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Introduction

European rural development policy has evolved through
a plurality of approaches, instruments and political compro-
mises across time, countries and regions. Since the creation
of the CAP, rural policy in Europe has progressively moved
from agricultural modernisation and income support towards
broader concerns with territorial cohesion, environmental
sustainability, diversification, social inclusion and local gov-
ernance. However, this evolution has neither been linear nor
homogeneous. Different Member States and regions have
combined rural development instruments in highly diverse
ways, reflecting agricultural structures, administrative tradi-
tions, territorial disparities, political coalitions and different
understandings of what rural development should achieve.
The result is not a simple transition from sectoral agricul-
tural policy to place-based rural development, but a more
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complex and layered policy field in which multiple strategies
coexist and compete.

This article argues that understanding rural development
policy requires moving beyond a unilinear interpretation of
policy change. The conventional narrative often describes
European rural development as a gradual shift from produc-
tivist and sectoral approaches towards integrated, territorial
and place-based strategies. While this trajectory captures
an important part of the historical evolution, it underesti-
mates the persistence of older policy logics and the politi-
cal mechanisms that reproduce them. Different approaches
coexist in Europe, often within the same country, region or
programming period. These approaches compete for funds’
allocation, and their relative weight mainly depends on the
strength of the constituencies supporting each approach.

The paper also argues that an analysis based only on
the formal configuration of objectives is insufficient. Rural
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development policy should instead be examined through
a political economy perspective, attentive to governance
arrangements, stakeholder mobilisation and power rela-
tions within national and regional policy arenas. Policies
create beneficiaries, expectations, administrative routines
and organised constituencies. Farmers’ organisations, agri-
food actors, environmental groups, Local Action Groups,
regional authorities and territorial coalitions do not sim-
ply receive policy support; they also seek to influence
future reforms and resource allocation. This generates a
circular process of policy feedback in which institutional
layering, political competition and external shocks con-
tinuously reshape the balance among rural development
strategies.

The contribution of this article is therefore to show
that rural development reform is not merely a technical
question of selecting better instruments or improving pro-
gramme design. It is also a political economy issue, shaped
by the constituencies created by existing policies, the insti-
tutional routines that stabilise certain instruments, the feed-
back effects through which beneficiaries defend established
arrangements, and the recurrent competition over scarce
resources. From this perspective, the future of rural devel-
opment depends not only on the formal architecture of EU
reforms, but also on the capacity of different coalitions to
influence how policy strategies are implemented, funded
and reproduced over time.

The article is structured as follows. The first section
reconstructs the historical evolution of EU rural development
policy and introduces the theoretical framework and defines
four ideal-typical rural development strategies: distributive,
agri-food competitiveness, rural-urban disparity reduction
and holistic place-sensitive. The following sections analyse
the main components, implementation features and political
economy foundations of each strategy. The final section dis-
cusses how the post-2027 MFF reform may reconfigure the
competition among these strategies, potentially opening new
opportunities for integration while also reinforcing sectoral
and distributive pressures.

A theoretical framework to interpret
the evolution of Rural Development
Policy

The evolution of EU rural development policy can be
understood as a gradual but contested transformation from
a narrow agricultural structural policy into a broader rural,
territorial and multi-purpose policy. Following Bryden and
Mantino’s periodisation (2018), five main phases can be
identified: 1957—-1971, absence of a common rural policy;
1972-1984, productivist modernisation of agriculture;
1985-1999, crisis of modernisation and rise of territorial
rural development; 20002013, search for better governance
and consolidation of sustainable agriculture; and 20142027,
rural development as a flexible strategic toolkit, first through
Rural Development Programmes and then through CAP
Strategic Plans.

In the first period, 19571971, there was no genuine com-
mon rural development policy. The CAP was primarily con-
structed around market organisations, price support and food
security objectives. Structural policy remained marginal and
largely national, with the EAGGF Guidance Section playing
only a limited role in financing projects for farm and market-
ing structures. Rural development, in any broader territorial
sense, was not yet part of the Community policy framework.

The second period, 1972-1984, was dominated by
the productivist modernisation of agriculture. The socio-
structural directives inspired by the Mansholt Plan sup-
ported farm investment, early retirement and training,
while the Less Favoured Areas Directive introduced com-
pensatory support for farming in disadvantaged areas. Yet
these measures were still essentially agricultural and sec-
toral: they aimed at productivity, structural adjustment and
farm income support rather than rural territorial develop-
ment. Their uneven implementation, limited effects on farm
restructuring, environmental side-effects and contribution
to surplus production revealed the limits of the modernisa-
tion paradigm.

The third period, 1985-1999, marked the first real emer-
gence of a territorial rural policy. Agricultural surpluses,
trade pressures, environmental concerns, southern enlarge-
ment and the recognition that rural economies depended
on more than farming opened space for new approaches.
The 1988 Structural Funds reform, the Commission docu-
ment The Future of Rural Society, the Integrated Mediter-
ranean Programmes and especially LEADER introduced
principles of partnership, bottom-up development, territorial
concentration, local initiative and cross-sectoral integration.
This was the high point of the territorial vision, although it
remained politically fragile and contested by stronger agri-
cultural interests.

The fourth period, 2000-2013, brought stronger govern-
ance, programming and environmental orientation, but also a
partial re-sectoralisation of rural development. Agenda 2000
created the Second Pillar and broadened rural development
to all rural areas, while the 2007-2013 reform established the
EAFRD and the four-axis structure: competitiveness, envi-
ronment, quality of life/diversification, and LEADER. Yet
the single-fund logic, the return of rural development under
agricultural administration, the dominance of environmen-
tal land management and the bureaucratisation of LEADER
weakened the earlier territorial momentum.

