries. This last issue in itself brings with it major questions of 

rural policy. Finally, of course, there is the inevitable opposition to change not least 

from the farming groups which stand to lose most from the shifts in support emphasis.

Two policy statements provide the broad context for rural development as the next 

century approaches. The Cork Declaration (1996) was the outcome of a conference 

organised by the EC which brought together a wide range of rural interests from the 

EU and other European countries. It sets out a ten-point rural development
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programme for the EU that includes principles of integrated development, economic 

diversification, sustainability and subsidiarity. The Declaration states that "sustainable 

rural development must be put on top of the agenda of the EU" (p2), that rural 

development policy should be "multi-disciplinary in concept, and multi-sectoral in 

application, with a clear territorial dimension" (p2). It must be as "decentralised as 

possible and based on partnership and co-operation between all levels" (p3) with an 

emphasis on "participation and a bottom-up approach, which harnesses the creativity 

and solidarity of rural communities" (p3). Although these principles were adopted 

within the Cork Declaration, as O'Hara and Commins (1998) suggest:

"Such principles have not been enthusiastically or universally welcomed across the spectrum 

of political and sectoral interests in Europe, where there are radically different views on 

further CAP reform. The ideals set out in the Cork Declaration are likely to be tempered by 

pragmatism as various interests seek to influence policy over the next few years" (p276).

This is evident in the Agenda 2000 Communication (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1997), which contains proposals for EU policy in the context of global 

trade liberalisation, the need for increased competitiveness, and the prospect of EU 

enlargement. It appears that some of the principles contained in the Cork Declaration 

are given effect in Agenda 2000 - this is discussed in more detail in chapter nine. 

However, as O'Hara and Commins contend, there is no coherent model of rural 

development in Agenda 2000, nor any clear attempt to flesh out the ideal of a 

comprehensive, integrated multi-sectoral approach as promised in the Cork 

Declaration. In this sense, therefore:

"Agenda 2000 represents a rather more confined 'agri-model' of rural development which 

will not meet the needs of rural areas in the next century" (O'Hara and Commins, 1998, 

P227).

In fact, Rodgers (1997) argues that many protagonists of the move towards a rural as 

opposed to an agricultural policy framework have been "dismayed to see the lack of a 

radical change in the desired direction" (pi67).
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Conclusion.

This chapter has attempted to locate LEADER within European Union policy, both in 

terms of promoting rural development and also as an instrument to implement the 

Commission's commitment to social and economic cohesion. Central to this discussion 

has been the relationship of rural development and reform of the Common 

Agricultural Policy, suggesting that the Commission is moving from an approach of 

compensating disadvantage to one of promoting desirable actions. The debate, 

however, is ongoing, and is likely to shape any future rural development policy within 

the EU over the next decade. The chapter has also outlined key principles of 

LEADER, such as, 'bottom-up' and participatory, a local area-based approach, with 

an emphasis on economic diversification. In addition, the methods for implementing 

LEADER were discussed, for example, local public-private-community sector 

partnerships and integrated strategies. This approach was largely maintained for 

LEADER II, but with a greater emphasis on innovation and transnational aspects. The 

emergence of these principles and methods of rural development are further discussed 

in chapter three in relation to the Northern Ireland policy context for LEADER II.
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Chapter three: Institutional context and instruments of rural 
development in Northern Ireland.

Introduction.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the rural development arena 

in Northern Ireland. Firstly, the emergence of rural development as a policy concern 

will be traced. This draws on the literature by Murray and Greer (1990, 1992, 1993a 

and b, 1997). The initial policy response is then outlined, followed by an analysis of 

policy succession and the changing, more complex nature of the policy community. 

The impact of Northern Ireland's Rural Development Programme will then be 

considered. Also an important concern for this chapter is to locate and determine 

LEADER'S role within rural development in Northern Ireland, in particular 

contrasting the administration of LEADER II with its predecessor. A problem 

encountered during this research, has been the absence of literature on rural 
development in Northern Ireland to draw upon for this chapter. The tendency over 

the last decade has been for the main 'players' in rural development to be 
practitioners, but with very few commentating on policy developments (the 

exception being Murray and Greer). This has resulted in a dearth of published 

research in relation to rural development practice in the Province, thus endorsing the 

value of the research conducted.

In contrast to other peripheral rural regions within the UK where the contribution of 

rural development initiatives to economic and social regeneration is longstanding. 

Northern Ireland has been largely characterised by an absence of any comprehensive 

response by Government (Murray and Greer, 1992) and only became a policy 

concern, with Government departmental responsibility in the early 1990s. Indeed, 
MacSharry1 commenting in 1990, highlighted that "progress on the rural 

development front in Northern Ireland would appear to be slow" (1990, pi2). The 

context for this 'slow progress' has been a longstanding urban bias in economic 

development and physical planning that has existed in Northern Ireland. In the 1960s 

the 'Belfast Regional Survey and Plan' advanced a strategy for demagnetising the

1 At the time MacSharry was Member of the Commission of the European Communities responsible 
for agriculture and rural development.
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Belfast Urban Area, while simultaneously expanding several of the larger towns 

within the immediate sphere of influence of the city. As Murray and Greer (1993b) 

outline, these de facto growth centres were not only to receive population from 

Belfast but also to act as holding points for people migrating from the rural heartland 

of the region in search of jobs and houses. However, Murray and Greer argue that 

political considerations played a major part in modifying these blueprints. The 

number of selected growth centres was repeatedly increased by the 1970-1975 

Development Programme and the 1975-1995 Regional Physical Development 

Strategy. This contends Murray and Greer, reflected a belated recognition of the 

important economic and social role played by more peripheral parts of the region

By the mid-1980s this directive style of planning began to fragment and was replaced 

by a more localised development focus. However, the urban bias remained the 

dominant discourse, to quote:
"... the development problems in Northern Ireland have for too long been mainly perceived 

as conditions of economic and social malaise in urban areas, particularly Belfast and 

Londonderry/Derry. Over the past thirty years there has been no shortage of initiatives with 

an urban focus, from new towns to inner city regeneration, but along the way, rural areas 

have repeatedly lost out, often viewed at best by policy makers as the passive backdrop to the 

loci for intervention" (Murray and Greer, 1990, pl6).

This localised approach led to, in Belfast for example, a European Commission- 

sponsored Integrated Operational Programme, Making Belfast Work Programme, the 

designation of enterprise zones and the regeneration of the city waterfront by the 

Laganside Development Corporation. This continued urban discourse 

notwithstanding, this evolving preference for local development solutions to regional 

problems subsequently spilled over into rural areas (Murray and Greer, 1997).

Northern Ireland as a rural region.

A basic division of problem regions within the European Community (as it was 

formerly known) into agricultural and industrial has placed Northern Ireland firmly 

in the former (Klein, 1981). The prosperity of the agricultural sector has long had a 

major bearing on the prosperity of the Northern Ireland economy, and any 

assessment of the rural economy usually starts with a commentary on this sector.
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Economic activity in Northern Ireland's rural areas is dominated by agriculture and 

industries and services dependant on agriculture. Overall, agriculture accounts for 

4.5% of Northern Ireland's GDP compared with the EU average figure of 2.8% and 

the UK average of 1.9% (DANI, 1999), with almost 82% of the total land area of 

Northern Ireland used for agriculture. However, the general trend for agriculture in 

Northern Ireland is one of decline. The vulnerability of Northern Ireland's 

agricultural industry in periods of severe crisis is demonstrated by the fact that 

between 1996 and 1997 the total income from farming in Northern Ireland fell by 

36% (DANI, 1997), primarily because of the strength of sterling. This fall in income 

impacted indirectly on a range of industries and services in rural areas, particularly 

those which are highly dependent on agriculture's prosperity. This is highlighted by 

the 1996/97 DANI Farm Business Survey which revealed that almost a quarter of all 

farms in Northern Ireland had incurred a loss, with a net income of less than £0

Key Urban areas

Rural areas

Map 3.1: Northern Ireland's rural and urban areas (source; DANI, 1999).

In terms of employment, agriculture accounts for 5.8% of civil employment in 

Northern Ireland. This is very similar to the average for the EU (5.3%), but almost 

three times the level in the UK as a whole (2%) (DANI, 1999). Total agricultural
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employment has been declining at an average rate of 1% per year since the early 

1970s. This trend has continued during the 1990s to the point where total agricultural 

employment in Northern Ireland in 1997, including full-time, part-time, casual and 

seasonal jobs was just under 62,000. A further trend has been the reduction in the 

number of full-time jobs in agriculture and an increase in part-time, casual and 

seasonal employment. This suggests a shift to less viable farms with increasing 

under- employment among farmers.

Few opportunities for increased direct employment in the agricultural sector are 

envisaged, and as Hart and Murray (1994) assert, a key trend that has emerged is that 

the economic well-being of rural communities in Northern Ireland can no longer be 

associated with the health of their agricultural economies. This is because that 

despite the problems associated with farming, employment in Northern Ireland's 

rural areas has continued to grow at a relatively steady rate over the period 1971- 

1991 This is related to a variety of economic circumstances, not all of which have 

been conducive to growth (Hart and Murray, 1994); the main sectors responsible 

being government and private services, with limited manufacturing impact in certain 

areas. Public sector employment in rural areas almost doubled between 1971 and 

1991, underlying very clearly its importance in helping to overcome the job losses 

experienced in agriculture and related production activities (ibid ). However, due to 

growing rationalisation of public service provision, it must be questioned how long 

this sector will continue to represent the single largest source of new employment in 

rural areas. With respect to private services, there has been a recorded higher growth 

rate in rural areas relative to urban areas between 1971-1991. However, a large 

proportion of the jobs have been concentrated around the larger district towns (ibid ). 

The manufacturing sector has also performed relatively well in rural areas compared 

to urban areas. Just under half (47%) of the total manufacturing employment in 

Northern Ireland is located in rural areas.

However, Hart and Murray demonstrate that the fact that rural areas have performed 

well in terms of employment growth (services and manufacturing) does not 

necessarily mean that unemployment has been below the Northern Ireland average:
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"Unemployment in rural areas remains high with approximately 51,000 persons on the 

unemployment register, and would seem to be unaffected by increased levels of job creation" 

(1994, p23).

Part of the reason for this is the continuing high levels of population increase in rural 

areas stemming from the maintenance of a high rate of natural increase and the 

decline in net out-migration. The growth in the working age population in rural areas 

was nearly five times greater than in urban areas over the period 1971-1991 and 

almost two times greater between 1981-1991 (ibid ).

The condition of rural Northern Ireland received seminal attention in the work of 

Armstrong et al in 1980 in which emphasis was placed on the identification of the 

spatial extent of economic disadvantage (based on a high dependence on agriculture, 

high rates of unemployment and underemployment, low population density and 

imbalances in the demographic structure). Problem rural areas accounted for some 

two-thirds of the land area of Northern Ireland and some 15% of the 1971 population 
- 230,000.

In an up-dated analysis of deprivation in Northern Ireland, the Robson Report2 

identifies disadvantaged rural areas occupying 67.5% of the total surface area of 

Northern Ireland (see map 3.2). At the last census just under 359,000 people, which 

is 22.7% of the total population of Northern Ireland, lived in those areas, however, 

the July 1998 unemployment count illustrates that disadvantaged rural areas account 

for 26.01% of the Province's total number of unemployed (DANI, 1999). Long-term 

unemployment is also a significant problem for disadvantaged rural areas. Again 

using figures from the July 1998 unemployment count, the long-term unemployment 

in those areas is 7.2% higher than the Northern Ireland average (ibid ).
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Map 3.2: Disad\ antaged rural areas, as identified in the Robson Report (source; DANI, 1999).

However, even though these rural disadvantaged areas and their problems were 

highlighted by Armstrong et al in 1980, it took a further decade for Government to 

become more fully engaged in the formulation and implementation of policies aimed 

at the rural economy.

The emergence of rural development in Northern Ireland.

During the latter part of the 1980s public policy interest in rural development was 

stimulated by a number of interlinked factors comprising of the Maher Report, the 

Rural Action Project, the International Fund for Ireland, and the European 

Commission. Each will be briefly considered:

' Disadvantaged rural areas are defined as the rural electoral wards with a positive 'degree of 
deprivation' score as measured in the Manchester University report on 'Relative Deprivation in
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1. The Maher Report.

Much of the early interest in rural development in the Province was stimulated by 

the Maher Report (1986) prepared on behalf on the European Parliament. The report 

provides a comprehensive description of the multi-faceted disadvantage faced by 

rural Northern Ireland and argues for the urgent intervention by all participants in 

the development process. The recommendations contained in the Maher Report 

embrace a multi-sectoral approach to the rural problem, including agricultural 

diversification, craft industry, fisheries, infrastructure development, and a central co

ordinating body to oversee implementation. Although the report contains few 

details, it provides an important attempt to highlight the disadvantaged conditions of 

Northern Ireland's rural periphery.

2. Rural Action Project.

The Rural Action Project (RAP) emerged from concerns by local voluntary 

organisations about the lack of emphasis on and knowledge of conditions in rural 

Northern Ireland. A series of action research initiatives was funded (by the 

Department of Health and Social Services in Northern Ireland and the EC Combat 

Poverty 2 Programme) at the level of local community involvement. The RAPs work 

was targeted at four pilot areas within the Province, with its work locally rooted, well 

researched, and carefully developed in partnership with local community 

organisations and district councils (RAP, 1989). The persistence of RAP was central 

in eventually prompting a wide-ranging scrutiny of rural affairs in the Province.

3. The International Fund for Ireland

The International Fund for Ireland (EFI) was established in 1986 (funded by 

contributions from the USA, Canada, New Zealand and the EU), and aims to 

encourage contact, dialogue and reconciliation between Nationalists and Unionists 

throughout Ireland. By 1996, the IFI had attracted £320 million for project 

expenditure across a number sectors including business development, tourism, urban 

development, and agriculture and fisheries (IFI, 1996). To offset early criticism of 

the Fund in relation to targeting resources at areas of greatest need, a Disadvantaged 

Areas Initiative was established. The coverage of this initiative included problem

Northern Ireland' (1994), PPRU Occasional Paper No. 28. Often referred to as the Robson Report.
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rural areas, leading to development projects in small towns, villages and rural 

communities However, as Murray and Greer (1992) argue:
"... by seeking to target a greater proportion of its resources on disadvantaged rural areas, the 

Fund has reinforced the need for a corresponding policy response from Government" (pi78).

4 European Commission.

A regional development plan was submitted in 1989 by the Government to the EC 

for application to the reformed Structural Funds, and the subsequent negotiated 

Community Support Framework for Northern Ireland secured £555 million for the 

period 1989-1993 (Murray and Greer, 1992). Both of these documents contain little 

recognition of the need for and scope of rural development as a substantive policy for 

economic development Indeed this led Commissioner MacSharry to suggest that 

progress in rural development in the Province had been slow (highlighted earlier). 

The agriculture and rural development component of the Community Support 

Framework was mainly a continuation of existing agricultural policies.

The policy response.

In response to these pressures, and from intense lobbying by rural interests, the 

Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (then Peter Brooke) appointed a high level 

Inter-Departmental Committee on Rural Development (IDCRD) in October 1989, to 

advise him on the "best way of carrying forward action to tackle the social and 

economic problems in the most deprived rural areas of Northern Ireland" (IDCRD, 

1992, pi2). The Committee was chaired by the Permanent Secretary of the 

Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland (DANI) and its members were drawn 

from all the Northern Ireland Departments and non-Departmental statutory bodies 

with an involvement in rural matters. The IDCRD reported to Ministers in December 

1990, and from the outset the community-led approach was fundamental to rural 
development in the Province:

"It has been emphasised to the IDCRD that the process of genuine community development 

is an essential prerequisite to successful rural regeneration. . . Before the process of economic 

and social regeneration can begin it may be necessaiy to go through, to a greater or lessor 

degree depending on each area, the process of community development... Constructive
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community development has been identified as including co-operative, consultation and 

accountability, a sense of community and community self help" (IDCRD, 1992, p36).

In summary the main recommendations of the report were:

1. The establishment of the Department of Agriculture as the lead department with 

responsibility for promoting rural development to tackle the needs of the most 

disadvantaged rural areas;

2. A permanent inter-agency forum at senior level to co-ordinate, and to resolve 

conflicts in top-down policies and programmes;

3. The formation of an independent Rural Development Council (RDC), sponsored 

and supported by Government. The RDC would have an advisory role to 

Government and was also given responsibility for community-led rural 

development, including; providing training expertise and information, 

encouraging community development in targeted rural areas, and; facilitating the 

preparation, co-ordination and presentation of 'bottom-up' local development 

plans and projects. This organisation would also provide a forum for discussion 

between communities;

4. The appointment of a small team of DAN1 local co-ordinators to co-ordinate and 

integrate responses to local development plans and projects;

5. The identification of specific funds for rural development in deprived areas to 

supplement mainline programmes.

In addition to these recommendations, the IDCRD report also highlights the parallel 

formulation of the European Commission LEADER initiative. The convergence of 

the EC LEADER approach and the community-led approach to rural development 

put forward is evident, with the IDCRD stating that it:
"...believes the framework for delivery of the recommendations in this report to be 

compatible with the LEADER initiative" (pi8).

The recommendations outlined were accepted in principle by Government and 

formed the basis of its Rural Development Initiative launched in 1991. Fig. 3.1 

below illustrates the delivery framework proposed for rural development, which 

became the approved institutional structure intended to integrate top-down 

development steer with bottom-up community-led activity. It should be noted that 

this intervention allowed for a concentrated effort to be made on tackling the
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problems of the most disadvantaged rural areas of Northern Ireland. The most 

deprived areas were identified as West Fermanagh, the Sperrins, Western Shore of 

Lough Neagh, South Down and South Armagh, and the Glens of Antrim (see 

map3.3).

Glens
yitrim

Sperrins

Down

Map: 3.3 - DANTs five targeted rural disadvantaged areas (source; DANI, 1996).

MINISTER

Development Officers Rural Area Co-ordinators

Rural Communities/ 
Groups/Associations

Rural Development 
Steering Group

Rural Development 
Council HQ staff

Department of Agriculture 
Rural Development Division

Informal Networks
(District Councils, Rural Community Network, 

local departmental and agency reps.

Fig. 3.1: Delivery structure for rural development (source: DANI, (1992) 'Rural Development: A 

Government Initiative).
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Therefore, by the early 1990s significant progress had been made in terms of 

establishing policy and delivery mechanisms for rural development. For example, 

rural development had become rooted in a particular Government department in 

contrast with its previous residual position within policy. The establishment of the 

RDC was also a positive development, even though this proved to be more modest 

than its counterparts in Britain (the Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Development 

Board for Rural Wales and the Rural Development Commission in England). 

Furthermore, the emphasis that was placed on the contribution of local communities 

to rural development was a valuable commitment by Government to a community- 

led approach. However, analysis of these initial institutional arrangements raises a 

number of key points, as identified by Murray and Greer (1996).

Firstly, the RDC from the outset had a clearly identified and pivotal role in 

facilitating community-based social and economic regeneration, through generic 

community development activities. The RDC's Strategic Plan for 1992-1995 defined 

their role as comprising of; stimulating awareness of the value of collective action of 

local levels; building confidence in ability to bring about improvement; encouraging 

margainalised groups to participate; and promoting the adoption of good working 

practices (ibid). The strategic plan also outlined a commitment to providing a 

research and information service. However, as Murray and Greer highlight, there is 

no mention of the role identified by the 1DCRD for the RDC to provide a discussion 

forum between communities. This task was addressed by the establishment in 1991 

of the Rural Community Network (RCN), a voluntary organisation with a mission to 

identify and voice issues of concern to rural communities:
"Thus from the outset of the Government's rural development initiative, the convergence of 

development work and rural issues advocacy envisaged in a single organisation by the 

IDCRD was separated and entrusted to two bodies, the nominal distinction being that the 

RDC could be viewed as being closer to DANI than the RCN" (p7).

A second key point which emerges from the initial design of the institutional 

structures, outlined by Murray and Greer, was the identification of a District Council 

involvement which "progressed little beyond genuflection to the legitimacy of 

representative democracy" (p7). The IDCRD report noted that there "should be a role 

for individual District Councillors appointed on a personal basis to the RDC" (p42).
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and suggested that chief executives "will have the opportunity to play an important 

role in the operation of Local Networks" (p42). However, in the rural development 

framework in 1992 outlined in fig. 3.1, district councils are included with 

departmental and agency representatives as 'informal networks'. Murray and Greer 

argue that clearly DANI was exercising its claim over the rural development agenda.

The third point identified by Murray and Greer is in relation to the role of the 'rural 

constituency'. It is contended that reference by the IDCRD in 1989 to 'local networks' 

and by DANI in 1992 to 'informal networks' failed to recognise sufficiently that the 

rural constituency itself could make a contribution to co-ordination. Moreover, rural 

communities, groups and associations were perceived as a 'monolithic block' seeking 

to develop and bring forward plans to regenerate their own areas, to quote:
"The guiding assumption here would appear to have been that all brokerage expertise lay 

with public officials and that no challenge to this dependency relationship could be brooked" 

(Murray and Greer, 1996, p9).

This would appear to have clear implications for the top-down/bottom-up balance for 

rural development delivery, vis-a-vis power relations between DANI and community 

groups; for example in terms of creating effective partnerships. It should be noted 

that in the initial institutional structures, no mention was made of the RCN.

Policy succession.

The early work of the Rural Development Programme (1991-1994) concentrated 

primarily on building the capacity of disadvantaged rural communities and 

supporting local promotion of multi-sectoral regeneration projects. During this 

period, the RDC undertook a lead role in developing the "capabilities of local 

communities to play a real partnership role in regeneration plans" (DANI, 1994, p7); 

providing support for 176 community organisations, assisting the formation of 88 

new groups and providing informal training for over 2000 people in sessions 

organised by the Council's Development Officers (ibid ). By 1994 twenty-one rural 

development projects, representing total financial expenditure of around £15 million, 

had been approved for assistance. The RDC had also acted as the managing agent for 

the LEADER I programme in Northern Ireland, and in partnership with the
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Department of Agricultural area co-ordinators, have been able to channel some £4.5 

million to a range of locally based projects. This shall be discussed more fully later 

in this chapter.

The next phase of rural development policy is outlined in DANTs (1994) Rural 

Development Strategy for the period 1994-1999 In this, the Department sets out its 

'vision' for Northern Ireland's disadvantaged rural areas as:
"A healthy and diverse economic and social environment where quality of life is enhanced by

quality of opportunity" (p4).

The overall aim of the strategy is:
"To stimulate the economic and social revitalisation of the most disadvantaged rural areas of

Northern Ireland through partnership between the public, private and voluntary sectors" (p5). 

The strategy identifies three priorities. Firstly there is continued support for rural 
community development, which is concerned with; promoting and supporting 

locally based community animation/action programmes, developing leadership and 

business managerial capacity in rural community groups, and; establishing networks 

promoting greater integration of local development plans. Secondly, the targeting of 

a number of area-based strategies (ABSs) in specific areas of particular 

disadvantage (see map 3.4 for distribution of ABSs). In each area an Action Group 

(ABSAG) is created which aims to involve a partnership of central government, 

statutory agencies, district councils, private business, community groups and 

voluntary bodies in economic and social regeneration. Nine area-based strategies 

have been initiated each with a budget of up to £1 million to lever additional public 

and private resources. Key elements of this approach include local ownership of the 

'process' and implementation of the strategy, and the high degree of adaptation of the 

strategy to the specific needs of the area. As will be seen later in this chapter with a 

discussion of LEADER II in Northern Ireland, there are strong similarities between 

DANTs area-based strategies and LEADER local action groups in terms of process, 

projects implemented, and people and groups involved, as well as an overlap of 

territories covered in many cases. This leads to a questioning of the merits in 

implementing what would appear to be two competing programmes relating to, for 

example; whether a critical mass of viable project ideas exists, the value-added of 

each programme, relationships between ABSAGs and LEADER LAGs in similar 

areas, and perceptions of each 'on the ground', by likely project promoters. These
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issues will be explored later in the thesis. The third priority in the Rural Development 

Strategy is the continued support for community-based regeneration projects 

which can draw on mainstream public expenditure programmes, EC initiatives, and 
the IFI (DANI, 1994, 1996).

Key: 1. South Armagh 2. Upper Moyola Valley Partnership

3. Loughshores ABS 4. Western Sperrins

5. Northern Sperrins 5. Castlederg

7. East Fermanagh 8. North Antrim

9. Moumes ABS

Map 3.4 - Location of Area-Based Strategies (source; DANI, 1996).

In November 1995, the RDC published a revised strategic plan also designed to carry 

its operations forward to 1999. Whereas, initially the RDC's focus was on animation, 

helping local groups to get established and to identify their priorities, the 1995-1999 

Strategy emphasises job creation and project 'pull through'. The Council's mission 
statement in this strategy is to:

"...assist local communities in the disadvantaged rural areas to develop quality projects that 

will create sustainable employment" (p2).

The Strategic Plan is based around four underlying principles and priorities:

• Local communities are best placed to identify their needs and propose solutions 

- project development is a priority (p3);
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• Rural development should address social need in rural areas - job creation is a 
priority (p5);

• Rural development must benefit those people who are disadvantaged - inclusion 

of disadvantaged groups is a priority (p6);

• The economic and social revitalisation of the most disadvantaged rural areas of 

Northern Ireland can be most effectively delivered through partnerships 

between the public, private and voluntary sector - assistance for local 
partnerships is a priority (p7).

The Chief Executive of the RDC^ noted at the time that this new focus has involved 

the "introduction of substantial changes in the location, roles working procedures 

and skills of Council staff" (RDC, 1996, pi). Commenting on this shift in emphasis, 

Murray and Greer (1998) suggest that:
"Clearly the more extensive community development aspirations that informed earlier work, 

linked to an advocacy role for rural affairs, have been overtaken by the imperative of 

demonstrating visible returns on the employment front" (p259).

In 1996, the Department of Agriculture published its 'Review of Progress' of the 

Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme, 1990-1996. In this, the structures 

for rural development delivery appear to be revised from those contained in previous 

DANI documents; 'Rural Development: A Government Initiative' and 'Rural 

Development Strategy for Northern Ireland 1994-1999' (see fig. 3.1 above). The new 
structures are set out below in fig. 3.2.
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Co-ordination of public sector responses

Rural Area Co-ordinators

Information, Advice, and 

Training

Government, EU and 

IFI Funding for Project

Rural Development Council

Rural Development 
Steering Group

Rural Development 
Division, DANI

Local Authority, Private 
and Voluntary Sector.

Communities in Deprived 
Rural Areas

Fig. 3.2: Revised delivery structures for rural development (source; DANI, 1996).

The contemporary structure can be viewed as an 'assertive positioning' by the Rural 

Development Division (RDD) of DANI and the 'relegation' of the RDC to a service 

provider of information, advice and training. The established role of the Rural Area 

Co-ordinators is restated, but with the additional emphasis on funding delivery. In 

addition there appears to be a more central role for rural communities, with a greater 

emphasis on partnerships with local authorities, the private and voluntary sectors. 

With the withdrawal of the RDC from community development processes, 1995 saw 

a commitment from the Rural Community Network to create a central support unit 

for community development. This Unit was established during 1997/1998 with 

funding secured for a three year period from DANI, the Voluntary Activity Unit 

(Department of Health and Social Services) and private sources (RCN, 1998). 

Interestingly, similar to previous models outlined, there is still no explicit mention of 

the RCN in the revised rural development structures. Murray and Greer (1996) argue 

that these adjustments outlined are, to quote:

1 At this time the Chief Executive of the RDC was Jimmy Armstrong, who retired in 1998.

64



"... not insignificant and are evidence of internal churning processes which have been 

reshaping the arrangements of rural development policy networks in Northern Ireland over 

the past few years" (p9).

However, by 1996 the reality was that the policy landscape was much more complex 

than the institutional arrangements set out in fig. 3.2 suggest. The rural development 

arena since the early 1990s has become increasingly dense with the sudden 

burgeoning of rural community organisations (for example, in 1998 the RCN 

represented 274 community groups), the entry of local authorities (termed in 

Northern Ireland as district councils) into local economic development, and a new 

ethos of partnership between the public, private, community and voluntary sectors.

One of the conditions that has led to the adaptation of the policy environment has 

been the steady restructuring of civic governance in Northern Ireland. Elected 

representatives in Local Government have been slow to fill the political void that 

followed Direct Rule in Northern Ireland in 1973, failing to adopt a more proactive 

stance in order to offset constraints of a heavily centralised bureaucracy. Often 

District Councils have been, externally, perceived poorly with the calibre of elected 

representatives commonly criticised. In addition, due to the absence of a regional 

debating arena, it had become common for Northern Ireland's political divisions to 

have been 'played out' in Council chambers and a neglect of local problems has 

happened in many cases. It is in this context that alternative models of governance 

have begun to flourish comprising of a new participatory democracy in social and 

economic development. Indeed, community organisations across rural Northern 

Ireland, stimulated by the efforts of the RDC and RCN, have been at the forefront of 
these efforts to nurture active stakeholders in local society.

Murray and Greer (1996) indicate that while participatory democracy as an 

expression of citizenship allows individuals to have a public say in local affairs, there 

can be significant weaknesses in this approach. These can be derived from, for 

example, impermanent structures, selective participation and accountability. 

However, the process of partnership can help to offset these concerns by bringing 

together the distinct traditions of bureaucratic management, representative 

democracy and participative democracy. Within Northern Ireland, the area-based 

partnership approach can be traced to the Local Economic Development Measure of
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the 1994-1999 Structural Funds Programme. It has subsequently become more firmly 

embedded in the local governance arena by the formation of a complete network of 

District Partnerships under Sub Programme 6 of the EU Special Support Programme 

for Peace and Reconciliation1 * * 4 Each partnership comprises one third elected 

representatives, one third community/voluntary representatives, and one third of 

representative from the private sector and other interests, including statutory agencies 

(Commission of the European Communities, 1995):
"The three way construction of the partnerships guaranteed no-one dominance and required 

everyone to negotiate for progress. Voluntary and community groups had to shed their 

begging bowl style at the door, just as Councillors were required to leave their bearpit 

approach of the local Council chamber behind them, too. Each is now learning, sharing 

negotiating, even horse- trading in a new climate of collaboration" (Oliver5, 1997, pi 2).

The additional involvement of District Councils in LEADER II LAGs underlines 

how far the re-shaping of civic governance, and its linkage with rural development, 

has travelled since the deliberations of the IDCRD in 1989 (Murray and Greer, 

1996).

A further dimension associated with the transformation of the policy environment for 

rural development, has been a vigorous commitment to strategic planning at different 

spatial scales drawing in a multiplicity of actors (Murray and Greer, 1996). The 

philosophy underlying the Rural Development Programme in Northern Ireland is that 

rural communities are themselves best placed to identify their needs and propose 

solutions. This necessitates that those involved be able to think and act strategically 

by having regard to a written, agreed and published plan. These plans should seek to 

raise awareness, to integrate community interests with Government policies, and to 

provide an instrument for winning grant aid and exerting leverage, as well as 

providing an information base of facts and forecasts. Strategy documents have 

'mushroomed' in the rural landscape during the 1990s:
"Single community and multi-community alliances have engaged in a frenetic activity of 

surveys. SWOT analysis and plans, while District Partnerships and LEADER II LAGs have 

raced against programme deadlines to produce funding bids" (Murray and Greer, 1996, pi 1).

1 Launched in 1995, the Peace and Reconciliation Programme for Northern Ireland and the border 
counties of the Republic of Ireland had a total expenditure for 1995-1997 of 416 ECUs million, with
the general aim of promoting reconciliation between unionist and nationalist communities. The
Programme has 6 sub-programmes ranging from social inclusion to urban regeneration. A second
round of'P&R' was launched in 1998. (Commission of the Europe Communities, 1995).
5 Quentin Oliver is Director of the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Activity (NICVA).
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This activity provides convincing evidence of local communities' desire to build a 

better future for rural Northern Ireland.

In addition to the rural development activity outlined, other initiatives impacting on 

rural areas include, the CRISP scheme (Community Regeneration and Improvement 

Special Programme) funded by the IFI and administered by the Department of the 

Environment (DoE), and LEDU activity (Local Economic Development Unit). Both 

the RDC and the RCN act as intermediary bodies for Measure 1 for Community-

based actions of the Sub Programme 2b for Rural Regeneration of the ‘P&R’

Programme (Commission of the European Communities, 1996). Therefore by merely 

focusing on economic development and regeneration activities, development in rural 

areas is the responsibility of:

• 3 rural area co-ordinators in DANI (2 counties each),

• 3 RDC project managers (areas do not coincide with rural area co

ordinators' areas due to varying levels of community activity in 

different parts of Northern Ireland;

• 9 DANI Area-Based Strategies;

• 15 LEADER II local action groups;

• 26 District Councils which each have a local economic 

development strategy;

• 26 District Partnerships;

• LEDU;

• DoE/IFI CRISP Programme;

• 4 IFI Economic Development Consultants.

In the literature on regional and local development (synopsis provided by Keane, 

1998), there is reference to the concept of'institutional thickness', which suggests 

how a greater number, or deeper development, of institutions and agents help a 

regional or local economy to develop. However, Keane proposes another analysis 

which suggests that it is not the number of institutions, nor the depth of their 

development, nor the density of networks, at either a local or a central level, but the 

degree of 'fit' that they achieve and their economic orientation which is most
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important. A dense network or strong institutional structure is of limited use 

developmentally if it is only about accountability and if it is hierarchical in, for 

example, its approach to policy design and delivery. Each of the organisations listed 

above exist for genuine reasons and were created to carry out specific tasks or to 

meet local needs. However, as McLernon (1997) (a DAN1 rural area co-ordinator) 

argues, because the programmes and partnerships were designed to meet various 

programme criteria and policy objectives, it can now be seen that they were planned 

without due to consideration of how they would fit into an overall approach to the 

regeneration activity of rural areas:
"The net effect of this proliferation of funding bodies and agents has been to create a 

crowded 'market place' where, although there are plenty of funding avenues, it can be 

difficult to identify the most appropriate source for a particular project or programme" 

(McLernon, 1997, p6).

This crowding out of the 'market place' will obviously have a major impact on 

LEADER in Northern Ireland, in terms of its; identity, role and niche, and 

effectiveness (i.e. the ability of a LAG to generate a critical mass of viable projects). 

Therefore examining how LEADER personnel interact with the various other 

agencies involved in rural development will be a key issue in this thesis, and to 

examine if LEADER groups contribute to the degree of'fit' that exists in local areas.

Impact of rural development policy.

As can be seen from policy evolution, progress in rural development has been 

considerable. Northern Ireland now has established structures for rural development, 

whereas in the mid-1980s this was an area of residual concern for Government. As 

well as developing an infrastructure to support rural development in the public sector 

in Northern Ireland, arrangements to support the community sector has also been 

introduced. This has been an essential characteristic that has emerged from the 

overview of policy succession. From a low base in the 1980s, there has emerged a 

highly active rural constituency organised around a large number of community 

groups. Public expenditure on rural development has also increased since 1990, 

evidence of Government commitment. Financial resources for rural development in 

Northern Ireland have grown from £176,000 of pilot funding in 1990 to a
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commitment of over £13 million in 1996. It is important to note the scale of the 

financial commitment made to rural development in Northern Ireland by the EU. It is 

likely that the EU will have contributed approximately 60% of the total financial 

support for the Programme between 1990 and 1999, even before the very substantial 

contributions which the EU also makes to the IFI are also taken into account (DANI, 

1996).

The main impacts of the Rural Development Programme to date have been outlined 

in a recent DANI (1999) Discussion Paper for the Rural Development Programme 

2000-20066. Bt 1999 450 community groups have become involved in rural 

development, many with cross-community objectives, 178 community animation 

programmes have been undertaken and over 1200 rural people have successfully 

completed training and further education courses. There have been 73 community 

based regeneration projects supported and 60 new businesses have been created. This 

has led to 465 Full-Time Equivalent jobs being created, safeguarded or maintained7 

In addition, 8 Area-Based Strategies have been established in disadvantaged rural 

areas, 15 LEADER LAGs have been formed to implement LEADER II, 9 Rural 

Collective Bodies have been funded under LEADER II to undertake projects to 

develop specific sectors of the rural economy, and 5 major research projects have 

been undertaken into various aspects of the rural economy and rural society.

An often referred to model of local development outlined by Bennett (1989) (fig. 3.3 

below) suggests that development strategies fall into three phases:

1. establishing the preconditions for development (know-how, learning);

2. encouragement and support for spontaneous initiatives (applying the know-how);

3. self-sustaining development.

6 DANI, (1999) 'Proposals and Opportunities for 2000-2006 Arising from the European Commission's 
Proposals for Support for Rural Development, Preliminary Discussion Paper, Rural Development 
Programme'.

This includes 170 FTE jobs created. 180 FTE jobs safeguarded or maintained and 115 person years 
of temporary employment created (using EU classifications).
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Fig. 3.3: Main stages in local development strategies (source; Bennett, 1989).

Bennett's model of development is outlined in the Department of Agriculture's 

'Review of Progress' (1996) to illustrate the progress of the Rural Development 

Programme. DAN1 proposes that rural development in Northern Ireland is making 

the transition from stage 1 to stage 2, and thought now needs to be given to how the 

Programme can be adapted to support those organisations and areas ready to move 

on to the third stage of development, to quote:
"It is likely in the third stage that the more mature community based organisations will feel 

able to take on a more active managerial role in their communities and will expect the 

Programme to respond to their wishes" (p39).

The adoption of this model of local development, provides an interesting insight into 

DANI's view of rural development. It indicates that DANI envisages the end 

objective of rural development as developing a critical mass of projects which 

become self supporting. It also suggests that DANI perceives rural development as 

comprising of distinct phases (stage 1 to stage 3). In this scenario, for example, 

capacity building is not an ongoing process, and parallels can be drawn with the 

RDC's shift from capacity building and animation to job creation measures in its 

1995 Strategic Plan. This suggests that it is possible to produce strong local groups
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and quality plans and proposals within a period of four years. However, a timescale 

such as this has been questioned by Shorthall and Shucksmith (1998), to quote:
"Might the process of capacity building require a longer period, perhaps even ten years in 

some areas? Indeed, might there be a continuing need for pre-development in some cases?" 

(p79).

Ultimately, the logic of the stages of rural development outlined in fig.3.3 is that 

capacity building will enable self-sustaining rural development. But which is the 

ultimate objective, economic development or empowerment, or indeed some other 

goal? A synthesis of recent Gerry McWhinney8 conference speeches suggests that 

increasingly the emphasis is on economic development and job creation. 

McWhinney, with an eye on possible Government restructuring (e g. in the event of a 

possible Northern Ireland Assembly) has repeatedly argued for the need of the Rural 

Development Programme to demonstrate visible returns to both central Government 

and the EU. As traditional policy evaluation generally focuses on assessing the 

impact of a programme's outcomes, this often results in an evaluation of job creation, 
additionality, displacement and 'value-for-money' criteria. However, this approach 

fails to recognise the importance of the actual rural development process and its 
potential to generate an impact.

It would be begrudging to deny that rural development in Northern Ireland is gaining 

greater momentum. However, the increasing emphasis on job creation and the 

products of rural development must be questioned. As Murray and Greer (1998) 

argue, when set against the enormity of the job creation challenge, the self-help 

approach cannot be the primary economic development strategy for most rural 

communities. As outlined earlier in this chapter, one estimate of unemployment in 

rural areas by Hart and Murray (1994) points to some 51,000 persons on the 

unemployment register and suggests that this is unaffected by increased levels of job 

creation (due to higher labour market participation rates, high levels of population 

increase and a decline in net out-migration). The number of jobs created or 

safeguarded by the Rural Development Programme to date and the amount of income

8 McWhinney is head of the Rural Development Division of DAM. The synthesis draws on speeches 
presented at four conferences, 1997-1998 (see references).
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generated in the community from rural community development, in this context, 

should be viewed as a modest contribution.

On the other hand, there are other, often more significant benefits. According to 

Kearney et al (1994), "development is not simply a question of undertaking projects, 

nor of achieving objectives specified in narrow economic terms. Development is also 

a process, by which is meant the creation of social products such as upgraded local 

leadership, a culture of local enterprise and innovative action, or the enhanced 

capacity of people to act in concert, purposely and effectively so as to cope with the 

threats and opportunities they face" (pi6). Furthermore in Northern Ireland, with a 

blighted history of conflict, a community-based approach to rural development can 

also enhance the quality of interactions among people, break down barriers of 

mistrust, facilitate reconciliation and promote a shared identity based on rural places 

(Murray and Greer, 1998). These benefits result not from the impact and 'spin-offs' 

of the rural development projects and products, but the actual rural development 

process. In addition it may be the case that the quality of the process determines the 

likely success of the projects implemented in that without an effective process the 

project may be short term and superficial. This 'process-product' relationship and an 

examination of the impact of the rural development process is the kernel of this 

thesis, and it will be addressed more in-depth theoretically in chapter four. It is 

proposed that the LEADER Programme in Northern Ireland will provide a good case 

study to explore these issues, particularly with the programme's emphasis on the 

'LEADER process'.

LEADER in Northern Ireland.

As mentioned earlier, for LEADER I the RDC acted as the managing agent and in 

effect was Northern Ireland's only local action group with a budget of approximately 

£4 million of EU funding. The RDC's management of the LEADER I fund enabled it 

to direct financial support to rural community groups, helping them to implement 

viable projects (RDC, 1994). Projects which received grant aid under LEADER I had 

to fulfil the Council's criteria which supplemented the general European Commission 

guidelines. This criteria required that projects should be located in the disadvantaged
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rural areas of Northern Ireland and that projects should be owned and managed 

within the community, which undertakes to recycle the profits within their local areas 

(ibid ). Funding had also been negotiated through the Rural Development 

Programme for DANI and the IFI to offer further funding support in addition to 

LEADER. In appropriate circumstances, community groups received up to 51% 

funding from LEADER I and 29% from the IFI. The remaining 20% had to be met 

by the local community itself, sometimes in partnership with other agencies, such as 

District Councils, and in practice many community groups received up to 95% public 
funding.

This centralised control of LEADER funding by the RDC contrasted sharply with 

LEADER models adopted in other countries, for example in the Republic of Ireland. 

In this case sixteen local action groups were selected for LEADER I, each organised 

locally and geographically, according to a sense of regional identity, with groups 

given more autonomy over its funding. This latter model is in general accord with 

LEADER criteria as outlined by the EC. However, in the Republic of Ireland there 
has been a strong tradition in community development which was absent in Northern 

Ireland As has been discussed earlier, when LEADER I was first initiated (1991) 

there was simply no community infrastructure in rural areas in Northern Ireland, and 

the community groups that were forming were not yet at the stage when capacity had 

been developed to manage and administer multi-sectoral programmes. Therefore, in 

effect, the RDC acted as a 'quality control' agency, to decide what range of projects 
would be given grant aid, and to keep account of funds.

LEADER I in Northern Ireland supported fifteen projects implemented by various 

community groups. A breakdown of the Northern Ireland Business Plan according to 

measure type (table 3.1) reveals rural tourism to have been by far the most dominant 

measure, with 67.6% of the total expenditure, with ten of the fifteen projects in 

Northern Ireland being tourism based. This is 23.6% above the average expenditure 

for rural tourism projects in the EU, and 16.6% above the Republic of Ireland 

average. The other 'non-tourism' measures are all well below the EU average levels. 

A possible reason for this tourism emphasis may be that Northern Ireland's relatively 

inexperienced community sector envisaged tourism as the most accessible and 

natural development path. Previous research by this author (Scott, 1995) suggests
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that this perception may be the result of several factors such as; locational reasons in 

that Northern Ireland's disadvantaged rural areas are among the most scenic areas in 

the Province (i.e. many disadvantaged areas coincide with Areas of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty); rural tourism had become a 'buzz phrase' in the literature during the 

early 1990s and community groups merely 'jumped on the bandwagon'; rural tourism 

is less difficult to adapt to a community approach than for example small enterprises, 

and; naive decision making at a local level.

LEADER measure % expenditure
Tech.

Support
Training Rural

Tourism
SMEs Exploit, 

of agric.
Other

measures
Admin.

