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Abstract 
The article deals with the implementation of the LEADER programme in Poland. The aim of the paper was to present 
the influence of the LEADER programme 2007 – 2013 on rural areas development taking into account its objectives. 
This topic is current in the context of the Rural Development Programme 2007 – 2013 evaluation and search for 
effective tools for supporting rural areas. The results of research conducted in 2016 among residents and local action 
groups are presented. Firstly, the LEADER programme had little impact on the possibility of finding work outside the 
agriculture. Secondly, the realized projects have contributed to the improvement of the quality of life of the residents 
in rural areas, especially when it comes to meeting the needs of tourism and leisure. The programme was of great 
importance in underpinning social capital in the countryside, especially its behavioral and bonding dimension. It is 
very significant taking into account the low level of social capital in rural areas in Poland. An overall level of activity 
of rural residents and other entities increased, so as the propensity to engage in joint initiatives and the level of 
trust. The observed effects of the LEADER programme may in the future contribute significantly to the endogenous 
development of rural areas. 
Key words: rural areas, endogenous development, social capital, LEADER approach, Local Action Groups, Poland.

Introduction
Rural areas in Poland occupy 93 percent of the 

area inhabited by 40 percent of Poland’s population 
(CSO, 2015)1, which means they are very important 
in the country’s development policy. The development 
level of rural areas is strongly differentiated both 
regionally and interregionally (Rosner, 2007; 
Rakowska & Wojewódzka, 2010; Stanny & Drygas, 
2010; Stawicki, 2015) (NUTS 2), depending mostly 
on the location of rural areas vis-à-vis urban centres. 
The analyses of disparities in the level of development 
in Poland point, among others, to the existing 
discrepancies between the development level of rural 
areas and that of other areas (Grosse, 2004; Rosner 
& Stanny, 2014). The main socio-economic problems 
in rural areas include poorly developed social and 
hard infrastructure, high unemployment level, poorly 
developed services and low level of education of 
the local residents. Research studies corroborate a 
dynamic development of rural areas in the recent years, 
a phenomenon which is also confirmed by observable 
convergence processes (Wojewódzka-Wiewiórska & 
Dudek, 2016). Moreover, the characteristic feature of 
rural areas in Poland is the low level of social capital 
which is very differentiated spatially (Czapiński, 
2013), owing to such factors as the historical policies 
of the countries occupying Poland at the time of the 
Partitions, impact of many religions, changes in the 
administrative borders, operation of the communist 
regime or migrations, particularly in the recent years. 
In the rural areas, the level of social capital is much 
lower than in the cities (Wojewódzka-Wiewiórska, 
2015, 2016).

In Poland, instruments supporting the development 
of rural areas and solving its problems included the 
Rural Development Programme 2007 – 2013 (RDP 
2007 – 2013), a component of the EU Common 
Agricultural Policy. The programme’s main goal 
was to implement the concept of multifunctionality 
of agriculture and rural areas; it comprised specific 
objectives reflected in the Programme axes, i.e. 
improving the competitiveness of agriculture and 
rural areas; improving the environment; improving 
the quality of life, and social activation (RDP, 2007).

The LEADER approach was the Axis 4 of the 
RDP 2007 – 2013, which covered 4.2% of its funds. 
The aim of the LEADER programme was building 
social capital by stimulating the activity of rural 
communities and engaging them in the process of 
designing and implementing local development 
strategies (LDS). Implementing this goal in practice 
is significant because building and developing social 
capital, regarded as a major factor underpinning the 
development of rural areas (Kłodziński, 2003; Antoci 
et al., 2009; Wojewódzka-Wiewiórska, 2011a, 2011b; 
Lopolito et al., 2015), lies in promoting the creation and 
strengthening of relationships between the community 
members. For these reasons, the object of the research 
is the implementation of the LEADER programme 
and its effects for rural development in Poland. The 
essence of the LEADER is local partnerships and 
cooperation of many entities, enabling the pooling 
of resources, knowledge and skills. There are formed 
local action groups (LAGs) where the social, economic 
and public sector cooperate, using local resources and 
the involvement of the local population. It reflects 
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1 According to the Central Statistical Office of Poland rural areas are defined as rural communes and rural parts in urban-rural 
communes.

https://doi.org/10.22616/rrd.23.2017.055


98 RESEARCH FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT 2017, VOLUME 2 

the new approach adopted by the EU concerning the 
multifunctional development of rural areas stipulating 
an active involvement of the local communities. 
Rather importantly, the intervention areas are not 
determined by administrative boundaries but by 
the way in which development processes evolve2. 
There were 336 LAGs operating in the 2007 – 2013 
perspective, scattered unevenly across the provinces 
(voivodships).