The final period should be extended to 2014-2027.
In 2014-2020, rural development became a flexible toolkit
structured around six priorities, including knowledge, com-
petitiveness, ecosystems, climate, food chains and social
inclusion. The Partnership Agreements and Common Stra-
tegic Framework aimed to reconnect EAFRD with other EU
funds, while CLLD, cooperation and EIP-AGRI potentially
strengthened innovation and integrated local action. In prac-
tice, however, spending remained concentrated on environ-
mental measures, physical investments and Areas facing
Natural Constraints, while broader rural diversification
declined. Administrative burden, audit fears and implemen-
tation complexity often pushed authorities towards familiar
and easily manageable measures (Dwyer et al., 2016).
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For 20212027, the introduction of CAP Strategic Plans
extends strategic programming to the whole CAP. This reform
potentially increases subsidiarity, integration between Pil-
lar 1 and Pillar 2, and tailoring to national needs. Yet it also
raises major risks: weak accountability, uneven Member
State capacity, unclear intervention logic, limited quantified
objectives, possible renationalisation and a tendency to focus
on outputs and expenditure rather than results. The period is
therefore best seen not as the consolidation of a mature place-
based paradigm, but as a learning phase in which strategic
planning, evidence, stakeholder participation and account-
ability will determine whether rural development can move
beyond sectoral and distributive logics (Erjavec ef al., 2018).

The periodisation outlined above shows that rural devel-
opment policy in Europe has evolved through successive
reforms, but these reforms have not eliminated previous
policy logics; instead, they have produced a layered policy
space in which multiple strategic visions coexist, compete
for resources and are reproduced through institutional layer-
ing and policy feedback.

The proposed theoretical framework conceptualises
rural development policy as a policy space structured by
two analytical dimensions (Figure 1). The first dimension,
represented by the horizontal axis, concerns the targeting of
policy intervention: at one extreme, policies are primarily
sectoral, centred on agriculture and the agri-food system; at
the other, they are territorial, addressing rural areas as com-
plex socio-economic, environmental and institutional sys-
tems. This distinction reflects a long-standing debate in rural
policy between sector-based agricultural modernisation and
broader territorial approaches to rural development (OECD,
2006; Barca, 2009). The second dimension, represented by
the vertical axis, concerns the governance approach in the
use of policy instruments: at the lower end, interventions
are non-integrated, fragmented across administrative silos,
funds and policy domains and managed at the central level;
at the upper end, they are integrated, combining instru-
ments, funds, actors and levels of governance, including the
local level, within a coordinated strategy. The four quad-
rants therefore identify four ideal-typical policy strategies:
distributive strategy, agri-food competitiveness strategy,
rural-urban disparity reduction strategy and holistic place-
sensitive strategy.

The use of policy strategies as a term here does not sim-
ply refer to formal objectives written into Rural Develop-
ment Programmes, CAP Strategic Plans or EU policy docu-
ments. Rather, such strategies can be recognised above all
in the implementation of policy, in the way instruments are
selected, combined, funded and delivered in rural territo-
ries. A policy strategy is therefore a practical configuration
of objectives, beneficiaries, delivery mechanisms, financial
allocations and governance arrangements. This point is
important because programmes may formally refer to ter-
ritorial development, innovation, social inclusion and envi-
ronmental sustainability, while actual implementation may
still privilege sectoral compensation, farm investment or
administratively simpler measures.

The first quadrant, distributive strategy, combines secto-
ral targeting with non-integrated instruments. It corresponds
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Figure 1: Rural development strategies and implementing
approaches in EU policies.
Source: Own composition

to traditional agricultural support, where the main aim is
to redistribute resources to farmers or specific categories
of agricultural beneficiaries. Its logic is compensatory and
politically visible: funds are relatively easy to allocate, ben-
eficiaries are clearly identifiable, and political consensus can
be generated rapidly.

The second quadrant, agri-food competitiveness strategy,
remains sectoral but uses more integrated instruments. Here
rural development is pursued through farm modernisation,
innovation, value chains, producer organisations, knowl-
edge transfer, quality schemes and market orientation. Rural
economies are expected to benefit indirectly from a stronger
and more competitive agri-food sector.

The third quadrant, rural-urban disparity reduction strat-
egy, is territorial but weakly integrated. It targets disadvan-
taged or peripheral rural areas, often through infrastructure,
services, compensation or anti-decline measures, but without
necessarily building a coherent multi-sectoral governance
framework.

The fourth quadrant is defined here as a holistic place-
sensitive strategy, rather than simply as a place-based strat-
egy. This choice reflects the fact that territorial targeting alone
is not sufficient to address the multidimensional challenges
of rural areas. This strategy combines a territorial focus with
an integrated and decentralised governance approach, bring-
ing together different policy instruments, funding sources,
levels of government and participatory delivery systems. It
mobilises local assets, partnerships, social capital and locally
tailored interventions, but also requires stronger links with
national and regional policies able to address structural prob-
lems such as service decline, demographic shrinkage and
limited employment opportunities. LEADER represents the
most typical place-based instrument within the CAP, but its
limited budgetary scale means that it can mainly provide a
local impetus rather than comprehensive territorial transfor-
mation.
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Recent evaluations show that LEADER generates
stronger effects when it operates alongside wider national
or regional schemes and diversified support systems (Schuh
et al., 2020; Dwyer et al., 2022). For this reason, the notion
of a holistic place-sensitive strategy goes beyond the tradi-
tional dichotomy between spatially blind and place-based
policies. It refers to a meso-level policy approach in which
bottom-up local initiatives are combined with top-down
strategic frameworks, and where different instruments are
coordinated under a common territorial logic. This interpre-
tation draws on neo-endogenous and territorial development
perspectives, but also on the place-sensitive development
approach proposed by lammarino ef al. (2018) and on the
need to reconcile local agency with broader institutional
capacity (OECD, 2018; Barca, 2009; Crescenzi and Rod-
riguez-Pose, 2011; Shucksmith, 2010; Mantino, 2021).