Northern
Ireland

3.9 0 67.6 0.8 6.3 12.5 9.5

Table 3.1: Breakdown of the Northern Ireland Business Plan for LEADER I according to measure 

type.

No evaluation for LEADER I in Northern Ireland has been published, but an internal 

evaluation for the RDC was undertaken by Capita Management Consultants (1995). 

A weakness of this evaluation is that it was undertaken before some of the projects 

had been implemented and before any of the projects had the opportunity to make a 

local impact. The report tends to focus on the RDC's management of the programme, 

instead of any real assessment of the projects or community groups involved. 

However, when this evaluation is supported by a subsequent internal RDC report 

(1997) and previous research by this author, a number of comments can be made in 

relation to the programme's impact.

Job creation resulting from these projects has been limited. In 1997, 63 full-time jobs 

and 87 part-time jobs had been created by LEADER I funding (RDC, 1997), 

however, it should be noted that consideration was not given to assessment of 

deadweight, displacement and 'value-for-money'. The economic 'spin-offs' of the 

projects has perhaps not been as significant as the community groups involved 

expected. For example, several of the holiday cottage schemes are reporting 

occupancy rates of 35-45%, less than projected in the groups' business plans. A 

major criticism of the programme's operation in Northern Ireland was concerning the
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central control of the RDC and the concentration of funding on a very small number 

of large capital projects, some of which were at a planning stage before the 

introduction of LEADER itself (Capita, 1995). This led to a prevalence of a few high 

profile 'flagship' projects rather than investment into less ambitious integrated 

programmes; in Northern Ireland six projects attracted 75% of the LEADER funds 

(Capita, 1995). As a result LEADER I in Northern Ireland tends to be 'project-based' 

rather than 'area-based' as developed in the Republic of Ireland. A problem has also 

been identified with the subsequent community management of the implemented 

projects. Community groups have often found it difficult to manage these often large, 

commercial projects. A collective approach to management can be fairly slow and 

less than dynamic in terms of decision making. This has led DANI in its 'Review of 

Progress' (1996) to suggest that a community group's role should shift throughout a 
project's lifespan:

"The transition from community development work to running a commercial business is not 

an easy one. . There will be a need for professional management and a sustained high quality 

output from projects as they will not be able to expect further contributions of public 

funding... Handling these challenges will require community groups to be very clear about 

the implications of recruiting professional management and adjusting the role of Board 

members from an operational contribution to a more strategic role" (p37).

However, on a more positive side, LEADER I has led to a number of achievements 

for rural development in Northern Ireland At a time when rural development was 

being established in the policy arena, the flagship projects developed under 

LEADER I certainly raised the profile of rural development in the Province. The 

advantage of investing in large capital/physical projects is that local communities can 

see action is being taken and results are beginning to happen, therefore increasing the 

visibility of rural development in local areas. Although the RDC managed LEADER 

funds, community groups were, for the first time, actively involved in the planning 

and implementation of a local project. The Northern Ireland model was unique in 

that it targeted disadvantaged areas within an Objective 1 region, therefore 

channelling funds to the areas of greatest rural deprivation. The RDC in acting as the 

only local action group was able to develop animation and training, leading to the 

delivery of a locally based project, which is in accord with the LEADER ethos of 

'learning by doing'. These issues notwithstanding, the LEADER I model in Northern 

Ireland should be seen as experimental and an approach unlikely to be repeated. As a
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result, an examination of LEADER I in Northern Ireland will provide few insights 

into the operation of LEADER II in the Province or area-based local development 

strategies in general, which is the focus of this thesis. Therefore, LEADER I in 

Northern Ireland will not be further considered.

The approach for LEADER II in Northern Ireland has been significantly different 

than its predecessor, in terms of administration, geographical distribution, people and 

groups involved and projects supported. The Department of Agriculture for Northern 

Ireland is the administrative authority for LEADER II in the Province and has 

submitted proposals for a Northern Ireland Programme to the European Commission 

(DANI, 1995a). It covers the period from November 1994 to December 1999 and it 

follows on from the original LEADER initiatives in assisting rural development. The 

Northern Ireland Programme aims:

• To stimulate innovative measures by those engaged at local level in all sectors 

of rural activity;

• To make known the results of these experiments throughout the EU;

• To assist rural people in different Member States who wish to profit from the 

lessons learnt elsewhere and work jointly on some of projects.

The EU allocated 11.4 ECUs million (approximately £9 million) to Northern Ireland 

for LEADER II. This has been supplemented by £4.5 million from the Government 

to make a total budget of £13.5 million for the period up to the end of 1999 (DANI, 

1995b).

DANI has distributed funds to fifteen local action groups located throughout 

Northern Ireland (except the Belfast City Region) (see map 3.5), with DANI not 

confining LEADER II to disadvantaged rural areas. Groups are organised on a 

geographical basis, with LAGs having submitted Operational Plans for the 

development of their area. Therefore, an area-based approach has been adopted, as 

opposed to the project based approach of LEADER I. In this, the Republic of Ireland 

LEADER model proved very influential, with the LEADER I evaluators in Northern 

Ireland repeatedly drawing contrasts with the southern example:

"The experience of the South [Republic of Ireland] seems to indicate significantly greater 

community awareness of LEADER and a greater embeddedness of groups in their local 

communities" (Capita, 1995, p61).
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Key Action Groups approved in 1995 

Action Groups approved in 1996

1. Craigavon R. Dev
2. Fennanagh LAG
3. Magherafelt Area Fship
4. North Antrim LEADER
5. Rural Area Fship in Derry
6. S. Down/ S. Armagh LAG
7. South Tyrone Area P'ship

15 not shown on map

8. West Tyrone 2000 
9 Armagh District LAG
10. Coleraine LAG (COLLAGE)
11. Cookstown LEADER
12. Lower Bann LAG
13. Roe Valley LEADER
14. Rural Down Fship 

- Canal Corridor Fship

Map 3.5: Distribution of LEADER II local action groups.

LEADER is no longer limited to community groups, with local action groups 

comprised of partnerships of public, private and community sectors. In particular 
District Councils have become increasingly involved:

Local authorities have a vital role in the LEADER II partnerships. It highlights their 

enhanced role in relation to local economic development and the facilitation of District 

Partnerships under the Peace and Reconciliation Programme" (DANI, 1996,p33).

LEADER funding for each group ranges from £250,000 to £1 million and potential 

project promoters can be both community groups and individuals. At the outset, it 

appears that LEADER II in Northern Ireland has many similarities with DANI's 

Area-Based Strategies and indeed a DANI Rural Area Co-ordinator concedes that:
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"The distinctions between Area-Based Strategies and LAGs has been made as clear as 

possible, although the Department |of Agriculture] recognises that in practice the distinctions 

can become slightly blurred to rural people" (McLemon. 1997, p7).

There are in many cases an overlap in the territories covered by ABSAGs and LAGs, 

and often a similarity in themes developed at a local level (e g. rural tourism, 

agricultural diversification, etc.). However, differences exist in relation to, 

geographical spread (ABSAGs are limited to disadvantaged rural areas); LEADER 

themes such as innovation, transnational co-operation and networking are not 

emphasised in ABSAGs, and; LAGs have more autonomy from DANI than 

ABSAGs. In addition to the fifteen LAGs, LEADER funds eight Other Collective 

Bodies (OCBs) in Northern Ireland which operate across rural Northern Ireland to 

implement a project in a single sector of the rural economy. These will not be 

considered for this thesis as the focus is on area-based development.

In terms of LEADER II in Northern Ireland a number of key issues can be identified. 

Firstly, in the crowded 'market place' of the rural development arena that has 
developed in the late 1990s, the role of LEADER local action groups needs to be 

examined, vis-a-vis the Rural Development Programme, and the ABSAGs and 'P&R' 

District Partnerships in particular. How LAGs interact with these other area-based 

initiatives should prove interesting. A further area of interest is to analyse if the 

LEADER 'process' is distinct from other programmes and to consider how effective 

the LEADER approach is in Northern Ireland. Another key issue is the understanding 

of appropriate models for local development. During the course of this research 

several models have emerged within LEADER, with local action groups operating at 

different spatial scales, with varying relationships with other programmes, 

contrasting approaches to process issues and different management structures. These 
issues will be addressed in chapter five.

Conclusion.

From this overview of rural development in Northern Ireland, a number of salient 

points can be made. During the 1990s progress has been considerable, and a growing 

complexity of the rural development arena has been a central trend over this period.

78



Related to this has been the emergence from a low base, of a highly active rural 

constituency. As a consequence of these developments, several key issues arise 

which this research will address. In an increasingly crowded 'market place' of 

programmes and initiatives in rural areas, the role and niche of LEADER will be 

explored. This is important in evaluation terms, i.e. to determine the value-added and 

additionality of the programme. But it is also essential to analyse the various 

LEADER models in Northern Ireland to be clear what LEADER is trying to achieve 

and to uncover best practice examples. The LEADER process and approach is often 

singled out by the EC as a defining characteristic of the programme. However, it is 

not apparent if there is a common understanding among local action group managers 

and board members of what the LEADER approach involves, and indeed there may 

be significant variations in the processes which LAGs are engaging with. Therefore, 

the LEADER approach and model will be dissected to examine these issues.

In rural development in Northern Ireland, increasingly the emphasis is placed on the 

end products of development, projects and job creation. However, as discussed 

earlier, the impact on unemployment trends by rural development initiatives is likely 

to be limited. Consequently, as is evident from the hypothesis (chapter one), it is 

argued that the most significant benefits to be gained from rural development are a 

result from the actual developmental process, such as upgraded local leadership and 

capacity, developing a culture of enterprise, and cross-community dialogue. In 

addition, it is contended that a quality process is a necessary pre-condition and 

foundation that successful projects are built (albeit with a limited job creation 

impact). Therefore, the processes that local action groups have developed will be the 

focus of the thesis, and this will be discussed in a theoretical framework in the next 
chapter.
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Chapter four: Theoretical perspectives.

Introduction.

Whereas the previous two chapters aimed to review rural development policy 

developments at the level of the European Union and Northern Ireland, the purpose 

of this chapter is to examine more closely the theory upon which these policy 

successions have been built. Accordingly, this chapter will firstly attempt to provide 

a deeper theoretical understanding of rural development, and secondly identify from 

current literature, effective principles for this approach. Finally, the chapter will then 

propose a theoretical framework to analyse LEADER II in Northern Ireland, which 

will drive the remainder of the thesis.

Rural development: convergence and consensus?

From a review of chapters two and three, it is clear that similar models are being 

adopted for promoting rural development by the European Commission and in 

Northern Ireland by the Department of Agriculture. The Commission has been 

central in setting the rural development agenda in the Province, but increasingly there 

has been a convergence of philosophies, as evident in the similarities of the 

LEADER programme and the Department's Area-Based Strategies, in supporting 

community-led, area-based development. Indeed, this trend is not unique to Northern 

Ireland. For example between October 1995 and March 1996, the Government 

published rural White Papers for England, Scotland and Wales which provided 

comprehensive statements of national policy for rural areas. In a review of the three 

papers, Lowe (1997) highlights that common to all three documents is a specific 
vision of rural communities (p390):

• As "active communities which take the initiative to solve their problems 

themselves"; and that nurture "traditions of independence, partnership and 
voluntary action" (English Rural White Paper);
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• "...of real communities which continue to prosper drawing on local skills and 

resources and taking their strengths from the independent and strongly expressed 

views of their people" (Scottish Rural White Paper);

• of "rural communities [that] are traditionally strong" and "especially dependent 

upon volunteers and self-help" (Welsh Rural White Paper).

As outlined by Lowe, the implication is that "local people are generally best placed 

to identify their own needs and solutions to them" (English White Paper) and that 

Government recognises its role as "working] in partnership with local people rather 

than impose top-down solutions" (ibid ). These statements strongly echo the 

community-led ethos underpinning LEADER and rural development efforts in 

Northern Ireland. Moreover, this approach to rural development in Europe is likely to 

continue, as indicated by the Cork Declaration, which broadly supported the idea that 

local communities represent the basic building block of rural development:
"It [rural development] must be as decentralised as possible and based on partnership and co

operation between all levels concerned (local, regional, national and European). The 

emphasis must be on participation and a 'bottom-up' approach, which harness the creativity 

and solidarity of rural communities. Rural development must be local and community-driven 

within a coherent European framework" (point 5, p 3, 1996).

In both the UK and Europe, then, policy statements have recently placed greater 

emphasis on enabling and empowering rural people to take greater control of their 

own destinies through 'bottom-up' integrated rural development approaches. Indeed, 

Shorthall and Shucksmith (1998) argue that a 'Europeanisation' of member states' 

rural policy is occurring, both through the influence of the European Union's 

LEADER programme in each country (which was after all intended as a model 

action) and through the developing logic of the further anticipated reforms of the 

Common Agricultural Policy. A recent Dutch evaluation of the LEADER 

programme also emphasises this point (Keift, 1999). This report outlines the 

influence of LEADER as "a breeding ground for policy" (p2) and its impact on the 

'Vital Countryside' policy agenda of the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature 

Management and Fisheries.
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To offer an inclusive and unproblematic definition of 'rural development' is a 

difficult prospect. Indeed, as Duller and Wright (1990) observe, no agreement exists 

as to what rural development "as a process, as a goal or as a perceived achievement 

actually is" (p2). Consequently, it is not proposed to tangle this out, which would add 

little value to this thesis. However, a consideration of the central themes and tenets of 

rural development would be useful at this stage. The 1990s have witnessed the 

emergence of a growing consensus in Europe concerning what rural development is 

and how it is best promoted (Moseley, 1996 and 1997). For example, an OECD 

report in 1990 on 'Rural Development Policy' defines rural development as:
"...a broad notion, encompassing all important issues pertinent to the individual and 

collective vitality of rural people and places. It encompasses such concerns as education, 

environment, individual and public health, housing, public services and facilities, capacity 

for leadership and governance, and cultural heritage as well as sectoral and general economic 

issues" (p23).

Kearney et al (1994) argue that the adoption of this perspective on rural development 

has a number of implications. It suggests, for example, a territorial or area-based 

strategy through which sectoral initiatives can be integrated at the point of 

implementation. It also means that development is not simply a question of 

undertaking projects, nor of achieving objectives specified in narrow economic 

terms, but rather development should be seen as a process. Accordingly, Kearney et 

al outline that rural development should be:
"...considered as a multi-dimensional process that seeks to integrate in a sustainable maimer 

economic, socio-cultural and environmental objectives" (pl28).

Similarly, Moseley (1996) also emphasises the 'process' aspect of rural development: 

"... a sustained and sustainable process of cultural, social and economic change, designed to 

enhance the long term well being of the whole community" (p20).

It is often conventional to think of development in policy terms, that is, as specific 

policies and programmes for the attainment of economic goals. Duller and Wright 

(1990) offer a more comprehensive notion of development as an "ongoing and 

essentially interventionist process of qualitative, quantitative and/or distributional 

change leading to some degree of betterment for groups of people" (p3). Duller and 

Wright elaborate on this concept by adding that it must bring about not just an 

improvement in physical and social conditions, but also durable gains in the capacity
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of people to control and sustain these conditions. Commentating on Buller and 

Wright's definition, Commins and Keane (1994) argue that in this more inclusive 

notion of development, '"people development' must be linked to 'place-development', 

social and political aspects of development must accompany economic growth" (p8). 

Consequently, Commins and Keane define rural development as:
"... a multi-dimensional and complex process incorporating both conventional economic 

development activity and a range of other actions aimed at enhancing the human capacities 

and powers of self-determination among rural people" (pi 9).

Following these themes, the essential elements of rural development are outlined by 

Moseley (1996, p20) as the need to:

• Focus on a defined and coherent area;

• Respect and build upon local distinctiveness,

• Treat social, cultural, economic, and environmental issues in an integrated way;

• Develop a partnership of relevant agencies working to shared objectives;

• Set individual projects and initiatives within the context of an agreed strategy;

• Fully involve local people in both fashioning and delivering the programme.

As for rural community development, Moseley (1997) contends that the word 

'community' is steadily becoming redundant as the notion of "rural development per 

se becomes unthinkable without the genuine involvement of local people" (p202):
"... the essential idea is that community development involves development by and of the 

local community, not just for it" (original emphasis) (ibid.).

This reflects the growing sense that decisions are more likely to 'stick' if they are 

taken locally and represent a community consensus (ibid ). It is also worth noting 

that it seems increasingly that the 'rural' adjective is being dropped in favour of'local 

development'. This suggests that this model of development - local, area-based 

partnerships - is viewed not simply as an appropriate policy delivery mechanism in 

rural areas, but also in local urban areas. The general characteristics of rural 

development outlined above, and the use of the local development model in urban 

areas, indicates that rural or local development is not a tightly defined policy 

instrument, bur rather implies a 'style' of development, in which the 'process' is 

viewed as important as the end-products.
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Rural and local development practice.

Europe's regions and localities, which traditionally have relied for their development 

on central government policies and large scale enterprises, have increasingly over the 

past fifteen years adjusted their preferences by more fully embracing local action. As 

recorded by Stohr (1990), this applies not only to old industrial areas and large and 

medium-sized cities, but also to rural areas comprising of small towns and their 

countryside hinterlands. The conditions leading to local development approaches are 

often framed in the context of 'globalisation' and the present international economic 

re-structuring process. Stohr argues that, whereas previous eras of high 

unemployment were mainly caused by aggregate imbalances between investment and 

effective demand, the present phase of unemployment is primarily accompanied by a 

spatial re-structuring process of economic activities on a global scale due particularly 

to differences in the role of innovation between sectors and regions. At present, 

therefore, unemployment and other crisis symptoms, are concentrated in certain 
areas.

Although the internationalisation of economic activity has been occurring for 

centuries, globalisation is a recent phenomenon which has intensified in the 1980s 

and 1990s, and has been facilitated notably by the huge development of information 

and communications technologies. These changes mean that capital can be 

assembled wherever the costs of production are the lowest and where social and 

environmental restrictions are least. The component parts of a product (or service) 

can increasingly be manufactured in different international locations and assembled 

at one spot, either through transnational corporations or by out-sourcing and 'just in 

time' techniques of the new production system and forms of 'flexible specialisation' 

(Bryden, 1998). Furthermore, Bryden argues that globalisation is also changing the 

role of the nation state. National borders are less relevant in a world of international 

finance and global liberalisation of trade, the laws of which are determined 

collectively at the international level rather than by single countries:
"The role of governments is increasingly to facilitate development, to collaborate with other 

nations for trade purposes, and to initiate partnerships with local groups, including local 

government and private enterprise to stimulate economic development that is locally driven 

and cost shared" (Bryden. 1998, p5).
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The important characteristics for local development of the present international re

structuring process are outlined by Stohr (1990), which mainly relate to the increased 

world-wide mobility of capital, and include (p38):

• New production and communications technologies permit the spatial 

segregation of discrete production and distribution processes which before had 

been spatially unified, individual localities are therefore no longer the seat of 

entire enterprises but only segments thereof,

• The recent expansion of multi-site enterprises and new forms of polycentric 

entrepreneurial organisation have favoured the world-wide distribution of 

specific entrepreneurial functions according to their specific locational 

advantages, many locations have therefore been stripped of their former 

entrepreneurial key functions and have often been dealt with low routine 

functions;

• The increasing integration of international finance and capital markets has 

promoted high capital mobility and disengagement between capital and 

location; this has facilitated often massive local disinvestment;

• The mobilisation of a potential reservoir of industrial workers in practically all 

parts of the world not yet industrialised has led to rapid shifts, particularly of 

standardised 'old' products, to low wage areas, often in the Third World;

• 'War' between regions and localities for production and distribution activities 

(particularly with high technology content) has set in; localities bidding against 
each other for transnational companies;

• Reduced aggregate growth rates have meant that local development can rely 

less and less on expanding markets but must be achieved by gaining a greater 

share of existing markets through higher productivity, the creation of new 

products, and the application of new technologies. Localities and regions are 

increasingly trying to capture as many new technologies and products as 

possible to enable them to stay at the 'young' end of the product cycle;

• The requirements of innovation and flexibility deriving from the above 

conditions have made traditional regional and local development widely 

ineffective and have necessitated new approaches to stimulating development 
with increasing emphasis on the local level.
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Bryden (1998) argues that the increasing focus on 'community' is liked both to the 

changing role of the state and to a counter-reaction to the sometimes oppressive 

size and scope of global re-ordering. On the one hand, the state perceives processes 

of decentralisation and transfers of responsibility to lower levels as more consistent 

with its new role and fiscal constraints, as well as encouraging a more caring and 

localised scale of delivery. On the other hand, communities represent a more 

human or meaningful scale of organisation in a world of trading blocks, economic 

alliances, giant corporations and big governments.

Although globalisation provides the context for the increased interest in rural and 

local development, a robust rationale is still required to provide an intellectual 

justification for such a 'style' of intervention. One argument in favour of rural 

development is based on equity considerations (Commins and Keane, 1994). This 

thesis is based on the premise that there is a need to modify market forces in order 

to ensure a more just and equitable distribution of the benefits of economic growth. 

Rural development policies are advanced as a means of improving incomes in less 

developed rural areas, thereby reducing the need for large direct income transfers 

to such areas (O'Cinneide, 1991). In addition, contemporary ideas on social policy, 

as expressed for example in the Treaty on European Unity, emphasise a concept of 

progress based on more comprehensive civil rights, on strengthening economic and 

social cohesion, and on combating social exclusion or marginalisation of categories 

of persons or areas from the mainstream of society. Clearly rural development has 

a role in this political expression. A further argument for having rural policies is 

based on society's interest in making sure that rural land and other resources are 

managed and developed wisely (Commins and Keane, 1994). Everyone, by this 

argument, has a stake in the stewardship of the countryside. Society as a whole has 

a real interest in the land, forests, waters, cultures and communities outside cities, 

and in maintaining a rural existence to counter, or complement, the urban centres 

(ibid.). O'Cinneide (1991) argues that acceptance of this argument means that the 

preservation of rural society becomes a worthwhile goal, which in turn implies a 

need to raise the level of economic performance in rural areas, thereby ensuring 
viable rural communities.
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However, although equity and rural resource arguments provide a rationale for some 

kind of intervention in rural areas, they do not necessarily provide a justification for 

the 'style' of rural and local development that has been outlined in this chapter. To 

provide this, Kearney et al (1994) suggests a market failure framework as a useful 

means of identifying the various roles of a local development programme:
"The (market failure] framework is one that looks for solutions to rural problems and 

opportunities in tenns of correcting or improving market performance in rural areas and it 
offers a number of w orthwhile possibilities for guiding local economic development" (pi 9). 

Local economic development is ultimately about making investment and wherever 

capital goes and what form it takes will depend on profitability and rates of return. 

The problem in rural areas is that there does not appear to be enough opportunities 

that can offer a sufficient rate of return to attract capital investment. Therefore the 

scope for market-led opportunities appears to be limited. Local actors will, of course, 

contest this view on the grounds that there are opportunities but the problem is that 

nobody seems willing to grasp them. Kearney et al argue that what the local actors 

are in fact saying is that, "in some sense, the market is failing, that it is not 

transmitting the signals that will encourage individuals to act" (pi9). The objective in 
any local development policy is to try to shape, or influence, market forces in the 

interests of the local community. Indeed the very raison d'etre of a rational 

development policy is the argument that in some sense market-determined outcomes 

are wrong when judged against certain criteria, or that the outcomes can be improved 

so as to further maximise local well-being (ibid.).

Kearney et al provide three cases where this market failure framework can be applied 

(pp 19-20), and these will be briefly considered:

1. In cases where the local economic development problem is defined in 

terms of the failure of traditional capital allocation mechanisms to put 

capital where we apparently agree it should go. The structures created by 

initiatives such as LEADER can offer a number of advantages in relation 

to this task/problem,

• these structures operate at the 'coal-face', or at the scale where it is 

possible to see local development opportunities;

• at this local scale there is greater knowledge of local development 

conditions and local priorities;
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• at this local level, it is possible to encourage participation and through the 

local focus promote workable partnerships.

2. In cases where the particular development opportunity is such that returns 

from it could be much greater, even without incurring additional costs, if 

it were undertaken by a community or participatory form of organisation 

than if it were left in private hands. This argument is particularly relevant 

to the development of rural tourism. For example, the costs of marketing 

a product is a problem in that an individual operator often cannot expect 

to recover the benefits that will commensurate with these costs. However, 

a community-based approach can internalise these costs (for a further 

discussion in relation to rural tourism, see Keane and Quinn, 1990).

3. Similarly, this applies to some potential natural resource-based 

opportunities in rural areas. There can be difficulties concerning rights of 

access and ownership questions, both private and involving the state, all 

of which hinder development. Here again, a local initiative which 

involves the local community may be able to create the mechanisms 

needed to overcome these difficulties.

Kearney et al contend that the market failure perspective provides a "powerful 

intellectual justification" (p20) for an initiative such as LEADER. Walsh (1996) 

further develops this approach by adding two interrelated rationales, (1) to improve 

local capacity, and; (2) to facilitate empowerment. Walsh views local capacity 

building as a critical objective as it enables local communities to become 

empowered, which in turn helps to overcome some instances of market failure. The 

three rationales broadly relate to different kinds of objectives, for example economic 

(market failure), social (local capacity) and political (empowerment).
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Principles for effective local development.

In order to achieve the objectives outlined above, Walsh argues that it is necessary to 

adapt several basic principles which can be conveniently categorised under three 

headings, partnership structures for subsidiarity as an organising model; animation, 

facilitation and capacity building as processes for implementation, and, strategic 

planning as a methodology. These headings will form the basis for this discussion.

partnership structures for subsidiarity - organising model

animation, facilitation and capacity building - process for implementation

strategic planning - methodology

Partnership structures for subsidiarity.

There seems to be widespread acceptance of the proposition that policy formulation 

and implementation in the area of local development should be guided by the 
principle of subsidiarity (Walsh, 1996). This requires the establishment of 

partnership structures that allow for devolution of authority and delegation of 

responsibility to the lowest level, but which at the same time ensure that the public 

interest of society as a whole is protected. Therefore, responsibility must be matched 

with accountability. For a partnership to succeed, Kearney et al argues that there 

must "be a shared desire to work towards common objectives, a high level of mutual 

trust, a willingness to cooperate, share responsibility, accept accountability, and 

where necessary to alter the prevailing administrative structures. The articulation of a 

common vision and the identification of the appropriate objectives and strategies 

should emerge from a strategic approach to planning" (p21). The partnership, should 

therefore, be involved at all stages in the decision and implementation of the local 

plan. Typically, a partnership for integrated rural development will involve 

representatives of public, private and community interests. It must be emphasised 

that this approach requires not only the establishment of partnership structures, but 

also a commitment to the partnership process. The key characteristics of partnerships 

have been outlined (in an Irish context) by O'Donnell and Thomas (1998), and these 
include (pi22):
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(1) The partnership process involves a combination of consultation, negotiations and 

bargaining;

(2) The partnership process is heavily dependant on a shared understanding of the 

key mechanisms and relationships in any given area;

(3) The process reflects interdependence between the partners. The partnership is 

necessary because no party can achieve its goals without a significant degree of 

support from others;

(4) Partnership is characterised by a problem solving approach designed to produce 

consensus, in which various interest groups address joint problems;

(5) Partnership involves trade-offs both between and within interest groups.

There is a common criticism in relation to partnerships and the unequal nature of 

power. Gaflfikin and Morrissey (1998) argue that, of course, such partnerships are 

inherently inequitable as unequal power relations, like uneven development, are 

intrinsic to the market economics. That cannot be wished away and nor can it be 
ignored. However, the more pertinent question is whether partnerships help to diffuse 

power in the direction of less favoured social groups.

Animation, facilitation and capacity building.

The processes that helps to distinguish recent local development initiatives are 

usually referred to as animation, facilitation and capacity building. These processes 

are central to the objective of empowering communities that in many cases have 

become dependent and apathetic (Walsh, 1996).

The role of animation is to improve the effectiveness of the human resource factor 

in local development (ibid ). It is usually initiated through an intensive process of 

community consultation, aimed at maximising the extent of local involvement. 

Walsh outlines several ways of increasing the level of local participation including, 

through public meetings, adult education and training courses, personal contacts, 

local surveys, use of public media, dissemination of information through libraries, 

exhibitions and fairs. The relative importance of each of these methods varies at 

different stages of the development process. Bennett (1989) has suggested that 

animation begins with the identification of a potential range of actors or
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organisations that can contribute to local development, and then continues with the 

establishment of a structure which brings together the potential contributors. 

Animation is an ongoing process (Moseley and Cherrett, 1993), usually requiring 

professional animator input (Shorthall and Shucksmith, 1998).

Facilitation is a narrower and more personalised form of animation involving 

intensive contacts between project promoters and the animation or project 

development officers of the local partnership. Its objective is to assist project 

promoters in the preparation of their proposals so that they have a good chance of 

being approved by the partnership board. Facilitation essentially attempts to 

overcome the problems associated with the perceived bureaucracy of larger and 

remoter agencies. It also tends to dramatically reduce the level of rejection of project 

applications, which can become psychologically very important for communities that 

have become alienated from the national institutions (Walsh, 1996). Shorthall and 

Shucksmith (1998) add that the least articulate and powerful may need the greatest 

assistance, but are not often reached at all.

Local development capacity building means strengthening the knowledge, skills and 

attitudes of people so that they can establish and sustain their area's development 

(Mannion, 1996). Capacity building is seen by Kearney et al (1994) as a gradual and 

complex process aimed at upgrading the local physical and resource bases. It is a 

form of investment, and the concept relates to the capacity of the entire local 

population as distinct from individuals. Murray and Dunn (1995) argue that an 

essential component of community-led rural development is the ability of local 

people to solve problems. Capacity building seeks to bring about this organisational 

expertise by forging new skills within rural communities related to leadership, 

mediation and conflict resolution, group processes, understanding the business of 

government, and the articulation and achievement of a shared vision (ibid ). Murray 

and Dunn suggest that the goal is to "secure the empowerment of those living in rural 

areas to better manage their own affairs, thus reducing dependency on state 

intervention" (p91). The major benefits to be gained from this approach can be 

summarised as (Luther and Wall 1989, cited in Murray and Dunn, 1995, p91):

(1) Evidence of strategic thinking by community leaders, which drams upon 

strengths and an appreciation of new opportunities;
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(2) The presence of an entrepreneurial spirit, which is prepared to be creative in 

community problem solving;

(3) An orientation towards positive attitudes and action, based on a confidence that 

local people can make a better future for themselves;

(4) Evidence of a planned programme for community improvement, which may 

include responding to the challenge of economic development through organised 

action;
(5) A thoughtful approach to the future which is concerned with wider quality of life 

issues in the local economy.

Arriving at these outcomes requires time and commitments by a range of 

participants. However, as Mannion (1996) argues, "the degree of success of this 

capacity building will be decisive for the success of the bottom-up approach to 

development as a whole" (p7). Clearly, for these processes (facilitation, animation 

and capacity building) to become established, the outside involvement by community 

animators, whose brief is wider than group formation, would seem a necessary 

prerequisite.

Strategic planning.

According to Kearney et al (1994), the preparation of a local development plan must 

be guided by the principles of strategic planning. The literature on strategic planning 

is primarily of US origin and is closely identified with the disciplines of business 

management and public policy, which includes urban and regional planning (Murray 

and Greer, 1998). What distinguishes strategic planning from more traditional 

planning (particularly traditional long-range comprehensive or master planning for a 

community) is its emphasis on: (1) action; (2) consideration of a broad and diverse 

set of stakeholders; (3) attention to external opportunities and threats and internal 

strengths and weaknesses; and, (4) attention to communities' competitive behaviour 

(Kaufmann and Jacobs, 1987, Bryson and Roering, 1987). The main requirements of 

a strategic approach to planning are that it must be (Walsh, 1996, pi62):

• Unified in the sense of tying all things together;

• Comprehensive in relation to all sectors;
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• Focused on target groups and areas;

• Innovative rather than imitative;

• Integrated so that all parts of the plan are compatible with each other.

Following O'Cinneide and Keane (1990), a typical strategic planning model involves 

a number of stages that include, (1) preparing an agreed framework as to how the 

plan is to be undertaken, (2) analysing internal strengths and weaknesses; (3) 

identifying opportunities and threats associated with developing trends, (4) 

generating alternative scenarios to exploit opportunities and overcome threats and 

choosing the best one; (5) implementing the strategy; and (6) evaluating its 

effectiveness with a view to taking remedial action where necessary. This model is 

presented schematically in Fig 4.1.
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Implementation
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Participate
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Government 
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Human resources 
Economic and social structures 
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Stability
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Combination
Choice
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Tasks
Timescale

Targets
Performance
Deviations
Modifications

Fig. 4.1 - A normative 
strategic planning model 
for LED (source: 
O'Cinneide and Keane. 
1990. p480).

A number of positive aspects about this model have been noted by O'Cinneide and 

Keane. First, it allows for widespread community participation in the planning 

process and helps to overcome the sense of powerlessness and apathy. Second, it 

facilitates the achievement of a consensus which will greatly enhance the prospect of 

the plan being supported rather than being opposed by local interests. However, it 

must be noted that there are considerable variations between communities in their 

levels of preparedness to participate in this type of process. The risk is that the
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planning process may be hijacked by some well-organised interests while others are 

effectively excluded from participation (Walsh, 1996). Another possibility is that the 

planning process becomes 'consultant driven' in which cases, Walsh argues, the local 

community will have great difficulty in developing a sense of ownership of the plan. 

This is particularly likely to happen when several local action groups are 

simultaneously preparing plans, and some consultants may be assisting a number of 

groups. Walsh suggests that these potential problems can be avoided if the local 

group establishes a partnership structure at an early stage, and if it engages in a 

process that explicitly involves animation and capacity building.

This is further developed by Murray and Greer (1998) who argue that:
"... [a] learning planning process is inextricably linked to a conununity development practice, 

which involves an interactive relationship between organised rural residents and outside 

technical facilitators. The assistance offered, moreover, goes far beyond a distilled planning 

operation of survey, analysis and strategy to embrace shared understanding and mutual 

adjustment over time by all involved in this process" (p256).

Therefore, Murray and Greer suggest an interactive strategic planning model as 
follows (fig 4.2):
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Strategy —

Projects .4
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structure of group

Community meetings and networking

Draft mission statement

Community feedback, planning 

workshops, community data collection

Finalise group mission and identify 

community objectives

Launch of strategy publicity

i
Technical support.

Fig 4.2 Strategic planning interactions (source: Murray and Greer, 1998, p263).

Murray and Greer emphasise that strategic planning cannot be reduced simply to the 

production of a quick fix document that seeks to draw down funding from an ever 

increasing number of programme sources. Instead, the preparation of a strategy is 

about building the capacity of community groups to take more responsibility for, and 

to achieve greater success with, their collective efforts.

Rural development 'Process Vs Product'.

This chapter has summarised a model of integrated rural development generally 

assumed in current practice, and identified, from a review of literature, basic
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principles for effective local development, which were categorised under three 

headings; partnerships structures for subsidiarity; animation, facilitation and capacity 

building, and, strategic planning. As has been outlined in chapter one, strategic 

planning is primarily the focus of this thesis and this is principally for two reasons:

1. The emphasis is on strategic planning - in terms of creating the preconditions for 

'successful products' - assuming that planning is a way of linking the process and 

product of rural development (i.e. linking 'knowledge and action').

Planning
Process --------------------- ^ Product

The general argument is that without an effective strategic planning process, the 

projects implemented by local action groups will be based on relatively weak 

foundations based on short term documents with the purpose of merely bidding 

for funds. As a result, these documents may fail to enthuse local entrepreneurs, 

and more specifically, target those groups most in need. Therefore, good process 

and successful outcomes are inextricably linked.

2. It is also proposed that the actual process of planning itself can have an important 

local impact. Although, a significant diversification of the local economic base 

represents 'development', the creation of significant new capacity for positive 

change such as new investment resources or new local structures can also be 

considered 'development'. By increasing an area's capacity to make decisions and 

to take organisational action, development can mitigate decline (O'Cinneide and 

Keane, 1990). Strategic planning is central to this change process. Furthermore, 

the descriptions of rural development discussed earlier all stress the importance 

of the 'process' of development, and not simply the projects developed. 

Therefore, evaluations and studies of rural development should reflect this. Too 

often the emphasis of evaluations is on the end-products of a programme, 

focusing on quantifiable measures. The purpose of this study, however, is to 

provide an insight into the processes that local action groups are engaged in.
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Although a consensus concerning rural development practice appears to be emerging, 

some commentators are unconvinced concerning its theoretical basis. For example 

Boylan (1991, pl3, drawing on Young, 1983) argues that: "Current efforts in rural 

development around the world remind one of medical practice before the germ 

theory of disease, experience has been accumulated and practitioners have devised 

some specific skills, but it is not possible to say with any certainty why a programme 

is likely to be beneficial ... We simply do not have tested explanations of rural 

development processes". Indeed, in relation to community-led rural development, 

Shorthall and Shucksmith (1998), drawing primarily on sociological literature, argue 

that it is not clear if this approach is well-founded either empirically (does such rural 

development work? What are the lessons from past experience?) or theoretically 

(what are the theoretical foundations underlying it?). It is proposed, however, that 

planning theory literature already provides interesting ways of thinking about 

community-led rural development and could form the basis for a theoretical 

framework to evaluate LEADER II local action groups.

Planning theory and the evaluation of LEADER Local Action Groups.

By the 1960s, the rational-comprehensive model had become the dominant force in 

planning theory, and indeed it seemed to many commentators of the time that 

planning had acquired a lasting paradigm (for a discussion on the rise of the rational- 

comprehensive model, see Schon, 1991). This model was first proposed by 

Meyerson and Banfield (1955, cited in Yiftachel, 1989) and was based on Herbert 

Simon's synoptic model of rational-decision making (Friedmann, 1998) with ideas of 

management of objectives, rather than by setting legal rules for administrators to 

follow (Healey, 1997). From the perspective of rational-comprehensive planning, 

professional practice is a process of problem solving. Problems of choice or decision 

are solved through the selection, from available means, of the one best suited to 

established ends (Schon, 1991). Models for public planning and management were 

developed, based on the rational relation of means to ends. By 'rational', in this 

context, was meant both a form of deductive logic, and the use of instrumental 

reason as form of argument, drawing on scientific analysis (Healey, 1997). The 

planner as policy analyst was a specialist in helping clients articulate their goals, and
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translating these into alternative strategies to maximise, or at least satisfy, the 

achievement of these goals, through careful analysis and systematic evaluation.

Throughout the 1960s the rational-comprehensive model was enormously influential, 

particularly in the US. Its operations were based on two assumptions (Schon, 1991,

p206):

1. There is a working consensus about the content of the public interest, sufficient 

for the setting of planning goals and objectives;

2. There is a system of knowledge adequate for the conduct of central planning. 

Schon contends that it does not matter that these assumptions may never have been 

true. They were widely believed to be true, and they set the terms of reference for 

the planning profession. However, by the mid-1960s, both these assumptions were 

in trouble.

Schon argues that both the public at large, and planners themselves, were becoming 

increasingly aware of the counter-intuitive consequences, the harmful side effects 

and the unwanted by-products of implemented plans. Plans designed to solve 
problems either failed to solve them or created problems worse than the ones they 

had been designed to solve. Some of the phenomena planners were most anxious to 

influence - poverty, crime, urban congestion and decay - seemed resistant to 

intervention. Schon outlines an era in which attempts to build formal, qualitative 

models of social phenomena foundered in complexity; and attempts to conduct 

social experiments were confounded by unanticipated and uncontrollable changes in 

the experimental context. Social critics and angry political pressure groups 

demonstrated that plans had meaning and consequences well beyond those 

envisaged by urban planners. Also, as the perceived scope and complexity of 

planning increased, planners found that techniques and models were inadequate to 

the tasks of analysis, diagnosis, and prediction:
"Planning 'problems' came to be seen more like dilemmas made up of conflict of values, 

interests, and ideologies unresolvable by recourse to the facts. By the mid-1960s, the 

apparent consensus about the content of the public interest - perhaps even the feasibility of 

establishing such a consensus - had faded away" (Schon. 1991, p207).
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The rational-comprehensive model has been vigorously promoted by (among others) 

Faludi (1973) as the empirical, positive, and scientific course planners should take. 

Faludi's assumption of'procedure over substance' has been subsequently attacked by 

Thomas (1982), as being based on a consensus view of society, thereby promoting 

the depoliticisation of planning and of politics itself. Faludi has also been criticised 

for fostering the narrow interpretations of planing as a technical and apolitical 

activity, thus rendering it irrelevant in the decision making process (Yiftachel, 1989).

The reaction to the rational-comprehensive model was often an attempt at 

"disentanglement from the grip of objectivity, and the formulation of theories that 

appeal to values other than those of scientific rationality" (Camhis, 1979, p73), and 

instead placed the main emphasis on 'humanism'. This position [the humanist 

school], emanating mainly from the work of Friedmann (1973), is a reaction to the 

perceived mechanistic and bureaucratic image of rational-comprehensive planning. It 

stresses greater empathy between the participants in the planning process and 

depends in large measure on the planner's skill in managing interpersonal relations. 

The relevant literature in this field (as outlined by Friedmann and Hudson, 1974) 

included Charles Hampden-Tumer's 'Radical Man' (1970), Edgar Dunn's 'Economic 

and Social Development' (1971) and Donald Schon's 'Beyond the Stable State' 

(1971), as well as Friedmann's 'Re-tracking America' (1973). The main theme of this 

literature was the rejection of the Bureaucratic model and an understanding of 

planning as a "form of social learning that occurred in loosely linked network 

structures consisting of small, temporary, non-hierarchical, and task orientated 
groups" (Friedmann and Hudson, 1974).

With the break-down of the rationalist-comprehensive planning paradigm in the 

1960s, planning theorists began to think of new ways of linking knowledge and 

action. Over 20 years ago Friedmann (1973) in addressing this all-important linkage 

question recognised the value of the interdependency between technical experts and 

local communities in his 'transactive model' of planning. Similar to the LEADER 

Programme, Friedmann acknowledged the contribution that local communities can 

make to planning their own areas; i.e. development by and of the community. 

Transactive planning, Friedmann argues, is "a response to the widening gulf in 

communication between technical planners and their clients" (1973, pi72). It is the
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"radical openness required by dialogue" that "changes knowledge into action through 

an unbroken sequence of interpersonal relations" (ibid.).

Friedmann argued that while planners and technical experts contribute valuable 

theoretical concepts and analysis, processed knowledge, new perspectives and 

systematic search procedures, local communities can provide a more intimate 

knowledge of the context and problems, a better feel for realistic alternatives that are 

open to them, and are well placed to prioritise their needs and make feasibility 

judgements.

PLANNERS CONTRIBUTE

- concepts
- theory
- analysis
- processes knowledge
- new perspectives
- systematic search procedures

(Friedmann. 1973. pi87).

COMMUNITIES CONTRIBUTE

- intimate knowledge of context
- realistic alternatives
- norms
- priorities
- feasibility judgements
- operational details

Therefore, for Friedmann, the solution to the linkage issue between knowledge and 

action involves a "restructuring of the basic relationship between planner and client" 
(pi 72):

"Each has a different method of knowing: the planner works chiefly with processed 

knowledge abstracted from the world and manipulated according to certain postulates of 

theory and scientific method; his client works primarily from the personal knowledge he 

draws directly from experience" (ibid.).

Friedmann encouraged 'mutual learning' in his transactive model of planning. In this 

process the planner and the local community learn from each other; the planner from 

the community's personal and collective knowledge, and the community from the 

planner's technical expertise:
"In this process, the knowledge of both undergoes a major change. A common image of the 

situation evolves through dialogue; a new understanding of the possibilities for change is 

discovered" (1973, pl85).

Ultimately this can lead to a "relationship of mutual obligation and reciprocal trust 

between planner and community volunteer" (Murray and Greer, 1997, p394). 

