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Abstract: In general, the LEADER programme has had a positive impact, although it has also negative
aspects. In this paper, we analyse the role of the three main stakeholders (public sector, private sector
and third sector) within the LEADER local action groups (LAGs) in the decision-making process and
final execution of the projects, to discover whether there is any relation between those taking the
decisions and those carrying out the projects, according to the degree of rurality of the different areas.
Our primary source was the files for all the successfully implemented LEADER projects in Andalusia
between 2007 and 2015. Relevant findings are: although the public sector plays a leading role in the
LAGs and in the decision-making process, most of the projects, as measured by total investment, are
carried out by the private sector; the degree of rurality is an important factor, in that private sector
investors tend to invest in peri-urban spaces, while public bodies, and especially local councils, invest
in remote rural areas. The LAGs play a strategic role, in terms of making up for the almost negligible
input from the third sector.

Keywords: neo-endogenous rural development; classification and types of rural areas; local action
groups; decision-making; strategic planning; Andalusia

1. Introduction

Rural territories across the European Union (EU) are widely influenced by the appli-
cation of the LEADER programme. One of the main objectives of this rural development
initiative is to encourage innovation and a bottom up approach. Initially established as a
European Economic Community (EEC) Initiative (1991–2006) implemented through local
action groups (LAGs) made up of private entrepreneurs, public institutions and the third
sector (which is made up of non-profit associations (NGOs) including associations and
foundations; LAG; civil societies; and congregations and religious institutions), it was later
integrated (since 2007) into the national and regional rural development programmes of
each member state. During the 2014–2020 programming period, the LEADER approach
ceased to be an “axis” of the rural development programmes, and instead became just
another measure (no. 19) within the rural development strategy, which was implemented
under the broad title of “Participatory Local Development”. This system allows for multi-
fund financing.

The LAGs are legally constituted entities and nonprofit associations that have a partic-
ipatory and democratic structure in which both public and private actors share decisions.
“The LAG has the task of preparing and implementing a local development strategy
(LDS)” [1] (2006, p. 10). People become active partners and drivers of their area’s local
development. In addition, each LAG has its own specificities and members, but all of
these are integrated by the public, private and civil societies. At the decision-making level,
no one sector can represent more than 49% of the composition.
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In the LAGs, there are two fundamental governing bodies when it comes to designing,
elaborating and implementing different rural development strategies. On the one hand is
the general assembly, which is the body that brings together all the partners that make up
the association and that can decide on its future to the extent that, among other functions,
it elects the management body that is in charge of executing the different strategies. On the
other hand, the board committee, the LAG’s management body, whose number of members
varies from one to another, must meet the condition that private partners account for at
least 51% of the total. Furthermore, without being part of the organizational structure of
the LAGs, the technician team who work in them also play a role to be considered.

This new approach to neo-endogenous rural development [2] is based on four essential
elements: institutional, social, and territorial identity; innovation; and economic diversifica-
tion. It is the first of them that we refer to in this work. We refer to the establishment of
governance as a fundamental principle for territorial management, where the local public
administration does not monopolise public action. The participation of local actors in
decision-making is one of the basic pillars, to the extent that it favours self-government and
partnership, allowing the better government of the territory: “territorial governance” [3].
This means promoting horizontal relations, of parity, between a plurality of public and
private actors, without forgetting that this necessarily implies the confrontation of interests
and values that allow the justification of the decisions made [4].

In this article, we study whether there are direct relationships between local decision-
making in planning processes and the control of financing and investments made by the
three main actors in rural society: local authorities, private companies and the third sector.
Additionally, if these relationships vary according to the different geographical contexts
established in this work.

Our initial hypotheses are that local authorities, in general, play a determining role
in local decision-making and control the implementation of local development LEADER
strategies, through the corresponding action plans, and that it should, therefore, be expected
to find a clear, close relationship between those that take the decisions within the LAGs
and those that later implement the projects. Secondly, we propose that the participation
of these three types of actors in decision-making and planning varies according to the
degree of rurality, with the public sector playing a more significant role in deep rural areas,
and private investors dominating in peri-urban areas.

In this sense, our main objective is to prove if there is a relationship between the in-
vestments made by private companies, municipalities and the third sector; the distribution
of roles observed among the different actors, and particular interests, that make up the
decision-making bodies of the LAGs; as well as if this varies according to the social and
economic characteristics of rural areas. In addition, the specific objectives are: quantify,
analyse and assess the distribution of the investments made by these different actors in
the Andalusian region between 2007–2013 (+2) according to these different territorial ty-
pologies; map and assess whether the spatial distribution of investments creates significant
nuances in the analysis; and finally to identify and assess the level of participation, in-
volvement and leadership of the three main groups within the LAGs (local authorities,
private enterprises and third sector) in the following key processes: local decision-making
(LAG boards); definition of aims/objectives within local development strategies; and the
drafting/selection of the corresponding action plans.

The research is structured in five sections. The first is the Introduction, which serves to
frame the work to be developed. The second is the Theoretical framework, into which our
study is inserted among the most relevant references. The third, Sources, Methodology and
Study Area, allows us to highlight both the sources of the data used in the research and the
methodology used in it; and, also, the characterization of the analysed study area is carried
out. The fourth, Results, offers the reader the most relevant data obtained about three
fundamental aspects: the role of stakeholders in decision-making and planning, the in-
vestments made by the different actors, and their geographical distribution in Andalusia.
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Finally, in the last section, the results obtained with the data provided in other studies are
discussed, and the conclusions obtained are discussed.