The assumptions and tasks of the RDP relating to 
the LEADER initiatives take into account the specific 
nature of the rural areas in Poland, notably the level 
and determinants of social capital development. Three 
measures were distinguished (Table 1): implementation 
of LSD, implementation of cooperation projects 
and running the LAGs. The division of funds into 
measures was clearly differentiated. The vast majority 
of funds were devoted to the implementation of LSD, 
which reflected the diagnosed development needs of 
rural areas. This measure covered the largest number 
of beneficiaries.

The aim of the paper is to present the influence 
of the implementation of the LEADER programme 
under RDP 2007 – 2013 on rural areas development in 
Poland. To reach the purpose, the following tasks have 
been set: 1) to define the importance of the LEADER 
for creating jobs outside agriculture; 2) to identify 
changes in the standard of living in rural areas in the 
opinion of the residents; 3) to indicate the importance 
of the LEADER programme in the development of 
social capital, including the types of social capital.

Materials and Methods
The basis of the study was an analysis of existing 

data. Consideration was taken of the very wide 

material which contains programmatic and strategic 
documents of RDP 2007 – 2013, binding legal acts, 
LAGs report and implemented LDS. The research was 
conducted in 2016, the time span covered the years 
2007-2015. In the next stage of the research, the report 
uses the data of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (31 Dec 2015) and findings from the RDP 
2007 – 2013 evaluation study from 2016 (Ledzion et 
al., 2016). Based on the data of the Ministry regarding 
the allocation of funds under the RDP 2007-2013 
(Axis 4), the communes and local action groups were 
selected for in-depth research. Quantitative methods 
were used, comprising: CAPI survey of rural residents 
in 10 communes (n = 500) and a CATI survey of 
LAG representatives (n = 120). Qualitative methods 
were also applied: IDI with representatives of LAG 
and implementing institutions. In the discussion of 
the results of the study, the research carried out in 
other European Union countries on the effects of the 
LEADER approach for rural development was taken 
into account.

The literature identifies several categories of 
social capital (Krishna & Uphoff, 2002; Grootaert 
& Bastelaer, 2002; Kaasa & Parts, 2007; Skawińska, 
2012) which were included in the study. Social 
capital describes relationships between people 
such as social ties, norms of reciprocity or trust 
and is based on the willingness to cooperate, which 
improves the performance of groups and institutions 
alike (Fukuyama, 1997). This is reflected in self-
organisation and self-governance, mainly as part of 
voluntary associations. Structural capital refers to 
all state and local institutions operating in a given 
area such as foundations or associations. Another 
category known as behavioural capital comprises trust 
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2 According to the RDP, rural areas include: rural municipalities, urban-rural municipalities with the exception of towns with a 
population exceeding 20 thousand residents, and urban municipalities with the exception of towns with a population exceeding 
5 thousand residents.

Table 1
The LEADER programme 2007 – 2013 broken down into measures in Poland

 

Measure 
code Title of the measure

Limit of funds for measure of
RDP 2007 – 2013 Number of 

beneficiaries
(PLN) %

413

Implementation of Local Development Strategies:
• Diversification towards non-agricultural activities
• Establishment and development of micro-

enterprises
• Village renewal and development
• Small projects

2 452 124 566.42 81.4 15 327

421 Implementation of cooperation projects 48 039 512.72 1.6 333

431 Running the Local Action Groups, acquisition of skills 
and activation 513 048 396.46 17.0 336

Total 3 013 212 475.60 100 15997
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as well as shared norms and values. Depending on  
the types of ties between individuals, we can talk  
about bonding capital (with strong family and 
neighborly ties), bridging capital (with ties with 
individuals other than family and neighbours)  
and linking capital (for interactions between 

communities from various sectors and tiers of 
authorities). 

Results and Discussion
Rural residents assessed what changes took place 

in the years 2007 – 2013 in the place of residence. 
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Figure 1. Changes in rural areas in Poland in 2007 – 2013 in the opinion of its residents (%).