The novelty of this approach is that it does not assume
the superiority or inevitable dominance of one strategy over
the others. Nor does it interpret European rural development
as a linear historical transition from sectoral agricultural sup-
port to mature place-based policies. Rather, the framework
assumes that these strategies coexist, overlap and compete
within the same country, region or programming period.
The relative importance of each strategy depends on budget
allocations, implementation rules, administrative capacity,
political coalitions and external shocks.

This interpretation is consistent with a view of policy
change as layering rather than replacement. Over time, new
instruments and rationales have been added to older ones:
structural modernisation, less-favoured area support, agri-
environmental measures, LEADER, diversification, inno-
vation, cooperation, climate action and strategic planning.
The result is not the disappearance of older approaches,
but their coexistence with newer ones. This logic of institu-
tional layering has been used to explain the evolution of the
CAP, where reforms have often added new policy rationales
without fully displacing pre-existing distributive and secto-

ral arrangements (Daugbjerg and Swinbank, 2016). It also
reflects the intellectual evolution promoted by international
organisations, especially the OECD through the “new rural
paradigm” (OECD, 2018), and by the European Commis-
sion, from The Future of Rural Society (European Commis-
sion, 1988) to the place-based agenda associated with cohe-
sion policy and the Barca Report (Barca, 2009).

Finally, the framework adopts a political economy read-
ing of rural development policy. Policies do not merely
respond to problems; they also create beneficiaries, organisa-
tions, expectations and political constituencies. Policy feed-
back theory shows that once public policies create constitu-
encies, these actors tend to defend the continuation of those
policies and seek to shape future reforms (Pierson, 1993,
2000; Mettler & Soss, 2004). Applied to rural development,
farmers’ organisations, agri-food interests, environmental
actors, local action groups, regional authorities and territo-
rial coalitions may each support different strategies. These
constituencies then compete for resources in each program-
ming period. Consequently, multiple policy paradigms may
coexist within the same country or region, but their relative
weight in shaping rural development depends on external
events and on the political strength of the constituencies
defending each strategy.

Functionally, the mechanism is best conceived as a circu-
lar political economy process (Figure 2), rather than a linear
transition towards place-based approaches. This interpretive
model distinguishes three interconnected domains of factors
shaping the evolution of rural development policy. The first
is the contextual drivers domain, which includes both long-
term societal challenges — such as demographic decline,
climate change and territorial disparities — and external
shocks, including economic crises, climate events and food
security concerns. These factors create pressure for new
policy responses. The second is the policy domain, where
new instruments such as LEADER/CLLD, ITI or smart
villages are introduced and then incorporated into existing

Policy paradigms are recursively rebalanced by constituencies, feedbacks and external shocks

Contextual drivers

External drivers and shocks
(economic crises, climate shocks,
food security concerns, etc.)

New societal challenges
(demographic decline, climate change,
territorial disparities)

Policy domain

Introduction of new instruments
(e.g. LEADER/CLLD, ITI,
smart villages, etc.)

Institutional layering
(New tools are added to
older policy structures)

Coexistence of multiple

policy paradigms

Figure 2: Circular political economy framework of rural development policy.

Source: Own composition
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policy structures through institutional layering. This process
does not replace older paradigms, but instead brings about a
situation where multiple policy paradigms coexist within the
same policy system. The third is the socio-political domain,
where these paradigms generate beneficiary constituencies,
including farmers, agri-food chains, LAGs and territorial
coalitions. Through policy feedback mechanisms, these
constituencies develop interests, expectations and organi-
sational capacity, and subsequently compete over future
resource allocation. The outcome of this competition rebal-
ances the relative weight of policy paradigms and reshapes
the policy mix over time. In this sense, rural development
policy evolves recursively, through the interaction between
contextual pressures, institutional layering, organised con-
stituencies and political competition.

External drivers and shocks (Figure 2) may further disturb
this circular process. They often push political competition
towards more distributive or sectoral approaches because
these instruments are faster to activate, easier to administer
and more politically visible than place-sensitive strategies.
In crisis situations, governments and regional authorities
face pressure to provide immediate support to clearly iden-
tifiable beneficiaries, especially farmers, agri-food firms or

affected sectors. Sectoral and compensatory measures also
rely on established delivery channels and well-organised
constituencies, making them attractive for politicians seek-
ing rapid consensus and demonstrable action.

By contrast, holistic place-sensitive rural development
requires longer time horizons, coordination among mul-
tiple actors, local capacity-building, trust and integrated
governance. These features make it less suited to emer-
gency responses. As a result, external shocks can temporar-
ily weaken the political space for holistic place-sensitive
approaches, even when long-term challenges such as demo-
graphic decline, territorial disparities and rural discontent
continue to justify them. Thus, shocks do not simply inter-
rupt policy evolution; they reshape the balance among para-
digms by strengthening those constituencies able to mobilise
rapidly around short-term support.

