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Community-led Local Development (CLLD) is a Territorial 
Delivery Mechanism designed to foster local development 
through an integrated bottom-up approach, involving local 
actors in the decision-making process on the formulation 
and implementation of local strategies. Unlike other 
Territorial Delivery Mechanisms, CLLD was not entirely 
new in the 2014-20 period. This type of instrument builds 
on the experience of the LEADER programme, which 
utilises the work of rural Local Action Groups (LAGs) to 
bring local stakeholders together to implement the strategy. 
While LEADER used LAGs in rural development, CLLD 
expands the focus to also include specific urban districts, 
neighbourhoods, or Functional Urban Areas (FUAs).

CLLD is distinctive among Territorial Delivery Mechanisms 
in terms of governance. Public-private cooperation was 
prescribed, as was inter-municipal cooperation, at least 
where CLLD was not implemented in urban areas. Building 
on the legacy of LEADER, CLLD placed a much stronger 
emphasis on bottom-up engagement of local stakeholders in 
the design and implementation of integrated local strategies 
and collaborative projects as compared to other instruments.

CLLD strategies implemented using this instrument tended 
to combine different funding streams, with only a small 
minority being funded by a single European fund. Most rural 
CLLD strategies used a combination of different European 
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) with the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). Countries 
that invested the most Cohesion Policy resources in CLLD 
were Czechia, Portugal, Romania, Sweden, and Poland. 
The highest European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
and Cohesion Fund (CF) per capita funding allocations 
were in some Czech, Portuguese, and Romanian regions. 
Conversely, in countries like Lithuania or Hungary, relatively 
modest allocations of funding were invested in a large 
number of smaller-scale CLLD strategies, dispersing the 
funding. Notably, the absorption of ERDF and CF resources 
as part of CLLD strategies was relatively high, with 79% of 
funding absorbed by the end of 2023, outperforming the 
absorption of these funds in mainstream Cohesion Policy 
programmes.

Figure 1: Amount of CLLD 
strategies combining different 
numbers of ESIF

Figure 2: Share of CLLD 
strategies per type of territory 

FUNDING PATTERNS

GOVERNANCE CHARACTERISTICS

Sources: European Commission (n.d.), Pertoldi et al., 2022 Note: Non-SUD ITI strategies could be financed from different 
ESIF, including ERDF, European Social Fund (ESF), CF, EAFRD, and European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF).



Figure 3: CLLD strategies across Europe
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Source: STRAT-Board (JRC, n.d.).

TERRITORIAL FOCUS

THEMATIC FOCUS
Unlike SUD instruments, CLLD was not bound 
by the urban earmarking requirement (ERDF Art. 
7), even when used in urban areas. Thematically, 
CLLD tended to focus on social inclusion, fighting 
poverty, and discrimination. Many strategies 
specifically emphasised supporting marginalised 
communities, such as the Roma in some 
Romanian LAGs. However, CLLD strategies in 
more developed regions tended to emphasise 
investment in digitalisation, environmental 
protection, support for Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs), and cultural heritage. For 
instance, German CLLD focused on improvements 
in rural infrastructure for tourism, healthcare, and 
quality of life. In contrast, less developed regions 
notably emphasised investment in education 
infrastructure, as seen in some Czech strategies.

national territories with this Territorial Delivery 
Mechanism. In some countries, specific regions 
used this instrument particularly intensively, as 
seen in Poland, Germany, and Italy. The vast 
majority (72%) of CLLD strategies supported the 
development of rural areas. These rural strategies 
were based on pre-existing LAGs set up for 
LEADER. Roughly a quarter of CLLD strategies 
were deployed in urban areas, within a city or town, 
and a small number were used within FUAs. Many 
strategies expanded their territories to include 
additional municipalities in the partnership. Many 
CLLD strategies covered territories corresponding 
to the administrative boundaries of an above-local 
territorial authority, such as in Harz, Germany. 
Sometimes they excluded the urban centre at the 
heart of the territory, as in Pojezierze Brodnickie, 
which covered Brodnica county minus its capital 
municipality. Urban CLLD strategies tended to 
be highly concentrated, targeting pockets of 
deprivation in specific neighbourhoods (e.g. 
Scheveningen, Netherlands) or entire municipal 
territories (e.g. Caracal, Romania).