2. Theoretical Framework

Previous researchers have also argued the case for LEADER as one of the most active
territorial approaches to rural development. Davoudi et al. [5] define territorial governance
as a modus operandi: a form of “territorial collective action” based on an open, trans-
parent process, involving cooperation/coordination between stakeholders (horizontally
and vertically), and on a framework of more or less explicit subsidiarity. Their view is
that territorial governance depends on four key pillars: vertical coordination, horizontal
coordination, the participation and involvement of civil society and organized interests,
and territorialized action [6]. Territorial partnerships in the form of LAGs implement a
model of the “tripartite representation” of public, private (business) and third (civil society)
sector actors. These different partners are themselves made up, for example, of professional
organizations (representing farmers; other professionals and small businesses) and trade
unions; trade associations; citizens, residents and their local organizations; local political
representatives; environmental associations; cultural and community service providers,
including the media; and women’s associations and youth groups [7]. Public sector repre-
sentatives must not exceed a maximum threshold of 49% of the total membership of LAG
decision-making committees [8]. This maximum value for the public sector, applicable in
Spain, is considerably higher than the one-third maximum applicable in Finnish LAGs [9].
In Spain, during the early years of LEADER [10] (2003, p. 96), it was noted: “LEADER is an
instrument of political, social and economic power. ( . . . ) different groups of actors attempt
to legitimate part of their policies or performances through their participation in it”. More
recently, in France, [11] showed that geographical context plays an important role in the
mobilization of key actors and the design of projects, directing public actions. The same
can be said of the importance of the agricultural sector in relation to rural development
programs through the measures and actions that are implemented, as pointed out by [12]
for the Italian and Spanish case. It is also clear that the experience and the social learning
acquired by the LAGs over, in some cases, almost thirty years, has equipped them to par-
ticipate in the design of strategies and projects. According to [13], the LAGs in Italy have
contributed to building social capital, while at the same time creating social innovation
processes and projects. In Poland, by contrast, [14] (2010, p. 52) pointed out that: “ . . .
partnerships are frequently subject to elite domination by local authorities and hence fail to
fully engage a range of community and private sector actors”. Accordingly, the extent to
which LEADER has been truly inclusive and accountable has been challenged, not least by
elected members of local government who claim to have a greater democratic mandate.

Although the setting up of partnership and collaboration networks among stake-
holders and consultations with the local population are crucial drivers of the LEADER
approach, it also has various weaknesses, such as overly bureaucratic funding rules and
a lack of decision-making capacity at a local level in the implementation of development
strategies [15]. These weaknesses may be due to the integration of the LEADER approach
into rural development programmes—at a regional level, in our case—, which has reduced
and limited the autonomy of LAGs when it comes to their decision-making capacities [16].

The stakeholders involved in the decision-making process within the LAGs also play
a leading role in defining the objectives and the main strategic lines of action that should
be followed, and, later, in the approval and implementation of specific projects. In addition,
the “different attributes of functional interest groups, such as material resources, knowledge,
competencies, capacities to act and interact, and tendencies towards entrepreneurship are
associated with the “success” of some functional interest groups and the “failure” of
others” [17]. The different forms of participation in the decision-making process are also
affected by the geographic situation of each LAG [18]. In some cases, local elites, local
council leaders and other politicians use LEADER funds as instruments of power and as
a means of engaging in clientelism [17]. It is also important to remember that, in lowly
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populated rural areas, local councils are often the only bodies capable of carrying out
development projects and tend to act as the representatives of small municipalities in
larger-scale entities, such as LAGs. This leads to a “local logic of appropriateness” within
these LAGs, in which local councils and local authorities often have unanimous control
over decision-making [7] and the private sector is rarely involved. Although one of the
conditions for establishing a LAG is that less than 50% of the members should come from
public administrations, mayors often play an essential role in planning [19], concretely,
the elaboration of local development strategies (LDSs). However, this does not necessarily
result in the better social distribution of funds or greater engagement of local people.

3. Sources, Methodology and Study Area

The main source we used was the list of the 6255 projects funded under the LEADER
programme between 2007 and 2015. This information was provided by the Department of
Agriculture, Fishing and Rural Development of the Regional Government of Andalusia.
The results of the statistical analysis were input into a geographic information system,
ARCGIS 10.6, which produced graphic outputs in the form of vectorial plans that were
exported to jpg format. In this way, we mapped the contribution made by the three
key actors—the public sector, the third sector and private entrepreneurs—to find out if
these groups acted differently in the different types of geographical area. Within the final
group, we also differentiated between individual entrepreneurs and private companies.
Our analysis was conducted at municipal or local scale and did not include the projects
promoted by the LAGs themselves, which normally affected the whole area covered by the
LAG, rather than individual municipalities.

Each of these variables was calculated for the three types of rural area (deep, interme-
diate and peri-urban).

In order to assess the role of the three main stakeholders (public sector, private sector
and third sector) within the LEADER local action groups in the various stages of the
decision-making process, we assessed data from the files for each project in relation to the
following variables: (a) the membership of the LAG decision-making bodies; (b) those who
took part in the decisions to establish the objectives of the local development strategies;
(c) those who took part in drafting the action plan; and (d) those who carried out the
projects (as measured in terms of total investment).

For this purpose, we selected two representative LAGs for each type or degree of
rurality: for deep rural areas, we selected the Sierra de Segura and Alpujarras-Sierra
Nevada de Granada LAGs; for intermediate rural areas, the Condado de Huelva and
Poniente Granadino LAGs; and for peri-urban areas, the Vega-Sierra Elvira and Campiña y
Alcores de Sevilla LAGs.

The first task was to classify the towns and villages in Andalusia covered by the LAGs
according to their degree of rurality. There are considerable difficulties in establishing a
typology of rural areas in Spain [20] or in the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) [21,22]. The Spanish National Statistics Institute (INE) uses
the total population as a defining variable, establishing the following classification: rural
municipalities (up to 2000 inhabitants), medium sized (2000–10,000), and urban (over
10,000). Although this classification is widely used [23], it does not always adapt well to
the peculiarities of the territorial structure. Thus, in the Andalusian region, there are many
quite large towns, also known as “agri-cities” [24], in the middle of the countryside, which
play a significant role in the socioeconomic fabric of rural areas and do not fit into the
INE classification.

