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Abstract. This study addresses the rural development of Po-
land and is a part of a research evaluating the use of finan-
cial resources which are available within the framework of 
EU policy and may represent important development factors. 
The 2007–2013 Leader approach was presented as a financial 
instrument that supports change in rural areas. The purpose 
of this paper was to specify the amount of funds spent in spe-
cific Polish regions under axis 4 (Leader) of the 2007–2013 
Rural Development Program. The study relied on data of the 
Agency for Restructuring and Modernization of Agriculture, 
provided by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment as at December 31, 2015. Polish voivodeships were 
found to differ in the amount and structure of expenditure un-
der particular Leader measures. The regions allocated most 
of the funds to the renewal and development of rural areas, 
while the smallest amounts were spent on designing the labor 
market. The amount of expenditure was mainly determined 
by the area and population of the regions and by the number 
of local action groups. Other relevant factors included the ac-
tivity of different actors such as municipalities, associations, 
entrepreneurs, residents and their traditional cooperation pat-
terns in rural areas.

Keywords: 2007–2013 Rural Development Program, Leader 
approach, rural areas

INTRODUCTION

When discussing the differences in social and economic 
development across Polish regions, rural territories are 
usually believed to be less developed than other areas, 
especially cities (Rosner and Stanny, 2014). The key so-
cial and economic problems faced by the Polish country-
side are as follows: underdeveloped social and technical 
infrastructure; high unemployment rates; poorly devel-
oped services; and low levels of human and social capi-
tal. Moreover, just as in other European countries, rural 
development levels in Poland vary significantly from one 
region to another (Rosner, 2007). The observed dispro-
portions in the development of rural areas result from nu-
merous factors. In Poland, partitions of national territory 
that took place in the 18th century, the era of centrally 
planned economy after World War II, and the political 
transformation in 1989 form an important historical 
background (Bański, 2009; Heffner, 2015; Zajda, 2017).

The adopted rural area development policy seeks 
effective financial and other instruments to bridge the 
existing development gap. The relevant intervention 
measures are mainly financed with public funds. For 
Poland, joining the European Union was an opportunity 
to launch various programs focused on support and fi-
nancing for structural changes. At the same time, some 
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practical differences in the development of rural territo-
ries were revealed (Kołodziejczyk, 2015), as reflected 
by their response to the new reality and new opportu-
nities to access funds for development (Wojewódzka-
-Wiewiórska, 2012).

Strategic documents were prepared to support ru-
ral development in Poland in the 2007–2013 period. 
This allowed to pursue the objectives set by the EU in 
the following areas: improving the competitiveness of 
agriculture; improving the condition of the environment; 
improving he quality of life in rural areas; and support 
the diversification of the rural economy (Drygas, 2016; 
Kutkowska and Pilawka, 2016).

Polish rural areas received support through vari-
ous channels, including in the form of the 2007–2013 
Rural Development Program under the EU Common 
Agricultural Policy (Rakowska, 2015). Its main objec-
tive essentially consisted in implementing the concept 
of multifunctionality in agriculture and rural areas. 
The general objective was broken down into specific 
objectives reflected in the program’s axes, i.e. improv-
ing the competitiveness of agriculture and rural areas; 
environmental protection; improving the quality of life 
and social activation of rural residents (axis 4: Leader) 
(MARD, 2016).

The structure of assumptions underpinning the 
Leader approach shows an increased role of rural de-
velopment actions and reflects the EU’s new approach 
towards a multifunctional development of rural areas 
where an active participation of rural residents is of key 
importance (Chevalier, 2012; Lopolito et al., 2015). The 
Leader approach is based on a local partnership and 
cooperation between numerous entities which enables 
combining resources, knowledge and skills. The coop-
eration of the social, business and public sectors starts at 
the level of local action groups, usually within a neigh-
borhood community (local governments, institutions). 
The main objective of the Leader approach is to develop 
social capital by stimulating the activity of rural environ-
ments and involving them in the process of creating and 
implementing local development strategies. The foun-
dations of the Leader approach address the specific fea-
tures of Polish rural areas, primarily including the low 
level of social capital and the typical local conditions of 
its development. As a multi-sectoral, cross-sectional and 
partnership-based instrument, Leader comprises a mod-
ern, unprecedented approach in the development policy 
implemented in Polish rural areas. Another important 

aspect is that the intervention areas are not delimited by 
administrative boundaries; instead, they depend on the 
way the developmental processes evolve, reflecting the 
actual situation of rural territories where problems affect 
functional areas rather than administrative units.

