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Ladies and gentlemen

Let me first say that I am very glad to be here today and to have the opportunity to speak about Leader.
LEADER is a tool for improving local governance and for promoting participation and bottom up approaches to development, but requires at the same time individual and collective responsibility and commitment to the common good.
(Slide 2)
The available statistics show that in Portugal 94% of the existing local action groups have chosen the legal form of a non-profit organization, which I interpret as a good indication that people are prepared to work constructively for the benefit of their region and for the common good and not necessarily for their own personal interest.  
(Slide 3)
As one would expect the average size of the geographical area covered by Portuguese LAGs is not very big and some of them are in fact rather small in this respect. Nevertheless they compare well with LAGs in countries like Italy and Germany and, (Slide 4) when it comes to the average LAG population, Portugal ranks 5th in the EU.

(Slide 5)
As regards the participation of socio-economic actors and associations in the decision making body of the LAGs Portugal also gives a good picture with 63% of the LAGs exceeding the statutory 50% and 31% even exceeding 75%. 
(Slide 6)
The participation of women in this body is even more favourable by comparison. It exceeds the proportion of 50% in 94% of the cases. 
 (Slide 7)
Finally, as regards the chosen priority theme, Portuguese LAGs are very well spread among the five available options, obviously trying to make the best use of whatever possibilities are available to them.
As we all know, in the new programming period 2007-2013 the Leader method and approach is to be incorporated into the mainstream rural development programmes as a methodological 4th Axis giving Local Action Groups the possibility to realize their vision and local development strategy using funds from all three main thematic axes.
This is a remarkable achievement for an initiative which was introduced in the early 1990s as an experimental shop to test new ideas on a pilot basis and, in the mean time, has evolved to become an important method for the development of the rural areas. 
What is then so important and so original about the Leader approach?

(Slide 8)
Let us first recall the seven key features that make up the Leader method. As shown in the slide the method builds around a local public-private partnership which brings together a representative group of local actors who share an intimate knowledge of a particular geographical area and are able to objectively recognize and assess its strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats, and who, above all, are joined together by a strong common interest and a commitment to promote the development of this area. This goal is then pursued through a so-called area-based local development strategy, which is usually integrated and multi-sectoral, elaborated and implemented from the bottom up, that is in a very participative manner, involving the people on the ground, thus gaining the support and acceptance of civil society in the rural communities.
Innovation is at the centre of this exercise. This is encouraged by giving to Local Action Groups a wide margin of flexibility and freedom to make decisions and to design their actions, bearing in mind that local specificities often demand equally specific approaches and solutions adapted to an area's most pressing problems.

Innovation is not to be understood in a narrow technological sense. It is seen more as a search for new solutions to identified area needs. It may mean the introduction of a new product, a new process or a new organization or, simply, a new market.

Innovation in rural areas may also imply the modernization of traditional forms or know-how, or the transfer and adoption of innovations developed elsewhere. This is why networking and cooperation at the national and international level is so important. Learning from others, exchanging ideas and good practices or simply encouraging each other to continue to search for solutions to persistent rural problems not tackled by other policy interventions is one of the most important tools of the Leader method. The successful work of the Leader Observatory in Brussels and of many national Leader networks, including the Swedish one, bears witness to this fact.
 (Slide 9)
A further advantage of the method is that it is adaptable to different socio-economic contexts and conditions in rural areas. It brings together key actors and mobilizes voluntary effort. Furthermore, it is responsive to small scale activities and projects to promote local development. It is judged effective because it closes the gap between a top down programme and the local societies and it passes on responsibility to local actors, linking the public authorities with the local economy and society. It is conceived as a laboratory to encourage the emergence and testing of new approaches to integrated and sustainable development and to influence and reinforce rural development policy in the Community as a whole.
This is then the successful Leader experience which brought us to the conclusion that is worthwhile to mainstream the approach into the general rural development policy framework for the new period 2007-2013. But before I turn your attention to the mainstreaming of Leader, let me present to you in short the main aspects and objectives in the EU's new rural development policy and the way it reflects the political priorities of the Commission in an effort to maximize the value and effectiveness of the measures applied.
(Slide 10)
As we all know, the intensive deliberations, consultations and discussions initiated in 1996 with the Cork Conference and continued in 2003 with the Salzburg Conference, established the general orientations of the EU's rural development policy for the new period 2007-2013, culminating in the definition of three so called thematic priority axes: competitiveness of the agricultural and forestry sector; environment and land management; and diversification –quality of life in rural areas.

These were chosen in an effort to reinforce the European model of a market oriented and competitive agricultural sector, well positioned to respond effectively to consumer demands and perceptions concerning food safety and quality and geared to provide important environmental and other services to general society, including the preservation of traditional landscapes and the sustainable management of the land for future generations.

Moreover the new axes, especially the third one, were targeting the sustainable development of the rural economy in a more integrated way, focussing on diversification and micro enterprises and on the provision of important services to rural communities.

(Slide 11)
In 2004 the Commission initiated an Extended Impact Assessment for the new rural development policy post 2006. The analysis covered the evolution of the policy and the challenges faced by rural areas and examined the objectives of the policy in relation to these challenges and the options for achieving them. It also presented the results of external consultations with the stakeholders.

The results of this analysis, notably of the part related to external consultation of stakeholders, demonstrated first of all the need for a strong simplification of the whole policy delivery and implementation framework.  For the new period 2007-2013 we will therefore have only a single rural development fund, instead of 2 before, and a single programming and financial management system instead of up to 5 different ones before.

