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Abstract

The differentiated speed with which a new idea on rural development paradigm change is adopted and
accepted is depending on the number of years of membership in the EU. Slovakia (since 2004), Austria
(since 1995) and Ireland (since 1973) are compared to each other from the viewpoints of number, size
and significance of the Local Action Groups registered for the period 2007 — 2013. In the context of
intranational comparison 29 registered LAGs constitute for us different territorial units which we are
comparing according to their sizes (number of inhabitants and municipalities, geographical area) and
their relations to administrative boundaries with the stress on the description and explanation of the
extreme cases.
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Introduction

Rural areas in the whole world are changing,
particularly with respect to demography,
diversification, and strengthening links to
national and global economies [1]. As a re-
action on this process the forms of rural
policies, particularly in the Europe, are also
under the influence of the dynamic changes.
The shifts of concepts of rural development
(“new paradigm of rural development”) are
going from sectorial focus to the spatial one,
and/or from the top-down development
strategy to the bottom-up one [6]. The Euro-
pean Union’s ‘LEADER’ programme (an
acronym of Liaisons Entre Actions de
Développement de I’Economie Rurale), as
integral part of Rural Development Pro-
gramme (representing the place-based bot-
tom-up approach of rural development), is
perceived as the important, spatially oriented
instrument of current rural policy [12], and
Local Action Groups, groups of public and
private partners (public-private partnerships)
from the rural territory, are the mainstay of

the implementation of this developmental
initiative.

Though the professional and scientific litera-
ture pays great attention to multiple general
and national aspects of LEADER pro-
gramme and LAGs (implementation, func-
tioning, evaluation and presentation in mass
media) in the context of rural development
and rural policy [2,3,4,5,7,8,9,11,12], infor-
mation about Slovakia is still not much
available and Slovakia (when being com-
pared, for example, with Poland or Czech
Republic) remains a relatively “terra incog-
nita” for the rest of the rural Europe.

Methodology

There are a couple of quantitative and quali-
tative conditions for establishment of LAG
in Slovakia. LAG area must be (from the
geographical point of view) a coherent rural
territory formed on the principle of common
interests, with a total population in the range
between 10,000 and 150,000 and boundaries
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which coincide with those of the municipali-
ties that are partners in the LAG.

In the 2007-2013 programming period 29
Local Action Groups (LAG) have been reg-
istered in Slovakia (Fig. 1). Regions covered
by these LAGS have been selected for detail
comparative inter and intranational analysis
of their basic, geographically relevant char-
acteristics by using the individual and ag-

gregate statistical data. The results are pre-
sented in the form of table (international
comparison) and series of the figures (in-
tranational comparison). In the horizontal
axes of all figures, the spatial units repre-
senting the territories covered by LAGs are
marked with numbers (1-29) which are to
identify them in Fig. 1. They will be marked
identically in the text.

Figure 1: Slovakia: list and geographical positions of registered Local Action Groups in
the 2007-2013 programming period [10]

1 - Civic association Podhoran, 2 - Agroprameii, 3 - LAG Dudvah, 4 - LAG Stara Cierna voda, 5 -
LAG Agqua Paradise — Aquaparadiso — Viziparadicsom, 6 - Kopaniéiarsky region — LAG, 7 - LAG
Vrsatec, 8 - ,,LAG of microregion Teplicka®, 9 - Nase Povazie, 10 - Civic Association Microregion
RADOSINKA, 11 - Association of microregion SVORNOST, 12 - Regional association Dolna Nitra
c.a., 13 - The civic association for development of microregion ,Pozitavie — Sirogina“, 14 -
Dolnohronske development partnership, 15 - Civic association “Partnership for LAG Terchovska
dolina“, 16 — LAG Horny Liptov, 17 - Civic Association Zlata cesta, 18 - Partnership Krti§ske Poiplie,
19 - LAG Chopok juh, 20 - Podporlanie, 21 - LAG MALOHONT, 22 - Civic association for regional
development Spis, 23 - Civic Association LAG LEV, c.a., 24 - Partnership BACHUREN, 25 - LAG
Safran, 26 - Civic Association KRAS, 27 - LAG RUDOHORIE, c.a., 28 - LAG HORNAD -
SLANSKE VRCHY, c.a., 29 - LAG TOKAJ - ROVINA, c. a.

