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Chapter 10
National Rural Networks  
Lessons for policy formation  
and implementation  
within the CAP post 2013

Abstract: I National Rural Networks (NRNs) have been introduced as a new 
policy intervention under the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Develop-
ment (EAFRD) in the period 2007-2013. Major tasks ascribed to the NRNs are: 
transferring information on rural development measures to rural stakeholders, 
identifying good practices, and organising exchange of expertise and know-how. 
Classified as Technical Assistance, the NRNs are expected to increase the effec-
tiveness of the EAFRD and to contribute to the improvement of policy delivery 
and governance. However, neither a common intervention logic nor an evalua-
tion system has been established for the NRNs. This paper examines the NRNs’ 
potential for added value creation and for achieving their objectives of impro-
ving policy delivery and governance. Special attention is devoted to the NRN 
in the post-socialist new member state Romania with little experiences in EU 
policies. The NRNs have so far raised hardly any scientific interest making em-
pirical work essential for approaching our research objectives. Besides outlining 
the networks’ theoretical potential from the literature, practical experiences with 
the NRNs were gained from surveys amongst network units across the EU and 
Romanian network members in 2010. Results allow for drawing an intervention 
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146 logic underlying the instrumental idea of the NRNs, highlighting strengths and 
weaknesses in implementation, and providing lessons against which the legis-
lative proposals for the Common Agricultural Policies post 2013 are discussed.

Keywords: National Rural Networks, European Agricultural Fund for Rural De-
velopment, Governance, Network Theory, Policy Instruments, Romania
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Introduction

In the period 2007-2013, National Rural Networks (NRNs) have been introduced 
as a new form of intervention within the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).  
Funded under the Technical Assistance window of the European Agricultural 
Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) main purposes of the NRNs are 1) trans-
ferring information on rural development measures; 2) identifying good practi-
ces; and 3) organising exchange of experience and know-how (EC/2005/1698). 
The NRNs, which shall address various stakeholders involved in rural develop-
ment, are interlinked to the European Network for Rural Development (ENRD). 
Following the strategic guidelines for rural development (EC/2006/144) NRNs 
are expected to contribute to the improvement of policy delivery and gover -
nance. These expectations form a major difference to networking-interventions 
within European Union (EU) rural development policies, e.g. within LEADER1 
in the previous periods. However , contrary to other EAFRD interventions, no  
Link rationale has been formally established for the NRNs at European level.  
As the upcoming funding period (2014-2020) advances this paper aims at the 
development of an intervention logic for funded rural networks building upon  
relevant theories and lessons learnt with the NRNs so far.

A helpful initial point is, that from the perspective of political scientists net-
works play a pivotal role in the paradigm of new modes of governance. Net-
working is seen as instrumental to policy formation and implementation; par-
ticularly, if applied in the policy-formation process, it is likely to increase the 
quality and the acceptability of policies (de Bruïne and Clarotti 2001). Mo-
reover, the idea of “networking” is that networks as organisational structures 
potentially generate instrumental effects and added value (Ethering, 2005; 
Jarillo 1988; Wagner et al., 2005; Weiligmann, 1999). Thus, because all EU 
interventions have to be implemented in an ‘effective‘, ‘efficient‘ and ‘eco-
nomic‘ way (EC/2002/1605), a further objective which can be assigned to 
the NRNs is to make best use of the benefits which the policy instrument’s 
network design offers.

This paper also rests on empirical work: experienced gained with the NRN 
have been collected from network units across the EU in 2010. In addition, the 

1 LEADER stands for “Liaison entre actions de développement de l´économie rurale”, which translates into 
English as “Links between the rural economy and development actions”.
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development of the NRN in the new post-socialist Member States, Romania, 
where is little experience with CAP intervention, networking and with parti -
cipatory policy-making, potentially offers a quite interesting case revealing 
particular challenges and potentials of NRN implementation, is investigated 
in greater detail.

Last but not least, the evolution of the legislative proposal for setting up NRNs 
in the next funding is discussed against our empirical and analytical findings 
and the intervention logic proposed.

The missing intervention logic of the National Rural Networks

In the period 2007-2013, National Rural Networks (NRNs) have been introdu-
ced as a new form of intervention within the CAP’s rural development pillar. 
These instruments are not only a new element within the CAP, but also new in 
comparison to the instrumental design of funded networking within LEADER 
in the previous periods. The common main purposes of the NRNs, which are 
to address various actors involved in the broad field of rural development, are 
according to the EAFRD regulation (EC/2005/1698, Art. 68): 1) transferring 
information on rural development measures; 2) identifying good practices; 3) 
organising exchange of experience and know-how, particularly among (poten-
tial) beneficiaries; 4) preparing training programmes for Local Action Groups 
(LAGs); and 5) facilitating inter-territorial and transnational partnerships.2 In 
addition, the networks are mentioned in the strategic guidelines for rural de-
velopment (EC/2006/144) as being expected to contribute to the improvement 
of policy delivery and governance. The NRNs are interlinked to and through 
the European Network for Rural Development.

