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Abstract: This study examines the added value of territorial cooperation within the LEADER
approach, a key pillar of the EU’s rural development policy. Both interterritorial and transnational
cooperation projects empower Local Action Groups (LAGs) to tackle common challenges through
innovative, community-driven strategies. Drawing on over 3,000 projects since 1994, LEADER
cooperation has proven its ability to deliver tangible results —such as joint publications, pilot projects,
and shared digital platforms—alongside intangible benefits like knowledge exchange, improved
governance, and stronger social capital. By facilitating experiential learning and inter-organizational
collaboration, cooperation enables stakeholders to work across territorial boundaries and build
networks that respond to both national and transnational development issues. The interaction among
diverse actors often fosters innovative responses to local and regional problems. Using a mixed-
methods approach, including case studies of Italian LAGs, the research analyzes the dynamics,
challenges, and impacts of cooperation, with a focus on learning processes, capacity building, and
long-term sustainability. Therefore, the study focuses not only on project outcomes but also on the
processes and learning dynamics that generate added value through cooperation. The findings
highlight how cooperation promotes inclusivity, fosters cross-border dialogue, and supports the
development of context-specific solutions, ultimately enhancing rural resilience and innovation. In
conclusion, LEADER cooperation contributes to a more effective, participatory, and sustainable
model of rural development, offering valuable insights for the broader EU cohesion policy.
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1. Introduction

This article aims to deepen the understanding and theoretical framing of territorial cooperation
among Local Action Groups (LAGs) within the LEADER approach, as part of the broader framework
of European rural development policy implementation.

It explores the various forms of cooperation that have emerged and highlights the distinctive
role that interterritorial and transnational collaboration plays in facilitating organizational and policy
learning. The LEADER approach, as part of the EU’s rural development policy, promotes bottom-up,
community-led local development (CLLD) through the active participation of local stakeholders.
Among its core instruments, cooperation projects represent a fundamental component in achieving
the objectives of LAGs development strategies since they stand out for their capacity to foster
innovation, exchange of knowledge, and inter-territorial solidarity. While they address territorial
needs similarly to local initiatives, they also introduce innovative modalities for tackling shared
challenges through collaborative and creative solutions. Cooperation across rural areas is expected
to more effectively address strategic development challenges by fostering shared solutions at broader
geographical scales—solutions that would be less effective or feasible without collaborative efforts.
Through these processes, actors develop competencies to operate within novel governance structures
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and at different scales, drawing on external experiences to address localized or regional challenges
[1].

Since the early programming cycles of the LEADER initiative —from LEADER 1II (1994-1999),
through LEADER+ (2000-2006), the LEADER Axis of Rural Development Programmes (2007-2013),
to Measure 19.3 in the 2014-2020 programming period —cooperation has become an increasingly
integral part of EU rural development policy [2].

Over 3,000 cooperation projects have been implemented, contributing significantly to fostering
innovation, knowledge transfer, and sustainable development across rural Europe by generating
both tangible outcomes (e.g., pilot projects, joint publications, shared digital platforms) and
intangible effects (e.g., enhanced governance capacities, social capital development, and long-term
learning). These initiatives have also strengthened territorial cooperation and mutual learning among
rural communities. Examples of joint actions include the co-development of capacity-building
activities for LAGs and stakeholders, the production of shared knowledge tools, the adoption of
common methodologies, and the drafting of integrated development plans. Additional areas of
cooperation encompass rural tourism, landscape management, local supply chain innovation, the
valorization of cultural and natural heritage, social inclusion, and improved access to essential
services. Such cooperation fosters mutual enrichment through knowledge exchange, enabling actors
to share best practices, strategies, and resources. LAGs are encouraged to establish partnerships not
only with others within the same Member State but also transnationally, including third countries
with similar rural development frameworks. These collaborations enhance the scope for innovation
and sustainability beyond national boundaries. Projects may be either interterritorial —between
regions within a single country —or transnational —between regions in different Member States. In
both cases, they are grounded in local development priorities and reinforce local strategies by
aggregating critical mass, pooling resources, and exploiting complementarities. This synergy
supports economic objectives such as product promotion, process innovation, and market expansion,
while also fostering community engagement and identity [3].

The transnational dimension, in particular, often broadens strategic perspectives and facilitates
the internationalization of local enterprises. Moreover, these initiatives yield significant soft
outcomes. By exposing participants to different cultural and institutional contexts, cooperation
projects promote intercultural understanding and a stronger sense of European citizenship. They also
enhance local visibility of EU policies and contribute to capacity building by developing
methodological, technical, and linguistic competencies.

Although the LEADER approach has received considerable scholarly attention within rural
development policy, the specific phenomenon of territorial cooperation has been relatively
overlooked —despite its significant expansion, involving thousands of stakeholders and fostering
enhanced knowledge sharing through national and European rural networks

Existing research has shown that territorial cooperation improves participants' awareness of
policy concepts and fosters a sense of shared European identity [4-5]. However, the extent to which
this awareness translates into organizational or policy change remains uncertain. Investigating the
link between individual learning and broader institutional shifts is therefore essential to
understanding cooperation’s impact.

As noted by Dabinett [6] (p. 289), territorial cooperation represents a model of cooperative
learning that warrants further exploration in relation to policy development, institutional learning,
and communicative planning. Previous studies indicate that cooperation initiatives have fostered
new spatial planning practices and the transregional dissemination of key concepts [7-8-9-10-6].
Theoretical approaches from social and organizational learning, as well as innovation sociology,
provide useful tools for this purpose [11-12-13]. Halpern [14] (pp. 697-713) emphasizes how
innovations introduced through cooperation may reshape local routines and institutional structures.
This can occur either through exposure to ‘good practices’ from other regions or by reconceptualizing
problems at broader territorial scales.
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Actors may consciously adapt practices from elsewhere to drive institutional reform [15] (pp.
19-32). Cooperation thus serves as both a learning and transformative mechanism. Hall’s [11] theory
of social learning highlights the role of ideas in shaping policy, reflecting recent trends in European
spatial planning research that focus on the construction and institutionalization of concepts across
governance levels [16,17].

Furthermore, few studies have proposed concrete methodological frameworks to empirically
examine this phenomenon. Existing assessments often prioritize economic metrics such as GDP
growth, productivity, and spending efficiency, largely neglecting the qualitative dimensions of
development [18-19].

Nevertheless, systematic methodologies to assess the real impacts of these cooperative efforts
remain underdeveloped —partly due to the inherent difficulty in evaluating their influence on
domestic planning systems and their broader ‘added value” [20-21].

To date, assessments of LEADER cooperation have typically borrowed evaluation tools from the
Structural Funds framework, which emphasizes indicators, measurable objectives, and benchmark-
driven reporting at key stages —ex-ante, mid-term, and ex-post. These evaluations prioritize financial
oversight and compliance, focusing largely on budgetary absorption. Projects are required to report
quantitative 'output’, 'result’, and 'impact’ indicators, making indicator-based approaches dominant
[3].

Such quantitative methods fall short in capturing the nuances of LEADER cooperation, which
often produces intangible outcomes such as knowledge exchange and institutional learning [5].

This positivist framework primarily serves accountability purposes, emphasizing efficiency and
cost-effectiveness to justify spending at the EU and member state levels. Alternative approaches—
such as realist evaluation (context-sensitive analysis), constructivist paradigms (emphasizing co-
created meanings), and formative assessment (geared toward implementation improvement) —offer
promising avenues [22] (pp. 179-188).

Critiques of EU Cohesion Policy evaluations underscore three main concerns. First, traditional
assessments overlook governance and institutional impacts that extend beyond socio-economic
results [23]. Scholars have begun to address these gaps by analyzing how Structural Funds shape
local governance, institutional capacities, and innovation [24], yet few have examined the
institutional effects of territorial cooperation itself [14]. Second, the evolving nature of EU-funded
operations—particularly the shift toward regional innovation, networks, and clusters —demands
more responsive evaluation models [25] (pp. 143-156), [26]. Traditional models lack the flexibility to
assess learning processes or capture the diffusion of best practices. Evaluating these processes
requires more interactive and process-oriented methods [23] (p.1). Third, the absence of systematic
ex-post evaluation of LEADER cooperation projects hinders institutional learning from past
initiatives [5]. Consequently, evaluation scholars advocate for methodologies that incorporate
constructivist and formative dimensions [22] (pp. 179-188). This aligns with broader shifts in
evaluation theory, which increasingly emphasize discourse, reflexivity, and stakeholder engagement
[27] (pp. 193-211). Consequently, researchers must focus their analysis on the processes and outcomes
of territorial cooperation, specifically the learning dynamics involved and their implications or their
lack. In response to these findings, the European Commission has issued new guidelines emphasizing
qualitative methods such as interviews and case studies to assess cooperation more effectively [3].
The aim of these guidelines is to provide the background and rationale for assessing LEADER added
value and then to set out a model of an evaluation framework on how to do it in practice.

Therefore, drawing on emerging perspectives on horizontal Europeanization and evolving
evaluation paradigms, this article proposes a new analytical framework to assess learning and
cooperation outcomes in territorial projects. Based on the authors' applied experience supporting
LAGs within the National Rural Network of Italy, two central claims are made. First, conventional
policy transfer models inadequately reflect the distinct dynamics of learning and cooperation found
in LEADER projects, although existing literature on cognitive Europeanization offers a promising
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alternative. Second, current evaluation tools are insufficient for assessing learning processes or
institutional changes in this context.

