
Final Report 
Impact Assessment of Rural Development Programmes in View of Post-2006 Rural Development Policy 

 

EPEC 118

7. OVERALL CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1. The Impact of RD Measures 

The review of mid-term evaluation reports suggests that rural development 
programmes have had a positive impact against a variety of economic, environmental 
and social objectives. 

However, this conclusion is subject to a variety of caveats, in relation to: 

Adequacy of Budgets 

There are numerous examples of rural development budgets being inadequate to meet 
the needs identified (e.g. in relation to agricultural restructuring in Ireland and 
England).  Thus, even where particular measures are capable of delivering positive 
impacts, budgetary limitations may restrict the impact of the programme.  

Macro and Micro Impacts 

In general terms, evaluations tend to be more positive in identifying positive impacts at 
the micro than at the macro level.  It is easier to identify positive impacts that arise from 
specific measures and in specific instances, than to identify overall impacts with 
reference to indicators of change in the rural economy, environment and society.   

For example, while many evaluations demonstrate that RD measures have created 
jobs or helped to prevent depopulation, none are able to demonstrate that these effects 
have been significant enough to influence overall levels of rural population or 
employment.  

This reflects the usually limited scale of RD measures relative to the scale of the 
challenges facing rural areas, and the number and significance of the wider economic, 
social and environmental forces at work. 

Maturity of RD Measures 

While some RD measures (e.g. agri-environment, forestry and LFA measures) are well 
established, many Member States have introduced completely new RD measures as 
part of the current programmes.  Generally, it tends to be more difficult to demonstrate 
early positive impacts for these new measures, many of which are still being adapted 
and developed.  At the same time, some measures (e.g. in relation to agricultural 
restructuring and forestry) are expected to have impacts only over the longer term. 

Agriculture/Rural Focus  

In general, measures can be expected to have a deeper but narrower impact where 
the targeting of resources is most focused.  Some evaluators have commented that 
programmes focused heavily on agriculture have achieved positive impacts, but 
restricted the allocation of resources to meet wider rural policy objectives.  
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Differences Between Measures 

There is evidence that some measures have been more successful than others.  For 
example, schemes to encourage young farmers appear to have been less effective 
than the other agricultural restructuring measures. 

Monitoring of Impacts 

While many evaluations are positive about impacts, evidence is highly variable and 
often limited.  Many of the mid term evaluations are predictive rather than identifying 
actual impacts, while others focus on inputs or outputs rather than actual outcomes.  
For example, with regard to the environmental impacts of LFAs, the bulk of evidence 
from the mid term evaluations relates to information on scheme uptake, the conditions 
with which successful applicants are required to comply, and the practices adopted, 
and very little evidence is available on actual environmental impacts (e.g. effects on 
biodiversity, landscape and natural resources).  To a large extent this reflects the 
difficulty of quantifying actual impacts, especially over short time periods.  It is 
important to note that it is not always necessary to measure actual outcomes for every 
scheme, providing clear scientific evidence is available linking inputs, outputs and 
outcomes.  However, more information about outcomes (such as recent independent 
research into links between LFAs and biodiversity) would help to strengthen evidence 
of these positive linkages.  

Types of Outcomes 

In general, evidence about the impact of RD measures is stronger where there is a 
direct link to the desired outcome.  For example, at this stage in the programmes, there 
is significant evidence of the progress of some of the Article 33 measures (e.g. in 
financing provision or renovation of infrastructure such as village amenities), but less 
evidence of the impact of agri-environment measures on biodiversity or farm 
restructuring measures on incomes. 

Scale of Change  

For the agri-environment measures, in particular, there is evidence that greater effort 
and impact have been observed in influencing less intensive agricultural practices than 
in achieving significant changes from intensive to extensive systems.  While the Court 
of Auditors report was critical of this, the Commission has argued that there are good 
reasons for not prioritising intensive systems for agri-environment support, on the 
grounds that minimum standards should be met by regulation, while the benefits of 
enhancement measures are likely be maximised by focusing on high natural value 
systems.  Similarly, greater effort has been devoted to achieving minor adjustments 
designed to “green” farming systems (e.g. by reducing inputs) than to changing land 
use and re-creating habitats.  Again, this should not necessarily be regarded as a 
shortcoming of the measures, since maintenance of traditional farming systems that 
would otherwise be at risk from intensification or abandonment is itself a valid 
objective, and may be more cost effective than seeking major changes in practice. 