Several researchers have developed compound indices of rurality using a principal
components analysis of demographic variables, employment in agriculture, and housing
conditions, in order to quantify the degree of rurality in Spain. Molinero [25] established
a typology of rural areas in which population density was the central focus. However,
the application of this classification could also be problematic in Andalusia due, as before,
to the important role played by agri-cities. Finally, [26] proposed a geographical typology
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based on spatial and demographic vulnerability using cartographic sources available in a
GIS format.

The England rural classification system, introduced in 2004 and still used for statis-
tical purposes, categorised according to settlement size plus population density in the
surrounding area [27]. In addition, Prieto-Lara and Ocaña-Riola [28] also used a similar
methodology, in which the variables used to determine the degree of rurality were employ-
ment in agriculture and the ageing of the population. Territorial characterization studies
have also been used internationally for a variety of purposes. These include, for example,
studies conducted in rural areas in England and Wales to help design public policy [29];
studies of the urbanization process and its relationship with land use in Italy [30] and
the United States [31]; or health inequalities in the Auckland and Northland regions of
New Zealand [32]. We could also mention studies that have tried to measure inequality
and socio-territorial vulnerability in Spain [33], in England [34], in New Zealand [35]
(Exeter et al., 2016), or inside the EU [36], among many others.

This research uses the methodology proposed by Reig et al. (pp. 83–100, [37]) for
Spanish rural areas, calculating the accessibility of rural spaces in terms of distance and
time, taking each of the 111 high density urban agglomerations as a destination reference.
These are understood as those municipalities, or groups of adjoining urban municipalities,
with more than 50,000 inhabitants and where more than 50% of the population lives in their
urban centres. The calculation of the travel time is established following the road network
represented in the National Topographic Database at a scale of 1:100,000, Topographic
National Base TNB100 (Geographical National Institute—GNI—2014), according to the
following formula:

Travel time =
Length o f the section (meters)

Estimated speed (km/h)× 1000/60
(1)

The estimated speed is obtained as the result of the theoretical speed of the road
weighted by a slope coefficient and a congestion coefficient.

On the other hand, Reig et al. [37], divided rural spaces according to their accessibility
into two categories, remote and accessible, taking as a reference a 45 min journey.

In this paper, we divided rural areas into “near rural”—those less than 45 min away
from a city—, “remote rural”—between 45 and 60 min—, and “deep rural”—60 or more
min away (Figure 1). We believe that this is the classification that best captures the real
situation of the Andalusia region, following the distribution of time frequencies calculated
and verified at the municipal level.

The differentiation established by Reig et al. [37], between closed and open urban
areas, is based on land uses (percentage of built surface or not). In our study, only one
municipality is classified as closed urban, so, in the map below, types 1 and 2 (closed and
open urban) are represented in a single typology: urban; and, also, the main focus in this
research is on rural areas.

Once we had classified the different municipalities in Andalusia according to the
different typologies, we gathered data for various sociodemographic indicators in the
different types of rural area. This data is presented in Table 1. The table was drawn up
using data from 2011, because this year falls halfway through the study programming
period (2007–2013 + 2 years of prorogation) and because it was a census year for which a
large amount of local information was readily available.

Andalusia has an area of 87,599 km2, i.e., 17% of the area of Spain and 2% of the EU.
It is larger in size and population (8.4 million inhabitants in 2011) than 15 EU countries,
a fact that explains its vast diversity in physical and natural characteristics. The 52 LAGs
established in the region covered 51% of the population and 93.5% of the total area.

In the year 2011, only 5.9% of the municipalities in Andalusia were urban areas. These
covered 6.7% of the total surface area and were home to almost 50% of the population.
By contrast, 66.1% of the municipalities are classified as rural. These cover 52.7% of the
territory. Over the period 2007–2015, although there were gains in the rural areas nearest to
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service centres (Type 5, Table 1), the overall population of rural municipalities fell by 1825
inhabitants, with the most significant losses taking place in the remote areas (Types 6 and 7
of Table 1). The figures for affiliation to the social security system reflect the predominance
of the farming sector, as can also be seen from the number of temporary farmworkers
receiving benefits in Andalusia [38].

For their part, the intermediate municipalities accounted for 27.9% of the total, 40.6%
of the surface area and 38.4% of the inhabitants. Most of the municipalities in this category
are agri-cities, located at some distance from the main cities (on average, 45 min away),
which act as economic hubs for their respective subregions. The high concentration of
population in these towns creates urban settlements in which farming plays an essential
role in the productive structure. As [39] notes: “the mix of urban and rural features gives
rise to a shocking hybrid: the agri-cities, which is neither a town in its true sense, nor,
of course, a rural settlement”.
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Altitude (m) 256 264 267 381 518 631 718 504
Women (%) 51.7 51.3 49.4 50.1 49.0 49.3 49.3 50.5

Men (%) 48.3 48.7 50.6 49.9 51.0 50.7 50.7 49.5
Inhab./Municipality 74,517 115,095 15,980 13,468 2435 1808 1422 10,854

Real Growth 2007–2015 88,402 80,538 182,781 2659 20,825 −8123 −14,527 352,555
Real Growth 1961–2011 43.3 41.9 36.7 1.3 −6.6 −7.1 −9.6 100.0
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Table 1. Cont.