This study seeks to contribute to the literature on rural development by analyzing the concrete
results of LEADER cooperation, drawing from the direct experiences of involved stakeholders.
Through a methodological framework integrating both quantitative and qualitative tools, and based
on four selected case studies, the research explores the dynamics, impacts, and sustainability of
cooperation practices beyond the lifecycle of individual projects identifying their added value and
the mechanisms through which they contribute to long-term structural improvements in rural areas
[28].

2. Objectives and research questions

The primary aim of this research is to analyze and conceptualize territorial cooperation within
the LEADER framework and to assess its comparative effectiveness relative to other modalities of EU
rural development. Specifically, the study investigates how cooperation initiatives address strategic
rural development challenges that remain unmet or less effectively tackled by non-cooperative
interventions. The article is structured around two main inquiries. First, how can evaluation
methodologies be adapted to better capture learning processes? Second, how can the conceptual
study of territorial cooperation be reframed to place learning at the core of impact assessments and
notions of added value?

To address these questions, the article introduces a conceptual and empirical framework for
evaluating learning and cooperation in interterritorial and transnational contexts. By analyzing
learning mechanisms more deeply, this article questions whether cooperation is simply
instrumentalized for competitive advantage [29] (211-224) or whether it enables more cohesive,
solidaristic forms of territorial governance. This contribution is situated within academic debates on
horizontal Europeanization and rural development, but it also has broader relevance for other EU
Territorial Cooperation Objectives, including Horizon Europe and other Cohesion Policy initiatives
[30] (pp. 1518-1529). This study thus aims to contribute to the development of a refined evaluation
framework that better captures the complexity of LEADER cooperation. Three analytical dimensions
are prioritized: (1) the degree and intensity of cooperation among involved actors, (2) the nature of
learning processes activated through cooperation, and (3) the extent to which these processes
influence institutional behavior and policy change.

The findings are expected to inform both the academic debate on Europeanization mechanisms
in rural development and policy discussions concerning the design and evaluation of EU territorial
cooperation programmes. The research also examines project implementation and governance,
comparing planned objectives with actual results, and assessing the effectiveness of institutional
arrangements.

3. The Research Design

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative analysis with
qualitative insights to provide a comprehensive evaluation of LEADER cooperation projects. A
comprehensive project assessment should indeed consider the implementation process, its
effectiveness, achievements, and shortcomings. An integrated methodology combining quantitative
data and qualitative tools enhances the analysis. While quantitative data can identify trends,
qualitative tools uncover deeper understanding of the processes, motivations, challenges and
contextual factors underlying project implementation, and unintended outcomes. In this design,
qualitative tools guide the process, with quantitative data serving a complementary role. Yet, diverse
motivations among partners can complicate assessments. Not all stakeholders may prioritize
learning—some may be more interested in funding or policy influence [29 - 28 -31]. Thus,
understanding these motivations is key to evaluating cooperation outcomes.
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Establishing the rationale for cooperation is critical, as it shapes both the nature and extent of
learning within a partnership. Following the framework proposed by Lahteenmaki-Smith and
Dubois [5], two variables are particularly relevant in explaining cooperation intensity and outcomes:
(1) the thematic scope of the projects and (2) the geographical and institutional diversity of the
partners involved. Researchers can investigate these variables by analyzing project documents,
motivations of participating stakeholders, and direct observations.

The evaluation process will analyze policy documents, cooperation factors, and territorial
relevance using a theory-driven approach with key evaluation questions. Data sources include digital
and physical records, project documents, and partner reports. Insights from these sources will inform
semi-structured interviews and surveys with local stakeholders to explore their perceptions and
experiences.

Document analysis will be conducted on project applications and implementation records,
focusing on the objectives, expected outputs, and declared motivations of partners. Particular
attention will be paid to the roles played by different actors and the types of resources mobilized.
Given the diversity of interests involved —ranging from accessing funding to adapting EU policies to
specific national or regional contexts—the research will consider both instrumental and normative
drivers of participation [29-31-32].

Semi-structured interviews with LAG representatives and other stakeholders will complement
the documentary review, exploring their perspectives on the value, challenges, and learning
outcomes of cooperation. These interviews will also gather information on governance structures,
internal coordination mechanisms, and perceived impacts at both organizational and territorial
levels.

Evaluation questions will be structured around key themes identified in the literature and
complemented by follow-up questions to address specific case contexts. Respondents will be invited
to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of the current cooperation framework, as well as to
propose improvements for future programming periods. Interviewees will be asked about their
understanding of cooperation, perceived project impacts, and suggestions for improvement. Ethical
safeguards will ensure anonymity and voluntary participation.

The findings will be cross-validated using triangulation methods, giving priority to qualitative
data, with quantitative elements included where available to enhance reliability and internal validity.
Qualitative content analysis will play a central role in interpreting interview and documentary data,
while quantitative indicators will be used to validate patterns and trends where applicable. The
analysis will also consider the sustainability of cooperation outcomes, including exit strategies and
the institutionalization of new practices. The ultimate aim is to provide actionable recommendations
to improve the design, management, and evaluation of future LEADER cooperation initiatives, with
specific focus on governance, inter-institutional coordination, stakeholder engagement, and financial
sustainability. These recommendations aim to inform future project design, improve coordination
and governance, and ensure sustainability through better exit strategies and knowledge-sharing
mechanisms.

4. The Case studies

In the initial phase of the study, the dataset from “Progetto ReteL.E.A.D.E.R.” (L.E.A.D.ER.
Network project) was used. The Project, funded by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural
Development (EAFRD) and developed under the Italian National Rural Network Programme 2014—
2020, was designed to provide a platform for building and sharing knowledge about LAGs, local
development strategies, and cooperation projects. The cooperation section offers data on the
implementation of sub-measure 19.3, “Preparation and implementation of LEADER cooperation
activities” within the EU Rural Development Programmes 2014-2020. It includes information on the
cooperating LAGs, intervention themes, types of approved cooperation projects, total committed
resources, and the number of funded projects. It also indicates where to access procedural documents
and fact sheets for the approved cooperation projects.
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The selected case studies represent a meaningful sample of the diverse types of LEADER
cooperation projects implemented by the Italian LAGs. Since territorial context influences both the
thematic focus and the expected added value of cooperation, the analysis examines two
interterritorial cooperation projects—limited to Italian regions—and two transnational projects
involving partners from multiple EU Member States, in addition to Italy.

Table 1. - Classification of Case Studies.

Project title Tipology Topic Added value Geographic area Lead LAG
Strengthening the Risorsa
Rural Horizons Interterritorial Rural tourism territory and local Northern Italy .
. Lomellina
partnerships
Memorics and ol enity and
the Web: Telling . . . . ty Southern Italy, Sulcis
Transnational Social inclusion enhancing the . .
the Story of Our L Spain Iglesiente
S significance of local
Territories. .
heritage
Landscapes to Valorization of Maklarrlr%bri):icgzztts) o Valli
<ap Interterritorial Natural .. Y Central Italy Marecchia e
live . achieving critical
Heritage Conca
mass
Enhancing local
lobal
Rediscovered . Biodiversity responses to globa Northern Italy,
Transnational . challenges (e.g., . Alto Bellunese
Garden Restoration . Austria
climate change,
migration, etc.).

The lead LAGs of each project (Risorsa Lomellina, Sulcis Iglesiente, Valli Marecchia e Conca,
Alto Bellunese) were contacted to confirm their interest in participating in the study. Once their
participation was confirmed, a questionnaire was sent to them, with a request to distribute it to the
other project partners as well.

The questionnaire consisted of 62 questions, divided into six sections, each focusing on one of
the following topics:

e Diagnosis of Cooperation
e Project Implementation
e Lessons Learned

e Project Impact

e Project Results

¢ Sustainability

The majority of the questions (56) were open-ended. Additionally, each section concluded with
a final question that allowed the LAGs to provide an overall evaluation of the specific aspect being
analyzed. In total, 16 out of 17 questionnaires were completed and returned.

4.1. The Case Study of the project "Rural Horizons” — A Cooperation Project to Strengthen and Reconnect
the Historical and Cultural Link Between the City and Its Surrounding Countryside.

The "Rural Horizon" project is an interterritorial cooperation initiative implemented between
2019 and 2022. Originally conceived as a transnational project, it underwent modifications due to
delays in meeting procedural requirements, which led some foreign partners to independently begin
their activities. As a result, with a financial allocation of just under 408,000 euros, the project was
reorganized into an interterritorial typology, involving four Italian LAGs: Risorsa Lomellina, as the
lead LAG, along with Lago di Como, Terre del Po, and Carso. The project involves two Italian regions:
Lombardy and Friuli Venezia Giulia. These territories, while differing in altitude, natural resources,
and economy, share one key element: proximity to large, densely populated urban areas and
renowned tourist destinations, such as Milan, Como, Mantua, and Trieste [33].
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Risorsa Lomellina is located in Lomellina, a broad plain in the province of Pavia, approximately
70 km from Milan. This area is characterized by intensive and specialized agriculture, spread across
41 municipalities. In a 12 sq. km region, dominated by small villages and large farmhouses, only 1.6%
falls within national or regional parks. The area’s history is closely linked to human intervention: for
over a millennium, local communities have shaped the landscape, leveling sandy and gravel hills
formed by flooding from the Sesia, Ticino, and Po rivers, and creating a network of canals and ditches
for irrigation [34].

