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Abstract. The study was conducted with a purpose to find out a present role of the LEADER approach in 

development of the Latvian rural areas. The article consists of analysis of the LEADER approach in Latvia and 

other European countries, historical development and previously carried out evaluations of the LEADER results, 

the quantitative results for 2014-2020 period of the LEADER approach in Latvia. The Local Development Strategies 

(LDS) were analysed. Although the major needs of local communities identified by LAGs are linked to labour 

possibilities, infrastructure, knowledge and information, more important contribution of the LEADER projects was 

made in infrastructure development and not in strengthening of economic development. Nevertheless, the 

LEADER approach itself shows good results in facilitation of the local activities and thus looks perspective in 

future. It would be useful to use the multi-fund approach for the LAG support, which would facilitate development 

of the strategies according to local (community) needs. The LEADER place in the local development method is 

challenging for the next period. 
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Introduction 
Balanced development of the rural areas in Latvia is one of the main challenges in development 

facilitation of Latvia.  One of approaches used in the EU for facilitation of the local development is 

the LEADER approach (the term CLLD is also used). This approach is being increasingly used also in 

Latvia, while there is still very little research done on its importance and efficiency. One of the reasons 

for it - the LEADER results are hard to quantify. Yet, they may still be quantified at least partially, 

applying various indicators, characterizing investments and also results. The purpose of this paper is 

to provide an overview on the current role and results of the LEADER/CLLD approach in development 

of the rural areas in Latvia.  

In order to reach the aim, the following tasks were established for the study: 

• Provide an insight in the nature and development of the LEADER approach in the EU and Latvia, 

and in previously carried out evaluation; 

• analyse importance of LEADER in the current (2014-2020) planning period and its main results; 

• formulate conclusions and recommendations for further use of LEADER. 

The hypothesis set for this study is that the LEADER/CLLD approach may be successful for 

stimulation of the local development and in general has successfully proven itself in the course of 

the RDP implementation. 

Qualitative and quantitative economic research methods: analysis and synthesis; comparative 

analysis, logically and abstractly constructive methods were used in the study, performing analysis 

of various scientific publications, laws and regulations, documents, programmes and information 

sources. Novelty of the paper is linking to quantification of the LEADER results and analysis of results 

of the most recent (2014-2020) period. Limited format of the article affects more detailed review of 

the subject. Only some quantitative indicators have been reviewed due to this reason. 
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Research results and discussion 
1. Nature of the LEADER approach and research carried out on it 

LEADER can be defined as purposeful and mutually coordinated activities for facilitation of rural 

development. The LEADER approach is being used in the EU since 1999. This is a method for 

facilitation of location-based initiatives having economic, social and administration component. The 

approach is based on 7 principles: area – based local development strategies, bottom – up 

elaboration and implementation of strategies, local public – private partnerships – local action 

groups, integrated and multi-sector actions, innovation, cooperation and networking (EC Regulation 

1698/2005). The EU implements this approach by using the Rural Development Programmes (RDP). 

Several approach implementation stages exist in the EU - LEADER I (1991-1993), LEADER II (1994-

1999), LEADER+ (2000-2006), „LEADER axis” (2007-2013), CLLD (2014-2020). Community-Led 

Local Development (CLLD) is being attributed to other funds and measures; the LEADER method is 

used in several varieties also in the cities.  The LEADER approach is in the context with the 

development of local communities.  

The LEADER approach is currently being considered as a neo-endogenous development tool that 

includes internal - local and external – a sum of factor and network interaction to assess and use 

local resources (Bosworth et al., 2015).  

Many studies have been carried out on the LEADER role in EU countries, which have been analysed 

and summarized in many publications (Pollermann et al., 2014a,2014b, Thuesen et al., 2014 etc.), 

where the publications up to 2013 can be found. The positive LEADER impact is being linked to a 

better cooperation, participation, networking, innovations, knowledge, activity of local people; the 

negative critique is being expressed regarding the top-down approach, proportion of the public sector 

(especially during the period of 2017-2013), allocation of power in decision-making, increase of 

bureaucratization, lack of innovations, low local social capital. It is recognized that the LEADER impact 

may not be generalized, since the circumstances and situations are very different (Pollermann et al., 

2014b). 