Variables

Urban Intermediate Rural

TotalClosed Open Near Remote Near Remote Deep

Type_1 Type_2 Type_3 Type_4 Type_5 Type_6 Type_7

Age 0–14 (%) 15.9 16.8 17.8 16.0 14.5 12.8 12.6 16.3
Age 15–64 (%) 68.9 68.9 69.6 67.5 66.7 65.4 64.2 68.5
Age ≥ 65 (%) 15.2 14.3 12.6 16.5 18.9 21.8 23.2 15.2
Ageing Index 95.7 85.4 71.1 103.3 130.3 171.0 183.3 93.3

Average age (mean age) 37.9 37.7 38.1 40.4 43.3 45.7 46.0 42.7
Affiliated General Regime * 81.0 78.8 50.3 40.8 30.0 29.8 28.3 62.7

Affiliated Agrarian Regime * 1.2 3.6 26.5 37.4 51.1 50.3 49.2 17.7

* In the Spanish social security system, there are separate sections or regimes for general workers and agricultural
workers. Source: developed by the authors on the base of data of Andalusia Statistics Institute.

4. Results
4.1. The Role of the Stakeholders in Decision-Making, Planning and Investments

At first glance, there does not seem to be a proportional relationship between the
participation of the different kinds of stakeholders in the decision-making, planning and
final execution of the projects in any of the different types of rural area (Table 2). In other
words, the three different groups (local authorities, private sector and third sector) play a
quite different role in the various aspects of the decision-making process than they do in the
final implementation of the projects. However, specific common trends and patterns can
be observed and not only based on the different types of rurality. However, this sectoral
attribution is more complex than is reflected in Table 2, because of the dual roles often
played by different key actors in these LAGs (e.g., a person who participated as a local
councillor also sat on the board of a local association, or with a private business).

Table 2. Proportional input of the three main stakeholders into decision-making, planning and
execution of the projects within the territories covered by the LAGs.

Types of
Rural Areas

LAG.
Decision-Making Bodies LDS. Objectives LDS. Action Plan Investments

Public
Sector

Private
Sector

Third
Sector

Pub.
Sect

Priv.
Sect

Third
Sector Others Pub.

Sect
Priv.
Sect

Third
Sector Others Public

Sector
Priv.
Sect

Third
Sector LAGs

Deep 47.1 35.3 17.6 43.8 7.9 24.7 23.8 60.0 4.0 19.1 17.5 28.9 49.3 1.3 20.5
Intermediate 49.9 40.1 10.0 46.1 18.9 21.7 25.3 56.1 4.3 13.5 35.0 16.4 52.6 7.8 23.2

Periurban 47.3 38.4 14.4 36.4 13.8 34.5 15.4 26.9 19.2 23.1 30.8 1.7 69.5 9.8 19.0
Average 48.1 37.9 14.0 42.1 13.5 27.0 21.5 47.7 9.2 18.6 27.8 15.7 57.1 6.3 20.9

Source: developed by the authors on the base of data of Local development strategies of the LAGs and the regional
government of Andalusia, Department of Agriculture, Fishing and Rural Development.

The first, most evident observation was the crucial influence of the public sector in
decision-making and planning, i.e., in the membership of LAG decision-making bodies,
in the identification of development objectives and in the establishment of the action plan
(48%, 42% and 48%, respectively). The influence of the public sector was even greater in the
LAGs in deep rural areas and was decisive in the establishment of the action plans (60% of
participants), and in the subsequent materialization of investments, in that local authorities
played a much greater role in the execution of projects in these areas (29%) compared to
their average level of 15.7%.

The second group encompasses the private sector or businesspeople, whose most
important function is in the execution of projects, as seen by their investments in all the
different kinds of rural territories (57%), and, especially, in the peri-urban LAGs (70%).
They make up a much smaller proportion of the members of the decision-making bodies
(average of 37.9%) and, therefore, in the decision-making process, especially in deep rural
areas, and play a merely symbolic role in the establishment of objectives and the drafting
of the action plan in deep rural areas, in particular (less than 8%). Their role in these
tasks is only really worthy of attention in intermediate and peri-urban areas (18.9% in the
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establishment of objectives in intermediate areas and 19.2% in drafting the action plan in
peri-urban areas).

As regards the third main stakeholder (the third sector), this group has a relatively
minor role in all the different aspects analysed. Nongovernmental organisations carry out
a limited number of projects (6.3% of total investment) and are proportionally most active
in peri-urban areas (although even here they barely reach 10%). In contrast, they have a
more important role in terms of membership of the LAG decision-making bodies (almost
18% in remote rural areas, the more relevant collective), and are particularly influential in
planning questions, in the establishment of objectives and in the drafting of the action plan
(34.5% participation in establishing objectives in peri-urban areas).

Their contribution is reflected to a certain extent in the “Others” category of LAGs
project promoters, together with that of external consultants. As a result, their necessary
participation in the drafting of the objectives and the action plan is, ultimately, also mani-
fested in their involvement as promoters. We also observed, for example, that the LAGs
played an important role in the design of the LDS in intermediate areas, which was also
materialized in a wider involvement in investments. Despite this, the role played by LAGs
in investment is quite limited, and mostly takes place at the LAG area level, rather than
within a single municipality. This is because many of their projects seek to advance key
strategic aspects of rural development for the entire LAG area. In this way, the LAGs
and the technical staff they employ become important rural development actors, firstly,
by deciding on the most appropriate strategy and later by implementing LAG projects
that help meet the goals of this strategy. To some extent, the job of the LAGs is also to
compensate for the almost negligible number of projects promoted by the third sector,
while, at the same time, reducing the excessively high presence of private entrepreneurs
and local authorities.