Not far from Milan, the territory of the LAG Lago di Como extends between the Triangolo
Lariano and the Valle d'Intelvi, two mountainous areas overlooking the lake. This region includes 59
municipalities, covering a total area of 478.99 sq. km, out of which 51 are classified as rural areas with
development issues and 8 as intermediate rural areas. A significant aspect is that 55 of the
municipalities fall under the “Inner Areas” Italian National strategy, meaning they are distant from
essential services like education, healthcare, and transportation. While agriculture employs only a
small portion of the population (around 2%), tourism plays a crucial role in the local economy [35].

The territory of the LAG Terre del Po extends between Oglio Po and Oltrepo Mantovano, just a
few kilometers from Mantua and Cremona. It includes 21 municipalities, out of which 13 in Oltrepo
Mantovano and 8 in the Oglio Po area. This region represents the ‘agricultural heart’ of Lombardy,
with a high number of farms, which account for 25.83% of economic activities —more than sectors
like commerce (20.97%). The landscape is strongly influenced by the presence of the Oglio, Po,
Secchia, and Mincio rivers, which also define the economic identity of the region. Despite its marked
rural vocation, the area is undergoing a gradual urbanization process [36].

The LAG Carso territory stretches along the narrow strip of land between the Adriatic Sea and
the Italian-Slovenian border, including 12 municipalities in the provinces of Trieste and Gorizia. It is
primarily hilly and consists of a mix of intermediate rural areas (6 municipalities), areas with
intensive agriculture (5 municipalities), and urban and peri-urban areas (1 municipality). While
agriculture is not dominant, there is a growing interest in activities like hiking, cycling, and
ecotourism, particularly among the younger population. Additionally, the Carso region is home to
the Area Science Park, the largest National Technology Park, which includes two campuses and
laboratories collaborating with industry and 88 high-tech SMEs [37].

The motivations driving the LAGs to undertake the cooperation project stem from the socio-
economic needs of the territories and their potential for sustainable development. The main objectives
are to promote local economic resilience by valorizing endogenous resources; to encourage
sustainable tourism, creating new opportunities for the sector; to improve the socio-environmental
well-being of local communities; and to strengthen the connection between rural areas and large
cities, overcoming the gap between two seemingly close but fundamentally different realities. Large
cities have become increasingly impersonal, and for many inhabitants —especially the youth—
rediscovering a sense of belonging is a challenge. Reconnecting the countryside with urban life means
rebuilding ties to the food supply chain and the cultural roots of communities. Furthermore,
integrating the countryside into urban daily life brings economic benefits through access to natural
resources and reciprocal proximity services. In light of these objectives, the project aims to develop
tourism in rural areas close to urban centers, raising public awareness through a promotional
campaign and enhancing connections between cities and the countryside. Key initiatives include
intelligent and sustainable mobility solutions (e.g., bike/car sharing, electric vehicles, and charging
stations); improving accessibility to rural areas by promoting tourist and nature trails; and valorizing
local excellence through food and wine experiences and activities related to cultural and historical
heritage. The ultimate goals are to stimulate the development of rural areas, support the local
economy, strengthen territorial identity, and promote a sense of mutual belonging between the city
and its surrounding territory [33].

4.1.1. Project Activities
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To address the challenges and seize the specific opportunities of each territory, a series of
activities were carried out that had a measurable impact on both the local economies and the social
fabric of the involved communities.

The LAGs adopted a common strategy, engaging a wide range of public and private entities.
This approach aimed to strengthen the sense of belonging among the local population and to make
them active participants in the development of the territory. A coordinated promotional campaign
highlighted the unique features of each area, initiating a pilot event to assess the effectiveness of
communication strategies and engagement tools. Subsequently, informational and communication
activities were carried out across all regions, including the creation of promotional materials, local
networking workshops, and digital content such as websites and promotional videos, aimed at
raising awareness and enhancing local expertise. A feasibility study analyzed the potential expansion
of mobility networks typically found in urban areas. The study examined the best implementation
strategies, associated costs, and stakeholders to involve, with particular attention given to seasonal
factors and usage patterns. The results were shared through thematic workshops for tour operators,
energy providers, and industry professionals, facilitating networking and discussing the practical
conditions for activating the services. Additionally, the creation of thematic tourist packages was
explored, incorporating local experiences, culinary offerings, and cultural attractions to attract
visitors and enhance the unique characteristics of each region. The initiative culminated in a final
event that involved experts and institutional representatives [33].

While the project's common goal was the tourism development of rural territories, the
implementation of activities varied depending on the local contexts. In some areas, the focus was on
strengthening local food systems, with the active participation of agricultural businesses and
associations. In others, the main challenge was the creation of tourist itineraries, requiring close
collaboration with local institutions such as the mountain consortiums of the Triangolo Lariano and
Lario Intelvese. Another commitment was made to connect diverse stories and locations within the
regions, enhancing the cycling network to ensure more sustainable and accessible routes for tourists.

Four main cooperation opportunities were identified: developing a territorial identity through
continuous information dissemination about rural areas; the ability to tap into new markets by
transforming the Triangolo Lariano into a tourist destination; strengthening projects through the
achievement of critical mass, supported by feasibility studies on smart mobility and targeted
communication; and promoting a new vision of a unified cross-border rural area.

From a structural standpoint, the activities were adequately aligned with the set objectives,
although the timing and workload were initially overestimated. Financial adjustments were needed
to balance the remaining time with shared costs. Major challenges included the pandemic crisis and
the involvement of local administrations. However, despite these obstacles, the partnership remained
focused on achieving the predefined goals.

The expected results were successfully achieved, with positive impacts at the local level, such as
welcoming visitors at agricultural businesses, creating a network for territorial enhancement,
developing high-quality communication materials, and gathering data on smart mobility, which
enabled the creation of five dedicated cycling routes.

Some activities, although carried out as planned, did not yield the expected results. For example,
Risorsa Lomellina noted limited adoption of smart mobility in rural areas despite the presence of
charging stations in several municipalities. According to the LAG, regular adoption of electric cars
by local administrations could promote cultural change, while promoting a cycling network and
creating a clear and comprehensive website could improve sustainable mobility between cities and
rural areas. Additionally, formalizing agreements with clear rights and duties for all the involved
parties could strengthen long-term cooperation. Moreover, some opportunities were not fully
exploited, such as the creation of thematic tourist packages and the extension of the project to other
LAGs in Austria, France, and Croatia. However, the project contributed to increasing tourist flows in
the involved areas and enhancing awareness of available tourist resources. The ability to collect and
analyze data on tourist flows and mobility, combined with the use of digital tools to enhance the
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visitor experience, fostered the development of sustainable rural tourism, promoted social innovation
models, and strengthened networking activities.

4.1.2. Project Impacts and Results

The Project stood out for its innovative identity. According to the LAGs, the project introduced
a new approach to tourism development by combining a tailored communication plan with an
operational solution for smart mobility in rural areas. For most partners, the main goal was to increase
tourist flows, a target that was successfully achieved. However, transforming a region into a tourist
destination is a long-term process: while significant progress has been made, the journey is still
ongoing.

In terms of impact, the project facilitated the creation and strengthening of local networks,
stimulated new collaborations, and promoted a culture of cooperation. This collaborative spirit was
enhanced through the direct involvement of local communities, institutions, and businesses,
contributing to the development of a strong sense of teamwork and mutual support among
participants. Specifically, joint efforts improved the decision-making capacity of the LAGs, fostering
the exchange of ideas and perspectives. Communication skills within the partnership also saw
notable improvement, thanks to the organization of educational tours and the contributions of
industry professionals.

Although intangible results, such as a change in mindset, are difficult to quantify, all partners
agree that the region has gained a heightened awareness of its value through cooperation. The
pandemic further highlighted the need to increase the visibility of rural areas, particularly in the
urban context. This renewed focus has led to the creation of new initiatives to enhance local resources.

Participation in the project has boosted the attractiveness, visibility, and reputation of the LAGs,
both locally, through the involvement of numerous businesses and an increase in visitors, and
institutionally, with recognition from regional authorities. Although formal cooperation agreements
between the LAGs have not yet been established, the project has solidified strong relationships,
leaving the possibility of formalizing them in the future.

All partners agree on the importance of promoting ‘competition through collaboration’, while
acknowledging that its application depends on the local context. According to the participants, the
primary objective of the project was to strengthen territorial planning and cohesion —key elements
for sustainable and inclusive tourism development.

4.1.3. Lessons Learned from the Partnership and Local Network

The partners” approach to cooperation has been open and flexible, with a strong focus on shared
similarities and interests. All participants have solid experience in managing cooperation projects,
particularly in sustainable tourism and the promotion of rural areas. Some have also developed
initiatives related to mobility and cross-border tourism infrastructure. Geographical proximity was a
key factor in partner selection, fostering operational and strategic synergies.