Establishing NRNs is obliga tory for Member States and had to be accom -
plished by the end of 2008 (EC/2008/168). For so doing, it can be drawn on 
resources from the EAFRD’s Technical Assistance window. 

The organisational structures of the NRNs, which are mostly associated with the 
Ministry of Agriculture, vary: the network units needed for running the NRNs  
may be established either within competent national authorities or by selection  
through tendering procedures. Second, while in most Member States, there is  
one NRN, in others there are also formally established regional networks (e.g.  
in the United Kingdom). Sometimes the National Network Units (NNUs), in  
charge with the networks (administrative) management, have decentralised  
structures, e.g. regional offices in Poland. The NRNs’ decision-making body 

2 In other words, as noted on the website of the European Network for Rural Development (http://enrd.
ec.europa.eu/, accessed 20.12.2010), the main role of the NRNs is “to support the implementation and evalu-
ation of rural development policy. NRNs bring together a variety of rural stakeholders to promote communi -
cation and information exchange at the regional, national and European level”. In this citation the spectrum of 
the NRNs’ tasks has already been broadened and goes beyond their functions as defined in the EC regulations, 
which might indicate that the distribution of roles within the ENRD has not been finally clarified.
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– a Coordination Committee or Steering Group – mostly consists of members  
representing rural stakeholders (e.g. representatives of ministries of related sec-
tors, national farmers’ associations, environmental and social organisations. 

In contrast to most other EAFRD interventions, no overall objective, not to 
mention an intervention logic or a common evaluation system, have been for-
mally established for the NRNs at European level; and only for a small number 
a more profound evaluation has to be conducted. Sole reference points for the 
founding link rationale are the operational objectives, better called activities 
(transfer of information on rural development measures, the identification of 
good practices, technical assistance for LAGs, etc.), that are outlined above, 
and the NRNs’ expected contribution to improving governance and policy de-
livery. Yet, taking the limited reference points in the common regulatory fra-
mework, the beginning of an intervention logic can be suggested (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Proposed and yet uncompleted intervention logic for the National Rural 
Networks

Note: EAFRD = European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development   LAG = Local Action Group
a Through sufficiently making use of the advantages the instrument’s network design 

offers.
b  This refers to the technical assistance, NRNs have to provide to LAGs with the intention 

of building up an interregional or transnational partnership.
Italic letters indicate that the respective NRN objective/ activity is not explicitly manifested 
in the EC regulations.
Source: Own design.

Indeed, the whole Technical Assistance component is affected by a lack of 
precise objectives. Nevertheless, several sources point to the following in-
strumental intention: Member States should be enabled to comply with the 
obligatory standards, which have been defined at the European level for 
achieving the overall goal of the EAFRD and for increasing the effectiveness 
and efficiency of other EAFRD interventions (EC/2005/1698; EC/2006/144; 
EC/2006/1974). This major objective can be definitively ascribed to the NRNs 
as well. Then, four sub-objectives, which to some degree  interrelate, can be 
ascribed to the NRNs (Figure 1). First, Contributing to the improvement of 
policy delivery  can be subordinated. The second and third sub-objectives, 
Raising awareness on the EAFRD and Enhancing the implemented EAFRD 
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interventions can be drawn from the operational objectives ascribed to the 
NRNs. The fourth sub-objective in Figure 1 manifests the aspiration of ma-
king best use of the NRNs themselves, and thus forms the rectification of their 
network design, namely Making sufficient use of the instrument’s network 
design and evoking added value. With regard to this fourth sub-objective, one 
should bear in mind that in fact all EU (co-)financed interventions are to be 
implemented in an effective, efficient and economical way (EC/2002/1605). 
The objective of contributing to the improvement of governance, which forms 
one main dif ference to other Technical Assistance interventions, can hardly 
be directly linked to the other reference points provided in the regulatory fra-
mework. Still, as Figure 1 shows, further operationalization is needed, e.g. 
to set up measures/network activities addressing (sub-)objectives concerning 
governance, policy delivery and the creation of added value. Overall, the way 
the NRNs are manifested in the common regulatory framework leaves open 
questions regarding the policy instruments’ potential and usage. This circum-
stance raises particular interest when having in mind that the programming the 
EAFRD for the next funding period is in progress.

Research Concept

The overarching ambition of this paper, namely to establish a sound basis for pro-
gramming rural networks in upcoming funding period from lessons learnt with the 
NRNs so far can be further divided into the following set of research questions:
1) What is the NRNs’ theoretical potential?
2) Are the instrumental objectives of improving governance and policy deli-

very through the NRNs achieved in practice?
3) Do the NRNs generate any added value?
4) How can the NRNs’ instrumental design be improved and adapted to the legal 

framework in the upcoming funding period for increasing their effectiveness?

