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ABSTRACT

The European Network for Rural Development (ENRD) and National Rural Networks

(NRNSs) are part of the second pil lar of the Common Agricultural Policy since the 2007 -
201 3 programming period. The ENRD brings together stakeholders from across the EU

and facilitates the exchange between national networks, organisations , and
administrations with an interest in EU rural development. The NRNs are mainly
established at national level in each Member State and bring together stakeholders

involved in Rural Development.

The study highlights the causal mechanisms of networks and governance structures that
contribute to the implementation of the EU Rural Development policy. The various
activities carried out by the ENRD are deemed effective to involve NRNs in networking

at EU level although participation is heterogeneous across Member States , notably due
to language barrier s. Capacity building and knowledge transfers enabled b y ENRD
activities improved  the implementation of Rural Development Program mes (RDPs) and

policy. The Eval uati on Hel pdeskés substantive support

improved the quality of evaluations but with little use in terms of policy learning. The
organisational structure of N R N 6Network Support Units influence their efficiency; a
hybrid system  where policy coherence is provided by the Managing Authority and
outsourcing parts ofthe activitiesis among the efficient models. The ENRD activities ar e
coherent and complementary with the activities of the NRNs. The ENRD and the EIP -
AGRI operated alongside each other with limited complementarity and synergies.

Substantial EU added value is provided through stakeholders involvement and the
provision of ¢ apacity building, in turn contributing to better RDP delivery and generating
social capital. Finally, the networko6s activi
challenges.

RESUME

Le Réseau européen pour le Développement Rural (ENRD) et les Réseaux Ruraux
Nationaux (RRN) font partie du deuxieme pilier de la Politique Agricole Commune depuis

la période de programmation 2007 -2013. Le ENRD réunit des parties prenantes de I'UE

et facilite les échanges entre les réseaux, les organisations et les ad ministrations
nationales qui s'intéressent au développement rural de I'UE. Les RRN sont
principalement établis au niveau national dans chaque Etat membre et rassemblent les

parties prenantes impliquées dans le développement rural.

L'étude met en évidence|l es mécanismes des réseaux et des structures de gouvernance

qui contribuent ° I a mise en Tuvre de |l a politique

différentes activités menées par | ENRD sont jugées efficaces pour impliquer les RRN
dans la mise en réseau au niveau de I'UE, bien que la participation soit hétérogéne,
notamment en raison de la barriere linguistique. Le renforcement des capacités et les

transferts de connaissances permis par les activités du ENRD ont amélioré la mise en

fuvre des Pr ogr a@wmloppeamend RuralD(PDR). Le soutien substantiel d e
| Helpdesk européen  d'é valuation apporté a I'évaluation des PDR a permis d'améliorer la
gualité des évaluations, mais avec peu &0 tetmed dappRentissage de la
politiqgue. La structure organisatio nnelle des Unités de Soutien au Réseau des RRN
influence leur efficience; un systeme hybride, ou I'Autorité de Gestion assure la
cohérence de la politique tout en externalisant une partie des activités, est considéré
comme I'un des modéles les plus efficie nt. Les activités de 'ENRD sont cohérentes et
complémentaires avec les activités des RNN. L'ENRD et | e PEI-AGRI ont fonctionné l'un

a cOté de l'autre avec une complémentarité et des synergies limitées. Une importante
valeur ajoutée européenne est apportée par l'implication des parties prenantes et le
renforcement des capacités, contribuant ainsi a une meilleure miseen 1 u v rdes PDR,
générant du capital social. Enfin, les activités d es réseau x étaient pertinentes par
rapport aux besoins straté  giques et aux défis  liés a la ruralité
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Activities of the
ENRD

Activities of the
NRNs

Balanced territorial
development (BTD)

Broader Public

Capacity building

Capacity
development

Coherence

The activities of the ENRD include:
1 Analysis of Rural Development
Support on evaluation of RDPs
Good practice collection and dissemination ;
Thematic and analytical exchanges ;
Information and communication on rural development ;
Meetings, seminars and events
Transnational cooperation

