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Abstract: Rural development is a complex activity 
in which we intervene in the development of rural 
areas regarding the criteria of sustainability on 
community and micro regional level. An important 
aspect during the development that it is not the 
territory that has to be developed but it is the 
people, the community that must be given a chance 
for economic and social development. An 
innovative solution is offered by the LEADER 
programme, which was established and launched 
by the EU in 1991, whose main feature is local 
partnership based on synergy and co-operation. 
Local partnership is a socio-economic structure 
element formed through the connections among the 
local actors (personal and institutional). This 
network is the base of the creation and utilisation 
of the social capital. Social capital as a non-
material resource existing in society and as one of 
the rural resources plays a significant role in the 
economic and social development and improvement 
of rural areas. In my lecture I want to present the 
connection between social capital and rural 
development as well as the role of social capital in 
rural development through the LEADER 
programme which has a method different from that 
of the “classical” rural development programmes.  
 
 
 

Összefoglalás: A vidékfejlesztés az a komplex 
tevékenység, melynek folyamán települési, 
kistérségi szinten a fenntarthatóság kritériumait 
figyelembe véve avatkozunk be a vidéki területek 
fejlődési folyamatába. A fejlesztés során fontos 
szempont, hogy nem a területet kell fejleszteni, 
hanem az ott élő embereknek, közösségeknek kell 
esélyt adni a gazdasági és társadalmi fejlődésre. 
Ehhez kínál innovatív megoldást az EU által 
létrehozott és 1991-ben beindított LEADER-
program, melynek legfőbb jellemvonása az 
összefogáson és együttműködésen alapuló helyi 
partnerség. A helyi partnerség egy olyan 
gazdasági-társadalmi struktúra elem, amely a helyi 
cselekvők (személyi és testületi aktorok) közötti 
kapcsolatok útján jön létre. Ez a hálózat az alapja 
a társadalmi tőke létrehozásának és 
hasznosításának. A társadalmi tőke, mint a 
társadalomban fellelhető nem anyagi erőforrás, a 
vidéki erőforrások egyikeként jelentős szerepet 
játszik a vidéki területek gazdasági és társadalmi 
fejlődésében, illetőleg fejlesztésében. 
Előadásomban a társadalmi tőke és a 
vidékfejlesztés kapcsolatának, illetve a társadalmi 
tőke vidékfejlesztésben játszott szerepének 
bemutatásával foglalkozom a „klasszikus” 
vidékfejlesztési programoktól eltérő metódusú 
LEADER-programon keresztül. 
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 RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE EUROPEAN UNION 
 Today the support of rural development in the EU is achieved within the frame of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the structural policy. The principles of the rural 
development policy are determined by two Council regulations: one is the Rural Development 
Regulation No 1257/1999 on the support from the European Agricultural Guidance and 
Guarantee Fund (EAGGF), the other is the Council Regulation No 1260/1999 laying down 
general provisions on the Structural Funds. I would like to remark here that the EU established 
a new fund with its Council Regulation No 1290/2005 (European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development – EAFRD) to finance rural development programmes. The measures of the new 
rural development Council Regulation (No 1698/2005) must be applied to the community 
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supports provided by the EAFRD. Both regulations cover the programming period starting on 
1st January 2007. According to the previous facts, the current resources of the rural 
development support are the Structural Funds and the Guarantee Section of EAGGF. Using the 
above mentioned resources, rural development interventions take place according to three 
kinds of objectives and tool-systems, that is according to the rural development directive, 
within the frame of the structural policy through objectives 1 and 2 for the underdeveloped 
areas having structural difficulties, and according to the LEADER programme, one of EU’s 
Community Initiatives (Csete és Láng, 2005; Magyar, 2003; Nemes, 2000). 
 
 THE DEFINITION OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT  

The definition of rural development is different for wide public, in politics and in the 
field of science. On the basis of the different views and opinions concerning the objectives, the 
priorities and the methods of implementation etc. various approaches of rural development 
evolved, which were classified by many and occasionally in many ways. As I see it, rural 
development is the complex activity when we intervene in the development process of rural 
areas, with attention given to the criteria of sustainability. Speaking of rural development, it is 
important to observe that rural areas mean a basic spatial category, a spatial economic unit, this 
is why the territorial approach is an essential issue in rural development. In connection with 
this, Fehér Alajos (2005) writes the following: „The country exists in space, in fact, it means a 
specific natural, economic and social spatial unit itself.” It is an important principle, however, 
that it is not the territory that must be developed, it is the people and communities living there 
that must be given a chance for economic and social development. An innovative solution is 
offered by one type of the rural development actions, the LEADER programme, whose main 
feature is local partnership based on synergy and co-operation.  
 
 LEADER METHOD IN RURAL DEVELOPMENT  

The idea of rural development and its necessity appeared after the gradual incursion of 
the principle of sustainability (Csete és Láng, 2005). The economic, social and environmental 
problems of rural areas have demanded and still demand solutions even today. Rural 
development is an answer to these problems, through which the rural regions get a chance to 
catch up.  