One of the main benefits of the collaboration has been the exchange of diverse perspectives and
approaches to tackling common challenges. Agreements with industry experts provided the LAGs
with professional tools for developing tourism and mobility. In some cases, such as with LAG Lago
di Como, the partnership offered an opportunity to leverage prior experiences, contributing to the
development of a local initiative focused on promoting family tourism. Furthermore, the project’s
supra-regional dimension enabled the LAGs to engage directly with regional authorities on tourism-
related issues, while the involvement of high-profile speakers in the workshops strengthened local
strategic connections. The entire process also helped enhance the skills of the LAG staff, expanding
their expertise in tourism and sustainable mobility.

The local network played a vital role in the project’s success. On one hand, the LAGs received
support from agricultural businesses and local promotion associations, fostering new collaborations,
such as the one with the “Lomellina Terra di Riso Association”. Specifically, the annual event
“Welcome to Lomellina” has become a stable reference point in the region, encouraging city visitors
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to explore rural areas through alternative transport options. This initiative allowed participants to
discover the local history, traditions, and natural heritage. On the other hand, the involvement of the
Association of Municipalities of Oltrepd Mantovano and the municipalities of the Carso region
facilitated the design of new cooperation initiatives.

To ensure the sustainability of the project beyond its lifecycle, a new initiative called “Residences
and villages” was launched. This evolution not only extends the impact of the original project but
aims to make rural areas more attractive to both tourists and residents. The focus is on identifying
best practices to combat depopulation and develop new models of territorial development. The
added value of this initiative lies in raising awareness of the untapped potential of rural areas,
especially within urban contexts. This has created a ripple effect, influencing not only local authorities
but also international stakeholders, highlighting the strategic role of rural areas in territorial
development policies.

However, to enhance the effectiveness of future initiatives, it will be crucial to refine the
implementation of activities, optimizing time and resources. Capitalizing on the strengths of
cooperation and the lessons learned can help mitigate potential challenges. The project has shown a
good degree of alignment among partners, though there is still room for improvement. Cooperation
has been recognized as a valuable element, offering concrete insights for strengthening strategies and
enhancing the effectiveness of future actions.

4.2. The Case Study of “Memories and Web TV: Telling the Story of Our Territories.” An Innovative
Approach to Promoting Local Areas.

The transnational cooperation project, implemented between 2018 and 2024 with a financial
allocation of just over 300,000 euros, involves two Italian LAGs from the Sardinia region: LAG Sulcis
Iglesiente Campidano (the lead LAG) and LAG Marmilla, along with a Spanish LAG, ASIR Sur de
Alicante, located in the southern part of the Alicante province.

Although these areas have different orographic characteristics, the territories of the three LAGs
share a significant environmental and cultural heritage, as well as a common trend of depopulation
[38].

The LAG Sulcis Iglesiente area covers 22 municipalities, out of which 17 in the former Province
of Carbonia-Iglesias and 5 in the Province of Cagliari. The region is predominantly hilly and includes
16 municipalities within the "Inner Areas strategy”. It stands out for its unique geological formation,
known internationally as the "Oldest plate in Europe," characterized by a wealth of natural resources
and environments of great scientific and cultural interest. However, these resources remain largely
underused or unexplored for their tourism potential. In terms of demographics, the medium to long-
term analysis reveals a heterogeneous situation: 11 municipalities are in good or acceptable condition,
while the remaining 11 face critical, very critical, or precarious conditions [39].

Situated between the provinces of Oristano and Medio Campidano, LAG Marmilla encompasses
a predominantly rural area characterized by low population density and dispersed settlements

The region boasts a rich cultural and environmental heritage, including internationally
significant archaeological sites, valuable material and immaterial resources. The landscape is
dominated by traditional activities such as pastoralism and cereal cultivation, as well as the
impressive basalt formations of the Giare, Monte Arci, and Monte Grighini, which are considered
unique attractions. The Giare are recognized as Sites of Community Interest (S.1.C.) and are under
special protection; Monte Arci, the largest obsidian deposit in the Mediterranean, is set to become a
regional park. Additionally, the area retains a network of well-preserved historical villages, which
are valuable resources for future development strategies. However, the population is undergoing a
sharp decline due to aging and the migration of young people [40].

The ASIR area covers thirteen municipalities in the Alicante province, distributed across the
Alacanti, Alto Vinalopd, Medio Vinalopd, Bajo Vinalopd, and Vega Baja regions. This area is located
on the border of the Penibetic mountain range, characterized by alternating mountain chains,
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depressions, and coastal plains. The presence of rivers and highlands contributes to shaping a unique
and dynamic landscape. Despite its rich cultural heritage related to the landscape, local language,
traditional crafts, and agri-food production, the area suffers from a lack of protection for traditional
knowledge and a lack of policies to enhance these resources. It is also a clearly rural area with low
population density and small settlements [41].

Building on the success of the “Youth and Rural Development” project, the "Memories and Web
TV" project aims to combat depopulation and socio-economic distress through the rediscovery of
local identity. "Memories and Web TV" promotes knowledge and the enhancement of the specific
cultural traits, traditional agricultural and craft techniques of the involved territories, while also
raising awareness among young generations about the importance of preserving and sharing this
knowledge. At the same time, the project seeks to engage young people in the use of new technologies
as tools for dissemination. To achieve these goals, it has been conceived as a platform designed to
create an international and stimulating environment, fostering the sharing of ideas and knowledge
on storytelling within the participating territories [38].

4.2.1. Project Activities

The primary objective of the project was the creation of an international network to promote the
involved territories, aiming to engage educational institutions, associations, and new generations,
raising awareness about local specificities through innovative learning techniques linked to new
information and communication technologies.

The importance of networking was highly emphasized by working simultaneously on three
levels: cooperation between young generations and local communities, stimulating their interest in
the territory and strengthening the sense of belonging; exchange between local youth and
international entities, promoting dialogue and engagement with cultures different from their own;
and the dissemination of new multimedia tools both locally and internationally.

The project began with the establishment of a multidisciplinary steering group, active at both
the local and international levels. This initiative aimed to highlight the cultural uniqueness of the
involved areas, showcasing local products, traditional recipes, historical and contemporary figures,
and archaeological sites.

One of the key outcomes of this collaboration was the drafting of the “Charter of Principles”, a
formal agreement that defined participation protocols for local stakeholders, outlined future activity
implementation methods, and provided guidelines for selecting associations, schools, and
participants in the coordination table, as well as for organizing educational workshops.

The workshops offered students aged 11 to 13 years old the opportunity to explore innovative
digital tools, enhancing their creative and technical skills. With the support of experts, a digital
platform was designed and developed to collect and present the content created by the students, as
well as document the activities carried out. The platform, available in both Italian and Spanish,
ensured bilingual accessibility and wider dissemination of the project.

Throughout the initiative, an integrated communication campaign was carried out, including
the creation of a distinctive logo and coordinated visual identity to strengthen the project's
recognition in the involved territories. Dialogue between students, local stakeholders, and LAGs was
further encouraged through dissemination events and moments of discussion.

The project culminated in an international event held in Valencia in October 2024, which served
as an important opportunity to compare the Italian and Spanish approaches to storytelling and
celebrate the results achieved in enhancing and promoting their respective territories.

The partnership was designed to allow local stakeholders—including youth, seniors,
associations, tourism and cultural operators, and businesses —along with national and international
partners, to compare existing strategies and actions, and develop new approaches based on
cooperation. Partners worked together to learn from each other's experiences, increasing awareness
of the strengths and weaknesses of their respective territories. Local identity among the youth and
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their knowledge of the cultural, natural, architectural, and historical heritage of the area significantly
improved. Additionally, young participants gained technical skills in using audiovisual equipment,
transforming them into temporary reporters.

Despite the project's overall success, several challenges arose. The pandemic and bureaucratic
delays led to changes in the partnership structure and an extended timeline. Additionally, a
generational shift among the student participants posed another obstacle: the original group, aged 11
to 13, had completed their schooling by the time the project resumed, requiring the recruitment of
new participants.

Nevertheless, nearly all project goals were achieved, and the final outcomes met expectations.
The partnership expressed high satisfaction, particularly with the enthusiasm shown by the young
participants in the workshops. The students appreciated the opportunity to direct and act in their
videos to promote their territory. This not only helped strengthen awareness of the local heritage
among students and their families, but also provided tangible tools for storytelling and enhancement.

The international event in Spain also represented another growth opportunity for Sardinian
students, teachers, and LAG staff, allowing them to engage with new best practices in various areas,
such as educational methodologies, heritage protection, and the definition and implementation of
tourism development strategies in rural areas. Furthermore, both Spanish and Italian students had
the chance to form new friendships and create potentially lasting bonds.

However, while the activities had positive outcomes, there remains room for improvement in
the educational workshops. A more in-depth approach to storytelling the heritage and a greater focus
on video production quality could have further amplified the impact.

Finally, while the involvement of schools was a strength of the project, it also posed a challenge:
activities had to be suspended during the summer break, which reduced their overall impact. Future
development of the project could involve a more flexible program to ensure greater continuity in
educational activities.

4.2.2. Project Impacts and Results

The motivations, expectations, and objectives of the project varied among the partners, reflecting
their different priorities. The lead LAG, in particular, aimed to engage young people, while Marmilla
focused on the educational aspects of the project. ASIR, on the other hand, sought to gain new
perspectives through interaction with foreign partners.