= =4 =4 -4 4 A -4

LAGs and cooperation

The activities of the NRNs include:

1 Good practices collection and dissemination ;
Thematic and analytical exchanges ;
LAGs and cooperation
Networking for  advisors and innovation services ;
Dissemination of monitoring and evaluation results ;
Information and communication on rural development ;
Contribution to the ENRD

=A =4 =4 =4 A 4

BTD of rural areas refers to the third CAP general objective. It aims

for the socio -economic development of rural areas, fostering the
conditions for safeguarding structural diversity and enhancing quality

of life throughout the EU. This also involves terr itorial cohesion, while
ensuring balanced and resilient conditions across all EU regions.

People with interest in certain/ specific aspects of rural development
and rural development policy

Capacity -building is defined as the process of developing and
strengthening the skills, abilities, processes and resources that
organisations and communities need to evolve, adapt, and thrive in

a fast -changing world. An essential ingredient in capacity -building is
transformat ion that is generated and sustained over time from
within; transformation of this kind goes beyond performing tasks to
changing mindsets and attitudes. (United Nations, n.d.) 1

It is advised that the term capacity development is used in
preference to traditional 6capacit
is understood as the process whereby people, organi sations and
society as a whole unleash, strengthen, create, adapt and maintain
capacity over time."(OECD , EC).2

The extent to which complementarity or synergy can be found within

y

an intervention and in relation to other interventions. (DG AGRI,

2017) 3

1
2
3

United Nations websi t e httpdi//@avpua.cri/en/mcademid | d iimpgcdicapacity -building .

Ibid.

DG AGRI (2017) Technical Handbook for the CMEF 2014 -2020.
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Complementarity

Delivery methods

Effectiveness

Efficiency

EIP-AGRI -
European

Innovation

Partnership
AAgricul tur
Productivity and
Sustainabil

EIP- AGRI network

The extent to which EU policies and interventions support and
usefully supplement other policies (in particular those pursued by the
Member States) or the fact that several public interventions (or
several components of an intervention) contribute towards the
achievement of the same objective. 4

Within this study defined as variety of approaches/tools (e.g.
website, social media, workshops, thematic groups, technical advice,
ENRD seminars, events, etc.) used to deliver work programmes at
ENRD and NRN levels.

Effectivenessis defined as the extent to which objectives pursued by
an intervention are achieved. Its evaluation requires being able to
identify, and where possible quantify, changes because of the
application of CAP instruments and measures to a particular
situation, o ver a given period and in the context of multiple
intervening factors.

Efficiency depicts the relationship between resources employed and
the results achieved. This is considered with respect to the relevant
objectives delineated in a given reg ion via a planned intervention.

Launched by the European Commission in 2012,
https://ec.europa.eu/eip/a griculture/en/node , EIP-AGRI is the
European Innovation Partnership focusing on agricultural and
forestry sectors. EIP -AGRI brings together innovation actors and
creates synergies between existing policies. Its overarching aim is to
foster competitiveness and sustainability in these sectors, thereby
contribute to ensuring a steady supply of food, feed and biomaterials,

and the sustainable management of the essential natural resources

on whi ch farming and forestry depend by working in harmony with

the environment.  (European Commission, 2013) 5

(Article 53 of Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013)

At the European level, EIP  -AGRI network is run by the Europea n
Commission and has been supported since 2013 by the EIP -AGRI
Service Point ( by the EIP-AGRI Support Facility since 2021). It is an
EU-wide network which supports EIP -AGRI activities by fostering
exchange of information and interaction and by facilitating the
inclusion of the different stakeholders. The EIP -AGRI Service Point
acts as a facilitator in enhancing communication and cooperation
between agricultural innovation actors. Through various actions and

services, it promotes the setting between agricult ural innovation
actors, the setting up of Operational Group 6 s and man a
sharing of experience and knowledge. The EIP -AGRI network is part

of the European rural networking structures. (ADE, 2020).