Table 1 summarises the main analytical features of the
four rural development strategies identified in the theoretical
framework. For each strategy, it compares the main target,
the prevailing instruments, the key beneficiaries, the under-
lying governance logic and the main weakness. The table
should not be read as a rigid classification of countries or
programmes, but as a heuristic device to distinguish different

Table 1: Main analytical features of the four Rural Development Strategies.

A'nalyt ¢ al Distributive strategy Agri-food competitiveness
dimensi strategy

Disparity reduction Holistic place-sensitive
strategy strategy

Main target

Beneficiaries

Governance logic

Main weakness

Source: Own composition
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Farmers, farm households
and sectoral beneficiaries;
mainly agriculture-orient-
ed support with limited
territorial targeting.
Income support, compen-
satory payments, ANC/
LFA payments, direct pay-
ments, small farm support,
isolated farm/processing
investments, young farmer
grants.

Clearly identifiable agricul-
tural beneficiaries: farmers,
farm households, sectoral
firms, local project hold-
ers eligible under standard
rules.

Centralised or standard-
ised delivery; weak co-
ordination across funds
and actors; administrative
routines and absorption
capacity prevail over terri-
torial strategy.

High financial relevance
but low territorial integra-
tion; risks of deadweight,

weak additionality, dis-
placement, fragmented
investments and weak

innovation/advisory  sys-
tems; limited capacity to
address multidimensional
rural challenges.

Agriculture, forestry and the
agri-food chain; reduction of
the structural gap between
agriculture and the rest of the
economy.

Supply-chain plans, integrated
measure packages, genera-
tional renewal packages, farm
and processing investments,
producer organisations, qual-
ity schemes, CMO instruments,
IBOs, advice and cooperation.

Farmers, young farmers, pro-
ducer organisations, proces-
sors, supply-chain actors, IBOs,
quality-product systems, local-
ised agri-food systems.

Sectoral but integrated govern-
ance; coordination along value
chains, between measures and
beneficiaries, and between

CAP/RDP and CMO instru-
ments.
Remains primarily sectoral;

may generate rural spillovers
but does not automatically ad-
dress services, demographic
decline, social inclusion or lo-
cal empowerment unless com-
bined with territorial strategies.

Rural territories affected by
weak infrastructure, declin-
ing services, demographic
fragility and limited socio-
economic opportunities.
EAFRD, ERDF, ESF and Cohe-
sion Fund measures for vil-
lage renewal, basic services,
broadband, SME support, in-
frastructure, territorial crite-
ria in standard calls, LEADER/
CLLD where used in a frag-
mented way.

Rural municipalities, local
communities, service provid-
ers, SMEs, LAGs and project
promoters in disadvantaged
or marginal areas; often those
with stronger capacity access
funds more easily.

Territorial ~ targeting  but
weak integration; conven-
tional «calls and sectoral
programmes with limited
coordination between CAP,
cohesion policy and nation-
al/regional measures.
Fragmented, underfunded
and weakly governed; mixed
effectiveness in reducing
rural-urban gaps; risks of
low access for weaker areas,
delays and limited impact on
digitalisation, mobility and
services.

Peripheral, depopulated or so-
cially fragile rural areas requiring
integrated responses to services,
connectivity, demography and
employment.

Integrated national/regional
frameworks, multi-fund packag-
es, territorial contracts, inner/de-
populated area strategies, inter-
ministerial coordination, CLLD/
ITls, local development instru-
ments combined with broader
public policies.

Local communities, municipal-
ities, LAGs, territorial coalitions,
social actors, rural enterprises
and vulnerable groups in periph-
eral or depopulated areas.

Integrated, decentralised and
participatory governance; coor-
dination across funds, ministries,
regions and local actors; combi-
nation of top-down frameworks
and bottom-up local initiatives.

Most comprehensive but de-
manding; effectiveness depends
on financial scale, stable gov-
ernance, local implementation
capacity and multi-fund coordi-
nation; vulnerable to administra-
tive complexity and fragmented
implementation.
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policy logics that may coexist within the same national or
regional rural development framework. Sections 3-6 discuss
each strategy in greater detail, examining how these logics
are translated into concrete instruments, delivery mecha-
nisms and political economy dynamics.

The main components of a
distributive strategy

A distributive strategy for rural areas can be understood
as a configuration of rural development policy in which
interventions remain predominantly sectoral, standardised
and weakly integrated, with limited territorial targeting
and weak coordination among funds, actors and delivery
mechanisms. Its defining feature is not simply agricultural
support, but the prevalence of instruments based on uni-
form eligibility rules, predefined beneficiary categories and
administrative routines rather than place-specific strate-
gies. Such strategies are mainly driven by income stabi-
lisation, compensation, expenditure absorption or sectoral
investment support, rather than by integrated territorial
development.

This interpretation is consistent with the European
Court of Auditors’ assessment of the 2014-2020 program-
ming framework, which found that links between needs,
measures, targets and expected results were often unclear,
needs were rarely quantified, and programmes frequently
became complex administrative tools rather than strate-
gic instruments for territorial transformation (European
Court of Auditors, 2017). This logic is visible in the weight
of interventions that do not adopt a genuine territorial
approach, including area-based compensation, farm invest-
ment, young farmer aid and sectoral modernisation support
when implemented without differentiated local strategies or
coordination with rural, regional, social or infrastructural
policies.