4.2. Investment

The data on the amounts invested in successfully executed projects is summarized
in Tables 3 and 4. The importance of private companies in LEADER related rural devel-
opment in Andalusia (Table 2) is reinforced by the fact that they accounted for 53.7% of
the investment made, 23 percentage points higher than the number of projects executed.
These were followed at some distance by local authorities, with 19.2%, and individual
entrepreneurs, with 18.3%, although, in both these cases, the percentage of total investment
was 10 percentage points lower than the figure for the number of projects implemented.
This shows that the investment per project was much higher in private companies (EUR
155,178) than in local councils and individual entrepreneurs, which had averages of EUR
57,306 and EUR 58,655 respectively. The average investment for Andalusia as a whole
was EUR 87,153 (Table 3). Within private companies, the limited companies continued to
be those that invested the most, with 36.4% of the total, compared to just 3.7% by PLCs,
although their average investment per project was over EUR 250,000, a sum that was more
than EUR 100,000 higher than that for limited companies. The importance of cooperatives
was also much more noticeable, with 11.9% of total investment, almost twice the percentage
for the number of projects, and an average investment per project of almost EUR 161,000.
The LAGs were of less importance, with an investment of 2%, half that of the number of
projects and the lowest average investment of all the promoters at EUR 40,800.

How was investment distributed across the different types of territory in Andalusia?
Private companies were less important in the more rural categories, remote and deep rural,
with values of up to 10 percentage points lower than near intermediate and 20 points
lower than urban areas. The same pattern, in which rural, and especially remote and deep
rural, areas are penalized, can be observed in cooperatives and in the third sector. No clear
patterns can be observed in the behaviour of individual authorities, with near average
values in all the different types of area. Finally, the role of local councils as important
investors in the three most rural categories was especially evident, in that near rural areas
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received 20.6% of their investment, while deep rural accounted for 28.9%. The opposite
occurred in intermediate and urban areas.

Table 3. Distribution of investment across the different types of territory. Relative values.

Promoter

Urban Intermediate Rural

TotalClosed Open Near Remote Near Remote Deep

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5 Type 6 Type 7

PLCs 0.0 4.1 5.4 2.3 4.1 0.0 4.6 3.7
Limited Companies 0.0 47.8 39.6 35.8 34.9 35.2 33.5 36.4

Business Partnerships 0.0 2.9 1.6 2.4 1.5 0.7 1.8 1.7
Cooperatives 0.0 14.7 12.4 12.1 13.9 8.7 9.4 11.9

Private enterprises 0.0 69.5 59.0 52.6 54.5 44.6 49.3 53.7
Individual Entrepreneurs 70.6 18.3 19.1 16.7 18.0 20.9 17.3 18.3

Private Sector 70.6 87.8 78.1 69.3 72.5 65.5 66.6 71.9
Local Councils 29.4 1.7 13.2 16.4 20.6 27.1 28.9 19.2
Public Bodies 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.6 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.3

Departments of Central and
Regional Governments 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Public Sector 29.4 1.7 13.3 17.1 21.1 27.1 28.9 19.5
Associations and Foundations 0.0 9.8 3.6 7.8 2.1 3.5 1.3 4.0

LAGs 0.0 0.0 1.9 3.0 2.5 1.5 1.4 2.1
Civil Societies 0.0 0.3 1.8 0.5 1.0 0.7 0.1 0.9

Religious Congregations and Institutions 0.0 0.3 1.0 2.4 0.9 1.6 1.3 1.4
Third Sector 0.0 10.5 8.8 13.6 6.5 7.4 4.2 8.5

Others 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: developed by the authors on the base of data of Junta de Andalucía.

Table 4. Investment per project (€).

Promoter

Urban Intermediate Rural

TotalClosed Open Near Remote Near Remote Deep

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5 Type 6 Type 7

PLCs 0 107,834 309,272 108,821 332,288 0 568,023 254,518
Limited Companies 0 172,507 133,028 134,801 177,291 159,747 196,729 151,876

Business Partnerships 0 76,061 94,045 98,688 115,309 39,410 123,222 96,389
Cooperatives 0 102,555 180,898 171,665 167,26 102,748 165,215 160,884

Private enterprises 0 139,935 147,277 137,823 178,187 138,414 197,246 155,178
Individual Entrepreneurs 110,884 27,052 56,945 55,773 67,189 56,181 68,189 58,655

Private Sector 110,884 74,775 106,049 101,684 126,307 94,289 132,199 109,432
Local Councils 138,625 34,815 72,152 70,900 41,795 49,145 69,123 57,306
Public Bodies 0 0 100,947 92,817 155,603 0 27,635 102,918

Departments of Central and
Regional Governments 0 0 0 8431 0 0 0 8431

Public Sector 138,625 34,815 72,270 71,299 42,411 49,145 68,989 57,628
Associations and Foundations 0 60,464 52,624 69,074 44,872 49,321 23,46 54,146

LAGs 0 0 44,776 46,021 33,259 42,403 39,81 40,8
Civil Societies 0 18,035 76,506 51,963 83,969 54,306 21,901 66,995

Religious Congregations and Institutions 0 34,263 105,952 133,263 145,672 121,332 139,283 125,967
Third Sector 0 54,911 57,761 66,531 46,639 55,061 39,025 55,984

Others 0 0 244,101 0 0 0 240,886 242,494
Total 117,819 70,741 93,743 88,832 82,745 72,444 97,012 87,153

Source: developed by the authors on the base of data of Junta de Andalucía.

If we analyse the average investment per project (Table 4), two different trends can
be observed. To some extent, these are contradictory, in that one might imagine that
average investment per project would be lower in remote and deep rural areas due to the
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more limited financial capacity of the potential investors and to the greater risks involved
in projects established so far away from cities. In fact, however, the opposite was true.
The lowest values were observed in urban and remote rural areas, with average investments
of EUR 70,000 (EUR 70,741 and EUR 72,444, respectively), while much larger sums were
invested in near intermediate (EUR 93,743) and deep rural (EUR 97,012) areas. If we exclude
the closed urban category, which only contained one municipality, the deep rural areas
received the highest investments per project of all the territorial categories. This same
general behaviour can be observed in most of the different types of promoters. There are
several reasons to explain why the highest levels of investment per project were made
in deep rural areas: (i) the projects in these areas are often related with infrastructures,
equipment and basic services promoted mainly by municipalities; (ii) the limited number
of private companies willing to invest in these areas, which reduces the competition for
funds, as compared to the situation in other types of rural area, where the grants have to be
shared out among much larger numbers of beneficiaries.