Friedmann later evolved the concept of mutual learning to a more complex model of

105



social learning, which he outlines as one of the main traditions of planning theory 

(Friedmann, 1987 and 1995). This stresses the importance of experiential knowledge 

acquired in the course of action itself and thus moved from a document-orientated 

and anticipatory mode of planning to a transactive style between planner and actor:
"The close articulation between the two makes planners behave more like actors, turning 

planning itself into a form of strategic action that increasingly takes place in real time" 

(Friedmann, 1995. pl60).

In many ways LEADER Local Action Groups, theoretically at least, provide a basis 

for planning by social learning. LAGs act as partnerships with representatives from 

the private-public-voluntary sectors, including elected representatives, employing 

professional managers and engaged with consultants in preparing strategies. Under 

these circumstances LEADER groups can be viewed as 'responsive initiators'1, with 

collaborative, multi-level and inclusive activities rather than being top-down and 

directive. However, this approach is also full of contradictions, and the instability 

and fragmentation of relations and networks may allow powerful groups to impose 
their criteria and practices discretely and often unchallenged. A fundamental 

consideration of this thesis, therefore, is to determine how well in practice the local 

action groups have performed as responsive initiators by taking the ideas and 

problems brought to them and mixing these with individual and collective 

knowledge, by establishing and nurturing dialogue on issues of local concern; by 

exploring and developing strategic directions based on shared experience and 

knowledge of what can work successfully; and by reaching agreements beneficial to 

and reflective of the LAGs’ interests.

Therefore, local action groups appear to be involved in creating innovative, 

stakeholder based, consensus-building processes. The ideas of Habermas spell out a 

process for learning and deciding that bears a close resemblance to such practices 

and which provides principles for managing these processes, such as ensuring 

representation of all major points of view, equalising information among group 

members, and creating conditions within the group so that the force of argument can 

be a deciding factor rather than an individual's power outside the group (Innes, 

1995). Habermas' ideas focus on ways of reconstructing the meaning of democratic

1 Concept outlined by Hughes. Knox and Murray. 1997.
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practice, away from the paternalism of traditional representative notions, to more 

participatory forms based on 'inclusionary argumentation' (Healey, 1996). Habermas 

is providing a powerful intellectual influence for an emerging body of planning
• • • 'ltheory which may be termed 'communicative action' .

Communicative action.

The challenge for LEADER local action groups and other local partnerships, as 

Bryson and Crosby (1992) put it, is how to 'tackle public problems in a shared 

power-world'. The very raison d'etre of local partnerships is that the various 

stakeholders do not have the necessary resources (in all senses) to grapple the multi

dimensional nature of the rural development problem/approach. The emergence of 

consensus-building as a method of deliberation has provided the opportunity to 

reformulate strategic planning (Innes, 1996). The practice is becoming more popular 

as a way to address complex, controversial issues where multiple interest are at stake, 

emphasising the importance of learning communities and empowerment. Through 

such discursive practices as collaborative discussion of shared concerns, people learn 

about each other, differing points of view and come to reflect on their own point of 

view, in this way a store of mutual understanding is built-up (Healey, 1997). For 

Innes et al (1994), the impact of such a process is clear:
"Formally agreed upon plans and policies were not the most important result of consensus

building ... Consensus-building creates among the participants three types of shared capital - 

social, intellectual and political ... This capital lives on among participants even after the 

group disbands and helps to institutionalise co-ordinated action in the long run" (pp ix-x). 

These types of capital are defined by Innes (1996) as:

• Social capital - developing personal networks and trust;

• Political capital - the combined capacity to influence action;

• Intellectual capital - developing future know-how.

Healey (1997), argues that the creation of this capital, becomes an 'institutional 

resource'. It generates a cultural community of its own, which enables future issues

2 other terms include, communicative argumentation, communicative rationality and planning as 
debate.
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to be discussed more effectively, and provides channels through which all kinds of 

issues may be more rapidly understood and acted upon. For Healey (drawing on 

Giddens) this process "becomes an exercise not merely in consensus-building but in 

local culture-building, and in creating a public realm" (p48). Therefore a key aim is 

building institutional capacity and civic infrastructure. For LEADER local action 

groups, creating shared capital (social, political and intellectual) through effective 

consensus-building and strategic planning processes may be their most salient 

impact. Indeed, this is central to this thesis; to determine the impact of the local 

action groups in creating social, political and intellectual capital, thereby 

increasing local institutional capacity.

Consensus-building has emerged parallel to the idea of 'communicative rationality' 

drawn largely from Habermas (1984). Innes (1996) outlines that a decision is 

'communicatively rational' to the degree that it is reached consensually through 

deliberations involving all stakeholders, where all are equally empowered and fully 

informed, and where the conditions of 'ideal speech' are met (statements are 

comprehensive, scientifically true, and offered by those who can legitimately speak 
and who speak sincerely). Communicatively rational decisions, then, are those that 

come about because there are good reasons for them rather than because of the 

political and economic power of particular stakeholders.

Habermas' work grew out of the German school of critical theory (Low, 1991), and 

his work is deeply committed to reconstructing a public realm which more fully 

reflects the range of our ways of knowing and reasoning than the narrow diminished 

world of instrumental rationality and the dominant interests of economic and social 

power. Habermas uses the concept 'abstract system' to identify the structures of 

economic order (the market place) and political order (bureaucracy) which constrain 

daily life. This is opposed to the 'lifeworld' of personal existence; the daily, weekly 

and yearly going about and getting on in the life of personal existence. Normatively, 

Habermas seeks to reverse the tendency for abstract systems to penetrate into our 

lifeworlds, and looks for a reconstruction of the public realm (Healey, 1997). 

Habermas' contribution to the challenge of 'making sense together' while 'living 

differently' lies in his approach to the process of public reasoning. It is argued by 

Habermas that there are three modes of reasoning which are mixed together:
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'instrumental-technical reasoning', 'moral reasoning' and 'emotive-aesthetic 

reasoning'. The first refers to scientific and rational reasoning, linking ends to means 

and evidence to conclusions. The second refers to reasoning focused around values 

and ethics. The third refers to reasoning derived from emotive experience (ibid.). A 

central argument of Habermas is that instrumental-technical reasoning has become 

the dominant means of reasoning in public discourse, thus robbing public debate of 

both the resources with which we can understand each other, and separates public 

policy from people's daily lives - their lifeworlds. The argument continues that 

questions cannot be resolved about collective action by using the language of any 

one form of reasoning. Instead, ways of validating claims, identifying priorities, and 

developing strategies for collective action, must be constructed through interaction, 

through debate (ibid ). In this conception, argues Healey, planning becomes a 

"process of interactive collective reasoning, carried out in the medium of language, 
in discourse (1997, p53).

Drawing on Habermasian ideas. Forester was perhaps the first to apply 

communicative action to planning theory. For Forester (1980, 1993), planning is 

primarily a form of critical listening to the words of others and a mode of interaction 

- he terms questioning and shaping attention - that is based on speech. Forester's 

work has inspired others to undertake similar research (Friedmann, 1995), and these 

strands of thought have been evolving rapidly and increasingly draw inspiration from 

each other. In the planning field, they are represented in particular in the work of 

democratic and collaborative planning processes, notably that by Forester (1993) and 

Sager (1994) who are searching for ways of realising Habermasian ideas of 

communicative process; by Healey (1992) (see also Davoudi and Healey, 1995), and 

Hoch (1992), who have explored the micropolitics of policy 'talk and text' in the 

planning field; by Bryson in his work on management principles for collaborative 

strategic planning in the public realm (Bryson and Crosby, 1992); and by Innes 

(1996, 1998, Innes and Booher, 1999, and Innes et al, 1994) who focuses on what 

factors make for successful consensus-building in strategic planning work and group 

processes. Healey (1996) identifies three key themes which emerge from this theory 

in relation to the challenge of finding new forms of strategic planning. These are
(p221):
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1. How is it possible to distinguish between forms of argumentation, of discourse 

about planning matters, which reinforce existing relations of power and 

conventional understandings of issues and those which have the potential to 

transform these relations?

2. If the aim is for 'inclusionary argumentation', what practices will help achieve 

this? This recognises that diversity is not merely about interests, but ways of 

conceiving about interests, ways of knowing, understanding, and valuing.

3. What specific tasks are involved in the work of strategic consensus-building and 

strategy development which seeks to promote inclusionary argumentation, and 

what kinds of facilitating skills are needed to perform them?

In reviewing these developments in the early 1990s, Healey (1992, pi 54) concluded 

that their implications for planning could be summarised under 10 points. Planning in 

the new wave of ideas, emerged as (1) an interactive and interpretative process, (2) 

undertaken among diverse and fluid discourse communities, (3) in ways which 

require 'respectful' discussion. This enterprise focuses attention (4) on the arenas 

where public discussion takes place and conflicts mediated, (5) on the multiple 
claims made for policy attention and the different forms in which these claims are 

made, (6) on ways of developing a critical, reflexive capacity, generating ideas about 

what to do and how, and (7) on ways of opening out such strategic discourse in forms 

which are as inclusionary as possible. Through such new styles of planning 

discourse, Healey hopes not only (8) that participants will be engaged in a process of 

mutual learning through mutually learning to understand, but that (9) they will 

collaborate to change the way things are. The purpose of such communicative 

planning (10) is to help 'start out' and 'go along' in mutually agreeable ways based on 

inter-discursive understanding. Although these points set out are ideal conditions, 

Innes (1998) suggests that:
"Like the scientific method, the conditions of communicative-rationality will never fully be 

met, but the attempt to approximate them should help ensure that decisions take into account 

important knowledge and perspectives, that they are in some sense socially just, and that they 

do not simply co-opt those in weaker positions" (p60).

Healey (1998) argues that there is a great deal of practical invention of such 

processes occurring at the present time in the UK; yet those involved are often
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unaware that they are engaged in 'process innovation'. This is happening in relation 

to plan making and project development in and around planning practices in the UK, 

but is perhaps even more strikingly evident in relation to economic strategy 

development, Local Agenda 21 work and community development partnerships. 

They are commonly motivated by deep commitments to empowerment and to multi

stakeholder involvement. There are many exercises underway in 'partnership' 

collaboration, however, in many cases these are typically driven by the criteria of 

funders:
"These partnership examples in the UK illustrate how often early commitment and 

enthusiasm can be dashed by lack of attention to process and/or the cynical involvement of 

stakeholders as part of 'playing the funding game'" (Healey, 1998, pl6).

Healey asserts that what is now needed is "consolidated critical inquiry into those 

efforts in practical process innovation, to identify and exchange 'good practice', and 

to increase knowledge of bad practice" (ibid ). It is hoped that this thesis can 

contribute to Healey's suggestion, in relation to understanding the processes that 

LEADER local action groups are engaged with in Northern Ireland.

Key research issues.

The rural development literature reviewed and the communicative action theoretical 

approach outlined suggests the study of LEADER II in Northern Ireland should focus 

on the following issues:

(1) Building the LEADER model;

(2) The planning process,

(3) Typology of plans;

(4) Impact of the planning process;

(5) Application of the bottom-up model.

1. Building the LEADER model.

A major component of this study is to build and dissect the LEADER model as it has 

emerged in Northern Ireland. Important considerations include: the origins of the 

local action groups; partnership structures; actors and networks; rural development 

goals; local action groups' roles; and, the contribution of the LAG managers. The
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purpose is to 'map the ethos' of the different groups and to investigate the factors that 

are central in shaping the LEADER groups, the operational plans they adopt and the 

resultant projects that have been funded to date. This should explore if there is a 

common understanding among the LAGs of the central tenets of the LEADER 

approach and to community-led rural development in general.

(a) Local action groups' origins.

The origins of the various LAGs will be examined, to explore the impact that this 

may have on the eventual models that the groups adopt. This will include assessing if 

the 'lead partner' in the process exerts a greater degree of power in determining the 

agenda by, for example, establishing the geographic scope of the group, and by 

determining which stakeholders are to be involved; i.e. 'who initiates the process, 

owns the process'. Therefore groups will be compared which were instigated by the 

community sector, local authorities (termed in Northern Ireland as district councils) 

or by the private sector organisations, and to examine the impact that this may have 
had on the process in each area.

(b) Local action group partnership structures.

Partnerships are central in community-led rural development, and the LEADER 

approach. Therefore, a key consideration is to chart the partnership models that have 

developed via LEADER in Northern Ireland. Important factors include: the 'scale' at 

which the LAGs operate at; how LAGs interact with other local programmes such as 

District Partnerships; and, the impact of the emergence of District Councils into the 

rural development arena. Also involved in developing an insight into the LAG 

models, is to examine the general composition of the partnership boards, in terms of 

sectoral representation and male/female ratios, as well as noting which interests may 

be absent.

(c) Actors and networks.

Important questions arise in relation to actors and networks and involvement with 

LAGs, and include, who gets involved? how do they become involved (vis-a-vis 

individual roles and social networks)? how does such involvement relate to their 

strategies? what interests and values do they bring to a local action group? how do 

they relate to all those with a 'stake' in the community? - Therefore 'mapping the
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stakeholders' (see Bryson and Crosby, 1992) and examining the balance of interests 

on a local action group's board will be important elements.

(d) Rural development goals.

The goals of the various LEADER groups will be examined, and it should prove 

instructive to discuss the rural development 'vision' that emerges. How these goals 

were formulated and whether the goals of a local group relates to the needs of the 

local area and people will also be a chief concern, along with the extent to which the 

goals are shared among a local community's stakeholders.

(e) The role of the local action groups.

A key concern is to examine the roles of the various LAGs, both official' and 

perceived, as it is likely that a group's outlook will have an effect on the processes 

which will be adopted and on the content of the plan. It should prove interesting to 

investigate whether local groups think of their role as 'planners' and/or 'clients', and, 

in terms of Friedmann's transactive model, to discuss the LAGs contribution to the 

process; processed knowledge or personal knowledge (or both fused with action). As 

stated earlier, a key concern of this evaluation is to examine how well in practice 

local groups are performing as responsive initiators. Therefore, it will be important to 

investigate if LAGs perceive this to be their role, and not, for example, merely 

allocators (i.e. of funds at a local level).

(f) The local action group managers' contribution.

The LAG managers have a pivotal contribution within the LEADER groups, giving a 

professional edge to many of its activities. Central to a discussion concerning the 

managers is to determine how they perceive their role. Potential roles could include, 

project development managers, animateurs, capacity builders or strategic planners, 

and it is likely that the professional background of the manager could influence their 

approach. In assessing this, the skills that LAG managers deem to be important for 

their job will be considered. How the LAG managers perceive their own roles may 

be important in shaping the action and direction of the group as a whole.
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2. The planning process.

A second central tenet of the study is to evaluate the planning process which the local 

action groups are engaged with and their approach to strategy formation. 

Communicative action theory literature already referred to is beginning to provide 

interesting ways of thinking about this pivotal interest to the study. Healey (1996) 

suggests five key areas which an evaluation might address.

(a) Arenas for argumentation.

This refers to 'where' discussion is to take place and the 'style' of the arena, which, 

Healey contends, should adopt an inclusionary ethic. Davoudi and Healey (1995), in 

an evaluation of the City Challenge programme, noted that the arena had an impact 

on the agenda of the meetings, and often both the location and style inhibited 

inclusionary debate. An illustrative example is when meetings located in council 

buildings and adopting a formal council format were found to be alien for business 

and community representatives.

(b) Scope and style of discourse.
A second set of considerations identified by Healey concerns what gets discussed 

and how. Healey argues that in the planning tradition this activity used to be referred 

to as the 'survey' stage. "How are resources, rules and ideas identified, acquired, 

developed and deployed? What discourses (systems of meaning) and styles (modes 

of expression) are used? What is the impact of these processes, in terms of filtering 

the potential range of issues and systems of meaning and expression among those 

involved and among all those with a stake in the neighbourhood?" (Davoudi and 

Healey, 1995, p85). For Forester (1993) these are critical issues as "shaping attention 

is shaping action" (p46) and that the organisation of attention is an exercise in power.

(c) Sorting through the arguments.

Within argumentation of these communicative processes, all dimensions of knowing, 

understanding, appreciating, experiencing and judging may be brought into play 

(Healey, 1992). The struggle for LAGs engaged in inter-discursive communicative 

action is to grasp these and find ways of reasoning among the competing claims for 

action they generate, without dismissing or devaluing any one until it has been 

explored. Therefore analysis is not an abstract technical process but an "active
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enterprise in mutual sorting through the arguments and learning about possibilities" 

(Healey, 1996, p227): leading to mutual learning through learning to understand. 

Key areas to explore, therefore, include: how facts, values and rights were 

acknowledged; whether different points of view were grasped, and, to discuss if 

common threads were drawn out of the process.

(d) Creating a new discourse.

A common criticism of planning is that plans are 'produced by planners for planners'. 

In contrast a key issue in communicative action theory is to undertake a collaborative 

task in creating a new policy discourse (a system of meaning embodied in a strategy 

for action). Healey contends an inclusionary approach suggests a discursive process 

is needed which explicitly explores different 'storylines' about possible actions and 

offers 'different discursive keys' for critical attention, maintaining a critical attitude 

until there is broad support. Accordingly, key issues to consider include: the extent to 

which a strategy was chosen collaboratively, and whether a sense of ownership of the 

plan exists among different stakeholders.

(e) Agreement and critique.

There will always be people or participants who have objections which cannot be 

resolved in debating arenas. However, effective consensus-building, builds on a clear 

understanding of rights to challenge the consensus, and the terms on which such 

challenges can be addressed (Healey, 1996). Consequently, it is important to 

consider whether processes exist for:

- Building in rights to challenge the position of the consensus;

Adopting principles for redressing such challenges;

Building in opportunities for regular reflexive challenge to the consensus.

In this sense, the planning process is ongoing and reflective and does not end with 

the adoption of a plan or strategy.

Planning processes which tend to widen the range of issues and systems of meaning 

and expression among the stakeholders, as well as expanding their interests and 

forms of discourse can be interpreted as moving towards more participatory 

democratic forms. Those which narrow the range could be seen as technocorporate if 

the narrowing focuses on professionals, administrators and business elites (Davoudi
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and Healey, 1995). Although 'building the LEADER model' examines the 

partnership structures, this section examines the partnership process. At the end of 

the analysis, it must be possible to answer the question: who controls the processes, 

and how enduring are the forms of these processes? It is not suggested that local 

action groups have sufficient momentum or are in a position to provide best practice 

examples of communicative action. However, this approach outlined will form a 

theoretical basis from which to frame the analysis.

3. Typology of plans.

A typology of local action groups' plans will be developed with the intention of 

providing an understanding of what the groups perceived to be the purpose of the 

plans and strategic planning, and also to provide a tool for analysing the content of 

the plans. To form the basis of a framework to examine this, it is proposed that two 

antithetical ideal-types may be constructed:

technocratic participatory
technical tool interactive process -
prepared by consensus building.
consultants communicative action.
with sole planning as debate.
objective to mobilisation.

win funds. mutual learning.

In general, all the local action groups in Northern Ireland will have employed 

consultants at some stage. However, a crucial difference is between groups which 

may have been passive recipients of the plans and those groups which may have been 

engaged in an interactive process with technical experts. Of fiirther interest is the 

participation of the wider population. This will include asking whether local people 

were involved in the plan and feel a sense of ownership of the plan, or are local 

people merely expected to implement it.

In terms of the content of the plan, several issues arise. A primary concern is to 

explore if the plan content is an aggregation of the individual bids put to local action 

groups or a coherent strategy. Healey (1996) would term the former a 'zero-sum 

solution' and the latter a 'zero plus resolution'; therefore a coherent strategy adds 

value to the policy process. Also of interest is to examine the 'logic' of the plan, i.e.
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to consider whether for example: the objectives and proposals in the plan have a 

relationship to the goals, investment by measure relates to local socio-economic 

factors, and; the plan contains a strong rationale. In the context of LEADER, the 

innovative nature of the plan will be discussed.

The relevance of the operational plan for decision making on subsequent projects 

will also be considered For example, the usefulness and effectiveness of the plan for 

the LAG managers processing applications will be appraised. Important questions 

may include: do plans provide a useful basis for taking decisions? Are plans self 

reflective and self-critical? What other factors, apart from the 'plan' influence 

decision outcomes?

4. Impact of the planning process.

Following analysis of the planning process and the content of the plan, this leads to a 

discussion concerning the impact of the process. In terms of this study, strategic 

planning is viewed as a composite of both project design and governance. 

Accordingly, the impact of the planning process will be considered in relation to:

(a) Project promotion.

An outcome evaluation of LEADER II is not possible at this stage, as a critical mass 

of projects has not been implemented to date. However, it is possible to examine the 

range and types of projects that have been proposed and successful in their 

application for funds, and also to analyse the balance between individual promoters 

and community groups in attaining funding. The relationship between the projects 

supported, and the goals and objectives of the various LAGs will be a further area for 

discussion. Therefore, of particular interest is to examine if there is a gap between 

'intention' and 'implementation' and whether this implies a break in the linkage of 

knowledge and action.

intention ----------------^ implementation

knowledge ----------------^ action
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Also, the usefulness and effectiveness of the planning process and the content of the 

plan for the LAG managers processing applications will be appraised.

(b) The creation of shared capital.

As can be seen from the review of the principles for local development, the strategic 

planning process can be central in creating effective partnership structures and 

processes, and in animation and capacity-building processes. In these terms, the 

impact of the planning process will be assessed in creating:

• social capital - personal networks and trust;

• political capital - the combined capacity to influence action,

• intellectual capital - future know-how.

Therefore, planning will be considered in the context of creating a civic society and 

culture and in developing local institutional capacity.

5, Application of the bottom-up model.

The research issues outlined above have tended to focus on the actions of the 

LEADER groups and have largely not addressed the wider policy framework that 

the Northern Ireland local action groups operate within. In examining the application 

of the 'bottom-up' model it is important to ask not only whether the values of 

'bottom- up' rural development have been demonstrated by the various LAGs, but 

also if these values are evident in the European Commission's and Department of 

Agriculture for Northern Ireland's approach. This is a critical question as it provides 

the context for a LEADER group's actions. For example, in relation to LEADER I, a 

common criticism is that LEADER groups were often more concerned with product 

than process (see for instance Barke and Newton's, 1997, analysis of LEADER I in 

Spain). However, an explanation for this balance of emphasis may perhaps be due to 

the rapid conception and initial execution of the initiative at the level of the 

Commission. Therefore as major stakeholders in the LEADER programme, the 

pressures that the EC and DANI exert at a local level should be considered.

Of primary interest is a discussion of whether 'bottom-up' approaches to local 

development is an effective tool or merely jargon. This involves considering how
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effective LEADER II translates 'on the ground'. In particular analysis of the 

perceptions of the action groups involved would be beneficial in determining for 

example: the degree of empowerment and local autonomy LEADER II allows; the 

degree to which the policy enables local action groups to develop a strategic planning 

process, and; if the policy succeeds or fails to meet the objectives of the LEADER 

groups involved. Related to this, it is also necessary to discuss the nature of the 

bottom-up development as practised by Northern Ireland's LEADER groups. 

Essentially this revolves around the suggestion that instead of bottom-up 

development emerging as outlined in rural development theory, a local 'top-down' 

approach or a system of local patronage has developed. The relationship between the 

application of the bottom-up model and the process of strategic planning will be an 

engaging area for debate.

A further area of interest is to discuss the most appropriate scale for local action 

groups and the operation of the bottom-up approach. At present, there are fifteen 

LEADER II groups in the Province. However, it has been suggested (eg. 

Armstrong, 1997) that a smaller number of three or four larger LAGs may prove 

more effective for LEADER III (or similar initiative). This research would provide a 

timely opportunity to canvas local groups’ opinions concerning this issue and to 

address if this larger scale would help or hinder mutual learning and an inclusionary 

argumentation approach to planning outlined earlier.

Conclusion.

In conclusion, this chapter has attempted to provide an outline of the current practice 

of rural and local development, and suggested that planning theory can provide a 

useful analytical framework to study the actions of LEADER II local action groups 

in Northern Ireland. The starting point for this has been Friedmann's transactive 

model, which was developed into a more complex model of social learning and the 

concept of responsive initiators was also introduced. The ideas of Habermas were 

then examined, along with their 'interpretation' by planning theorists such as 

Forester, Healey and Innes. It is proposed that communicative action provides a 

useful theoretical basis to examine the processes of rural development that the local
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action groups have developed; with its emphasis on planning as a process facilitating 

community collaboration in the construction of strategic discourse and in strategic 

consensus-building. This approach may prove too idealistic; however, it should 

provide a useful starting point and framework for the analysis. The focus of this 

thesis has been identified - i.e. to assess the impact of the process of rural 

development, in particular, strategic planning, in developing shared capital that can 

lead to the development of local institutional capacity.

This chapter has also identified the key research issues that will drive the remainder 

of this thesis, namely:

> Building the LEADER model;

> The planning process;

> Typology of plans;

> Impact of the planning process;

> Application of the bottom-up model of development.

Accordingly, chapter five will be concerned with building the LEADER model that 

has emerged in Northern Ireland. Chapter six will then provide a typology of the 

plans produced by the LAGs, a description of funding by LEADER measure and the 

relevance of the plans in the decision making process. Chapter 7 will further explore 

these issues with the aid of five case studies and will also involve analysis of the 

planning process, a closer examination of the decision making process, the nature of 

the projects promoted and the application of the bottom-up model. Chapter 8 will 

then identify and assess the impact of the planning processes that have been 

developed, again using case studies. This chapter will also revisit the communicative 

action framework that has been proposed, to provide a practice-led critique of theory.
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Chapter five: Building the LEADER model.

Introduction.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an insight into the LEADER model as it 

emerged in Northern Ireland. Following from the research issues identified in the 

previous chapter, the analysis can, accordingly, be grouped under seven main and 

related headings:

1. Profile of LEADER local action groups;

2. Local action group origins,

3. LEADER partnership structure;

4. Actors and networks;

5. Rural development goals;

6. Local action group roles;

7. Local action group managers' contribution.

A wide range of material was examined. This included Northern Ireland LEADER 

guidance notes prepared by the Department of Agriculture and a mid term evaluation 

report undertaken by KPMG (1997). However, the bulk of this chapter is based on 

analysis of local action group Operational Plans (OPs) and strategies, and on face-to- 

face semi-structured in-depth interviews with LAG managers throughout Northern 

Ireland.

1. Profile of LEADER local action groups.

The Northern Ireland LEADER II Operational Programme was approved by the EC 

in March 1995 (see chapter three for Programme's objectives), and stated that it 

would be expanded to increase the number of geographically specific LAGs to 

twelve (from the one LEADER I group, i.e. the Rural Development Council) and 

encompass approximately six sectorally specific Other Collective Bodies. The 

Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland's guidance notes (1995) on the 

eligibility of applicants, stressed that local action groups must be broadly 

representative of the community in their area, and ideally, community and voluntary
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interests should be represented on the group boards. The guidance notes also 

highlighted that LAGs must have the capacity to implement a business plan covering 

a defined geographical area with a target population of less than 100,000 people, and 

must have the ability to access the required matching funding. In selecting successful 

applicants, DANI also emphasised a preference in the geographical distribution of 

local action groups:
"The Department will give priority' to proposals targeting the Glens of Antrim, the Western

Shores of Lough Neagh, the Sperrins. the peripheral areas of Fennanagh. South Down and

South Armagh" [i.e. the disadvantaged rural areas] (1996, p2).

The Department of Agriculture developed a selection procedure for round one and 

two of the application process in 1995 and 1996 respectively. The selection of 

successful bids was based on a weighting and scoring system for ten selection criteria 

as agreed by the EC (KPMG, 1997). The applications were assessed against the 

framework of the Department's Rural Development Programme, which included an 

assessment of the geographic and thematic spread, the impact on disadvantaged areas 

and financial considerations. The selection panel scored applications against the 
following criteria and weighted the scores to give a total for each bid.

Criteria Weighting
Impact on reference situation 20

Innovation 15

Targeting disadvantage 10

Respect for LEADER principles 10

Administrative strength of applicant 10

Contribution to LEADER II and RD Programme 10

Ability to access private funding and leverage 10

Ability to act as a model 10

Complementarity 5

Networking 5

In round one of the application process in 1995, a total of 33 applications were 

received by DANI, three of which were rejected without being scored as being 

unsuitable for LEADER funding. The remaining 30 applicants were assessed, with
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applicants who scored more than 600 given a commitment for funding. Those 

applicants which scored between 400 and 600 were granted Measure A LEADER 

funding to progress their applications and submit bids for round two. In this round 

(1996), twelve bids were submitted to DANI, with seven bidders successful. The 

application process in 1995 committed £6.649 million to eight LAGs and the 1996 

process committed a further £4.4 million to another seven LAGs. This produced a 

wider geographical coverage of Northern Ireland than originally intended in DANI's 

Operational Programme, to include fifteen LAGs and a total of £11.049 million in 

funding (see table 5.1). The remaining Northern Ireland LEADER II funding has 

been allocated to nine Other Collective Bodies.

Local Measure A Measure B Measure B Measure B
Action Commitment Application Application Commitment
Groups 1995 1996

Craigavon Rural
Development

* £600.000

Fermanagh LAG
(FLAG)

* £850,000

Magh era felt Area
Partnership (MAP)

* £800,000

North Antrim
LEADER

* £800,000

Rural Area Partnership
In Derry (RAPID)

* £799,000

South Down/South 
Armagh LAG

* £1,000,000

South Tyrone Area
Partnership (STAP)

* £800,000

West Tyrone Rural
2000

* £1,000,000

Armagh City &
District LAG

£25,000 * £800,000

Canal Corridor 
Partnership

£25.000 * £250,000

Coleraine LAG
(COLLAGE)

£24,250 * £800,000

Cookstown LEADER 
Group

£9,876 * £650,000

Lower Bann
LAG

£25.000 * £650,000

Roe Valley
LEADER Group

£13,000 * £650,000

Rural Down
Partnership

£25,000 * £600,000

Total
Measure A 
Commitment

£147,126 £11,049,000

Table 5.1: Summary of LEADER II commitment to LAGs (source: KPMG, 1997, p!4).
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There was, however, in many cases considerable disparities between the level of 

funding requested relative to that committed. Approximately £25 million was 

requested by the successful local action groups with around 44% of that committed 

(see table 5.2). There was particularly a significant differential in the level of funding 

committed and that requested by LAGs in round one of the application of the 

process, the largest being Magherafelt Area Partnership (MAP) which received 

23.88% of their request. The reasons for these high expectations in relation to 

bidding for funds are varied. For example. South Down/South Armagh LAG argued 

that because the area they covered was located entirely in a designated disadvantaged 

area, the group should have received a higher priority in funding allocations. Other 

groups simply contended that the quality of their proposals deserved larger 

proportions of funding. Whatever the validity of these arguments, DANI had in any 

case increased the intended number of LAGs from twelve to fifteen to widen the 

geographic impact of the programme that had the effect of diluting the available 

funding.

Local action group Funding requested Commitment % funded
Craigavon RD £2,505,000 £600,000 23.95

FLAG £2,589.000 £850,000 32.83

MAP £3,350,000 £800,000 23.88

North Antrim £2,490,000 £800,000 32.13

RAPID £1,012,000 £799,000 78.95

S. Down/S. Armagh £1,997,000 £1,000,000 50.07
STAP £1,060,000 £800,000 75.47
W. Tyrone 2000 £3,000,000 £1,000,000 33.33
Armagh £1,000.000 £800.000 80.00
Canal Corridor £1,000,000 £250,000 25.00
COLLAGE £881.580 £800,000 90.75
Cookstown £1.000,000 £650,000 59.09
Lower Bann £1,181,500 £650,000 55.01

Roe Valley £998.000 £650,000 65.13
Rural Down £850,000 £600,000 70.59
Total £25,0140,080 £11,049000 44.17%

Table 5.2: Funding requested by LAGs and the level of fund commitment.
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2. Local action group origins.

The majority of local groups in Northern Ireland were first initiated by district 

councils, and these are: Armagh City and District; Coleraine Local Action Group for 

Enterprise (COLLAGE); Craigavon Rural Development; Lower Bann LAG; 

Magherafelt Area Partnership (MAP); Rural Area Partnership in Derry (RAPID); 

Roe Valley LEADER; Rural Down; South Tyrone Area Partnership (STAP), and; 

West Tyrone 2000. Three local action groups were first established by local 

community networks (Fermanagh Local Action Group (FLAG), North Antrim 

LEADER, and South Down/South Armagh LAG (SDSA)) with a further group 

established by a community group in partnership with a local enterprise centre 

(Cookstown). Perhaps uniquely. Canal Corridor was first proposed by consultants 

examining the possibility of Millennium Funding for the area (without community or 

district council involvement), thus representing a very top-down approach. These 

local action groups and their 'lead partner' are summarised in table 5.3 below.

Local action group 'lead partner' Number of local action groups

District councils 10

Community networks 3

Enterprise centre with community group 1

Consultant-driven 1

Table 5.3: Local action group 'lead partners'.

A number of comments can drawn from this variation. It is noticeable that LAGs 

which were established by local community networks or community groups in 

partnership with other local agencies, are all located in DANI's targeted areas of 

disadvantage (or at least partially cover these areas). The reason for this may be that 

these areas were the early focus of DANI's Rural Development Programme and the 

Rural Development Council's capacity building actions, resulting in a maturing of 

community group activity. It seems encouraging that the community sector in these 

areas has developed the capacity, and indeed, the confidence to take the initiative
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locally and develop area-based multi-sectoral partnerships. It should prove 

interesting to investigate the impact that this may have had on the agenda of these 

LAGs and stakeholder involvement, and this will be considered later.

Also significant is the number of local action groups initiated by district councils, 

signalling their entry onto the rural development arena in Northern Ireland. 

Previously, the councils' interest in rural development has been limited. However, the 

increasing role within local government into local economic development, provided 

the impetus for many to become involved. In this light, district council involvement 

in developing new rural partnerships may be viewed in the following context:

• Local government has had to become more entrepreneurial in attracting both 

rural funds and private sector investment;

• This shift from a managerialist to an enterprising approach in local 

administration can be seen as part of the current fluid nature of local governance, 

in which new actors like the private sector and community forums are playing a 
more overt role.

On the other hand, instead of representing a shift in local governance to an 

enterprising approach, commentators may argue that councils' involvement may 

signal a cynical ploy by district councils to attain funding and administer in a local 

top-down manner. This argument will be unravelled in this chapter and in chapter 
seven.

3. Local action group partnership structures.

Through observations at Northern Ireland LEADER Network (NILN)1 conferences 

and meetings, participants in the programme often emphasise the importance of the 

LEADER model. However, through investigation it becomes clear that no 

homogenous model emerges in terms of organisational structure, partnership 

arrangements and roles (this aspect is discussed later). In relation to organisational 

structures, four models can be identified:

1 NILN: a network of LEADER II local action groups and Other Collective Bodies.
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1. LAGs operating on an inter District Council basis (at least parts of two or 

more council areas), with informal links with other local programmes and 

based outside council offices. The geographical scope of these vary and include; 

Canal Corridor (parts of four council areas). Lower Bann (parts of three council 

areas). North Antrim (one complete council area, parts of two councils). Rural 

Down (parts of three council areas). South Down/South Armagh (one complete 

Council area, and part of one other), and West Tyrone (two complete council 

areas).

2 LAGs operating on a single District Council basis, with a formal relationship 

with other local programmes, based in council offices. These were groups that 

had an overarching strategy for LEADER II, the 'P&R' District Partnership and 

the council's local economic development measure, with a common 

implementation and management structure. Offices and staff were also shared 

These LAGs included: Magherafelt Area Partnership, Roe Valley LEADER, and 

South Tyrone Area Partnership. STAP was unique in that it had a common board 

for all three programmes, whereas MAP and Roe Valley had different boards for 

each programme, but with some shared members.

3. LAGs operating on a single District Council basis, with an informal 

relationship with other local programmes and based in Council offices.

Although many of the LAGs are often based in the same offices as the District 

Partnership and the council's economic development officer, the groups have 

only an informal relationship with the other programmes, with separate 

management and implementation. These include Armagh City and District, 

COLLAGE and Craigavon RD. In the case of COLLAGE, although both the 

'P&R' and LEADER strategies were both written by a council employee (now the 

LEADER manager) the two programmes are separate in terms of implementation 

and management.

2 Peace & Reconciliation District Partnerships, District Councils' local economic development 
measures and DANI's ABSAGs.
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4. LAGs operating on a single District Council basis, with an informal 
relationship to other local programmes, based outside council offices. There 

are three LAGs (Cookstown, FLAG and RAPID) operating on a single council 

basis, but outside council offices. Alternative office locations include enterprise 

centres or independent offices in completely rural contexts.

When these four models are compared with the origins of the LAGs and the 'lead 

partner' that initiated the group, some interesting relationships develop.

Models

Local action group 'lead partner'
District
Council

Community
network

Enterprise 
centre & 
community 
group

Consultant-
driven

Total

1. inter District 
Council area, 
informal links with 
local programmes, 
based outside 
council.

Lower Bann

West Tyrone

Rural Down

North Antrim

S.Down/

S. Armagh

Canal

Corridor
6

2. single District 
Council area, 
formal links with 
local programmes, 
based in council.

MAP

Roe Valley

STAP

3

3. single District 
Council area, 
informal links with 
local programmes, 
based in council 
offices.

Armagh

COLLAGE

Craigavon

3

4. single District 
Council area, 
informal links with 
other local 
programmes, based 
outside council.

RAPID FLAG Cookstown 3

10 3 1 1

Table 5.4: LAG organisational models and the groups' 'lead partner'.

Nine of the fifteen local action groups in Northern Ireland operate at the scale of a 

single district council, with seven of these nine initiated by the councils themselves. 

Only three LAGs that were established by the district councils operate at a larger 

scale. Lower Bann, Rural Down and West Tyrone. It would therefore appear that if

133



the 'lead partner' in the group is the council, this is likely to determine the geographic 

scope and scale which the LAGs functions (i.e. following district council 

boundaries). The district councils that were pivotal in establishing Lower Bann, 

Rural Down and West Tyrone, all perceived the need to 'scale-up' their activities as it 

was felt that a single council area was too small an area for strategic rural 

development intervention. This was also the rationale for two of the LAGs initiated 

by local community networks, which had a more fluid definition of the area they 

covered. These LAGs tend not to follow political boundaries, but instead are defined 

by local networks as they view the local 'problem' and potential solutions.

Only three of the groups had formal links with other local programmes (the 'P&R.' 

District Partnerships, the council's local economic development measure and 

occasionally the local ABSAG), with all of these LAGs having been instigated by 

district councils. Only LAGs with district councils as the lead partner appear to be in 

a position to establish formal links between the programmes, however, seven of the 

ten initiated by the councils did not take this path. Difficulties were often cited in 

relation the inconsistent time periods covered by LEADER and 'Peace and 

Reconciliation', and the lack of co-ordination that occurred at the EC level in 

launching the initiatives at discordant times. This has resulted in two or three 

different strategies being prepared for community-led development in the same area. 

The advantages of an overarching partnership, such as STAP, managing the District 

Partnership, LEADER and the council’s local economic development seems to be a 

clear co-ordination and management of funds at a local level, with a reduction in 

duplication between the programmes. On the other hand, the individual programmes 

often lost their identity with the LAG managers concerned stating that often the 

partnerships were viewed locally as an extension of council activity. This obviously 

has implications in terms of local ownership and the involvement and exclusion of 

potential stakeholders, with the possibility that the council can become overly 
dominant in the partnership.

The remaining LAGs all had at least informal links with the other programmes. This 

was achieved by two means. Firstly, LEADER groups usually had some directors 

who were also board members of the local District Partnership or ABSAG. 

Therefore, LEADER groups were informed of other local programmes through these
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shared members. Secondly, many LAG managers had forged local relations with the 

managers of other local programmes. Some LAGs based in district councils, such as 

Armagh, had managers that shared offices and clerical support with the District 

Partnership manager and the council's economic development officer. Other LAG 

managers had regular meetings with their counterparts in other programmes in an 

attempt to avoid duplication: for example, the Cookstown LAG manager had regular 

weekly meetings with the local district partnership manager, ABSAG manager and 

the council's economic development officer, although no overall strategy existed. An 

illustrative case of this kind of working relationship is provided by West Tyrone, 

outlined in Textbox 5.1 below.

Textbox 5 .1
Extract from interview with West Tyrone LAG manager, on the subject of liaison 
with the District Partnership manager.

"Its often the case that people are not clear who to go to with projects, so we [both 

managers] have tried to make it clear to people the difiference between the 

programmes. We send applications [for funding] to 'P&R' and vice versa . . .

Because of this arrangement, 'P&R' tends to deal with mostly community groups 

and LEADER mostly with the private sector and individuals ... This has led to 

some criticism that LEADER in the area has not been helping community groups.

Out of 90 projects, 15 are from community groups. But the measures the LAG has 

selected to fund applies easier to individual promoters ...I feel that the two 

programmes are dovetailing very well and are very complementary."

However, such co-ordination and working relationships do not always exist. For 

example, the LAG manager for RAPID highlighted personality problems for 

preventing any co-ordination between local programmes:

"...the links [between the programmes] are very poorly developed. The P&R' manager 

refuses to talk to anyone else, so we don't know what they're up to"

Six of the LAGs were based in council offices with nine based at other locations. 

Again the origins seemed to have an effect on this. Six of the ten groups established 

by district councils were based in council offices, with managers agreeing that this 

has often led to LEADER being perceived locally as a council programme. Of the
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four LAGs initiated by district councils but based outside council premises, three are 

located in independent offices as the groups operate on an inter district council basis, 

therefore requiring a 'neutral' location, (Lower Bann, Rural Down and West 

Tyrone). All three of these LAGs are based in 'business parks'. The fourth case is that 

of RAPID, which operates from an old converted schoolhouse in a rural location 

within the district council area. This appears to have had a psychological effect as the 

interview extract below illustrates (textbox 5.2):

Textbox 5.2

Extract from interview with RAPID LAG manager.

"The council perceive it [LEADER] as a council activity, but there is 

increasingly the view that LEADER is the arm they can't control ... which may 

be because of the 'distance' from the decision making [from council] ... I mean, 

there is a perception in council that Derry City Council is not a rural area. The 

City Council is dominated by urban interests and only cemeteries have a lower 

profile than rural issues. Now the schoolhouse [LAG offices] have become a 

kind of focal point for rural interests in the area."

Local action groups that had their origins outside district councils tend to be located 

in enterprise centres (Cookstown) or in independent offices (FLAG, North Antrim 

and South Down/South Armagh), or even in a tourist information office (Canal 
Corridor).

Partnership boards' composition.

DANI's LEADER guidance notes provided very little advice in relation to the 

composition of LAG boards, stating simply:
"Local action groups must be broadly representative of the community in the area being 

targeted. Ideally, voluntary and community interests should be represented on Local Action 

Groups" (1999, p2).

Given this minimal assistance, there is a surprising consistency in the make-up of the 

LEADER groups' boards. A total of 251 people are involved on LAG boards in 

Northern Ireland, with an average board size of almost 17 members. This ranges 
from 12 board members in Lower Bann to 26 in Armagh.
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The principal participants in the boards are elected representatives from councils, 

representatives from the private sector and community groups, with an almost 1:1:1 

ratio. However, in addition to elected representatives, district council officers are 

also included on most boards, giving councils the majority of representatives. Other 

groups participating on LEADER boards include statutory agencies (typically DANI 

and LEDU) and key local agencies, which might include representatives from a local 

education institution, an enterprise agency or from an ABSAG with overlapping 

territorial focus. There are a total of two representatives from the trade unions, both 

with STAP. This reflects STAP's single board for both LEADER and the District 

Partnership in which trade union representation is more common. The average 

percentages for each sector on LAGs board is illustrated in table 5.5 below.

Table 5.5: Average sectoral representation on LEADER boards.

Sector Average %
Councillors 25.1

Council officers 8.4

Community groups 25.8

Private sector 22.7

Statutory bodies 0.8

Local agencies 10.0

Trade unions 7.2

The origins of the LAGs are also compared with sectoral representation to 

investigate if this affected the boards' balance of interests; i.e. it could be possible 

that the 'lead partner' may wish to be in a stronger position. This was calculated for 

groups established by district councils and those with 'other' initiators (see table 5.6).
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Table 5.6: Average sectoral representation for LEADER boards established by district councils and

other initiators.