The impact analysis articles are still not very often to be found. The publications are often based 

on numbers, characterizing the outcome or result indicators, or the assessment is based on the 

results of surveys, qualitative data, which may be quantified to a very little extent. It is partially 

determined by the fact that the LEADER approach as such is mostly directed at the indicators that 

can be measured in terms of quantity, for example, the LEADER value added, assessment of 7 basic 

principle implementation (Thuesen et al., 2014 etc.). Partially it is determined by the critique on 

moving of LEADER away from the „bottom-up approach” itself, by replacing implementation of 

locally-based needs with subordination to top-down measures (Pollermann et al., 2014a). „Down-

up”’ approach is being used, which is a term for the existing transformation of the LEADER approach, 

increasing the role of the „Top-down” and State-regulated institutions in the implementation process 

of the LEADER approach. Ignoring of these facts can affect the result, which expresses itself in formal 

assessment of the project outcome, while it tells very little about the LEADER approach itself and 

efficiency of its implementation. 

The LEADER analysis has so far not been very widespread in Latvia. Studies look at the LEADER 

implementation in 2007-2013 - economic assessment (Krievina et al., 2015), implementation of the 

LEADER approach during initial stage (Svanberga, L., 2009; Svanberga, L., Radvila, J., 2007), 

Analysis of Social Innovations and Partnerships (Paula, L., Zobena, A., 2007). 
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Several articles emphasizing low use of the local potential may be attributed to a situation 

currently in Latvia (Dargan et al., 2008, etc.); role and leadership of the local authority is especially 

significant in successful implementation of the LEADER approach (Marquardt, et al. 2012), based on 

the neo-endogenous development - creation of cooperation networks (Salemink et al., 2016). 

When assessing the role of LEADER, it is important to understand where and what type of jobs 

are created, whether generation or redistribution of wealth is taking place; long-term management 

of state-level local processes is of essence, ownership matters, knowledge and understanding 

regarding the LEADER work, its success and misfortunes are also important topics (Shortall, S., 

2004). It means formation of a deeper understanding regarding results achieved by LEADER. Role of 

the local community in the Development context is not related to growth, increased number of 

created jobs, but to formation of the community capacity, viability, self-reliance, joint actions 

(Cavaye, J.). 

On the other hand, the LEADER approaches are directed at stimulation of economic processes more than at 

the investments, including on the administrative level, flexible partnership, strategic vision (Jankovic, 2012). The 

LEADER’s organized LAGs and their importance play a significant role here (Vrabkova et al., 2017). 

The role of LAG in the implementation of the LEADER approach has changed during the course of 

time. Projects become more politically controlled, standardized and administrated, but the 

independent organizations become ‘Quangos’ (quasi-non-governmental organizations) (Bruckmeier, 

2000), becoming a part of the state project administrating system. Even though the analysis was 

carried out for the LEADER II period, as shown by other publications, it is still being very topical.  

During the next period 2021-2027, the discussions on the LEADER role are handled in the smart 

villages context.  

We can conclude in general that the LEADER role in the Development processes must be assessed 

broader that just economic or financial gains. The processes themselves and their depth rooted in 

the understanding of local people regarding the processes, their acceptance and ways of executing 

thereof is of a great importance.  

2. Implementation and development of the LEADER approach in Latvia 
The Leader approach in Latvia is being implemented since 2000. Initially it was a Baltic Rural 

Partnership Programme (2000-2003) funded by the Great Britain government in the Latgale region, 

where three local action groups (LAG) were created and 20 rural consultants and 40 community 

coordinators were trained, and the Baltic Sea Region Cooperation Programme supported by the Phare 

2002 Small Project Fund in the Zemgale region for handling the local Rural partnership problems in 

the Baltic Sea region (2004-2005), where five LAGs were created, specialists trained and strategies 

developed.  