The analysis also provided valuable insights with respect to the avoidance of deadweight - financing measures and actions that would have normally been undertaken without support, on the effectiveness or lack of effectiveness of certain measures and, especially, on the need for a more strategic approach to maximize value for the money spent.

(Slide 12) 

This strategic concept, in particular, has in the mean time become a centre piece of the EU's approach to rural development in the new period.  Member States are now required to start with an in-depth and objective analysis of the competitive position of their agricultural and forestry sector and to describe in a short but very concise manner the economic, social and environmental situation of rural areas in an effort to identify clearly their strengths, weaknesses and real needs. 

The analysis is meant to provide a solid basis for defining broad-based strategic objectives first, and then relevant sub-objectives. It is important to ensure that these objectives are clearly linked to the identified needs of the country and that they are really S.M.A.R.T. – specific, measurable/verifiable, accepted, realistic and time related.

(Slide 13)
Early this year, the Council adopted a further set of Community Strategic Guidelines for rural development in order to strengthen the link with the overarching goals of the Commission for promoting sustainable economic growth and for creating more jobs under the Lisbon and Göteborg agendas.  The Guidelines aim to help channel more funds to priority areas and actions in order to maximize value.

Under the first axis, such priority areas relate to knowledge transfer, modernization, innovation and quality in the food chain and on priority sectors for investment in physical and human capital.

Under the second axis, the focus is on biodiversity and the preservation and development of high nature value farming and forestry systems and traditional agricultural landscapes as well as on water and climate change.

Under the third axis, the overarching priority would be to contribute to the creation of employment opportunities and conditions for growth. Capacity building, skills acquisition and organization for local strategy development are identified as important tools to help ensure that rural areas will remain attractive to future generations too.

Ladies and gentlemen

(Slide 14)
The Community Strategic Guidelines constitute the newest addition to our conceptual framework of EU rural development policies. But capacity building, public-private partnerships and local development strategies are as old as the LEADER initiative itself, which is now streamlined into the policy as a fourth, so called methodological Axis. Local Action Groups can now become active in realizing their vision of what is important for the development of their rural areas and societies using funds from all three thematic axes although, naturally, they will concentrate more on axis 3 which provides for actions that fit better into a more integrated approach to local development.

(Slide 15)
There is no doubt that the Leader approach holds a considerable potential for tapping the endogenous development potential of rural areas, for stimulating innovation and for acting as a governance tool for building the organisational capacity of rural communities. Key actions envisaged by the Community Strategic Guidelines for the Leader Axis relate to local capacity building, public-private partnerships, encouragement of innovative approaches and improvement of local governance by linking agriculture, forestry and the local economy. 

But when it comes to implementation one should be aware that certain things are easier said than done. Old and new MS alike have learned a lesson that the creation and successful operation of Local Action Groups, having the required capacity and experience to effectively draw-up and implement a local development strategy and to manage the relevant funds economically and efficiently, is a very difficult task indeed.

Starting small, gaining experience through pilot projects and concentrating first on well identified targets and objectives with a clear relevance to the needs of local societies and communities to gain their support, are some of the good things a new LAG can do to pave its way at the initial stages. 

The Commission is hopeful that LAGs and the Leader approach in general will become much more important in the future helping to engage local societies in a virtual circle of competition and a continuous effort to safeguard the development and vitality of rural regions.
In financial terms, streamlining the Leader approach into the main policy framework means more money for LAGs. According to the rural development regulation, "old" Member States are obliged to reserve at least 5% of the funds for this purpose and "new" Member States at least 2,5%. For Portugal this means an increase in the absolute amount dedicated to Leader which now receives around 164 million € from the EU for the 7 year period 2000 – 2006. 
For the next programming period the amount for Leader money from the EU will be in the order of 196 million €,  in line with the rule of a minimum of 5 %. Theoretically much more money can be made available, should Portugal decide to implement more actions under axis 1, 2 and 3 using the Leader approach. 
(Slide 16)
The Leader method is applicable and useful to the whole range of development measures from both the territorial and sectorial viewpoint but requires permanent support structures for capacity building, networking and administrative cross-coordination.
(Slide 17)
As regards the content and administrative set-up for Leader no major changes are foreseen for the future. Under the Leader approach local action groups representing public-private partnerships can prepare their local development plans and introduce them into a selection procedure; an open call for tender. The best plans will then be selected for support.
(Slide 18)
Support can be granted for the implementation of the local development strategies, for the running costs of the local action groups, and for cooperation projects between them as well as for capacity building and animation, necessary for the preparation of local development strategies.
Old as well as new groups can prepare and send in their programmes to the selection authority. It is important though, that the LAGs in the same area who work under different programmes are kept separate and do not overlap with each other. The exact details of the procedures have been left to the discretion of the Member States.
High expectations then on the Leader approach. This is natural, success always generates high expectations. With the bottom-up approach comes responsibility. It is up to the LAGs and the public-private partnerships to prove that Leader creates forerunning municipalities. It is a difficult enough task but I am convinced you can do it.
It is also important that the successful LAGs and municipalities share their experiences in order to let all municipalities try to achieve good results. Like in sport, there is an amount of competition built into the Leader method, ensuring that only the best are selected. But, unlike sport events, this is not a competition with a single winner. In the long run, development cannot and should not reach a finalised stage; it is a continuous process. And, the method of success should be spread and shared so that others can carry on the progress.
Let me finish by thanking you once more for the opportunity to be here today among you. I have been listening with a lot of interest to the previous presentations and I certainly feel that you have done a good job so far and that we can all look with confidence into the future. Thank you once more for your patience.
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