To address the outlined research questions a literature review on network 
theory, governance and policy instruments, were supplemented by empirical 
work, for colle cting lessons learnt with the NRNs so far . The latter was es-
sential as academic research on NRNs as well as on rural governance at the 
national level (Mantino, 2008; OECD, 2006) are rare, and also are evaluation 
reports on NRNs limited in content (see, Marquardt 2013) E-mail surveys 
were carried out among the NNUs and the members of the Romanian NRN  
in 20103. For the Romanian NRN follow-up expert interviews were con-
ducted in 2013. Furthermore, the evolution of the legislative proposals for the 
EAFRD in the period 2014-2020 was traced.

3 National and regional network units listed on the “Contact list of National Rural Networks” on the ENRD 
website (www.enrd.eu, accessed 01.04.2010) were addressed in the first survey. For simplification, regional 
network units are also referred to as “NNUs”. Out of 32 network units approached, 12 questionnaires were 
returned. Within the second survey, the questionnaire was sent out to 398 members of the Romanian NRN 
and 69 potential LAGs. Due to missing email-addresses and not working email-accounts, the questionnaire 
reached 381 actors and the rate of returns amounts to 16.3%. For a detailed documentation of the empirical 
work undertaken, see Marquardt (2013).
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(Theoretical) Background

Considering that the NRNs were created as a policy instrument with the ob-
jectives of interlinking stakeholders, enhancing policy delivery and impro-
ving governance, in the following theories on two issues are briefly recapped:  
a) governance and the political sphere and related instruments; and b) social 
networks, as networks being or ganisational structure of actors and their po-
tential for added value.

governance in the political sphere

There is no universally accepted definition of governance (Blumenthal, 
2005). Nevertheless, all definitions call attention to the institutional bases 
of the steering and coordination of collective action (Benz, 2004). In policy 
practice, since the mid-1980s the term governance has been given a norma-
tive notion touching on two dimensions: 1) improving governing through 
governance standards 4; 2) decreasing state involvement in policy delivery 
in favour of private or civil actors (Benz, 2004). From the latter, a specific 
governing style named “governance” evolved and a search for new policy  
means took place for achieving better delivery of policies and creating pre-
conditions for participatory policy-making. Policy instruments, which emer-
ged in this context, are for instance consultative groups and public-private  
partnerships. Main reasons for the increased involvement of actors of the  
private and civil spheres in political decision-making are the expectations  
of technically more adequate and politically more realistic decisions and  
solutions of strong output legitimacy and acceptance (Papadopoulos, 2007). 
In the EU “governance” was brought up with the debate around democratic  
deficits and the development of the EU constitutions in 2000 (CEC, 2001). 
Apart from increasing legitimacy, improving governance has for the Euro-
pean Commission (EC) relevance for enhancing its image in the society and 
seeking confidence; it is as community priority manifested in the renewed 
Lisbon strategy and in the treaties. 

Beyond the European contex t there is a slowly growing recognition that for 
administering integrated rural development policies effectively, horizontal 
structures integrating multiple sectors are essential at all administrative levels 
(OECD, 2006), as rural development demands interdisciplinarity and multi-
sectoral interactions (cp. EC, 1996). In rural policy-making ideally, all le-
vels are involved and interact as a ‘multidimensional actor constellation’ (cp. 
Mantino, 2008; Marsdon and Murdoch 1998) – metaphorically speaking, rural 
governance equals networking in a rural web.5 

4 Widely accepted principles of good governance are equality of partners, transparency, democratic decisi-
on-making, quality of communication and conflict management (CEC, 2001).
5 The term “rural web” has also been used by Ventura et al. (2010), who do not explicitly refer to gover-
nance structures in terms of formal and informal institutions, but to various kinds of flows including, e.g. 
production chains for visualising the multifaceted character of rural development.
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the potential added value of Social Networks

Church (2006) notes diversity, dynamics, democracy and decentralisation as 
key properties of (social) networks. Furthermore, networks are said to be open  
(Lee et al., 2005) and have flexible structures (Nooteboom ,2003). Generally, 
the structures of networks can bring advantages compared to other forms of or-
ganisation and certain network characteristics are likely to generate instrumen -
tal effects. A basic network effect is integrating information (of several sources) 
and making it available to a larger group of members (cp. Siebert, 2006). Infor-
mation passed through social networks is more concentrated and more likely to 
be supplemented by interpretation than information in markets and hierarchies,  
respectively. Thus, the dynamics in interactions and exchange within a network 
equal more than the sum of the parts and potentially bring added value.