The LEADER programme is one of EU’s Community Initiatives emphasising local 
development and improvement. The LEADER programme, as a Community Initiative, was 
established to complete the mainstream of the rural development policy (CAP, Structural 
Policy); therefore it supports the projects that cannot be realised in the former two (Magyar, 
2003). The source of the Community Initiatives, and so the LEADER programme, are the 
Structural Funds, having an ever-increasing percentage of the EU budget. I would like to 
remark that as a result of the reform of the structural policy (COM(2004)492) the LEADER 
will cease to exist as Community Initiative and in the next programming period it will be 
integrated into mainstream rural development. Consequently, according to the new rural 
development regulation, it will be financed from EAFRD and not from the Structural Funds.  

The LEADER programme started as an experiment in 1991, with the intention of 
providing experience about the possibilities and potential of a bottom-up rural development 
meeting subsidiarity demands, which then existed only on the level of rhetoric. (Nemes, 2000). 
The programme started as LEADER I. and lasted until 1993 with an amount of only 400 
million ECU. In the next period (1994-1999) the LEADER II. programme had more ample 
means, that was approximately 1,7 billion ECU. The third, the current, period of the 
programme (LEADER+) between 2000-2006 the source is 2,02 billion EURO, which is only 
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1% of the source of the Structural Funds (Labbancz, 2003; Miskó, 2003). The programme, on 
EU level, has quite a modest budget. 

The main objective of the programme is to help rural actors consider the long-term 
development potential and realise commonly elaborated plans, all these based on their 
endogenous resources. The LEADER programme places development on new foundations. 
According to the principle of subsidiarity, the elaborators of the development programme are 
the development groups (Local Action Groups – LAGs) established on micro-region level, 
which involve the local representatives of the entrepreneurs, NGOs and public sphere. In this 
way the LEADER breaks with the centralised (top-down) support system, one characteristic of 
which is that the local problems, possibilities and solutions are not known. Therefore in many 
cases it cannot offer a realistic way for development, as it does not facilitate the 
implementation of development programmes based on local demand. 

Ray (in Nemes, 2000) says that the European Commission did not identify the 
LEADER programme in the traditional technocrat view as a pre-determined and fixed sectoral 
policy, but as a collection of certain principles. Which are these principles? The features, the 
„keystones” of LEADER expressing the philosophy of the programme and meaning the 
success of the so called LEADER method are the following: area-based approach, bottom-up 
approach, local partnership (PPP), innovation, multi-sectoral, integrated approach, inter-
territorial co-operation and networking, decentralised management and financing.  

With regard to the principles we can summarise the programme as follows. The 
LEADER micro-region is made up of settlements of similar geographical, economic, natural or 
cultural features, the actors of which (residents, entrepreneurs, NGOs and public sphere) 
determine the development programme of the region together, built on local facilities and 
resources. The development programme has the characteristics of area-based approach, 
contrary to the sectoral development. As a result of this, it contributes to the implementation of 
projects connecting to several various sectors. During the implementation, the development 
group (LAG) supports innovative projects to solve local problems. The programme also 
supports networking between local partners on national an EU level.  

When evaluating the LEADER programme, the its importance is in the practice 
realised by the programme, which is considered as a success-story by many, while others think 
it is the best, most suitable way and method of rural development (Csete és Láng, 2005; 
Magyar, 2003; Miskó, 2003; Nemes, 2000). 

But what is behind the success of the LEADER, we may ask. One answer to the 
question is certainly a principle of the LEADER that is local partnership. The programme is 
based on the conception that rural development can only be successful if it is realised through 
the co-operation, the harmonisation of activities of the residents and the organisations 
(Labbancz, 2003). So the LEADER programme is a decentralised rural development method, 
where local partnership has a major role. Local partnership is a socio-economic structure 
element formed through the connections among the local actors (personal and institutional).  

The declaration published as the final document of the Rural Development 
Conference held at Cork in 1996 draws the attention to the necessity and importance of local 
partnership and co-operation. It summarises the EU recommendations for rural development in 
ten points. Point five (Subsidiarity) highlights, that rural development policy must follow the 
principle of subsidiarity. It 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 harnesses the creativity 
and solidarity of rural communities. Rural development must be local and community-driven 
within a coherent European framework (The Cork Declaration, 1996).  
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 PARTNERSHIP AND SOCIAL CAPITAL  
Partnership is a social network that has key importance in creating social capital and 

utilising it as a resource. But what do we mean by social capital?  
Social capital is a resource embedded in networks, hidden in the relations between the 

actors, which can be created exclusively through networks, and in this way, it can become a 
usable factor. Social capital is a kind of measure of the coherence of a community as well as of 
the society. It is the expression of the cohesion existing in the community and the society, 
which can be manifested in the relationships, norms, trust and co-operation in order to achieve 
the common interests and benefits.  