Twenty-eight LAGs were involved in the LEADER measures (2004-2006), which encompassed 

83 % of the area conforming to the LEADER requirements, and 71 % of population, including by 

involving 11 LAGs in the national programme „Acquiring of skills” and 17 LAGs in „Integrated rural 

development pilot strategies”. Initially, only the public organizations with 100 % funding intensity 

could apply for support (Kudins, 2010). 

The LEADER approach as the measure of 4th axis of the Rural Development Programme (RDP 

2007-2013) was introduced in Latvia starting 2007, and it encompassed the entire area with 40 

LAGs. CLLD approach was implemented also in the Operational Programme „For the Development of 

Fisheries 2014-2020” as the 4th priority direction in the areas important for 24 Fishery LAGs. The 
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maximum support for the RDP increased from LVL 5,000 to 20,000 with a different support intensity: 

up to 60 % for the companies and up to 100 % for the public benefit organizations. 

Total funding of RDP 4th axis measures in 2007-2013 was EUR 40 million, which was 2.9 % of 

the RDP funding (Benga E., 2016). The project applicants representing various NGOs, state 

authorities and local governments form 75 % and have received 90 % of the granted public funding. 

These projects based on their nature were directed at improvements to spending of free time and 

infrastructure.  

Nevertheless, in accordance with the results of the population survey carried out by Institute of 

Agricultural Resources and Economics (AREI) in 2016, knowledge on LEADER still was quite low, and 

an opinion on economic situation and work opportunities in rural areas has improved very little since 

2011. The attitude of the population to changes in the environmental, social infrastructure and 

service areas has, however, improved, due to the LEADER contributions. The 4th axis measures have 

in general reached the planned indicators both in increase of employment and in economic growth, 

but they are quite small for significant improvement of economic situation in rural areas (Benga E., 

2016). 

In the opinion of involved parties, the implementation of the LEADER approach has made a 

contribution in development of the area and local communities with improvement of roads, creation 

of meeting centres, improvement of areas and creation of infrastructure for people to spend their 

free time. Innovations have not been, however, introduced in majority of situations. Support to 

production has not been sufficient. Activities in the scope of LEADER are often carried out without a 

sufficient respect for the general situation and long-term perspectives (Benga E., 2016).  

The previous experience of the LEADER implementation in Latvia in general prepared soil for a 

transfer to implementation of multi-funds, created a LAG network as a LEADER/CLDD implementation 

tool, covering the entire area.  

Multi-fund approach was established by the EU regulations which provided for use of several funds 

for the implementation of local strategies. (Council EU, 2013). 2014-2020 Two-fund muti-fund 

approach was introduced in Latvia, which means to combine the relevant European Agricultural Fund 

for Rural Development (EAFRD) and European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) measures which 

are implemented by the LEADER/CLLD approach.  

The EU policy in the new period in general has freed EMFF from limitations and allows using the 

entire financing of the EU funds for reaching the strategy goals (Research for AGRI…, 2016). Still, as 

shown by the LDS analysis in both periods (2017-2014 and 2014-2020), LAGs do not use these 

opportunities and base their strategies on one or two (where applicable) funds, accordingly matching 

the strategy actions thereto. It poses a question on administrative capacity to satisfy the local needs, 

especially in the multi-fund circumstances.   

3. Quantitative results of LEADER in the period of 2014-2020 
The LEADER approach establishes a need to create solutions in the strategy based on the local 

development. LEADER/CLLD assessment guidelines emphasizing both the role of handling the 

immediate needs and also of multisectoral cooperation in reaching the local goals (European 

Commission, 2017). In this context, analysis of the local needs is of a great importance to define 

goals that may be reached by the activities funded from various sources. Analysis is carried out in 

the scope of the aforementioned information - to what extent such approach has been implemented 
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in CLLD strategies, which answers to a question: what was the role of LAG in facilitation of the local 

development processes, using the LEADER approach. 

