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Introduction

T
he role played by policy evaluation has

expanded greatly in the previous two

decades, at both European Union (EU) and

United Kingdom (UK) levels. Indeed, the

UK can be held responsible for spurring its

development in domestic policy with a par-

ticular emphasis upon “value for money”

(for example, as expressed by Michael Hes-

eltine at the Department of Trade and Indus-

try, in the mid-1980s). In the EU, commit-

ment to evaluation was an integral part of the

expansion of the Structural Funds in 1988

(Hill, Young and Brookes, 1989). Over time

the legal requirement to carry out assess-

ments of the performance of public-funded

policies has gained weight. consequently

both the Rural Development Regulation

(RDR)1 covering Programmes for 2000-

2006 and the new one, covering the 2007-

2013 period2 require explicitly that evalua-

tion takes place, set out the various stages in

its process and state who is responsible for

carrying it out. But how is this requirement

being met, and how well is it achieving its

aims? The authors have pooled their direct

experiences gained from conducting Rural

Development Plan (RDP) and related rural

development policy evaluations (Agra

CEAS Consulting, 2003a ; Dwyer et al,

2003 ; Dwyer et al, 2004 ; Dwyer and Kam-

bites, 2006) along with insights from the

contemporary evaluation literature and dis-

cussion with other UK evaluators and pol-

icy officials, to generate some lessons and

reflections on these questions. It must be

stressed that we are not concerned here with

the performance of the individual schemes

that make up RDPs, or of RDPs in their

entirety. Rather, we look at the difficulties

encountered in reaching an evaluation judge-

ment, in the context of RDPs in general and

with specific reference to evaluation expe-

rience in the UK. 

This paper begins (section 1) by review-

ing the purpose of evaluation exercises and

outlines how they are perceived and organ-

ised within the EU policy framework for

rural development. Section 2 then discusses

some of the problems and issues inherent in

this approach, illustrating these with refer-

ence mainly to the experience in the UK,

although other country examples are also

mentioned where relevant. The discussion is

prefaced with a brief overview of key fea-

tures of rural development policy in the

UK, to enable readers to more fully under-

stand the context within which this experi-

ence is set. Following the discussion of

issues, a summary is drawn together in sec-

tion 3 and we assess the extent to which

the procedures developed for the new pro-

gramming period (2007-2013) may repre-

sent progress in tackling these. Finally, in

section 4 we reflect on the need for contin-

uing reform and development in future, with

a particular focus on seeking to ensure that

evaluations serve a useful purpose for a

range of relevant stakeholders, without giv-

ing rise to disproportionate resourcing

requirements.
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1999b, 1999c, 2001). Another document

has also been important in this context.

After consultation with Member States, the

European Commission issued a set of Com-

mon Evaluation Questions (CEQs) with

suggested criteria and indicators, to be used

in evaluations (CEC, 2000b). Its purpose

was to assist with synthesising the evalua-

tions of individual RDPs into an assess-

ment for the EU as a whole, and to achieve

a degree of commonality of approach. These

CEQs (listed in Annex 1) and specified indi-

cators will be returned to below, but in

overview, groups of questions covered each

chapter of the RDR 1257/1999 in turn, with

an additional set of “cross-cutting” ques-

tions relating to the operation of the RDP as

a whole. It is this suite of CEQs, in addition

to the specific RDP guidance, which together

comprise the most tangible European Com-

mission influence upon the process of eval-

uating rural development programmes.

However, it is worth noting that different

actors see the evaluation of RDPs from per-

spectives that have varied marginal benefits

and costs, which can colour their attitudes

and thus potentially also influence results.

For national governments, evaluation is an

obligatory activity that absorbs resources, so

there will be an incentive to economise on

evaluation expenditure. However, the extent

of co-financing, as well as the likely polit-

ical impact of findings, also differentially

flavour national enthusiasm for these exer-

cises and in most cases there should be a

direct interest in ensuring that the findings

of formal evaluations can be used to enhance

policy performance. At the more local level,

concurrent and informal evaluation of pol-

icy performance among those delivering

the policy is almost inevitable, and this can

often lead to positive developments as pol-

icy “beds down”, over the programming

period. However, for these same groups the

gathering of data and provision of qualita-

tive support for formal evaluations can all

too readily become an irksome burden, if the

results of the exercise appear too distant or

The purpose and process of EU
policy evaluation

According to the European Commission

(CEC, 2004) the main purposes for carrying

out evaluations are: (a) to contribute to the

design of interventions, including providing

input for setting political priorities ; (b) to

assist in an efficient allocation of resources ;

(c) to improve the quality of the interven-

tion ; (d) to report on the achievements of the

intervention (i.e. accountability). 

Evaluation itself is described as the judge-

ment of interventions according to their

results, impacts and needs they aim to sat-

isfy (CEC, 2000a). 