CLLD was implemented in 16 Member States. 
The countries with the highest number of CLLD 
strategies were Czechia, Slovakia, Portugal, 
Hungary, Lithuania, Sweden, Poland, and 
Romania. Czechia, Slovakia, Slovenia, and 
Portugal notably covered large areas of their 
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required each LAG to conduct strategy-specific 
evaluation activities and monitoring. Many CLLD 
LAGs had dedicated evaluation plans and some 
developed own sets of indicators and targets, in 
addition to programme-level monitoring systems. 
This specific approach to CLLD evaluation and 
monitoring provided an evidence base to support 
the targeting of local needs. However, some 
planned evaluations were not carried out due to 
capacity gaps and implementation delays.

Building on pre-existing LEADER LAGs and 
experience: Previous experience with LEADER 
was invaluable for both strategy formulation 
and development of evaluation and monitoring 
frameworks. Some strategies were drafted 
entirely by the LAG itself, while others involved 
consultants. While rural LAGs could leverage 
their past experiences with LEADER strategies, 
some new urban LAGs found developing CLLD 
strategies be a challenge. 

Linkages to existing strategies and plans: 
Coherence was enhanced through links to both 
higher-level (e.g., district/county) and lower-level 
(e.g., municipal) strategies, in some cases with 
stronger links to spatial planning. In this, LAGs 
often built on their past experience with designing 
strategic frameworks for LEADER. Coherence 
to EU, national or regional strategies was mostly 
implicitly ensured via contributing Operational 
Programmes. Thematic restrictions stemming from 
the higher-level programmes meant that some 
spending priorities related to territorial needs could 
not be included in the local strategies. In some 
cases, though, there were explicit links made to 
higher-level strategic documents, for instance in 
Pojezierze Brodnickie (Poland), the CLLD strategy 
made links to regional and sectoral strategies 
for tourism and social inclusion, while LAG Harz 
aligned its strategy with the spatial planning 
frameworks at the state, district and municipal 
levels, creating opportunities for cross-fertilisation 
between EU Cohesion Policy and domestic spatial 
planning policy (see ESPON, 2020). 

Bottom-up approach facilitates targeting 
local needs: The strong bottom-up nature of 
CLLD,  reflecting the LEADER approach, with 
strong involvement of local stakeholders and 
communities within the LAGS, ensured that local 
needs and interests were reflected in the objectives 
of the strategies and, later, guided the selection 
of projects. The bottom-up approach to strategy-
making involved a wide range of participatory 
practices to engage stakeholders, notably 
including marginalised groups in some cases (e.g. 
CLLD strategies in Caracal, Romania, Požitavie-
Širočina, Slovakia, or Troyan-Apriltsi-Ugаrchin, 
Bulgaria). Local stakeholders were typically 
involved at two stages of the CLLD strategy-
making process: initially, for data gathering and 
identifying needs and key local issues, and later, in 
response to a draft strategy. Beyond this, selection 
of priorities and objectives was based on needs-
based analysis at the territorial level, combined 
with objectives defined in the contributing 
programmes. The latter, however, could entail 
that higher-level programme’s objectives and 
limitations hampered the place-based nature of 
Local Development Strategies. 

Integration of funds allows for a more 
comprehensive approach to local needs: CLLD 
facilitated the combination of ERDF (European 
Regional Development Fund) and ESF (European 
Social Fund) at the local level, enabling the delivery 
of more integrated strategies and projects, adding 
to the already mentioned benefits of the distinctive 
bottom-up approach. The addition ERDF and 
CF funding allowed LAGs, which previously 
implemented only LEADER, to include a broader 
range of themes relevant to their local needs and 
supplement European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD) funding. The potential to 
integrate several different Funds within the CLLD 
framework was a significant positive factor.

CLLD-specific monitoring and evaluation 
arrangements: CLLD was unique among 
Territorial Development Mechanisms as they were 
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Better targeting of local needs through stakeholder engagement in Caracal, Romania

CLLD strategy in Caracal, Romania, illustrates well the inclusive approach adopted to engage stakeholders 
effectively and, by this, improve the targeting of local needs in an urban CLLD. Firstly, questionnaires were 
distributed to households in the identified areas of the town. Secondly, focus groups were organised to 
discuss investment needs and prioritise interventions. To further enhance the acceptance and ownership 
of the CLLD strategy, cultural events were organised within the targeted area, involving local celebrities 
and traditional Roma musicians. Residents could also provide ongoing feedback to the strategy through a 
suggestions box. Ideas collected that way were discussed in public meetings. At the same time, the LAG 
ensured a strong link to national social inclusion strategies, especially those targeting Roma community 
inclusion. 