CLLD strategies in accordance with the LEADER methodology are directed at defining the needs 

of the local society (community) and satisfaction thereof. Thus, it would be logical that the grounds 

for the strategies is identification of the territorial needs and defining of development goals, which is 

formed by understanding and prioritizing real needs of the local society (local community) and 

making the satisfaction thereof to be a local development goal. 

It may be derived from the local needs content analysis of the LDS that the most popular 

associated symbol (stimulus word) is „local”, which is combined with many other words and creates 

various associations and meanings (Table 1). In general, it characterizes the actions directed at local 

level, a location, which is a goal of LEADER. Ranking the terms, to which an adjective „local” has 

been most frequently added, „companies” and „business” are among the first ones, which may be 

explained by a special condition of the new LEADER period on moving 50 % of funding to business, 

while the next most frequently mentioned terms are „tourism, services, NGO, cooperation, activities, 

products, production”. 

Table 1 

Analysis of the weaknesses described in the CLLD strategies (frequency of 
mentioning) 

Associated symbol number  % 

labour 123 28 

infrastructure 114 26 

knowledge, information 94 21 

public activities 57 13 

services 35 8 

other  23 5 

Total 446 100 
Source: Authors’ structure, based on SVVA strategies 

An assumption can be made from the aforementioned table that the local needs are most 

frequently related to increasing of job opportunities, development of infrastructure, as well as 

availability of knowledge and information. Public activities form a less expressed yet important need. 

Other needs (availability of services, etc.) appear much less. It cannot, however, be clearly assessed 

that this is the range of the local needs, as LDS are often adjusted to the terms of the relevant funds 

– EAFRD and EMFF, also by including mostly the activities supported by these funds. 

On the action level of LDS (according to frequency of mentioning) entrepreneurship and public 

infrastructure are predominant, while public activities, services and training are less frequent. 

Knowledge is undervalued. This could be explained partly by a structure of the LEADER program, 

which is created by the EU, and partly by understanding of the LEADER essence by LAGs.    

The total public funding for the local LEADER development in the period of 2014-2020 via RDP is 

planned in the amount of EUR 79 million or 5 % of the total available RDP funds for 2014-2020. 

Approximately 20 % of that is moved toward the operation and strengthening of the LAGs, 

development of strategies, cooperation between areas and countries. Majority (EUR 62.8 million), 

however, is planned for specific projects implemented by using the LEADER approach. At least 50 % 

of this amount must be used for initiatives intended for strengthening of the local economy (activity 

19.21), while the rest - for development initiatives of the location potential (activity 19.22).  
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Implementation of projects in general is active. More than 1500 projects have been paid for by 

the beginning of 2019, and almost 500 projects are in the implementation process. Total of 59 % of 

the public funding available in the period has been reserved in these projects. LEADER projects have 

a broad territorial cover: they encompass more than 460 territorial units (or almost 80 % of all cities 

and parishes that conform to the LEADER criteria). In general, from 587 territorial units at all projects 

may not be implemented in 9 cities and 4 region centres of the Republic, thus a number of eligible 

territorial units is 574.  

Completed projects regarding which at least one report on the recipient’s economic activity 

indicators after the implementation of the project was submitted and available to RSS IS by the 

moment of data summarizing (20.08.2018) were used for the evaluation of the project results.  

The main result indicator planned in the RDP for the LEADER activities is the employment created. 

This indicator is used to evaluate to what extent employment opportunities in the LAG areas were 

created by the implementation of the local development strategies.  

Creation of jobs is provided for only in the activity 19.21 (business-oriented projects). Required 

number of created jobs is not depending on the volume of the received public funding. The only 

limitation is to create at least one job position which conforms to the full time employment equivalent 

(FTE).  

