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Abstract 

This paper analyzes the institutional constraints on the effective implementation of the LEADER/Community-Led Local 
Development (CLLD) approach in Bulgaria and proposes a concrete institutional model for overcoming them. The study 
proceeds from the premise that the approach holds substantial potential as a territorially oriented instrument for local 
development, but that its effectiveness is limited by a structural contradiction between the decentralized conceptual 
logic of LEADER/CLLD and the centralized institutional framework of its national implementation in Bulgaria. The 
analysis shows that the current distribution of functions between the Ministry of Agriculture and Food, as Managing 
Authority, and the State Fund “Agriculture” – Paying Agency creates a structural asymmetry, whose measurable 
consequences are systemic delays in contracting and disbursing project funds, limited procedural flexibility, and 
insufficient specialized administrative capacity. As an institutional response to these deficits, the paper proposes the 
creation of a specialized executive agency under the Rural Development Programme, with functions covering the 
administrative management of projects, methodological support for Local Action Groups (LAGs), monitoring and 
evaluation, and coordination of multi-fund financing. Two options for the institutional positioning of the agency are 
examined — as an independent structure under the Ministry, or as a specialized unit within the existing administration 
— and these are compared with established European practices (Austria, Germany, Ireland). The study concludes that 
overcoming the structural contradiction requires not a change in the conceptual philosophy of the approach, but a 
targeted institutional reconfiguration aimed at increasing the autonomy of Local Action Groups. 
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1. Introduction

The LEADER/CLLD approach is one of the most recognizable instruments of the European Union for territorially 
oriented local development. Its distinctiveness lies in its capacity to transform local communities from mere 
implementers of top-down imposed measures into genuine co-authors of strategies and decisions, through the 
mechanism of Local Action Groups (LAGs). Despite the proven resilience of the concept at the European level, the 
practice of its implementation across individual member states — and in particular in Bulgaria — reveals substantial 
differences in the effectiveness achieved. 

This paper proceeds from the understanding that the reasons for the limited effectiveness of the LEADER/CLLD 
approach in Bulgaria should not be sought in its conceptual logic, but in the way its institutional governance is organized. 
The research thesis defended in this paper is that the effectiveness of the approach is constrained by a structural 
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contradiction between the decentralized conceptual logic of LEADER/CLLD and the centralized institutional framework 
of its national implementation. Overcoming this contradiction requires a targeted institutional reform, rather than a 
change in the philosophy of the approach itself. 

The aim of the paper is to analyze the institutional dimensions of this contradiction and to propose a concrete model 
for overcoming it — the creation of a specialized executive agency dedicated exclusively to the governance of 
LEADER/CLLD. 

2. Literature Review 

The institutional effectiveness of the LEADER/CLLD approach is the subject of active scholarly debate, which can be 
structured around three thematic strands: the theory of decentralization and multi-level governance; research on the 
governance and institutional capacity of Local Action Groups; and comparative analyses of institutional practice across 
EU member states. 

The theoretical foundation of the debate on the institutional design of approaches such as LEADER/CLLD is rooted in 
the classical theory of decentralization in the public sector, according to which the transfer of powers to lower levels of 
governance increases the effectiveness of public interventions through better alignment with local conditions and needs 
[1]. The concept of multi-level governance [2] develops this thesis further, viewing European regional policy as a system 
of overlapping competencies between the supranational, national, regional, and local levels, in which the real autonomy 
of local actors depends less on the formal distribution of powers than on actual control over resources and decisions. 

Within the LEADER approach itself, Ray [3] defines it as a “laboratory” for rural development — an experimental model 
whose added value stems precisely from the bottom-up principle and from the capacity of local partnerships to generate 
endogenous development, rather than implementing externally designed solutions. Shucksmith [4] links this logic to 
the accumulation of social capital and social inclusion, but notes that the effects of endogenous development diminish 
rapidly in the presence of institutional obstacles. Dargan and Shucksmith [5] extend this line of analysis by examining 
the innovation potential of LEADER and the role of local partnership governance in its realization. 

A significant part of the more recent literature focuses specifically on institutional capacity and governance challenges 
facing Local Action Groups in Central and Eastern European countries — a context similar to Bulgaria’s. Furmankiewicz 
[6] analyzes the role of Local Action Groups in Poland as new networks of cooperation, while Marquardt, Möllers, and 
Buchenrieder [7] show, for the neighboring Romanian context, that the effectiveness of local partnerships depends 
significantly on previously accumulated social capital rather than solely on the formal institutional framework. 
Bumbalová [8] examines the readiness of stakeholders in Slovakia to implement community-led local development and 
identifies institutional unpreparedness as a significant obstacle, while Hegedüs and Kovács [9] analyze the 
opportunities and challenges facing the integrated implementation of local strategies in Hungary. These studies outline 
a common pattern for the countries of the region — institutional design of the governance of the approach is 
systematically a stronger determining factor for its effectiveness than the availability of financial resources. 

With regard to administrative burden as a specific measurable indicator of institutional effectiveness, existing research 
in the new EU member states shows that the diversification of the local economy through instruments such as LEADER 
is heavily dependent on local labor markets and available human capital, meaning that investment support alone does 
not automatically lead to sustainable socio-economic transformations in an unfavorable institutional environment [10]. 
For the Bulgarian context in particular, World Bank assessments [11, 12] identify limited administrative capacity at the 
national and local level as a structural obstacle to the effective absorption of rural development funds — a finding that 
precedes and supports the thesis for the need for institutional specialization in the governance of LEADER/CLLD. 