The project proved to be innovative for the local context by promoting the use of new
technologies applied to cultural heritage and involving an often overlooked audience in such
initiatives. Additionally, the study trip provided a valuable opportunity for teenagers, allowing them
to develop essential life skills and gain a greater awareness of local traditions and heritage. To further
improve future initiatives, the LAGs plan to administer a satisfaction survey to gather feedback on
the students' experiences, their opinions on the project, and potential areas for improvement.

For the implementation of the project, the partnership established a Steering Committee, made
up exclusively of representatives from the LAGs partners. This body provided strategic guidance to
the Project Management Committee, which included at least one technical representative from each
partner, ensuring a clear definition of activities and effective project implementation. The
organizational structure also improved communication and strengthened administrative skills
within the partnership, optimizing workflow and preventing potential issues that could have
compromised activities for the students. Better coordination also facilitated the success of the
workshops and the international event abroad.

Furthermore, the LAGs expanded their network of contacts, increased their visibility in other
regions, and recognized the untapped potential of collaborating with educational institutions.
Participation in the project also highlighted the international dimension of the LEADER approach,
demonstrating its ability to create connections at the European level.

Students and teachers developed a deeper awareness of the importance of preserving ancestral
knowledge in rural contexts. They also gained trust in the LAGs and a more comprehensive
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understanding of the challenges and opportunities related to cooperation. Particularly significant
was the impact on the visibility of the LAGs. The enthusiasm generated by the project led to an
increasing number of inquiries about when new similar initiatives would be launched, indicating
growing interest from rural communities.

The experience underscored the value of exchanging different perspectives, allowing
participants to develop a deeper understanding of their environment and cultural identity. Memories
and Web TV successfully created a bridge between cultural heritage and younger generations. By
independently selecting which resources to share with their peers, participants strengthened their
sense of awareness and belonging, thereby solidifying their territorial identity.

By fostering wide community involvement, the creation of the videos became a collective effort,
with local residents providing support, suggestions, and ideas. This not only reinforced trust in the
project but also helped strengthen social bonds within the community. The LAGs built and
maintained a valuable network of contacts with relevant partners both within and outside their areas
of expertise. Among these were museums that represent examples of best practices and educational
farms, laying the groundwork for future projects, some of which are already under discussion.

Transparency was a fundamental principle throughout the process, encouraging participants to
collaborate rather than compete. Students demonstrated altruism and team spirit, prioritizing mutual
support and shared learning. This approach fostered new forms of solidarity and territorial cohesion,
creating a more inclusive environment for the younger generations and for the future of the
community.

4.2.3. Lessons Learned from the Partnership and Local Network

The three LAGs possess varying levels of experience in cooperation, both in terms of the number
and type of projects undertaken. The most experienced LAG, Sulcis, took on the role of lead LAG due
to its in-depth knowledge of cooperation methodologies and its involvement in important issues in
recent years. For example, the topic of cultural identity, central to Memories and Web TV, had already
been addressed in the former project "MeDIETerranea" which explored the Mediterranean diet not
only as a food model but also as a system of identity values. Moreover, with the project "Youth and
Rural Development," Sulcis had already established collaborations with schools, although with a
greater focus on the cultural, historical, and anthropological aspects of rural areas.

The cooperation within the project proved to be a significant opportunity for mutual learning
among all the partners, due to their diverse experiences. The two Italian LAGs had previously
worked together on the project "Shortening Distances," aimed at strengthening the local supply chain,
with Marmilla serving as the lead LAG. Memories and Web TV represented the first cooperation
between the Italian LAGs and the Spanish partner, as well as the first transnational project for LAG
ASIR, which had only participated in inter-territorial cooperation initiatives up to that point.
Nevertheless, ASIR had already built strong working alliances and made a positive impact on its
territory, elements that facilitated the success of the project. Additionally, the schools selected for the
workshops in Italy had previous experience with Erasmus+ projects, having collaborated with
foreign partners before.

By facing challenges and overcoming obstacles together, each partner gained new skills,
supported by the constant and targeted coordination of the lead LAG. Sulcis demonstrated the
importance of clearly defining roles and activities, ensuring a more efficient workflow. Meanwhile,
the Spanish LAG, less experienced than the Italian partners, had the opportunity to deepen its
understanding of multi-fund strategies, which had already been successfully adopted by Sulcis and
Marmilla.

This cooperation offered participants a unique perspective on similar cultures, each with its own
distinct characteristics. The Italian partners were particularly impressed by the Spanish region’s
commitment to preserving and transmitting cultural heritage, while the Spanish partner found
inspiration in the Italian approach, which placed strong emphasis on actively involving young
people, a target group that had been largely overlooked by ASIR until then.
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The support of local stakeholders, along with the strong network of contacts established through
the project, was instrumental in ensuring the overall quality of the initiative

All participants demonstrated strong commitment to collaboration and respect for the
agreements made. The interaction between students, teachers, professionals, and the community
strengthened local identities, extending the project’s impact beyond regional borders.

The territorial network created through the project sparked new ideas and perspectives on
various related themes. For example, it highlighted opportunities in the active tourism sector,
involving schools and local actors such as water sports instructors, hiking guides, and environmental
experts. This collaborative approach laid the foundation for future projects aimed at enhancing the
territory and its resources, reinforcing the role of LAGs as promoters of local development and
innovation.

The sustainability of the project is built on the relationships established and the web platform
developed. On one hand, schools and institutions can continue the path that has been set: new
students with the same teachers or new schools with shared objectives can carry the initiative
forward. On the other hand, the platform represents a strategic resource for the future, while the
videos created by the students can be reused to promote the territory as a tourist destination. By
integrating the promotion of natural heritage, the project contributes to more balanced and
sustainable territorial development.

The results achieved can be further strengthened through new initiatives that intertwine cultural
and environmental heritage. Additionally, policymakers have expressed their willingness to continue
the collaboration, while representatives from the involved municipalities have shown their full
support for the continuity of the project.

4.3. The Case Study of the Project “Landscapes to live: Immersive experiences for sustainable tourism.

The LEADER cooperation project is of the interterritorial type. It began in 2019 and concluded
in 2022, with a financial allocation of just under 600,000 euros. The project involves all six LAGs in
the Emilia-Romagna region, combining the territorial characteristics of the area with administrative
boundaries, presenting both challenges and opportunities.

The LAG Valli Marecchia e Conca covers two areas named after their respective valleys. The
Marecchia Valley extends from Novafeltria to Coriano, encompassing valleys that run perpendicular
to the Apennine mountain range. The Conca Valley stretches from the hills to the sea, which remains
a constant presence in the landscape. The predominantly hilly territory is further enriched by the
presence of the Sasso Simone and Simoncello Park, alongside nine Natura 2000 sites, adding
considerable environmental value to the area. It is characterized by areas of intensive and specialized
agriculture (13 municipalities) alongside other rural areas classified as having development
challenges (7 municipalities) [42].

The LAG Delta 2000 is located along the Po River’s banks in an area of high environmental value,
where Ramsar and Natura 2000 sites provide special significance to the landscape, further enhanced
by the presence of the Po Delta Park. The territory, predominantly flat, includes intermediate rural
areas (13 municipalities), areas dominated by intensive and specialized agriculture (5 municipalities),
and urban and peri-urban zones (1 municipality). The social dimension of the area is marked by a
strong demographic decline, particularly among the younger population. The importance of
agriculture in the local economy has shifted due to increased awareness of the cultural and
environmental identity of these places, leading to the diversification of economic activities [43].

The LAG Appennino Bolognese area is characterized by foothill and mountainous zones,
traversed by a series of valleys running perpendicular to the main ridge. The network of watercourses
from the Apennine basin, except for the Samoggia River, which is linked to the Monte Acuto plain,
defines the area’s morphology, along with its forest coverage. Out of the 26 municipalities involved,
13 are mountainous, and 13 are hilly. Additionally, 20 municipalities fall under the "Inner Areas
strategy”, meaning they are significantly distant from the major centers providing essential services
(education, healthcare, and mobility). The entire territory is shaped by geomorphological features
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that define its environment, vegetation cover, habitats, and, ultimately, its history and culture. The
population and institutions have long recognized the potential of the environmental system of the
Bolognese Apennines, responding with the establishment of six regional parks, typically medium to
large in size. The area is served by a network of hiking trails that has been nearly fully connected
through both public and volunteer efforts [44].

The territory covered by the LAG L'Altra Romagna can be described as the sides of an imaginary
quadrilateral, bordered to the east by the Adriatic Sea and to the west by the eastern side of the
Apennines. It is marked to the northwest and southeast by two lines that are approximately
perpendicular to both the Adriatic and the Apennine ridge. Excluding the plains, which occupy about
two-sevenths of the territory, the remaining areas are hills and mountains. The National Parks of the
Casentinesi Forests, Monte Falterona, and Campigna, as well as the Regional Park of the Vena del
Gesso Romagnola, represent the significant value of the environmental resources in the area. Of the
25 municipalities involved, 5 are mountainous, 18 are hilly, and 2 are flat. Furthermore, 8% of the
municipalities (2) are small municipalities with a maximum of 1,000 inhabitants [45].