EIP-AGRI OG EIP-AGRI Operational Groups are funded under the RDP and project -
based. Operational Group s bring together multiple actors such as:
1 Farmers ;
1 Researchers ;
1 Farm advisers ;
1 Environmental groups ; and
1 Other NGOs;
DG AGRI (2017) Technical Handbook for the CMEF 2014 -2020.
5 Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on support

for rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD).
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ENRD Contact Point

ENRD European
Network for Rural
Development

ENRD
Helpdesk

Evaluation

EU added value

EU Rural

Development policy

Events

External coherence

Innovation broker

Internal coherence

to investigate and promote enhanced, novel solutions to key
challenges or goals for sustainable agri -rural development.

The Contact Point (CP) is one of two ENRD units of the ENRD with

the Evaluation Helpdesk. = The CP supports the operati  on of the ENRD.
It coordinates thematic and analytic work, facilitates networking and
exchange, and communicates the work and voices of the network.

The ENRD is set for the networking of national networks,
organisations, and administrations active in the field of rural
development at EU level. It is a hub for exchange of information on

how Rural Development policy, programs, projects and other
initiati ves are working in practice and how they can be improved to
achieve more. It has two support units, the ENRD Contact Point and
the Evaluation Helpdesk  “.

The ENRD aims to:
(a) increase the involvement of all stakeholders ;
(b) improve the quality of RDP ;

(c) inform the broader public on Rural Development policy ;

(d) support the evaluation of RDPs
(Article 52 of Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013)

The European Evaluation Helpdesk for Rural Development was one
of the two support units of the European Network for Rural
Development (ENRD). It provides specialist support to improve
methods, tools, knowledge and understanding for evaluating RDPs

and works under the guidance of DG Agriculture and Rural
Develo pment (current Unit A3 "Monitoring and Evaluation").

There is EU added value when a European intervention produces
results beyond what would have been achieved by Member States
acting alone (EC, 2021. Better regulation guidelines).

The primary focus lies on the design and implementation of Rural
Development policy at EU level and RDPs and future CAP strategic
plans at national level.

Events bring together whatever stakeholders ; the ENRD CP
organised 2 large scale events: the Rural vision week (2021) and
about NetworkX (2019 )

Correspondence between the objectives of an intervention and those
of other interventions which interact with it. 6

Organi sations/and or individuals that both act in a liaison role
between the sources of new ideas and the users of those ideas in
innovation networks and are also set up specifically to perform this
brokering role.

Correspondence between the different objec tives of the same
intervention. Internal coherence implies that there is a hierarchy of
objectives, with those at the bottom logically contributing towards

those above. 7

6
7

DG AGRI (2017) Technical Handbook for the CMEF 2014

Ibid.

-2020 .
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M20.2 Rural
Development

ANRN/ RRN su
measure

National Rural
Networks (NRNs)

Network Support
Unit (NSU)

Networking

Networking
activities 1

Quality of RDP
Implementation

Measure M20.2 is one of the two RDP sub -measures of technical
assistance (measure 20) which provide support for establishing and
operating the NRNs (code: 20.2)

National rural networks interlink the organisations and
administratio ns involved in rural development. Networking by the

national rural network aims to 8:

(a) increase the involvement of stakeholders in the implementation
of rural development

(b) improve the quality of implementation of rural development
programmes ;

(c) i nform the broader public and potential beneficiaries on Rural
Development policy and funding opportunities ;

(d) foster innovation in agriculture, food production, forestry and
rural areas.

(Article 54 of Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013)

The central node of the NRN, charged with building up and supporting
NRN operations. Runs mo st of t he
(European Evaluation Helpdesk, 2016 )®

fiNetworking 1 and rural development networking is a prime example
of this T is first and foremost about people. It is about coming
together, developing new ways of thinking and operating, and
building something new, together; something that is bigger than the

sum of its individual parts; and something that benefits rural
communities everywhere (ENRD CP 2019) (ENRD, 2019b) 0.