Although more or less contradictory to the principle of flexibility, many net-
works (like the NRNs) are to some degree institutionalised. Nevertheless, net-
work members generally maintain their autonomy as participants (Earl, 2004; 
Segert and Zierke, 2004). However, as social networks are kept alive by the 
contribution of their members, the principle of voluntarism and non-bondage 
may result in instability and inefficiency of the network. Stability in a net-
work might be assured through, e.g. the fact that outgoing network members 
loose access to resources (Segert and Zierke, 2004) and/or erratic behaviour 
is sanctioned (Weiligmann, 1999). Further, the creation of social capital may 
essentially contribute to sustaining a network. In turn, social capital might be 
created through the interrelat ion of repeated social interactions. To the bene-
fits potentially resulting from social capital creation belong raised efficiency, 
facilitated cooperation and sharing, or increased creativity. Seeing social ca-
pital as resources-mobilizing factor, it requires investments in social relations 
(Lin, 2001); then again, the willingness to invest into social relations stems 
from the belief in reciprocity (Weiligmann, 1999), in other words rendering 
effort in advance depends on trust in persons.

Lessons from National Rural Networks

In this section, first experiences made by the network units across the EU are 
presented, before it special attention is given to the development of the NRN 
in Romania.

Experiences with the National Rural Networks across the Eu6 

The EU-wide 2010 survey among the NNUs revealed that the network units 
are convinced that the NRNs fulfil their technical assistance and informati-
on function and contribute to enhance policy delivery. Figure 2 provides an 
overview of network activities assessed by the network units as most fruitful. 

6 Note the results of the survey are discussed in detail in Marquardt (2011).
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Reconsidering the draft intervention logic (Figure 1) it is noteworthy that none 
of the surveyed NRNs had formally set added value creation, which (social) 
networks theoretically offer, as objective and therefore, networks activities are 
not intentionally designed accordingly. 

Figure 2. Most fruitful activities undertaken by network units (self-assessment)
Note: 39 entries given by 11 network units (ticking several answers was possible).
Source: Own data 2010.

Nevertheless, Figure 2 shows that particularly those activities were evalu-
ated by the network units as fruitful, by which actors come directly perso -
nally together and it is focussed on certain topics, e.g. seminars. Though, 
going one step beyond and stimulating network dynamics in form of inter -
actions, which potentially result in added value, turned out to be difficult. 
For instance, network units face problems in bringing dif ferent stakeholder 
groups together (potentially using the added value ef fect of diversity and  
complementarity), in initiating multiplier ef fects, as well as in stimulating  
and maintaining cooperation between stakeholders. Furthermore, the crea -
tion of added value is not exploited sufficiently, because the contribution of 
network members to networking activities is limited as they can rely on the 
network units.7 

Despite in comparison to added value creation the objective of improving 
governance was explicitly assigned to the NRN in EU legislation, this issue 
is widely negle cted, and many NRN do not have that aim formally on their 

7 Indeed, networks live on the contributions of their members, who invest in the network believing in re-
ciprocity   be it contributions in form of membership fees or information. Thus, an important prerequisite 
for the Romanian NRN to become reality is the establishment of trust in the network, resulting in social 
capital. Findings from Marquardt (2011), however, suggest that unconditioned funding from the EU and 
the Member States, i.e. from network external sources, actually decreases the NRNs’ effectiveness of ge-
nerating added value, because the application of the principle of reciprocity is not necessary for keeping 
the network alive. Though, it would not be possible to build up only on members’ contributions, and thus 
to risk the dissolution of the network, because the NRNs should (independent from network activities) also 
provide technical assistance to (potential) beneficiaries (cp. Marquardt et al., 2011).
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agenda. Moreover, many NNUs had no clear understanding of the objective of 
improving governance. Yet, half of the surveyed network units were convin-
ced that the NRNs somehow contribute to improving governance and some of 
the NNUs confirmed that the NRNs have some impact on policy formation. 
A possible involvement of NRNs in policy-making and related challenges are 
reflected in the following stamen made by a NNU:

“Our independency from the Ministry of Agriculture has given us considerable 
freedom to address issues, bottlenecks and improvements at different levels 
of government. Although our criticism is not always welcome, it has led to 
an improved implementation of the RDP (Rural Development Programme)”.

It can be assumed that the NRNs would bring greater benefit in improving 
governance if the EC would have specified this purpose. Even if not titled as 
improving governance – as it might be common practice  in some countries   
experiences from some NRNs suggest that there are key actions in network 
participation which then again led to enhanced policy implementation.

the two sides of the Romanian NRN8 

Although Romania officially set up its NRN in September 2008 due to public 
procurement issues the implementation of its network unit was delayed until 
December 2011. Nevertheless, despite their disenchantment already within 
the 2010 network members indicated high expectations on the NRN (Table 1).