Sector Average %
District council origins 'Other'

Councillors 26.5 22.4

Council officers 6.5 12.3

Community groups 27.1 21.1

Private sector 23.5 22.1

Statutory bodies 9.4 12.3

Local agencies 5.8 9.8

Trade unions 1.2 0

From this table, it does not appear that the balance of interests on the groups' board is 

weighted in favour of the 'lead partner'. Indeed, community groups have a slightly 

higher percentage representation on LAG boards established by district councils, and 

council representation (including both councillors and officers) is greater on LAGs 

established by lead partners outside the public sector (33% compared to 34.7% 

respectively). Two illustrative examples of this are the cases of RAPID and North 

Antrim. RAPID, established by Derry City Council, has the highest percentage of 

community group representatives with 46.7%, and North Antrim established by the 

local community network has a board with 64.3% from a council background (both 

elected representatives and officers). This, in some respects, is encouraging, as it 

suggests that there is a general acceptance of the principle of'partnership' (at least in 

terms of representation), with the lead partners establishing arrangements inclusive 

of other stakeholders and sectors. A reason for this may be that stakeholder 

arrangements add to the legitimacy of the partnership, both at the local level and in 

the eyes of funders. It should prove interesting to investigate in chapters seven and 

eight if these inclusive structures translate into effective partnership processes.

Less impressive, however, is the level of female participation on LEADER boards. 

Out of a total of 251 board members, only 54 are women (21.5% of the total). This 

ranges from Armagh with females comprising 42.3% of the board, to Lower Bann 

and South Down/South Armagh with no female representatives. Local conditions, it 

is accepted, can result in women being under represented. Thus, for example, in early
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1996, out of a total of 582 councillors in Northern Ireland only 67 (11.5%) were 

females and indeed five district councils had no female councillors at all (Hughes et 

al, 1998). Furthermore, private sector representatives on LEADER boards tend to 

include farming representatives, another culture dominated by males, again reducing 

possibilities of female participation. However, in a similar programme such as 'P&R' 

District Partnerships, 33% of all board members are women, and in no partnership 

does female representation fall below 24% (ibid.), suggesting that, these local 

conditions notwithstanding, this gender imbalance is an issue LEADER boards will 

need to address. The principal omissions from the LEADER boards are 

representatives of the unemployed, other socially disadvantaged groups, 

environmental interests, and limited trade union representation As many of those on 

LEADER boards also participate in other local programmes or initiatives, the 

exclusion of some groups tends to reinforce the view that it is often 'local notables' 

who become involved, and not those experiencing disadvantage. More imaginative 

inclusion of stakeholders may have added valuable insights into how to best target 

more vulnerable groups within the area.

4. Actors and networks.

It was intended at this stage of the analysis to discuss in further detail, aspects of 

local action board participation. Key issues include 'mapping' the stakeholders, who 

gets involved, how do participants get involved and so on. However, there was little 

background information on board members contained in the various Operational 

Plans, and the LAG managers, who tended to be employed after the board was 

established, were not in a position to elicit details in regards to participants. 

Therefore, this section will be examined instead in relation to the case study 

examples, in which board members were also interviewed.

5. Rural development goals.

In the Republic of Ireland evaluation of LEADER I, Kearney et al (1994) outlined 

that, in some of the groups where the leading partner was the private sector (e g.
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through the Chamber of Commerce), the main objectives and goals related to 

encouraging new enterprises and helping existing businesses. Social or community 

development objectives were given a low priority. By contrast, Kearney et al 

suggested that groups which were community-driven put more emphasis on training 

and improving the capacity of the community to promote an integrated strategy for 

the benefit of all inhabitants of the area. Although the content of the Operational 

Plans will be examined more fully in chapter six, the purpose here is to investigate 

the general goals stated in the Operational Plans or by LAG managers, that will offer 

an indication of the ethos of the groups. In general, the following characteristics were 

identified.

• The majority of the groups (nine in total) had largely economic objectives, in 

particular job creation. FLAG and Lower Bann provide typical examples:
"The overall strategic aim is to fully exploit the area's assets in order to generate economic 

and social development, especially employment, whilst ensuring the conservation and 

protection of the natural and built environment" (author's emphasis) (FLAG OP, 1995, p3).

"The overall aim of the Lower Bann Local Action Group is to maximise usage of the area's 

assets i.e. the river and the environment, in order to generate sustainable economic 

development whilst ensuring the conservation and protection of the built environment" 

(author's emphasis) (Lower Bann OP, 1996, p25).

• The remaining LAGs, all had goals relating to a strong social and community 

dimension. For example, COLLAGE'S main aim is to promote 'sustainable 

growth through self help and innovative approach', and includes the following 

objectives (COLLAGE OP, 1996, p6):

- to promote the integration of marginalised communities through capacity 

building and community-led development;

- to empower people through capacity building and training to facilitate 

innovative business and project development.

• Clearly, there appears to be differences in how rural development is 

conceptualised in LAG goals, and also how these are to be best promoted. Two 

illustrative cases are Cookstown and North Antrim. Both of these groups have a 

similar general aim of promoting sustainable rural regeneration, however, both
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adopt contrasting objectives to achieve this. Cookstown's objectives focus on 

promoting tourism, enabling business, developing the agricultural base, and 

stimulating cooperative action across economic sectors, i.e. largely economic 

goals to promote regeneration. On the other hand. North Antrim stress the social 

and community dimension, including addressing problems of social exclusion, 

promoting internal cohesion and the importance of equity and equality criteria.

• Whereas it might be expected that the groups initiated by the community 

networks would have a strong social theme, two of the three actually had an 

economic focus (FLAG, South Down/South Armagh). Only three of the LAGs 

initiated by district councils had a strong social dimension (Armagh, COLLAGE, 

RAPID) and as expected, Cookstown, with its close links to the local enterprise 

centre, had a largely economic focus.

The nature and quality of the Operational Plans will be further examined in chapter 

six, assessing how these goals related to analysis and project themes, and will include 

the extent to which a strategic approach was adopted with a multi-sectoral emphasis.

6. Local action groups' roles.

This aspect of the research was based primarily on LAG manager interviews, rather 

than analysis of the Operational Plans. The group managers tended to give very open 

replies to questions relating to LAG roles, with a more 'reflective' perception of the 

groups' focus and contribution, as in many cases this had been continuously 

redefined since the preparation of the OP. The issues that emerged include the 

following.

• All of the managers interviewed stated that their group had a local economic 

development focus. This has developed due to a number of reasons. Firstly, 

LEADER was perceived by the LAGs and managers to be an economic 

programme as framed by the EC with job creation given primacy. Also, the Rural 

Development Programme in Northern Ireland was increasingly viewed as having
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an economic development emphasis, with LEADER groups aiming to contribute 

towards this (as suggested in DANI LEADER guidelines). In addition to these 

'top-down' factors, at a local level, the impact of the 'P&R' District Partnerships 

was evident. LAG group managers, in carving a niche for LEADER, argued that 

'P&R' was targeted at the voluntary sector with a 'softer' project focus. Therefore, 

LEADER should then focus on 'harder' economic themes. This local economic 

role also signals a shifting in emphasis among several of the groups which had 

more explicit social and community goals (see earlier).

• All of the local action groups had an explicit rural focus. The district towns 

(which themselves are largely rural in character) were excluded from eligible 

areas for funding projects under DANI LEADER guidelines, enabling a focus on 

the smaller villages and dispersed settlements. These areas are rarely the subject 

of economic development initiatives, with LEDU and the councils' local 

economic development measures largely centred on the district towns, and 'P&R' 

District Partnerships also covering these towns. Thus, this rural focus provides 

LEADER with the opportunity to demonstrate its added-value in a local context.

• In discussion with local action groups in relation to their contribution to rural 

development, the majority of LAGs stressed the importance of local knowledge 

to their group in terms of, as one manager put it, 'what would work and what 

wouldn't in the local area'. In groups located in areas where there has been a 

longer history of rural development, with established community networks 

(typically in the disadvantaged areas), managers also suggested that a 

considerable store of rural development expertise has been built up. An example 

of this is South Down/South Armagh, which has two community networks 

located in its area, both employing full-time development officers (or animateurs) 

who are both on the LAG board (this is considered in more detail as a case study 

in chapter seven). Therefore in these cases (in terms of Friedmann's transactive 

model), the groups could be said to have contributed both processed knowledge 

(expertise) and experiential knowledge (local knowledge), fused with action. 

However, it should be noted, that only a small number of the groups prepared
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their own strategy, and indeed none of the LAGs suggested that their role 

included providing a local strategy.

• After identification of the themes that the LAGs wished to develop, eight of the 

groups' approach could be described as being mainly reactive to potential project 

promoters (Canal Corridor, Craigavon, FLAG, MAP, North Antrim, Roe Valley, 

Rural Down and West Tyrone). The role of these groups were viewed as 

'allocators' of funds at a local level, and tended to be application-driven. This 

'narrow' approach to local development was particularly 'suspect' in areas where 

there had been an absence of previous capacity building and animation work. For 

example. Canal Corridor, which primarily identified its role as an allocator of 

funds was characterised by a low level of local interest, a poor response rate and 

a disillusioned manager (the group was launched in 1996, but by early 1998 had 

committed no funds and had only received 10 applications). This low level of 

local interest also stemmed from the consultant-driven process that established 

the LAG. The group had little local identity and no established community base 

to 'feed' into the LAG. Without animation and capacity building, the LAG merely 

reinforced the top-down nature of this approach.

• Due to DANI guidelines, LAGs were unable to implement their own projects as 

is the case in the Republic of Ireland. This may have reinforced the view among 

some of the groups that their role was mainly that of allocators of funds at a local 

level, rather than a more proactive approach In the Republic of Ireland, LAGs 

often implemented projects that were central to the local strategy that would 

enable individuals to 'feed' their ideas and potential projects from this; i.e. a form 

of strategic intervention. The case of IRD Duhallow LAG (in County Kerry) 

provides an indicative example of this approach, and is considered below in 

textbox 5.3.
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Textbox 5.3

Based on a conference workshop and conversation with 1RD Duhallow manager 
(23/10/97).

An example of strategic intervention by IRD Duhallow in relation to the rural 

tourism sector: Previously in the area covered by the LAG, there had been an 

absence of tourism infrastructure, with potential project promoters unwilling to 

risk capital investment without an established market. As a result, under LEADER 

I, the LAG developed the 'Millstreet Country Park' (1995) LEADER flagship 

project, to provide the basis for an eco-tourism market developing educational 

aspects. The group then launched a LEADER 11 Accommodation Policy that 

allowed individuals to develop tourism accommodation, complementing the 

earlier initiative. In this way, the LAG manager argued that a 'local top- 

down/bottom-up' balance had been achieved. Other examples of this type of 

intervention included the Duhallow Food Training Centre and the establishment 

of an Enterprise Network.

• Many of the LAGs have offset the problems that might have been caused by this 

narrow view of the groups' role, by emphasising a facilitation process aimed at 

potential project promoters. It could be argued that this has been one of the 

strengths of the LEADER groups in Northern Ireland, with LAG managers 

contending that this has overcome the problems associated with the perceived 

bureaucracy of larger and more distant agencies, giving a sense of local decision 

making. As Walsh (1996) argues, effective facilitation can also reduce the level 

of rejection of project applications, which can be psychologically very important 

for local communities. A typical example of practice can be seen in the extract of 

an interview with the West Tyrone manager, below (textbox 5.4).
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Textbox 5.4

'The LAG hopes to have a developmentally friendly approach. When someone comes to 

us with a project idea, first of all we try to be complimentary and appreciative of them 

coming to us with it. Then, we discuss the project in some detail, and then assist in filling 

in an expression of interest [form] and application forms . ..If a project isn't suitable [for 

LEADER funding] then you talk it through with the applicant and try to find and

recommend who might be more suitable to fund it - like LEDU or 'P&R'. In this way
' ' ' " . ' ' ' ' : . ' '' ' ' ,......................

fall outside our net.when someone doesn't get funding from us, it 

I think in this way you are taking rural development seriously. For those applicants which 

become LEADER clients, we aim to provide a user friendly approach, with assistance

• Several of the LAGs had moved beyond a reactive approach, to being one of a 

local 'initiator' of programmes. For example, instead of being application-driven, 

STAR could be described as programme-led. This group launched various 

programmes, often one at a time, and then sought facilitators to operationalise 

these initiatives. The facilitators (from successful applications to tender) were to 

provide training, expertise and mentoring to individual project promoters 

involved in the programme (see textbox 5.5, below). Several groups, such as 

Armagh and Cookstown were increasingly moving towards this role, away from 

their initial allocators/funders approach (see textbox 5.6, below).
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Textbox: 5.5

Extract from interview with STAP manager.

'Initially we tried the approach of letting people apply for money to see if their 

idea was applicable under the OP. But this just resulted in getting applications in 

for everything. There was no focus, people didn't know what we were looking for 

and quite often good ideas are not out there ... The problem was that people were 

coming to us with mainstream ideas [i.e. projects which could be funded by 

mainstream programmes] ... We then went for a programmed approach, and we 

placed an ad[vertisement] in the paper for different programmes. We launch these 

one at time. I suppose our role is to steer, focus, strategise and manipulate.' 

Examples of programmes (source: STAP OP Rex’iew):

Flavour of Tyrone - established to create an identity for south Tyrone area through 
development and branding of a cultural theme, aimed at helping small producers 
and hospitality providers. Applications for tender from appropriate providers were 
invited to deliver the second phase including marketing services and programme 
management
Development programme for SMEs in the Engineering sector - to assist the 
growth of locally owned businesses, through a training programme aimed at 6 
existing SMEs. The objective was to increase output and market share of firms 
through the identification and exposure to new markets, with marketing strategies 
and developing business clusters.

Textbox: 5.6

Extract from intenhew with Cookstown manager.

'Up to now, we've mainly been about awareness creation, and mostly waiting on 

applications and for people to come forward with ideas. My Job [as LAG 

manager] was pretty much signpost, advice and information ... After the OP 

review, we hope to be much more proactive, and launching our own programmes 

to try to generate ideas as well. The first round of funding {before OP review] was 

bottom-up, but now we’re trying to achieve a balance of generating ideas as well'.

• As the above extract illustrates (textbox 5.6), many of the LAGs had a 'fluid' 

perception of their role, which changed over the duration of the programme. In 

some cases, such as Cookstown, this role became more sophisticated as the 

confidence and know-how in the group had developed. In other cases, such as 

Lower Bann (which had also been moving towards this approach), a shift in 

emphasis was the result of a low application response rate that necessitated a 

more proactive stance. It was also apparent that shifts in the LAGs role were
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often the result of the group managers' influence. In these instances a changing 

role was the result, not of a review of strategic direction (as in Cookstown) but as 

a consequence of the practical day-to-day experience of the manager 'knowing 

what worked and what didn't locally'.

• If'facilitation' can be considered one of the strengths of the LEADER programme 

in Northern Ireland, then capacity building and animation processes are much 

weaker. Most LAG managers considered capacity building and animation as 

activities aimed at community groups. Therefore, the managers argued that these 

processes fell within the remit of the Rural Development Council, the Rural 

Community Network or the District Partnerships, highlighting that in most cases 

LEADER had an economic development accent and targeted individuals. Notable 

exceptions to this view were found in areas with a low base of community groups 

(such as RAPID and COLLAGE). These groups considered the animation and 

capacity building of community groups as central, and indeed in the case of 

COLLAGE the LEADER strategy was borne out of the community animation 

process (see next chapter for more details on this).

• However, a few groups took a different view of capacity building and animation. 

Instead of viewing these processes as being aimed solely at community groups, 

some LAGs targeted animation at specific economic groups or groups of 

individuals, such as farmers or tourist operators. In this way the capacity of the 

actual participants in the programme was developed trough training (intellectual 

capital) and forming networks of similar actors into more effective clusters for 

marketing or purchasing purposes (social capital). In many ways, this would 

appear to be a clear niche in the crowded rural development arena that LEADER 

could be operating in. Both South Down/South Armagh and STAR are examples 

of this approach.

• A further role that was envisaged by several of the groups, in particular South 

Down/South Armagh and North Antrim, was one of providing strategic links in 

the local economy. This was achieved by: (1) funding projects that were unlikely 

to receive funding from other sources, and, (2) taking a lead in providing local
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co-ordination. For example, the nature of the LAG board, which includes those 

who are involved with other local programmes, allowed the LEADER group to 

act as a forum, and in the case of South Down/South Armagh, the leader group 

organised a monthly meeting of local funders to provide clear co-ordination 

between the various actors.

• A local lobbying function was also developed, in particular by Craigavon RD and 

RAPID. Both these groups are in areas that are located close to large urban 

centres, which tend to dominate local arenas such as the councils. In both cases, 

the LEADER groups have become a focal point for rural interests in their area, 

with the LAGs defining part of their role as 'putting the rural voice on the 

agenda'. This has resulted in a shift in attitudes within the respective councils as 

noted by the Craigavon RD manager:
"There are no other rural development initiatives in the council, and 1 think they (the 

councillors and council officers) did not realise the extent of the rural issues. If LEADER is 

successful, rural development will continue as a council policy, even if there is no LEADER 

group in the Craigavon area in future ... If nothing else, LEADER has achieved this".

In summary, although the local action groups all had an economic development 

focus, no consensus appears to have emerged as to what is the most appropriate 

approach for LAGs to promote this. Indeed, many of the LAGs have given greater 

emphasis to economic issues than originally anticipated in the Operational Plan 

goals. How the groups perceive their role seems to depend on a combination of top- 

down and local factors, and include:

1. EC/DANI guidelines - it can be argued that LEADER was conceived by the EC 

in an economic framework and this appears to have been translated to the local 

groups. DANI's increasingly economic development and job creation emphasis 

has also been influential, as has the Department's guidelines on eligible areas, 

giving LAGs an explicit rural focus;

2. Impact of other programmes - in particular the presence of P&R' District 

Partnerships has shaped how LEADER groups have defined their role. District 

Partnerships are perceived as providing community development, aimed at 

community groups, with LEADER groups consequently taking a sharper 

economic outlook, primarily targeted at individuals;
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3. Existing capacity and know-how - in LAGs located in areas with established 

community groups and networks, a capacity and animation role was often not 

adopted. In contrast, groups such as COLLAGE , with no supporting community 

infrastructure, saw a strong need to develop both animation and capacity building 

processes. In other groups, which grew in confidence and know-how, a shift in 

their roles was evident, often moving to a more dynamic process (e g.: Armagh 

and Cookstown);

4 Conceptualisation of rural development - an important factor in influencing 

the LAG role was related to how rural development was conceptualised within 

the Operational Plan and at both board and manager levels. For example, 

capacity building and animation were largely seen as processes aimed at 

community groups, and therefore less relevant to LEADER. However, a notable 

exception was STAR which targeted these processes at economic clusters, 

whether farmers or small businesses. These different conceptualisations have led 

to some groups adopting a narrow, application-driven approach, whereas others 

are engaged in more strategic, programme-led actions. This will be further 

developed in the following chapters.

7. Local action group managers' contribution.

A manager of a local action group is a demanding job, however, the author was 

constantly impressed by the levels of commitment and enthusiasm demonstrated. The 

majority of managers have little more than clerical or administrative support, often 

on a part-time basis. Several groups had a structure comprising of a development 

manger, project officer and administrative support, but this was usually in groups 

that had joint management of LEADER and 'P&R' District Partnerships. Three of the 

managers had additional responsibilities (for example, in councils or enterprise 

centres), usually working on LEADER on 75% of their time. To gauge the 

contribution of the managers, they were asked three questions relating to their 

experience: (1) to describe the tasks (in descending order of importance) which form 

the majority of the managers' job; (2) to describe the skills (again in descending order 

of importance) needed for a LAG manger, and; (3) whether mangers had a rural 

development background or otherwise.
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In relation to the main tasks of the job, the managers' responses can be summarised 

under four main headings (in descending order of importance):

1. Dealing with project promoters and applications;

2. Preparing research/reports for the LAG board or sub-group meetings;

3. Networking;

4. Administration (usually relating to DANI's requirements).

These tasks seem to suggest a project development role for the managers, as opposed 

to 'animateurs' or 'capacity builders'. Time pressures were often cited as leading to a 

focus on these themes, rather than a more strategic approach. As one LAG manager 

commented: 'Most of my time is spent running the [LEADER] company, with not 

enough time to develop the capacity of the board members and to look at different 

issues'.

The skills that were suggested as necessary by the managers tend to reflect the tasks 

outlined above. Communication skills were overwhelmingly outlined as key, 

followed by: diplomacy/negotiation, management skills, and administrative and 

management ability. Less prominent, however, were developmental related skills, 

such as planning or problem-solving abilities. In terms of the professional 

background of the managers, five had a grounding in rural issues (either community 

development or agriculture, with one having a MSc. in Rural Development), while 

the others had a diverse range of backgrounds, from business to local government. 

Given the low female participation rate at board level, encouragingly almost two- 

thirds of the managers are women.

Synthesis.

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide an insight into the LEADER model 

as it emerged in Northern Ireland. It became apparent that no homogenous model 

exists either in terms of partnership structures or the perceived 'role' of the LEADER 

groups in local development. However, a number of common features in the 
Northern Ireland LEADER approach were evident:

• LAGs tended to have a local economic development accent which, in many 

cases, increased over the programme;
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• LEADER had an explicit rural focus;

• There was general acceptance of the partnership approach, at least in terms of 

structures and inclusion of the three main sectors at this level - councils/private/ 

community groups;

• Local knowledge was regarded as a key contribution of the LEADER groups;

• LEADER groups were perceived as 'bottom-up' with local decision making and 

local responsibility for funds.

On the other hand, several aspects of the LEADER approach were much less 'bedded 

down'. For example, although most LAGs emphasised local economic development, 

there was much less agreement as to how best to promote this. A number of groups 

saw themselves as local allocators of funds, resulting in a narrow view of the LAGs 

contribution, tending to be mainly reactive to local promoters; i.e. application-driven. 

Other groups, however, were characterised by a programme-led approach, acting as 

local 'initiators'. There were also different views concerning the rural development 

process. Some groups emphasised a strong facilitation process, whilst others were 

involved in capacity building and animation. Generally, though, capacity building 

and animation were understood by most groups (whether involved in these activities 

or not) as processes aimed at community groups. A few exceptions, on the other 

hand, targeted animation and capacity building at specific rural economic groups or 

groups of individuals, perhaps signalling a clear niche for LEADER in Northern 

Ireland's crowded rural development landscape.

One conclusion that can be drawn from these comments, is that there does not appear 

to be a clear understanding of the rural development process and the potential role of 

LEADER among the local groups. This is not to suggest that a standard practice or 

standard model should be adopted. But it does indicate that there should be at least a 

common base for LAGs to start from. This direction should perhaps be provided by 

DANI (e.g. in the LEADER guidelines), which could allow the process to be better 

'programmed' into policy, rather than simply focus on the programme's 'hard 

outcomes'.
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It was stated earlier that an objective of this chapter was to attempt to 'map the ethos' 

of the LEADER groups, and this was considered in relation to the perceived roles of 

the LAGs. The following 'influences' were identified:

• EC/DANI guidelines - which tended to emphasis LEADER'S economic 

dimension;

• Impact of other programmes - in particular 'P&R' District Partnerships, which 

tended to focus on community and social issues, with LEADER groups 

consequently tackling local economic issues;

• Existing capacity and know-how - this often determined the perceived needs of 

the local community in terms of facilitation, capacity building and animation,

• Conceptualisation of rural development - the general understanding of the 

processes of rural development varied, thus influencing the direction of the 

LAG;

• In addition, the impact of the lead partner was considerable. This tended to 

influence the groups' geographic scale and scope, the location of the groups' 

offices, external and internal perceptions of the group, management structure and 

relationship with the other local programmes.

Of course, other factors that could have shaped the groups' ethos are the strategic 

planning process, local consensus building, LAG board interaction and decision 

making processes. These factors will be considered in more detail in Chapters seven 

and eight in relation to five case studies. However, first, chapter six will examine the 

nature and quality of the Operational Plans of all fifteen groups.
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Chapter six: Typology of LEADER Operational Plans.

Introduction.

After reviewing the LEADER model as it emerged in Northern Ireland, the second 

key phase in the research is to provide an insight into the Operational Plans (OPs) 

adopted by Northern Ireland's fifteen LEADER groups. This will be considered in 

three sections. Firstly, the nature and approach of the Operational Plans will be 

examined, including the preparation of the plan (e g. participation of the community 

and the use of consultants), and the extent to which a strategic planning approach 

was adopted. Secondly, the proposed outputs from the Operational Plan will be 

discussed, providing an overview of the distribution of funding by LEADER 

measure. The implementation of the strategy will also be examined. Thirdly, the 

decision making process for project selection within the LAGs will be outlined. The 

importance of the Operational Plan in providing guidance to LAG boards' project 

approval will be assessed in relation to 'other factors' that may influence decision 

outcomes. The material reviewed for this chapter included:

• Local action group Operational Plans (and subsequent OP reviews);

• Local action group spending profiles;

• Documents relating to the application process for project promoters (eg. 

expression of interest forms, application forms);

• Documents relating to local action group boards' project selection, including 

selection criteria and 'scoring matrices';

• Local action group manager interviews;

• Interviews with stakeholders in the rural development arena, outside of the 

LEADER Programme.

However, before the groups' plans are considered further, a brief description of 

DANI guidelines for the content of Operational Plans is first required. The 

Department's (1995) guidelines suggest five topics that OPs should include. The first 

is a description of the LEADER group, for example, administrative ability, 

representativeness of target area and knowledge and expertise in rural development. 

The advice notes then suggest the inclusion of a socio-economic background and 

description of the area concerned, which should illustrate the target population, the
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main characteristics and chief economic activities, and the main problems, 

opportunities, strengths and weaknesses. The third topic outlined by DANI is 

'linkages', describing proposed working relationships between the LEADER group 

and relevant government departments and other organisations working in the local 

area, both in preparation and the implementation of the plan. The fourth topic is the 

'proposed strategy and actions', which should include the overall objectives of the 

strategy, and the objectives for each of the activities outlined. DANI suggests that 

these 'should be quantified where possible', and should include an agreed list of 

targets. The advice notes also indicate that descriptions of proposed actions should be 

organised under the headings outlined in the LEADER II programme, namely:

Measure A. Acquiring Skills.

Measure B. Rural Innovation Programmes.

Technical support for rural development 

Vocational training and recruitment assistance.

Rural tourism.

Small to medium sized enterprises and local services. 

Exploitation and marketing of agricultural, forestry and 

fisheries products.

- Preservation and improvement of the environment and 
living conditions.

Measure C. Transnational co-operation.

Measure D. Networking.

Finally, the fifth topic DANI outlines is an identification of complementarity with 

other measures supported by the Structural Funds.

It will be interesting to examine the impact of these advice notes on the nature of the 

local action groups' Operational Plans that have been adopted. For example, an issue 

to be considered is whether this 'top-down' direction will lead to a standard practice 

for LEADER groups. It is noticeable that DANI's guidance focuses on the 'content' 

of the OP, but not the 'process' of preparing the plan, including the participation of 

the community or the involvement of consultants.
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Nature and approach of the Operational Plans.

Two aspects of the nature and quality of the Operational Plans proposed by the 

LAGs will be considered: (1) exploring local development, will examine community 

and LAG board involvement in preparing the plan and also the extent to which 

consultants were used; (2) the adoption of a strategic planning approach, will assess 

how strategies were developed and the objectives proposed in the OPs.

1. Exploring local development.

All but two of the local action groups were assisted in the preparation of their 

Operational Plan by private consultants. This is a reflection of the rushed timescale 

that bids to DANI were to be put together, and also that the groups themselves had 

no experience of strategic planning. Therefore, consultants tended to be used for their 
professional and technical knowledge. However, a further factor for engaging with 

professionals, is that there is a perception among the LAGs (and perhaps the 

voluntary sector in general) that Government is more receptive to bids with the 

'stamp of approval' from well known consultancies.

Essential to 'bottom-up' models of rural development is the participation of local 

people in developing a strategy for the area. To facilitate this, local action groups 

must engage with their local constituencies in order to develop 'ownership' of the 

local plan, which is vital in maintaining commitment to its implementation. Methods 

of communication between the LAGs and the local community at the early stages of 

strategy formulation were varied, but tended to include the following:

• Public meetings; 7 groups

• Word of mouth, 7 groups

• Local media coverage; 10 groups

• Advertisements in the local media; 9 groups

• Information leaflets; 4 groups

However, although these methods were used for communication, there were 

differences in the extent of engagement with the groups' local constituencies at this
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early stage of exploring development opportunities. A number of approaches can be 

identified.

• A method employed by over a third of the groups involved the consultants 

working mostly with the board, usually in sub-groups developing the main thrust 

of the OP. Much of the activity and content of the OP had been devised from a 

collation of views and expressions of interest, derived from public meetings, or 

directly from groups or individuals. These had followed from local initiatives 

calling for proposals for the LEADER programme and advertised through the 

local media. However, a number of problems are evident with this approach: the 

OP tends to be an aggregation of individual bids rather than a coherent strategy; 

there is a degree of 'distance' between the strategy and the community, with 

community input mainly in the form of ideas for one-off projects rather than for 

generating a local 'vision'; and the 'bottom-up' model, in many cases, appears to 

extend to the board and not downwards to the local community.

• In instances before a board had been established, consultants, along with council 

officers and occasionally a committee of councillors, were the driving force in 

preparing the strategy. This tended to occur in LAGs that were initiated by 

district councils, who then moved very quickly to establish a plan. This approach 

led to similar problems as those identified above, but in addition there was less 

ownership of the strategy by board members.

• A further approach, prevalent in areas with established community networks, 

was for consultants to engage with the board, and for community networks to 

facilitate community group participation. The advantage of this method is that 

community networks can quickly mobilise community involvement, of 

particular importance given the short timespan LAGs had to prepare the OPs. On 

the other hand, this approach tends to focus on groups that were already 

organised to participate, failing to reach those marginalised groups who are less 

involved in civic society.
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• A more time consuming method was employed by a few groups, which involved 

consultants and a process of board workshops, consultations with local 

stakeholders and 'leading' individuals, and public meetings over a wide 

geographical area. In one case where outside consultants were employed, local 

facilitators were enlisted for public meetings and community workshops to 

provide a 'local face'. However, again questions are raised as to the extent that 

those sections of the community that are most in need were reached.

For all these approaches to the early stages of strategy formulation, there was a 

certain degree of expediency in the methods adopted, a fact recognised by both 

DANI and the community groups themselves:
"Consultants were used because of the rushed timescale. It sometimes happened that the draft 

OP |Operational Plan] was in place before the board was up in place and fully going. And 

people didn't really have any experience [of planning]" (extract from interview with DANI 

representative).

Local action group managers in most cases were also not involved with the groups at 

this stage, and indeed there seems to have been a time lag between group inception 

and the appointment of professional staff. This has led to the general perception 

among the managers that they 'inherited' the plan. However, Walsh (1998) argues 

that in order to maintain commitment to its implementation, professional staff of the 

groups also require a sense of ownership of the OP.

The approaches outlined are all, to varying degrees, dependant on existing 

infrastructure for exploring the strategy, either through councils, enterprise agencies 

or community networks for example. However, not all areas have developed a 

community infrastructure, or indeed the support structures to enable this. The case of 

COLLAGE provides an example of an area that had few community groups, but 

wished to establish a process that extended beyond the council:

"There lias not been a tradition of community development in the area and community 

development structures tend to be immature, there is no previous history of rural 

development or regeneration work, there is a lack of recognition and knowledge of the 

problems. Other cluster and locally led community /enterprise development have not been 

facilitated, the result is a lack of confidence, relevant skills and enterprise development 

knowledge, all evident in the failure to realise local potential both at a community group 

level and individual level" (COLLAGE Operational Plaa 1996, p4).
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This lack of infrastructure led COLLAGE to develop, in the context of LEADER, 

innovative methods of nurturing participation in preparing the OP involving 

animation of community groups, community audits and role playing. These are 

considered below in textbox 6 1.

Textbox 6.1

Extract from intennew with COLLAGE manager.

'Under Measure A [Acquisition of Skills] of LEADER II, we received £25,000 

which was added to by the council. This money was used to animate and train 

community development groups. We initiated activities like 'Rura-Plan', a role- 

playing activity, with eight fictitious groups, planning for different scenarios with 

professional advisors ...This helped with learning what was realistic and learning 

negotiation skills. This really helped with the consultation exercise for the OP. As 

part of this we also carried out a community audit to see what was out there . . .I 

think COLLAGE is different from other groups in that a community audit, an 

economic development strategy and business plan were all carried out by the one 

person [the interviewee] with no consultants... The development process was 

borne out of community development and capacity building'.

2. Adoption of a strategic planning approach.

It is widely acknowledged that if the activities of local development partnerships are 

to be effective, they must be guided by strategic action plans (Walsh, 1998). The 

characteristics of a strategic planning approach have been described in chapter four, 

and in essence include an emphasis on; (1) action; (2) consideration of a broad and 

diverse set of stakeholders, (3) attention to external opportunities and internal 

strengths and weaknesses, and; (4) attention to communities' competitive behaviour 

(Kaufmann and Jacobs, 1997). Key stages therefore include, stakeholder 

participation (considered above), understanding the local context, a SWOT analysis, 

and strategy generation.
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(a) Understanding the local context.

Most of the Operational Plans began with a description of the local area, however, 

this was often of a cursory nature. Almost two-thirds of the groups' OPs contained no 

more than a one or two page area profile, tending to focus on standard indicators 

such as population, employment, infrastructure, housing, and agricultural profile. 

Only rarely do these descriptions move beyond profiles, and actually identify the 

area's main needs, and in particular, needs that could be addressed by a programme 

such as LEADER. In addition, three of the OPs reviewed contained no area profile or 

needs analysis, and indeed one of the groups was seemingly unable to provide a 

definition of the area it covered:
"Given the nuances and complexities of local rural communities who by and large co-exist 

unaware of local authority or statutory delineations and given also the lack of any significant 

natural or man-made boundaries it is difficult to arrive at a clear physical definition of the 

Canal Corridor boundaries" (Canal Corridor Operational Plan. 1997, pi).

Again the explanation for this 'shallow' approach to local context analysis may result 

from the timescale pressures involved in preparing the Operational Plans. In addition, 

several of these OPs were drawing on more extensive material provided by earlier 
studies on behalf of the district councils in preparing economic development 

strategies. However, good practice examples could still be identified, even within the 

timescale allowed for preparation, and these are considered below.

West Tyrone Rural 2000

The West Tyrone Operational Plan moved beyond a simple description of its area 

common in many of the OPs, and instead identified the issues that became central to 

the strategy. The multi-dimensional nature of the area's rural deprivation was 

discussed, such as unemployment and underemployment, low educational attainment 

and rural depopulation. The nature of the area's peripherality and problems in the 

voluntary/community sector were also highlighted, giving the OP a localised 

character rather than simply adopting a standard format and description. These 

problems are set in the context of the need for an innovative strategy:
"These handicaps, combined with the pattern of small farming, an over-reliance on 

threatened employment sectors, a significant level of educational under-attainment and the 

lack of tourism infrastructure, together constitute a need for an integrated multi-sectoral
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approach to development within the West Tyrone area of operation" (West Tyrone 

Operational Plan, 1995. p8).

COLLAGE

As discussed earlier in this chapter, as part of the preparation of the group's 

Operational Plan, a process of animation was undertaken in relation to the 

community sector. During this process, the LAG manager also prepared a 

'community audit' (an extensive document in excess of 70 pages), which involved 

reviewing existing material and consultation with the newly established community 

groups. The audit is divided into various sections including economic profiles by 

sector, levels of unemployment and deprivation, and an environmental profile. 

However, deserving of mention is the innovative approach to developing themes 

such as 'women experiencing deprivation', which includes barriers to work for 

women and highlights that developmental efforts have so far 'failed to reach those 

women most in need in rural areas'. The audit also provides detailed area and 

community profiles within the district, with a SWOT analysis for each. This tends to 

give the audit a very strong sense of place and a rootedness within the local 

community.

(b) SWOT analysis.

SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) is a useful 

methodology that can be used to formulate visions, goals, strategies, alternative 

development paths and preferred choice of strategy (Amdam, 1995). Potentially, this 

tool can be used through a process of brainstorming in groups (e g. at the level of the 

group board) or as a participatory method at mass meetings at a local level. A SWOT 

analysis also provides a useful 'synthesis' of an area's characteristics when included 

as part of a strategic document However, two-thirds of the LAGs contained no 

SWOT analysis, suggesting that the groups, and indeed many of the consultants 

employed, have a weak understanding of the strategic planning process. These OPs, 

typically, provide a brief description of the area, often focusing on levels of 

unemployment and deprivation, but without any sense of the comparative advantages 

of the area that the group could develop. Among the groups that undertook a SWOT 

analysis there was strong evidence to indicate that key programmes were the direct
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result of this methodology. An example is Cookstown LEADER, which also used 

this method in relation to specific sectors in a 'focus group' style:
"The SWOT analysis of the local agricultural sector carried out by representatives of the 

Ulster Farmers' Union, the Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association, the 

Department of Agriculture, Family Farm Development and other local farmers showed very 

clearly that one of the biggest weaknesses and threats to this sector is that farms are not run 

as businesses i.e. farmers need to improve their business skills in areas such as financial 

management, information technology, and marketing" (Cookstown LEADER Operational 

Plan. 1995, 918).

This analysis led directly to the establishment of a agricultural training programme 

and a farm visit project for exchange of ideas, both programmes based on local need.

(c) Strategy development.

Best practice community-led development examples suggest that in strategic 

planning efforts, consideration should be given to the need for strategies to be 

underpinned by a robust rationale. This is important as it provides a shared point of 

reference over time to all involved in strategy implementation (Murray and Greer, 

1998), and can act as a clear vision from which precise and realistic objectives can be 
identified (Walsh, 1998).

None of the groups' OPs had a strategy rationale section as a driving mechanism for 

the plan. Instead a common methodology was for the groups to outline a strategic 

aim, followed by strategic objectives, and then operational objectives (considered 
later) in hierarchical form:

Strategic aim

1
Strategic objectives

1
Operational objectives

The most frequently cited strategic aim was 'to fully exploit the area's assets in order 

to generate sustainable economic and social development, whilst ensuring the 

conservation and protection of the natural and built environment'. This strategic aim 

was common (more or less word for word) among a third of the groups, which also
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had another factor in common; the same consultants. This highlights one of the 

dangers of reliance on consultants, likely to happen when several groups are 

simultaneously preparing plans, and with the same consultants assisting a number of 

groups. It suggests that the planning process becomes 'consultant-driven', in which 

case the local community may have difficulty in developing a sense of ownership of 

the plan. Other key phrases that can be identified in the strategic aims include: 'to 

halt the social and economic decline of the rural communities in the area', 

'sustainable growth through self-help and an innovative approach', 'innovation, 

integration and incremental development in the promotion of rural socio-economic 

regeneration'. Two of the LAGs Operational Plans begin with the groups' 'mission 

statements', which seemed an effective approach to achieve an immediate impact on 

the reader, and also to provide a positive statement of the groups' direction and 

purpose.

In terms of the strategic objectives, these were much more varied, and indeed, many 

of the OPs are characterised by wide ranging goals. This can be illustrated by the 

case of FLAG (Fermanagh Local Action Group), whose objectives are outlined 
below in textbox 6.2. These goals range from social cohesion to enterprise 

development, capacity building to participating in international networks. While 

these goals are commendable, it will be interesting to investigate how the LAGs 

managed to operationalise these objectives, given the limited resources available to 

each group In some other groups it was evident that no strategic aim or strategic 

objectives existed, leading to the Operational Plans moving directly from analysis to 

prescription without pausing to provide a driving mechanism.
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Textbox 6.2

Extract from FLAG Operational Plan (1995), p3.

Operational Objectives:

• To strengthen the capacities of individuals, communities and groups in 

developing, planning and implementing innovative projects;

• To promote the integration of young people, the long-term unemployed, 

women and other disadvantaged and excluded groups into the main stream of 

social and economic activity;

• To increase the economic, social and environmental sustainability of rural 

communities by capitalising on resources, strengthening social solidarity and 

cohesion protecting the environment;

• To fully realise the area’s potential to sustain and increase the population by 

identifying and promoting opportunities for new enterprise development and 

the growth of existing enterprises through acquisition of skills, exchange of 

information, pooling of resources, technology and innovation;

• To support innovative, demonstrative and transferable measures which 

illustrate the new directions that rural development can take;

• To participate in national and international networks.

(d) Operational objectives.

In almost all cases, the local action groups' operational objectives relate directly to 

the LEADER themes as proposed by the EC for Measure B, Rural Innovation 

Programmes: i.e. technical support for rural development; training; rural tourism; 

small-medium sized enterprises (SMEs); local exploitation and marketing of 

agricultural, forestry and fisheries products, and; the preservation and improvement 

of the environment and living conditions. Following DANI guidelines, the LAGs' 

operational objectives are organised under these themes. In total, seven of the groups 

included objectives relating to all these themes (although LAGs tended to include 

technical support and training as one theme), with the remaining groups committed 

to objectives for three to four of the these. All the groups' OPs included objectives 

related to rural tourism. The next most frequently cited objectives were in relation to 

small-medium sized enterprises, and the exploitation of agricultural products (11 

groups each), followed by improving the environment and living conditions and 

technical support and training (10 groups each). It appears that, by outlining these
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LEADER themes, the EC, and by association DANI, have in effect predetermined 

the content of the individual LAGs' Operational Plans in terms of the measures to be 

included. This seemingly confirms Forester’s thesis that "shaping attention is shaping 

action" (1993, p46), and thus the organisation of attention is an exercise in power. As 

the 'LEADER approach' was new to most of the LAGs (without experience of 

LEADER I), they tended to closely follow EC and DANI guidelines, and this was 

often reinforced with the involvement of consultants. This, as noted by several LAG 

managers, has led to a certain lack of individuality emerging from the plans, a 

characteristic also recognised by DANI:
"LAGs and consultants followed EC guidelines - consultants are good at doing this. The 

Operational Plans are similar because it was very difficult because LAGs didn’t know what 

to do. And it was difficult for LAGs to guess what applications were going to come in ... and 

what measures would prove popular. But DANI allowed the LAGs to find their feet" (extract 

from interview with DANI representative).

A consequence of the local action groups' organisation of objectives under LEADER 

themes, has been the emergence of a very compartmentalised approach. Although the 

plans are multi-sectoral in nature, no links exist between the measures adopted. This 

has resulted in strategies that, in many cases, rather than being integrated, are little 

more than an aggregation of the different LEADER themes, thereby reproducing the 

compartmentalisation that central state agencies have been criticised for in the past. It 

would appear that LAGs have found difficulty in attempting to operationalise the 

principle of integration or 'joined-up thinking' (in new Labour political discourse), 

under the pressure of a time constrained programme. This suggests that an 

opportunity to add-value to the local development arena through the planning 

process, has not been grasped.

Synopsis.

From the review of the preparation for the Operational Plans, there is evidence to 

suggest that there has been a lack of understanding in relation to the strategic 

planning process. Among the most frequently noted weaknesses in the Operational 

Plans is an inadequate level of local consultation, poorly informed analyses of the 

local context and the local Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 

(SWOT), and an over-emphasis on individual projects rather than attempting
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integrated programmes. These weaknesses are sometimes due to the fact that the 

planning process is compressed into too short a time interval and that much of the 

actual work is undertaken by outside consultants where the over-riding objective 

becomes maximising the potential amount of funds that can be secured.

DANI's advice notes to local action groups, in this regard, have been unhelpful. The 

Department’s guidance concerning the description of proposed actions being 

organised under the LEADER themes, has reinforced a compartmentalised approach 

in the Operational Plans. The groups (and consultants) tended to focus on these five 

themes with almost a half of the groups including objectives under all of these, often 

leading to a 'scatter-gun' approach to development. To avoid this, there is a greater 

need for groups to give attention to an overarching strategy or robust rationale. Given 

the limited resources of LEADER II groups, relative the problem it seeks to address, 

a strategy rationale could be designed to improve the condition of the whole area, but 

with possibly a positive discriminating focus on specific needs, or target groups or 

areas.