Networking activities include NRN meetings, Thematic working
groups, seminars, workshops, events (see other sections of the
glossary)

According t o t he Thematic Group of 61 mpr
(ENRD, 2015c) 12, high quality RDP implementation includes:

1. Addressing beneficiarieso6 real
2. Strengthening co ordination of all the stakeholders involved ;

3. Ensuring higher capacity and quality of RDP management and
administration ;

4. Avoiding unnecessary complications in devising implementing
rules;

5. Staying focused on the agreed results and being able to
measure them .

Seminars AENRD seminars bring together the fu
across Europe to discuss latest thinking and the best ideas on a
particular rural development topic. About two such seminars are

8 DG AGRI (2017) Technical Handbook for the CMEF 2014 -2020.

® European Evaluation Helpdesk (2016). Guidelines evaluation of national rural networks 2014 -2020
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/twg -02-nrn -july2016.pdf

10 ENRD (2019), Rural Networking in Action.
Rural Networking in Action | The European Network for Rural Development (ENRD) (europa.eu)

1 ENRD (2016). What is rural Networking?

12

ENRD (2015). Improving RDP Implementation: ENRD Thematic Group Report
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/tg_rdp_implementation_final_report 0.pdf .
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Stakeholder
involvement

Stakeholder main
groups

Stakeholder
mapping

organised each year involving National Rural Networks, Managing
Authorities, Paying Agencies, Local Action Groups, European
Organi sations and moreéd. Semf.nars

06Engaging individual s

beneficiaries in all stag  es of the policy cycle: from policy

better i mpl ementati on

environmentalist s etc.) and actors on the ground

Evaluation Helpdesk, 2019) 14

ranging from

-making to

Relevantt stakeholderso u
therefore include polic y designers, interest group representative
bodies (organisations representing farmers, foresters, researchers,

The most direct and basic form of stakeholder involvement is the
implementation of rural development projects. A higher level sees
stakeholder involvement i n the elaboration of regional and national
level strategies that provide the framework for the delivery of rural
development projects and local development strategies. An even
higher level sees stakeholder involvement in the definition of

European policy a nd programmes. 15

According to the ENRD, the main stakeholder groups can be divided
into three broad categories (ENRD, 2022k) 16:

1 Policy and programme designers and implementers: political
decision -makers, public administrators in national, regional
and local authorities (including PAs and MAs) and European

institutions but also LAGs.

1 Interest group representative bodies and organisations such

as economic and social partners,

(i.e. organisations

representin g farmers, landowners, forest managers, rural
businesses, actors along the food chain), bodies representing
civil society in line with RD stakes (i.e. EU, national or regional
NGO, environmental organi  sation), rural communities.

M Local Actors on the ground: Local Action Groups, EIP
Operational Groups, agricultural advisory services, research

and experimental institutes, evaluators,

training bodies, agri

food and non -food chain organisations, etc . Some of these will
be represented by the bodies mentioned abov e.

In this perspective, the main stakeholders of the ENRD include:

1 National Rural Networks (NRNs) ;

organisations and

1 RDP Managing Authorities and Paying Agencies ;
9 Local Action Groups (LAGS) ;
1 European organisations ;
9 Agricultural advisory services ;
1 Agricultural and rural researchers and ;
1 Other interested rural development
individuals.
A review of O0who i s [

nvol ved i n

contributes to causal analysis of the links between objectives and
effects and provides ab  asis for further study. Relationships between

stakeholders are not analysed.

13
14

15

16

ENRD (2016). What is rural Networking?

European Evaluation Helpdesk (2019). TOOL 1.4 STAKEHOLDER MAPPING CHECKLIST

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/tool_1_ 4 _stakeholders.pdf

ENRD (2015). EU RURAL REVIEW No 19: Improving stakeholder involvement
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publi -enrd -rr-19-2015 -en.pdf .