First and foremost, most participants perceive the network as instrumental for  
accessing information (particularly about funds), establishing contacts/collabo-
ration, and knowledge exchange. Second, the NRN is expected to lead to an  
increase in the amount of absorbed funds and contribute to the improvement  
in the implementation of the National Rural Development Programme (RDP).  
Through improving communication and transparency 9, and excluding any po -
litical influence, it is expected that the network will “make the reality in rural 
areas visible”, and thus to provide a sound basis for policy-making. Furthermo-
re, membership should provide regional and local people with the opportunity  
“to make their voices heard” and to become actively involved in the decision-
making process. And more than three quarters of the surveyed Romanian actors 
were convinced that governance (with regard to decision-making processes)  
will improve through the NRN activities. While for citizens in Western Euro-

8 The research on the Romanian NRN offers much more material for discussion on policy instruments and 
governance with which it is dealt with in Marquardt (2013).
9 Increased transparency and social control, resulting from network activities due to an increasing number 
of social relations and flows of information, will enhance the RDP implementation process. For instance, 
transparency is like ly to increase, as desired by survey participants, because networking will facilitate 
comparing the assessments and scoring of rural development projects in different Romanian regions for 
(potential) beneficiaries. Thereby the NRN could effectively contribute to enhancing the procedures within 
the Romanian public administration, where there is little room for transparency and accountability (Miha-
lache, 2009) and where is a deficit in control of corruption (UNDP, 2011).
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pean countries this NRN objective might be less relevant, for many Romanian  
surveyed NRN members, for whom following principles of good governance is 
no matter of course, the governance issue is very important.

Some survey participants emphasised that the improvement of governance 
will also depend on the network members and their courage, and particularly 
on the participation of key stakeholders in NRN activities. These opinions are 
reflected in a thought by Vihinen and Kull (2010, p. 193): an “important pre-
condition for rural webs to unfold and function is whether or not civil society 
is active in and able to take part in decision-making processes”. 

There are three areas where the Romanian rural actors might practice new 
modes of governance: 1) decisions concerning the NRN itself, e.g., distribu-
tion of network resources and ideally the revision of the network’s specific 
objectives; 2) discussions and decisions on improving the RDP implementa-
tion process; and 3) decisions in the policy-formation process. The challenge 
for Romanian actors will be to conduct discussions with multiple stakeholders 
applying principles of good governance.   Survey participants admitted that 
assistance by the network unit or other external actors might be needed to 
impact on decision-making processes; in particular with regard to their depoli-
ticising. Here, an independent national network unit might have a key function 
as mediator.

Table 1. Expectations of the Romanian National Rural Network

Overall, these results suggest special potential of the NRN in that post-socia-
list new Member State as enabling instrument, as actors, both administrati-
on and (potential) beneficiaries lack experiences in EAFRD implementation, 
flow of information on rural development issues are rare, and participatory 
democracy is no common practice.

Expectations No. of responses 
Effective functioning and dynamic network (with a realistic action plan) & 
commitment and responsibility from its members 

20

 
Cohesion among all actors involved in rural development  12 
Increased transparency (e.g. in the allocation of funds) & exclusion of any political 
influence 

12 

Improvement of national RDP implementation 12 
Discussion on/review of rural development regulations 7 
Advice/Support/Assistance (in applying for funds) 28 
Better access to information  
 of which focussed on exchange of experiences & good practices  

34
15 

Improved communication  12 
Public debates & public consultations 11 
Increasing and facilitating partnerships (not only between LAGs) 9 
Others (e.g. establishing regional network structures; increased absorption of funds) 21 
Note: n = 78     RDP = Rural Development Programme 
Source:  Own data 2010. 
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Moreover, the willingness of rural actors to actively contribute to the network 
appeared to be quite high in 2010, which might be reasoned in the greater 
need for activities which are to be offered by the NRN as e.g. the presence of 
advisory services and the presence of organization is not very strong in that 
country, in the fact that apart some actors primarily see their personal benefit 
of the membership, others act beyond self-interest anticipating rather common 
objectives for the rural areas; and in the main motivation for joining a network   
the belief that membership allows achieving issues that could not be tackled 
by an individual actor or allows achieving them in a better, more efficient way 
(Jarillo, 1988; Ray, 2001), which closely follows the network-theoretical prin-
ciples. The latter suggest that there has to be a strong belief in reciprocity, in 
that sense that network members are convinced that there contribution to the 
network will be responded in one way or another (see Section 5.1).

Collection first lessons learnt after the Romanian NRN was in place for one and 
half years in 2013 revealed that the potential drawn from the members early 
expectation had start to become feasible: from the perspective of members of 
the network unit after the period of deadlock “Making some effort, a diverse 
range of rural actors could be mobilized; larger players participated rather 
passively in network activities for not missing any opportunity”. LAGs felt 
that in contrast to the (independent) LAG network, all LAGs had a fair chance 
to receive funding for participating in NRN activities. And finally members of 
the Managing Authority, which is settled in the Ministry of Agriculture, stated 
that “the network would have been a good tool for the elaboration of the next 
RDP (…) Despite the administrative problems faced, outsourcing the network 
might be a suitable solution for the next funding period as well”.