Figure 2. Impact of activities implemented by the Local Action Groups 2007 – 2013 on rural areas 
development in Poland in the opinion of LGD representatives (%).
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It turned out that the inhabitants see a significant 
improvement in all the indicated areas (Figure 1). 
According to them, the situation has improved the 
most in terms of recreational and sports infrastructure, 
quality of development of public space and socio-
cultural sites.

The representatives of the LAGs pointed out 
different aspects of rural development affected by 
their actions (Figure 2). According to the surveyed, 
the greatest influence LAGs on the development of 
the area concerned increased knowledge of the LAG’s 
area and improvement of the functioning of the LAG 
itself. The relatively least influence of LAGs was on 
the possibility of employment outside agriculture and 
to improve the quality of governance at the local level. 
These analyzed in detail research results combined 
with the results of qualitative research have allowed 
to determine the impact of the LEADER on rural 
development. The research demonstrated the multi-
faceted impacts of the LEADER approach on the 
development of rural areas.

Firstly, they involve building the local potential 
in the sphere of employment and creating new jobs 
outside agriculture. Altogether, more than 3,000 jobs 
were created, i.e. fewer than originally expected. The 
relatively modest impact of Axis 4 on job creation is 
a consequence of the way the funds were allocated: 
public funds in Axis 4 accounted for 7.8% funds in 
Axis 3, which was reflected in a very small number 
and value of projects implemented as part of Axis 
4 compared to Axis 3. The minor role of LAGs in 
employment diversification is also corroborated by 
the surveys of LAGs and residents of rural areas. 
According to the surveyed LAGs, the impact of the 
LEADER programme on employment opportunities 
outside of agriculture was rather mediocre (49% 
answers), or high or very high according to about 
21% of the respondents. It was pointed out that the 
relevant actions were rather difficult to execute, not 
least because of procedural and organisational issues 
associated with the submission of applications. 
The residents of rural areas were aware that job 
opportunities outside agriculture had increased, with 
40% being of the opinion that such conditions had 
been improved. It can be said that the role of the 
LEADER programme in creating new jobs depends 
on the actual needs in that regard, the specific nature 
of rural areas and the role of agriculture.

The projects carried out by LAGs as in the 
Czech Republic were directly reflected in the 
improved quality of life of the residents in rural 
areas (Nunvarova, 2014), mainly due to providing 
them with access to new infrastructure. The tangible 
outputs include a huge number of either newly built or 
upgraded facilities, i.e. 7,000 as part of small projects, 
10,000 as part of the renewal and development of rural 

areas (including modernisation), and 650 facilities as 
part of interregional and international cooperation. In 
addition, public space has been revitalised in some 
6,000 villages, a much bigger number than originally 
anticipated. These effects are recognised by the local 
residents. In their opinion, the overall standards 
of living in their municipalities have improved, as 
indicated by 85% of the respondents.

Axis 4 had a particularly significant impact on 
certain spheres of life, such as recreation, preservation 
of traditions and promotion. Projects from those 
spheres provided many opportunities for meeting  
new people from the neighbourhood and other 
milieus (e.g. other parents in a playground, residents 
during picnics, local community leaders from various 
municipalities during the preparation of a cookbook 
based on local produce); all these activities, through 
increased trust and contacts established with people 
other than family or direct neighbours has helped to 
develop social capital, especially bridging capital. At 
the same time, LAGs are hardly recognised by the 
local residents, which may considerably reduce the 
possibility of attributing the changes observable in the 
quality of life to the results of activities implemented 
by LAGs.

The residents most frequently listed the following 
benefits derived from LAGs’ activity: development 
of technical infrastructure (sports grounds), social 
infrastructure (recreation sites), new jobs, better living 
conditions, overall development of the municipality. 
In their opinion, LAGs and their activities are viewed 
positively, as entities that produce specific results and 
bring desirable changes for a given area. It should be 
borne in mind that certain effects arising from projects 
implemented by LAGs such as e.g. promotion of rural 
areas and their assets or improved aesthetic value of 
their villages may positively affect the quality of life 
of the local residents in the future (Nunvarova, 2014). 
Tourists’ interest in a given area may e.g. drive the 
development of the local enterprise, help to increase 
the incomes of the local residents and encourage 
them to undertake new joint initiatives promoting 
the development of their ‘little homeland’, and this is 
partly dependent on how, and how effectively, rural 
areas will be supported in the future.

