Future in the Alps

Question 6: Impact and further development of policies and instruments

Review of publications 

BMLFUW (editor) 2005, Aktualisierung der Halbzeitbewertung des LEADER+-Programms Österreich 2000-2006 (Update of the mid-term evaluation of the LEADER+ programme Austria 200-2006). Vienna

This report contains the results of the mid-term evaluation of the Austrian LEADER+ programme which has been commissioned by the Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management. The evaluation refers to the 23 common evaluation questions established by the European Commission. The first round of evaluation took place in 2003, the update in 2005. The evaluation method contained three elements: 

· Analysis of monitoring data

· Inquiry of the managers of all 56 Local Action Groups (LAG)

· Participatory approach: Discussion in a LEADER+ Core Group with LAG managers, administrators of the federal provinces and representatives of the national Managing Authority.

In Austria there are 56 LEADER regions with a LAG each. 56% of the Austrian territory is covered, and 27% of the Austrian population are living within LEADER regions. The financial volume of the programme amounts to 164 million Euro (European Union EAGGF-G: 76,8 million; national funding provided by the Federal State and the eight federal provinces: 28,5 mio; private costs: 58,7 million). The main lines and operational objectives of the programme are as follows:

· Title 1 “Support for integrated territorial development strategies”:

· Promotion of innovative and integrated forms of co-operation within the region

· Improving the locational quality

· Support for qualification and for the development of products and services

· Contribution to structural improvement and economic growth

· Creation of regional business cycles and supply chains

· Title 2: Support for transregional and transnational co-operation

· Title 3: Networking between rural areas and rural actors

Guiding questions:

Which impact of public policies on regional development in the Alps is mentioned? Which impact on regional co-operation chains, governance capacity of individuals or communities, protected areas, leisure, tourism and commuter mobility, new forms of decision making (Q1-5)?

As regards the impact of LEADER+ there is no differentiation between alpine region and others. The report summarises the following strengths and weaknesses of LEADER+:

Strengths:

· LEADER+ is well accepted as a good animator and initial aid for project development.

· Local stakeholders are forced to overcome parochialism and to learn to co-operate. Like no other programme in rural areas LEADER+ is supporting transnational networking. This improves the capacity of being successful in the international competition of regions.

· The programme shows very good results in improving the networking and co-operation abilities of the stakeholders in the LEADER-regions, whereas the participation of the public took place only to a lower extent.

· The high percentage of public funding is very helpful for project carriers with low own capital, especially for non profit organisations.

· LEADER+ helped to raise awareness about the issues of regional development, self responsibility, co-operation and participation issues (establishing working groups, honorary work). In all these fields, LEADER helped to raise the quality of the performance of LAGs, regional managements and other institutions involved in the programme.

· The co-operation between LAG-Management and regional management institutions has improved through the programme activities.

· The Austrian LEADER Network Service Unit provides professional help going even beyond the LEADER+ programme itself.

Weaknesses:

· There are less results than originally expected in reinforcing the economic environment, in order to contribute to direct job creation.

· The technical procedures (mainly finance-related) are estimated as too complex for some of the project carriers and LAG´s, mainly in the beginning of the programme period.

· The co-ordination between the different institutions involved on federal and Länder level could be improved. The “one stop shop” is not yet realised area wide. Sometimes it is not clear, what is funded how and when.

· There could be better standards on federal level concerning self-evaluation and central monitoring.

· The programme implementation has a strong focus on tourism, leisure, culture and village development. The economic sector, especially small businesses (handicrafts) are involved to a small extent than it was foreseen.

· The involvement of special groups like young people and women is lower than expected.

The following diagramme illustrates which effects have been achieved (to a higher or lower extent) through LEADER+ measures:
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Anyway, LEADER+ has proved to be an important instrument of rural development, because it provides as well management capacity and financial support. The programme’s main contribution to rural development is to be seen in the mobilisation of rural actors and the stimulation of co-operation within the small LEADER regions. Also networking between the different regions and LAG has been strongly enhanced by the programme. LEADER+ is the only programme that has an explicit focus on networking! But the direct economic effects of LEADER+ (value added, employment) seem to be less than expected. Nevertheless, the programme renders valuable inputs for regional economies because of the improvement of soft locational factors and the increased ability of co-operation and project development. The thematic spectrum of the LEADER+ projects is broad, but focusses strongly on tourism, leisure, culture and village renewal. 

Which key actors are mentioned? What is mentioned about their scope, and how they use it?

56 Local Action Groups (LAG) have been established through the LEADER+ programme in rural regions all over Austria. The evaluation shows that the installation of the LAG has strongly contributed to better co-operation between municipalities and also between economic sectors. The LAG are mostly professional and well-managed units with clear competencies and decision structures. Their co-operation with the administrators of the federal provinces is described as good. National and transnational co-operation projects involving several LAG or rural organisations as well as networking activities had a difficult start in LEADER+, but (with the support of the national network service point) during the last time there have been significantly more activities, so that we can assume that the exchange of experiences between rural actors works better now.

While the mobilisation of several rural actors for project development is undoubted, the involvement of the population of the covered areas did not work quite as well. The main population groups involved into LEADER+ activities are representatives of tourism, agriculture and local politcs, while other groups have been less involved. This goes for economic actors (manufacturing, trade), but also for young people, retired persons or environmental organisations. 

The contribution of LEADER+ to reaching the cross-section aim of gender mainstreaming must not be overestimated, but there are a few ambitious projects, however.

Which policy recommendations or proposals, aiming at the adjustment and improvement of public policies and policy instruments, are mentioned? Which kind of recommendations? (thematic – organisational; wide – specific; general – concrete)

The evaluation formulates several recommendations which are mostly organisational ones. Several are dealing with the improvement of monitoring and evaluation procedures:

· plausibility check for monitoring data

· creation of new indicators for non-profit measures

· closer examination of the – few – LAG with a poor performance

· Monitoring data should be co-ordinated between the different levels (national Managing Authority, administrators in the federal provinces, LAG).

· All LAG should fulfil a self-evaluation, the Managing Authority should elaborate a guideline for such self-evaluations.

Furthermore, there are some suggestions for improving, simplifying and accelerating the procedures of obtaining subsidies.

The report suggests to check and to adapt the framework for a stronger involvement of economic actors from manufacturing, trade, industry and services. 

The report proposes to co-ordinate the start-up of transnational projects centrally on European level. 

What is mentioned about the problems of (policy) implementation regarding concepts, plans, programmes, evaluation studies and research works? What is mentioned about how to put recommendations into practice, how to bridge the gaps between research and practical application?

What is mentioned about the exchange and co-operation between researchers and practitioners, and how to improve it?

The report itself does not deal explicitly with these questions, but when the evaluation was carried out the originators paid much attention to the design of the evaluation and the form of co-operation. There was a lot of co-operation between the evaluators and the evaluated institutions, especially the Managing Authority (within the Ministry of Agriculture). A LEADER+ Core Group was established in order to discuss evaluation results between the evaluators, representatives of the LAG, the administrators of the Federal Provinces and the Managing Authority. This procedure aimed at producing evaluation results which are really useful for the responsible authorities.
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