Thus, even though our analysis was conducted at a municipality level, we also decided
to analyse the rate of spending in two LAGs at different ends of the rurality scale. One was
a deep rural area—Los Vélez LAG—and the other was a near intermediate—Vega-Sierra
Elvira LAG. In the first LAG, an average of EUR 274,193 was invested in each project, almost
three time higher than in the second LAG, where the sum was only EUR 99,935. Moreover,
while in the deep rural LAG, only 10 projects were promoted by private companies, in the
near intermediate LAG, there were 52.

In private companies, the highest average investments occurred in near rural and
above all in deep rural areas with EUR 178,187 and EUR 197,246, respectively. This was
due, above all, to the investments made by PLCs, who invested an average of over EUR
500,000 per project in deep rural areas (EUR 568,023) and EUR 332,288 in near rural areas,
and by limited companies with EUR 196,629 and EUR 177,291, respectively. Individual
entrepreneurs followed the same investment patterns, with the highest average investments
in deep rural areas, with EUR 68,189, EUR 10,000 higher than the average for this type
of promoter, followed by near rural, with EUR 67,189. By contrast, cooperatives chose a
different route, with the highest amounts being invested in intermediate areas, as happened
with the third sector and local authorities, in which more dynamic areas enjoyed more
investment, more projects and higher average investment per project. This was thanks
both to the grants received from the central government administration, which increased
in line with population levels, and to their own capacity to generate financial resources,
with average investments of EUR 72,152. It is important to point out that the deep rural
areas received average investments of EUR 69,123 per project, a sum that was EUR 19,978
higher than remote rural areas and EUR 27,328 higher than near rural areas.

4.3. Geographical Distribution across Andalusia

In the mountain regions of Andalusia, located mainly in the East, most areas are
classified as rural, while in western Andalusia, in which there is a large flat plain traversed
by the River Guadalquivir, there are many more intermediate areas and even a few urban
ones (Figure 1).

Private companies (see Figure 2) invested above all in the intermediate areas and
in particular in near intermediate areas, with 29% of their total investment. This was
followed by remote intermediate areas and, to a lesser extent, near rural. On the map,
this is manifested in a concentration of investment in the Guadalquivir Valley, which is
gradually diluted as we move towards the mountainous areas in the north and east of the
region. The average investment per project oscillates between EUR 197,246 in deep rural
areas and EUR 137,823 in remote intermediate areas.

As regards individual entrepreneurs (self-employed people), Figure 3 shows again that
the most attractive spaces for investment are concentrated in the near intermediate areas,
which are situated above all around the provincial capitals and their metropolitan areas.
These areas are clearly influenced by urban dynamics and benefit from their proximity
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to the cities. These are followed in importance by the remote intermediate spaces, which
extend above all along the Guadalquivir Valley, and the near rural spaces in eastern
Andalusia, such as the Alpujarra Almeriense and the Campiña de Jaén. The lowest values
were recorded in general in the remote and deep rural areas, in each of which individual
entrepreneurs invested less than 10% of their total investment.
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In the same way, the average sum invested per project by individual entrepreneurs
was much lower than that invested by private companies, in that, if we exclude urban
areas in which there were very few projects but with a very high average investment
of EUR 110,884, the maximum average investment was EUR 68,189 per project in deep
rural areas. These figures also show that the most economically dynamic areas were the
most successful at attracting all kinds of private promoters, thus accentuating existing
territorial imbalances.

If we were asked to sum up in one word the role played by the public promoters
and, more specifically, by local councils, perhaps the most appropriate term would be
“balance”. With the exception of urban areas, in which the role of public promoters was
almost negligible, the values oscillate within a range of 15–24%, which produces a very
homogeneous map (Figure 4) in which most areas show average values. In addition to
the urban areas mentioned earlier, it is important to highlight the very low investment in
proportional terms made by local councils in remote rural areas located adjacent to deep
rural areas, as seen, for example, in the area around Sierra Morena, as well as parts of the
Alpujarras and the Sierra de Filabres in eastern Andalucía.
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Figure 5 maps the participation of the third sector in terms of investment, which with
an average value of 8.5% was much lower than that of the other two sectors. This can be
explained, to some extent, by the fact that this sector, by definition, is not seeking to make a
profit. Average investments were similar to those of the public sector, at almost EUR 56,000.
Its greatest territorial impact was in open urban areas and, above all, in the far intermediate
area, in which the third sector had a share of over 10% of investment. The areas in which the
third sector made the highest contribution are highlighted in green. They are located above
all in the Guadalquivir Valley and tend to be quite far away from cities with populations of
over 50,000. In many cases, they are adjacent to the foothills of the mountains surrounding
the Guadalquivir Valley and form inland islets around the agri-cities. The lowest values
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are found in the deep rural areas, where small ageing populations tend to reduce the
participation of civil society in initiatives of this kind.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Our initial hypothesis has been partially confirmed, to the extent that, although there
is no strong relationship between the actors involved in the phases of planning, decision-
making and implementation, we can observe specific roles. Thus, the functions played in
the alliances, governance and implementation of the projects are distributed according to
the interests, complementarities, qualities, components, needs, strengths, and weaknesses
of both territories, key actors and LAGs. Thus, mechanisms of clientelism and power
arise from the personal and collective interests of relevant local actors and elites, mainly
businessmen and politicians, in the rural territories under LEADER [7,17]; promoting a
“local logic of appropriation” and playing a determining role in the elaboration of LDSs
and their subsequent implementation [40].