PERFORMANCE OF CLLD
KEY LESSONS
Pathway 1: delivering a quality, coordinated 
response to territorial challenges, development 
needs, and potentials
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Piloting bottom-up approach with CLLD in The Hague, The Netherlands

The CLLD initiative in Scheveningen, a coastal neighbourhood of The Hague - known mainly for its beach, 
harbour, but also characterised by high socioeconomic disparities - aimed to address rapid gentrification 
and social problems. This initiative was seen as an experiment to promote a more bottom-up approach 
to inclusive urban development. The participatory nature of the CLLD, which gave significant agency to 
local actors in setting up and implementing the strategy, was considered an important asset. This was 
particularly relevant in a neighbourhood where there was a degree of mistrust among the local population 
towards the municipal government. The municipality also viewed the CLLD as a pilot action to test a more 
grassroots approach, complementing existing efforts to empower citizens, such as participatory budgeting 
at the neighbourhood level. The CLLD instrument was well-received by local stakeholders and residents, 
fostering the development of common goals and creating trust and ownership of the diverse interventions 
implemented. However, the implementation faced challenges due to administrative complexities and 
communication shortcomings, which caused frustration among the beneficiaries.

Source: van Leeuwen & Kerklaan, 2020.

LAGs or development agencies often acted as 
coordination platforms within their territories, in 
line with LEADER principles.

Incentivising bottom-up engagement and 
trust-building: CLLD LAGs were required 
by regulations to include representatives of 
public and private local socio-economic interests 
facilitating the involvement of local stakeholders 
and communities in the delivery of this 
instrument. Active community engagement was 
a distinguishing feature of this Territorial Delivery 
Mechanisms, allowing not only for strengthening 
the relevance of the activities implemented, but 
also for boosting local ownership, and enhancing 
the capacity of communities to participate in 

Decentralising Cohesion Policy: The delegation 
of responsibilities for Cohesion Policy management 
to the territorial level through Territorial Delivery 
Mechanisms has had a broadly empowering 
effect, particularly for CLLD. LAGs took on more 
management tasks compared to other Territorial 
Delivery Mechanisms, which local authorities 
valued as a means to better address specific local 
needs through CP. While municipal governments 
facilitated the involvement of various actors and 
helped develop ownership of the strategies, the 
degree of decision-making independence for 
LAGs varied. Programme authorities often still 
played crucial roles, such as final approval and 
direct project contracting. CLLD typically did not 
require new management bodies, as pre-existing 

Pathway 3: contribution to the quality 
and capacity of policy governance,
particularly at local levels

or frameworks explicitly encouraging funds 
integration, such as dedicated matrices or 
predefined combinations of activities that could 
be funded. While some activities successfully 
combined different funding streams on the 
ground, targeting specific beneficiaries or 
places to promote both social inclusion and 
local development simultaneously, integration of 
funding at the project level often proved difficult 
in practice due to varying fund-specific rules and 
procedures.

Limited spatial differentiation: Spatial 
differentiation of activities within CLLD tended to 
be limited due to the CLLD management system 
and the relatively small size of the territories 
covered. Additionally, the strong alignment of CLLD 
strategy territories with administrative boundaries 
sometimes limited spatial differentiation, with the 
higher-level administrative tier interfering in the 
definition of the territorial focus of the strategies.

Functional considerations varied in CLLD 
implementation: CLLD regulations established a 
framework for territorial and population coverage 
for the strategies. In urban areas, CLLD micro-
zoning was used to direct funding to areas most 
in need of intervention. Meanwhile, rural CLLD 
strategies built on previous LEADER experience, 
often expanding the territory covered to increase 
impact. The extent to which territories were 
defined based on functional considerations varied, 
depending on previous experiences, national 
or programme-level framework conditions, 
administrative borders, and the desire to ensure 
a territorial ‘critical mass’ for the strategy. Regional 
authorities sometimes played a role in decision-
making on the territorial delimitation of the 
strategies.

Mixed experiences with integration of funds: 
Many CLLD strategies aimed for integrated 
impacts through multi-sectoral objectives 

Pathway 2: strengthened targeting 
of resources according to functional 
and territorial rationales      
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The benefits of decentralisation in the case of Pojezierze Brodnickie, Poland

The significant delegation of responsibilities to the local level triggered by CLLD took place in Poland. The 
LAG in Pojezierze Brodnickie, bringing together 9 municipalities in the Brodnica County, is an example of 
such a decentralisation process in the Polish context. The strategy was drafted entirely within the LAG team 
with inputs from the local stakeholders and citizens collected through a consultation point allowing for the 
submission of comments and suggestions and a wide range of other participatory tools. The LAG was also 
given a wide range of responsibilities within the CLLD framework, from communication, choice of the project 
selection criteria, to issuing calls for proposals, conducting project appraisal. This has empowered the local 
organisations involved in the LAG, giving them substantial decision-making authority, while at the same 
time expanding pre-existing inter-municipal cooperation. The Pojezierze Brodnickie LAG drew its strength 
from past experiences with the LEADER programme as well as on knowledge sourced from the national 
and European LAG networks. The involvement of non-public stakeholders in the LAG was seen as a factor 
facilitating the engagement of local actors in communities, widening the range of beneficiaries of Cohesion 
Policy, also among the smaller and less experienced organisations.