The analysis of Rural Development Programmes 2014—
2020 shows a concentration of expenditure on familiar and
administratively manageable measures, especially physical
investments, areas facing natural constraints and agri-envi-
ronment-climate payments, while rural diversification, basic
services and more innovative territorial measures received
less attention (Dwyer et al., 2016). Income-support and
compensatory instruments are central to this strategy. Less
Favoured Areas/Areas facing Natural Constraints payments,
direct payments, small farm support and standardised aids
to farmers may help maintain farming in marginal areas, but
they become distributive when designed mainly as compen-
sation or income stabilisation rather than as part of a broader
territorial development package.

The study on funding for EU rural areas confirms that
only a limited number of CAP measures explicitly target
rural development beyond farming, while much CAP support
remains mediated through farming-focused or joint measures
(Miinch et al., 2024). A similar logic applies to farm invest-
ment, food processing investment, young farmer support or
forestry investment when these are implemented as isolated

grants rather than transformative modernisation tools. These
interventions should not automatically be classified as com-
petitiveness or innovation strategies. They remain distribu-
tive when not accompanied by advice, training, cooperation,
financial instruments, access-to-land mechanisms, innova-
tion brokerage or links to local development strategies.

The evaluation of generational renewal shows that young
farmer support is more effective when delivered through
integrated packages combining planning, investment, col-
laboration, training and advice, and when supported by
national policies on land, credit and fiscal incentives; finan-
cial aid alone has more limited effects (Dwyer ef al., 2019).
The distributive character is further reinforced when support
is fragmented into small, dispersed and weakly additional
investments. Such implementation may generate many ben-
eficiaries as well as visible local spending but may nonethe-
less result in limited structural change. Managing Authori-
ties may favour these measures because they are familiar,
easy to control or capable of rapid absorption.

Evidence also shows that investment aid to agricultural
holdings and processing/marketing or adding-value firms
may suffer from deadweight, weak additionality and dis-
placement when grants finance investments that would have
occurred anyway, favour already competitive beneficiaries,
or shift market shares from unsupported firms without gener-
ating net sectoral growth. These risks are especially relevant
for farm modernisation, young farmer business investments,
and processing and marketing/adding value to agricultural
products, unless support is targeted to investment gaps,
innovation, environmental upgrading or coordinated filiere
strategies (Dwyer et al., 2008).

Distributive strategies also tend to assign a weak role
to knowledge, advice, cooperation and innovation systems.
They often allocate limited resources to EIP-AGRI Opera-
tional Groups, training, advisory services, cooperation and
AKIS-building measures, or implement these instruments in
fragmented ways. The evaluation of knowledge exchange,
advisory activities and innovation shows that Measures 1, 2
and 16 represented only a small share of RDP budgets, with
low execution rates and strong differences across Member
States and regions; administrative complexity, procurement
rules and weak integration between training, advice, research
and innovation limited their effects (Beck et al., 2020).

Overall, a distributive strategy combines high finan-
cial relevance with low territorial integration. It channels
resources to farmers, farm households, sectoral beneficiaries
or local project holders, but does not necessarily generate
coordinated governance, collective learning, local capac-
ity or structural territorial change. Its political attractive-
ness lies in its simplicity: beneficiaries are identifiable,
resources flow through established channels, and consensus
can be generated more quickly than through complex place-
sensitive strategies. However, the evidence suggests that
this strategy is less capable of addressing multidimensional
rural challenges — depopulation, ageing, access to services,
weak innovation systems, lack of diversification and territo-
rial marginality — unless combined with integrated delivery
mechanisms, stronger advisory and cooperation systems,
and genuine place-sensitive governance.
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The main components of an agri-food
competitiveness strategy

The agri-food competitiveness strategy can be understood
as a sectoral but integrated approach to rural development.
Its main target remains agriculture, forestry and the agri-food
chain, but its logic differs from a purely distributive strategy.
Instead of compensating farmers or supporting income, it
seeks to reduce the structural gap between agriculture and
the rest of the economy by improving productivity, market
integration, value added, innovation capacity, quality differ-
entiation and farmers’ bargaining position within the food
supply chain. Although sectoral on the horizontal axis of the
framework, it is located higher on the vertical axis because
it depends on the coordinated use of instruments, actors and
delivery mechanisms. The CAP evaluation on balanced terri-
torial development confirms that farm viability, competitive-
ness, food-chain organisation, knowledge transfer, coopera-
tion and innovation may generate significant socio-economic
effects when effectively targeted and combined, rather than
implemented as isolated support (Schuh et al., 2020).

This strategy is most clearly expressed through supply-
chain approaches that integrate production, processing and
marketing within a coordinated design. Integrated value-
chain plans bring together farmers, producer organisations,
processors, traders, technical bodies and sometimes retailers
around common objectives, investment priorities, quality
standards and market strategies. Brouwer et al. (2018) show
that collective action along the chain can combine competi-
tiveness, market valorisation and environmental or social
benefits. The processed tomato supply chain in northern Italy
is a relevant example: producer organisations and the inter-
branch organisation promoted rules and technical advice on
crop rotation, fertilisation, irrigation and input reduction,
improving both competitiveness and sustainability (Brouwer
et al., 2018).

A related expression of this strategy is the use of inte-
grated packages of rural development measures around
specific beneficiaries or objectives. Generational renewal
packages, for instance, may combine start-up aid, investment
support, advice, training, business planning and financial
instruments. The evaluation on generational renewal shows
that young farmer support is more effective when delivered
as an integrated package rather than as a single grant, because
access to capital, land, knowledge and management skills
are interdependent constraints (Dwyer et al., 2019). Simi-
lar package-based logics may support sustainable resource
management when agri-environment-climate commitments
are combined with advice, cooperation, investment and col-
lective agreements among farmers (Dwyer et al., 2016).