The purpose of this paper was to specify the amount 
of funds spent in specific Polish regions as a part of 
axis 4 (Leader) of the 2007–2013 Rural Development 
Program.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This paper used the data from the Central Statistical Of-
fice and detailed data of the Agency for Restructuring 
and Modernization of Agriculture concerning imple-
mentation of projects under axis 4 of the 2007–2013 
Rural Development Program. The data was made avail-
able for the purposes of this study by the Ministry of Ag-
riculture and Rural Development on December 31, 2015 
(MARD, 2017). The study period extends from 2007 to 
2015 and corresponds to the implementation timeframes 
of projects co-financed under the 2007–2013 RDP.

The amount of funds spent means total payments 
made in absolute terms pursuant to the provisions of 
agreements entered into by all beneficiaries. When con-
sidering particular measures and operations, certain 
regional differences were revealed in the absorption of 
funds as a part of axis 4 (Leader) of the 2007–2013 Ru-
ral Development Program. A vast portion of this paper 
was devoted to measure 413 ‘implementation of local 
development strategies’ as it holds a considerable share 
in total expenditure incurred under axis 4. 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE LEADER 
APPROACH IN POLAND

In 2007–2013, there were 336 local action groups 
(LAGs) dispersed across various Polish voivodeships. 
Combined with the territorial reach of local develop-
ment strategies, LAGs became the basis for fund al-
location under the Leader approach (Table 1). Most of 
LAGs were active in the Małopolskie, Wielkopolskie 
and Podkarpackie voivodeships. The lowest numbers 
of LAGs were reported in the Lubuskie, Opolskie and 
Warmińsko-Mazurskie voivodeships. When comparing 
the number of local action groups with the rural popu-
lation, it turns out that the distribution of LAGs is not 
directly correlated with the number of residents. As 
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a result, the population covered by local action groups 
varies from 10 to 150,000. On average, the greatest 
number of residents per LAG was reported in Śląskie 
and Mazowieckie voivodeships. Conversely, the lowest 
ratios were recorded in Podlaskie, Zachodniopomorskie 
and Lubuskie voivodeships. In Poland, 16,877,180 peo-
ple were covered by operations of local action groups, 
and the implementation area of local development strat-
egies extended to 278,235.70 sq. km (MARD, 2009).

In 2007–2013, the total amount of payments dis-
bursed in Poland as a part of axis 4 (Leader), broken 
down into three measures, was PLN 3.37 billion. On 
a countrywide basis, measure 413 ‘implementation 
of local development strategies’ had the largest share 
(83.4%) in the expenditure structure, followed by meas-
ure 431 ‘functioning of local action groups, acquiring 
skills and activation’ (15.2%). Not much was spent on 
measure 421 ‘implementation of interregional and in-
ternational cooperation projects’ (1.4%). As regards 

allocation of funds to the implementation of local devel-
opment strategies in Poland, the largest amounts were 
spent on rural renewal and development (53%) and 
small projects (21%). Little was spent on designing the 
local labor market, i.e. the diversification towards non-
agricultural activity and the establishment and develop-
ment of micro-enterprises (4% and 5%, respectively).

EXPENDITURE TARGETS  
UNDER THE LEADER APPROACH

In Poland, the total expenditure incurred under the Lead-
er approach varied from one region to another. The larg-
est amounts were spent in Mazowieckie (PLN 378 mil-
lion), Wielkopolskie (PLN 377 million) and Małopolskie 
(PLN 355 million) voivodeships, whereas Lubuskie 
(PLN 114 million), Opolskie (PLN 117 million) and 
Podlaskie (PLN 123 million) voivodeships recorded the 
smallest expenditure. This is because the voivodeships 

Table 1. Implementation of the Leader approach in 2007–2013 by voivodeships in Poland

Voivodeship Number of LAGs  
(Dec 31, 2015)

% of rural population  
(Dec 31, 2006)

Rural population per 
LAG 

Payments disbursed under  
axis 4 of the 2007–2013 RDP  

(Dec 31, 2015) (%)

