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LEADER IN ROMANIA OR THE WAYS  
ROMANIAN REGIONS MIGHT BECOME “SOCIAL” 

Enikő Veress 
Universitatea „Babeş-Bolyai” din Cluj-Napoca 
Facultatea de Sociologie şi Asistenţă Socială 

Abstract. In the last few decades the literature on social sciences has used more 
and more often the concept of “innovation” and “learning” in the case of corporate 
concepts as communities, regions, giving it a broader meaning, extrapolating it with 
territorial innovation (Territorial Innovation Models-TIMs), and connecting it to 
regional innovation. The purpose of this paper is to give an insight into the recent 
literature on the topic of innovation in its territorial meaning, the concept of learning 
(social) region as well as on the ways this concept can be used in the analysis of the 
implementation of the LEADER project in Romania. 

Key words: community (and locality)-based innovation, social and local capital, 
LEADER, LAGs, Romania. 

1. WHAT IS BEYOND THE “LEARNING REGION”? 

Economic analysis and policy have stressed the role of innovation and 
learning as processes feeding economic restructuring and leading to improved 
competitiveness of firms, sectors as well as regional and national economies. Even 
it has stirred (and still does) debate between those analysts who use the term 
“innovation” in the unilateral supply-side economic discourse and those who have 
been using it in the discourses of the evolutionary economics. The use of this 
concept has been most welcome in the studies on regional and local innovation, as 
before there has not really been (and in some even now there are no) successful 
national regional policies, that have focused on local problems and resources. In 
some countries this failure was partly recognized as a consequence of a 
misperception of (local) institutional dynamics by national policy agents and, 
therefore, gave an extra impetus to an institutional-economic approach towards 
regional and local problems1. 
 

1 F. Moulaert, F. Willekens, Regional Industrial Policy in Belgium: Towards a New Economic 
Feudalism?, in: *** International Economic Restructuring and Regional Community, H. Muegge,  
W. Stoehr (eds.), Aldershot, Avebury, 1984. 

An. Inst. de Ist. „G. Bariţiu” din Cluj-Napoca, Series Humanistica, tom. X, 2012, p. 37–46 
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Nowadays the institutional and evolutionary reading on the innovative 
economy has been changed in the sense that besides the narrow technical aspects 
in the analysis of the innovative aspects of the learning economy concepts as 
culture, networks, communication and organization have been added. So 
economic progress can be seen much more not “simply” in a technical, 
economistic approach, but as a progress were the human, social and cultural 
aspects also play an important role. There are several references in the literature 
on the economical innovation and even if these non-economic factors are also 
included in the analysis, the results mostly refer to the innovative economy and 
not to the territorial or social aspects of innovation. But in a fortunate way there 
are scholars2 who challenge this reductionist view and have worked out a 
Territorial Innovation Model (TIM) where the several types of models (the 
authors in their classification refer to the four main models used until now: the 
French model of Milieu Innovateur (MI), the Industrial-District (ID) model, the 
Regional Innovation Systems (RIS) and the New Industrial Spaces. In their table 
on the view of innovation in the TIMs the following features of innovation are 
represented: the core of innovation dynamics, role of institutions, regional 
development, culture, types of relations among agents and type of relations with 
the environment.  

As Moulaert and Nussbaumer agree3, these TIMs represent a specific view of 
economic development where innovation and learning will improve the market-
economic performance of a region or locality and therefore can contribute to the 
achievement of several other goals and scopes of local and regional development. 
They both agree on the fact that the TIMs are superior to the neoclassical regional-
growth models of territorial economic development as they recognize the explicit 
role of institutions, their dynamics (culture, learning organization, networks) and 
the learning processes inside of these as key factors of economic development. 

TIM literature refers also to the social innovation and community-based 
development, as a perspective that can give a much broader view in the analysis of 
the territorial development. The intertwining of the social and the innovation can 
get a double content: one aspect refers to the satisfaction of basic human needs 
(meaning adopted in the social economy as well as in the alternative development 
literature). But social innovation also refers to the innovation of the social networks 
inside the communities, networks that include different types of actors and 
relations. Of course the literature interconnects social and economical innovation 
and concludes mostly that social innovation cannot exist without economic one. 