Local action groups in Slovakia: basic
characteristics

International comparison

Historical process of change in the rural de-
velopment paradigm with the assistance of
the European Union’s ‘LEADER’ pro-
gramme and establishing of Local Action
Groups (as the EU local agencies for rural
development) in the individual countries is
result of several factors. Differentiated
length of their membership in the European
Union in liaison with the acceptance and
growth of the significance of European poli-
cies (as far as the rural development is con-
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cerned, it mainly is the Common Agricul-
tural Policy — CAP), however, plays a sig-
nificant role there. The EU’s young member
states (which also include Slovakia after its
accession to EU in 2004), their political rep-
resentatives, but also ordinary people are
facing numerous innovative approaches and
have to learn to manage their economic in-
dustries and spatial units in a new way or
more precisely, to answer the challenges
enabling them to enhance the quality of their
lives. If they want to meet with success, they
must cope with innovative way of thinking
and procedures which are not simple at all.
That’s why the innovative ideas on endoge-
nous rural development and many activities
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performed with good intention are viewed as
attractive challenges whose viability is ham-
pered not only by intricate bureaucratic pro-
cedures, but inexperience in practical life in
connection with insufficient skills and
knowledge. The deep-seated way of thinking
surviving from the previous socialist regime
and the existing prejudices and opinion-
related limitations in establishing public-
private partnerships (government, civil soci-
ety and economic sectors) also turns out to
be a problem. On top of this, according to
Maurel [9] “postcollectivist societies tend to
be reluctant to cooperate and act collec-
tively” (p. 516).

The differentiated speed with which a new
idea on rural development paradigm change
is adopted and accepted depending on the
number of years of membership in the EU is
documented by Tab. 1. Slovakia (since
2004,), Austria (since 1995) and Ireland
(since 1973) are compared to each other
from the viewpoints of number, size and
significance of the LAGs registered for the
period 2007 — 2013. In comparison with
older EU members, Slovakia through its

value of the indicators compared indicates
some kind of embryonic stage of forming
the rural partnerships adhering to the ad-
vancement of their territories. While in Ire-
land, the LAGs cover up to 98% of the terri-
tory of the country being home up to 59% of
the Irish population, in Slovakia, LAGs only
covered 18% of the territory of the country
being merely inhabited by 11% of Slovak
inhabitants. There are also huge differences
in terms of the average size of the LAGs in
the countries compared. Simple comparison
of Slovakia with for example Ireland clearly
shows that the average size of the LAG terri-
tory in Slovakia is more than 6 times smaller
and the average number of inhabitants per
LAG in Slovakia is more than 3 times lower
than in the above-mentioned country. The
statistically registered differences which in-
dicate the differentiated “action” power of
the LAGs in the individual countries have
their practical consequences (for example
multispectral view of the possibilities of de-
velopment, higher potential of project prepa-
ration, and the like).

Tablel: Leader 2007-2013 application in Slovakia (in comparison with Austria and Ireland)

LEADER 2007-2013 Slovakia Austria Ireland
number of LAGs 29 86 36
population in LAGs (2008) 618,515 4,338,542 2,501,510
total area of LAGs (km?) 8,995 73,304 68,882
population/LAG 21,328 50,448 69,486
% of total national area 18 88 98

% of total national population 11 52 59

Source: [3, 10] + own calculation

Intranational comparison

Along with relative geographical locations
of the single LAGs, Fig. 1 also shows not
only the differentiated size and shape of the
territories covered by them, but also their
relations to regional boundaries. The
territories covered by the LAGs constitute
for us territorial units which we are going to
compare according to the basic, geogra-
phically relevant attributes.

Size of LAGs

The fundamental attribute of the territory
covered by LAG is the number of
inhabitants. According to criteria having
been adopted to obtain the status of LAG,

the rural area has to be inhabited by 10,000
to 150,000 inhabitants. LAG should mainly
involve rural municipalities, but also small
urban municipalities whose population does
not exceed 20,000, being authorised to
accept financial support. Urban municipal-
lities with a population over 20,000 people
can be members of LAG but they are
excluded from the financial support
acceptance. These rules are crucial for
population size of LAGs in Slovakia (Fig.
2).
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Figure 2: LAGs in Slovakia: number of inhabitants

Most of LAGs meet the minimum criteria
laid down on their size. Out of a total of 29
LAGs, almost two thirds (18) are below
average in size; 12 LAGs even do not reach
the size of 15,000 inhabitants. “Nase
Povazie” (LAG no. 9) is the biggest LAG
involving Puchov - the district town with
population over 18,000. Interestingly, the
territories of up to 11 LAGs include urban
municipality or urban municipalities (LAGs
no. 6, 7, 8,9, 14, 16, 17, 20, 21, 23, and 27).
As arule, they are small cities (population of
only 5 out of a total of 17 urban
municipalities exceed 10,000) which,
however, from the viewpoint of commuting
to work play a prominent role in the local
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labour markets. Some of them even have the
status of a district town and thanks to
concentration of employment opportunities
they are a natural core of functional urban
region.

Differences in the sizes of the individual
LAGs exist not only due to the differences in
sizes of the rural and urban municipalities
represented (Fig. 3), but also due to the
differentiated numbers of them (Fig. 4).
While the number of the municipalities
represented varies from 4 (LAG no. 8) to 44
(LAG no. 9), the average municipality size
starts with 466 inhabitants (LAG no. 18) to
2,745 inhabitants (LAG no. 8).
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Figure 3: LAGs in Slovakia: average number of inhabitants per municipality
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Figure 4: LAGs in Slovakia: number of municipalities

Huge differences between LAGs can also be
seen in the size of their territories (Fig. 5).
The area of LAG no.16 is more than 10
times larger than that of the LAG with the
least number, but with the biggest average
municipality size — no.8 “Microregion
Teplicka”. All numerical values are impor-

tant for deeper understanding and explana-
tion the differences in the scope of the func-
tioning (e.g. size and character of intra-LAG
interactions, public-private relations, level of
financial support, etc.) of territories covered
by the individual LAGs.
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Figure 5: LAGs in Slovakia: territorial size in km?