Dolnośląskie 19 29.1 44 193 6.06

Kujawsko-Pomorskie 20 38.7 39 956 5.53

Lubelskie 26 53.4 44 605 7.8

Lubuskie 10 36 36 297 3.38

Łódzkie 20 35.4 45 446 5.73

Małopolskie 39 50.5 42 386 10.51

Mazowieckie 35 35.3 52 143 11.22

Opolskie 12 47.4 41 177 3.47

Podkarpackie 31 59.5 40 246 7.68

Podlaskie 16 40.5 30 282 3.66

Pomorskie 16 33 45 396 5.23

Śląskie 15 21.5 66 870 5.39

Świętokrzyskie 18 54.7 38 889 4.87

Warmińsko-Mazurskie 13 40 43 919 4.17

Wielkopolskie 31 43.1 46 999 11.18

Zachodniopomorskie 15 31 34 972 4.13

Poland 336 38.7 43 918 100

Source: own elaboration based on MARD and CSO data.
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differed in the number of local action groups and rural 
residents that could be provided with support under the 
Leader initiative.

As regards measure 413 ‘implementation of local 
development strategies,’ the voivodeships also clearly 
differed by absolute amounts of spending, just as in the 
case of total funds spent under axis 4 of the Rural Devel-
opment Program. Again, the Mazowieckie, Wielkopol-
skie and Małopolskie voivodeships stood apart from 
other voivodeships because of the largest amounts of 
funds absorbed: PLN 317 million, PLN 323 million and 
PLN 294 million, respectively (Fig. 1). In each voivode-
ship, the Leader approach had the largest share (from 
80% to 86%) in funds allocated to the implementation 
of local development strategies. The same was observed 
on a countrywide basis.

The voivodeships were also found to differ in terms 
of funds spent on measure 413 (implementation of local 
development strategies) per local action group. The larg-
est amounts were allocated to Wielkopolskie, Śląskie 

and Lubuskie voivodeships; conversely, the south-east-
ern region of Poland and the Podlaskie voivodeship re-
corded the lowest levels.

Considering the expenditure targets under measure 
413 (implementation of local development strategies) in 
specific voivodeships, it was concluded that the regions 
did not differ from one another in terms of the respective 
structure. In all voivodeships, the largest amounts were 
spent on village renewal and development and on small 
projects (Fig. 2). The Dolnośląskie voivodeship, with 
more funds spent on diversification of activity and de-
velopment of micro-enterprises than on small projects, 
was an exception.

When it comes to village renewal and development, 
the largest amounts were allocated in the Mazowieckie 
(PLN 200 million), Wielkopolskie and Małopolskie 
voivodeships (PLN 190 million each) whereas the low-
est levels of spending were recorded in the Podlaskie 
voivodeship (PLN 50 million). As regards small pro-
jects, the highest expenditure levels were observed in 

Fig. 1. Expenditure on measure 413 ‘implementation of local strategies’ under the 2007–2013 Leader approach  
by voivodeships in Poland (million PLN)
Source: own elaboration based on MARD data.
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Wielkopolskie (PLN 101 million), Małopolskie, Ma-
zowieckie and Lubelskie voivodeships, with the lowest 
amounts being spent in Dolnośląskie and the Lubuskie 
voivodeships (PLN 17 million each).

The typical feature of all the voivodeships was that 
the expenditure on designing the labor market was rel-
atively low compared to other targets. In 11 voivode-
ships, larger amounts were spent to establish and de-
velop micro-enterprises; however, such projects were 
predominant in the Świętokrzyskie, Małopolskie and 
Podkarpackie voivodeships. In the Opolskie, Kujaw-
sko-Pomorskie, Podlaskie, Dolnośląskie and Lubelskie 
voivodeships, more was spent on the diversification 
towards non-agricultural activities. On a countrywide 
basis, the support for micro-enterprises was usually 
allocated to services to the public (a share of 23–47% 
in funds disbursed in the voivodeships) and to sports, 
recreation and leisure services (a share of 8–38% in 

particular regions), followed by construction and as-
sembly works and services.

As regards funds spent on the diversification of ac-
tivities, the development of services for farms or for-
estry was predominant in all the provinces, with a share 
of 44% to 74% in the total expenditure. Ranked next 
were projects related to tourism services and sports, 
recreation and leisure services, as well as services to 
the public and municipal services. One of the leading 
targets of expenditure in the voivodeships was the sup-
port for construction or assembly works and services, 
except for Zachodniopomorskie and Łódzkie voivode-
ships (with sales as the main target) and Podlaskie and 
Lubuskie voivodeships (where the main targets in-
cluded processing agricultural products or edible for-
est products). Such targets as accounting, handicraft 
or warehousing represented a marginal share in all 
voivodeships.