The reviewed literature outlines a research gap that this paper seeks to address: while existing studies largely analyze 
the manifestations of institutional constraints (delays, administrative burden, limited autonomy), comparatively less 
attention has been paid to concrete, applicable models for institutional reform of the governance of the approach in a 
national context such as Bulgaria’s. It is precisely this gap that motivates the institutional model proposed later in the 
paper. 

3. Materials and Methods 

The study is based on a combination of normative, institutional, and comparative analysis. The normative analysis 
covers the current national legal framework governing the management of the LEADER/CLLD approach — the Act on 
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Support for Agricultural Producers [13] and the Statute of the State Fund “Agriculture” [14], as well as the relevant 
European regulatory framework (Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 [15]). The institutional analysis is based on empirical 
data from a broader study conducted by the author on the functioning of the approach in Bulgaria, including a 
quantitative survey and in-depth interviews with directors of Local Action Groups. The comparative analysis examines 
institutional practice in the governance of LEADER in EU member states with established specialized structures — 
Austria, Germany, and Ireland. The theoretical framework of the study draws on the concepts of multi-level governance 
[2] and the institutional autonomy of Local Action Groups as a precondition for effective territorial development [16]. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The current model for governing the LEADER/CLLD approach in Bulgaria is characterized by a division of functions 
between the Ministry of Agriculture and Food, acting as the Managing Authority of the Rural Development Programme 
(RDP), and the State Fund “Agriculture” – Paying Agency (SFA-PA), as the main body for contracting and disbursement. 
Despite the formal logic of this division, in practice it creates a structural asymmetry: LEADER/CLLD is governed within 
an administrative system designed primarily for processing direct payments and investment measures of national 
scope, rather than for decentralized instruments of local development. 

The European regulatory framework [15] emphasizes the requirement for an autonomous local strategy and an 
integrated partnership approach. However, when managing authorities retain decisive control over project approval 
and payments, the autonomy of Local Action Groups remains largely declarative. Comparative studies confirm that 
countries with higher actual LAG autonomy demonstrate better fund absorption and shorter implementation timelines, 
while models with two-tier central control — such as the Bulgarian one — experience systemic delays [16, 17]. 

The empirical data from the conducted study confirm this pattern for the Bulgarian case: significant delays were 
established in the contracting and disbursement of LEADER/CLLD projects compared to other operational programmes, 
limited flexibility in adapting procedures to the specifics of Local Action Groups, and insufficient administrative capacity 
to process project proposals within reasonable timeframes. These findings indicate that the observed gap between the 
functions formally transferred to the local level and the actual control retained centrally does not constitute an isolated 
administrative problem, but a systemic institutional mechanism that structurally constrains the effectiveness of the 
approach. 

As an institutional response to the identified structural deficits, this paper proposes the creation of a specialized 
executive agency under the Rural Development Programme, with functions directed exclusively towards the 
governance of instruments for community-led local development. 

The proposed agency should assume four core functions. First — the administrative management and contracting of 
LEADER/CLLD projects, whereby concentrating this function within a specialized structure would enable the building 
of sustainable expert capacity and would shorten the processing time for project proposals. Second — methodological 
support and capacity building for Local Action Groups, including methodological guidance, training, and consultancy 
support, particularly important for LAGs with limited administrative capacity. Third — monitoring and evaluation of 
the effectiveness of the approach through the systematic collection and analysis of data on the implementation of CLLD 
strategies at the national level. Fourth — coordination of multi-fund financing, insofar as Local Action Groups 
increasingly manage funds simultaneously from the EAFRD, ERDF, and ESF, with the specialized agency able to perform 
a key coordinating function among the respective managing authorities. 

The analysis of existing institutional models in Bulgaria and in comparative European context outlines two main options 
for positioning the agency. The first envisages its creation as an independent administrative structure under the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Food, with the advantage of full institutional specialization and independence from the 
administrative priorities of the SFA-PA, but requiring significant administrative and financial resources for building a 
new institution. The second option envisages the creation of a specialized directorate or unit within the existing 
structure of the Ministry or of the SFA-PA, with explicitly delegated powers — a model that is more readily achievable 
in the short term, but without full institutional autonomy and vulnerable to changes in administrative priorities. 

Given the long-term sustainability and the growing strategic significance of the approach in rural development policy, 
the study recommends a gradual transition: in the short term — the creation of a specialized unit (the second option), 
as a first step towards preparing the institutional environment for transition to the first, more autonomous model. 

The proposed model of a specialized agency is compatible with established institutional practice in a number of EU 
member states. In Austria and Germany, the governance of the LEADER approach is organized through specialized 
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structures at the regional level with a high degree of operational autonomy and methodological capacity. In Ireland, the 
National Rural Network functions as a centralized supporting structure for Local Action Groups, providing 
methodological support, training, and coordination. These examples confirm that institutional specialization in the 
governance of LEADER/CLLD is not an isolated idea, but an established practice that has proven its effectiveness in 
various national contexts. 

5. Conclusion 

This study shows that the effectiveness of the LEADER/CLLD approach is determined not solely by its regulatory 
framework or the amount of financial resources allocated, but above all by the degree of institutional specialization and 
structural compatibility between the decentralized logic of the approach and the administrative architecture of its 
governance. In this sense, the identified structural institutional imbalance stems from governing a decentralized 
instrument for territorial development within a centralized administrative system that was not originally designed for 
this type of intervention. 

Overcoming this imbalance requires not a change in the conceptual framework of the approach, but an institutional 
reconfiguration of governance mechanisms. The creation of a specialized executive agency under the RDP represents a 
strategic institutional investment which — by concentrating specialized administrative capacity, methodological 
support, and monitoring functions within a single structure — can transform the governance model of the 
LEADER/CLLD approach in Bulgaria and create real preconditions for increasing its effectiveness as an instrument for 
the sustainable development of rural areas. 
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