The strategy can also operate through the strengthening
of localised agri-food systems (LAFS), where competitive-
ness is linked to territorial identity, quality and collective
governance (Muchnik ef al., 2008). Mantino and Vanni
(2018) show that LAFS can generate private market value as
well as environmental and social benefits, especially where
market demand, public policies and collective action interact
positively. In Garfagnana, local institutions, product certi-
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fication, agri-tourism, biodiversity conservation and local
marketing generated synergies between quality production,
landscape, biodiversity and rural vitality. In the Grecanic
area of Calabria, bergamot production showed how producer
consortia and international market relations could support
price stabilisation, organic practices, landscape conservation
and rural employment, although weaker institutions limited
wider territorial impacts (Mantino and Vanni, 2018).

Integration between Rural Development Programme
measures and Common Market Organisation instruments
further reinforces this strategy, especially in sectors such as
fruit and vegetables, wine and olive oil. Although the CAP
often treats Pillar II and CMO instruments separately, com-
petitiveness is strengthened when farm investment, producer
organisations, quality schemes, innovation, promotion and
market measures are mutually reinforcing. The evaluation
of balanced territorial development identifies CMO fruit and
vegetable support and wine-sector instruments as relevant
to socio-economic impacts, while Pillar II measures such as
investment, cooperation, advisory services, producer groups
and knowledge transfer can support competitiveness and
rural employment when well targeted (Schuh et al., 2020).

Inter-branch organisations (IBOs) are particularly rel-
evant in this context. They act as platforms for vertical coor-
dination among producers, processors, traders and, in some
cases, distributors. Their role is not to set prices or nego-
tiate transactions directly, but to improve dialogue, market
transparency, knowledge sharing, standard contracts, qual-
ity rules, collective promotion and coordination. A Euro-
pean Commission study emphasised that their effectiveness
depends less on formal internal structure than on dialogue,
consensus, representativeness, legitimacy and relations with
public authorities (Arcadia International ef al., 2016). IBOs
may therefore operate as meso-level governance bodies
between individual firms and public authorities.

Overall, the agri-food competitiveness strategy is not
simply a modernised version of distributive support. Its dis-
tinctive feature is the organisation of the productive sector
through value-chain coordination, integrated measure pack-
ages, innovation systems, quality differentiation, producer
organisations and inter-branch governance. Its strength
lies in reducing the structural disadvantage of agriculture
by improving value added, bargaining power, knowledge,
innovation and market positioning. Its limitation is that it
remains primarily sectoral: it may generate rural spillovers
but does not automatically address broader territorial issues
such as services, demographic decline, social inclusion or
local empowerment unless combined with place-based and
territorial strategies.

The main components of a strategy to
reduce disparitities

The disparity reduction strategy can be understood as
a territorially oriented but weakly integrated approach to
rural development. Unlike distributive or agri-food com-
petitiveness strategies, its main target is not the farm sector
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or the agri-food chain, but rural territories affected by weak
infrastructure, declining services, demographic fragility and
limited socio-economic opportunities. Yet, unlike a holistic
place-sensitive strategy, it does not usually rely on strong
integrated governance, local co-design or coordinated ter-
ritorial packages. It tends instead to operate through con-
ventional calls, sectoral programmes and funding streams
— EAFRD, ERDF, ESF and sometimes Cohesion Fund —
which may prioritise disadvantaged or marginal areas, but
often in fragmented, indirect or inconsistent ways.

This weak integration is reflected in the limited financial
allocation to rural territorial investments. Evidence from
2014-2022 shows that, within the EAFRD, only a small
share of expenditure was explicitly devoted to rural devel-
opment beyond farming: about 9% of EU paid expenditure,
rising to around 14% in planned expenditure, while most
resources remained farm-focused or linked to “joint” meas-
ures with indirect rural effects (Miinch et al., 2024). Cohe-
sion Policy has not systematically compensated for this
weakness. Cross-European evidence shows that rural areas
received a limited share of ERDF/ESF/CF resources, while
urban areas still received three to four times more fund-
ing than rural territories after correcting for non-allocable
resources (Mantino et al., 2026; Miinch et al., 2024). In
Italy, municipal-level evidence is even more striking: rural
areas absorbed only around 8% of ERDF and 2% of ESF
commitments, well below their population share, while
large urban centres captured most investments in innova-
tion, services, employment and infrastructure (Mantino
et al., 2026).

The limited redistributive capacity of this strategy is
also linked to weak or absent integration between CAP,
cohesion policy and national/regional rural policies. Miinch
et al. (2024) distinguish between Member States with holis-
tic rural strategies — France, Ireland, Italy and Spain — and
countries where rural support is based on broader political
commitment or more sectoral/thematic approaches. Austria,
Finland and Czechia show stronger political commitment to
rural areas, but with less integrated strategies; Germany, Por-
tugal, Romania, Croatia and Bulgaria rely more on sectoral
or thematic frameworks, where the EAFRD often remains
the main rural policy vehicle and coordination with other
funds is based mainly on demarcation rather than integrated
strategy. In such contexts, rural instruments are implemented
through LEADER/CLLD, village renewal, basic services,
broadband, SME support or territorial criteria in standard
calls, but the absence of a coherent multi-fund framework
limits their transformative capacity.

The effectiveness of this strategy in reducing territo-
rial gaps is therefore mixed. Dwyer et al. (2008) noted that
village renewal, basic services and LEADER can improve
quality of life, local capacity and rural governance, but
their impact depends heavily on social capital, administra-
tive capacity and delivery arrangements. A recurrent risk is
that areas already endowed with active leaders, networks
and organisations are more likely to access grants, while
weaker or more marginal areas may struggle to benefit from
competitive schemes. Moreover, Axis 3 and LEADER-type
measures often experienced delays because local develop-

ment and social-capital-building interventions take longer to
establish than conventional physical investments.