The area where the LAG del Ducato operates between Parma and Piacenza includes about 60
municipalities, mostly mountainous, extending from the Val Tidone to the eastern outskirts of Parma,
crossing the Val Trebbia, Val Nure, Val d'Arda, Val Ceno, and Val Taro. The high prevalence of
wooded areas and the presence of zones of significant natural value have facilitated the establishment
of numerous protected areas under the Natura 2000 network, as well as two large natural parks. The
area also has strong tourist appeal (hospitality in villages, ridge trail routes, etc.) [46].

The territory of the LAG Antico Frignano is predominantly mountainous and includes 31
municipalities in the provinces of Modena and Reggio Emilia. A key strength of the environmental
context in the LAG area is the richness of its natural and environmental resources, with landscapes
of extraordinary uniqueness, which include a national park, two regional parks, and numerous Sites
of Community Importance (SCI) and Special Protection Areas (SPA) [47].

The diversity of territorial specifics presented a challenge, as the project covers areas ranging
from mountainous regions to coastal zones, each with its own unique characteristics, needs, and
priorities. All the six LAGs benefited from sharing the same administrative framework and a
common regional vision aimed at enhancing and protecting the landscape, as outlined in the Regional
Landscape Territorial Plan. This alignment supported the establishment of the Regional Landscape
Observatory, strengthening a unified approach to safeguarding and promoting the region’s diverse
landscapes. By supporting this initiative, the LAGs integrated their efforts with the Region's strategy,
promoting the development of local observatories and, through a shared methodological approach,
providing a unified interpretation of the regional landscapes, each with its own unique features [42].

4.3.1. Project Activities

The project aims to safeguard and enhance the unique and diverse landscapes of the Emilia-
Romagna region by integrating a unified methodological approach with the distinctive characteristics
of each territory. This goal was pursued through research initiatives and activities designed to engage
local communities.

The main strength lies in its focus on fostering connections despite the differences among the
territories. Significant efforts were dedicated to coordinating activities, aligning goals and indicators,
and developing a cohesive methodology for landscape analysis that captures the evolution of the
territories and their histories over time.

Following detailed studies of each area, targeted local actions were implemented to address
specific needs. In some areas, decorative installations such as the "Grand Frames" and rest areas were
introduced to highlight the scenic beauty of the landscapes. In other zones, material interventions
focused on enhancing natural sites, while in others, storytelling techniques were used to enrich
narratives about the evolution of the landscapes.

All local actions were accompanied by extensive community engagement initiatives,
encouraging active participation. The results of the project were shared through informative panels.
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Encouraging residents to develop a strong sense of belonging to their landscapes, recognizing
their uniqueness and shared traces of a common past, was the primary objective of the project's
activities. Additionally, significant efforts were made to involve regional observers, municipalities,
municipal unions, and managers of protected areas.

The LEADER cooperation framework provided the LAGs with the resources to establish a
collaborative network, acting as a bridge between regional institutions and local actors. This
strengthened relationships between the various institutional and non-institutional actors involved in
landscape management issues. The exchange of experiences played a crucial role in fostering
community involvement and participation.

At the activity implementation level, delays and adjustments occurred due to bureaucratic and
administrative obstacles, exacerbated by the pandemic crisis, which significantly increased the
workload.

Among the most rewarding outcomes were the insights gained from landscape studies, the
traveling exhibition, and the creation of observation points throughout the region. The partnership
remained cohesive throughout the project. However, despite achieving the expected results, the six
partners decided not to continue further collaborations on this topic in the next programming period.
Although there were no internal conflicts, the burdensome administrative process discouraged the
partners from pursuing additional future cooperative efforts.

4.3.2. Project Impacts and Results

The concept of enhancing landscapes for tourism and sustainable use through historical and
cultural walking routes is not in itself an innovation. However, the real innovation lies in the
management and development methods of these initiatives. Several interventions were implemented
that involved the active participation of local stakeholders, each contributing uniquely to a common
goal. The fundamental principle is that themes such as tourism development and the promotion of
local products are intrinsically linked to the care and protection of the landscape. The Project
provided an opportunity to reflect on the regional context, examining how it has evolved over the
years and identifying strategies to protect and enhance it for future generations.

Through the sharing of knowledge and best practices, the project contributed to raising
environmental sustainability awareness among the local community, promoting more respectful and
responsible attitudes toward nature. Residents of the participating areas became increasingly aware
of their belonging to a unique environmental habitat, rich in productive, culinary, and cultural
traditions. In many areas, the exhibition remained open beyond the official duration of the project,
reflecting its impact. This newfound curiosity also extended to some LAG staff members, who
initially had limited knowledge of the subject, opening new ways to promote landscapes both
nationally and internationally.

Regarding the benefits gained by the LAGs from the cooperation project, key competencies such
as decision-making ability, strengthened cooperation between LAGs with many common features
working within the same region despite local differences, and a more participatory approach have
improved. However, there is some skepticism about how these improvements will impact day-to-
day operations and administrative practices.

The most significant impact of the project lies in the enhancement of territorial identity. This was
achieved through local actions, such as organizing informational sessions in various locations that
combined project presentations with brief landscape observation walks. Additionally, the traveling
exhibition helped strengthen the region's identity. The project also facilitated the involvement of
various local stakeholders who had the opportunity to develop a shared vision of the territory and
its unique characteristics, which they now recognize as areas worthy of investment. Moreover, the
project's theme was further developed not only through this cooperation initiative but also through
additional measures.

One of the most valuable outcomes of the project was the improvement of the LAGs’ ability to
address and develop key issues for their local communities. Despite the challenges in implementing
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a project through the LEADER cooperation, numerous informal networks were established,
demonstrating a commitment to ongoing collaboration in developing the LAG areas. Additionally,
some existing networks were strengthened, such as the LAG del Ducato, which engaged two
universities, two provincial administrations, and several municipal administrations. While local
components brought their intentions and perspectives, all actions were shared and developed in a
spirit of cooperation. Even financial decisions were carefully planned, ensuring alignment with the
project's objectives. Each partner operated within this philosophy, sharing their experiences without
overly focusing on individual agendas but maintaining strong cohesion and a focus on the project's
activities. The cooperation effort successfully facilitated interactions and collaborations among
various actors from different sectors of the region's economy. Relations between entities at different
levels, which had never existed before, were also promoted. The key challenge now is to maintain
and cultivate these new local networks, a task that will undoubtedly require significant effort and
sustained commitment.

4.3.3. Lessons Learned from the Partnership and Local Network

The partnership is actively engaged in other cooperation projects, primarily focused on tourism.
These include initiatives such as Ecomuseums, which closely integrate cultural heritage with
territorial attractiveness, and trekking routes that highlight the historical roots of the regions through
designated trails. Most partners have extensive experience in transnational cooperation, with the
exception of Appennino Bolognese, which has traditionally operated at regional and national levels.

Despite procedural complexities, the partnership strongly believes in the value of cooperation,
which offers invaluable learning opportunities, fosters the development of new project ideas, and
establishes essential networks for the exchange of best practices. These collaborative efforts have
enabled the LAGs to share visions and ideas on common themes from different perspectives, channel
resources into previously unexplored areas, and promote innovation.

The project also strengthened relationships among the LAGs, who worked with professionalism
and commitment, expanding their networks beyond their individual territories. At the local level, the
exchange of perspectives facilitated the emergence of initiatives that would not have developed from
a single viewpoint, allowing stakeholders from different areas to learn from one another. This added
significant value to the project and inspired new opportunities for cooperation. For example,
stakeholders and administrators who participated in the study visits later supported similar
initiatives aimed at promoting and enhancing local landscapes. However, it is important to note that
many local administrators still lack sufficient awareness and adequate preparation to act
independently on landscape-related issues, reflecting a broader cultural development process that
requires time and sustained commitment.

In addition to financial contributions, the LAGs played a key role in coordinating activities,
encouraging new participation, and supporting initiatives. They also facilitated the expansion of local
networks, making everyone's involvement essential to the project's success.

The project successfully attracted the attention of policymakers and included an exit strategy to
ensure the sustainability of implemented activities. In some cases, this led to the creation of managing
entities, such as in the Marecchia Valleys, where public asset owners committed to maintaining sites
and assets for at least five years, either directly or through agreements with other parties. In other
areas, such as Altra Romagna, the project’s continuation will rely on the work of Local Observatories
and the LAG itself.

The project outcomes have been integrated into the 20232027 programming period. It is now
clear that a synergistic and coordinated approach with other rural areas in the region is necessary to
share experiences related to landscape issues and to support the creation and functioning of Local
Observatories.

Finally, the project has also paved the way for the implementation of additional pilot initiatives
aimed at further enhancing the landscape.
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4.4. The Case Study of the Project "The Rediscovered Garden: A Transnational Project to Recover and
Revitalize Traditional Agricultural Practices.”

“The Rediscovered Garden” is a transnational cooperation project carried out between 2019 and
2021, with a total budget of just over 250,000 euro. The three LAGs involved — Alto Bellunese (lead
LAG), Montagna Vicentina, and Regions Management Osttirol (Austria)—represent mountain
regions united by a shared commitment to safeguarding local heritage and promoting regional
distinctiveness [48].

The Alto Bellunese area consists of 40 neighboring municipalities, all classified as mountain
communities within the Province of Belluno. Of these, 17 are designated as small municipalities, and
29 are part of the “Inner Areas strategy”. Known for its high environmental value, 9.6% of the area
lies within national or regional parks. However, the region has faced steady depopulation since the
1980s, driven by low birth rates and significant youth emigration, leading to an increasingly aging
population [49].