Perhaps an alternative strategic model, in this case, would have been to identify the 

most pronounced problem in the area, for example unemployment/under

employment, and then to develop a multi-dimensional approach to its amelioration. 

This would have meant, among other examples, exploring the role of space and 

mobility in accessing the local labour market, the role of child care in female 

joblessness, the contribution of poor health to poor employment prospects, lack of 

accessible training programmes, and so on. Such an approach might have provided a 

sharper focus on a more limited set of clearly defined and prioritised objectives. As 

such, it might have allowed for a more obvious demarcation between core and 

residual functions to be undertaken by staff, and assisting in integrating the strategy 

with other local programmes in the area.

167



Proposed outputs.

To provide a clearer indication of the intentions of the local action groups, the 

proposed outputs from the Operational Plans will be considered. Firstly, a breakdown 

of expenditure by LEADER theme will be examined. This will then allow a 

discussion concerning the multi-sectoral emphasis of the groups' plans, followed by 

analysis of the Operational Plan implementation.

1. Proposed distribution of LEADER expenditure.

Although the plans' operational objectives have been highlighted earlier, the 

proposed distribution of LEADER expenditure perhaps gives a truer picture of the 

thrust of the groups' intentions. This has been calculated for Measure B themes 

(Rural Innovation Programmes)1 (see table 6.1) and therefore excludes 

administrative costs. Measure C for Transnational Projects and Measure D for 

Networking. Rural tourism is the most predominant theme proposed in the various 

OPs, accounting for almost a third of Measure B expenditure, with all of the groups 

outlining rural tourism to be one of the central planks of their strategy. However, 

with proposed expenditure for this theme ranging from 21% (Craigavon RD and 

STAP) to almost 60% (Lower Bann), rural tourism is much less dominant than for 

LEADER I in Northern Ireland (which accounted for around 67% of the total 

expenditure), and also in the example of LEADER I in the Republic of Ireland (with 
an average rural tourism expenditure of 51%).

1 Technical support and Training themes for the purposes of this study will be considered together, 
reflecting the approach of many of the LAGs.
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Tech. 
Support & 
Training

Rural
tourism

SMEs Exploit, of 
agric. 

products

Env. & 
living 

conditions

‘Other"

Armagh 15.0 30.0 25.0 - 20.0 10.0

Canal
Corridor

4.3 58.1 - 32.6

Cookstown - 29.2 28.7 27.4 - 14.7

COLLAGE 23.7 25.0 19.0 10.3 22.1 -

Craigavon
RD

11.4 21.2 28.4 27.7 5.7

FLAG 4.0 29.4 24.6 39.4 2.6 -

L. Bann - 59.8 - 21.3 18.9 -

MAP 3.2 32.7 27.6 28.0 8.6 -

North
Antrim

18.6 27.1 18.3 23.4 12.6

RAPID 31.5 31.3 26.5 - - 10.7

Roe Valley 7.3 56.3 5.2 26.9 4.3 -

Rural Down - 22.9 50.4 21.9 4.8 -

S.Down/S. 
Armagh

- 31.4 24.1 44.5 -

STAP 38.9 21.1 19.0 21.0 - -

West
Tyrone

11.0 25.8 24.7 21.7 16.8 -

N. Ireland 
(average)

13.3 33.1 22.2 21.5 8.4 2.5

Tabic 6.1: Proposed distribution of LEADER expenditure - Measure B Rural Innovation Programme

(%)■

The next most important themes in terms of proposed expenditure, are small-medium 

sized enterprises and the exploitation and marketing of agricultural, forestry and 

fisheries products (22.2% and 21.5% respectively). All of the groups, with the 

exception of Canal Corridor and Lower Bann, proposed measures for small-medium 

sized enterprises, ranging from only 5.2% (Roe Valley) to 50.4% (Rural Down). 

Three groups did not propose measures under the exploitation of agricultural 

products theme, with the remaining groups ranging from 10.3% expenditure 

(COLLAGE) to 44.5% (South Down/South Armagh). Proposed spending for the 

environment and living conditions is much less at 8.4%, but with significant 

variations with four groups opting not to propose any measures under this theme to 

Canal Corridor with a planned expenditure of 32.6% of its allocation. It is clear that 

the proposed expenditure in the technical assistance and the vocational training 

themes is relatively small, both accounting for 12.3% of the Northern Ireland total.
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Exceptions, however, are COLLAGE (22.7%) and STAP (38.9%). It was common 

for groups to include administration costs in these themes, but for the purpose of this 

study, administration was excluded (in terms of administration, generally LAGs 

allocated between 10 and 15% of LEADER expenditure for these costs).

It was difficult to assess proposed expenditure for Measure C, Transnational Co

operation Projects. Few groups outlined its proposed expenditure for this Measure, 

and indeed, generally most groups arranged transnational projects as opportunities 

developed, rather than in a planned approach. This was to be expected as the groups 

in Northern Ireland had no previous experience of LEADER and therefore there was 

limited scope for developing contacts. On the other hand, a distinct advantage for 

Northern Ireland LAGs is the close proximity to potential transnational partners in 

the Republic of Ireland. However, there is a distinct difference in attitudes among the 

LAG managers in developing transnational projects, with over half of the groups yet 

to become involved. Examples of these different views are illustrated in textbox 6.3 
below.

Textbox 6.3

Extract from interview with MAP manager.
4' i ^ i, » V' ■ / ! ^ 1 ’*

'We've not really been involved in any [transnational projects]...At this stage, 

networking and transnational co-operation have not been viewed by us as 

important. Our main efforts have been focused on trying to get the programme 

off the ground and getting local projects started.'

Extract from intenhew with RAPID manager.

'We are involved in a transnational project, but they tend to be difficult to 

initiate. And they tend to be forced, not organic...It is difficult for LAGs which

have been only involved in LEADER II. WeVe no momentum or links with
. 'i i / > / , ^ v ' <'V> ( > Tv < t"yr

other groups '
'

Extract from interview with West Tyrone manager.

'I regard it [the Programme] as a 'LEADER movement', like the Symposimn in 

Brussels [in 1997|...LEADER is way above 'P&R' because of the scope for 

contacts. It's not just Northern Ireland, but Euro-wide, and that's got to have 

great potential. You feel connected. I think that is a great strength of the 

programme.'
___ ________________________________
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2. Multi-sectoral emphasis in the plan.

The data on proposed expenditure by each group provide an indication of the extent 

to which the plans were multi-sectoral. The three themes of rural tourism, small- 

medium sized enterprises and exploitation of agricultural products, provide the 

central elements of the majority of the groups strategies. These account for 77% of 

the Northern Ireland total for Measure B, with only four of the groups deciding not to 

develop measures under all three of these themes. Much less prevalent in Operational 

Plans were proposals for technical support and training, which cover capacity 

building and animation. As discussed in Chapter 5, many of the groups perceived 

these aspects as under the remit of other bodies such as 'P&R' District partnerships, 

the Rural Development Council and the Rural Community Network, leading to, with 

a few exceptions, low allocations for these themes. However, it is possible that 

without a wider recognition of the role of capacity building and animation in local 

development, the groups may fail to target those most in need and provide a more 

equitable allocation of resources, and instead assist those already in a position to help 

themselves. This implies that Operational Plans rely too heavily on the efficacy of a 

'trickle down' process to deliver benefits to the most deprived section of the 

community.

It seems encouraging that tourism proposals are much less dominant than for 

LEADER I in the Province, with a greater emphasis on SMEs and the exploitation of 

agricultural products. The reliance on rural tourism for the earlier initiative was 

perhaps overstated given the continued political instability that tends to impact on 

potential visitor numbers. This being the case, rural tourism still continues to 

dominate several of the groups Operational Plans. In particular. Canal Corridor, 

Lower Barm and Roe Valley heavily promote this theme; however, these areas are 

not well renowned tourist destinations and are not particularly endowed in terms of 

natural resources. Given the diversity between rural areas in terms of natural resource 

endowment, enterprise tradition and potential for tourism, Kearney et al (1994) 

suggest that it may be more appropriate to encourage each area to concentrate on the 

sector that maximises its comparative advantage. However, for this to occur, an 

effective strategic planning process including a resource audit is required, which 

tends to be weak in most of the groups, as discussed earlier.
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With the three themes of rural tourism, small-medium sized enterprises and the 

exploitation and marketing of agricultural products, dominating the proposed 

expenditure, it becomes apparent that LEADER has become essentially a local 

economic development programme in rural areas. This reinforces the discussion in 

chapter five, which suggested the LAGs perceive economic development to be their 

primary role. The LEADER initiative, as practised in Northern Ireland, is therefore 

less a programme for 'Integrated Rural Development', as for the diversification of the 

rural economy. In this context perhaps a key issue is not the degree of multi-sectoral 

emphasis in the plan, as evidence of a multi-dimensional concept of development. 

The LEADER initiative was conceived by the EC in an economic framework, with 

only passing reference to the social and environmental dimensions - to that extent it 

is more uni-dimensional than multi-dimensional. The social and environmental 

contexts are viewed essentially as inputs into an economic model. While this is 

undoubtedly important, Kearney et al (1994) argue, it is a uni-directional perspective 

which does not take account of the development objectives that can be achieved by 
social and environmental investment per se. This implies a mutually reinforcing 

circular set of relations that contribute to development, which suggests that a local 

economic development focus and a wider concept of development, need not be 

viewed as a dialectic. Perhaps a greater recognition from the EC of a multi

dimensional conceptualisation of development in its LEADER guidelines would 

allow groups to develop more innovative and less imitative plans. More emphasis 

should be placed on the integration of the social/cultural and environmental 

dimensions so that they can be regarded as inputs into the development process with 

LEADER boards encouraged to consider and explore alternative concepts of 
development.

3. Implementation.

Agreeing on a strategy and the distribution of funding, does not automatically 

generate take up which is consistent with these expressions of intent. It should be 

noted from the outset that during LEADER II most groups departed form their initial 

amended plan. This could be described as an 'implementation gap' (see Hughes et al.
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1998), or in terms of Friedman, implies a break in the linkage between knowledge 

and action:

Intention ----------------- ► Implementation

Knowledge ---------------- ► Action

In many cases, the implementation gap has emerged as a direct result of the rushed 

approach in preparing the Operational Plans and the weaknesses in the strategic 

planning process adopted by LAGs. For example, several groups noted that problems 

have emerged as a result of a lack of understanding of the local context and needs, 

considered below in textbox 6.4

Textbox 6.4

Extract from interview with Roe Valley LAG manager

'The ideas [contained in the Operation Plan) were plucked from nowhere and don't 

really relate to the local area. We've had to revise our Operational Plan to try to 

relate it closer to local needs.'

Extract from interview with Craigavon RD manager.

’The strategy was prepared very quickly, there was no needs analysis. So often what 

is in the OP isn't what is needed locally. I think this has been reflected in the

problems we've had with output indicators and the need to change and review the

OP.' HBB
Other groups highlighted that the speed of the process failed to establish any degree 

of ownership of the plan among board members. Although agreement may have 

existed in order to bid for funds, this quickly disappeared when project decision 

making was required, with a lack of board responsibility often evident. The examples 

of RAPID and Canal Corridor are considered below in textbox 6.5.
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Textbox 6.5

Extract from intennew with RAPID manager.

'The board does not always take responsibility for decisions in the OP. When the 

implications of the plan became clear, board members asked me what I'm going to 

do about it and I have to say that I wasn't involved in OP but they were ... There's 

a farming representative on the board who constantly asks me what I'm doing for 

the farmers. But there is no farming programme in the plan. As the board 

members realise the implications of the OP, there has been some friction as I'm 

expected to implement it. But the OP was given to me' (original emphasis).

Extract from interview with Canal Corridor manager.

'Generally, the councillors, councils, and the board agreed with the goals in the 

Operational Plan at the time [of adopting plan]. But there are more arguments 

now when the specific implications become clear’.

An implementation gap has also emerged as a result of the lack of response that local 

action groups have received from certain groups within the community. This may be 

explained by low levels of participation in many of the Operational Plan preparations 

and the ineffective targeting and animation of the intended beneficiaries by the LAGs 

concerned An interesting example of this is in relation to the farming community. 

Textbox 6.6, below, outlines the attempts of one of the groups in proposing measures 

relating to farmers in an application-led approach. The overall experience was one of 

disappointment and suggests that the lack of response for agricultural measures was 

due to the 'grant mentality of farmers'. However, also outlined in the textbox are the 

views of two farming representatives. These comments indicate that there seems to 

be a perception of a barrier existing between farmers and the rest of the rural 

community, suggesting that the participation of farmers may need to be secured by 

less conventional means than public meetings. The farming representatives also 

highlight that the LEADER programme has not been adequately explained to the 

farming community, leading to a lack of understanding about the nature of bottom-up 

rural development. This emphasises the need for LEADER groups to engage in 

animation processes for effective implementation, and that stakeholders in the 

community in a LAG's area should not be merely expected to implement the plan, 

but should also participate in the strategic planning process.
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Textbox 6.6

Extract from a local action group manager interview.

'We're disappointed with the response from agriculture. We only received 34 

calls and 6 applications from this sector. I think its maybe to do with the grant 

mentality of farmers. They phone up and ask what can I do to get a grant, rather 

than suggest a possible project. They have been so used to getting grants for so 

long' (original emphasis).

Extract from interview with representative from Northern Ireland Agricultural 

Producers Association.

'LEADER groups have not effectively targeted farmers' participation. The 

farming community' has been mostly made aware of LEADER through adverts 

in local papers, you know, for the types of programmes they hope to run. But I 

don’t think farmers have really got involved.'

Extract from interview with representative from Ulster Farmers Union.

'The overall programme has not been explained properly [to farmers). I can 

think of an example of a group which has a farm safety programme, but farmers 

can’t understand why farmers in Cookstown have this, but not in Magherafelt. 

as farmers are used to having programmes that apply to the whole of Northern 

Ireland...Farmers don’t participate [in LEADER] as they are not educated in 

bottom-up rural development. There is perhaps a grant mentality - if you are 

eligible, you can gel it. But LEADER groups need to change this attitude I 

think, with maybe more targeting.'

Some of the LAGs also departed from their original Operational Plan, due to 

problems with the indicative projects that were often included in the plan as 

expressions of public interest emerging from public meetings. This happened 

because some of the projects that were included in the plans were unable to proceed 

for reasons such as the unpreparedness of the promoter or because of difficulty in 

securing matching funds. This situation emphasises that the OP should be a statement 

of broad strategy that could provide guidelines for individual projects as they emerge 

from promoters, rather than simply an aggregation of bids or proposals. Furthermore, 

external factors have resulted in some shifts in emphasis. This is particularly the case 

in relation to agriculture, given the added pressure on farmers of the BSE crisis, for
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example, and falling prices in general. Therefore, funds allocated to the exploitation 

of agricultural products measure tended to increase as the programme developed.

Although the 'implementation gap' can be viewed as a result of the weaknesses in the 

process of preparing the OPs, the LAGs' response to this issue has, in many cases, 

proved to be very encouraging and positive. Indeed, the response provides an 

indication of the development of the groups' capacity to be more strategic, proactive 

and focused in the future. The reduction in the implementation gap was attempted by 

three, often overlapping, approaches.

• Budget review - this occurred in groups that were generally satisfied with their 

direction, but wished to redirect funding from proposed measures that were not 

attracting as much interest as had been planned, to measures that were 

oversubscribed. These tended to be groups that had been successful in bidding for 

LEADER funds in the first round of the process in 1995. Therefore these groups 

had more time for implementing Operational Plans and committing funds. In the 

case of North Antrim, the budget review was more concerned with the size of the 

grants allocated to promoters. It was contended by the manager that the LAG was 

Trying to do too much’ resulting in the grants being too small to make an impact.

• Strategic review - this occurred in groups requiring more fundamental 

adjustments to their OPs than merely budgetary changes. The review was 

generally undertaken due to three reasons: (1) increased awareness of the local 

context in relation to needs and other programmes; (2) greater experience in 

relation to 'running a programme' and in knowing the types of proposals likely to 

succeed (i.e. learning by doing), and; (3) capacity development of the board and 

management in terms of intellectual capital (rural development know-how) and 

political capital (combined ability to influence action), resulting in the confidence 

to undertake a major strategic review, as illustrated by Cookstown LEADER:
"The board has reached a level where there is an excellent range of skills and all members are 

very much up to speed with the LEADER strategy and methodology. The management have 

now established efficient procedures and systems for running the programme, which will 

allow more time to be more proactive in the approach. The skills leamt, experience and new 

contacts will allow for a much improved programme" (Cookstown, OP review, 1998. pi).
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In addition to increased awareness of the need to undertake a strategic review, 

there has also been improvement in the methodology of preparing the revised 

Operational Programmes. The LAGs, in general, have the confidence to prepare 

the revised plan without the assistance of consultants and there also seems a 

greater awareness of the need for a strategic planning approach, involving more 

detailed needs analysis, SWOT analysis and mission statements (e g. Craigavon 

RD). In the case of Roe Valley LEADER, the strategic review itself has been 

used as a capacity building process within the board and also to increase 

interaction between sub-groups.

• Changes in approaches to programme delivery - whereas, the majority of the 

groups rely on a application-led delivery approach, there is beginning to emerge 

an increasing awareness of the benefits of adopting a programme based approach. 

The advantages of the approach seem to include: the more effective inclusion of 

target groups; more efficient management of the application process (i.e. less 

wasted effort); the capacity to initiate programmes rather than spreading all funds 

received on disparate projects; and the ability to maximise impact with available 

resources. This approach seemed to work both in cases where expectations 

among potential promoters were unrealistically high, and in groups that had been 

disappointed by an initial lack of response from applications. The 

operationalisation of this approach usually entails the selection of a number of 

programmes, with pre-defined budgets and targets which would be implemented 

by delivery agents selected after advertising and interview process. As discussed 

in the previous chapter, STAP provided an excellent example of this approach. 

The group's programmes are listed below in textbox 6.7.
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Textbox 6.7

STAP's delivery programmes for LEADER 11 (source, revised OP, 1998).
. .. . .. • ■

1. ‘Flavour of Tyrone' - for small producers and hospitality providers.
' mm '0'' ^\‘‘‘'fiY)}' m 'y m
2. Development Programme for SMEs in the Engineering sector - training

........m , f
programme.

3. Tourism training programme.

4. ’Flavour of Tyrone’ - Phase 2.
' , f, ’) ' ■>' • ' ‘' ,

5. Quality beef stock replacement programme.

6. Young farmers' enterprise programme.

7. Networking programme Mis

8. Technical suj^xtrt programme for Rural Development - research into

alternative energy. Sil Hi
9. Interpretative displays at landmark sites programme - tourism.

10. South Tyrone rural adv ice and information network - promotion of IT.

11. Productivity improvement programme. is
12. Food producers and growers programme.

Lj, ' ' f '?/ 1 SB

Decision making process

The purpose of this section is to review the LAG boards' decision making process in 

project evaluation. All applications submitted to LEADER groups are subject to 

rigorous assessment procedures, and generally, there was a large degree of 

consistency in the groups project selection, involving four stages:

(i) An initial review by the LAG manager would be undertaken, to assess basic 

issues such as: is the project within the LAGs area; is the project LEADER 

permissible; has matching funding been identified; has work on the project 

already commenced; is the project compatible with the groups OPs; and so 

on.

(ii) If applicable under these essential criteria, typically, the LAG manager will 

undertake an economic appraisal of the project. This will involve site visits 

and meetings with the potential promoter, and will form the basis of a report 

for the sub-groups.
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(iii) The next stage involves the consideration of the project by the sub-groups 

within the LEADER group, usually one for each theme proposed in the 

Operational Plan. Variation exists in relation to the make-up of these sub

groups, with some consisting of board members only, and others with board 

members with the additional involvement of other local stakeholders who 

may have a degree of expertise in relation to the sub-group theme. For 

example a representative from the Northern Ireland Tourist Board is often 

included in rural tourism sub-groups. The applications are assessed at the 

sub-group stage with the aid of a 'scoring matrix', devised by each LEADER 

group to reflect priority objectives. Common criteria include: innovation; 

additionality; relevance to OP outputs; strength of applicant; leverage; job 

creation, and; 'value-for-money'.

(iv) Following project assessment, the sub-groups then present their 

recommendation to the full LEADER board for consideration The successful 

application will usually be proposed by a board member and then seconded. 

In some LAGs, conditions may also be attached to the board's approval.

It was generally accepted that this approach helped maintain appropriate 

accountability standards and consistency in decision making. This factor was deemed 

crucial by the LAGs, as they were keen to demonstrate administrative competence, 

and also a number of managers stated that it was important for the board members, 

who live in the local area, to be able 'to look the community in the face' knowing 

they were consistent and fair in project appraisal. A further advantage of the decision 

making system in many cases, was the additional involvement of other stakeholders 

in the LEADER process. In the case of North Antrim this involved six sub-groups 

with 6-10 people participating, which led to the added participation of around 40 

people who were not board members. However, a number of issues are raised by the 

LAGs' decision making process.

• A scoring matrix can, at times, be restrictive, because it favours those 

applications that are well formulated from organised individuals or groups. The 

criteria used by the LAGs may lead to supporting 'safe' projects, in contrast to the 

rhetoric of taking risks and innovation. This was recognised in several groups.
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which led to the adoption of strong facilitation for applicants. For example, both 

RAPID and COLLAGE had schemes whereby, both the applicant and LAG 

would contribute to the costs of preparing a business plan (e g. with the local 

enterprise centre), thus increasing the likelihood of a successful outcome for the 

potential promoter.

• It is possible that the sub-group structure (i.e. divided by themes) may reinforce 

the compartmentalisation of LEADER identified earlier in relation to the OPs. 

Furthermore, if the enterprise sub-group, for example, includes representatives 

mainly from the private sector, then does this suggest a lack of cross-sectoral 

discussion (central to the partnership process)? These issues will be examined in 

the next chapter, which involves more detailed case studies and the views of 

board members.

Relevance of the Operation Plan in decision making

The degree of importance of the Operational Plan in project selection varied, often 

depending on the delivery approach of the local action groups. Those groups moving 

towards a programme-based delivery tended to be guided strongly by their 

Operational Plans (or at least their revised plans), as this provided the strategic 

direction for decision making. For groups with an application driven approach the 

plan was less important, and was one of a number of factors influencing decision 

making. Usually, the manager in these cases would assess if the application was 

compatible with the OP, and the scoring matrix would refer to output targets 

contained in the plan. However, for board members, the OP was rarely referred to, 

instead the general LEADER principles and DANI guidelines contained in the 

scoring matrix were more relevant. On occasion the Operational Plan had become 

redundant, particularly when an implementation gap emerged, with minimal action 

taken to reduce this; as one LAG manager commented:
"We never look at it [the Operational Plan). The OP was only ever a best guess how things 

might turn out. Things are usually done on an ad hoc basis. We can only respond to 

applications that people send in".

Again, this reinforces the argument for Operational Plans developing a strong 

rationale and vision, rather than simply output targets, as even as these targets
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become less relevant to a changing context, a strategy rationale will still act as a 

driving mechanism for the groups' actions.

Synthesis.

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide an insight into the Operational Plans 

adopted by the LEADER local action groups in Northern Ireland. Firstly the nature 

and quality of the plans were considered. There appeared to be a lack of 

understanding in relation to the role of strategic planning. Common weaknesses in 

the process included inadequate levels of local consultation, poorly informed 

analyses of the local context and the local Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threats, and an overemphasis on individual projects rather than attempting integrated 

programmes. The rushed nature of the plan preparation and the use of consultants 

were key factors in this approach. In terms of the antithetical ideal-types proposed in 
Chapter 4 (see below), this suggests that perhaps the majority of LAGs were closer to 

the characteristics of the technocratic model Only a few groups managed in the 

restricted time allowed to incorporate elements of the participatory approach to plan
making.

technocratic participatory
technical tool interactive process -
prepared by consensus building.
consultants communicative action.
with sole planning as debate.
objective to mobilisation.
win funds. mutual learning.

However, it should be noted that these groups have been involved in LEADER for 

the first time, and had no experience collectively of strategic planning. Perhaps in 

this context DANI should take more direct responsibility. As an intermediary body, 

there was a potential role for DANI, in consultation with groups and other relevant 

bodies (e g. Rural Development Council, Rural Community Network), to devise best
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practice guidelines for preparing Operational Plans. This could have mirrored the 

role of Northern Ireland Partnership Board2 in relation to the 'P&R' District 

Partnerships, where a six stage work schedule was published to assist the partnership 

boards (Hughes at al, 1998). Central to DANI's role could have been encouraging a 

quality approach to the strategic planning process, with perhaps suggesting 'process 

related goals': for example, in relation to local action group communication methods; 

stakeholder involvement; community involvement; targeting the inclusion of those 

on the margin of society; and so on. To advance this, DANI could provide a structure 

similar to that operated in the Netherlands, where Dutch local action groups are 

encouraged to consider process related issues through a system of 'investing in 

process quality'. This is discussed below in textbox 6.8 \

Textbox 6.8

'Investing in process quality' - The Dutch experience.

The evaluator of LEADER in the Netherlands argues that the progranune's 

experience lias illustrated that the quality of the result and project outcome is 

noticeably better if the preparatory phase is 'completed with sufficient care and if 

the implementation is professional'. In the Netherlands, LEADER invests a 

percentage of the total programme budget varying from 10-25% in this kind of 

process quality.

The investment in the process is intended to finance the initial development and 

elaboration of an idea, supervision of processes of change, brief surveys, short 

training courses, the elaboration of interactive and participatory methods, project 

co-ordinators or local process supervisors, learning from experience, exchange 

programmes, international conferences and brainstorming sessions.

A further weakness identified in the LAGs approach was in relation to the often 

'compartmentalised' nature of the Operational Plan. However, this tended to be the 

result of following EC and DANI guidelines, leading to an organisation of proposals 

under the LEADER themes. Although this led to a multi-sectoral approach, the

■ The Northern Ireland Partnership Board is the Intermediary Funding Body for the District 
Partnerships.
3 Based on the author's participant observation in a workshop, during the LEADER seminar. 'Research 
and Rural Development', Franekar. Netherlands, 7-10 March 1999.
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various themes had few links between them. Given the limited resources available to 

each LAG, groups that had measures for all of the themes were in danger of 

developing a 'scatter-gun' approach to development. To avoid this, it is suggested that 

there is a greater need for groups to give attention to an overarching strategy or 

robust rationale, which can provide an important shared point of reference over time 

for all involved to strategy implementation. The uni-dimensional economic 

perspective of the EC in its concept of development, can also be criticised, as leading 

to, in effect, a programme for the diversification of the rural economy rather than an 

integrated rural development initiative.

An implementation gap was identified, often a direct result of the weaknesses in the 

earlier process; evidence that good process and successful outcomes are inextricably 

linked. However, the response to this problem was, in many cases, very positive and 

encouraging. Often a strategic review was undertaken (usually without consultants) 

with boards gaining in know-how of rural development and strategic awareness, and 

with much improved confidence. Several of the LAGs have moved to a programme- 

based delivery approach, which appears to offer significant advantages over the 

application-led alternative; for example, more effective inclusion of target groups, 

more efficient management of the application process, and crucially, the ability to 

initiative programmes. It therefore appears that local action groups are developing 

institutional capacity to deliver a local impact.

Many of the local action groups viewed local decision making as one of the key 

features of the LEADER approach, and indeed, the groups seemed to have developed 

consistent, objective and rigorous appraisals, demonstrating administrative 

competence. The Operational Plan is of varying importance in project selection, but 

in the case of groups where the implementation gap has not been addressed, the plan 

has almost become redundant. A number of issues were raised in relation to the 

'scoring matrices' used by the groups. These included the extent to which the system 

could be restrictive, leading to the funding of safe projects, and the possibility of the 

sub-group structure leading to further compartmentalisation. These issues are among 

the concerns of the following chapter, which will examine five case studies in more 

detail.
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Chapter seven: Case studies' analysis; planning as a discursive 
process.

Introduction.

To a large extent, the focus of the previous chapter was on the technical stages of 

strategic planning employed by the local action groups. In contrast, this chapter will 

examine planning in a wider context; i.e., planning as a discursive or communicative, 

interactive process. This is to consider planning in its broadest sense, as a 

continuous process throughout the local action groups' lifespan to include the 

formation of the partnership, the relations between the participants, the board 

members' learning process, and decision making. Therefore the purpose of the 

chapter is not to focus on formal strategies, government structures and policy 

instruments, but rather on interactive practices through which policy ideas have been 

developed, on policy discourses and social relations of practice. Communicative 

practices - the way ideas are developed, disseminated, and translated around 

governance actors in specific contexts - are increasingly recognised as critical 

elements in the development and maintenance of governance forms (Healey, 1999). 

Local governance forms cannot therefore readily be 'read off from broad structural 

dynamics. Analysis instead needs to explore the dynamic relation between broad 

driving forces and specific social relations in particular contexts. Therefore this 

chapter will build on the issues raised concerning partnership structures (chapter 

five), and instead emphasise partnership processes, examining the finegrain of social 

practices. An underlying purpose of this chapter will be to distinguish those 

interactive process dynamics which are likely to lead to a more broadly based 

empowerment in governance from those which re-establish narrow corporatist or 

bureaucratic control of policy agendas, practices and outcomes.

The material reviewed for this chapter was primarily based on qualitative semi- 

structured in-depth interviews from three key sources as follows:

• Local action group managers' interviews;

• Following these initial interviews five case studies were selected. These are 

Armagh LEADER, Lower Bann LEADER, Magherafelt Area Partnership, North
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Antrim Local Action Group, and South Down/South Armagh Local Action 

Group;

• Further interviews were conducted with the groups' managers, and also with five 

LEADER board members for each group representing the various sectoral 

interests;

• Interviews with other stakeholders in the rural development arena, but outside the 

LEADER programme (see appendix 2).

Three themes will be examined in the chapter. Firstly, the planning process will be 

explored. As identified in chapter four, this will be considered in relation to five key 

areas:

1. Arenas for argumentation;

2. Scope and style of discourse;

3. Sorting through the arguments;

4 Creating a new discourse;

5. Agreement and critique.

In addition, 'actors and networks' will also be examined, an issue that was unable to 

be addressed in relation to all the local action groups due to insufficient information. 

Secondly, to distil this process, the characteristics of the local action group board 

members will be considered, offering a sectoral perspective. Thirdly, the application 

of the 'bottom-up' model will be highlighted, assessing, in particular, the relationship 

between the local action groups and DANE The analysis is presented on a cross-case 

basis, to avoid repetition, and also to allow direct comparisons between different 

models and approaches. However, before these themes are explored, a brief profile 
of each case study will first be considered.

Armagh City and District Local Action Group.

The Armagh group was established in 1995, securing £25,000 for Measure A 

LEADER funding (Acquisition of Skills), enabling the LAG to secure further 

funding of £800,000 for Measure B in the second round of applications to DANI 

(1996). The group was initiated by the District Council, stimulated at that time by its
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recent efforts in local economic development. As often the case with LAGs 

established by the district council, the Armagh group operates on a single council 

basis. Although the LAG manager is based in the same office as the local 'P&R' 

District Partnership manager and the council's economic development officer, the 

programmes each have separate management and implementation with only an 

'informal' relationship. The group has the largest board of any LEADER group in 

Northern Ireland, with also the highest proportion of female representatives. As can 

be seen from table 7.1 below, the sectoral representation is evenly split between 

councillors, community group representatives and the private sector, as well as two 

district council officers. In addition both DANI and LEDU attend board meetings in 

an advisory capacity.

Tabic 6.1 - Armagh LAG; composition of board by sector.

Councillors District

council

officers

Community

group reps.

Private sector

reps.

Total

No. on board 8 2 8 8 26

Common to all Northern Ireland's local action groups, the LAG is primarily focused 

on local economic development. However, a shift of emphasis was noticeable in 

relation to the delivery of the LEADER programme. After committing 50% of its 

funds (referred to as stage one) through an application-driven approach, Armagh for 

its second stage of delivery adopted a programme-led approach. The LAG manager 

argued that this change of approach was to allow the group to become more 

proactive in initiating projects and ideas. An example of the shift in emphasis is the 

Rural Enterprise Training Programme launched in June 1998, which included 

training sessions in business planning, marketing, and investment appraisal. This 
training was facilitated by a contracted service provider.

The proposed expenditure for Measure B themes in the initial Operation Plan is 

illustrated by graph 7.1. Rural tourism is the prevalent theme with 30%, followed by 

small-medium sized enterprises with 25%. The group proposed measures for all the 

themes, with the exception of agriculture. However, it is likely that by the end of the
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programme, some of the funds will be diverted to this theme as a response of the 

worsening farming crisis in the area, and in Northern Ireland generally.

Graph 7.1 Armagh LAG: Proposed expenditure by LBVDERtheme (%)
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Lower Bann Local Action Group

Similar to the Armagh group. Lower Bann received £25,000 under Measure A for the 

Acquisition of Skills, and then in round two of the application process was allocated 

£650,000 by DANI. The Economic Development Officers in three district councils, 

Antrim, Ballymena and Ballymoney, initiated the LAG. With very little previous 

rural development experience, the councils perceived the need to 'scale-up' for the 

LEADER bid with the Lower Bann River as the group's focus. The group has only 

limited contact with the three 'P&R' District Partnerships in the areas, but with the 

inclusion of the three economic development officers, there is a closer relationship 

with local economic development measures in each of the councils. In contrast to 

Armagh, the Lower Bann group has the smallest board with twelve members, with 

no female representatives. The sectoral representation is illustrated in table 7.2 

below, and it would appear that there is a bias towards the district councils (including 

officers and elected representatives), accounting for 50% of the board.
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Tabic 7.2 - Lower Bann LAG; composition of board by sector.

Councillors District

council

officers

Community

group reps.

Private sector

reps.

Total

No. on board 3 3 3 3 12

The LAG manager emphasised the importance of a local economic development role 

for the group, with capacity building and animation regarded as the responsibilities 

of other bodies. Generally, the delivery of the programme is application-led, with a 

prominent facilitating role stressed. However, in relation to the agricultural theme, a 

more programme-led approach to delivery was noticeable, due to an initial 

disappointing take-up of grants from the farming community in the area.

Graph 7.2 Lower Bann LAG: Proposed expenditure by LEADER theme (%)
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As can be seen from the graph (7.2) illustrating proposed expenditure, rural tourism 

is clearly the dominant measure, accounting for 59.8% of Measure B funds. In 

addition, much of the 18.9% allocated to the 'environment and living conditions' 

theme was viewed as an input into the promotion of tourism. It will be interesting to 

investigate how this discourse emerged in an area that, to date, is not a well 

renowned as a tourist location with comparative advantages to exploit.
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Magherafelt Area Partnership.

Magherafelt Area Partnership (MAP) was formed in 1995, and was successful in 

round one of the LEADER application process, receiving £800,000 from DANE 

The Partnership was established by the district council to act as the administrative 

umbrella organisation for managing three local programmes: LEADER, 'P&R' 

District Partnerships and the council's economic development measures, with an 

overarching strategy and common implementation. The partnership has two boards; 

one for the District Partnership and another for both LEADER and economic 

development. The LEADER board has fourteen members, below the Northern 

Ireland average of seventeen, with two women representatives. As can be seen from 

table 7.3 below, the sectoral representation differs from the typical LEADER board 

in that there are no private sector representatives. Instead, this business perspective 

is provided by the representative of the local enterprise agency and the involvement 

of LEDU. Although the LEADER board is separate from the District Partnership 

board, there are five common members, all of whom are council representatives 

(elected and an officer).

Table 7.3 - Magherafelt Area Partnership; composition of board by sector.

Councillors District

council

officers

Community

group reps.

Private sector

reps.

Total

No. on board 3 1 3 7 14

The LEADER component of the Partnership has a local economic development 

focus, with small grants for individuals and businesses, and an emphasis on job 

creation and innovation. The approach to delivery tends to be application-driven.
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Graph 7.3 MAP: Proposed expenditure by LEADER theme (%)
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As illustrated by the above graph (7.3), central to the LEADER Operational Plan are 

the three themes of rural tourism, small-medium sized enterprises and exploitation of 

agricultural products. However, this should be placed in the context of Magherafelt 

Area Partnership's overall strategy. The overall themes include:

• Business development and employment;

• Community economic development,

• Rural tourism;

• Citizenship and social inclusion;

• Agriculture and environment.

The three funds are managed by MAP, in total account for £2.4 million.

North Antrim LEADER.

North Antrim was established in 1995, and was successful in round one of the DANI 

application process, receiving £800,000 of LEADER funding. The group was 

initiated by the community network in the area, the Glens of Antrim Rural 

Development Community Association (GARDCA) (covering one of DANI's rural 

disadvantaged areas), which had widened its geographical coverage to become the 

North Antrim Community Network, an umbrella organisation for over forty 

community groups. The LAG therefore operates on an inter-district council basis, 

including one complete council area, and parts of two others. The LEADER board
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has fourteen members, which includes four women. Although the group was 

established by the community sector, in terms of sectoral representation, the district 

council's representatives account for three-fifths of the board (see table 7.4). A 

particular feature of the North Antrim group is its sub-group structure. The LAG has 

six sub-groups, each with between six and ten people involved, which includes 

around an additional forty local stakeholders in the decision making process. This 

system allows the group to extend the bottom-up model to beyond merely the board, 

and also to increase involvement in local networks allowing links to develop between 

various programmes and actors.

Table 7.4 - North Antrim LEADER; composition of board by sector.

Councillors District

council

officers

Community

group reps.

Private sector

reps.

Total

No. on board 3 6 3 2 14

Again the focus of the group is local economic development. The LAG is mainly 

application-driven, with responding to applications taking up 80% of the manager's 

time, who candidly suggested that LEADER in the area operates as a fund, rather 

than a programme. A further role envisaged by the group was one of providing 

strategic links in the local economy, through co-ordination of the various 

programmes operating locally. This was mainly achieved through the sub-group 

structure, which allowed interaction between local actors from different programmes, 
in effect, providing a local forum.
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Graph 7.4 North Antrim: Proposed Expenditure by LEADER theme (%)
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North Antrim included measures under all of the themes for Measure B Rural 

Innovation Programmes (see graph 7.4), with rural tourism accounting for the largest 

expenditure. The proposed expenditure for technical support and training was above 

the Northern Ireland average, perhaps reflecting the LAGs community sector origins.

South Down/South Armagh LAG.

The South Down/South Armagh (SDSA) group, along with West Tyrone, received 

the largest funding for a LEADER group in Northern Ireland, securing £1 million in 

round one of the application process. Two community networks in the area 

(ROMAL -Regeneration of the Moumes Area Ltd and ROSA - Regeneration of 

South Armagh) established the group, covering a geographical area designated as 

disadvantaged by DAM. The LEADER board is smaller than the Northern Ireland 

average, at fourteen members with no female representation. In terms of sectoral 

composition of the board, there is fairly equal representation from councillors, 

private sector representatives and community networks, with the additional 

involvement of key local agencies.
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Table 7.5 - South Down/South Armagh LAG; composition of board by sector.

Councillors District

council

officers

Community

group reps.

Private sector

reps.

Total

No. on board 3 1 3 3 14

The role of the LAG is firmly focused on local economic development, and 

increasingly perceives its function in sub-regional rather than local terms. The group 

operates with an application-led approach, but for key strategic aims a programme- 

based delivery is used. This includes a regional tourism training network and 

community tourism initiative, with animation and capacity building aimed at this 

particular theme. Similar to North Antrim, a key role of the group is perceived to be 

that of a local co-ordinator, which includes organising regular meetings of local 

funders. As illustrated in the graph below (7.5), the main thrust of the strategy was 

related to three themes: rural tourism, small-medium sized enterprises and 
exploitation and marketing of local agricultural products. Although no measures 

were included under the technical support and training theme, training and capacity 

building were included in the budgets for the three themes promoted.

Graph 7.5 SDSA: Proposed expenditure by LEADER theme (%)
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The planning process.

/. Actors and networks.

As discussed in chapter five, DANI guidelines provide very little advice in relation to 

the composition of LEADER boards, stating simply that 'local action groups should 

be broadly representative of the community in the area being targeted'. Given this 

minimal guidance, it is perhaps not surprising that no standard method of nomination 

to LEADER boards has existed in the Province. From the case study examples, a 

trend that emerged was the influence of the 'lead partner' in the process of selecting 

board members. In two of the groups initiated by the district councils, Armagh and 

Magherafelt, the councils controlled the process in nominating councillors and 

council officers, and then inviting community groups to nominate potential members. 

In the case of Lower Bann, also initiated by the district council sector, the 

nomination process was narrower, with the council 'approaching' and directly asking 

'non-council' members, without a nomination from community groups. In the case of 

the two LAGs established by community networks, both networks nominated 

community members, from its own organisation, and invited the council(s) to 

provide nominations, which could also include key local agencies.

A noticeable feature at this stage of the analysis is the impact of community group 

capacity on the participation of actors. The two groups established by community 

networks are both located in DANI's disadvantaged areas and have been the focus of 

past community development initiatives. This seems to have given the community 

networks the capacity and confidence to establish partnerships and approach district 

councils. Textbox 7.1 outlines the involvement of two of the community 

representatives of South Down/South Armagh and North Antrim in other local 

strategies, suggesting that a considerable experience in local development has been 

developed within the community sector. In contrast, in the Magherafelt area, the 

community sector was less vocal in the initial partnership arrangement with the 

community group representative interviewed new to both community development 

and local development programmes.
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Textbox 7.1

South Down/South Armagh community network representative; involvement with 
other local initiatives:

- District Partnership - Moume Heritage Trust
- Newry and Moume (N&M) New Deal - Moume ABSAG
- East Border Region Sub-Committee - N&M Health Action Zone
- N&M Economic and Social Forum - N&M Tourist Dev. Assoc.
- South Down Economic and Social Forum

law 'mm

North Antrim community network representative; involvement with other local 
initiatives:

iM'M
- Community Development Assoc. - District Partnership Chairman
- Assisted in establishing local ABSAG

As mentioned earlier, the nomination process for the Lower Bann group was narrow 

in approach, and this seems to have resulted in a public-private partnership. The 

community group members tended to be from a business background, and as one of 

these representatives commented in relation to the ethos of the board:
"They’re all clued up people [the board members] coming from a business background. Even 

the community representatives are involved in the private sector. LEADER is a bit more 

professional. We have representatives from high profile business companies, and from 

people who own their own businesses" (community group/private sector representative). 

Similarly, a local councillor interviewed outlined from a public sector perspective the 
strength of the LEADER partnership:

"The main strength of the group. I think, is the cross representation, with council officers, 

councillors and business input” (Councillor) (note failure to add community groups).

It would therefore appear that, in this case, the limited process for selecting members, 

has led to narrow representation.

From the interviews with the board members, a number of tensions in the selection of 
actors were identified:

• A conflict was highlighted in relation to continuity of board members and the 

alternative of increasing membership turnover. This was summarised by a 

comment from a community group member:
"Our board has stayed fairly similar over the programme. 1 think this is both a strength and a 

weakness. The advantage is that [the board members] have got to know each other over the
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last year or so and have learned to work together. But on the other hand. I think it would be 

good to get new people involved and widen the participation".

• On a similar theme of representation, advantages and disadvantages were 

apparent in relation to the participation of the same people on a number of local 

partnership boards. These shared members seemed to provide a means of local 

co-ordination between the programmes. However, there was also the impression 

that the same people were always involved:
"There's quite a lot of committees on the local scene, and you get the same people always 

involved, always seeing the same faces" (local agency representative).

This seems to suggest that a local 'top-down' approach could develop, with the 

participation on boards unable to extend beyond 'local notables'.

• A tension also emerged concerning the relative experience of board members. 

Lower Bann very clearly opted for experienced board members, preferably with a 

business background, whereas the example of Armagh is indicative of a board 

trying to include new members, with perhaps limited experience in local 

development particularly in an attempt to address an early gender imbalance.
"You've got to be clear what you want. Do you want people involved with experience who 

can make an impact, or do you want a training board, where people are learning all the time 

but nothing gets done? I think you need a mix, with people new to this type of tiring 

learning from those with experience" (Northern Ireland Partnership Board representative).