Considering the research I have done in the last decades in the rural areas 
from Transylvania I disagree with this approach and believe that social 
 

2 F. Moulaert, J. Nussbaumer, The Social Region. Beyond the Territorial Dynamics of the 
Learning Economy?, “European and Urban Regional Studies”, 12 (1), 2005. 

3 Ibidem. 
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innovation, especially its aspect on the innovation of the existing social networks 
is not always connected and influenced by economic innovation. Of course the 
optimal sustainable territorial innovation and development models rely on an 
interconnection of the social, economical and technical (technocratic) innovation, 
considering that on long-term a region can only be successful if it accomplishes 
innovative strategies in all of these sectors. Of course this new view on 
innovation and territorial development cannot be seen only in a very rosy color, it 
also implies several risks, mostly connected to the power relationships at local 
level which might in certain cases negatively influence the level of social 
welfare, mainly in the case of countries in the EU that do not have an “active 
welfare state”(as it is in the case of the North-Western countries of Europe). As 
Moulaert et al. they state out innovation can only work at local level only in 
concordance with innovations in national and global governance and social 
security4.  

Even if we take into consideration (and accept) these risks, literature on 
regional and rural studies admits the necessity of innovation in order to stir up 
those communities (from the neighborhood onwards to the region) that have been 
the “perdants” of the economic and social development of the last few decades, 
referring here especially to the post-communist countries where structural changes 
in the social and economical sector after 1989 have lagged behind the political 
structural changes, and mostly in the South-Eastern European countries the 
conditions for the implementation of a market economy (especially privatization) 
have led to serious social problems, especially because of the privatization of the 
former state-owned industrial and agricultural plants and factories that has led in 
the first decades to an economic and social underdevelopment. The rural 
population has suffered very convincing way been. Even if not so explicitly, but 
still it has been formulated by the political framework that in order to be able for 
marginal areas to attain a sustainable territorial development an innovative 
approach is needed. This can be seen in the official papers of the EU, the new CAP 
(Common Agricultural Policy), where a broader perspective on the specific 
resources and an innovative approach on the models of rural and regional 
development have been included. 

Such and innovative concept is that of the LEADER (the acronym comes 
from the French Liasions Entre Actions de Développement de l’Economie Rurale). 
The LEADER approach has been considered as being the single rural development 
intervention5. As a Community Initiative: it has been implemented in 1991 for a 
three-year period and then extended in 1995 by another version for five years, 
 

4 F. Moulaert et al., Globalisation and Integrated Area Development in European Cities, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2000. 

5 C. Ray, Editorial. The EU LEADER Programme: Rural Development Laboratory, “Sociologia 
Ruralis”, 40 (2), 2000. 
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known as LEADER II (1994–1999). These two versions of the LEADER have 
been complemented by the LEADER+ (2000–2006). The success of the LEADER 
approach is illustrated by the fact that from 2007 onwards LEADER had been 
“incorporated in the global rural development of the EU. Announced as a pilot-
initiative for local-level actions, it intended to help mostly small-scale actions of 
the existing or ad-hoc LAGs (Local Action Groups). Territories with a population 
of less than 100.000 people could apply for funds in order to make out a proposed 
development action”6.  

Of course there are also people (especially scholars) who disregard the 
importance of the LEADER concept, considering mainly that because of the small 
funds after the implementation of the local action everything melted… Van Meyer 
has mentioned that LEADER was to deal with rural problems using funds “at 
almost homeopathic doses”7. Besides the fact that there were little money involved 
another critic was related to the fact that in certain cases these projects made up by 
LAGs were just “business plans” in order to obtain the funding, afterwards the 
LAG was dissolved and the action did not contribute in any way to a sustainable 
local development.  

Still LEADER, as a “laboratory” of the rural development can have an 
important role in facilitating innovation approaches in the development of rural 
areas. A new perspective is connected (as I have presented briefly in this paper) to 
the innovative, territorial rather than sectorial approach. Another magic word used 
in the LEADER concept is that of the endogenous resources and development, as 
Ray considers this type of development should be the basis of the LEADER that 
needs to be seen as not only a hypothesis but also as a discourse8. And we turn 
back once again to the concept of innovation that has been considered to be one of 
the seven key features of the LEADER. Of course we have to give innovation a 
specific meaning as in this case innovation would mean the introduction of a new 
product, new process, new organization that contributes to the development of the 
territory.  