ENRD website,

i St a k e h ohktpd:Eenrd.éc.europd.ev/eetwerking/e

takeholder -involvement_en

(European
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Stakeholder (SH)

Successful in
reaching out to a
stakeholder group

Support
implementation  of
the RDPs

Territorial
Development

Territorial
challenges

Territorial
engineering

Thematic and
analytical
exchanges

Thematic groups

Thematic work

People or organisations who have a fistakeodo in
either involved in or influenced by it (ENRD, 2022e) 17,

Through effective communication strategies, stakeholder groups are

infformed of key information including network events and
publications. A necessary step in encouraging stakeholders to
actively engage in the networks. 18

ENRD Contact Point regularly organises networking events on the
topic of RDP implementation for stakeholders such as MAs, PAs and
representatives of NRNs and EU institutions. Through the exchange
of knowledge and experience of good practices, and supportin
cooperation and capacity building, the objective is to achieve a
common understanding of the RDP legal framework and
implementation processes. 19

Territorial development in the context of the CAP is the sustainable
socio-economic development of rural areas, the promotion of
conditions to safeguard the structural diversity of rural areas and the
improvement of the quality of life of their inhabitants.

Social, economic and environmental problems, damage and d ecline

in specific areas, particularly where negative conditions diverge
furthest from the EU average.

The set of concepts, methods, tools and funding mechanisms made

available to the actors in the territories to facilitate the des ign, the

implementation and the evaluation of their project . (Lardon, 2016)

Thematic and analytical exchanges run by NRNs is an output
indicator of the CME S (026). It is broken down by:

1 the num ber of thematic working groups set up ;

1 number of consultations (e.g. between MA and NRN
stakeholders on programme modifications ;

9 others (trainings, web forums)

Of these, the focuses surveyed are:
0 LAGs including support to cooperation ;

0 sharing and disseminating monitoring and evaluation
findings ;

0 advisors and/or innovation support services

The Common Network Statistics count Thematic groups.
Official thematic groups are those that have a membership list and
these members work on a specific topic. Thematic consultation has
no membership, they are rather an ad -hoc events or a dedicated
corner/workshop of an event organised on a specific topic.

The thematic work developed by the ENRD Contact Point (CP) can be
broadly div ided into three main areas of Rural Development policy:
a) competitiveness; b) environment; and c) social.

The ENRD-CP has defined its work on these themes under the
following headings:

1 Carbon Farming (new March 2022)

9 Sustainability Agreements (new March 2022)

f  Long Term Rural Vision

¥ ENRD website,
18 European  Evaluation

httifis¥/emrd.Bereurapd.au/about/brief_en
Helpdesk (2019). TOOL 1.4 STAKEHOLDER MAPPING CHECKLIST

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/tool_1_4_stakeholders.pdf

¥ ENRD website:

i RDP |htipg:leardiex.puroaaei o n/molicy -in-action/rdp -implementation_en
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Thematic  working
groups i ENRD-CP

Thematic  working
groups 1 ENRD-
EHD

Ways to involve
stakeholders

Workshops

LEADER

Smart and Competitive Rural Areas
Greening the Rural Economy
Social Inclusion

Generational Renewal

E EE EE]

Work under these themes can take different forms, including the
creation of Thematic Working Groups of key rural development
stakeholders on specific topics , the organisation of seminars and
workshops, and the production of thematic pu blications and other
information materials (ENRD, 2022hb)

Thematic working groups 6bring toget
shared understanding, key messages and examples of good practice

on a chosen topic. The groups usually meet 3 -4 times per year and
feed into the knowl edge dFeenaticavprkimgn t
groups are output based.

Thematic working groups (TWG) support the development of
methodolog ical guidance. They aim to address specific issues related

to the evaluation of rural development programmes (RDPs). A
thematic working group is a specific small group of named evaluation

experts and is constituted to find practical solutions for a specifi c
need or topic.

Thematic working groups typically i
permanent staff and external experts who work under the
supervision of DG AGRI 6s Unit C. 4.
Evaluation Helpdesk, and in consultation with th e Member States,
decide which topics should be addressed through thematic working

groups. The set -up, organisation and coordination of the thematic
working groups fall under the responsibility of the Evaluation
Helpdesk <°.

They can act as a bridge between the public authorities (one of the
groups of stakeholders) and all the other stakeholders involved in or

with an interest in the implementation of Rural Development policy
(types b and c).