2. Arenas for argumentation.

This refers to 'where' discussion is to take place and the 'style' of the arena, which 

communicative action theory suggests, should adopt an inclusionary ethic. Two main 

aspects of arenas will be considered: firstly, arenas for strategy development, 

referring to the opportunities available for exploring local development, and 

secondly, arenas for decision making.

(a) arenas for strategy development.

There was a considerable variation among the case studies in relation to the methods 

and arenas employed for the early strategy formulation; from those that could be
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described as technocorporate, with a narrow focus on administrators and business 

elites, to groups which at least attempted to widen the range of those involved in the 

process. Each local action group shall be considered in turn.

• Armagh LEADER Group: The early stages of strategy formulation in the group 

emerged from previous work undertaken within the District in regard to the 

preparation of the council's Economic Development Strategy. Initially, the 

process involved four-five key members who had been involved in this earlier 

strategy; however, two key stages considerably broadened this narrow focus to 

encompass the wider rural constituency. Firstly, business groups were heavily 

included in the consultation process. Of central importance was the involvement 

of the Armagh Business Centre, resulting in a "70% increase in enquiries for 

business start-up training at the Centre" (Armagh Operational Plan, 1996, p5), due 

to an animation dimension in the consultation. Secondly, there was an attempt to 

consult voluntary and community groups in the area, at various hub locations. As 
one board member involved in this process commented:

"At these meetings, local needs and aspirations were discussed. We tried to get these to 

fit with the Operational Plan objectives and vice versa. From this, the broad themes of 

the strategy were identified. I think we had over 200 people involved in this process" 

(local agency representative).

In parallel to this consultation process, the Council also commissioned several 

village environmental plans. The initial impact of this was the animation of 

several community groups and also the ‘opening of communication lines’ 

between these groups and the council. However, in addition, as a community 
representative observed:

'The village plan, I think, played an important role in unlocking imagination and 

capacity to drive toward change in the area” (community group representative).

• Lower Bann Local Action Group: Similar to Armagh, the Lower Bann group 

was established from the district council sector, with three councils involved. The 

Operational Plan was drawn primarily by council officers, with the three 

economic development departments taking the lead:
"The Lower Bairn's bid came from a council strategy that I was involved with, with 

another council in developing the River Bann for tourism" (Economic Development 

Officer).
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Given the tight timetable set by DANI, it was perceived by the district council 

officers that there was little alternative to this process; but this in itself highlighted 

the lack of existing arenas for strategic discussion with either the business sector 

or the community. The opportunity for debate between the board members was 

also minimised, as the Operational Plan had been prepared before the board had 

been established, only allowing for members to ratify the strategy at a later stage. 

This limited opportunity to explore local development possibilities through 

appropriate arenas, provides an explanation for the rural tourism emphasis in the 

plan (proposed expenditure: 60%). The plan itself was essentially derived from a 

district council River Bann tourist strategy, with little scope to challenge this 

agenda within the board or the wider community.

• Magherafelt Area Partnership: Similar to Lower Bann, in this case the initial 

strategy was council-driven; however, there was an opportunity for the board to 

also be involved. The process began with a draft Operational Plan proposal by 

council officers, followed by workshops within the board but with no consultation 

with the wider community. Staff suggested that the rushed timetable for 

Operational Plan preparation led to this approach, but stressed that the board was 

representative of the area’s stakeholders. However, although the board was 

involved, differences in capacity and local development know-how were 

influential in determining the impact of some members, particularly in relation to 
the community sector:

"I was involved in everything from the start, although I don't think I was an awful lot of 

use. It was mostly the council who had an input into the strategy. I had no experience 

of anything like this. But I leamt a lot from this. I think I'll be able to have more of an 

input next time" (community group representative).

• North Antrim LEADER: In contrast to the previous examples. North Antrim's 

strategy development was a community network driven process, reflecting the 

origins of the group. Two forms of arenas were used by the LAG at this stage. 

Firstly, through the community network, public meetings were organised at four- 

five venues, each involving between 70-80 people. A draft plan was then 

prepared with consultants, followed by three further public meetings. This was 

described by one member of the board as a 'difficult process', suggesting that a
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consensus could be achieved in terms of general objectives, but with much more 

difficulties in prioritising these. Disappointment was also expressed by a 

community network representative in relation to those involved in this process.
"The normal groups showed up at the meetings, and they're not always representative of 

the wider community. We found it difficult, for example, to get farmers and young 

people involved" (community network representative).

The second arena used in the process was workshops with board members in sub

groups and also involving other key local stakeholders. Compared to the previous 

case studies, the district councils had a less prominent position:
"In North Antrim, the district councils were not central. There was a learning curve for 

us at first. The Community Network had experience with involvement in LEADER I, 

which we didn't, so they were coming to the table with LEADER experience" (district 

council officer officer).

• South Down/South Armagh Local Action Group The arena for strategy 

development was primarily the LAG board, with outside consultants working 
with sub-groups. The three community network representatives during this 

process also attempted to liaise with their community group constituencies, but 

this was limited due to the tight preparations schedule. Public meetings were also 

held and individuals were encouraged to submit project ideas through 

advertisements in the local media. Therefore the wider community input tended 

to be in the form of one-off project proposals, but without involvement in strategy 

generation or in developing a local vision.

Comment.

Common to all of the case studies was a concern in relation to the tight schedule 

allowed for strategy development and the impact that this had on the consultation 

process. This suggests two problems. Firstly, it indicates that few arenas existed at 

that time to enable strategic discussions, particularly between the community sector 

and the district councils where a degree of mistrust existed. Secondly, there are 

implications for the Department of Agriculture. A greater appreciation is required of 

DANI that effective strategic planning is not a quick-fix solution, but demands a 

lengthy process if it is to be inclusive, allowing local stakeholder involvement. It is 

also clear from this analysis that the 'lead partner' or initiator of the group has, to a 

large extent, ownership of the process at this early stage of development. The lead
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partner determines the arena for strategy formulation, and depending on the LAG can 

either narrow or widen this process. The example of Lower Bann illustrates a 

narrow, council driven process, which allowed limited scope for discussion. In 

contrast, Armagh (also initiated by a district council) at least attempted to include 

both community groups and business interests, through public meetings, workshops, 

village action plans, and by involving the Armagh Business Centre. This approach 

added value to the preparation of the Operational Plan, animating community groups 

and stimulating business interest at this early stage, often through the use of familiar 

arenas for both these sectors.

(b) Arenas for decision making.

The 'style' of LAG board meetings was generally described as 'business-like' and 

quite formal, regardless of the interviewees' sectoral perspective. The boards seemed 

very conscious of the need to demonstrate administrative competence, and were wary 

of, as one community group representative put it, that they were "distributing, in a 

sense, other people’s money; it’s not pur money. Therefore board meetings are quite 

formal to provide safeguards, for example, that we don't set a precedent". This 

formal board room style meeting was viewed as alien to some of the less experienced 

community group members, but generally one that councillors, the private sector and 

experienced community sector members were comfortable with.

Typically, the discussion and 'scoring' of individual projects takes place at the sub

group level. In general, participants described the sub-groups as more relaxed than 

the full board meetings, combining expertise and local knowledge. The sub-group 

structure could be used to either narrow or widen participation. In this regard Lower 

Bann had three sub-groups with three members each, the chair (a district council 

officer), a LAG board member and one expert. This structure tended to reinforce the 

local top-down bias of the group. On the other hand, as discussed earlier. North 

Antrim has included the involvement of up to 40 people in sub-groups (outside of 

board members), considerably extending the ethos of local decision-making and 

serves as an excellent example of stakeholder inclusion.

The previous chapter suggested that it is possible that the sub-group system could 

lead to a degree of compartmentalisation in decision making. Participants were

202



generally involved in sub-groups due to an expertise or an active interest in a 

particular theme. This seems to indicate that there could indeed be limited 

opportunity for cross-sectoral discussion within LAGs, the very raison d’etre of 

partnerships. An alternative to the sectoral sub-group structure, outlined by Kearney 

et al (1994) in relation to LEADER in the Republic of Ireland, is a system of sub

groups with a small area focus. This was praised by the Irish evaluators as extending 

the principle of subsidiarity to a very low level, and is certainly worth consideration, 

particularly in groups covering extensive geographical areas.

3. Scope and style of discourse.

The third set of considerations concerns what gets discussed and how. Central to this 

is to examine the processes of filtering the range of issues through different systems 

of meaning and expression among those stakeholders at the board level. Three 
aspects will be considered: (a) style of expression, including rituals of policy 

discussions (as termed by Forester, 1993) and communicative routes; (b) language, 

referring to cultural frames of reference; and (c) the scope of discussion, concerning 

how agendas are established.

(a) Style.

The location of the arena for board discussion appeared to have a significant effect on 

the style of collective discourse and the rituals of policy discussion. Boards that held 

their meetings within council offices, particularly the chambers, tended to adopt a 

format more suited to councillors and council officers. Often inexperienced 

community group members found it difficult to express their views, especially in the 

early stages of the group:
"I think the council had far too big a say in things. The councillors have a degree of 

expertise in these things and are very willing to speak up. Maybe this is too strong, but they 

ramrod their way through things. The community sector was not as vocal as it should have 

been, but it's hard to keep up with all the things happening locally" (community group 

representative).

In this context, it was apparent that community group and private sector 

representatives had to quickly learn this style or be submerged. As a remedy to this.
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one board member suggested that board meetings should be rotated between different 

venues, in order that one sector could not claim ownership of the arena. In LAGs that 

held board meetings in perceived 'neutral' locations (North Antrim, South 

Down/South Armagh), the style of discussion had evolved rather than being imposed 

by one set of actors.

The ritual of policy discussion in board meetings could be seen clearly to have an 

impact on communicative routines, again often related to the location of the arena. 

Frustration was identified in this regard, in particular, with community and private 

sector representatives expressing concern about the equal availability of information, 

when a LAG is based in district council offices:
"The impression I get. though I'm not sure, is that the councillors have more access to 

information than we do. You see the managers [of the programme] are based in the council 

office and they're talking to them [the councillors] all the time, so obviously they have a 

better chance to talk things over outside of meetings. Then when it comes to board meetings, 

people are talking about a project and the councillors seem to know the details and you don’t. 

At the start I just thought I was missing something or hadn’t read something" (author's 

emphasis) (community group representative).

The crux of the issue seems to be that councillors has much greater access to LAG 

staff outside of meetings than community and private sector representatives, with the 

increased possibility, as one private sector representative commented, that 

'councillors can put more pressure on the staff in establishing agendas. This 

availability of information issue was heightened in the Magherafelt Area Partnership, 

which had single management of both LEADER and the 'P&R' District Partnership. 

However, only the councillors and chief executive of the council were members of 

both boards, and it was often noted that in board meetings, councillors and managers 

would refer to information discussed during a District Partnership meeting; 

information unavailable to the community or private sector. This perhaps indicates 

that an approach similar to the South Tyrone Area Partnership (STAP) should be 

considered, in which, along with single management for LEADER and 'P&R', there is 

also a single board, ensuring greater inclusionary discussion. The access to 

information issue suggests that it may be more appropriate for LEADER officers to 

be established outside of the councils, to allow equal access to information and to 

perhaps provide an independent identity for LEADER boards.
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(b) Language.
Healey (1996) contends that 'language' in argumentation often has a particular 

meaning for those in one cultural frame of reference but can be quite strange to 

another. In this research a 'gulf in language was not detected, however, a subtle use 

of 'short-hand' language by LAG managers, district council officers and often the 

councillors, appeared to have the effect of 'mystifying' the process for those 

inexperienced in local development. One member expressed frustration at their lack 

of wider knowledge of local development programmes in the area, and commented .
"I would like to know more about other programmes. Sometimes at board meetings, people 

use phrases and talk about ERDF and things like that. 1 would like to know what all these 

letters stand for and who does what. Sometimes the manager can confuse us" (community 

group representative).

It is often common for professionals and administrators to use 'shorthand speech', and 

however unintentional this may have been, it could lead to those new to rural 

development being excluded. This would suggest that for discussion to take place on 

equal terms, board members perhaps require training, particularly in relation to the 

capacity of members who are inexperienced in this environment.

(c) Scope of discussion.
There was a marked difference in the scope of the discussion in LAGs that had an 

Operational Plan in place before a board had been fully established, compared to 

those LAGs that had involved board members in the plan's formulation. A 

consequence of preparing the OP before board formation was that board members 

often noted that much of the agenda of projects had already been determined early on, 

so board members found themselves discussing the detail of project implementation 

rather than strategy. Indeed, there often seemed to be a tension in relation to the role 

of the board among participants, with some emphasising local decision making, but 

others suggesting a wider strategic role:
"They [board meetings] are very ponderous. The board's job should be more strategic, 

looking at the bigger picture, rather than the small details. The board should be about 

providing direction. 1 don't think we need all this day to day information. It just slows down 

the meetings and makes them very long" (private sector representative).

In boards where strategic discussion had taken place (even on a limited basis), there 

appeared to be a greater sense of ownership of the Operational Plan, with members 

more comfortable that much of their role had shifted to local decision making.
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4. Sorting through the arguments.

In communicative action theory, analysis is not an abstract technical process, but an 

active enterprise in mutual sorting through the arguments and learning about 

possibilities. Conventionally, in traditional planning, consultation takes place after 

the analysis has been undertaken, thereby setting the parameters for choice 

identification. In contrast, analysis in a discursive context is a process of mutual 

learning through learning to understand. Evidence of this approach developing could 

be identified, particularly in relation to reaching new understandings of an area's 

relative problems. The partnership approach encouraged participants to gain an 

holistic perspective of the local area through a process of dialogue:
"I'm in favour of the partnership approach. It gives you a chance to see the area as a whole 

and to see what else is happening. Before I would have just looked at my business sector, but 

I think now I've a better feel for the immediate area" (private sector representative).

"There is a much clearer appreciation among the different interests of what the overall needs 

are" (community group representative).

This improved local knowledge has led to, in some cases, an increasingly multi

dimensional definition of the local area, often based on a combination of experiential 

and technical knowledge, leading to more a 'complete' (or sophisticated) analysis 

than outlined in the Operational Plans. Certainly, many of the strategies would have 

benefited from this process, rather than relying on standard indicators. For example, 

the following local description by a board member raises more complex issues than 
addressed in the LAG's OP:

"In the rural area, the large dependency on farming is a problem. Especially at the moment 

the sheep fanning is in crisis. Services are starting to become an issue. The large towns in the 

area are dominating, with the services becoming centralised. Rural transport is a problem, 

there's a very high dependence on the car. Unemployment has been persistent" (community 

group representative).

This synopsis by a board member quickly highlights structural problems in the 

agricultural sector, the effects of space and mobility, and the increasing withdrawal 
of services from rural areas.

However, this 'holistic perspective' was not experienced by all of the groups, and 

proved to be more elusive in LAGs operating on an inter-district council basis:
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"It can be a problem getting an inclusive definition |of needs in the LAGs area], as council 

representatives arrive at meetings with their area’s own interest and perhaps a small 

territorial focus" (district council officer representative).

Indeed, it was common for councillors to express the needs of their area, only in 

terms of the district they were representing.

Further evidence of a learning process developing within local action group boards, 

is illustrated by the increasing recognition among board members of shared mutual 

interests in the area and an improved commitment to work together. A noticeable 

shift in perceptions was apparent among some of the stakeholders. One example of 

this was in relation to several of the farming representatives interviewed. It was often 

highlighted that 'barriers' existed between farmers and the rest of the rural 

community summarised by one farming representative as 'producers versus 

consumers'. However, the farming interests on the LEADER boards noted that 

increased communication with other stakeholders had highlighted common concerns: 
"When a rural area is in decline the whole area is affected, not just certain groups and 

interests. I think LEADER helped raise awareness that farmers are small fish is a big pond 

and there are other legitimate rural interests too. There are still barriers in rural areas between 

farmers and the wider community, but LEADER has helped to open these up at a local level 

with people starting to communicate" (original emphasis) (farming representative).

Perhaps the most prominent tension in local action groups could be identified 

between community group representatives and councillors, with a large degree of 

'mistrust' existing especially at the beginning of the partnership arrangements. 

Community groups often perceive that they are more responsive to their 

constituency, whereas councillors highlight their electoral representativeness. A 

district council officer commented on problems that this can raise:
"When they [councillors] come to the table, they have, if you like, an electoral mandate and 

legitimacy. Sometimes when there is a contentious issue, and others disagree with them, they 

ask who do you represent. But this is a challenge for those involved in partnerships, and it 

hasn’t happened that often. But the potential is there."

However, increased opportunities for mutual learning between the community and 

district council sector has, in some cases, led to more trusting relations. District 

councils have not always enjoyed a very positive image, but increasingly the 

community sector have noted the high commitment of district council members, 

leading to an improved willingness on their part to work in partnership. It is perhaps
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disappointing, on reflection, that this ability to develop a recognition or mutual 

interest and commitment had not been harnessed in the earlier stages of the strategic 

planning process. This could have allowed an opportunity for a shared vision to 

emerge rather that a consultant driven or funding bid document.

5. Creating a new discourse.

Central to inclusionary argumentation processes is the collaborative task of creating a 

new policy discourse. Here the term is understood sociologically rather than 

linguistically, as a system of meaning embodied in a strategy for action (Healey, 

1996). As ideas about possible action came forward, new ways of thinking about the 

issues raised in argumentation are likely to emerge. However, as discussed in 

chapters five and six, the dominant discourse of LEADER has been an economic 

development emphasis, both at the European Commission level and in the local 

context. This has been interpreted as a consequence of the EC shaping attention for 

action (through guidelines and literature), thereby influencing the content of local 
strategies and Operational Plans. This therefore raises the question of the extent to 

which this prevailing discourse was sufficiently challenged or explored at the local 
level.

The role of local economic development was widely assumed by Northern Ireland's 

local action groups. However, there were dissenting voices, particularly from the 

community sector:
"LEADER shouldn't just have an economic focus, but its going that way. But no programme 

should be so one sided - it should be integrated and the process is important. This is the 

foundation. Rural development has to be rooted in the area so it cannot be controlled by any 

one interest" (community group representative).

It does appear, though, that generally the economic development discourse 

submerged views on a wider role for LEADER. As discussed earlier, there was 

insufficient time for discussion among board members to explore local development 

before the Operational Plan preparation and submission to DANI, which may explain 

the lack of challenge to the dominant discourse. However, over the course of the 

programme this local economic development discourse has remained and indeed
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been reinforced within boards, even after development concepts could have an 

opportunity to be debated. Three reasons can be identified as an explanation.

• There is a general assumption, common to all sectoral interests, that social goals 

could be achieved by an economic role. This viewpoint perceived that the 

economic focus 'somehow' led to social benefits; although notions on how this 

could be operationalised were vague. Implicit in this, is the conceptualisation of a 

casual relationship between economic development and achieving social goals, 

often relying on the 'trickle down' principle. However, these social goals were not 

explicit, either in strategies or within the board. Furthermore, it is likely that 

without targeting and capacity building measures, those most in need and 

experiencing disadvantage and exclusion will not benefit.

• LEADER board members who were also on 'P&R' District Partnerships boards, 

tended to steer LEADER towards local economic development. This reinforced 
the managers' perception of their role, which often involved carving a niche for 

the LAG locally to demonstrate added-value. To establish 'clear water' between 

the two initiatives, LEADER groups simply took an economic development 

route. This is understandable, from both the perspective of the manager and the 

board members, but it suggests that the operationalisation of the two 

programmes at a local level may benefit from an overarching local strategy that 

could allow links between both initiatives. If this could not be achieved (due to 

the programmes different timetables), then a local arena could be established for 

discussion to take place between managers and board members of the different 

local partnerships and other local stakeholders. This could enable co-ordination 

and the development of different, but complementary roles for each programme, 

with perhaps a shared vision providing a common point of reference.

• Local economic development was often considered by those involved as 'neutral' 

or 'safe' territory for discussion. In the Northern Ireland context of conflict and 

division, local economic development was often perceived to be a 'value-free' 

discourse and a less contentious issue than addressing social problems, which 

could involve 'confronting' religious and sectarian polarisation. Some
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interviewees had expressed difficulties in debating issues of conflict and division 

and appeared to be more comfortable in engaging in discussion relating to 

economic objectives. These goals are less divisive and it is perhaps easier to 

achieve a degree of consensus and cross-community support in regard to local 

job creation, than 'peace and reconciliation':
"LEADER is distinct from 'P&R'. and in my view has been much better. It has been steered 

to economic projects and there have been less arguments as a result. I found the LEADER 

board easier to get on with than the 'P&R' board. It ['P&R'l was more political, with some 

having close affiliations to political prisoners, which I found difficult to work with". 

However, although LAGs have not grasped the chance to address divisions, 

LEADER groups have at least provided an opportunity for cross-community 

engagement. It has become standard practice for councillors from a range of 

political parties, who may find difficulty communicating at the Northern Ireland 

level, to discuss common issues of local concern and, if nothing else, agreeing 

that collective action is needed. In dealing with a more 'comfortable' economic 

discourse, this could provide an opportunity for 'confidence-building' between 

the two communities that may allow more difficult divisions to be addressed at a 
later stage.

Within this dominant discourse, there was evidence to suggest that cross-sectoral 

discussion has led, in some instances, to new perceptions concerning managing 

change. An example of this can be seen in relation to farmers. Through discussion 

and opening possibilities, LEADER has helped in shifting farmers' attitudes to 

collective action and their views of the market. The following interview extract 
illustrates this point:

"Farmers have had a 'me and I' attitude, and it has been difficult to get them to work as a 

group - there is a view that their neighbours are their competitors. What LEADER needs to 

do is to help the farmers get better prices, by persuading them to change their practices, like 

collective marketing and buying... Some LEADER groups have helped identify new 

opportunities and markets. This has moved on beyond ideas for off-farm employment, in say, 

rural tourism, which I don’t think was always appropriate or viable...LEADER has got to 

take what we [farmers] do and help us do it better" (farming representative).

Projects have emerged in the case study groups in relation to agriculture, which have 

included schemes for exploiting niche markets, and collective purchasing and 

marketing groups that were not included in the original Operational Plan. Instead
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these ideas emerged from a longer term communicative process that created 

opportunities for a new discourse to develop. On the one hand, farmers have 

developed a sense that new approaches and innovative solutions are increasingly 

needed, which may include co-operation with those previously viewed as 

competitors. On the other hand, board members without farming knowledge have 

become more aware of realistic alternatives to conventional farming, which in the 

past may have included often simplistic notions of agri-tourism. The result of this 

process has been that increasingly many of the case studies have begun to address the 

most appropriate needs of the farming community.

6. Agreement and critique.

Although a key process involved in communicative action theory is consensus

building, commentators from this perspective argue that procedures are needed to 

provide a fair way to deal with objections and disagreements. Bryson and Crosby 

(1992) suggest some form of court could provide the locus of arbitration either in 

judicial or semi-judicial form, whereas Healey (1996) merely argues that an 

inclusionary form of argumentation needs to agree at the start how such 

disagreements will be addressed and to keep these under review throughout. As 

outlined in chapter four, methodological tasks for this might include:

• Building in rights to challenge the position of the consensus;

• Adopting principles for redressing such challenges;

• Building in opportunities for regular reflexive challenge to the consensus

However, adopting such a theoretical and methodological perspective, has proved 

problematic as it assumes that a 'consensus' had been reached. Although the local 

action groups have been engaged in actions similar to consensus-building processes, 

the opportunity to achieve a consensus has been limited. This is particularly evident 

given the constrained 'lead in' time for LEADER, resulting in little scope to engage 

in an effective (and often time consuming) strategic planning approach. A more 

realistic appraisal of the LAGs is that they have been involved in collaborative 

arrangements; at least agreeing that the problems of rural areas cannot be addressed
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by the different stakeholders in isolation, but that a partnership approach and 

collective action is required. This, in many of the groups, has been an important step.

As highlighted in chapter six, there were groups that did engage in reflective 

discussion concerning the Operational Plan when an 'implementation gap' became 

evident. It was suggested OP reviews occurred in three forms: budget review; 

strategic review and changes to the delivery approach (see chapter six). Outside of 

this review process, challenges to the accepted Operational Plan could still be 

identified, although these were often small-scale or on an incremental basis. These 

often involved representatives negotiating 'small-wins' for their particular interest. 

For example a community sector representative noted how a small grant had been 

secured for a community group to undertake an environmental project for a 

community garden. This was achieved by 'framing' the proposal within the dominant 

economic discourse, arguing that it would be used as a tourism facility. Occasionally 

disagreements would take place simply due to personality clashes, with some board 

members being described as 'difficult' or 'stubborn'; but this would only have the 

effect of slowing down the process, rather than changing it.

Sectoral perspective.

This section aims to reflect on this discursive process outlined, from the perspective 

of each of the sectors involved in LEADER partnerships. The process involved many 

challenges for the participants, but it was noticeable that few boards experienced 

member turnovers as a result of people 'walking away from the table'. Instead it 

seems that board members generally viewed the partnerships as positive experiences. 

For political actors like councillors, partnerships have sometimes been perceived as 

threatening in that they offer a form of access to local communities and a new form 

of legitimacy lacking in traditional government. Flowever, traditional local 

government has been burdened with inadequate resources and limited powers. Thus, 

for councillors, partnership holds the promise of a new form of legitimacy and a new 

form of accountability, whilst also enhancing local resources. Councillors viewed 

their main contribution as adding local knowledge and also the additional experience 

of 'knowing how local government works'. District council officers were also
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heavily involved in LEADER, particularly economic development departments, 

offering a degree of professional knowledge to LAGs, and often providing 

administrative assistance. For the officers, their involvement in LEADER was 

welcomed, in particular to allow co-ordination between the programme, and the 

councils' own economic development measures. LEADER was also viewed as an 

opportunity to take risks, and to possibly pilot, innovative and enterprising initiatives 

that could later be adopted as a wider council policy.

The involvement of the community sector, allowed partnerships to tap into an 

important resource - local knowledge. However, the impact of the community sector 

varied considerably, from areas where rural development know-how has been 

developed, with community networks playing a major role in initiating the LAGs 

(such as North Antrim and South Down/South Armagh), to community groups that 

had only recently been established. Critics of partnership argue that it can be used as 

a device to incorporate community protest into a de-radicalising and sanitising 

structure which, through the attrition of frequent meetings, 'educates' those making 

demands on the public sector about their shortage of funds (Gaffikin and Morrissey, 
1998). Traditionally the community sector has been very critical of the role played 

by the public sector, and LEADER challenged community groups to assume 

responsibility for local decision making. Community representatives have had to 

think beyond their own area or interests and instead prioritise decisions and 

objectives. This challenge has been welcomed by many:
"LEADER has been more about community involvement and local decision making. There is 

a lot of community group involvement in the sub-groups, so it feels like there is community 

responsibility. The different partnerships in Northern Ireland which have emerged have had a 

big effect. They are not perfect, but they lead to a more proactive attitude among those 

involved... Councillors and community groups are more able to work together. Councillors 

have in the past viewed us as a threat, as we're not elected, but now there is a change of 

attitude and more respect for our work. We encourage community group members to work 

very closely with their local councillors for the area" (community group representative).

Private sector representatives on LEADER boards often included those from the 

farming community. There was a definite sense that there has been an opening of 

communication between farming representatives and board members coming from a 

community development perspective. LEADER has increasingly been including
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farmers in local development; a group that has often been omitted from rural 

development initiatives. Private sector representatives from a business background 

have often found it difficult to stay engaged with the LAGs. The main reason for this 

was the time commitment involved, and often the perceived 'slowness' of the 

decision making. However, most business sector representatives found the style of 

board meetings comfortable and familiar. Typical of the problems of staying engaged 

in the process, was an interviewee who had not been at a board meeting for four 

months as his business, linked to agriculture, had been experiencing difficulties. In 

these instances, the involvement of statutory and other key local agencies has been 

of considerable value. For example LEDU and representatives from the local 

enterprise agencies have perceived their role as representing the views of the 

business sector, helping to address the deficit in the business perspective. Central 

government representatives, too, have argued that involvement with LEADER has 
challenged prevailing top-down attitudes:

"Most programmes look at district towns or large villages and nothing has really looked at 

the open countryside before. I think it shows from a top-down perspective that rural areas 

haven't been forgotten, and that the public sector has confidence that they can deliver a 

programme. Also it shows statutory agencies that both the rural economy and the 

environment are too important to forget about. In the DoE, I remember seeing a document 

quite a number of years ago which referred to rural areas as the 'rural remainder', which I 

think is quite insulting. But attitudes have changed" (Department of the Environment 

representative).

Application of the bottom-up model.

Central to this thesis has been the study of the process-product dialectic in the rural 

development practice in Northern Ireland, and a key component of this can be 

detected at the local action group - DANI interface. Much of the current rhetoric of 

DANI (as discussed in chapter three) emphasises job creation and demonstrating 

quantitative results and achievements. This is perceived as crucial in the context of 

securing funds for the rural development programme 2000-2006. However, local 

action groups are at the sharp end of the pressure to delivery results. It was 

frequently noted by LAG managers that DANI appear to be 'caught up in a culture of 

commit and spend', whereas LEADER should also emphasise qualitative changes.
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This has led to the prevalence, as one manager commented, of 'throwing money at 

winners' rather than a developmental approach. It is possible to suggest that this 

perspective has been transmitted to the local action groups.

There seemed to be a degree of mistrust evident in the LAGs' relationship to DAM. 

Managers often expressed concern at the level of administration required by the 

Department, described as 'intensive'. This was often interpreted by the managers as 

evidence of a lack of conviction on DANI's part in relation to the ethos of autonomy, 

with the Department requiring details of any changes to Operational Plans, for 

example, even if these had been agreed locally. However, there are public 

accountability issues to be taken into account. The experience of the Department of 

the Environment's Belfast Action Teams, when funding disappeared into the hands of 

the paramilitaries, proved a painful lesson for central government! In contrast to this 

'suspicious' view of DAM Headquarters, the LAGs' perception of the three DANI 

Area Co-ordinators was much more positive. The Co-ordinators' offices were used 

for clarification and guidance in interpreting EC and Headquarters operational rules, 

and a representative usually attended LAG board meetings in a supportive and 
advisory role. Whereas DANI HQ is often perceived as a distant, 'faceless' 

bureaucracy, the Rural Area Co-ordinators have been able to build a relationship 

with the LAGs, appearing to be more in touch with local realities. The role of DANI 

has already been highlighted in relation to strategic planning, and their contribution 

will be further addressed in the conclusion chapter.

Synthesis

This chapter has attempted to deepen the discussion of the operation of LEADER in 

Northern Ireland, by assessing the interactive communicative processes of the local 

action groups and examining the fmegrain of social practices. Central to this, has 

been an attempt to distinguish the interactive process dynamics which are likely to 

lead to a more broadly based empowerment in governance from those which 

establish a narrow range of control of policy agendas, practices, and outcomes. In 

examining the discussion process, primarily six aspects were considered; (1) actors 

and networks; (2) arena for argumentation; (3) scope and style of discourse, (4)
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sorting through the arguments; (5) creating a new discourse, and; (6) agreement and 

critique. It was suggested that initially, at least, the processes are to a large extent 

determined by the lead partner in the group. In the case of Lower Bann, for example, 

the district councils, in terms of actors and arenas, developed a narrow process, with 

the Operational Plan prepared by council officers, before a board had been 

established, setting the scope of discussion. In contrast the Armagh group had 

developed effective and imaginative arenas for involving stakeholders, which opened 

up communication between the council and the private and community sectors. 

However, it would be naive to view the process in terms of a 'dominant' local 

authority and a 'weak' community sector that often prevails in analysis of British 

urban partnerships for example. In two of the case studies, community networks 

were the lead partner in the groups, both with established track records and capacity 

in rural development, and each with a vibrant and organised constituency base.

This initial stage of the groups' development, of preparing a plan and establishing a 

board, had been compressed into a tight schedule, often without an opportunity to 

fully discuss local issues. However, over the progression of the LAGs' development 

cycle, board members had clearly developed a sense of 'mutual learning' about the 

other representative interests within the board. This led, in many instances, to a more 

complete multi-dimensional assessment of local needs. Perhaps more importantly, 

there was often an increase in recognition among board members of a shared mutual 
interest and an improved commitment to work together.

It was also identified that local economic development had become the dominant 

discourse, reflecting the EC 'framing' of the initiative and also DANI's prevailing 

rhetoric of job creation and quantifiable outputs. This discourse was perhaps not fully 

explored with inadequate time for boards to challenge this in the initial process. 

However, the economic development emphasis has been reinforced as the 

programme developed, as it has been widely assumed that economic objectives can 

deliver social goals, and also it has proved a more 'comfortable' subject for 

discussion than addressing conflict and division. The presence of 'P&R' District 

Partnerships has also led LEADER to focus on economic issues in order to carve a 

niche for the programme. This suggests that local development may benefit from an 

overarching local strategy or local development arena to identify appropriate roles
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for programmes in a local context, and to provide co-ordination and synergy between 

initiatives. Although there were few challenges to the local economic development 

accent of leader groups, there was evidence of shifting perceptions within the 

dominant discourse, with the example of farming discussed.

It has been a purpose of this thesis to 'map the ethos' of LEADER groups, initially 

discussed in chapter five, and the examining of the communicative process within 

LAGs has added significantly to this research objective. This 'map' summarising the 

influences that shape the LAGs' ethos and in turn the perceived role, goals and 

processes that groups have developed is represented schematically in figure 7.1. This 

diagram attempts to illustrate that both top-down and local factors have shaped the 

conceptualisation of rural development within groups, determining the LAG ethos. 

These factors include from a top-down perspective, EC guidelines and DANI's 

current direction. Local factors include the capacity of the different stakeholders 

which has often led to determining the 'lead partner' (who exercises a control over the 

'planning process'), relationship to other programmes and internal/external 

perceptions of LEADER (e g. as a council or community initiative). However, the 

perceived role, goals and processes that groups have developed have not been static, 

but have shifted as a result of reflexive discussion within groups, particularly when 

an implementation gap has emerged.

Fig. 7.1 - Mapping the local action groups' ethos.
local context
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LAG
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Goals
Process
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The chapter has also attempted to discuss the extent to which partnership processes 

have been established. It is perhaps not yet possible to suggest that partnership 

processes have become embedded in practice and a more realistic assessment is to 

argue that, although partnerships have not yet fully developed, LAGs have acted as 

important 'forums' or as 'constituencies of interest'. In these terms LAGs have been 

engaged in collaborative processes rather than consensus building, recognising the 

shared mutual interest of those involved with an improved commitment to work 

together. Therefore, the impact of this 'collaborative' process has been that partnership 

as a concept has taken a firm root in the rural development landscape, and this is 

further discussed in chapter eight.
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Chapter Eight: Impact of the planning process.

Introduction.

The focus of this thesis has been to provide an understanding of the processes that 

local action groups have developed over the course of LEADER II, emphasising 

collaborative actions. It is too early to undertake a full or definitive evaluation of the 

products that have resulted from this process, as a critical mass of projects have yet 

to be fully implemented, and for a successful outcome evaluation, these ideally 

should be allowed to mature. This type of evaluation would be concerned with 

quantifiable indicators such as job creation, displacement, additionality and a 

consideration of 'value-for-money', and therefore beyond the scope of this research. 

However, it is possible to provide an indication of the impact of this process by 

examining the building of institutional capacity, through the creation of shared 

capital: social capital - developing personal networks and trust; intellectual capital - 

developing future 'know-how', and; political capital - the combined capacity to 

influence action. Like other forms of capital, these are productive, making possible 

the achievement of certain ends that would not be attainable in their absence.

This chapter is divided into three sections. Firstly, although a 'value-for-money' or 

quality assessment of projects supported under LEADER would be premature, a 

small range of project descriptions are outlined to provide an indication of the actions 

funded by local action groups. These examples are not, however, typical or average 

projects supported under the programme. The selection is based on interviews with 

LEADER staff in the case study areas, who were asked to identify two projects that 

could demonstrate the ethos of their LEADER group. Although this approach has 

limitations, it provides a 'flavour' of LEADER projects and suggests the objectives 

that managers were trying to achieve. The second section is concerned with the 

building of institutional capacity. As outlined above, this will be considered in terms 

of social, intellectual and political capital. This will be based primarily on the case 

studies, but will draw on examples from the wider Northern Ireland LEADER 

experience. The purpose of the final section is to reflect on the theoretical approach 

adopted in this thesis - i.e., to re-visit communicative action theory. Key issues to be

221



addressed include the extent to which the theory has been appropriate in applying to 

LEADER local action groups, and to discuss if this approach has added-value to the 

study of rural development.

Projects promoted: illustrative examples.

Armagh City and District Leader.

Case 1: Strawberry growers programme - This project was initially developed in 

the South Tyrone Area Partnership (STAP) LEADER group, and transferred to the 

Armagh area. It involved assistance for six strawberry growers in the area, in the 

form of capital assistance to develop value-added production and for marketing. The 

aim of the project was to promote the concept of value-added, allowing the 

strawberry producers to market unique selling points to potential buyers, therefore 

commanding premium prices. One of the successes of the programme has been the 

transition of the growers from serving parochial, local markets to supplying national, 

multiple retailers.

Total cost - £120,000 

LEADER contribution - £50,000

Case 2: Shopfront scheme - This was funded under the Environment and Local 

Conditions theme, and was developed as a direct result of the consultation process 

with local community groups, and indeed these groups have been heavily involved 

with complementary village action programmes. As a result of the scheme, forty 

shops have received maximum grants of £1,500 in the district, providing, as the 

manager commented, "an instant facelift and physical improvement to the villages". 

The objectives of the scheme were to improve business confidence and to enhance 

the image of the villages.

Total cost - £130,000 

LEADER contribution - £60,000

Lower Bann Local Action Group.

Case 1: Agricultural diversification project - After an initial poor application 

response under the exploitation of agricultural products theme, the LAG developed a 

programme-led delivery approach to initiate farmers' interest in LEADER.
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Consultants acted as facilitators for half day training courses on finance, marketing, 

organisational methods and business planning, for a group of twenty farmers. From 

this, farmers were to develop a business plan for a diversification scheme, with the 

aid of a mentoring service from the facilitators. After this pre-stage, the participating 

farmers could then apply for a maximum grant of £10,000 to fund their project. Of 

the twenty farmers who began the scheme, thirteen successfully completed the 

course and received project funding. The manager outlined that a major aim of this 

project was to address the prevalent 'grant mentality' of farmers in the area, building 

capacity to effectively manage change. It was hoped that this scheme could act as a 

pilot programme that could be extended if Lower Bann received funding under the 

next phase of LEADER 

Total cost - £240,000

LEADER contribution - Training service £30,000

Diversification projects £105,000

Case 2: Village environmental improvements scheme - Three villages were 

selected for this scheme; one from each of the district council areas involved in the 

local action group. The three villages are Toome, Portglenone and Dervock, which 

were selected by the respective district councils. The aims of the project include to 

increase visitor numbers visiting Lower Bann, and increased visitor spending in the 

small villages, illustrative of how many of the local action groups viewed 

environmental projects as inputs into an economic model (in this case related to 

tourism). The maximum grant for the three villages was £30,000 each, intended to 

cover 20% of the improvement scheme's total cost. Other sources of funding 

included the district councils and the Department of the Environment's CRISP 

initiative1, indicating a 'cocktail funding' approach. This method of funding was 

favoured by the manager in cases when the main sponsor was another body, reducing 

the administration for the LAG.

Total cost: not yet finalised.

LEADER contribution: £90,000

1 CRISP - Community Regeneration and Improvement Special Programme, funded by the 
International Fund for Ireland and administered by the DoE.
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Magherafelt Area Partnership.

Case 1: New business start-up; small engineering enterprise - This project was 

initiated by an individual promoter to establish a business manufacturing excavator 

buckets. The promoter had worked as an engineer in Britain, but decided to return 

home to the family farm. The farm, however, was no longer viable, and to 

supplement this, the promoter began repairing machinery for local farmers on an 

informal basis. The LEADER grant was to augment this off-farm activity, enabling 

the construction of a new workshop, the purchase of new equipment and the creation 

of five new jobs. The new business has increasingly developed new markets outside 

of the local area, including the Republic of Ireland.

Total cost: £24,000 

LEADER contribution: £12,000

Case 2: Small business expansion; food manufacturing business - Similar to the 

above example, this project was initiated by an individual promoter, with the aim of 
reinforcing an existing business. The promoter was previously manufacturing food 

products from home, and the LEADER grant was to enable the conversion of a 

garage into a home bakery and to employ two additional staff (the business now 

supplies products to local restaurants and shops). Both these examples are typical of 

small enterprise development in rural areas, with individuals beginning on an 

informal basis, and often requiring support to augment this into a viable business 

with a lack of appropriate workspace often a problem. In both these cases, the LAG 

manager argued that LEADER gave the promoters the confidence to formalise their 

business and to extend potential markets.

Total cost: £12,000 

LEADER contribution: £6,000

North Antrim LEADER.

Case 1: Knitting training project - This project was promoted by a woman in the 

area involved in a knitting co-operative, with the aim of providing training for fifteen 

women 'Aran knitters' in the North Antrim area. The project involved inviting a tutor 

from the Irish Knitting Society to deliver training in the local area, enabling 

participants to receive a recognised standard, and also to gain confidence to knit 

commercially. Further key objectives included the retaining of a local craft in the
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rural area and the creation of new markets for local products. The 'core knitters' 

involved in the scheme selected from the wider North Antrim area, then passed on 

these skills to people in their own immediate area, providing a multiplier effect in the 

project. The knitting co-operative had originally 50 people involved, and after 

completion of the project had extended this to 80.

Total cost: £1,400 

LEADER contribution: £733

Case 2: Transnational co-operation project with the theme of community 

development - North Antrim are involved in this transnational project with two 

other LAGs, one each in Sweden and Finland. Each local action group has identified 

six community groups from its area, which has been 'matched' with a group from the 

other two partners for a two-way visit. Community group leaders when visiting a 

host group, attend committee meetings, visit projects and participate in workshops to 

examine the strengths and weaknesses of community development in each of the 

areas The proposed outputs for this project include a diary by each participant, the 

production of a report from each of the workshops (available in three languages), and 

development of a joint Internet web-site between the eighteen participating groups. 

This project has now been completed, and has attracted a high level of publicity in 

the local media, helping to raise the profile of LEADER in the local area. The cost 

of the project is outlined below; however, the manager noted that the transnational 

project involved an enormous time commitment to 'get the project off the ground'. 

Total cost: £2,100 

LEADER contribution: £2,100

South Down/South Armagh Local Action Group

Case 1: Regional community tourism project - This is a cross-border project with 

Louth LEADER group in the Republic of Ireland, with the aim of establishing a 

framework group to co-ordinate and market the rural community tourism projects 

that are emerging in the area, which meet defined criteria and minimum product 

standards. This has involved the animation of stakeholders in rural tourism in the 

area, galvanised with the undertaking of a tourism audit by outside facilitators. The 

local action group hopes that this approach can be further developed after 1999, with
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the establishment of a cross-border tourism co-operative. Other project funders 

include 'P&R' and Co-operation North.

Total cost: £25,000

LEADER contribution: £1,500 (SDSA only)

Case 2: Self-evaluation project - This was not strictly a 'LEADER project' in the 

sense of the LAG funding a local development project, but instead involved a 

reflective exercise within the group. The LAG manager highlighted this project, as 

the group was keen to illustrate the concept to demonstrate a key element of the 

learning process. The project was funded through the Northern Ireland LEADER 

Network with two other local action groups participating and facilitated by 

Community Evaluation Northern Ireland (CENI). The project aims to develop self- 

evaluation skills and to share these experiences. There were two aspects to the self- 

evaluation approach: (1) an operational review, examining the relationship between 

targets and performance, and; (2) action research for LAGs to apply evaluation skills 

to a detailed topic - in the case of South Down/South Armagh, the development of 

cross-border working relationships. A key aspect of this project was training and 

capacity building measures for board members in evaluation skills.

Total cost: £37,000

(Primarily funded by the Rural Development Council, with a minimal contribution 

by the participating LAGs )

Comment.