In rural areas innovation might mean returning back to old know-how, e.g. 
in the last decades marginal areas have considered that the revalorization of the 
old knowledge, crafts can be their capital, the enhancement of the locality and 
local identity. In a previous paper in the Yearbook I have described the concept 
of “culture economy”, another innovative concept that relies much on the use and 
conversion of the cultural capital, especially in the case of those rural territories 
where9 this form of capital that can be used in an innovative local development 
 

6 Ibidem. 
7 H. Van Meyer, Presentation to the LEADER Symposium, Brussels, November 10–12, 1997. 
8 C. Ray, op. cit.  
9 Enikő Veress, Natural Capital as a Resource for Development of the Remote Areas in 

Romania. Case-Study in the County of Bistriţa-Năsăud, „Anuarul Institutului de Istorie «G. Bariţiu» 
din Cluj-Napoca”, Series Humanistica, tom. IX, 2011. 
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strategy. So in an interesting way the re-conversion of traditions can be an 
innovation... In the case of Romania this has been a good example in the rural 
areas, especially where the “traditional” rural agriculture-based economy did not 
manage to give the necessary welfare to the local people and where the local 
community has considered that turning to unorthodox forms of capital in the 
building of their territorial development strategy might be a solution to their more 
persistent problems in the social and economical development of the area. The 
success of the LEADER project is shown by the fact that LEADER was 
considered by many people as being rather anarchic, as Ray characterizes it, “in 
many ways it is a postmodern way of intervention”10. LEADER was considered 
anarchic as it has disconsidered the stuffy bureaucracy that existed in previous 
project in the EU. Unlike the other programs, LEADER (and the whole 
philosophy of the rural development policy of the EU), as it is constructed in a 
bottom-up approach. 

Christopher Ray connects the LEADER program to the new political ethos 
that has appeared in the nineties in the more advanced countries of the EU. This 
new political ethos gives a the response to the state-governance, for it gives larger 
possibilities of intervention for both supra-state actors (as the EU) and a greater 
attention to the sub-state level, to the local endogenous communities and their 
potentials, as well as the bottom-up approach in the elaboration of socio-economic 
development strategies, where emphasis has been put by this new ethos on the local 
resources11. 

Kovách Imre12 has been among the first rural sociologists who dealt for more 
than a decade with the way LEADER has been implemented in the Central and 
Eastern European, former communist states. Developing a political economy 
approach, he supplemented by actor network theory, he conceptualizes LEADER 
as a move from the direct intervention towards a new indirect manner, without a 
strict coordination. He trusts that LEADER can be a positive force that can help to 
implement the new ethos. 

The “newcomers” in the EU, Bulgaria and Romania have also now the 
possibility to participate in the LEADER project and even the advantage to be 
incorporated at a moment when the LEADER had passed from the level of being 
just a “laboratory” for rural development. 

In this paper I do not intend to present all the difficulties alongside the 
process of implementation of the LEADER initiative in Romania. Related to other 
EU countries, Romania has also the disadvantage of not having a real history in the 
LEADER project, so at this moment here we can present only the preparatory 
 

10 C. Ray, op. cit.  
11 Ibidem, p. 163. 
12 I. Kovách, LEADER, a New Social Order, and the Central and East-European Countries, 

“Sociologia Ruralis”, 40 (2), 2000. 
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phases of the implementation, the legal framework. In order to get a better view of 
the LAGs that have been organized in the last two years we have to mention that in 
average every Romanian county there are at least three such LAGs, in total at the 
moment there are 81 LAGs (information obtained from the website of the 
Romanian LEADER)13.  

One might ask that these as it has been above said by Schucksmith14, really 
will lead to a re-distribution of the existing political power structures, helping those 
territories that have been even until now the more innovative ones, open to new 
challenges in their actions, or they will be able also to help inclusion of those 
disadvantaged groups and territories that until now were not able to proceed on the 
development path after 1989.  

2. LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF THE ROMANIAN LEADER 

1. Art. no. 61–65 of the Reglementation of the European Commission 
nr. 1698/2005 regarding the aid for rural development through the European Funds 
for Agriculture and Rural Development. 