Wider Pressures 

The evaluations identified many examples where the impact of rural development 
policy is less significant than wider pressures and influences.  For example, changes in 
agricultural markets, CAP reforms, and demographic and economic trends exert major 
influences on agricultural structures, the environment, and the social and economic 
development of rural areas.   
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Rural development programmes still have a role to play in this context, but there are 
clearly implications in terms of the scale of activity required if they are to have an 
impact, and the need for measures to take account of these wider forces.  EU policy 
drivers - such as reform of the CAP – are clearly within the influence of the 
Commission, and there is a clear need for rural development policies to work 
coherently with them.   

7.2. The Efficiency of RD Measures 

Most evaluations are positive about the overall efficiency of rural development 
measures, suggesting that in most cases payments are set at appropriate levels to 
achieve the required outcomes.   

However, some inefficiencies are evident.  Several examples of deadweight were 
identified, particularly in relation to the agricultural restructuring measures, with 
beneficiaries indicating that investments would often take place even in the absence of 
the scheme.   

In relation to agri-environment measures, there is little evidence of over- or under-
compensation at the scheme level, but variations in circumstances between farms 
mean that over-compensation of individuals is inevitable, especially in cases where 
equal payment rates are set for whole countries or regions. 

There is widespread evidence of over- and under- compensation in relation to LFAs 
and agri-environment measures in Spain, where equal payment rates are used for 
regions with very different conditions. 

This suggests that payment structures need to take account of differences in costs and 
income foregone between different farm types and regions, as far as this is appropriate 
without giving rise to excessive administration costs. Also in relation to agri-
environment schemes, there is evidence of continuing tension regarding the boundary 
between minimum standards set by legislative requirements and Codes of Good 
Agricultural Practice, and the role of incentives in driving positive environmental 
improvements.  While it is widely recognised that farmers should in theory be paid only 
to implement practices that exceed minimum standards, in practice the boundaries are 
often far from clear. 

Some evaluations also expressed concern about the scale of administration costs of 
RD programmes, relative to the overall budgets for the measures concerned.  Ensuring 
that measures meet their specified objectives, and monitoring compliance and impacts, 
can significantly add to administration costs, while at the same time being important in 
achieving successful programmes. 

7.3. Scope and Beneficiaries of EU Rural Development Policy 

Most mid term evaluation reports suggest that the current scope of EU rural 
development policy is broadly appropriate to meet the needs of rural areas.  However, 
it is clear that current policies and programmes place greater emphasis on some 
sections of the rural economy, population and the environment than others.  This is 
unsurprising given the evolution of current policy from sectoral agricultural support.  
Nevertheless, some evaluators favour extending the scope of rural development policy 
and the allocation of support to give it a wider rural focus.  In particular, there are 
arguments in favour of a more social focus to EU rural policy, targeting particular 
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sections of the rural community such as the elderly.  As the evaluator of the England 
RDP pointed out, “a programme that concentrated on people rather than land and 
farmers would look very different from the current ERDP”.  

Against this, it could be argued that broadening the scope of the RDR too widely could 
result in the resources for rural development being spread too thinly.  It is clear that, 
with current levels of expenditure, RD programmes are able to make only limited 
impacts on the range of social, economic and environmental challenges facing rural 
areas.  It is currently unrealistic to assume that EU RD policy can solve all of the 
problems of rural areas, and it will need to work in combination with other EU, national 
and regional policies and programmes.  From this perspective, it is perhaps less of a 
problem that EU rural development policy, financed by the CAP, retains a strong 
agricultural focus while gradually extending its outreach to wider rural policy issues.  
While several evaluations criticise the continuing focus of many RD programmes on 
agriculture, and point to agriculture’s diminishing role in rural development, others note 
the difficulty of influencing wider rural development in the EU within the existing RD 
budget. 