ADDED VALUE

LAGs employed various methods to mobilise 
stakeholders at least at two stages of the CLLD 
process: initial consultation for data gathering 
and identifying needs, and responding to a draft 
strategy. Methods used for this included a broad 
range of practices, from questionnaires, surveys, 
focus groups, dedicated websites, collection of 
ideas from citizens, to exhibitions, cultural events, 
engagement with local media, or public meetings. 
This relatively extensive participatory process 
contrasted with mainstream Cohesion Policy 
programmes or domestic policies where citizen 
participation remains limited. 

Bringing Cohesion Policy closer to citizens: 
Participatory processes were crucial in 
consolidating local community ownership and 
commitment to CLLD strategies. The community-
led nature of this instrument thus brought 
Cohesion Policy measures closer to citizens. 
The inclusion of ERDF and ESF into the rural 
LAG framework through CLLD expanded the 
thematic scope of activities supported, bringing a 
wider range of benefits to the rural communities. 
CLLD also broadened the range of beneficiaries 
of Cohesion Policy, providing funding access to 
under-represented groups and territories.

Initiatives in the longer term, as was found, for 
instance, in the case study of the urban CLLD in 
The Hague. This bottom-up approach of CLLD 
strategies tended to help establish and maintain 
trust between citizens and local governments, 
which is a critical factor in local development. 

Improving horizontal cooperation: CLLD 
encouraged inter-municipal cooperation by 
stimulating local public-private partnerships and 
collaboration across municipal boundaries. The 
latter was observed in rural areas where LAGs 
often encompassed multiple municipalities due 
to regulatory minimum population coverage 
requirements. This created spill-over effects in 
terms of better cross-boundary cooperation. 
Meanwhile in urban CLLD strategies targeted 
territories comprised within municipal boundaries 
or areas within cities or towns. Despite this, urban 
CLLD strategies introduced new place-based 
frameworks that engaged diverse stakeholders 
and connected interventions across policy sectors. 

Diverse participatory measures: CLLD required 
broad societal support and increased citizen 
engagement, creating an important leverage effect 
for introducing diverse participatory practices. 

and creative projects that would not have been 
possible under mainstream programmes, as case 
studies from Bulgaria, Romania, and Slovakia 
showed. This aspect was highly appreciated by 
both local authorities and funding beneficiaries, 
bringing Cohesion Policy closer to citizens.

Bottom-up decision-making and community 
engagement improve capacity to address local 
needs: Case study research indicated that CLLD 
allowed for better targeting of local, place-specific 
needs through its bottom-up approach. Delegating 
decision-making powers to the LAGs and involving 
local communities and stakeholders in shaping 
strategies and implementing them through calls 
for proposals and project selection allowed for 
gathering valuable local inputs. This input was 

Reaching communities and territories with 
limited access to EU funds: A significant 
added value of CLLD was its increased capacity 
to target and engage citizens and communities 
that previously had limited or no access to EU 
funds. This included ethnic minority groups and 
territories with limited capacity to acquire EU 
funding through mainstream Cohesion Policy 
programmes. The close proximity between the 
LAGs and prospective applicants, the emphasis 
on reducing public authority participation in favour 
of non-state actors, lower competition for funding, 
and more elaborate participatory practices made 
the application process more accessible to 
previously under-represented actors and groups, 
such as small local organisations or ethnic minority 
actors. This made it possible to support innovative 
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crucial for delivering more place-based strategies 
that addressed genuine local needs. As a result, 
CLLD projects often better met citizens’ needs 
compared to those supported by mainstream 
Cohesion Policy.

Creating conditions for more lasting effects by 
building capacity and trust: There is evidence 
to suggest that projects supported by CLLD 
strategies were better accepted locally due to the 
sense of ownership developed through bottom-up 
engagement and the local pride they generated. 
Additionally, new types of local partnerships were 
created, cutting across municipal and sectoral 
boundaries. This kind of engagement helps build 
trust between local stakeholders and authorities, 
laying the foundation for long-term collaborative 
bonds and boosting local development. 
Furthermore, LAGs were consolidated or 
established in the urban context, adding valuable 
nodes to the networks of institutions supporting 
local development.