2. Art. no. 37–39 from the Reglementation of the European Commission 
no. 1974/2006 which establishes the detailed rules of application of the Reglementation 
of the European Commission nr. 1698/2005 and point no. 5.3.4. From 
Appendix II of the same reglementation regarding the Treaty of Adhesion to the 
European Union of Romanian and Bulgaria (Appendix VIII regarding rural 
development). 

3. Art. 3, p. b.1 from the Decision of the Council nr.664/2006 of adapting 
Appendix VIII Treaty of Adhesion to the European Union of Romanian and 
Bulgaria from June 19th 2006. 

4. Art. 1, p. 2 and 3 from the Reglementation of the Commission no. 
434/2007 of modifying the Reglementation of the Commission no. 1974/2006 
regarding the norms of application of the Reglementation of the Council  
no. 1974/2006 regarding the norms of application of the Reglementation of the 
Council no. 1698/2005, as a result of the adhesion to the European Union of 
Romania and Bulgaria. 

5. Art. 1, p.1 from the Reglementation of the Council no. 1463/2006 from 
June 19th 2006 of modification of the Reglementation of the Council no. 
1698/2005 regarding the support given for rural development through the 
FEADR. 
 

13 See also: http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/publi/fact/leader/2006_ro.pdf  
14 M. Shucksmith, Endogenous Development, Social Capital and Social Inclusion: Perspectives 

from LEADER in the UK, “Sociologia Ruralis”, 40 (2), 2000.  
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3. MOTIVATION-BACKGROUND FACTORS 

As a result of the disparities between the Romanian rural and urban areas, 
the Romanian rural society has several deficiencies, mainly regarding its 
economical and demographic development as well as the social institutions in the 
rural areas (welfare institutions, social care). In order to decrease the gap between 
the rural and urban, certain integrated development strategies were needed that 
should target the local communities, as the centralized system did not succeed to 
decrease or to wipe out the existing gaps, even among different types of rural 
areas. The LEADER approach had as main objective to enforce the local 
communities, so at local level the actors from different segments of the local 
society should get more involved in the enforcement and externalization of local 
potentials and needs, and be able to sort out strategies that can be applied to the 
certain areas, having a more thorough and comprehensive knowledge of the 
“locality”, this way being able to include the local specific in the strategies, 
leading to a more equilibrated development. The LEADER approach focuses on 
the empowerment of the local actors, the growth of the social (and other forms of 
local) capital and the enhancement of the existing one. 

Some consider that even this “postmodern initiative”, as Ray would call 
LEADER in Romania has a lot to fight with bureaucracy as well as of difficult 
conditions of eligibility (there are very strict conditions on the structure of the 
Local Action Group (LAG) and on the conditions a LEADER project can be 
implemented.  

4. CONDITIONS OF ELIGIBILITY 
FOR THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE LEADER AXIS 

Due to the definition of each country, LEADER should be implemented 
only in rural areas as well as in small towns (if their population does not exceed 
20.000 inhabitants), and not more than two small towns can be part of a LAG. In 
many cases the economy of these In Romania rural areas are defined at the level 
of communes (in the OECD definition of the NUTS and LAUs this can be 
considered as the LAU2 level) as this is considered to be the basic unity for local 
administration (and not the village, LAU1) as it is in other countries of the EU. 
The inclusion of small towns in the eligible territory for the implementation of 
the LEADER has been done in order to ensure a more coherent territorial 
approach, there should a critical mass for the human, financial and economical 
resources, and centre-periphery relationships within the rural space almost in 
every case are organized around a small (or bigger) urban centre that ensures the 
organization and sustainability of the rural economy.  
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In order to keep the LEADER frame as an initiative for the rural 
development, one of the conditions of eligibility established there has been that in 
the project actors from the urban area can have at most 25% in the decisional 
process. Still as an exception, the LAG can select individual projects that will be 
implemented at totally or partial in other cities that do not enter in the area of the 
LAG as long as the project is in the “benefit of the rural area” (e.g. a project that 
includes the development in a city of the marketing of a new product from a 
neighboring farm from the rural area). This way the total surface that is eligible for 
the LEADER includes a population of almost 11,7 millions, out of which 
approximately 2 millions are urban inhabitants, and the eligible territory for the 
implementation of the LEADER axis is of 227.000 km2 (207.000 km2 rural space 
as it is in the national definition, here small towns are considered those that have no 
more than 20.000 inhabitants). So, 17% of the population of the eligible space for 
LEADER can come from small towns. In the Local Action Groups (LAGs) that are 
constituted, small towns should not have more than 25% from the total group. The 
Romanian Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development has established these 
conditions in 2006. One of the motivations was to help those regions that are more 
marginal (here there were some strict conditions regarding the geographical 
conditions), here they were positively discriminated. As I have previously mention, 
LEADER territories should not be delimited for just one county, if they are 
economically and geographically homogenous they can cover several portion from 
different counties. 