These project examples outlined provide a 'snapshot' of LEADER activities in 

Northern Ireland, albeit limited in scope. Coincidentally the projects highlighted by 

the local action groups' staff illustrate the five Measure B LEADER themes: 

technical support and training (self evaluation), rural tourism (community tourism 

initiative); small-medium sized enterprises (business start-ups and expansion); 

exploitation of agricultural products (farm diversification and strawberry growers 

programme), and; improvement of the environment and local living conditions 

(shopfront scheme and village improvements). The project examples also highlight 

the issue of funding leverage. The case study groups reported projected leverage of 

additional funds at between 1:1.5 to 1:3. Matching funds resulted from a variety of 

sources, from individual promoters to other local programmes such as CRISP and
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'P&R' District Partnerships (generally combined EU funds cannot exceed 75% of 

total project costs). However, this raises several questions:

• In cases when 50% matching funding is required from individual promoters, 

does this discourage those most in need, and help those who are well resourced 

to provide this capital?

• When a 'cocktail funding' approach is taken (i.e. several funders involved in the 

same project), does this result in an absence of 'ownership' of the project?

These issues should be addressed in a more detailed evaluation of the outcomes of 

the LEADER programme.

Building institutional capacity? The creation of shared capital.

As discussed in chapter two, an underlying principle of the LEADER programme has 

been the revitalisation and animation of rural society. Thus, essentially, LEADER is 

concerned with managing change, mediated through local communities. Central to 

this process is the promotion of a shift in attitudes in rural areas, for example:

• Changing attitudes of farmers in the context of reform of the CAP - there is the 

increasing realisation among farmers that 'more of the same' will no longer do, 

and that further subsidy at current levels is unsustainable, particularly with the 

enlargement of the Union;

• Creating greater ownership of the potential of rural areas - in enterprise 

development, there are two views that can be taken of 'rural'. Firstly, is to 

perceive 'rural' as negative, for business to overcome. Secondly, is to consider 

'rural' as positive, building on rural resources. In this second approach, LEADER 

can encourage and facilitate enterprise grounded in local resources;

• Accepting that different approaches are needed in different places - reflecting the 

diversity of rural areas, is the increasing realisation that top-down programmes 

often fail to address the needs of rural areas and to stimulate the involvement of 

local people.

This suggests that the ability to manage this change and to develop a 'rural vision' is 

dependent on a learning community, with a focus on 'created assets' rather than 

'endowed assets' - in terms of people, the community, local services and local
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policies. Although a significant diversification of the local economic base represents 

development, so also does the creation of significant new capacity for positive 

change such as new investment resources or new local structures (O'Cinnedie and 

Keane, 1990), thereby increasing an area's capacity to make decisions and to take 

organisational action. Fundamental to this process is the creation of shared capital, 

and to assess LEADER’S impact in managing change and creating a learning 

community, three aspects are considered: social capital, intellectual capital and 

political capital.

/. Social capital.

Social capital refers to features of social organisation, such as trust, norms and 

networks, that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating co-ordinated 

actions (Putnam, 1993). Putnam argues that voluntary co-operation is easier in a 

community that has a substantial stock of social capital, in the form of norms of 

reciprocity and networks of civic engagement. A key feature of this is 'horizontal 

interaction' in an area, central to developing institutional success. Social capital is 
increasingly referred to in debates concerning 'civic society':

"Civic society refers to that part of social, as distinct from corporate life that lies beyond the 

immediate control of the state. It is the society of households, family networks, civic and 

religious organisations and communities that are bound to each other by shared histories, 

collective memories and culturally specific forms of reciprocity" (Friedmann, 1998, p252).

In the context of the increasing retreat of the state in recent years. Low (1999) 

contends that 'civic society' is often recommended as a form of mediation to replace 

the politics of mass parties, corporatist organisations, and interest groups which have 

characterised politics in Western countries for most of the century. Five aspects of 

social capital will be discussed: (a) participation in local development; (b) inclusion; 

(c) local networks and horizontal interaction; (d) mutual learning, and; (e) trust and 

responsibility.

(a) Participation in local development - There were two main methods for LEADER 

groups to involve the wider community in local development. Firstly was to 

include people in the preparation of the local strategy. For LEADER groups in 

Northern Ireland, this has been a mixed success. Certainly, the compressed
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timetable for submitting Operational Plans to DANI was a serious disadvantage 

for the groups, as was the lack of existing arenas in many of the areas for 

engaging in strategic debate. This often led to a narrow process of involvement, 

focusing on administrative and professional elites without wider consultation and 

in some examples (e g.. Lower Bann and Canal Corridor), the Operational Plan 

had been prepared even before the board had been established. In these instances, 

a major opportunity was missed to develop a vision for the rural area based on a 

participatory approach to strategic planning. Other LAGs, such as North Antrim 

and South Down/South Armagh, drawing on their established community group 

constituencies were able to involve a wide range of community interests; but this 

tended to focus on groups who were already organised and in a position to 

contribute. However, examples of innovative and imaginative involvement of 

local people in strategic planning had been developed. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, Armagh, through preparing its Operational Plan, animated both 

new community groups and business interests, through effective arenas such as 

engaging in village action plans and involving the Armagh Business Centre. Both 

these methods effectively opened the communication lines between the council 

and the community and private sectors. The example of COLLAGE was a further 

example of the impact of the strategic planning process. As a direct result of 

preparing the Operational Plan, community infrastructure had been established 

(through the animation and funding of community groups), and the capacity of 

community groups to engage in planning had been developed (with role playing 

scenarios for example). In both these cases as a consequence of the planning 

process, community groups have been established, new lines of communication 

developed and new skills have been learnt, leading to local ownership of the 
strategy.

The second method of involving people in local development is by the funding of 

projects in the local area. Under the direction of DANI, local action groups had a 

low ceiling for maximum grants (around £20,000 - £30,000). Therefore the 

spread of funding included a large number of project promoters. For example, in 

the five case study LAGs, it is projected that by the end of the programme, the 
following number of projects will have been supported:
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• Armagh LEADER

• Lower Bann LAG

• Magherafelt Area Partnership

• North Antrim LEADER

120 projects 

40 projects 

80 projects

• South Down/South Armagh LAG

160 - 170 projects 

60 projects

This approach could be described as 'scatter-gun', with a wide spread of projects, 

and possibly with too small an amount of money to have a lasting impact. 

However, compared to LEADER I in Northern Ireland with a flagship approach, 

funding fifteen projects for a total of £4 million, the LEADER II method has 

certainly extended the coverage of those involved in rural development. An idea 

being developed by West Tyrone LAG that may complement this approach is to 

extend the principle of networking to include the project promoters in the local 

area By doing this, the group aims to create links and interaction between 

projects supported and to develop clusters of development. This type of co

operation would considerably add to the social capital of a local area.

(b) Local networks and horizontal interaction - local networks can be enhanced and 

horizontal links can be developed through the involvement of local stakeholders 

on LEADER boards. In terms of sectoral representation (discussed in chapter 

five), generally the principle of a three-way partnership has been accepted 

between the public-private-community sectors, with the additional involvement of 

statutory and key local agencies. These partnerships were established before 

'P&R' Partnerships and DANLs ABSAGs had been initiated, therefore 

representing a 'first step' for many of these rural areas into this concept. 

LEADER boards have thus provided a forum for communication between the 

different sectoral interests in rural areas. This can be extended considerably by an 

effective sub group structure, with the case of North Antrim providing a good 

example with over forty additional stakeholders being involved in sub-groups. 

Therefore, including board members, almost sixty local people are participating in 
decision making.

Networks have also been extended through the LAG's relationship with other 

local programmes such as the District Partnerships, ABSAGs, or the councils'
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economic development measures. This relationship has evolved either through 

joint management of local programmes, shared board members between the 

programmes, or interaction between the managers of the local initiative. This 

'horizontal interaction' between local programmes has created a valuable local 

resource, contributing to a degree of co-ordination for initiatives conceived and 

funded by different government departments or EC bodies. At the local level, this 

has led to the funding of joint projects between the programmes. Also through 

acting as a facilitator, each of the managers has directed potential promoters to the 

relevant funders. This has resulted in projects being funded that otherwise would 

have been rejected. However, this co-ordination would perhaps be more effective 

if a common local vision existed, to provide a shared point of reference between 

local programmes and to clarify roles for each.

(c) Inclusion - this is concerned with equity issues, in terms of involvement with 

local action groups and in the distribution of funding. As discussed above, the 

LAG boards had generally established three-way cross-sectoral partnerships, 

however, there were noticeable absences from the boards. These include poor 

female representation. Trade Unions, and environmental interests. Also, there 

was an absence of those groups who are experiencing rural disadvantage; the 

unemployed, young people and so on. In preparing the Operational Plan, 

generally, the majority of LAGs relied on those interests that were already 

organised, such as councils, and community groups or networks. However, there 

were fewer cases of LAGs engaging with those who are more unlikely to be 

involved in civic society.

In terms of the distribution of funding, the majority of LAGs relied on an 

application-led approach, without developing wider processes to support this 

(such as capacity building and animation). This approach generated a 'commit 

and spend' philosophy that often resulted in funding individuals who were already 

in a position to help themselves. To target those most in need some groups 

developed a programme-led delivery approach, and when combined with 

animation of the target groups, proved an effective method to relate funding to 

local needs. Those LAGs that relied on an application-led delivery without the 

support of animation and capacity building demonstrate clearly that much of the
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current emphasis in rural development practice in Northern Ireland is product- 

driven.

(d) Mutual learning - Although it was suggested in the previous chapter that 

'partnerships' had not yet emerged, there was evidence of mutual learning within 

the board through a collaborative discursive process. This often led to inducing 

behavioural changes both within the board and among participants in some of the 

programmes. Within the board, members reported 'new ways of working' and the 

changing 'styles of discussion' of some of the other sectoral representatives. This 

is summed-up by the following two interview extracts:
"I've learnt how to interact more, with community groups and different sectors, but also with 

other district councils, and working with councils on other ideas...This first contact with 

other councils was often through LEADER" (councillor).

"1 think we've learnt from the councillors - we dp benefit from their experience. But they've 

learnt from us [community groups | too. They've learnt to tread carefully and they can see 

that they are answerable to members of the community. They are used to the 'argy bargy' of 

the council chamber. But there's no 'argy bargy' in LEADER. We have to work in co

operation" (community group representative).

Behavioural changes have also developed among participants in LEADER 

programmes, with the example of farmers considered in the previous chapter 

Through communication between farmers and other local stakeholders, new 

opportunities for the farming community have been developed, changing the 

farmers' attitude to collective approaches, niche markets and business planning.

Through communication and interaction, increasingly a shared understanding of 

the local area has been developed within boards Often, for the first time, board 

members are developing a 'complete picture' of the local area, rather than simply a 

sectoral perspective. This has often led to an improved identification of local 

needs and opportunities, with some examples of a multi-dimensional analysis 

being developed that was absent in the original Operational Plans. Moreover, as 

Innes (1996) argues, the collective effort to understand often leads directly to co

ordinated actions. These benefits of interaction and the behavioural changes have 

helped to develop new skills within the board such as negotiating, bargaining and
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problem solving, and 'partnership' as a concept has been embedded in the local 

context.

(e) Trust and responsibility - A key feature of many of the local action groups has 

been the development of 'trust relations' within the board, and this has taken two 

forms. Firstly, cross-sectoral dialogue has broken down barriers of mistrust 

among representatives, particularly between the community groups and councils, 

and also to a lesser extent between the community and private sectors. 

Increasingly, there has been a sense among board members of the development of 

a shared commitment to work together. This process reflects the growing 

realisation that there is an interdependence between the partners. As O'Donnell 

and Thomas (1998) argue, 'partnership' is necessary because no party can achieve 

its goals without a significant degree of support from the others. This would be 

termed by Healey (1997) as the development of'relational resources'.

In the context of Northern Ireland, just as important as the cross-sectoral 

discussion, has been the opportunity for cross-community dialogue. Although 

this has largely taken place within the dominant local economic development 

discourse, it has provided a first step in the building of mutual respect and trust. 

This has significant benefits for social capital. In a divided society, this has 

opened communication between the 'two traditions', enabling an increase in 

horizontal interaction. An issue that emerged from the research, and one that was 

highlighted by a significant number of board members, was the involvement of 

Protestants in LEADER. For reasons beyond the scope of this thesis, Protestants 

have tended to be less involved than Catholics in community development in the 

Province. Additionally, the focus of community-led rural development in 

Northern Ireland has been on the five disadvantaged rural areas (see chapter 

three), which are predominantly populated by Catholics. However, the inclusion 

of all of Northern Ireland’s rural areas has increased the involvement of 

Protestants in bottom-up approaches, which encouragingly has led to the 

establishment of a wider community infrastructure.
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2. Intellectual capital.

Intellectual capital refers to developing future know-how for change, with the 

potential for this resource to live on among participants even after a group disbands 

and therefore helps to institutionalise co-ordinated action in the long run (Innes et al, 

1994). An adoption of the 'bottom-up' approach to rural development requires a 

commitment to building change from within the community. The emphasis, 

therefore, is on building up the capacity of the community to take the lead in 

resolving difficulties, which it experiences. It is clearly acknowledged that in order to 

do this it may be necessary for local stakeholders to acquire new knowledge and 

skills. Therefore, as the Voluntary Activity Unit (1997) outlines:
"The emphasis on learning processes is a statement of belief in the potential of communities 

to develop sophisticated abilities" (p33).

Attention to building capacity, through supporting development of the skills and 

knowledge of LAG board members, is central to the achievement, not only of change 

in relation to immediate needs, but equally of change in the future. Therefore this can 

lead to the sustainability of the change and the transferability of experience to 

tackling further problems. Three aspects of intellectual capital will be considered: 

(a) local action group board capacity; (b) individual capacity within the board, and; 
(c) training for partnerships.

(a) LAG board capacity - It has been highlighted repeatedly in this thesis, that the 

short 'lead-in' time for LEADER II led to rushed preparation of the Operational 

Plans. This was unfortunate, as the strategic planning exercise could have been 

developed as a learning experience to acquire new skills among the board 

members. However, although this opportunity was not grasped, board members 

and indeed other rural stakeholders that were interviewed suggested that 'know

how' has been developed:
"The board has come a long way. We are working better as a board, getting used to it, and 

we are a lot more confident" (community group representative).

"I think people have learnt a lot from the process [of partnership]. It took some of the less 

experienced a good while to catch up. maybe six months to a year. But this last year there 

has been a marked difference - they're having a good impact" (International Fund for Ireland 

representative).
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As an indication of this improved capacity, it is possible to examine change in the 

levels of performance of local action groups. The primary example of this 

'improved performance' has been in relation to the LAGs' positive response to the 

'implementation gap' that often emerged (this is discussed in detail in chapter six). 

As previously highlighted, local action groups addressed this issue by either: a 

budget review, a strategic review or a change in delivery approach, with the latter 

two of more significance. The strategic reviews within local action groups were 

usually undertaken by the board and manager, without the assistance of outside 

consultants - an indication of the increased confidence, and indeed, leadership of 

the groups. Generally, there has been a marked improvement in the revised plans 

compared to the original consultant-driven Operational Plans, with a shift towards 

a strategic planning approach, suggesting the development of skills at the board to 

undertake this. The change in the programme delivery among some of the LAGs, 

from an application-led approach to a programme-led approach was a further 

example of an improved performance in the groups. This change allowed LAGs 

to better manage and target resources, and to initiate programmes rather than 

simply a reactive style.

Both of these examples of shifts in local action group approaches have resulted, as 

group managers often commented, because of an increased awareness at the local 

level of learning 'what worked' and where improvements in performance could be 

made. Therefore, as Schon (1993) would suggest, the LAGs have 'learned through 

doing', in which they have developed 'theories in action'. Schon argues that there 

are two dimensions to such learning: the first, or single loop learning, involves 

working out how to perform a task better within given parameters; the second 

involves learning about the parameters and thereby changing the conditions under 

which tasks are performed. Schon's model of the 'reflective practitioner' 

emphasises this double loop learning. Although LAGs has yet to reach this second 

stage, there have been worthwhile experiences of learning-in-action that have been 

shared among the different groups. A useful model to consider at this stage is 

Amdam's (1995) 'learning planning process as a spiral' (see fig 8.1). This 

emphasises the importance of learning as a continuous and reflective exercise.
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with participants acquiring new knowledge through experience leading to the 

development of a new vision and strategy.

(Ongoing)

New experience

Fig. 8.1 -'Learning planning 
process as a spiral' (source: 
Amdam. 1995).

New knowledge
Experience

Knowledge
acceptance New actionActionAcceptance

Vision
Strategy

New vision
New strategy

(b) Individual capacity within the board - A marked difference in capacity was 

evident among the participating board members, with some experienced in local 

government or community development initiatives, whereas others were new to 

local development. These differences in capacity had important consequences for 

interaction within the board. At the beginning of the LEADER programme, some 

of the less experienced board members expressed difficulties in becoming 

involved in discussions or grasping the complexity of the issues. Those with 

experience and know-how tended to dominate meetings. However, over the 

course of the programme, there has been much improvement in confidence among 

those previously inexperienced:
"I really want to stay involved with LEADER [after LEADER II is complete] - well, there's a 

few reasons why. Firstly, I'm a woman, and at the moment there is no other woman 

representative on the board. But mainly I want to stay involved because now that I've built 

up knowledge of what's happening, I don't want to stop. I'm now in a position to have a 

positive contribution" (community group representative).
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Certainly, in many cases, there was a high level of expertise among members of 

the local action group boards, from diverse backgrounds in business, government 

or the voluntary sector. However, this does not necessarily imply that these 

individuals possessed the necessary skills, for example, in negotiation and 

collective problem solving. As one interviewee commented:
"I thought I had the right skills, with quite a lot of experience working in council. But 

partnerships are different. I had to learn how to interact more with different interests" 

(councillor).

This suggests that board members need to develop know-how, in not only the 

substantive area of rural development, but also in how to work and participate in a 

partnership. Central to both improving rural development know-how and the 

partnership process would therefore appear to be training for LAG board 

members.

(c) Training for partnership - From the perspective of the managers, the issue of 

training proved to be a sensitive issue. As managers are employed by the 
voluntary board, many expressed difficulty in raising the subject of training with 

board members, who, in many cases, were involved because of a particular 

expertise or as an elected representative. Some managers were even critical of the 

issue being raised during interviews:
"Board members and sub-group members are involved because of their expertise and because 

they have a good track record. It would be insulting to ask them to give up more time and go 

to training" (LAG manager).

However, if the issue was raised appropriately, there are examples of board 

members participating and benefiting from training. An example of this is the 

South Down/South Armagh group. This group has a specific networking budget, 

which enables each of the board members to attend one of AEIDL's LEADER 

Observatory conferences on specific technical themes. This has not only led to an 

increased understanding of the LEADER model, but has led to the development of 

potential European partners. A further area of training for South Down/South 

Armagh board members, outlined earlier, is in developing self-evaluation skills. A 

key aim of the facilitator of this project (CENI) was not only to improve 

evaluation skills among professional staff, but to involve board members in a 

conscious process of learning-in-action. Other groups involved board members in
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study visits to other local action groups, which could often improve the bonding 

within the group through increasing inter-personal contact:
"We've visited other LEADER groups, like the time we went over to the Western Isles in 

Scotland to learn what the group there was doing. This was very positive and we got to know 

the others on the board a lot better. That's what it is all about, having confidence in other 

board members" (district council officer).

3. Political capital.

Innes (1996) defines political capital as the combined capacity to influence action, 

and is created in the forms of alliances and agreements that provide mutual gain and 

increase the possibility that proposals will be adopted and implemented (Innes et al, 

1994). One approach to examining the capacity of the LAGs to influence action is to 

evaluate the impact of the projects supported by LEADER and to calculate 

'additionality' of the programme outcomes. However, it has already been highlighted 

that an assessment of LEADER II supported projects in Northern Ireland has not been 

possible to date. An alternative approach to assessing ability to influence action, is to 

examine the terrain within which the LEADER groups are operationalised and to 

assess how the LAGs add value to local development2. The following diagram offers 

a schematic:

‘ This methodology has been adapted and developed from Gaffikin and Morrissey (1998). These 
authors chart the terrain of the concept of 'partnerships' to demonstrate its added-value in relation to 
'corporatism'.
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Fig. 8.2: Terrain of LEADER partnerships.

When compared to other local development programmes (ABSAGs, 'P&R' District 

Partnerships, and the councils' Local Economic Development measures), a number of 

common elements are noticeable, such as public-private-community sector 

partnerships, and that all of these operate in rural areas. However, a number of 

features can be identified that demonstrate the value of LEADER.

• Networking - This has been a strong feature of LEADER in Northern Ireland with 

groups involved in inter/intra regional and European networking. Within the 

Province, networking has been facilitated by the Northern Ireland LEADER 

Network (NILN), established by the LAGs in 1996. Managers generally described 

the Network as particularly useful at the beginning of the programme as it 

provided a forum for the professional staff to regularly meet and 'iron out' early 

difficulties, and to enable the transfer of ideas. The NILN has also contributed a 

lobbying role, providing a collective voice to the Department of Agriculture, for 

example, in relation to the future direction of rural development in Northern
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Ireland. This collective voice has considerably increased the influence of 

LEADER groups in the policy arena. Perhaps less successful has been the inter

regional networking within the UK. Financial difficulties led to the UK LEADER 

Network (UKLN) being established as late in the programme as 1998. A major 

role of the UKLN has been in relation to rural development post 1999, and 

lobbying the EC and preparing positioning papers. At the European-level, the 

networking function is provided by the LEADER Observatory, which provides an 

information role and disseminates best practice, through conferences, 

publications, the internet and so on. No other local development programme in 

rural areas has this networking feature, which allows LEADER groups to make 

connections across Europe, often breaking the isolation of rural areas. Therefore, 

while a LAG is focused on its particular geography, its perspective is European, 

appreciating the wider context and drawing in best practice examples from 

elsewhere.

• Transnational co-operation - Although local action group managers often 

expressed difficulties in relation to establishing transnational co-operation 

projects, this aspect represents a clear value-added of LEADER in Northern 

Ireland. It adds significantly to creating a European dimension, allowing groups to 

make contact directly with other LEADER groups throughout Europe. However, 

the potential of this has yet to be fully realised. Often projects have developed as 

'show case' initiatives, rather than addressing a specific need or function. Perhaps 

North Antrim's transnational project outlined earlier in this chapter, provides an 

indication of the type of projects that could appropriately be developed; for 

example, co-operative learning experiences, community development, and the 

transfer of skills and 'know-how'. These transnational projects can help to reduce, 

psychologically at least, the peripherality of Northern Ireland's rural areas, 

providing links and connections to the rest of Europe. Transnational co-operation 

has also encouraged LAGs to develop cross-border links with LEADER groups in 

the Republic of Ireland. For example, the West Tyrone LEADER group has 

developed a cross-border partnership with its counterpart in County Donegal 

(Tyrone-Donegal Partnership'), which has opened additional funding 

opportunities from the International Fund for Ireland and INTEREG.
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• Beneficiaries - The focus of DANI's Rural Development Programme has been 

community groups and community-based projects, complemented by the Rural 

Development Council's capacity building actions. Although LEADER groups also 

fund community groups, the emphasis has generally been on individual 

promoters. This has considerably broadened the rural development perspective in 

Northern Ireland, in addition to the wider inclusion of district councils. 

Importantly, this focus beyond community groups has allowed LEADER groups 

to develop links with the farming community, an element previously missing 

from rural development initiatives. However, a consequence of its focus on 

individuals, in the majority of cases, was the absence of capacity building and 

animation measures. These were perceived to be processes targeted at community 

groups, and therefore the function of the RDC and District Partnerships (with 

their community development accent). In contrast, a few of the groups targeted 

animation and capacity building at individuals or specific economic groups, 
developing for example; enterprise training, animation of cross-border tourism 

operators, and business planning for farmers. This approach to capacity 

building/animation appears to offer a clear niche for LEADER groups in the 

crowded rural development arena, and perhaps suggests a key role for LEADER 
post 1999.

• Target area - In comparison to 'P&R' District Partnerships and the district 

councils' economic development measures, the explicit rural focus of the 

LEADER groups (i.e. excluding the district towns) indicates an added-value of 

the programme. Increasingly rural services are becoming concentrated in the 

larger district towns, and LEADER has acted as a counterbalance to this trend, 

instead assisting rural areas that have rarely been the focus of a local programme. 

In the context of DANI's Rural Development Programme, LEADER II groups 

have extended the geographical scope of rural development to beyond the 

Department's five target areas of disadvantaged rural communities, operating 

within all of Northern Ireland's rural areas. This extended coverage of rural 

development has had a noticeable effect. For example, in the Coleraine district, 

the community-led approach to rural development was a new experience with the 

LEADER group (COLLAGE) responsible for establishing a community
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infrastructure with the animation of community groups, and also the undertaking 

of a community audit to provide a baseline for future actions. It is likely that the 

newly established community groups lifespan will continue beyond LEADER II, 

thereby increasing the local capacity for combined community action

• Inter district council relations - Six of Northern Ireland's LAGs operated on an 

inter council basis, with the LEADER boards providing a forum for discussion 

between councillors and officers from different districts. In some instances this 

has led to the development of further initiatives. For example. Lower Bann 

LEADER company (with the heavy involvement of three district councils) has 

been central in establishing an international four-way partnership with local 

authorities in Buffalo (USA), Niagara (Canada), and Offaly (Republic of 

Ireland). This partnership has been termed the 'Atlantic Corridor', with the aim 

of providing access points in Europe for US/Canadian companies. Although the 

LAG board is managing the project, LEADER is not funding the project. This 

type of co-operation between the district councils had been initiated by 

LEADER, and the involvement of the board in projects outside of the 

programme suggests that the political capital developed to influence action will 

extend beyond the life of LEADER II.

Although a degree of commonality exists between LEADER and other local 

development programmes - for example, the community as a basic building block, 

and partnership as an instrument for development - the areas outlined above 

illustrate the potential for LEADER to demonstrate its value-added dimension, 

suggesting an ability to influence action. A particular strength of LEADER in the 

Province appears to be in building relationships, either within Northern Ireland 

(between LAGs and district councils), the UK (UK networking), with the Republic 

of Ireland (cross-border projects), or within Europe (transnational projects). Few 

other programmes have a similar potential for such a range of contacts and relational 

resources to be developed.

However, of further interest in examining political capital is the internal institutional 

design of the LEADER groups. Of particular relevance, is to re-visit the concept of 

'responsive initiator' (outlined in chapter four); and some of the general
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characteristics of LEADER groups suggest that LAGs are moving towards this 

model. Local action groups can be described as entrepreneurial in their approach, 

prepared to take risks and fund innovative projects. Related to this has been 

evidence of flexibility with a capacity for reflexivity and improvisation in response 

to rapidly changing contexts (such as the LAGs response to the worsening farm 

crisis). Local action groups have been concerned with enabling rather than 

providing, emphasising facilitating processes in local development. The LEADER 

groups have also been involved in collaborative and multi-level tasks, from the 

scale of the local community to the level of the European Union, involving multiple 

stakeholders in decision-making. Additionally, those groups that have shifted their 

method of delivery to a programme-based approach, appear better able to target 

initiatives and manage resources, and therefore relate potential outcomes to goals 

and objectives than groups engaged in an application-led process. The former 

approach suggests a developmental and strategic role for LAGs, the latter approach 

leads to a reactive role that assumes that appropriate project ideas exist within the 
local area, with the absence of financial capital as the primary impediment to 

implementation.

Comment - building institutional capacity.

The concept of institutional capacity refers to the overall quality of the collection or 

relational networks of a place (Healey, 1997) and has been developed in literature on 

regional economic development to refer to the social qualities which seem to make a 

difference to regional economic performance (for example, see Amin and Thrift, 

1995). Certainly a key feature of LEADER in Northern Ireland has been in 'building 

relationships', creating institutional capacity to collaborate and co-ordinate. This has 

developed from collaboration within the local area (cross-sector, cross-community), 

between local areas (inter district council connections, NILN), and between 

Northern Ireland's rural areas and those from other regions (cross-border contacts, 

networking and transnational projects). Central to this has been the creation of forms 

of social, intellectual and political capital. These relational resources have developed 

horizontal networks and partnerships, facilitating actions that would not be 

attainable in their absence. In this sense, LEADER groups are adding value in ways 

not attainable to mainstream agencies.
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To further develop these horizontal networks, attention must be given to widen the 

participation of the local community in the local development process. A key 

methodology for involving 'multiple voices' appears to be the strategic planning 

process. Furthermore, as Hughes et al (1998) argue:
" ...reaching out [to local constituencies] requires more than nominal consultation with those 

who understand and can play 'the rules of the game'. The interests of individuals and groups

unable to or even inclined to gain access into the development arena deserve to be

championed" (p83).

This would appear to be a key challenge for local action groups - to develop

collaborative processes which are real attempts to consider and involve multiple

stakeholders and those on the margins of the community, as opposed to processes that 

merely end up being conversations among elites. This requires imaginative and 

sensitive responses.

A further challenge for LEADER groups is in relation to the 'crowded market place' 

of local development programmes in rural areas. On the one hand, with the plethora 

of local development programmes currently operating in rural areas, LEADER has 

the potential to contribute to 'institutional thickness' (as termed by Amin and Thrift. 

1995). This suggests that a greater number of, or deeper involvement of, institutions 

and agents helps a local area develop; whether the collective objective is economic 

competitiveness, sustainable development or quality of life. On the other hand, as 

outlined in chapter three, Keane (1998) suggests that it is not the number of 

institutions or density of networks that are created, but the degree of 'fit' that they 

achieve and, as Porter (1996) further argues, the extent to which the various activities 

'reinforce' one another. To achieve a balance between 'density of networks' and 

'degrees of fit' consideration should be given to the wider institutional context and 

design. The current fragmentation in local development programmes has the 

propensity to lead to wasteful competition in effort. It has been suggested in this 

thesis that greater co-ordination is needed between the local programmes and this 

could be achieved by three means: single management of local programmes (similar 

to Magherafelt Area Partnership or South Tyrone Area Partnership), developing an 

overarching local strategy (to provide a shared frame of reference), or; establishing a 

local arena for strategic discussion between those involved in the various local
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programmes and other local stakeholders (to enable clear and complementary roles to 

be developed).

From this assessment, it would therefore appear that LEADER groups have been able 

to create resources for future development and managing change, in terms of social, 

intellectual and political capital. Central to this has been the development of local 

networks, thus enabling co-ordination and collaboration in the local context. A key 

area for LAGs to further develop is the potential of networking and transnational co

operation, which can substantially widen the groups' perspective. Local action groups 

have also increasingly been developing their 'know-how' in terms of strategic 

planning and implementation to suggest that the LAGs can have an impact locally in 

the promotion of appropriate projects. It would therefore appear that the local action 

groups are in a strong position for the next stage of LEADER after 1999 (termed 

LEADER+). However, herein lies a major challenge. If the processes that LAGs 

have developed are to be an enduring, rather than a temporary gesture, then a degree 

of continuity would seem a prerequisite for post 1999 institutional design. This 

requires a realisation that sustainable, community-led development is not a 'stop-start' 

activity, and that a major reorganisation of LEADER would lead to the loss of local 

institutional capital. This issue will be addressed in the final chapter.

Theory re-visited.

At this stage of the thesis, it would be appropriate to reflect on the theoretical position 

adopted, in particular commenting on the usefulness of 'communicative action' as an 

analytical tool for investigating the practices of the LEADER local action groups. 

Certainly, this approach is not without critics. In this regard, perhaps the main point 

of contention is the notion of 'consensus'. Post-modern critiques of communicative 

action ideals question whether a consensus is possible or even desirable in a world of 

increasing difference. For example, as Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger (1998) 

argue:
"We feel that the unifying assumptions and aims of communicative rationahty are at odds 

with the desire for self-expression and difference ... Opposition is good and power can be
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positive as well as negative. There is a danger (if not inevitability) that seeking consensus will 

silence rather than give voice" (pl979).

From a post-modern perspective, a consensus can be 'oppressive', which can 

submerge or exclude voices. Furthermore, there is a Marxist challenge to whether a 

consensus is achievable (for example Harvey, 1996); viewing conflict as endemic in a 

capitalist society and claims of a 'consensus' merely represent the dominant values 

system. Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger (1998) contend that consensus-building 

cannot be achieved by communicative action as it is "unable to control the individual 

thought processes of stakeholders or guarantee that all participants will act in an open 

and honest manner all the time" (pl981). Under these conditions Tewdwr-Jones and 

Allmendinger argue that there is a possibility that individuals will not wish to build 

trust, understanding, or new relations of power, therefore:
"...a truly successful communicative action process is infeasible, as power and political action 

will remain dominant determinants" (pi981).

In this sense, Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger assert that in such a heavily 

politicised arena as planning or development, consensus is completely utopian - there 

will always be winners and losers - and it will never be possible for all individuals to 
abandon their political positions and act neutrally.

Perhaps more importantly than the theoretical criticism of communicative action, are 

practical concerns. Several issues have emerged from the study of LEADER groups, 

which can inform a practice-led critique of the theory. For example, communicative 

action theorists seem to place minor importance on the outcomes of the process. This 

would appear incongruous to both those involved with the local action groups and 

DANI. Indeed, those involved with LEADER might question whether, for example, it 

is the arena within which the Operational Plan is debated that is more important, or 

the usefulness of the strategy (as an outcome) once developed. However, from the 

examples discussed earlier in the thesis, it appears that insufficient attention to issues 

such as stakeholder involvement, arenas, and style of discourse (and so on) often lead 

to a 'gap' between intention and implementation (knowledge and action), suggesting 

that 'good process' and successful programme outcomes are inextricably linked.

The ability of participants in the process to 'speak' has also been highlighted from 

practice. Accounts of a prescriptive communicative action process often presuppose
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that individual participants possess the same knowledge about an issue, or the 

required skills to enable an effective contribution. This clearly has not been the case, 

suggesting that participants would benefit from training both in the substantive 

subject of rural development and also in the partnership process itself The 

communicative action approach is also unclear what to do and how to mediate when a 

consensus is not reached. One suggestion by Bryson and Crosby (1992) is the use of 

'courts'. But this seems to accept a dominatory and representative approach to politics 

absent from communicative action principles. Healey (1996a) argues that "effective 

consensus-building ... builds on a clear understanding of rights to challenge the 

consensus, and the terms on which such challenges can be addressed" (p229). 

However, Healey is vague as to how this could be achieved in practice. The 

approaches for 'challenging' the agreed strategy within the different local action 

groups varied. As highlighted, in some groups the Operational Plan had been 

prepared before a board had been established. In these cases, individuals within the 

board often negotiated 'small wins' for their interests throughout the programme. In 

application-driven groups where the Operational Plan had almost become redundant, 

agreement was reached incrementally, almost on a 'project-by-project' basis. In the 
majority of the groups, reflexive action was only taken, not when the consensus was 

challenged, but when, for practical reasons, the groups addressed an emerging 

implementation gap. It would therefore appear that there are often contradictions 

between the communicative action ideal and practical considerations of a time 

constrained programme, particularly when the intermediary funding body (DANI) is 

focused on the local action groups' outcomes. This conflict between process and time 

constraints is particularly prominent during the early stages of the programme; i.e. in 

group formation, the strategic planning approach, and participation - but these stages 

are often the foundations upon which a successful outcome can be built. An example 

of this is in the inclusion of stakeholders with limited experience in local 

development. Since the main imperative is to achieve results in the time available, it 

may be thought that the involvement of the less experienced can only operate to 

impede progress.

Although there are weaknesses in communicative action theory, this approach has 

provided a useful critique of LEADER II in Northern Ireland - the strength of which 

has been to reveal and question. This process-led critique is in contrast to the current
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trend within DANI to emphasise programme outcomes, which is likely to shape the 

'official' evaluation of the programme. In this sense, the approach adopted has added 

value to the study of LEADER in Northern Ireland, in providing further 

understanding of the processes and practices of rural development, and has raised 

issues about how common values can be forged and applied in a field of differences 

and power plays. The theoretical approach also highlighted the potential of the 

process to have an impact on local development. Without an effective process in 

preparing the plan and involving local stakeholders, it has often been the case that 

board members lack ownership of the strategy, crucial to the plan's implementation. 

The interactive, communicative process itself had an important contribution to local 

development in terms of creating the key resources of social, intellectual and political 

capital.

Therefore, this thesis has been engaged (in Healey's terms, 1996b) in conducting an 

institutional audit. Such an audit focuses attention not merely on the traditional 

distributive questions, on who gets access to public realm processes. It also highlights 

the more subtle ways in which communicative routines may disadvantage some 

participants. As Healey argues, rebuilding trust across contemporary social divides is 

more than a question of inviting more people to participate in governance, but the 

style and tone of the process are critical too. Communicative routines can often 

reinforce people's disadvantage. Moreover, a trade-off between partnership and 

participation is possible, whereby those suffering most from exclusion are the very 

ones excluded from this process (Gaffikin and Morrissey, 1998). A collaborative 

institutional capacity means breaking out of these 'routines and styles', to allow 

processes of mutual learning and, as Forester suggests, "making sense together while 

living differently" (1989, pi 18).

Conclusion.

This chapter has attempted to illustrate the potential of the 'planning process' 

(interactive and communicative) to impact on local development. Firstly, several 

project examples were outlined, followed by an assessment of institutional capacity in 

terms of the creation of social, intellectual and political capital. It was argued that a
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key feature of the LEADER groups has been in building relationships and therefore 

creating institutional capacity to co-ordinate and collaborate. These relational 

resources have developed horizontal networks and partnership arrangements, 

facilitating actions that would not have been attainable in their absence. These have 

substantially added to, as one board member expressed, 'new ways of working', 

helping to manage change in these rural areas. The theoretical position adopted in the 

thesis was also discussed. Although weaknesses were identified in communicative 

action from both a theoretical and practice-led perspective, generally the approach has 

added value to the understanding of LEADER in Northern Ireland through examining 

the finegrain of social practices within the local action groups' processes. The final 

chapter will address the wider rural development context and in particular the issue of 

institutional design post 1999, with the onset of the LEADER + initiative and the next 

stage of the Department of Agriculture's Rural Development Programme 2000-2006.
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Chapter nine: Conclusions and recommendations.

Introduction.

Since its establishment as a policy concern in the early 1990s, progress in rural 

development has been considerable. As discussed in chapter three, structures for 

rural development have been initiated and augmented, and, indeed, a central trend 

during the 1990s has been the growing complexity of the policy arena. In addition, 

rural communities now have a recognised voice at the policy table, a significant 

contrast to the previous decade (Fitzduff, 1999). With the new round of the EC 

Structural Funds and the next stage of the Department of Agriculture’s Rural 

Development Programme (2000-2006) almost to commence, this thesis has provided 

a timely opportunity to reflect on the direction of current practice, and to examine the 

processes that have emerged from those involved in participatory, 'bottom-up' rural 

development. The rationale for this thesis has been threefold: (1) to address the 

insufficient evaluative work undertaken in relation to the LEADER programme, as 

identified by Moseley (1995a and b); (2) to counterbalance the current trend in policy 

evaluation to focus on programme outcomes, providing a process-led critique, 

humanist and communicative in approach, and; (3) to address the current emphasis of 

rural development policy with its apparent accent on job-creation and products, and 

instead to highlight the benefits of an effective process. It is hoped, therefore, that 

this research will complement any future outcome evaluation of the LEADER II 

programme in Northern Ireland. However, before drawing some conclusions to the 

thesis, it is appropriate at this point to re-state the research hypothesis and objectives.

Hypothesis re-visited.

The kernel of the research has been an examination of the rural development process 

and the rural development 'process-product' relationship. Accordingly, the 

hypothesis proposed at the beginning of the thesis was stated as:
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Currently the practice of community-led rural development in 

Northern Ireland is product-driven, and consequently the 

benefits to be gained from an effective process may not be fully 

realised.

The research objectives for the study included:

• To 'dissect' the LEADER model that has emerged in Northern Ireland;

• To determine if LEADER II in Northern Ireland operates as a programme or 

funding;

• Explore theories that are applicable to the study of LEADER local action groups' 

practices;

• To investigate what practices will help achieve participatory planning processes in 

rural development;

• To examine the process/product emphasis within Northern Ireland’s LEADER 

local action groups;

• To provide a framework and to assess the impact of the rural development 

process.

The LEADER model that has emerged in Northern Ireland was discussed in chapter 

five. It was argued that no homogenous model for local action groups exists, in terms 

of partnership structures and the perceived role of LEADER. However, a common 

feature of the local action groups has been a local economic development accent 

which, in many cases, increased over the programme. This emphasis on local 

economic development resulted due to several factors. Firstly, the LEADER 

programme has been 'framed' within an economic discourse by the EC, with a focus 

firmly on rural economic diversification. Secondly, DANTs intention to demonstrate 

visible, quantifiable results has led LAGs to direct attention to job creation. Thirdly, 

the local context, in particular interaction with other local programmes (especially 

'P&R') has led LAGs to steer away from 'softer' community development activities. 

The result of this dominant discourse was a particular conceptualisation of rural 

development, with a focus on individuals, a reactive application-driven approach, and 

facilitation of individual applicants. Less evident in this approach, though, were 

capacity building and animation measures. These were often perceived to be 

processes targeted at community groups and therefore the responsibility of other
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bodies involved in local development. This conceptualisation, almost certainly, has 

resulted in a focus on the products of rural development, with aspects of the process 

poorly embedded in many of the local action groups. In these terms, it appears that 

LEADER has operated as a local fund rather than a programme.

This was also apparent in chapter six, which discussed issues relating to the groups' 

Operational Plans. For example, there appeared to be a lack of understanding in 

relation to the role of strategic planning. Common weaknesses in the process 

included inadequate levels of local consultation, poorly informed analyses of the local 

context and the local Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats, and an 

overemphasis on individual projects rather than attempting integrated programmes. 

The rushed nature of the plan preparation and the use of consultants were key factors 

in this approach. Many of the Operational Plans tended to be 'compartmentalised' in 

nature, with few links between the LEADER themes and measures. Some of these 

issues were further raised in chapter seven. At this stage of the research, case studies 

were introduced and the fine-grain of the interactive practices within groups was 

examined. This was undertaken within a communicative action theoretical 

framework. This approach highlighted and revealed processes that may lead to a 

narrow control of the agenda, practice and outcomes, rather than a broadly based 

participative style of local governance. For example, the inclusion of participants was 

often determined by the 'lead partner' in the group, resulting in a greater degree of 

ownership of the process for the initiator. The arenas for strategy formulation could 

also narrow or widen the process, with, in some cases, the board being established 

only after the Operational Plan had been prepared. In these cases, the scope of the 

discussion had already been determined, with participants merely debating the detail 

of project implementation rather than strategic direction. The style of the debate and 

'rituals of policy discussion' could also be seen to limit the opportunities of some of 

the board members to participate in meetings, through adopting 'alien' procedures, the 

unequal availability of information, and the use of shorthand language during 

discussion. These factors could lead to a 'mystifying' of the process for those less 

experienced in local development.

Much of the early stages of the LAGs' lifespan has been characterised by a 

compressed timetable for development, often leading to insufficient attention to
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process issues such as establishing a board, exploring local development issues, 

engaging with local constituencies, and preparing a plan. This has generally resulted 

in an 'implementation gap', between intended and actual outcomes. However, over 

the progression of the LAGs' development cycle, more positive dimensions have 

emerged related to the interactive, discursive process encouraged by the partnership 

approach. These were discussed in chapter eight in relation to the impact of the 

planning process, which was assessed in terms of'building institutional capacity'.

From this assessment, it appeared that LEADER groups have been able to create 

resources for fixture development and managing change, in terms of social, 

intellectual and political capital. The creation of this shared capital, in itself, may be 

considered as development as it has led to the generation of significant new capacity 

for positive change. An important example of this new capacity is evident in many of 

the LAGs' approaches to addressing the implementation gap that had emerged. Some 

of the groups, for instance, had undertaken strategic reviews of their Operational 

Plans. This process was tackled by the LAG manager and board without the 

assistance of outside consultants, with an increased know-how in strategic planning 

methods. In other groups, problems of implementation were addressed by shifting 

programme delivery from an application-led approach to a programme-based method. 