Improved visibility of Cohesion Policy: There 
is evidence to suggest that CLLD strategies 
contributed to higher visibility of EU and Cohesion 
Policy through the activities of the LAGs, 
depending on the effort invested in these activities 
and communication. Visibility of Cohesion 
Policy increased locally by supporting projects 
selected in areas and for communities previously 
overlooked by past programmes and had little 
knowledge of available European funding and 
support mechanisms.

Improved transparency: CLLD also contributed 
to improved transparency of the procedures 
for implementing Cohesion Policy. Project 
evaluation criteria had to be published in the 
Local Development Strategies and made publicly 
available. This transparency made it easier for 
applicants to understand how funding would 
be allocated and how to prepare applications to 
increase their chances of receiving funding.

•	 Achieve the above can be facilitated by 
investing in capacity-building and 
connecting CLLD strategies to pre-existing 
long-term spatial strategies at different 
levels and local collaborative networks.

•	 Support from national or regional 
networks and other CLLD coordination 
structures created opportunities for gaining 
and sharing knowledge, enabling LAGs to 
connect more effectively with stakeholders 
within the strategy’s territory and at higher 
levels of government.

•	 Commitment to intensive and sustained 
participation of local stakeholders and 
diverse communities, including marginalised 
groups, ensured not only better targeting of 
local needs but also fostered local ownership 
of interventions and built trust, laying the 
foundations for longer-term collaboration 
beyond the duration of a programming period.

•	 Dedicated efforts to activate local 
communities that typically do not 
participate in EU funding programmes 
allowed for broadening the reach of CLLD, 
harnessing its potential to bring Cohesion 
Policy closer to citizens.

•	 Past LEADER experience over several 
programming periods was a crucial factor 
contributing to the successful implementation 
of CLLD in rural areas. It enabled the 
capitalisation on already-established 
networks and capacity. In urban CLLD 
strategies, prior experience with bottom-up 
local development initiatives also played a 
significant role, facilitating collaboration and 
connections with actors and initiatives beyond 
the boundaries of LAG territories.

•	 The presence of sufficient administrative 
capacity and experienced, dedicated 
teams with a long-term perspective within 
LAGs was critical for maximising the strong 
bottom-up character of CLLD. 

SUCCESS FACTORS

Limited prior experience with the LAG model 
in urban contexts: The CLLD approach in urban 
areas was entirely new. This required more time 
for learning and adaptation to the new bottom-
up approach to Cohesion Policy implementation 
promoted by this Territorial Delivery Mechanism.

Challenges in integration of funds: While 
CLLD generally enabled the integration of 
different funding streams, in practice, this proved 
challenging in many cases due to differences in 
rules and procedures for ERDF, ESF, and EAFRD. 
This hindered the use of cross-fund project 
financing, limiting potential synergies and the 
implementation of more integrated initiatives.

Mismatch between programme and local 
priorities: A lack of alignment between operational 
programme priorities and the local needs defined 
through the bottom-up strategy formulation 
process posed a significant challenge. When such 
a mismatch occurred, LAGs either modified local 
priorities to fit within those of the programme or 
chose to target only selected local needs matching 
the programme’s priorities to secure funding. This 
undermined the bottom-up advantage of CLLD.

Administrative burdens: Like other Territorial 
Delivery Mechanisms, CLLD faced problems 
related to administrative complexity and ‘red 
tape.’ As a result, applying for CLLD funding 
proved too demanding for smaller organisations. 

BARRIERS AND CAVEATS
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This complexity also placed a considerable 
administrative burden on Managing Authorities 
and controllers.

Institutional capacity deficits: Even though 
most rural CLLD strategies benefited from past 
LEADER experience, many LAGs still faced issues 
with limited capacities to implement the strategy. 
In urban contexts, limited capacity hindered 
the operations of LAGs as it was a new kind of 
instrument for local authorities and stakeholders, 
especially in smaller municipalities.

Vertical coordination challenges: In some 
cases, higher-level programme authorities did not 
provide the necessary support and conditions for 
the smooth implementation of CLLD strategies. 
Likewise, limited trust from the national level 
towards the LAGs resulted in excessively stringent 
control mechanisms, creating administrative 
burdens for implementation and undermining 
vertical collaboration.

Marcin Dąbrowski, Niek Lurling (TU Delft)
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