They can support coordination, communication and capacity building
among the complex chain of competent public authorities involved in
the implementation of rural development (type a).

They can help to build capacity and develop common positions
among the rural development stakeholders and their representative
bodies (type b and c) 1 here they can play a particularly important
role in ensuring the weakest groups are heard. In addition, rural
networks can help reach out to a broader concerned audience, both
within public bodies, civil society and the general public. 21

Wor kshops i a r -duildng pventsi targeted at key invited
stakeholders engaged in the implementation or evaluation of the

20

21
22

Source: website of

Rural Development Programmes. They focus on improving t echnical
delivery based on existing good practice 22,
the ENRD - EHD, https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/evaluation/thematic -working -

groups_en#:~:text=A%20thematic%20working%20group%20is.4

DG AGRI (2017) Technical Handbook for the CMEF 2014 -2020.
ENRD (2016). What is rural Networking?
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1 INTRODUCTION

Thisisthe final r eport of the study of the fAcontribution of
Devel opment (ENRD) and the National Rur al Net wor ks é
Rural Development po |l i 2.y o

The study encompasses the tasks of the ENRD and the NRNs establi shed under Articles 52
and 54 of the Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 (Rural Development Regulation). Links with the
Common Provisions Regulation, other structural funds regulations and other CAP instruments

will also be considered in the study, to the extent possible.

The study covers the EU -27 and the United Kingdom. It concerns the 2014 -2020
programming period, with the 2007 -2013 period servingas  a benchmark.

The overall aim is to assess how the rural networks (ENRD) at EU level and the NRNs at

national | evel contribute to the EU Rural Development policy. This policy, also called the
second pillar of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), concerns 118 Rural Development

Programmes (RDPs) implemented at national orregional level inthe Member States (MS) for
the 2014 -2020 programming period 24,

The study ha d four phases, as follows:
9 Structuring: End of December 1 2 February 2022 ;
1 Observing: 3 February 2022 to 2 June 2022 ;
1 Analysing: 3 June to 19 August/ 19 October 2022 ;

1 Judging: 20 August/October to 19 December 2022.
The report is structured as follows:
I Section 1 presents the description of the study topic , including the integration of
networking in Rura | Development policy , the presentation of  the European networks
and their governance structures, their interve ntion logic and a short historical

overview of the objectives and activities
I Section 2 details the methodology used in the study , as well as the limitations faced.

1 Section 3 includes the replies to the 15 study questions (SQ), covering all six themes
(causal analysis, effectiveness, efficiency, relevance, coherence and EU added value ).

1 Section 4 presents the conclusions, regrouped per theme.
I Section 5 presents the recommendations issued from the study analysis and
conclusions.

The executive summary (in English and in French) and the PowerPoint are presented in
separate document  s.

2 The study is commissioned by DG AGRI ( Reference AGRI -2017 -0319. Order number AGRI  -2021 -0325).
2 France, Germany, Italy and Spain have numerous regional RDPs (from 3 to 30) (as well as BE (2), FI (2), PT (3),
UK (4)).
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2 DESCRIPTI ON OF THE STUDY TOPI C

2.1 Integration of networking in the Rural Development Policy

Europedbds Common Agricul tural Policy (CAP) has sought
policy framework for farming and, since 2000, to aid the development of rural areas in a
sustainable way. For over thirty years, the CAP has been through successive reforms which

have gradually increased its market orientation for agriculture, while providing ongoing

income support and safety net mechanisms for producers, as well as funding structural and
environmental change. The 2nd Pillar of the CAP, introduced in 2000, progressively

acknowledged balanced territorial development and encompassed it under rural development.

Pillar 2 covers competitiveness, integration of environmental concerns (since 2000), quality

of life and economic activities in rural areas (since 2007), then social exclusion and rural

poverty (since 2014).