Firstly, the public sector, mainly municipalities, play a determining role in the local
decision-making and implementation of LEADER through the corresponding action plans,
so it is to be expected that a clear relationship will be found between those who make the
decisions within the LAGs and those who implement the projects. The role of this public
sector is minor in the areas closest to cities, and progressively increasing in the intermediate
ones and, above all, in deep rural areas with investment percentages much higher than
the average. The location of these municipalities, to a large extent, coincides with the
interior and mountain areas. Therefore, their most significant investments in these deep
rural territories work as spatial rebalancing. Now, are they sufficient? What type of projects
are they carrying out, and what is their capacity to generate territorial dynamism? Are
they the manifestation of the private sector’s lack of interest and presence when it comes
to investing?

Public actors’ role in revitalising rural spaces is, in general, minimal, even more
so in times of the “great recession” marked by the cuts in public spending suffered by
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Spain. This is because of the legal impossibility of investing in productive projects with the
capacity to generate activity and employment. In addition, these municipalities suffered
financial limitations and low budgets from the austerity imposed from the EU after our
financial rescue. However, their initiatives had an enormous impact on the quality of life
of the inhabitants, both because of their comprehensive knowledge of the problems of
their community and because they are the most involved in the areas where the private
investments do not reach, which makes them actors that foster development and innovation,
especially in medium and small municipalities [41,42]. However, there is still much room for
improvement in this regard. The involvement with private companies of the public sector
and its economic dynamization character must be extended in these marginal rural areas.

Secondly, the private sector becomes a determining factor at the level of investment
in all of the territorial typologies analysed. However, its importance varies following the
levels of participation in decision-making. Thus, the highest investment percentages are
found in intermediate and peri-urban areas. In many cases, peri-urban areas coincide
with those territories in which private companies have greater participation in decision-
making inside the LAGs. We are not talking of deep rural areas, where this private
sector has less involvement in the different phases of the process of development and
implementation of actions. In Andalusia, the municipalities where the private sector
acquires maximum investment relevance and participation in the LAGs are located in
the Guadalquivir Valley and in the peri-urban areas of the cities that, to a large extent,
correspond to the provincial capitals from Seville, Granada or Córdoba. There are many
questions that we can ask ourselves in this regard. Is the LEADER philosophy fostering
the dynamism of the territories with better starting conditions and, at the same time,
penalising those that are not? Does proximity to urban spaces become a crucial element
of development in rural areas and, in this case, of the LEADER approach? What factors
explain the lack of attractiveness of deep rural areas?

Additionally, the analysis shows two relevant aspects. On the one hand, the proximity
to urban spaces becomes a powerful vector of dynamism for rural spaces. On the other,
the opposite occurs in the most remote and peripheral ones [43] (Dijkstra et al., 2015).
The same happens when we verify that the most dynamic rural areas and better starting
situations have a more relevant implementation of LEADER initiatives, as evidenced by
Cañete et al. [44,45] for Andalusian rural areas, and for Extremadura by Cárdenas and
Nieto [46]. LEADER’s neoliberal philosophy requires the initial initiative of public or
private actors, which, in the second case, is unequal territorially. This translated into its
absence as an investor and as a participant in the decision-making and, not least, to the
poor investment of this private sector in inner areas.

On the other hand, these higher investments per project in deep rural areas could be
considered, in part, the result of higher costs, due to the lack of infrastructure and facilities.
In the case of private companies, and especially large companies with easy access to finance,
attractive opportunities in these areas could be the reason. Although some costs could be
lower (administrative licences, land, etc.), the distance to cities and business hubs could
generate additional costs in terms of the transport of equipment, furniture, machinery,
etc., and of staff; higher investments might also be required to ensure proper broadband
connections in areas with serious deficiencies in this regard. All these factors could explain
why much higher average investments are required than in other, more dynamic, areas.

A differentiation in the behaviour of private entrepreneurs according to sex and age
has also been confirmed in other studies. Women tend to start businesses, especially if they
are young, below their demographic relevance [47], in dynamic rural areas that are better
connected, innovative, and industrial and residential places [48]. This, despite persisting
gender roles [49,50], distances them from deeper rural spaces [51] in which mature women
gain importance as LEADER entrepreneurs [52].

Additionally, the participation as an entrepreneur of young collectives is much lower
than its demographic significance; especially when it is male, its presence is highlighted in
distant and deep rural areas with projects linked, to a large extent, to the agricultural sector.
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LEADER’s implementation during this period has been marked by the economic and
financial crisis, which emerged in 2008. Thus, the difficulties of finding a job in sectors with
a strong demand for labour, such as construction or tourism (hotels or restaurants), during
the “great recession” [53], and the increasingly more flexible labour market, led to workers,
in some cases, and those who were facing a job for the first time, in others, to become an
“entrepreneur by necessity” [54,55]. Starting a business in these circumstances leads to
high levels of failure in these projects [56] and a decrease in the jobs generated. In the case
of self-employment, the creation of new a business prevails [57], being a way to face the
crisis [58,59].

In this context, the participation of groups such as women and youth is threatened,
due in many cases to apathy and lack of interest within the local community, their inability
to participate in these processes and the interests of the elite local communities to control
the LAGs. This unequal participation in the decision-making of the LAGs has already
been highlighted in different works: Thuesen [60] for Denmark; farmers in the Czech
Republic [61]; or Spain, with the design of LDSs and their implementation [40] or [62].