A LAG should include all sectors, including private, public and the civil 
society. In this partnership these representative actors have a specific percentage, 
e.g. at decisional level social and economical actors as well as representatives of 
the civil society must represent over 50% from the local partnership.  

Despite these (some of them) quite harsh and restrictive conditions due to the 
previous existence of an over-centralized administrative The LEADER can have an 
important role in facilitating innovation approaches in the development of rural 
areas. Once again we have to give innovation a specific meaning as in this case 
innovation would mean the introduction of a new product, new process, new 
organization that contributes to the development of the territory. In rural areas 
innovation might mean returning back to old know-how, e.g. in the last decades 
marginal areas have considered that the revalorization of the old knowledge, crafts 
can be their capital; this form of capital that can be used in an innovative local 
development strategy. So in an interesting way the reconversion of traditions can 
be an innovation.  

In the case of Romania this has been a good example in the rural areas, 
especially where the “traditional” rural agriculture-based economy did not 
manage to give the necessary welfare to the local people and where the local 
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community has considered that turning to unorthodox forms of capital in the 
building of their territorial development strategy might be a solution to their more 
persistent problems in the social and economical development of the area. 
Another element of innovation in the LEADER concept might be the way the 
LAGs can build up their way on relatively successful small-scale or pilot rural 
development projects yet so difficult to find examples of successful rural 
development programs. 

Three bodies of literature offer some insight into the morphology of rural 
development projects, programs, and processes: the urban-industrial impact 
hypothesis; the theory of induced technical change; and the new models of 
institutional change that deal with institution building and the economics of 
bureaucratic behavior. The urban-industrial impact hypothesis helps in the 
clarification of the relationships between the development of rural areas and the 
development of the total society of which rural areas are a part. It is useful in 
understanding the spatial dimensions of rural development where rural 
development efforts are likely to be most successful. Formulation of the hypothesis 
generated a series of empirical studies designed to test its validity. The effect of 
these studies has been the expansion of a rural development model in which the 
rural community is linked to the urban-industrial economy through a series of 
market relationships.  

Both the urban economy's rate of growth and the efficiency of the inter-
sectorial product and factor markets place significant constraints on the 
possibilities of rural area development. It is not possible to isolate development 
processes in the contemporary rural community in a developing society from 
development processes in the larger society. The induced technical change theory 
provides a guide as to what must be done to gain access to efficient sources of 
economic growth, the new resources and incomes that are necessary to sustain rural 
development. Design of a successful rural development strategy involves a 
combination of technical and institutional change.  

The ability of rural areas to respond to the opportunities for economic growth 
generated by local urban-industrial development, or by the expansion of national 
and international markets, depends on the capacity for adaptive responses on the 
part of cultural, political, and economic institutions as well as on technical 
innovations which can generate substantial new income flows in response to the 
new economic opportunities. Improvements in the welfare of the rural population 
in poor regions will call for institutional innovations which effectively link urban 
and rural areas through a series of nonmarket and market relationships. A major 
implication of the models is that given the “markets” in which they operate, 
bureaucracies will be successful in capturing a relatively large share of the 
economic gains generated by their activities. 
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Hopefully the LEADER in Romania will have a greater success than in the 
case of other EU projects, in the case of which absorption of EU funds was among 
the smallest in the EU. As well, there is a hope that these projects will give an 
innovative approach to new territorial strategies and on the basis of this start the 
local communities will be able to brick down a sustainable strategy, even if the 
LEADER funds were previously considered by European rural sociologist as being 
enough for only “homeopathic doses”. 