More recent evidence confirms these limitations. Miinch
et al. (2024) show that CAP funding has contributed to
stronger rural areas through LEADER and basic services,
and to prosperity through diversification and job creation,
but gaps remain in digitalisation, mobility, social inclu-
sion, non-farm innovation and access to services. Less than
7% of the rural population benefited from CAP-supported
ICT improvements by 2021, while remote and constrained
regions continue to face ageing, depopulation and poorer
access to schools, health services and transport. Thus, the
disparity reduction strategy may mitigate some territorial
disadvantages, but it often remains too fragmented, under-
funded and weakly governed to produce a sustained reduc-
tion of rural-urban disparities.

The main components of a holistic
and placed-sensitive approach to
rural areas

The holistic place-sensitive strategy represents the most
territorially advanced and governance-intensive configura-
tion of rural development policy. It emerged more clearly
from the 2014-2020 programming period, when EU and
national frameworks began to focus more explicitly on rural
territories affected by depopulation, ageing, social margin-
alisation, weak services and limited employment oppor-
tunities. This strategy differs from a narrower place-based
approach because it does not rely only on local development
instruments such as LEADER. Rather, it combines territorial
targeting, integrated funding, decentralised and participatory
governance, and coordination between local initiatives and
wider national or regional policy frameworks.

Its holistic character lies in the simultaneous presence
of four conditions: a differentiated territorial diagnosis of
rural needs; the mobilisation of multiple EU and national
funds; governance mechanisms coordinating ministries,
regions and local actors; and targeted instruments address-
ing services, connectivity, entrepreneurship, social inclu-
sion and demographic decline (Miinch et al., 2024). Such
approaches have been identified particularly in Italy, Spain,
Ireland and France, where rural policy frameworks seek to
integrate CAP, cohesion policy and national schemes around
inner areas, depopulated areas and zones with weak access
to services.

The financial and institutional weight of these strategies
varies substantially across countries. In Italy, the National
Strategy for Inner Areas mobilises EAFRD, ERDF and
national/regional funds to improve essential services, local
development and territorial cohesion in peripheral areas.
In Spain, the National Strategy for the Demographic Chal-
lenge and related instruments prioritise sparsely populated
and depopulating areas through significant financial com-
mitments and selection criteria favouring these territories.
In France, Agenda Rural and France Ruralités combine
national, regional and local resources, including territorial
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contracts, fiscal incentives and support for services, small
towns and ecological transition. Ireland’s Our Rural Future
relies on national and EU resources to support rural enter-
prise, tourism, culture, infrastructure, connectivity and
sustainable communities (Miinch et al., 2024). These cases
show that the financial significance of holistic place-sensi-
tive strategies depends less on LEADER budgets than on the
capacity to mobilise broader policy packages for peripheral,
depopulated or socially fragile rural areas.

These experiences point to encouraging social and gov-
ernance effects. They strengthen the recognition of rural
needs beyond farming, improve coordination among policy
fields, support more explicit targeting of deprived territories
and increase the involvement of regional and local actors in
defining territorial priorities. They can also improve coher-
ence between CAP, cohesion policy, national funds and
regional schemes, especially where interministerial bodies,
territorial contracts, technical support structures or dedicated
selection criteria align investments with place-specific needs
(Miinch et al., 2024).

At the same time, their results remain uneven. The main
challenges concern multi-fund coordination, fragmented
implementation, variable administrative capacity and diffi-
culties in sustaining long-term services and employment in
fragile rural areas. Even ambitious national strategies depend
on adequate financial envelopes, stable governance arrange-
ments, local implementation capacity and the ability to
translate strategic objectives into concrete territorial projects
(Miinch et al., 2024; Kah et al., 2025).

Evidence from CLLD and territorial delivery mechanisms
confirms both the potential and the limits of this approach.
Kabh et al. (2023) show that CLLD increased policy integra-
tion and enabled local partnerships to address wider themes,
but multi-funding often generated administrative complex-
ity, regulatory fragmentation and coordination problems.
Similarly, the ex-post evaluation of territorial instruments
found that 2014-2020 Territorial Delivery Mechanisms pro-
moted territorial strategies, integrated investment and multi-
level governance, but their effectiveness was constrained
by weak strategy quality, limited administrative capacity,
difficulties in integrating projects across funds and cautious
delegation by programme authorities concerned with absorp-
tion and regulatory compliance (Kah et al., 2025). Thus, the
holistic place-sensitive strategy offers the most comprehen-
sive response to rural marginalisation, but its consolidation
depends on the capacity to connect territorial vision, finan-
cial scale and governance capability.

Conclusions and Policy Implications
for the Post-2027 MFF Reform

The post-2027 MFF reform potentially opens a new
phase in the competition among rural development strate-
gies. The creation of a Single Fund could, in principle,
overcome the traditional separation between CAP, cohesion
policy, social policy and other EU instruments, thereby cre-
ating more favourable conditions for the expansion of holis-
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tic place-sensitive strategies. By merging funding streams
within National and Regional Partnership Plans, the reform
could allow Member States to combine agricultural, social,
infrastructural, environmental and territorial interventions
within broader rural strategies.