The LEADER 2007 – 2013 programme helped to 
increase social capital and boosted the involvement 
of the rural communities in local matters, as was 
also found in other EU countries (Kis et al., 2015; 
Lopolito et al., 2015). In the residents’ opinion, in the 
case of 60% municipalities the residents are interested 
in becoming engaged in matters associated with the 
development of their village or community; recently, 
the situation regarding embarking on joint initiatives 
such as meetings or trips has improved, as indicated 
by 45.3% of the respondents. According to 47.1% of 
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the surveyed residents, the overall trust in neighbours 
and other local residents has also increased. 

The survey also suggested the emergence of new 
leaders who launch various initiatives promoting the 
development of rural areas. LAG representatives who 
have direct contacts with the residents of the LAG 
impact area pointed to a distinct increase in the local 
residents’ activity who have now learnt to cooperate. 
This is reflected in an increased number of associations, 
also due to the fact that some of the already existing 
organisations have acquired a formal status, notably 
the so-called Farmers’ Wives’ Associations. All this 
has boosted the existing structural capital.

Greater activity of the local residents is 
confirmed by the increasingly growing interest in 
social consultations and many queries about the 
possible means of engaging in the development of 
a specific area, which is also corroborated by the 
conclusions from the study with representatives of the 
implementing institutions. The very structure of the 
LEADER programme entailing the need to include 
representatives of various sectors is conducive to the 
development of social capital.

LAG representatives pointed out that such forms 
of cooperation had never been present in Poland’s 
rural areas before, nor looking at problems from 
many different points of view, taking into account the 
bottom-up approach which is needed to effectively 
diagnose and resolve various problems afflicting rural 
areas. Due to participation in joint initiatives bringing 
together many people from the local community 
and representing various milieus (activists, 
businesspeople, members of the authorities), the local 
communities become more responsible for the place 
that they live in and with which they identify, and 
look more broadly, not at an area confined to their 
own municipality but rather an area that has certain 
common features or attributes that can be used to 
promote development, such as natural assets. This in 
turn has increased management capacity in rural areas 
due to the involvement of other entities than the local 
authorities alone. The conclusions of other authors 
have been confirmed (Arabatzis et al., 2010; Pechrova 
& Boukalova, 2015).

It can be concluded that the activities undertaken 
as part of the LEADER programme have considerably 
increased participation and strengthened the social 
sector, a statement that is not always true in relation 
to businesspeople who above all want to pursue their 
individual goals and believe that their initiatives and 
economic effectiveness are curtailed by excessive 

bureaucracy. The observable merging of communities 
from various sectors and tiers of the authorities 
means that bonding capital is being forged. One 
important feature of projects implemented as part of 
LAGs is providing support and promotion of cultural 
activity, especially among young and elderly people, 
strengthening the bonds with the place of residence, 
coupled with integration and activation of the local 
residents (Nunvarova, 2014), both important factors 
underpinning the development of social capital.

Conclusions
On the basis of conducted research, the following 

conclusions can be reached:
1. The activities carried out as part of the LEADER 

Programme relating to the creation of new jobs 
outside agriculture were of little significance for 
shaping the labour market in rural areas as this was 
dependent on the needs and unique characteristics 
of a given area.

2. The implemented projects positively affected the 
standards of living of the residents in rural areas, 
mainly as regards satisfying social needs of the 
residents in the sphere of recreation and leisure. 
Thanks to the Programme small infrastructure 
amenities, so important for the residents and 
usually either marginalised or neglected in the 
earlier development policies, were considerably 
improved.

3. The LEADER Programme played a significant role 
in building social capital nationwide, especially 
with regard to behavioural capital. An overall 
level of activity of rural residents and other entities 
increased, so as the propensity to engage in joint 
initiatives and the level of trust. Bonding capital 
was also increased, largely due to the structure of 
the Programme itself. Locally, the significance of 
the Programme varied depending on the level of 
social capital at the inception of the intervention 
and on the existing determinants concerning 
capital development.
In assessing the impact of the LEADER 

Programme on the development of rural areas, the 
small overall financial allocation should also be taken 
into account, with Axis 4 representing ca. 4% of the 
RDP 2007 – 2013 public expenditure. The evaluation 
of the programme results for the development of 
rural areas requires time and should be made together 
with the analysis of the remaining RDP 2007 – 2013 
components.
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