The challenges facing agriculture and rural areas are numerous and evolve over time. In

2006 , they were mainly  socio -economic (food security, declining productivity growth, price
volatility, relatively weak position of farmers in the food supply chain), environmental

(resource efficiency, soil and water quality and threats to biodiversity) and territorial

(demogra phic, economic and social issues, relative poverty, socio -economic decline, and
social exclusion) (European Commission, 2006) . Since 2013, the environmental challenges

have increasingly been taken into account and issues linked to climate change have become
prominent (carbon sequestration, cl i mate chasatigne miti
of rural areas is an important challenge to connect different territories efficiently and help

reduce gaps. Since 2020, the Farm to Fork strategy, an important element of the European

Green Deal, has set a framework for European policies to redesign sustainable and resilient

food systems and rural development has a large role in this process. In the same period
(2019) , alandmark feature for rural development policy was the endorsement of the Long -
term vision for rural areas (LTVRA) . This initiative was launched by the European Commission
following the update of uncovered needs in rural areas (subsequentto Cork 2.0 ). Challenges
include declining rural population, the lack of accessibility to basic services, the lack of quality

jobs in those areas, climate change and environmental challenges (Slee, et al., 2021)
Henceforth, the LTVRA, as highlighted inits Co  mmunication , puts a strong focus on specific
needs and aims to encourage debates on their future , with the overarching goal of creating
a shared, European vision  on four key objectives: stronger, prosperous, connected and more
resilient rural areas. To achieve these goals, an emphasis was put on the use of a
participatory, innovative and multi -stakeholder approach  (European Commission, 2021c)

The European Network for Rural Development (ENRD) and National Rural Networks (NRNSs)
were first intr oduRBRwall Developroenttpdiieyin@AaZ@’'s -2013 programming
period (European Commission, 2005) .LEADER which had run as a community initiative (since
1991) was also mainstreamed in the EU Rural Development policy in 2007.

LEADER has led the way in demonstrating how networking is valuable to broaden the reach

of Rural Development policy in rural areas. One of the important features of the LEADER

approach 2 is to be bottom -up, meaning that local actors are involved in decision -making in

their local area: selection of priorities and strategies (ENRD, 2022m) . The challenges faced

in rural are as are very diverse (see above) , ranging from depopulation in remote territories

to increasing pressure from cities in peri urban areas. LEADER considers that local actors are

in the best position to tackle territorial and local challenges based on their capacity to create
endogenous devel opment . Its objectives were then to
promote the acquisition of know -how on local integrated development and disseminate this

know-how t o ot her (ENRR2019%)r.eas o

Evaluations of the LEADER approach in the Community Initiative highlighted its successes. A
growing acknowledgement that development occurs when people share or exchange ideas,
information and resources , illustrated the important role of networks and networking in rural
development (European Commission, 2005) . This led to increased funding of LEADER since
the mid -1990s. Cooperation and networking at larger scales than the local level also started

2 LEADER is based on 7 principles.
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to be promoted and top -down networking structures were created at the EU level, such as a
Coordinating Unit and later the LEADER Observatory , to organise the cooperation between
Local Action Groups (LAGS). In 2007, the NRNs and the ENRD were introduced in the Rural
Devel opment policy , following the bottom  -up and networking approach of LEADER. These
net works had the objective to support LEADERGS
rural development stakeholders throughout first Member States and then the European Unio
(EVU). They aimed at facilitating the exchange of knowledge and ideas

devel opment stakeholders and wultimately help achi

Their networking activities fAtarget the emergamthce of
the enhancement of (BuwwpeanConumesgidn,t2@5)0 .Thesuccessof the Leader

approach also influenced Cohesion Policy that introduced Community Led local Development

(CLLD) and made LAGs beneficiaries of ERDFa  nd ESF in 2014 -2020 and is extending this for

2021 -2027 programming period offering in addition this opportunity also to the fJust
Transition Fund 0.

appro
n
among rural

Figure 1: The evolution of rural networking at EU level
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Source: (ENRD, 2019a)

The ENRD and NRNs aim to facilitate interactions between rural development stakeholders,
connect people (face -to-face or online), build relationships, create opportunities for
discussion, inform on the RDPs and ra ise awareness. The ENRD and the NRNs are one of
drivers among other instruments of change and tools for creating an environment favourable

to a sustainable rural develo