 There are numerous preconditions for local partnership in a given LEADER micro-
region. In his study Csete (2005) highlights the deficiencies concerning rural development, 
which mean problems in the LEADER-type rural development as well. In case of the 
LEADER-programme, with regard to partnership, I consider the lack of trust and 
associatedness relevant.  Trust and associatedness form a closely related system, since due to 
the lack of associatedness no partnership can be established and relationships lacking trust do 
not enhance co-operations based on partnership.  

So why are partnership and social capital important? As previously mentioned, 
partnership and social capital are inseparable. The base of social capital is the socio-economic 
co-operation in order to achieve mutual benefits. Partnership involves both things mentioned 
above, as it is no other than a co-operation for some advantage or benefit. Since partnership 
appears among the principles of the LEADER, it means that, within the frame of the 
programme, it is compulsory to establish co-operation through partnership. A most interesting 
aspect of partnership is self-organisation based on the recognised interests. Kulcsár László 
(1998) writes the following about this: „Those rural communities that do not show themselves 
as groups representing specific identity, and do not have community initiatives in the field of 
economy, culture, life-style, environmental protection, traditions etc. will lose their viability on 
the long run, and cannot fulfil their social function.” Partnership and co-operation are 
necessary anyway, not only because of the regulation. 

Social capital is the resource of communities and partnerships and at the same time it 
is the indicator of relationships and co-operations existing in society and economy. Coleman 
(1994, 1998) says that social capital is a „productive” resource providing possibilities to 
achieve certain, otherwise unreachable, goals. This form of capital cannot be found either in 
actors or in the means of production, as it is embodied in the structure of the relationships 
between the actors.  

Why do we need partnership? Because they help us implement things that otherwise 
cannot be implemented or only by severe sacrifice (energy and resources). Partnership is 
important in the LEADER programme as in this way a better and more realistic vision and 
strategy can be realised, which serves the purpose of the catching-up of the micro-region and 
improving the quality of the residents’ life. Participation based on local partnership helps 
reveal the problems and potentials, since participation might help in collecting many data, and 
it is the only source of information on the individuals’ ambitions, opinion and personal values 
scale (Lukovich, 2001). Partnership has also an effect on the innovation of the programmes and 
projects, since new ideas, innovations come into being when different-minded people meet.  

It helps activate rural communities therefore it is a significant community forming 
force. Shortall és Shucksmith (in Nemes, 2000) says: „…for the LEADER programme local 
people meant the primary resource and the distinguishing feature of the LEADER projects was 
the trust in the abilities of the local people, which let the residents decide which way of 
development fits mostly to their environment, culture, qualification and tradition. The other 
important feature of LEADER approach is the learning process of the local community during 
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the programme implementation, which is as important as the achievement of the objective 
itself.” 

Rural development has to be a process which strengthens the human and community 
resources, local management, innovation, and improves the ability of people so that they can 
co-operate steadily and effectively (Kernay (in Nemes, 2000). The LEADER programme 
affects the establishment of local partnership, and by this, it improves the ability of 
communities (capacity building), in possession of which they will be able to define their 
common objectives, to mobilise the necessary resources and to carry out developments in a 
sustainable way. Due to these, as a result of partnership, the social capital strengthens and the 
effectiveness of the developments improves. This is proved by a study of an Austrian spatial 
planning institute. As a result of the comprehensive assessment of the LEADER programme it 
was stated that local partnership leads an enrichment of the social capital and in the long run 
the cost-effectiveness of LEADER-type programmes exceeds that of the mainstream 
programmes. (ÖIR, 2004). Communities with strong social capital mean a determinative 
resource for the social-economic development and improvement of the rural territories. 
According to these the active society that is ready for co-operation is a significant base of 
development and improvement.  

Katonáné (2005) says that in Hungary the LEADER programme, as one Community 
Initiative, can be the tool for the solution of the existing problems related to social capital, and 
I agree with her.  

To sum up we can conclude that the importance of the LEADER programme is 
beyond the share it got from the Structural Funds, as it results in developments several times as 
valuable as the value of the supports; it is a significant community forming force, and it 
introduced the bottom-up approach into the practice of rural development. Because of these 
several experts stated that the LEADER programme is a success story and the best way of rural 
development implementation. All these make the LEADER method suitable to integrate 
LEADER features into mainstream Rural Development programmes, with an extended budget. 
All this will happen as the new rural development regulation enters into force on 1st January 
2007. That means that the LEADER programme in the 2007-2013 programming period will be 
integrated into mainstream rural development with an extended budget. According to the 
regulation and having the experiences of the three programming periods the LEADER 
initiative reached a level of perfection that enables the rural areas to implement LEADER-like 
programmes on a wider scale. So the LEADER will contribute to the sustainable rural 
development not as a separate programme but as a tool of the new rural development policy 
financed by the new rural development fund. 
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