Since there are variations in the economic, environmental and social issues facing 
rural areas across the EU, as well as differences in national and regional policies and 
programmes, there is a strong case for applying the principle of subsidiarity to the 
allocation of resources to RD programmes.  However, the scope of policy and the 
menu of measures on offer needs to be developed sufficiently to allow Member States 
to allocate resources accordingly.  An approach that defined eligible measures more 
broadly, in terms of their overall objectives, rather than in terms of specific activities, 
would facilitate the allocation of resources according to the rural policy priorities in 
different parts of the EU.     

While in general the 26 measures met most of the priorities of the areas in question, 
the study also identified arguments for particular new activities to be eligible for 
support, such as a new vocational training scheme open to all members of the rural 
community.  This does not necessarily imply that the current list of 26 measures needs 
to increase – these measures could be defined more broadly than at present, 
increasing their scope rather than their number. 

7.4. Organisation of Rural Development Programmes 

A common theme of this study has been the complexity of the policy framework for 
rural development in the EU.  While the Rural Development Regulation brought EU 
rural development measures together under a single legal instrument, the large 
number of different measures (26), the distinctions between them (e.g. the 
accompanying and non-accompanying measures), the differences in the ways in which 
they operate between different parts of the EU (Objective 1, 2 and other regions) and 
role of modulation in introducing an additional source of finance all add to the 
complexity of the policy environment.  These are reflected in the administrative burden 
placed on the Member States and regions, which in turn can affect the coherence and 
transparency of programmes for beneficiaries and other stakeholders.   

While identifying some suggestions for new rural development activities to be eligible 
for funding, the study also identified some support for the idea of reducing the overall 
number of RD measures.  Since the study found little support for eliminating particular 
measures, such a simplification would require current measures to be redefined, to 
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broaden their scope.  Some of the present 26 measures are quite broadly defined and 
encompass a wide range of activities under a chosen theme.  For example, the agri-
environment programme provides support for a wide range of agri-environmental 
activities.  Others, however, are quite specific and narrowly defined – broadening their 
definition would offer opportunities to reduce their number. 

The evaluations also identify examples where programme organisation could be 
improved within Member States.  For example, a criticism of the RDP for Spain is that 
there is insufficient regional flexibility, such that early retirement, agri-environment and 
LFA measures do not reflect differences in needs and priorities between different 
regions. 

7.5. Targeting 

The mid term evaluation reports identify numerous examples where targeting of RD 
measures could be improved.  For example, six evaluators considered that LFA 
support needs to be more closely linked to the risk of abandonment and environmental 
degradation.  The need for better targeting of agri-environment and forestry measures 
in certain parts of Europe, to meet specific needs and priorities, is also identified. 

While improved targeting is arguably the responsibility of Member States, the 
Commission has a significant potential role to play in helping to guide and inform this 
process. 

7.6. Integration and delivery of objectives across measures 

There are some positive examples of different rural development measures working 
together to meet shared objectives.  For example, the evaluations note that 
restructuring measures have contributed to environmental outcomes, there are 
examples of forestry investments delivering both economic and environmental returns, 
and agri-environment schemes delivering socio-economic benefits.  However, there 
are also examples of conflicts between rural development measures.  For example, 
measures designed to improve the commercial potential of forestry may conflict with 
environmental objectives.  Similarly, at the programme level, some evaluations report 
good synergies between measures and working practices that promote integration, 
while others point to the need for significant progress in this respect. 

Also important is the need for better integration of rural development programmes with 
wider policies, including Pillar 1 of the CAP, the Structural Funds, environmental policy 
and national and regional rural development policies.  Better integration is needed at 
different levels – EU, Member State, regional and sub-regional.  Experience suggests 
that this requires the development of effective partnerships involving key policy 
stakeholders. 

7.7. Budgeting 

The evaluations identified some strong support for the application of the n+2 rule to 
rural development budgeting, in place of the current system of annual budgets, at least 
for measures involving more complex and longer-term projects.  There was also 
support for allowing Member States greater flexibility to transfer budgets between 
years. 
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7.8. Administration 

The evaluations identified strong support in several Member States for clearer, more 
transparent and better-publicised systems for administering rural development 
measures, and for dealing with applications and selection.  Complex and bureaucratic 
administrative procedures and payment delays are a widespread concern.  
Administrative costs are a significant concern in many places, especially where 
schemes are more complex and where there is greatest focus on achieving specific 
outcomes. 