This change often allowed local action groups to better manage and target resources, 

and to initiate programmes rather than simply adopt a reactive style. The building of 

this intellectual capital and know-how seems to indicate that the LAGs are 'learning- 

by-doing' and developing 'theories-in-action' (as termed by Schon, 1993).

An important aspect of the partnership approach has been 'mutual learning' through 

cross-community and cross-sectoral discussion. This has led in many cases to an 

increasingly shared understanding of the local context and, indeed, recognition of a 

shared commitment to work together through collaboration. This has often led to the 

opening of fresh possibilities through creating a new discourse - an example 

considered was in relation to collaborative discussions resulting in a shift in farmers' 

attitudes to collective action and perceptions of the market.

A key feature of the LEADER groups in Northern Ireland identified in the previous 

chapter has been in 'building relationships', either within the Province (between LAGs

256



and district councils), the UK (UK networking), with the Republic of Ireland (cross- 

border projects), or within Europe (transnational projects). This represents a clear 

value-added of the LEADER approach, with few other local programmes possessing 

a similar potential for such a range of contacts to be developed. This has enabled 

LAGs to 'broker connections', and to develop horizontal networks and partnerships 

central in creating institutional capacity to collaborate and co-ordinate.

In conclusion, insufficient attention was given to the process of rural development 

during the early stage of LEADER in Northern Ireland. Certainly, there was a lack of 

appreciation of the strategic planning approach and animation and capacity building 

measures, highlighted in current literature as fundamental to rural development 

practice. The local economic development focus and the application-led approach 

often resulted in a 'commit and spend' mentality, suggesting that LEADER, in many 

of the LAGs, acted as a local fund rather than programme. This often culminated in 

an 'implementation gap', which required significant changes in the LAGs' approach. 

However, the groups themselves have been engaged in a learning process, and 

through an interactive and collaborative style, significant resources have been 
developed in building institutional capacity. The local action groups in the Province 

have gained considerable momentum, which is particularly encouraging due to the 

lack of experience with LEADER I (i.e., LAGs are new partnerships) and the 

newness of the 'bottom-up' approach in some of the areas involved. Sustaining this 

new capacity and the creation of shared capital is the next challenge for the groups, 

but much depends on the institutional design and context post-1999.

Rural development structure, post 1999.

With the end of the current phase of the EC Structural Funds and Community 

Initiatives, and also the present stage of the Rural Development Programme, 1999 

may prove something of a watershed for rural development in Northern Ireland. The 

principles that will underpin the future direction are emerging. However, much less 

clear are the mechanisms that will be put in place to deliver these concepts. In terms 

of LEADER II groups, a degree of certainty at this stage would be helpful. The lack 

of continuity in approach between LEADER I and II in the Province was almost
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certainly a factor in the initial compressed timetable for establishing local action 

groups - i.e. there was an absence of LEADER infrastructure. At this stage, a similar 

'break' in approach for the next phase of LEADER would result in a significant loss of 

momentum that has been developed. Two aspects of post 1999 rural development 

structure and context will be discussed. Firstly, the EC level will be considered in the 

context of Agenda 2000, followed by an assessment of rural development in Northern 

Ireland.

1. EC level structures.

A clear indication of the Commissions thinking in relation to its future direction has 

been set out in its ‘Agenda 2000’ Communication in 1997. The context for this 

document is the challenge of enlarging membership of the Union. The number of 

applicant countries and the differences between them are greater than ever before, and 

they will all be net recipients of Community Funds. This will lead to budgetary 

restraints, for example, the Union population will potentially increase by more than a 

quarter to nearly 500 million, but total GDP would rise by barely 5% (Commission of 

the European Communities, 1997). The response to this challenge, as indicated in 

Agenda 2000, is for the Commission to reduce its number of Objectives from six to 

three in the next stage of the Structural Funds for the fifteen existing Member States 

(p22-23):

1. Objective 1 - Continuing high priority: the regions lagging behind in development 

and which face the most serious difficulties should enjoy the same priority as at 

present. In future, the threshold of a per capita GDP of 75% of the Community 

average will be strictly applied (which may have implications for Northern 

Ireland). It is likely that for those regions currently eligible under Objective 1, but 

which will have passed this threshold, there will be a transitional period of 

adjustment.

2. Objective 2 - Economic and social restructuring: a new Objective 2 devoted to 

economic and social re-structuring will bring together measures for other regions 

suffering from structural problems. These are areas undergoing economic change
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(in industry and service), declining rural areas, crisis hit areas dependent on the 

fishing industry, or urban areas in difficulty.

3. Objective 3 - Developing a strategy for human resources: this will be a horizontal 

measure across the Union, with a key aim to modernise labour markets. Priority 

is likely to be given to access to employment, the development of lifelong 

learning and the promotion of local employment initiatives.

In relation to the Community Initiatives (which include LEADER) there is also likely 

to be a streamlining of effort. As outlined in a recent working document 

(Commission of the European Communities, 1999), the Commission considers that, 

for the next programming period (2000-2006), the Community Initiatives should have 

a clearer Community dimension and should encompass themes and actions that are 

complementary both to each other and to the 'mainstream' programmes. In addition:
"The Commission also considers the further development of trans-European partnership and 

co-operation and the consolidation of bottom-up involvement and participation as major 

principles for the new round of Community Initiatives" (Commission of the European 

Communities, 1999. p2).

Under Agenda 2000, the Commission has proposed that the number of Initiatives 

should be reduced from the present thirteen to three, in areas where the value-added 

by the Community is most obvious. These initiatives cover the following fields 

(ibid):

• cross-border, transnational and inter-regional co-operation intended to encourage 

the harmonious and balanced development and spatial planning of the European 

territory;

• transnational co-operation to promote new means of combating all forms of 

discrimination and inequalities in connection to the labour market,

• rural development.

This reduction in the number of Community Initiatives will be accompanied by a 

decrease in the budget for these programmes to 5% of the Structural Funds total 

(from 8% currently), and other fields of activity presently covered as Initiatives will 

be integrated into mainstream programmes.
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LEADER+.
It is emerging that the programme to assist rural development will closely follow the 

ethos of LEADER I and II, and will be termed LEADER+. The sustaining of 

LEADER as a Community Initiative has reinforced rural development as a policy 

concern within the EU. This position has been set out in a Commission working 

paper:
"The new rural development initiative is at the same time an instrument of assistance in the 

new rural development policy, accompanying and complementing the CAP, and an 

instrument of assistance in the economic and social cohesion policy aiming to ensure the 

viability of rural Europe" (1999, p8).

This working paper has outlined the objective of the new initiatives as to "continue to 

encourage, on the basis of local partnerships, the emergence of and an 

experimentation with rural territorial development strategies that are integrated and in 

a pilot form” (ibid ). The new initiative is applicable in all rural areas of the EU, but 

will seek to concentrate on areas demonstrating a real willingness and capacity to 

experiment with new and original forms of territorial development. LEADER+ will 

be structured around three strands:

a) Support for integrated development strategies of a pilot nature for rural 

territories relying on the bottom-up approach and horizontal partnerships.

The EC working paper emphasises that a local strategy must be integrated in the 

sense that it should not merely be a sum of projects, but a global approach based 

on the interaction between actors, sectors and projects. This approach, therefore, 

requires a greater commitment to a strategic planning methodology among local 

action groups. In relation to the strategy, the Commission is particularly 
interested in the following themes:

• new information technologies;

• improving the quality of life in rural areas;

• value enhancement of local products;

• development of natural and cultural resources.

This is clearly a broader and different agenda than LEADER 1 and II. This stage 

of the initiative appears to be less of a rural economic diversification programme, 

to consider improving quality of life and developing cultural resources. It is 

noticeable that two of the central elements of Northern Ireland's local action
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groups' Operation Plans, rural tourism and small-medium sized enterprises, have 

been omitted. It is perhaps perceived by the EC that these activities have been 

effectively 'mainstreamed'. It will prove interesting to investigate how local 

groups interpret these themes and if the local economic development emphasis is 

retained. For instance, the 'improving the quality of life in rural areas' theme 

would appear to offer a wide scope of possible actions, such as improving local 

services and rural transport for example. This approach will require participants to 

think along different lines, suggesting alternative training and skills may need to 

be developed.

b) Co-operation between rural areas.

The concept of co-operation projects has been extended from transnational 

projects (as in LEADER I and II) to also include inter-regional co-operation 

within the same country. These co-operation projects cannot consist of a mere 

exchange of experiences, but should consist of the implementation of a common 
action.

c) Creation of networks of actors.

This includes the networking of all rural territories of the EU as well as all rural 

development actors, whether or not they will be beneficiaries under LEADER+. 

It has been suggested that a system of 'sponsorship/twinning' between old and 

new LAGs may be possible, "to ensure the considerable experience they have 

acquired is not lost" (pi 1).

LEADER+ will be financed by only one Structural Fund, the EAGGF, but without 

reducing the scope of the initiative. It is hoped that this simplification will 

significantly reduce the administrative burdens in managing three different Funds 
under the same programme.

2. Northern Ireland level structures.

Although the future direction of rural development is beginning to emerge within the 

EU, at the Northern Ireland level there remains significant uncertainty in relation to
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post 1999 structures. It seems likely that Northern Ireland will lose its Objective 1 

status, with a transitional phase of adjustment. This may have implications for 

funding in relation to DANI's Rural Development Programme which, to a large 

extent, relies on EU finance. The stalling of the 'peace process' after the initial hope 

contained within the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, has, for the moment at least, 

shelved the establishment of a new Northern Ireland Assembly for regional 

government. Also there is a possibility of a local government reorganisation, with the 

general suggestion that 26 District Councils is too many local authorities for a region 

the size of the Northern Ireland. It is difficult to second-guess these possible political 

developments, and beyond the scope of this thesis. However, it provides the 

backcloth for the following discussion.

In response to the new round of Structural Funds and to prepare for the next stage of 

the Rural Development Programme, DANI has prepared a preliminary discussion 

paper' for proposals and opportunities for 2000-2006. Although this paper lacks 

details, it outlines the principles that will underpin the new Rural Development 

Programme, many of which have been central to the LEADER approach, and include:

• Locally driven, the central position of rural communities has been reinforced in 

that "whenever possible, local people will be involved in the development and 

implementation of development plans and policies" (p25);

• Partnership, this will remain a key instrument for policy delivery;

• Participation, reflecting the experience of LEADER LAGs highlighted in this 

research, DANI outlines the increased need to involve those groups under

represented in rural development efforts to date - women, the young, farmers, the 

long term unemployed and the Protestant community;

• Reconciliation, the Department suggests that this will be tackled in the wider 

context of social and economic development;

• Sustainability: a key issue is providing an 'exiting strategy', whereby projects will 

be viable after the grant aid available has been exhausted;

1 'Proposals and Opportunities for 2000-2006 arising from the European Conunission's Proposals for 
support for rural development' (1999).
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• Quality, "the need for the provision and maintenance of the highest quality 

standards will be emphasised in all the Programme’s activities" (p26);

• Interpretation and co-ordination, the need for co-ordination with the wider policy 

context is highlighted, such as the Regional Strategic Planning Framework, 'Well 

into 2000', Targeting Social Need and Promoting Social Inclusion;

• Targeting disadvantage, a focus on disadvantaged areas continues, but not 

necessarily exclusively;

• Innovation, a key theme outlined is the development and promotion of new ways 

of tackling the needs of rural areas, which will reinforce the experimental 

dimension of LEADER+;

• Context, the role of rural areas in the economy, environment and society of 

Northern Ireland as a whole is considered.

These principles represent, to a large extent, a continuity of approach and reflect the 

concepts which have been promoted during previous stages of the Rural Development 
Programme. Following a recent consultation with the main players in rural 

development, and taking into account the above principles, the following overall aim 

for the Rural Development Programme has been devised:
"To promote comprehensive and integrated action towards the sustainable and equitable 

development of disadvantaged rural areas and in doing so, contribute to the economic, 

environmental, social and cultural well-being of the rural community for the benefit of the 

whole of Northern Ireland" (DANI, 1999, p29).

A clear progression in policy can be identified in relation to the regional dimension 

and context highlighted in this statement. Rural development policy and practice in 

Northern Ireland, particularly during the early 1990s, was often characterised by an 

approach of demonstrating rural areas' relative disadvantage. However, DANI's 

discussion paper signals a shift in this trend, with a key theme expressed as the 

contribution that rural areas can add to the region as a whole. This recognises that the 

development of rural areas cannot be achieved in isolation from the rest of the 

Province: "therefore all the measures proposed under the Rural Development 

Programme after 2000 will contribute to the overall adaptability, sustainability and 

competitiveness of the region as a whole" (p27). This view was also articulated by 

the rural constituency in the recent public consultation process for the Regional
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Strategic Planning Framework2, suggesting a growing confidence to engage in wider 

policy debates. For example, five district councils in collaboration, have formed an 

alliance termed the 'West Rural Region' to provide a collective response for the 

strategy's consultation process. As McEldowney et al (1998) argue, "the scale of this 

collective criticism is without precedent in Northern Ireland and has put pressure on 

the regional planning team to rework its preliminary proposals" (pi 14)

Although DANI's discussion paper outlines the principles that will underpin the next 

phase of the Rural Development Programme, much less clear is the operational 

environment and the delivery structures for the Programme that will transpire. 

Chapter three discussed the increasingly crowded 'market place' of rural development 

initiatives, and indeed, local development in general has become a contested territory. 

This is presented schematically in Fig 9.1.

Dept, of Agric.

ABSAGsDistrict
partnerships

LEADER

CRISP LEDU
District councils’ 
local economic 
development Derry InitiativeMaking Belfast Work

Dept, of Env. Dept, of Econ. Dev.

Fig. 9.1 - Local development as a contested territory.

With local development increasing in importance as a policy instrument, the three 

Government departments currently involved in promoting this approach 

(Departments of Agriculture, Environment, and Economic Development), at times.

' DOE (1997), 'Shaping Our Future', see also 'The Queen's University of Belfast et al (1998) 'Public 
Consultation on a Regional Strategic Framework for Northern Ireland'.
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appear to be positioning themselves towards this agenda for the new round of 

Structural Funds and EU funding. Indeed, at present, a degree of'turf protection' may 

be evident. However, as Hughes et al (1998) highlight:

"... many in Northern Ireland agree that some simplification of organisational arrangements is 

long overdue in order to achieve an efficiency of effort, especially in regard to the time given 

by voluntary participants" (p228).

It is not the intention at this point to argue the case for or against rationalisation in 

local development, but increasingly it seems that streamlining of effort will occur, 

and therefore the debate has moved beyond if this will happen to what form this will 

take. This was expressed by one interviewee as follows:

"There are going to be changes [in local development], so it is important to think about how 

best to do it, rather than advocate keeping the existing system.. .There are still choices to be 

made about the new LEADER initiative".

Few local action groups expected to retain their present position and, perhaps 

surprisingly, most seemed to welcome the prospect of rationalisation in some form. 

The reasons for this positive response were mainly related to the administrative 

pressures, which LAG managers suggested were to a large extent duplicated across 

the groups. Other reasons included the increasing of resources, both financial and in 

terms of support staff, that streamlining would possibly allow. From the interviews 

with the LEADER II LAG managers and board members, and with other rural 

stakeholders, several possible scenarios for the rationalisation of LEADER 

partnerships have emerged.

a) A smaller number of larger local action groups.

To avoid duplication of bureaucracy, a number of LAGs favoured a reduction in 

the number of LEADER groups, but retaining the present geographical coverage. 

Suggestions included: organising LAGs on a six county basis (one group per 

county); developing a closer relationship with rural community sub-regional 

networks; merging with neighbouring LAGs with common themes or a unifying 

geographical feature (such as a river basin), and; the possibility of developing 

cross-border LAGs with groups in the Republic of Ireland. Although this option 

reduces the administrative burdens for each LAG, a number of disadvantages to 

this approach can be identified. The local action groups, for instance, as a result 

of'scaling-up' along these lines, may 'disconnect' with the very features that they
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have valued in the current stage of the initiative, such as local decision-making 

and visibility at a local level. There are also advantages of working on a small, 

intimate scale that may be difficult to replicate if LAGs operated at a larger level. 

These include, for example, integration and communication, involving local 

stakeholders and engaging with the local constituency, which may all be simpler 

to operationalise at the local scale. In addition, people may find it difficult to 

identify with a LEADER partnership that is based outside their area, and larger 

areas may be more diverse in terms of community capacity, enabling some 

communities to participate more fully than others.

To offset these problems, this 'sub-regional' approach will need to be 

complemented with a more effective implementation system, with project 

development officers or local animateurs operating at a local scale with a 

centralised bureaucracy. A sub-committee system operating on an area-based 

basis (rather than by LEADER theme), could extend the principle of subsidiarity 

to a lower level and provide an opportunity to sustain the inclusion of those board 

members currently involved. This would allow a degree of continuity to be 

maintained, enabling the shared resources of social, political, and intellectual 

capital to be further developed, rather than disappear.

b) A smaller number of LAGs targeted at disadvantaged areas.

A small number of rural stakeholders and board members suggested reinforcing 

the focus on disadvantage by concentrating efforts for LEADER+ on those areas 

most in need. This would enable the current scale of the LEADER groups to 

continue. However, this approach is unlikely to be the favoured option for 

implementing the next stage of LEADER. For example, an area-based 

partnership in disadvantaged rural areas would be too similar in role, function and 

scope to DANI's Area Based Strategy Action Groups. Also, one of the successes 

of the LEADER II approach has been in extending the 'bottom-up' rural 

development methodology to beyond these disadvantaged areas, resulting in a 

new community infrastructure being established.
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c) Rationalisation of LEADER with other local partnerships, with a single 

management and board.
This approach adopts the Magherafelt or South Tyrone Area Partnerships as 

possible models for future action. Both these examples are integrated models, 

with streamlined management of LEADER, 'P&R' District Partnership and the 

district councils' local economic development. In the case of STAP, with one 

board for the three programmes, this approach demanded much more of the 

voluntary members who had to understand in some detail each of the initiatives. 

However, it provided an opportunity for an integrated local strategy to be 

developed, with the potential to address a multi-dimensional perspective of local 

needs. This model also acted as a 'one-stop-shop' for potential promoters allowing 

a degree of simplicity and clarity for applicants. Although this approach has 

obvious merits, it is unlikely that each district council area in rural Northern 

Ireland will be afforded the opportunity to establish a local action group for 

LEADER+. This would add to the number of LEADER groups in the Province, 

rather than rationalisation.

Towards the end of the LEADER II programme, those involved with local action 

groups are beginning to think about the various options, and initial exploration of 

these issues has occurred. For example, many of the LAGs are discussing the 

possibilities with neighbouring groups or some LAGs are examining issues of 

integration with other local programmes. However, there is a growing sense of 

'partnership fatigue' among board members, and the uncertainty surrounding the 

future delivery structure for local development is unhelpful in sustaining involvement 

and interest. This issue should be resolved as soon as possible, in an open and 

consultative manner, to allow LAGs and those who will be involved with LEADER+ 

to begin preparing for the initiative. In this way, the initial rushed implementation of 

LEADER II and its associated problems can be avoided. This would enable the 

institutional capacity that has been developed during LEADER II to be further 

enhanced, rather than squandered.
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Recommendations.

LEADER groups are newly established partnerships, with no previous involvement 

with the programme's predecessor. In this context the progress of LEADER II in 

Northern Ireland has been considerable. It is often easy to be critical retrospectively 

and with the benefit of hindsight, however, it should be remembered that both DANI 

and the groups involved were very much on a learning curve, especially towards the 

beginning of the initiative. This research hopes to nurture and reinforce this process 

with recommendations that are forward looking with a perspective firmly on the next 

stage of LEADER. Therefore, there are a number of issues that should be addressed 

for LEADER+, and the following themes may merit consideration.

The rule of LEADER in local development.

The operational 'terrain' of LEADER groups, illustrated in chapter eight, suggests a 

number of value-added features which should be retained for LEADER+. These 

include: the prominent networking dimension, transnational co-operation, the 

explicit rural focus; broadening the geographical coverage of the 'bottom-up' 

approach to include rural areas not designated as disadvantaged; and including 

individuals as potential beneficiaries.

However, there is a need for a common conceptualisation of rural development to be 

deeper embedded within the LEADER groups, in terms of the process, and how best 

to promote the 'bottom-up' approach and achieve goals. The local economic 

development accent may be considered as narrow, failing to realise the potential of 

social and economic goals. This can be offset, however, if LEADER local action 

groups have effective co-ordination and collaboration with the other local 

programmes, such as District Partnerships, which have a more pronounced social 

focus. This approach could be enhanced by a common, overarching strategic aim or 

vision that could provide a shared frame of reference for local stakeholders. If a 

narrow economic focus is favoured by LEADER LAGs, a key issue for the groups is 

to adopt a multi-dimensional approach. Given the limited resources of LEADER, job 

creation may not be the most appropriate outcome for groups to emphasise. Instead, 

improving the equality of opportunity for rural dwellers and providing the means for
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individuals to compete in the job market may be more pertinent. A multi-dimensional 

approach could consider this issue in terms of creating access to employment in 

relation to, for example, training, access to the local labour market with regard to 

space and mobility, and the role of childcare, and health and disability concerns.

The role of capacity building and animation needs to be addressed. These were often 

perceived by LAGs as processes targeted at community groups. However, in some 

cases these measures were aimed at individuals and groups of promoters (e.g. 

farmers, tourism operators), which complemented and reinforced other measures in 

the Operational Plan. Targeting animation and capacity building in this manner 

seems to offer a clear niche for LEADER groups in relation to other local 

programmes and rural development delivery mechanisms (such as the Rural 

Development Council). These measures also provide a greater scope and ability to 

help those most in need, rather than assisting people already in a position to help 

themselves.

Understanding local needs.

Inevitably timescale pressures resulted in little more than a general description of an 

area, without fully exploring the local context and its relative needs, in particular the 

needs which LEADER could address. Local action group managers often highlighted 

this as a problem directly leading to implementation concerns. However, 'good 

practice' examples could be identified, suggesting that a needs analysis (for example, 

in the form of a community audit) could be used as a participatory tool to animate 

and engage with local community groups or the private sector. For LEADER+, the 

potential local action groups should be allowed time to explore and understand local 

needs, enabling a more appropriately targeted Operational Plan.

A participatory approach.

The issue of participation should be addressed both in terms of preparing the strategy 

and in relation to representation on local action group boards. There is a need for 

appropriate arenas to be established for strategy discussion, which should extend 

beyond inclusion of a narrow corporatist range. Meaningful and imaginative
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approaches are required if consultation is to become more than a token gesture. Some 

interesting examples have emerged from the LEADER II experience which could be 

broadened for the next initiative and include: workshops with local stakeholders, 

village action plans to explore possibilities with community groups; engaging the 

local enterprise agency to animate the private sector, role playing scenarios, and; 

involvement of community networks to additionally consult with their 

constituencies. A key challenge for LAGs is to engage with those groups within the 

community who tend not to become involved in local civic culture and who are often 

those most marginalised - the young, women, the unemployed, small farmers and so 

on. Less traditional methods of including the participation of these groups is required 

and include, for instance, focus group meetings (to target excluded groups) and 

possibly involving local schools or youth clubs.

Similarly, in terms of representation on local action group boards, participation 

should be broadened to include those on the margins of the community. However, a 

key point emerging from chapters seven and eight is that board members less 

experienced in local development, often lack the capacity or confidence to (at least 

initially) participate in meetings and discussion. Therefore, this suggests a role for 

training for board members, enabling participants to interact as a partnership. Local 

action groups should address as soon as possible the poor female participation levels 

within the boards.

Strategic planning awareness.

Groups involved in LEADER II had no collective experience of strategic planning, 

and it was evident that there was a lack of appreciation of the basic steps in this 

approach. However, some of the LAGs' responses to an emerging implementation 

gap, suggests that groups have been 'learning-by-doing' and that planning know-how 

has been developed through strategic reviews of the Operational Plan. There is 

perhaps a more visible role for DANI in this regard. The Department's advice notes 

focused on the content of the plans, but not the preparation. As an Intermediary 

Funding Body, DANI's potential role could involve preparing best practice 

guidelines for preparing plans appropriate in the Northern Ireland context (in 

consultation with LAGs and other relevant bodies). This could embed the process of

270



strategic planning and provide a common base for groups to start from. Additionally, 

process related goals could be agreed, in relation to, for instance: levels of 

community participation; stakeholder involvement, and; co-ordination and synergy 

with other local strategies.

Operational Plans: towards 'Integrated Rural Development'.

Although Operational Plans have been multi-sectoral in approach, a weakness 

identified in chapter six has been that plans are compartmentalised with few links 

between the LEADER themes and measures, suggesting LAGs are experiencing 

difficulty operationalising the integration concept. This was perhaps reinforced by 

the EC and DANI's framing of the LEADER themes. The concept of integration has 

been highlighted by the Commission as assuming more prominence within 

LEADER+, indicating a challenge for Northern Ireland's local action groups. In a 

recent LEADER Observatory publication (1999, p32)3, possible methods of creating 

synergies and integration are outlined and include: the organisation of supply and 

demand; the creation of simple linkages, such as ad hoc training for a specific action; 

the creation of production chains within the area; the diversification of agriculture in 

related activities (e g. tourism, environment), and; the creation of products and 

services involving a range of public and private figures and/or different sectors of 

activity. The clear message is that actions proposed in the Operational Plan should be 

mutually reinforcing, rather than an aggregation of individual projects.

LEADER as a collaborative process.

New possibilities and ways of working have developed through a discursive, 

interactive process, which has emerged as a key feature of LEADER in Northern 

Ireland. To enhance this process requires widening the inclusion of multiple voices 

within the community including those on the margins. Considerable investment is 

required into forms of social and intellectual capital, such as local leadership and in 

developing future 'visions' for the rural community. Social, political and intellectual 

capital should be recognised as key resources and as central to the development

3 Drafted by Saraceno, E. et al.
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process, allowing these to be 'programmed' into local strategies. Collaboration should 

be encouraged on a multi-level basis; within the local action group area, between 

LAGs in Northern Ireland, between different local partnerships, cross-border 

interaction, and so on. The potential of transnational co-operation has yet to be Hilly 

realised, and there is a possible role for this aspect to become more integral to a 

LAG's strategy, rather than simply an 'add-on' measure at a late stage in the 

programme. Collaboration adds value to the LEADER programme through building 

shared knowledge and understanding, generating opportunities for creative synergy, 

and developing the capacity among stakeholders to work together locally to solve 

common problems. The role of collaborative efforts is to co-exist alongside local 

government, rather than be viewed as replacement structures.

Implementation.

The emergence of an increased awareness of the benefits of adopting a programme- 

based approach to delivery should be encouraged. An application-led approach tends 

to lead LAGs to be reactive in nature, with LEADER operating as a local fund rather 

than a programme. With the funding of a wide range of diverse projects, this method 

can often be difficult to manage and unfocused. The advantages of the programme- 

based approach seem to include: the more effective inclusion of target groups, more 

efficient management of the application process (i.e. less wasted effort); the capacity 

to initiate programmes rather than spreading all funds received on disparate projects; 

and the ability to maximise impact with available resources. This method has 

effectively reduced the gap between 'intentions and implementation'.

The developing LEADER model.

It seems realistic that rationalisation and streamlining in local and rural development 

will occur, but it is important for those involved to effectively manage this change. 

Three emerging scenarios were discussed earlier in this chapter, reflecting that the 

LAGs' attention is beginning to shift towards the next LEADER initiative. It seems 

unlikely that a return to an exclusive focus on disadvantaged rural areas will be the 

preferred option, suggesting that possible directions may include: (1) a smaller 

number of larger LAGs, and, (2) a rationalisation of LEADER with other local
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partnerships, with a single management and board. However, there is no reason why 

an homogenous model should be adopted and, depending on the local context, both 

these approaches could have a role. This will reflect the ethos of LEADER+ with a 

greater emphasis on experimentation.

In relation to adopting a single management and board for local programmes, this 

could be encouraged in those areas which have already begun to develop this 

approach (e.g. MAP, Roe Valley, STAP) or in areas where this could be easily be 

implemented, such as in Fermanagh which has a common boundary for the county, 

district council, the District Partnership and LEADER. In these cases an integrated 

local strategy could be developed with a multi-dimensional perspective, and 

providing a 'one-stop-shop' for potential project promoters.

In other areas, rationalisation of LEADER LAGs could take place. However, a strong 

local dimension could be retained through, for example, an effective implementation 

system involving project development officers or animators operating at a local 

scale. In addition, a sub-group system should be organised on a local territorial basis 

providing the opportunity for those currently involved in LEADER to remain 

included in the process. In these cases careful consideration should be given to 

interaction with other local programmes operating in a common area. Attention could 

be given to developing an overarching strategy or strategic vision to provide a shared 

frame of reference for the local partnerships. If this was not achievable (through time 

pressure for example) then arenas for collaborative discussion between local 

partnerships should be encouraged, to establish clear roles for each programme, but 

which are mutually reinforcing and create synergy.

Promoting 'bestpractice'.

With almost a decade of experience with LEADER, the AEIDL LEADER 

Observatory should be in a position to promote best practice guidelines, for instance, 

in relation to innovative participatory approaches, strategic planning methodologies, 

and implementation of the Operational Plan. AEIDL is already involved in this 

process, providing a variety of 'technical dossiers' on different aspects of local 

development. However, as LEADER+ approaches, with the prospect of new or
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different local action groups' involvement, successful LEADER models should be 

widely disseminated. This could provide a solid base for local groups to begin 

preparing for the next stage of the initiative, enabling the phasing out of the 'cloning' 

of Operational Plans undertaken by consultants. In addition, the UK LEADER 

Network, although established late into LEADER II, will also have a vital role in 

promoting innovative approaches to rural development, through for example, 

organising national and regional conferences and seminars, its newsletter, and 

through developing an Internet web-site.

There is also a role for a greater degree of interaction between research and practice 

in promoting best practice local development. A possible model to build upon has 

been the Queen's University of Belfast/Rural Development Council Partnership, 

funded as a LEADER II Other Collective Body. This is a partnership for applied and 

action research based on four thematic themes: (1) business formation in the rural 

economy; (2) social exclusion in rural society; (3) physical planning, and; (4) the 

production of environmental goods in local development.

Conclusion.

Changes are abroad in rural areas. There is a continued decline of agriculture, with 

further economic diversification necessary, a blurring of the urban and rural, and a 

further loss of services with a constant threat of rural hospital and primary school 

closures. To counterbalance these trends, LEADER has been an important 

component of EU policy and initiatives, and indeed LEADER, not least in Northern 

Ireland, can be viewed as the 'guiding light' for the 'Future of Rural Society', as 

envisaged in 1988 by the EC. In Northern Ireland, progress in rural development 

during the 1990s has been considerable, with the community-led approach firmly 

established as a key policy instrument. However, serious challenges for rural 

development can be identified for the next decade, for instance: articulating the rural 

contribution to the region as a whole; providing a means for social and spatial equity, 

and; developing a rural 'vision'. These issues accord with the broader agenda of the 

LEADER+ initiative, suggesting the importance of LEADER'S contribution will 

continue.
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Appendix one:

List of participating LEADER II local action group managers, interviewed for 

this research.

Donna Starrs Armagh City and District LAG

Camilla Fitzpatrick Canal Corridor Partnership

Kathryn McFaul COLLAGE

Helen Keys Cookstown LEADER

Alison Mitchell Craigavon Rural Development

Brendan Bonner RAPID

Brenda Hegarty FLAG

John Campbell Lower Bann LAG

Sean Henry MAP

Peter Harper North Antrim

Grace Turpin Roe Valley LEADER

Geraldine Girvan Rural Down Partnership

Miceal McCoy South Down/South Armagh LAG

Wendy Elliott STAP

Jim MacGuire West Tyrone Rural 2000



Appendix two

List of other 'informed' rural stakeholders interviewed.

Jim Simpson Ulster Farmers Union

Jim Carmichael Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association

Nick Mack Rural Development Council

Valerie Stewart Rural Development Council

Niall Fitzduff Rural Community Network

Paul Kernan Community Evaluation Northern Ireland

Patsy McShane International Fund for Ireland

Sharon O'Hara Developing Rural Enterprise

Michael McSorely Department of the Environment (NI)

Janet Liggott Deputy Rural Area Co-ordinator, DANI

Kevin Murphy Deputy Rural Area Co-ordinator, DANI

Michael McEvoy Rural Area Co-ordinator's office, DANI

Miceal McCoy Northern Ireland LEADER Network



Appendix three: Reflections on methodology.

A qualitative approach to evaluation.
The focus of this thesis has been a qualitative process evaluation of LEADER II local 

action groups in Northern Ireland. This position is in contrast to the author s original 

intention, which was to provide a quantitative analysis of the effectiveness of 

LEADER in the Province. Drawing primarily on public policy evaluation literature 

(particularly for area-based programmes), a range of indicators were initially 

developed to assess the effectiveness, efficiency and equity of the ‘performance’ of 

LEADER II local action groups. These included, for example, ‘efficiency’ 

(=outputs/inputs), which compares resource inputs with outputs and is often 

expressed as Value For Money (VFM); ‘effectiveness’ (-output/objectives), which 

compares output with planned output; ‘economy’ (=actual costs/planned costs), to 

assess the scope for elimination of wasteful expenditure; ‘leverage’ (+policy 

inputs/total inputs), which assesses the catalytic or stimulating role of policy; 

‘targeting’ (+target client group service/total client group served) to identify the 

degree of targeting, and; ‘sufficiency’, which assesses provision against an estimate 

of need. Key conceptual issues included: calculating net-additionality, which is gross 

effects less deadweight, less displacement, revenue leakage from the local area, and 

assessing the durability of benefits.

However, this standpoint was challenged from two perspectives that had become 

increasingly apparent throughout the course of the first year of the research. Firstly, 

the rural development literature that had been explored emphasised the multi

dimensional nature and the process of rural development. This suggested that 

research emphasising analysis of the process could contribute significantly to 

knowledge, rather than a study simply focusing on an assessment of the end products 

of a rural development programme. Secondly, once initial contact with local action 

groups had been established it became obvious that in any case, a critical mass of 

projects had not been implemented by the LAGs to enable a quantitative outcome 

evaluation to be undertaken. Although local action groups had begun to distribute 

and commit funding to project promoters, few projects had reached an 

implementation stage or a maturity that would allow the application of performance 

indicators. This raises the question of the most appropriate timing of research and



intervention in evaluating a programme such as LEADER. The validity of the 

approach adopted in this thesis is that process issues can be analysed as they develop, 

unfold and change over the course of a programme (as it is happening). This would 

seem preferable than conducting interviews after the programme has been completed 

when participants’ memory of events are less clear. In this sense, therefore, this 

research should be viewed as complementary to further quantitative studies of 

LEADER II in Northern Ireland.

The qualitative approach adopted also mirrors the aims of the LEADER II 

programme, which relate to concepts that reflect people’s feelings and are therefore 

relatively intangible. Such products are not easily measurable in quantitative terms 

but require qualitative evaluation. Thus, attention is given to the richness of the 

experience, the feelings, meanings and understandings which people attach to it. A 

qualitative evaluation also complements the theoretical approach adopted for this 

thesis; communicative action. This allowed the focus of analysis to become the 

finegrain of social practices and processes, such as language. As meaning is seen as 

coming from discourse (rather than objective reality), knowledge is viewed as an 
ongoing process of creation, rather than something deduced from absolute laws and 

principles. This theoretical approach lends itself to methodologies and research 

techniques that allow a discussion of how definitions and reality are continuously 

being revised through the richness of context. This translates into research methods 

which focus on talk and text as sources of‘data’.

Interviews: key issues and interpretation.

A central tool in the research methodology was semi-structured in-depth interviews 

to elicit the views and experiences of those involved with LEADER and the wider 

rural development arena. Three phases of interviews were undertaken. The first 

phase of interviews was with all fifteen of the LAG managers throughout Northern 

Ireland. These tended to be lengthy views (lasting between one and a half and two 

hours) and were focused around nine sections (illustrated at the end of this 

appendix). The purpose of these interviews was to gather background information on 

the LAGs (to chart emerging models), to tackle operational issues (partnership



structures, decision making and implementation), to gain an insight into strategic 

issues (Operational Plans, capacity building and animation, and future direction), and 

to focus on the role and skills of the LAG managers. The content of these interviews 

was largely informed by rural development theory.

The second phase of the interviews undertaken involved informed rural stakeholders, 

whose role and objectives are similar to LEADER groups; i.e. promoting rural 

development. The stakeholders interviewed were less involved with LEADER, and 

therefore offered a different, less subjective perspective, providing a form of 

validation of the previous research stage. Each stakeholder interview varied 

considerably in content, reflecting the variety of backgrounds and expertise of those 

interviewed (for example, interviews with farming representatives focused on the 

interaction of farmers and the LEADER programme). However, key issues for 

discussion in all of the interviews included: complementarity of LEADER with other 

rural development programmes, a critique of the LEADER approach, and the 

possible impact of LEADER

The final phase of interviews were targeted at board members of the five local action 

group case studies. Case studies were selected purposely to provide information rich 

cases. The method employed involved ‘stratified purposeful sampling’ (as outlined 

by Patton, 1990), in which selection is based on LAG characteristics. Key variables 

that informed the choice of LAGs selected included the partnership model adopted 

(discussed in chapter four), geographical location and previous rural development 

capacity. Five board members from each case study were interviewed and the 

discussion topics are illustrated at the end of the appendix. Non probability quota 

sampling was used to select interviewees. Quota characteristics included variables in 

relation to participating sector (voluntary, private, public), sex, previous involvement 

with local development, and the role of the interviewee within the group. Interview 

questions were focused around five sections. The first section concerned general 

background information on the individual board member and initial involvement 

with LEADER. This was followed by questions aimed at unravelling the LEADER 

model and process as perceived by each board member. The third section focused on 

the preparation of the Operational Plan including participation, goal generation and 

the extent to which a consensus had been developed. The fourth section probed



issues in relation to board meetings and the discursive process. Key concerns for 

discussion included arenas for argumentation, style of board meetings, evidence of 

mutual learning and the decision making process. The final section related to the 

development of individual capacity of each board member, and the extent to which 

social, political and intellectual capital had been developed. These topics emerged 

from the previous research stages, but also to a large degree driven by the 

communicative action theoretical approach.

These three phases of research interviews generated a mass of material, both tape 

recordings and vast amounts of field notes, requiring interpretation. In contrast to a 

quantitative approach, the distinction between data collection and data analysis may 

not always be clear-cut. In practice, for example, as a series of interviews progressed, 

the author was often creating, testing and modifying analytical categories as an 

iterative process, such that data analysis may be considered “an organic whole that 

begins in the data gathering stage and does not end until the writing is complete” 

(Syman and Cassell, 1998, p6). Interpreting the data collected was a time consuming 

and laborious process with no shortcuts. Once the recorded material had been 
transcribed, coding categories were developed to enable the clustering of similar 

responses. This was largely an iterative process, partly driven by the nature of the 

hypothesis and the theory adopted. As the frequency of various responses emerged, 

sections of text were examined to include as examples to provide ‘rich’ cases, in the 

form of quotes and textboxes. With the benefit of hindsight, these coded categories 

and the frequencies of response could have been included to provide validity for the 

examples included; therefore in effect, demonstrating the ‘data set’ that the quotes 

emerged from.

Critique.

With the benefit of hindsight, several additional steps could have been included in 

the research methodology that would strengthen the general approach adopted. These 

include as follows -



Non-participant observation. As identified in chapter one, non-participant 

observation of local action group board meetings would have contributed 

significantly to the research. However, as previously discussed, LAG staff were 

reluctant to allow access to the meetings as they wished to provide confidentiality 

for discussions on individual applications for funding, which often included 

sensitive commercial details.

Data set considerations. As highlighted earlier in the appendix, the process of 

data interpretation involved developing coding categories, clustering similar 

responses, charting frequency of response, and ‘drawing out’ information rich 

examples for inclusion as quotes or textboxes. However, the presentation of the 

data often required the reader to take much ‘on faith’. A more explicit approach 

would allow the reader to compare the examples provided to a wider data set. 

Therefore with hindsight, the interpretation methodology and frequencies of 

responses should have been included to complement the information rich 

examples illustrated. This would offset a general criticism of the increasing 

tendency for the use of qualitative research. For example, Silverman (1993) 

outlines a number of related tendencies which give rise to the concern of the use 

of data extracts which support the researcher’s argument, without any proof that 

contrary evidence has been reviewed.

Additional questionnaire survey of LAG board members. In order to provide 

a further data set to compare with the data extracts provided, a useful tool could 

have been a postal questionnaire survey to all of Northern Ireland’s LAG board 

members. This could have included pre-coded responses to probe partnership 

arrangements, involvement with the Operational Plan preparation and so on. This 

approach may have better documented frequencies and causal patterns of 

responses and complemented the qualitative approach which produced 

information concerning interactional processes and about participants 

perspectives.

Postal questionnaire survey of project promoters. One group of stakeholders 

was not included in the research, i.e. the project promoters. A survey of



beneficiaries of LEADER funding would perhaps provide a ‘benchmark’ analysis 

of the effectiveness of the local action groups. However, although this approach 

may have added a further dimension to the research, this is perhaps work for 

another day. A survey of project beneficiaries would have required resources 
beyond a PhD research student, but suggests a possible direction for the author’s 

future research in relation to LEADER.

Although these four steps would have added to the research methodology and thesis, 

they can also be viewed positively as an opportunity for future research for the 

author and for further involvement with the LEADER programme.
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Local Action Group managers’ interviews.
Discussion Topics.

Part One - Local Action Group Background
• LAG establishment
• Initiator of LAG
• Funding and allocation of themes
• Stage of development
• Role of LAG
• Relationship with district council
• Relationship with ‘P&R’ District Partnerships, ABSAGs and so on
• Views on the Northern Ireland LEADER Network
• LEADER profile in local area
• Transnational co-operation

Part Two - The LAG Board
• Numbers, sectors represented, female representation
• Description of meetings; (probed fully) where, when, style of meetings, discourse

Part Three - Operational Plans
• Role of consultants
• Role of OP
• Strategic planning process adopted
• Levels of consultation, participation, methods

Part Four - Animation, Capacity Building
• Animation, capacity building - for board members, project promoters, wider 

community

Part Five Decision Making Process
• Application process
• Role of manager, board
• Procedures
• Role of OP

Part Six - Nature of the Products
• Range of project supported
• Funding committed
• Estimation of Number of projects to be supported
• Matching funding issues, leverage
• Sectors funded

Part Seven - Application of the Bottom Up Model
• Relationship with DANI; HQ, Area Co-ordinators
• Networking
• Administration
• LEADER procedures



Part Eight - Role of Managers
• Skills
• Tasks
• Role
• Professional background, previous Rural development experience

Part Nine Future Direction
• Confidence for future
• Estimate local impact
• LEADER +

Local Action Group Board Members’ Interviews 
Topics

Part One - Board member Background
• Involvement with LEADER
• Reasons for becoming involved
• Capacity of involvement (public/private/community sectors)
• Contribution to LAG
• Involvement with other local strategies
• Time per month spent on LEADER

Part Two - Conceptualisation of LEADER and rural development
• Discussion of local needs
• Role of a rural development
• Outline LEADER process
• Role of LEADER in local area
• Strengths/Weaknesses of LEADER approach

Part Three - Operational Plan Preparation
• Role of consultants
• Involvement with preparing OP
• Balance of consultants and board members input
• Consultation (methods, numbers involved etc)
• Extent of consensus

Part Four - Board Meetings and the decision Making Process
• Arenas for argumentation, style, content, agenda setting, nature of language, and 

individual input, confidence and capacity
• Evidence of‘mutual learning’
• Decision making; procedures, individual roles, degree of consensus on decisions, 

disagreement, resolution

Part Five - Capacity; Social, Intellectual, Political Capital
• Social capital, skills, personal development, increased networking, horizontal 

interaction, inclusion, mutual learning, and trust and responsibility



Intellectual capital; board capacity, learning processes, individual capacity, 
training
Political capital, collaboration, new approaches to local development, new 
partnership arrangements, future involvement with LEADER