One further lesson, which can be learnt from the evolution of the Romanian NRN, 
is the consideration of the ef fect of openness characterising a network: despite   
a composition of members in 2008 originally representative for Romania’s rural 
areas, when a part of the membership was invited to join the network for achie-
ving that representativeness, the membership tended to develop in an imbalan -
ced way with, for instance, commercial farmers being over -represented. This 
shows that membership and contribution can hardly be steered, which makes  
the NRNs an incalculable policy instrument. Thus, not only the question of who 
is involved in network activities and decision-making processes, but also the  
question of which affairs the NRN will take up, is decisive. 

To sum up, a NRN as policy instrument has high potential to make an impact in 
Romania on the one hand. On the other hand, that potential could not be used 
in that country, because 1) the obligatory deadline (2008) for setting up the 
NRN was missed and NRN activities started only by the end of 2011; and 2) 
actors at European level took a rather passive role. That the NRN was not 
functioning in the essential early phase of EAFRD implementation implies a 
severe limitation of the EAFRD’s overall effectiveness as that kind of techni-
cal assistance was not available.
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Discussion

The presentations so far clearly point out that the instrumental design of the 
NRNs has not been matured, and the objectives ascribed to the networks have 
not been defined precisely, a shortcoming which the European Court of Au-
ditors has also criticised for other EAFRD measures (ECA, 2013), and have 
not sufficiently operationalized, neither at European nor at national level. On 
the other hand, empirical clearly suggests that there are key actions in the 
running of NRNs allowing achieving the networks’ objectives. Against the 
background of the upcoming funding period, in the following an intervention 
logic for the NRNs is drawn and discussed how lessons learnt with the NRNs 
are reflected in the legislative proposal for the EAFRD 2014-2020.

a Proposal for an intervention logic for the NRNs

Drawing on the findings presented above and building upon the experiences 
made with NRNs across the EU and theories on networks, governance and 
policy instruments, in the following an intervention logic for the NRNs is de-
veloped, taking Figure 1, in which objectives and tasks ascribed to the NRNs 
within the legal framework were reflected, as point of departure. The theore-
tical and empirical discourses now allow closing major gaps, which are the 
operationalization of the objectives of improving governance and policy deli-
very as well as the logically drawn objective of evoking added value, which is 
given by implication because of the network design of the policy instrument.

For achieving the objective of improving governance, three areas have been 
identified, where NRN activities could directly contribute to improving go-
vernance: first, a rather network-specific one concerning governance within 
debates on the NRN management. Furthermore, discussions between network 
members, programme agencies, (potential) beneficiaries and other stakehol-
ders on the implementation process; and also rural development policy forma-
tion could be subject of NRN activities (Figure 3), then explicitly requiring 
involving policy-makers. Operationalizing the objective of improving gover-
nance in that way it becomes obvious that both actions, a) Improving gover-
nance in the policy implementation; and b) Improving governance in policy 
formation are directly related  to the objective of improving policy delivery 
(Figure 3). Consequently, improving governance can be seen as end in itself 
or as sub-objective to the main objective of any Technical Assistance mea-
sure including the NRN of Improving the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
EAFRD. The empirical findings underscore that the tasks formally ascribed 
to the NRNs such as circulation of information are likely to have great impact 
on enhancing policy delivery and the EAFRD’s effectiveness and efficiency, 
which might be fruitfully complemented by NRN-specific activities.

The question, in how far discussion on policy formation and implementation 
are subject to network activit ies, might be a critical one, and the decision is 
likely to be made not solely made by the network units but the ministry in 
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charges. For instance, one reason for the finding that NRN involvement takes 
place in comparison to policy implementation to a less extent, in RDP-related 
policy-formation processes, might be that participatory policy-making, im-
plies (like decentralisation) sharing of power. In this context, improving go-
vernance is therefore above all a question of political will (see also (CEC, 
2001), as it will be further discussed in the next sub-section.

Figure 3. Proposed intervention logic for the National Rural Networks

Note: EAFRD = European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development LAG = Local 
Action Group
a Through sufficiently making use of the advantages the instrument’s network design 

offers.
b This refers to the technical assistance, NRNs have to provide to LAGs with the intention 

of building up an interregional or transnational partnership.
c An example for NRN-specific activity is going beyond the direct scope of the EAFRD in 

seminars etc.
Italic letters indicate that the respective NRN objective/ activity is not explicitly manifested 
in the EC regulations.
Source: Own design.

