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Workshop A – The current understanding of networking as an RD policy tool 

 

Key Workshop outcomes 

Strengths 

 Networking links rural stakeholders with policy 

makers 

 Networking bridges the gap between top-

down and bottom-up approaches 

 Networking is an instrument for policy 

implementers to achieve their objectives 

 Networking creates team work, cooperation 

and synergies, ultimately building a network 

of networks that is a hub for knowledge 

transfer not only between national 

stakeholders but also between countries 

 Networks work as facilitators 

Weaknesses 

 There is still a degree of confusion regarding 

the role of a rural network in policy 

implementation 

 Although the networking process builds up a 

greater understanding of policy 

implementation, it does not necessarily 

provide a better understanding of the actual 

policy itself 

 Lack of clear objectives for networking in the 

regulatory framework 

Opportunities 

 With the maturity of a Network, the 

stakeholders and the general public increase 

their understanding of rural development 

policy implementation due to their 

involvement in the implementation process 

 Networking provides the opportunity to create 

new services, e.g. web-based, to reach rural 

stakeholders and the general public in 

innovative ways and hence get them more 

involved 

 Networking can provide a sense of belonging 

Threats 

 There is a lack of definition and difficulties in 

translating the terms “network support unit” , 

“network” and “networking” 

 Structure & maturity: “open” vs “closed” 

memberships, and new/young networks can 

be a threat for the success of a network 

 Shared understanding/Communication needs 

improvement through clear definitions 

embedded in the Regulation  

 Guidelines are required to guide stakeholders 

on the differences/diversity that can exist on 

the form and function of networks, 

governance, and how networking relates to 

Policy objectives (possibly by the Contact 

Point of the ENRD) 

 Cooperation between the different institutions 

(both at national and EU level) should be 

closer and more open 
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The specific questions discussed were: 

I. What were the changes (positive and negative) that networking introduced in the way 

rural development policy is being implemented? 

Networking seems to have brought about a few different changes in the way rural development policy is 

implemented. It both directly and indirectly links rural stakeholders with policy makers and complements 

the gap between top-down and bottom-up approaches. It is also an instrument for policy implementers to 

achieve their objectives: in Sweden grass-root level activities contribute to the specific objectives.  

There is also some evidence that more mature networks show that their stakeholders and the general public 

have a better understanding of rural development policy, as stakeholders (and the general public to some 

extent) are better involved in the process. In fact, in the Italian case, new web-based services have been 

created to reach people and informing them about rural development policy and its implementation. 

Furthermore, the processes involved in networking, such as questioning the what, the why and the how, 

together with the EU-dimension provide greater involvement of and sense of belonging by all parties. Ultimately 

this process builds up a greater understanding of policy implementation; however, not necessarily a better 

understanding of the actual policy itself. 

In fact, networking creates team work, cooperation and synergies, ultimately building a network of networks 

that is a hub for knowledge transfer not only between national stakeholders but also between countries. 

Having said this, there is still a degree of confusion regarding the role of a rural network in policy 

implementation. 

II. Do you think that the role of networks, NSUs and networking is clear for rural stakeholders 

including national authorities and administrators? What are your opinions and what needs 

to be done? 

In an attempt to answer this question, there was a universal agreement that there is a lack of definition of 

the terms. There are specific linguistic differences when trying to translate “network” and “networking” into 

national languages: while in English the terms are widely used and capture a process, in many languages the 

translation is very specific and not easily understood, and hence used, to describe a whole process or even only 

parts of it. In fact, stakeholders in general cannot distinguish between the terms, and in Finland the difference 

between the NSU, the MA and the PA is not clear, while in Sweden this definition has become more obvious 

over time. 

Moreover, in order to identify the specific roles, the workshop participants pointed out that there are different 

types of awareness, e.g. project-based awareness that highlights the role of the network. When trying to 

answer this question, it also became clear that the structure of the network may influence the knowledge 

about it. It seems that by registering with a network, stakeholders are better informed about the work/role that 

network undertakes: they want to know what they have subscribed to. In Poland membership is open to 

individuals, whereas in Lithuania it is only accessible to organisations.  

It was agreed that it is a learning process and that there is a need for better understanding of the terms. In 

fact, communication could be improved through the Regulation (with specific definitions of the terms); 

guidelines could be developed (possibly by the Contact Point of the ENRD); and, cooperation between the 

different institutions (both at national and EU level) could be closer and more open.  
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III. Do you think that the NSUs have fulfilled the role that they were set up for? Explain how 

and why. 

Overall, participants felt that it was a difficult question to answer due to the lack of common objectives for 

the NSUs – the NSUs are being assessed based on what? There is therefore a need for the NSUs to clearly 

define their objectives at the start of the programming period. 

Moreover, there were similar approaches taken to analysing this question by looking at it from an Axis point of 

view. In both Finland and Italy the implementation of Axis 4 was considered a success. The reasons can be 

explained by a similarly long history with the LEADER approach whereby stakeholders already know about the 

NSU and its functions and seek the support of the network: the links between the NSU and stakeholders is thus 

strong. 

A counter reflection came from the Scottish example where it can be said that the NSU has successfully fulfilled 

its role in all Axis it is responsible for. The reason for this is that the NSU is not involved in LEADER initiatives 

(Axis 4) and can therefore not be held accountable for not fulfilling this role. 

To conclude, depending on the role associated with the NSU and although common objectives are not defined, 

if the NSU is considered to have a facilitator role, for many aspects in this programming period show that it 

has been successful in fulfilling this role. An example is the Finnish rural van tour initiative with the objective of 

the NSU to reach rural stakeholders and the general public. 