The territory covered by the Montagna Vicentina LAG is predominantly mountainous and
includes both rural areas with developmental challenges and zones of intensive, specialized
agriculture. Out of the 44 municipalities, 32 are mountainous, 10 hilly, and just 2 located in the plains,
with most classified as small communities. Ongoing depopulation in the region presents a serious
threat, including land degradation, hydrogeological instability, and the loss of traditional economic
activities [50].

The Regions Management Osttirol (RMO) LAG area lies in the south of the main Alpine ridge,
bordering Austria’s Salzburg and Carinthia regions and Italy’s South Tyrol and Veneto. It includes
33 municipalities with Lienz as the main urban center and encompasses several important valleys,
such as the Puster Valley, Isel Valley, Defereggen Valley, Virgen Valley, Kals Valley, and the Tiroler
Gail and Lesach Valleys. Dominated by the Hohe Tauern and Carnic Alps, agriculture in East Tyrol
is typically small-scale and secondary. While tourism is a key economic sector, it is less developed
here than in North Tyrol [48].

During the 2007-2013 programming period, the three LAGs had already cooperated under the
LEADER project “The Forgotten Garden” and the cross-border cooperation project “The Lost Crop
Biodiversity in the Gardens and Fields of East Tyrol and Belluno”, funded within the INTERREG IV
A Ttaly—Austria Programme.

As a direct continuation of those efforts, The Rediscovered Garden also works in synergy with
BioColAlp — Reviving and Promoting Biodiversity in Alpine Crops, part of the Interreg VA Italy—Austria
Programme under the Dolomiti Live CLLD strategy. The focus is on conserving ancient plants and
seeds while researching new crop varieties.

The project has two main objectives: 1) to promote and support sustainable land management
through practical, demonstrative actions; 2) to recover and preserve traditional local varieties of
edible plants, thus enhancing cultivated biodiversity.

The initiative also aims to raise awareness of the value of mountain agriculture, targeting
professional and hobby farmers alike, along with the general public, tourists, students, and local
practitioners. More broadly, it presents a renewed vision of Alpine areas, emphasizing their economic
potential and quality-of-life benefits —with the ultimate goal of inspiring younger generations to
reconnect with rural life and appreciate its unique resources and traditions.

4.4.1. Project Activities

The main activities carried out by the LAGs, along with the measurable impacts and results
achieved, highlight the depth and long-term value of the partners’ cooperation efforts. United by a
shared commitment to sustainable development and the enhancement of mountain agriculture, the
three LAGs strengthened their expertise and expanded their networks, fostering meaningful
connections among key local stakeholders.

A shared vision of mountain farming and its value to the community led to the establishment of
two centers dedicated to documenting and promoting cultivated biodiversity, with a particular focus
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on preserving indigenous seed varieties. These centers aim to safeguard and celebrate agricultural
diversity while raising environmental awareness, promoting cultural heritage, and supporting
sustainability among both local residents and visitors.

One of the project’s central components involved organizing training and informational sessions
for farmers—as guardians of biodiversity —and for mountain guides, focusing on natural resources
and the critical link between land stewardship and sustainable rural tourism. The LAGs also
enhanced existing tourist trails by integrating multimedia features such as QR codes linked to
informational totems, enriching the visitor’s experience and deepening their understanding of the
natural and cultural heritage.

The three LAGs saw cooperation as an opportunity to expose local actors to best practices and
new perspectives. This knowledge exchange served as inspiration to innovate within their own
regions in the fields of mountain agriculture and rural tourism. With this goal in mind, study visits
were organized in all three partner territories, involving farmers and local administrators.

In the Alto Bellunese area, a dedicated association was established to ensure the project’s
continuity, and two pilot initiatives helped finance the renovation of buildings in San Tomaso
Agordino (Belluno) and Roana (Vicenza) to serve as biodiversity centers.

Moreover, some results exceeded initial expectations. Originally, study visits were planned only

for the RMO LAG as part of the partnership meetings. However, the three LAGs quickly recognized
the broader value of these visits as opportunities to explore diverse local contexts, generate new ideas
for territorial development, and offer practical solutions to participants. As a result, they expanded
the number of study visits.
The strong interest shown by institutions (universities, schools, etc.) and local communities in visiting
the new centers, the high number of participants in the study trips, and the involvement of highly
skilled professionals confirmed the project’s success at the local level. Two outcomes were considered
especially meaningful: the data collected on traditional Vicenza varieties of cereals, vegetables, and
fruit, and the “Mountain Farming Cultural Landscape Guide” training course organized by RMO.
These, along with the exchange of knowledge and the satisfaction derived from collaborative
teamwork, were among the most valued results of the project.

4.4.2. Project Impacts and Results

Following the positive experience gained through the “Forgotten Garden” 2007-2013 project, the
“Rediscovered Garden” was conceived with high expectations and the clear intention of building on
past results. The need to continue the previous LEADER project was voiced directly by the local
communities. Local stakeholders expressed their desire for renewed momentum and a stronger focus
on mountain agriculture, biodiversity preservation, and rural tourism, encouraging the Austrian
LAG to continue fostering intercultural cooperation. It is fair to say that these expectations were met,
with collaboration extending beyond funding opportunities and confirming both the achievement of
objectives and the positive regional impact of the project.

The project stands out for its multidimensional innovation. It generated new knowledge through
research on cultivated biodiversity, established a specialized community by enabling ‘guardian
farmers’ to work on experimental plots sowing and reviving ancient seeds, and preserved memory
and tradition through the creation of seed centers.

From a tourism development perspective, the project promoted not only the territory itself but
also the identity of the local community. This allowed visitors to discover the region’s true richness,
while empowering local people to protect and promote the environmental, social, and economic
aspects of their lives. The project also fostered new economic opportunities. The "Cultural Landscape
Guide for Mountain Farming" training course provided farmers with an additional source of income
and supported sustainable tourism, passing on knowledge about the cultural landscape, biodiversity,
and climate-related themes. Furthermore, it was innovative in how it involved local people—as
knowledge keepers—in actively preserving, caring for, and promoting their land to support rural
tourism.
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The impacts of the project were significant for both the LAGs and their regions. Internally, the
LAGs strengthened their organizational and coordination capacities. Externally, local stakeholders
had the opportunity to participate in innovative pilot projects.

One of the most notable outcomes was the increased knowledge gained through the exchange
among partners. The cooperation facilitated the exchange of experiences and good practices, helping
to identify shared challenges and develop joint solutions. The transnational aspect of the exchange,
in particular, inspired fresh ideas and novel approaches that might not have emerged at the regional
level. On one hand, the project supported land cultivation and stewardship by engaging a wide range
of local stakeholders—including farmers, administrators, and citizens interested in the project's
themes creating a replicable model. Working toward shared goals encouraged partners to align their
views and beliefs about mountain agriculture and rural tourism. The similarities between the
territories fostered shared values and heightened awareness of local resources. On the other hand, it
enabled the recovery and preservation of traditional edible plant varieties and the knowledge
surrounding their cultivation and use, promoting both cultivated biodiversity and rural tourism. All
three LAGs emphasized how this cooperation improved their decision-making abilities. Their
previous collaboration was crucial in helping them navigate the administrative complexity of the
current project and effectively manage delays—even across national borders.

The role of the LAGs was essential —they acted both as catalysts and mediators among
stakeholders who placed their trust in the project and in cooperation itself. By identifying needs and
potential within the territory, the LAGs helped local actors move away from individualistic
approaches and toward mutual support.

The visibility and positive reputation generated by the project and its communication activities
attracted new members interested in joining LAGs initiatives. This strengthened partnership, built
on effective collaboration, is one of the project’s lasting achievements. Its sustainability lies in a strong
commitment to promoting mountain areas beyond the limitations of funding cycles. While it may be
difficult to directly attribute an increase in solidarity among local actors to the project, there is a clear
rise in their interest in learning from and collaborating with other territories and countries.

4.4.3. Lessons Learned from the Partnership and Local Network

The three partners have extensive experience in managing cooperation projects across various
key sectors. The Alto Bellunese LAG has focused on landscape protection, the promotion of forest
products, and, together with its partners, on supporting mountain agriculture and preserving
cultivated biodiversity. Their collaboration began during the 2007-2013 programming period, where
they discovered that exchanging ideas and fostering mutual understanding among local actors across
the three regions brought significant benefits. This success motivated them to continue working
together.

Their joint efforts in the “Forgotten Garden” project highlighted the value of an effective
network, equipping them with the skills needed to participate in another territorial cooperation
programme (Interreg) and to extend the project's positive outcomes to their communities.

Participation in the “Rediscovered Garden” proved to be a learning experience for all involved.
Alto Bellunese strengthened its capacity in organizing study visits, coordination, and
communication. Montagna Vicentina and RMO particularly valued the networking opportunities
and relationships that formed among the partners. A major benefit of the cooperation was the chance
to connect with other organizations - which are often small or niche - which they would not have
encountered otherwise. These exchanges offered new perspectives, encouraging each partner to
reassess their internal processes and approaches with fresh eyes.