As it concerns the achievement of added value, especially the aspect of com-
plementarity, which can be operationalized through, for instance, interdisci-
plinary network activities, has been identified as crucial. Furthermore, achie-
ving reciprocity, in that sense that network members also contribute to the 
NRN appears meaningful to be set as sub-objective. This requires supplemen-
tary network activities to be set up. Generally, essential for winning network 
members and attracting them to contribute, and thus for making the network 
viable, clearly defined objectives and incentives are needed. In fact, the main 
objectives of the NRNs, which are externally sponsored, were imposed by  
a top-down decision made at the European level instead of being endogenously 
grown.10 Thus, key for successfully running an NRN is the identification of its 

10 Considering that in a network, where “power is not manifestly centralized” (Davies 2005, p. 146), it is 
more appropriate to negotiate and agree on objectives, it should be expected that stakeholders from all 
levels are involved in the definition of goals. Then again, the nature of the interactions between the network 
unit and the members are decisive.   Ideally, after having established trustworthy relations between network 
unit and (potential) members, e.g. by offering network activities, and member feel their benefits from the 
network and are confident that the principle of reciprocity applies, they are attracted to contribute to the net-
work and added value is created, whereupon, members’ trust in the network can be seen as the pre-requisite 
for the creation of the minimum social capital generating such added value.

 
 



own national goals, which will reflect and capture the interests of its (potential) 
members and to go, if necessary, beyond the externally defined objectives. 
This applies for instance to the desire of not only to focus on EAFRD-related 
issues.   One main objective of many members of the Romanian NRN is the 
development of Romania’s rural areas and not to gain EAFRD funding per 
se. Experiences from other Member States (e.g. Germany, United Kingdom) 
show that it is important for network members to go beyond the focus of the 
EAFRD and also to discuss, for instance, alternative funding opportunities. 

is it strived for fully using the NRNs’ potential in future?

Box 1 presents the evolution of the legislative proposals for the design of 
NRNs in the funding period 2014-2020. In fact, considering the NRNs’ poten-
tial for enhancing policy-making identified in the previous sections, the NRNs 
themselves appear a suitable vehicle for the CAP formation process by reflec-
ting the interests of multiple stakeholders and offering space for public debate.

Box 1. The evolution of legislative proposals on the National Rural Networks for 
the funding period 2014-2020 (CEU 2013; emphasises in the original)

However, looking at the text of the legislative proposal and the indicated mo-
difications it becomes obvious that on the one hand, the authorities at Europe-
an level have the objectives of the NRNs more clearly defined, especially that 
the networks are expected to contribute to the quality of policy implementa-
tion. On the hand, the deletion of the phrase “support for (…) involvement of 
stakeholders in support of programme design” makes it evident that impro-
ving governance in the policy-formation process appears to be no scope of 
the NRNs in the funding period 2014-2020, underlines that no EAFRD funds 
are to be spent for that purpose, respectively. Definitively, by so doing, risks 
of governance failure and derailing of policy formation processes due to the 
network effect of openness potentially resulting in an imbalanced stakeholder 
composition involved in policy formation, can be tried to be avoided. Yet, 
this also implies, that the chance of formally introducing an element of parti-

Article 55 
National rural network 

“Networking by the national rural networks shall aim at to 
(a) Increase the involvement of stakeholders in the implementation of rural development; 
(b) Improve the quality of implementation of rural development programmes, 
(c) Inform the broader public and potential beneficiaries on rural development policy and funding opportunities; 
(d) Foster innovation in agriculture, food production, forestry and rural areas. 

 (…) EAFRD support under Article 51(3) shall be used 
(a) for the structure needed to run the network; 
(b) for the preparation and implementation of an action plan containing at least the following 

(i) network management; 
(ii) involvement of stakeholders in support of programme design; 
(iii) share and disseminate monitoring and evaluation findings; 
(iv) provision of training networking activities for advisors and innovation support 
(v) collection of examples of projects covering all priorities of rural development programmes; 
(vi) ongoing studies and analysis; 
(vii) provision of training and networking activities for local action groups and in particular technical assistance for inter-

territorial and transnational cooperation, (…) 
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159cipatory democracy into the common EAFRD framework is not used. Other 
institutions with relevance for the EAFRD, noteworthy the pre-selected social 
and economic partners to be consulted within the policy formation process, do 
not follow the principle participatory democracy.

Potentially, the NRN can feature out a much stronger tool in terms of enhan-
cing participation than, for instance, Social Dialogues and EAFRD Monito-
ring Committees formed by social and economic partners. While in the two 
latter institutions, which function as a result of a representative democracy, 
only a limited number of act ors can participate, due to the openness of net-
works, the NRNs have the notion of participatory democracy. Participatory 
democracy is superior to representative arrangements in dealing with system 
complexity as it regards, for instance, policy choice, strategy formulation and 
problem solving in general, because it increases system diversity and system 
interaction (Wagenaar, 2007). This does, however, not imply that finally the 
question of legitimacy is soundly clarified, as e.g. the outlined problem of 
non-representativeness might occur and network members are not elected by 
society at large. Furthermore, ascribing the networks a pivotal role in the deci-
sion-making on major policies can be critical as the network might be coined 
by influential actors resulting in a lack of (participatory) democracy and the 
misuse of decision power.