While significant progress needs to be made in individual Member States and regions, 
there is also a role for the Commission in simplifying the overall framework for rural 
policy, and in developing common guidance and sharing best practice regarding 
administration systems. 

7.9. Monitoring and Indicators 

Development of common monitoring and evaluation systems, and common indicators, 
has contributed to more consistent procedures for evaluating the impacts of RD policy.  
However, significant issues remain to be tackled, including: 

 highly variable reporting against common indicators; 

 gaps in baseline data; 

 criticisms about the relevance and appropriateness of particular indicators; 

 the lack of a coherent evaluation framework linking inputs, outputs and 
outcomes, and hence variable reporting against these; 

 different approaches to reporting – some evaluators produce large amounts of 
data with little interpretation – others are far more qualitative; and 

 the lack of prioritisation between the many indicators listed, leading to patchy 
and inconsistent reporting.  

7.10. Recommendations 

This report has identified a variety of potential changes that would help to improve the 
effectiveness and efficiency of rural development measures.  Action to improve the 
delivery of rural development policy is needed both at the EU policy level, and in the 
delivery of programmes by Member States and regions.     

The Commission should: 

1. Examine means of simplifying the rural development policy framework in the 
EU. This could for example be achieved by reducing the number of RD 
measures while broadening their scope in view of maintaining the range of 
potential activities eligible for support under the current RD measures. 
Simplification could also be achieved by simplifying funding and delivery 
mechanisms, including the relationship between rural development and the 
Structural Funds.    
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2. Examine the scope to group rural development measures according to broader 
objectives, to reduce the number of co-financed measures and to give Member 
States greater flexibility in meeting rural policy priorities. 

3. Continue to recognise the principle of subsidiarity in rural development policy, 
reflecting the different characteristics and needs of different rural regions and 
the need for EU rural development policy to work in concert with other policies 
and programmes. 

4. Work with Member States to investigate approaches to improve the targeting 
of RD measures, especially LFA, agri-environment and afforestation 
measures. 

5. Consider the need to instigate a review of the classification of Less Favoured 
Areas across Europe.  

6. Consider the need to develop specific guidance on the links and boundaries 
between rural development and other EU policies (e.g. environmental 
legislation). 

7. Continue to investigate ways of improving integration and coherence between 
Rural Development and other EU policies. 

8. Investigate the feasibility of changes in budgetary procedures, including 
introduction of the n+2 rule and greater flexibility regarding annual budgeting. 

9. Work with Member States to develop common guidance and share best 
practice regarding administration and control systems for rural development. 

10. Review the list of common monitoring and evaluation Indicators in the light of 
experience in their use.  

11. Develop a clearer, more integrated evaluation framework for RD policy linking 
inputs, outputs and outcomes and specifying monitoring procedures and 
indicators for each.  

There is significant potential to improve the delivery of rural development policy in the 
Member States and regions.  However, because of the large number of individual 
programmes across Europe, it is not possible to make specific recommendations about 
the actions that need to be taken by individual organisations.   

Nevertheless, it is possible to identify a series of key themes that emerge.  These 
include the need to: 

 Improve targeting of LFA, agri-environment and forestry measures.  

 Enhance the flexibility of programmes and schemes to meet the differing needs 
and conditions of different areas.  Prescriptions and payment rates must be 
appropriate to reflect these variations. 

 Simplify and improve the transparency of delivery of rural development 
measures, examining opportunities to streamline delivery frameworks and 
application procedures. 
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 Improve the administration of rural development measures, identifying 
opportunities to improve the efficiency, speed and effectiveness of 
administration procedures. 

 Achieve better integration and coherence between measures and with national 
policy, eliminating conflicts and promoting opportunities to exploit synergies 
between different types of measure, by improving delivery mechanisms and 
partnership approaches. 

 Improve the provision of monitoring and evaluation indicators, including their 
completeness and timeliness. 

 