Thirdly, the reduced leadership of the third sector is evident in all phases, except per-
haps in planning, in which its influence was somewhat more significant. This third sector is
essential for the success of rural development policies; thus, Olmedo and O´Shaughnessy [63]
noted the relevance of the participation of third sector organisations, such as social en-
terprises, in the neo-endogenous development practices for rural areas. However, its
importance increases in peri-urban areas and decreases in inner rural areas. The third
sector played a minimum role as promoters, far from the public sector and, above all, from
the private sector. In deep rural areas, their investments are the lowest, by far. In this
sense, as was the case of private entrepreneurs, the territories where this actor has the most
significant presence and investment are located in the Guadalquivir Valley and agri-cities.
We ask ourselves several questions in this regard: can the importance of this actor in
development processes be measured only in terms of investment? What role does it play in
the development of the rural areas? What types of NGOs are behind these actions? Does
their lower presence in decision-making and investment bodies reflect lower social capital?
Is there a social perception of their lower level of legitimacy as a territorial actor? Does this
constitute a limitation to its power of intervention?

Additionally, this collective has in common, beyond its legal form, the fact that they
are nonprofit organisations [64], being the third way between the approaches of social
democracy and neoliberalism [65]. This is so to the extent that their actions do not seek
economic benefit but focus on interventions that, clearly, should be carried out by public
actors. Its growing importance shows both the limitations of the welfare state [66] and its
ability to complement the public sector with the management of wellbeing state [67], being
even seen as a barrier to the penetration of neoliberal policies through a clear commitment
to equal and social justice [68].

Another aspect that is, in our opinion, more relevant, is the social repercussions of
their actions in the strengthening and resilience of the territories [69], not only because
of the issues, groups and needs to which their actions are directed (caring for the most
vulnerable groups or the protection of the natural and cultural heritage) but for promoting
a new formula for leading rural development, a more holistic and inclusive—vitality
policy—, based on the conception of the place as a space for life [70], far from the prevailing
competitiveness and business benefit. The third sector must play an increasingly social,
political, and even economic role, which LAGs must promote. In addition, it should
be taken into account that these collectives form an intermediate point between private
companies and public administrations that can serve as a catalyst for nonprofit initiatives,
but that undoubtedly help to improve the quality of life of the inhabitants of these zones,
and, in addition to serving as a channel for public awareness, of the LEADER initiative itself.

This vital role in the development of rural areas is not reflected in the leadership
that these actors have in LAGs’ decision-making. Its small representativeness and lack of
leadership, the deficiencies in terms of social capital that increase in the deep rural areas,
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the fact of not being democratically elected, meaning a poor legitimacy, are explanatory
factors of this behaviour [17].

Finally, the LAGs participate in elaborating LDSs and their implementation, acting as
a balancing agent between the interests of the private sector and municipalities, creating
spaces for learning, exchange and discussion [71]. Reinforcing, in this way, the following
consideration of Pinilla and Sáez [72]: LDSs have to be transversal and demand the joint
responsibility of all of the stakeholders. Once again, the need to provide further prominence
and funds to LAGs in the planning and management of European rural development
is confirmed. It is in the intermediate spaces where its importance is most significant,
coinciding with the highest levels of investment, although significantly reduced, in any
case. It is relevant to note that a part of its actions, having a supra-municipal scope of
involvement, is not considered in this study. Even so, it is surprising to verify the low level
of the general investment of this actor, explained in part by the limitations on the actions
that LAGs can foster, without also forgetting the aforementioned supra-municipal nature.
This is especially evident in remote and deep rural areas, which most require the support
of public or semi-public agents, and in the absence of the private sector. Have the LAGs
lost their capacity to revitalise rural spaces? What role do the technical teams play within
the LAGs? Are they a “shadow” power? Do they have the financial capacity and autonomy
to design and implement LDSs?

In fact, the processes of bureaucratization and low citizen participation, especially
of women and young people, were noted by Viladomiu et al. [73,74]; and by other au-
thors, the interference that occurs from regional instances [62], limiting both the basic
principle of subsidiarity [75] and the fieldwork of technicians to promote and foster new
projects [76], etc.

It is also important not to forget the role of the LAGs themselves, and in particular of
their expert technical teams, in the planning phase. The knowledge of the philosophy of
the LEADER approach, the bureaucratic procedures, the rural and regional development
programmes, the local resources, and its experience in the issues related to elaboration of
LDSs and their implementation; give them a significant influence. Thus, the vision and
orientation of these LDSs are highly influenced by these teams of technicians, having the
members of the association a “comparsa role”. In fact, Dargan and Schucksmith [77] called
them a “project class”, giving to technicians a high relevance. In addition, the promotion of
social innovation, one of the key pillars of the LEADER methodology, and the values such
as dignity, distinction, dialogue, democracy, and even delight, is under the responsibility of
the LAGs [78], giving to these public–private partnerships a very significant leadership role.

Apart from the mentioned actors, we cannot forget the role of external actors; LEADER
is a model of mixed exogenous and endogenous actors, written and unwritten rules, and
external and internal development [79]. At the beginning of these projects, foreigners act as
promoters but also transmit scientific knowledge, and as facilitators and collaborators, in a
certain way, of these initiatives, and whose support is also transcendental [80]. As Dargan
and Schucksmith [77] mentioned, innovation often comes from outsiders.

Three more questions deserve to be mentioned. On the one hand, the methodology
used based on time distances adjusted to the Andalusian regional reality is a powerful
tool for establishing dynamics and behaviours between the different territories that escape
municipal analyses. In addition, maintaining the municipal scale of the study allows a
spatial study and introduces important details that escape the results obtained according to
territorial categories. On the other hand, the most relevant limitations that our research
presents are related to the lack of qualitative information that allows us to identify the
role that the different actors involved in rural development processes play or believe they
play. Finally, and based on the above, following research will focus on a more qualitative
approach to the problem analysed, using in depth interviews with key actors both in the
decision-making (LAGs) and in the entrepreneurs who decide to develop their projects in
the rural areas under the LEADER approach.
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