LAG territory shapes and their relation to
administrative boundaries

When taking a closer look at Fig. 1 we can
discover that in some cases, the shapes of
the individual LAG territories are considera-
bly irregular in shape. This is caused not
only by the willingness to voluntarily join
the alliance of municipalities participating in
carrying out of rural strategy, but also by the
spatial organization of the society itself
where the occurrence of numerous, small,
rural municipalities is accompanied by quite
a rare occurrence of bigger towns (within the
meaning of rules pertaining to the possibility
to receive financial support which consti-
tutes one of key ones for establishing LAGs
we are talking about towns with a population
that exceed 20,000 inhabitants). These big-
ger towns, natural regional and administra

tive cores, mainly concentrating rural and
urban commuting due to the attractive job
offer have been excluded from the LAG ter-
ritories. In some cases, where LAG consists
of rural municipalities closely surrounding
such bigger town, a territory extremely ir-
regular in shape is created with broken spa-
tial functionality and adequate consequences
on the intra-LAG commuting values (LAGs
no. 3 and 9). In some cases, however, a sin-
gle (successful) rural municipality has not
been included in LAG, whereby it is break-
ing its territorial integrity (LAG no. 23).

LAG establishing under a significant influ-
ence of administrative boundaries is a spe-
cific problem. Except for LAG no. 1, the
administrative boundary between regions
(NUTS 3) constitutes a barrier in joining
rural municipalities to put the common strat-
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egy of development into practice. The
boundaries of LAG territories closely follow
the regional boundaries. When going to
lower hierarchical level — district (LAU 1),
the problem has partially been overcome. In
11 LAGs, stakeholders from two districts
were able to come to an agreement on a
common strategy of development. As far as
the individual municipalities are concerned,
however, significant disproportionality pre-
vails — in LAG no. 15, the proportion of the
participating municipalities between two
districts is 16:1. It is interesting that, in any
of the cases, despite spatial proximity, LAG
have not been created in the territories of 3
districts.

On the other hand, the municipalities located
in the territory of one single district are
members of several LAGs. Municipalities
situated in the districts of Dunajska Streda
(LAGs no. 2 and 4), Tren¢in (LAGs no. 7
and 8), Presov (LAGs no. 24 and 25) and
Kosice-okolie (LAGs no. 27 and 28) have
joined into 2 LAGs. Rural municipalities
located in the district of Nitra which could,
without its centre (the regional city of Nitra),
create a single LAG with a population less
than 100,000 are members of 3 LAGSs
(LAGs no. 10, 12, and 13) which are quite
small. A number of very important questions
arises regarding mainly perception of LAG
itself and its objectives. Does the LAG con-
stitute and maintain its original purpose for
its participating members and general public,
that is, being an animator assisting with the
cooperation of the local actors and entity
putting into practice the rural development
strategy, or is the LAG more perceived as
the regional subsidy agency redistributing
the finances [2].

Conclusion

Creating of LAGs in Slovakia has predomi-
nantly been initiated by the representatives
of the local government (mayors of munici-
palities); in some cases, the inevitable share
of private and civic sectors required is often
a result of their social networking (relatives
or friends). This type of partnership can the-
oretically produce a specific group of per-
sons involved separating themselves from
the group of local residents showing little
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loyalty to the developmental priorities of the
existing partnerships presented. Unfortunate-
ly, this idea which infringes the fundamental
principle of the LEADER initiative, consist-
ing in accentuating the participation of all
strata of the local population in rural devel-
opment, is not only a theoretical speculation
specific for Slovakia [5, 11].

Stakeholders from territories (often missing
functional linkages) spontaneously formed
basing on the interest of their representatives
to join forces and prepare Integrated plan of
territorial development could be motivated
by multifarious factors. But the possibility to
obtain the “Local Action Group” status and
to draw down EU funds is designated as one
of the fundamental motivations. However,
when the LAGs as integral part of LEADER
programme (as the representative of the en-
dogenous rural development) were estab-
lished at the beginning of the 1990s, their
essential purpose was to activate the local
people to participate in the activities and in
the decision-making regarding the develop-
ment of the territory where they live. The
current shift from the original and ideal per-
ception, understanding and interpretation of
the key subject of the endogenous rural de-
velopment to the more pragmatic one is
documented by Boukalova et al. [2]. Czech
authors state that LAG is presented in the
masmedia almost exclusively as the regional
subsidy agency redistributing the finances.
We are feeling (we have no results of con-
crete scientific research) something similar
we could say about role of LAG in the Slo-
vak neo-liberal society.
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