However, this remains largely a theoretical possibility. In
practice, the administrations responsible for policies affect-
ing rural areas continue to operate through distinct sectoral
logics, institutional routines and policy communities. The
Single Fund may therefore simplify the budgetary architec-
ture without necessarily producing genuine policy integra-
tion. As Mantino et al. (2026) argue, the assumption that
non-agricultural administrations will take responsibility for
rural diversification, infrastructure and services is problem-
atic, because these administrations are not always inclined,
prepared or incentivised to treat rural areas as territorial pri-
orities.

Moreover, the proposed reform preserves a strong ring-
fencing of CAP resources, with most agricultural interven-
tions financed through a protected envelope. This institutional
design is likely to strengthen the resilience of the distributive
strategy and the agri-food competitiveness strategy, since
income support, farm investments and sectoral measures
will remain politically and financially protected. By contrast,
broader rural development interventions beyond farming —
including diversification, essential services, rural infrastruc-
ture, cooperation and LEADER/CLLD — are expected to
rely on non-ring-fenced resources and on the possible rural
reserve linked to the 10% rural objective proposed in the
recent negotiation process (Mantino et al., 2026).

This creates a significant asymmetry. Sectoral agricul-
tural measures are safeguarded ex ante, while holistic place-
sensitive interventions depend on Member States’ political
choices, administrative capacity and willingness to design
integrated rural chapters or territorial strategies. Previous
evidence shows that only a limited number of countries have
partly developed strong holistic rural approaches, such as
Italy, Spain, Ireland and France. Without mandatory rural
safeguards, many Member States may continue to prioritise
faster-spending, administratively simpler and politically
more visible measures.

The reform may therefore intensify rather than resolve
competition among rural policy strategies. The distribu-
tive and agri-food competitiveness paradigms are likely to
remain protected by agricultural constituencies and CAP
ring-fencing, while the holistic place-sensitive strategy will
have fewer guarantees and greater dependence on national
governance choices. In this sense, the post-2027 MFF does
not automatically represent a transition towards integrated
rural policy. It creates an institutional opportunity for such a
transition, but also increases the risk that broader rural needs
— services, mobility, employment, demographic decline and
local capacity-building — remain underfunded unless explicit
rural chapters, territorial safeguards and multi-level govern-
ance mechanisms are introduced.

The post-2027 reform therefore does not merely redis-
tribute financial resources; it reconfigures the room for
manoeuvre of the different rural strategies, potentially com-
pressing the space available for more territorial and holistic
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approaches. The proposed NRPPs’ governance architecture
also recentralises strategic decision-making at national level.
This recentralisation has two major implications. First, it
may encourage standardised “one-size-fits-all” intervention
menus comparable to those observed in previous national
planning experiences, thereby reducing the capacity to tai-
lor measures to the diversity of rural territories. Second, it
increases the distance between decision-making centres and
local coalitions, making it more difficult for rural partner-
ships, LAGs, municipalities and territorial actors to make
their needs and voices visible within national arenas of
resource allocation.

As a result, the future NRPPs are likely to become a
highly competitive and more distant policy arena, where
distributive and sectoral constituencies may be better posi-
tioned than local territorial coalitions. In many countries and
regions, local coalitions will therefore need to develop new
ways to influence policy choices, including stronger advo-
cacy, better use of rural-proofing evidence, alliances with
social actors, and more strategic engagement in national
programming processes. At the same time, long-term place-
sensitive strategies may increasingly need to rely on a more
diversified funding base, combining EU resources with
regional and local funds, philanthropic foundations, bank
foundations, social finance, community finance and crowd-
funding. Without such mobilisation, the reform risks rein-
forcing the political advantage of faster-spending, adminis-
tratively simpler and more visible sectoral measures, with
fewer automatic guarantees for the holistic place-sensitive
strategy unless local and social stakeholders succeed in
rebalancing the new national planning arena.

Ensuring an adequate future for holistic place-sensitive
strategies will therefore require more than a formal commit-
ment to strengthen rural objectives within the NRPPs. First,
Member States and regions should establish interdepart-
mental governance structures capable of coordinating the
use of the Single Fund across agricultural, cohesion, social,
infrastructural and environmental policy domains. Without
such coordination, the Single Fund may reproduce existing
administrative silos rather than overcome them. Second,
holistic strategies should be targeted primarily at those rural
areas where the “right to stay” is most at risk: territories fac-
ing severe constraints in access to services, mobility, edu-
cation, health care and labour-market opportunities. This
implies concentrating integrated territorial strategies where
needs are greatest, rather than dispersing resources through
generic rural measures.

Third, local coalitions — including LEADER/CLLD
partnerships, agri-food networks, EIP Operational Groups,
municipalities, social actors and territorial alliances — should
be granted real room for manoeuvre in policy design. This
requires avoiding the ex-ante preselection of narrow eligi-
ble measures by central administrations and allowing local
actors to identify combinations of interventions that respond
to place-specific needs. Fourth, simplified and more flexible
funding mechanisms, such as global grants or global sub-
ventions, should be more widely adopted to move beyond
the rigid logic of single measures and facilitate integrated
territorial packages. Fifth, the preparation of NRPPs should

give substance to the partnership principle by involving local
and social actors, not only sectoral representatives. Finally,
rural proofing should become a mandatory part of NRPP
design and monitoring. This should be based on evidence
about the real territorial distribution of current expenditure
and on the effective availability of open data on EU funding,
which remains far from adequate in many Member States.
Only under these conditions can the post-2027 reform create
a credible institutional space for holistic place-sensitive rural
development, rather than further strengthening distributive
and sectoral strategies. This institutional space should be
established by the forthcoming regulations governing the
reform, rather than left to the discretion of individual Mem-
ber States.
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