The study visits provided participants with knowledge and experiences beyond what they could
have gained within their local contexts. The project successfully fostered meaningful interaction and
networking among local actors, enabling exchanges between decision-makers, farmers, students, and
other stakeholders.
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The cooperation was so rewarding that, beyond the LEADER project, additional areas of
cooperation emerged, such as saffron cultivation and snail farming. This demonstrates the partners’
ability to sustain long-term collaborations, both at the local level and among the LAGs themselves.

By addressing both environmental and socio-economic sustainability, the project aims to create
a model that not only supports mountain agriculture and rural tourism but also encourages ongoing
cooperation and shared resource management among regions. These elements contribute to building
a resilient framework capable of adapting to future challenges and continuing to deliver benefits to
the communities involved.

However, the project faced several significant challenges, including limited funding, staff
shortages, and time constraints, difficulties further exacerbated by pandemic-related delays that
impacted resource planning. Despite these obstacles, the project successfully inspired policymakers
to support new initiatives and to strengthen structures that continue the work initiated, particularly
those focused on biodiversity.

The most effective path toward sustainability has proven to be the active involvement of local
actors. For instance, the seed center in Alto Bellunese is now managed by “APS Orti Rupestri” (Rock
Gardens Social Promotion Association) a formal association established specifically for this purpose.
Similarly, the cataloguing center in Montagna Vicentina is run by a local biodistrict. These results
suggest that the project’s outcomes can serve as replicable models for future cooperation efforts and
can benefit other regions as well.

4. Findings and Discussion

This study explored the added value of LEADER cooperation projects in advancing rural
development across the European Union, with particular attention to the role of qualitative data in
evaluating their outcomes. At the heart of the research lies the principle of cooperation not only
among LAGs but also across territories and national borders. This cooperative model fosters strong
networks, enhances social capital, and reinforces multi-level governance, all of which contribute to
more effective, sustainable, and innovative rural development strategies. By fostering partnerships
among Local Action Groups (LAGs), the projects created a fertile ground for knowledge exchange,
joint learning, and shared innovation, ultimately contributing to more adaptive, context-sensitive,
and inclusive development strategies.

The research adopted a qualitative case study methodology, focusing on selected LEADER
cooperation projects implemented in various European Union regions. Data collection methods
included document analysis, interviews with project stakeholders, and participatory observation
during study visits and collaborative activities. The analysis sheds light on cooperation dynamics,
community engagement, knowledge exchange, and governance innovation.

The findings reveal that LEADER cooperation projects are not merely instruments of project
delivery but engines of structural transformation. The qualitative case studies examined in this
research demonstrate how cooperation projects contributed to reframing territorial identities,
particularly through the active involvement of youth and the integration of external perspectives.
This reframing often catalyzed a broader strategic outlook, deepening community awareness of local
assets and challenges, and fostering a renewed sense of belonging and agency. Key findings show
that one of the most significant outcomes of these cooperation projects is the increase in knowledge
and skills among partners, enabled by continuous dialogue and shared achievements. Projects such
as the “Rediscovered Garden” and “Memory and Web TV” illustrate how cooperation facilitated not
only knowledge exchange but also a reframing of territorial identity. Interaction with external
perspectives—particularly among youth—encouraged communities to critically reflect on their
cultural and environmental assets.

Through continuous dialogue, participatory activities, and collaborative governance structures,
the projects enabled stronger ties between sectors such as agriculture, tourism, and education, while
bridging generational and institutional divides. The emergence of shared norms and trust-based
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networks enhanced decision-making capacity and promoted more democratic, bottom-up
approaches to local governance.

The transnational dimension of cooperation added another layer of value by amplifying
visibility, increasing critical mass, and facilitating cross-border alignment of strategies and resources.
Projects that brought together partners from diverse regions fostered mutual learning, solidarity, and
shared problem-solving, with the support of more experienced LAGs enabling the co-creation of
innovative solutions tailored to the specific needs of rural areas.

The supra-local dimension boosted the critical mass and visibility of partners, aligning initiatives
and resources toward common local development goals—such as the creation of landscape
observatories and place-based promotional events—thereby foster-ing more coherent and
participatory strategies. This dimension also helped overcome geographic and institutional isolation,
shifting the logic from competition to cooperation and reinforcing the European ideal of unity in
diversity.

Governance innovations, such as coordination committees and project steering bodies, played a
key role in translating strategic visions into actionable outcomes. These structures not only facilitated
project implementation but also mitigated operational risks associated with complexity and
administrative burdens. The implementation phase required translating joint strategies into
actionable steps, identifying and overcoming challenges in collaboration with other project partners.
Notably, more experienced LAGs often acted as mentors, providing crucial support and building
capacity among less experienced partners—a dynamic that strengthened the overall resilience and
scalability of the initiatives.

Community engagement, though challenging at times, emerged as a cornerstone of project
success. Meaningful involvement of local actors through workshops, study visits, and pilot actions
fostered ownership, legitimacy, and continuity. In many cases, the engagement process itself led to
empowerment, with community members assuming leadership roles and contributing to the
institutionalization of participatory governance practices.

The long-term impacts of LEADER cooperation projects extend well beyond their immediate
objectives. Examples such as biodiversity conservation initiatives, cultural heritage preservation, and
school-based exchange programs illustrate how these projects have spurred lasting social and
environmental benefits.

Across the case studies, the exchange of best practices —particularly in biodiversity conservation
and cultural heritage —enabled partners to co-develop solutions, shift perspectives, and reinforce the
value of cooperation. The impact of these projects extended beyond their immediate goals, often
catalyzing long-term structural changes. The capacity of these initiatives to generate ripple effects —
such as the creation of new local economies or the sustained involvement of civil society actors—
demonstrates their potential as catalysts for systemic change. For example, the “Rediscovered
Garden” developed a model for sustaining mountain agriculture and rural tourism through
cooperation and dialogue, enhancing territorial resilience. Similarly, “Memory and Web TV”
encouraged young people to reimagine their region, fostering a broader sense of identity and
purpose.

These transformative effects were especially pronounced in transnational projects, which
nurtured a European spirit of solidarity and learning, though they were also evident at the national
level. Projects such as “Rural Horizons” and “Landscapes to Live In” demonstrated how overcoming
isolation and fostering integration can break competitive logic in favor of collaboration.

LEADER cooperation projects have consistently delivered outcomes that traditional governance
mechanisms struggle to achieve. By forging new networks, catalyzing initiatives, and engaging
policymakers, these projects have significantly influenced topics like sustainable tourism and
biodiversity. The mutual perspective-sharing among partners helped LAGs to identify new
challenges and seize development opportunities, thereby strengthening social capital and technical
capacities.
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Shared networks, common norms, and trust fostered a more inclusive decision-making
environment, leading to more effective responses to local needs. Participants frequently reported
improved collaboration, communication, and technical expertise, enabling them to play a more active
role in designing and implementing development strategies. Appointing effective coordinators and
establishing governance bodies (e.g., coordination committees) streamlined workflows and enhanced
administrative capacity.

In terms of long-term impact, it emerged that LEADER cooperation projects support not only
measurable outcomes but also sustainable, structural change. They stimulate innovation, revive
traditional knowledge, and engage previously marginalized actors. These innovations include
biodiversity seed banks, school-based cultural exchanges, and local associations assuming formal
project management roles, ensuring sustainability beyond the funding period.

Most projects sustained their outcomes through local ownership and strategic partnerships with
local and supra-local institutions. Training and networking activities further reinforced future
strategy design and implementation. Successful pilot actions demonstrated strong potential for
replication and scalability.

Nevertheless, the study also highlights persistent challenges that must be addressed to enhance
the effectiveness and sustainability of cooperation projects. Administrative complexity, varying
regulatory interpretations among Member States, and external shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic
have exposed vulnerabilities in project design and implementation. These factors underscore the
need for better regulatory harmonization, more realistic planning, and broader stakeholder
involvement from the early stages of project design.

Despite these issues, cooperation projects overwhelmingly demonstrated alignment between
partners, with ‘competition through cooperation’ serving as a cornerstone of success. Territorial
cohesion proved essential to overcoming obstacles and generating collective impact. LEADER
cooperation projects go beyond the delivery of planned activities. They cultivate enduring networks,
empower local actors, and promote transformative, place-based development. By aligning with
community needs, reinforcing LAG leadership, and enabling context-specific solutions, these projects
contribute to a stronger and more unified rural Europe, grounded in solidarity, mutual learning, and
territorial cohesion.

Ultimately, LEADER cooperation projects represent a powerful model for reimagining rural
development. They offer pathways to innovation grounded in local knowledge and collaborative
action. Their added value lies in their capacity to empower communities, bridge territorial divides,
and foster governance systems that are more responsive, participatory, and resilient. As the EU
continues to prioritize place-based and citizen-driven development, through the LEADER
methodology and the principles of Community-Led Local Development (CLLD), these projects foster
inclusive, sustainable, and innovative rural development. They empower communities, strengthen
local leadership, and contribute to a more cohesive and resilient rural Europe.

By nurturing a culture of cooperation, reinforcing local leadership, and investing in networks of
trust, LEADER cooperation projects help build a stronger, more cohesive, and future-ready rural
Europe. Their success demonstrates that meaningful change arises not from top-down mandates, but
from empowered communities working together toward shared goals —across boundaries, sectors,
and generations.
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