Creation of jobs as a goal to be reached in the project has been selected by the smallest portion 

of support recipients in the relevant activity. From 186 projects, for which the report data is available, 

creation of jobs is planned in 45 projects. Nevertheless, jobs are actually being created also in other 

projects. The reported data shows 178 newly created jobs in 92 projects. In addition, the report 

indicators show even a slightly larger number of jobs than it was planned to achieve in the relevant 

projects in the third year after the project implementation. 

In order to evaluate the target audience of the measure investments in facilitation of economic 

growth, an increase of the net turnover was also evaluated based on the information included in the 

project goals. Report data was gathered on 136 support recipients (some of them have several 

projects), of which an increase of the net turnover for 95 recipients is a target indicator. They point 

at a significant increase of this indicator after the implementation of projects: from EUR 1.3 million 

before the project to EUR 4.1 million during the 1st year after the projects. A significant increase of 

the turnover is being indicated also in the second year after the project, compared to the first year. 

Such situation to a great extent may be explained also by a comparatively favourable economic 

situation in the reporting years (2016-2017). At the same time, it allows concluding that the 

implemented projects in general are economically successful.  

Excellent result has been achieved also by calculating the net turnover changes in % from the 

volume of the made investments. Increase of the net turnover in average for one recipient and the 

eligible costs of the relevant project have been calculated for this purpose. In average, eligible costs 

of each recipient’s projects are in the amount of EUR 30 thousand, but the achieved increase of the 

turnover - EUR 48 thousand or 1.6 times higher. Also as a result of analysis of the selected project 

areas and actions to be taken, one can draw an indicative conclusion that selection of investments 

in general is well thought over and conforming to the possibilities of the local areas. 

Population change is explored as a context data. According to official statistics data, in Latvia 

population decreased by 3.4 % in 2014-2018, including in the LAGs territories by 5.2 % (CSB). This 

is substantiated by the LAGs themselves which put a population size in the LDS as an indicator with 
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decreasing trend in 8 cases from 14 LAGs used in this indicator. Demographic forecasts are even 

much worse. LEADER in this context should soften the effect.  

Nevertheless, in formal results of the implementation process, the core role is played by the LAGs 

themselves, their feelings, beliefs, attitudes to their work. With the aim to find out an assessment 

by LAGs of their LDS impact, a survey was carried out in 2018 for the LAGs administrative leaders. 

The most valued are such impacts as preserving the population in the rural areas, social 

infrastructure, activities, job creation, especially for small and micro enterprises. Less value is 

attributed to social services, entrepreneurship, innovations. In the opinion of LAGs, the main 

importance is attributed to administrative activities – preparing of LDS, operation costs and 

animation activities. LAGs have a dual role - as an administrator of development and as a local 

facilitator of development. This was confirmed in interviews with the administration of several LAGs. 

Trend is to move in more administrative direction.   

Conclusions, proposals, recommendations 
 Previous experience in Latvia shows better results of LEADER approach in strengthening of local 

potential (mainly public infrastructure, recreational possibilities etc.) than economic 

development. Despite that as main result indicator for the LEADER activities is the employment 

created, job creation is relatively insignificant for promoting employment in target territories. 

 In Latvia, the LEADER approach is developing based on the same scenarios analysed in the EU 

at the beginning of millennium. More detailed research is needed to specify, what are the roles 

of the EU, national and local level in this context.  

 Analyses show that the local development strategies are not intended to define local needs but 

rather oriented toward the EU financing framework. LAGs are not engaged in acquiring 

alternative financing, using only the EAFRD, EMFF due to lack of knowledge and motivation. In 

future, it would be useful to use the multi-fund approach which would facilitate development of 

strategies according to local (community) needs. 

 We can see that formally the LEADER programme works quite effectively and will reach the 

planned quantitative results. At the same time, it is not clear whether the RDP will reach the 

rural development aim and the Europe-2020 cohesion and social inclusion aims’ qualitative 

aspects, where we do not have available date. 

 The main challenge for the LEADER is to find appropriate place in the local development issues 

in the next programme period. 
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