Fig. 2. Expenditure as a part of measure 413 ‘implementation of local 
strategies’ under the 2007–2013 Leader approach by project type im-
plemented in Polish voivodeships (PLN million)
Source: own elaboration based on MARD data.
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As demonstrated by the relevant analysis, numer-
ous entities were engaged in small projects intended in 
particular to improve the quality of human life (Fig. 3). 
In all the voivodeships, the key role in this respect was 
played by local government units whose share in the 
expenditure varied from one voivodeship to another. 
The largest number of such beneficiaries was reported 
in Zachodniopomorskie, Kujawsko-Pomorskie and 
Lubuskie voivodeships. Other beneficiaries were non-
governmental organizations which recorded the highest 
activity levels in the Małopolskie voivodeship. In the 
Lubelskie, Podkarpackie and Warmińsko-Mazurskie 
voivodeships, parishes, cultural centers, libraries and 
volunteer firefighters were also highly active in ab-
sorbing funds as a part of small projects. This diversity 
could be a reflection of practical differences between 
the voivodeships in terms of activity of various entities 

operating in rural areas and their involvement in devel-
opment measures.

Measure 431 (functioning of local action groups, 
acquiring skills and activation) was aimed at ensur-
ing an efficient and successful operation of local ac-
tion groups and persons involved in implementing lo-
cal development strategies. Therefore, the amount of 
expenditure incurred under this measure was directly 
related to the number and size of local action groups. 
The voivodeships spent average amounts ranging from 
PLN 1.2 million to PLN 1.7 million, with the largest 
amount (PLN 2 million) being recorded in the Lubuskie 
voivodeship.

The voivodeships also differed in terms of inter-
regional and international cooperation by local action 
groups (measure 421). Considering the number of lo-
cal action groups who entered into cooperation, it may 

Fig. 3. Small projects implemented as a part of measure 413 ‘implementation of local strat-
egies’ under the 2007–2013 Leader approach by type of beneficiaries in Polish voivode-
ships (%)
Source: own elaboration based on MARD data.
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be concluded that the largest expenditure was incurred 
in Małopolskie (PLN 5.2 million), Wielkopolskie 
(PLN 4.8 million) and Mazowieckie (PLN 4.7 million) 
voivodeships. In turn, the smallest amounts were re-
corded in Śląskie (PLN 1.8 million), Podlaskie and 
Opolskie voivodeships (PLN 1.9 million each).

CONCLUSIONS

The funds available to the beneficiaries as a part of the 
Leader approach were a small portion of public resourc-
es allocated to the entire Rural Development Program 
to support the Polish rural areas. Nevertheless, Leader 
had a major influence on numerous spheres of life. The 
interregional differences in fund allocation depended 
to a great extent on the size of the regions (as regards 
both area and population) and the number of local action 
groups. Other contributing factors of major importance 
were mainly related to the activity of various entities 
operating in the rural areas that could be potential ben-
eficiaries. On top of that, the differences were caused by 
the tradition and culture of cooperation and the willing-
ness to start own initiatives for the development of the 
rural areas.

The research on spending targets under the Leader 
approach of the 2007–2013 Rural Development Pro-
gram led to the following conclusions:
1. Polish voivodeships differ by total amounts spent un-

der the Leader approach and by the structure of ex-
penditure on specific measures. The largest amount, 
i.e. one third of all Leader funds, was allocated to Ma-
zowieckie, Wielkopolskie and Małopolskie voivode-
ships. In all regions, measure 413 ‘implementation 
of local development strategies’ was predominant.

2. When it comes to total expenditure incurred under 
measure 413 ‘implementation of local development 
strategies,’ projects related to village renewal and 
development enjoyed the highest popularity. This 
largely resulted from the considerable capital inten-
sity of investment projects concerned. In all voivode-
ships (except for Dolnośląskie), the largest amounts 
were allocated to the implementation of small pro-
jects. Their purpose was to improve the quality of 
life in rural areas. Compared to other expenditure 
targets, a small percentage of funds were dedicated 
to designing the labor market through diversification 
and development of micro-enterprises.

3. During the implementation of local development 
strategies, various entities operating in rural areas 
adopted a proactive approach. It was concluded that 
local government units were the most active play-
ers as regards projects affecting the quality of life in 
the areas where local action groups operated. Other 
beneficiaries included non-governmental organiza-
tions, parishes, cultural centers, libraries and volun-
teer firefighters. However, their activity levels varied 
from one region to another. 
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