Indeed, in some Member States, there are rural parliaments in place; but there 
is no obligation to consider their voice in EAFRD related policy-making. For 
Member States, where good governance is no common practice, like in Ro-
mania, it would have been desirable if the phrase “Improve the quality of im-
plementation of rural development programmes” (Box 1), would be somehow 
linked to participation or to the objective of improving governance, where-
at the latter appears to play no obvious role in the EAFRD 2014-2020 peri-
od. Being externally required, the introduction of new modes of governance 
through participation is likely to make an impact in those Member States, even 
if the NRN is not considered in policy-formation processes or/ and only on a 
consultative basis in the policy-implementation process, and could also lead to 
informed policy-making as NRNs are likely to reflect the needs of rural areas, 
and to properly judge the effects of implemented policies. It might be hoped, 
that Member States use the chance of using the NRN as policy instrument for 
simultaneously increasing the effectiveness of rural development funds and 
for the improvement of governance.

It is not astonishing that the in the legislative proposal no objective of “added 
value creation” has been registered as in this regard the risk of policy failure 
would be high.   It is understandable that vague terms are avoided in central 
regulations, but there are alternative means11 to forming a common understan-

11 Such common agreements on the definition of objectives and the interpretation of terms could be arran-
ged in a manner in accordance with the procedure referred to in Article 90 of Regulation (EC) 1698/2005. 
By doing this, all Member States would then have to try to achieve the set objectives and develop a strategy 
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160 ding of what should be achie ved, under, e.g. added-value  creation. Alterna-
tively, as it has been shown in this paper, there are network activities which 
contribute to added value creation, e.g. focusing on interdisciplinarity. Such 
action could have been placed on the list of network activities, obligatory to 
be scheduled by Member States, for directly stimulating added-value creation.

Conclusions

The setting-up of National Rural Networks as new policy instrument as  
a mandatory requirement in the period 2007-2013 brings about mixed 
results allowing lessons to be learnt for further developing the NRN’ s 
instrumental design. Without doubt the NRNs effectively contribute to 
enhancing policy implementation through the provision of information  
and technical assistance. Particularly for Member States, which are expe -
rienced in EAFRD implementation NRNs might also function as enabling 
instruments supporting the administration to enhancing EAFRD policy de-
livery processes. Nevertheless two major drawbacks need to be tackled: 1) 
Despite widely acknowledged as being a valuable technical assistance,  
systematic evidence for the networks’ impact is still missing; and 2) much 
of the NRNs’ theoretical potential remains unused, as a) as objectives are  
not actively pursued; b) the issues of governance and added-value creation 
are neglected; and as c) the policy instrument suffers from a lack of enfor-
ceability and enforcement.

Indeed, limitations in added-value creation were found being a result of the 
non-applicability of the principle of reciprocity due to the presence of fun-
ding, which assures that a “network” or at least a network units is always  
in place, but to the same time is likely to induce network members’  passi-
vity, as their contributions are not requited for keeping the network alive,  
which suggests to well-consider resource distribution in future. Moreover , 
the creation of added value by using the potential ef fect of social networks 
has turned out challenging for NNUs. Though, this paper revealed that ad -
ded value creation can be achieved if it is set as a conscious aim and if  
key actions such interdisciplinary activities and the development of endo -
genously grown objectives are set onto the networks’  agenda. Generally, if 
policy objectives like added-value creation or improving governance are  
really aspired, this should be underlined by appropriate actions. In other  
words, by refining common objectives and/or extending the list of mandato-
ry NRN activities, the effectiveness of the NRNs could have been increased. 
This paper has shown that despite the usage of vague terms like governance 
avoidance of policy failure is possible, either by associating legislation by  
complementary documents or by drawing clear interventions logics. Then 
again, an active role of the Commission is important for stringently enfor -
cing EU legislation. This task starts with the approval of the RDPs, but also 
entails enforcement of implementation, in cases like Romania, where non-

to do so (instead of achieving certain objectives accidentally).
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161implementation obviously has led to decreased EAFRD ef fectiveness or if  
Member States duck out of the objective of improving governance, which  
can be directly related to ambitions in increasing policy effectiveness.

In fact, through their participative nature the NRNs offer the potential of en-
hancing policy-making in both, the policy-formation and – implementation 
process. Yet, following the analysis of the legislative proposals for the pe-
riod 2014-2020, the purposes of the NRNs have indeed been outlined more 
explicit than in the previous one, which is likely to enhance their ef fective-
ness. However, apparently, the NRNs should definitively not play any role in 
policy-formation processes in the next funding period, which can be judged 
as a lost opportunity for strengthening participatory democracy and informed 
policy-making on the one hand, but also as a safe-guard for avoiding gover -
nance failure due to a lack of legitimacy possibly resulting from incalculable 
network evolution. 
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