It is clearly seen as an important activity

which merits careful and thorough treat-

ment. The European Commission has pro-

duced a number of guides to evaluation that

form a substantial plank of existing literature

on this subject. The first major publication

– the six-volume MEANS Collection of

1999 issued by DG XVI – contains a wealth

of detailed methodology and techniques

intended to improve and promote evaluation

methods, especially when applied to Struc-

tural Fund operations, which would include

rural development. The other general trea-

tise is the 2004 Practical Guide to Evalua-

tion (CEC, 2004), issued by DG Budget,

from which the 2005 Evaluation of EU

Activities – An Introduction (CEC, 2005a)

is an extract. This incorporates the require-

ments of the Communication on Evalua-

tion (CEC, 2000a), the 2002 Financial Reg-

ulation and its Implementing Rules3 and the

2002 Communication on Evaluation Stan-

dards and Good Practice4. DG Agriculture

also produced specific guidance for the

2000-2006 programming period relating to

both the ex ante and mid-term evaluations of

Rural Development Programmes (CEC,
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In principle, the assessment of policy is an

activity that runs in parallel with the policy

process. Whilst recognising the multiple lay-

ers of specification and reinterpretation by

government administrations and agents

involved in policy design and delivery

(Schneider and Ingram, 1997), the overall

process can be presented in simplified form

as a cycle which operates in parallel to the

cyclical activity of policy development and

implementation (figure 1). Some assessment

is undertaken in the preparatory phase (when

a policy intervention is being designed), in

which the rationale for intervention is estab-

lished (problem formulation), the objectives

of action are clarified, appropriate indicators

the procedures too cumbersome to furnish

useful lessons for direct application. In some

cases, local deliverers can see formal eval-

uation as a threat, or a cynical exercise

which will deliver little of benefit to them.

Where these situations arise, the quality and

consistency of the formal evaluation can

be significantly compromised (Jackson,

2001). Even for the external consultants

commissioned to undertake evaluations, the

incentives involved in such an exercise

almost inevitably shift during the tender-

ing and execution stages of an evaluation, as

its instrumental nature and its practical and

political limitations become gradually more

apparent. 
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THE ASSESSMENT
PROCESS

THE POLICY-MAKING
CYCLE

Scrutiny of the Rationale
for and Objectives of the policy

Producing Evaluation reports on
the performance of programmes Policy effects

Policy delivery
Applying the mecanisms for
policy delivery (instruments)

Policy and programme formulation
Identifying appropriate

means of resolving issues
through policy actions in the

form of programmes

Problem formulation
Identification of the issues

of public policy

Programme Monitoring
Assembling data on delivery,

uptake, costs, etc.

Flow between stages Related stages in the process / cycle

Pool of existing
knowledge

Appraisal of programmes
and their instruments

- effectiveness
- efficiency
- economy

Figure 1. The assessment process in relation to the policy-making cycle

Source: adapted from Hill, Young and Brookes (1989).



attention, places feedback at the end of a lin-

ear progression. In reality of course, it is pos-

sible for lessons to be learned before the

intervention has reached its (planned) con-

clusion, particularly with respect to the per-

formance of delivery systems. Indeed, many

interventions may periodically alter course

in response to external changes, in which

case ongoing or regularly repeated feed-

back exercises will be necessary. So, a cycle

of learning can come from all three stages of

the European Commission’s scheme of eval-

uations, even though the experience of the

interventions in hand can only be investi-

gated through the mid-term and ex post

stages.

The UK experience with evaluation

1. Context - rural development policy and
programmes in the UK

To set the scene for discussion of the eval-

uation process and its limitations, we here

provide some basic information about the

general orientation and organisation of rural

development policy and programmes in the

UK. This is intended to help the reader to

understand the extent to which the conclu-

sions drawn from a UK perspective are

likely to be more widely relevant.

The UK planned expenditure of around

€7.6 billions on rural development measures

under Reg. 1257/99, over the period 2000-

2006. The budget was significantly influ-

enced by the UK’s decision to apply vol-

untary modulation to direct payments under

the first pillar of the CAP, to provide addi-

tional funding for the continued growth of

agri-environment and woodland creation

schemes through this period. This growth

would have been more or less impossible

within the EU budget allocation, given com-

mitments already existing by 1999, and

without making significant cuts to other

RDP measures (Ward, 2002). Also impor-

tantly and reflecting a wider political agenda

for devolution, the UK chose to deliver its

rural development policy through four sep-

are selected for monitoring performance,

and the choice of instruments is determined.

Some further assessment normally takes

place while the instruments are being inter-

preted and implemented (e.g. monitoring

against “process” targets such as how quickly

or cheaply cases are dealt with, and/or ensur-

ing that delivery mechanisms work as they

are intended to). Perhaps the most widely

recognised kind of assessment is once a pol-

icy has been in operation for some time,

when it takes a retrospective view of the

outputs from interventions and their impact

on the basic problems at which the policy is

aimed (outcomes), as reflected in the indi-

cators previously determined. As a result of

such assessment and its findings we usually

return to the start of the cycle, in that mod-

ifications or reforms may be planned through

a new “preparatory phase”, and the process

goes around again. In the evaluation litera-

ture, the term appraisal is often used to refer

to ex ante assessment activity in the prepara-

tory phase, while evaluation is often reserved

just for the ex post retrospective assessment.

For our discussion here, evaluation is used

in its generic sense, applying to all stages. 

The European Commission’s view of the

stages in the evaluation process is rather

temporal and operational in nature, but

broadly coincides with the cycles as depicted

in Figure 1. It specifies ex ante, mid-term

and ex post evaluations (taking place before,

during and after the implementation of a

programme) that are each required to answer

rather different sets of questions5 The liter-

ature on evaluation emphasises the impor-

tance played by “feedback” to secure the

effectiveness, efficiency and economy of

interventions. However, the acronym

ROAME(F)6, often used to remind UK eval-

uators of the areas to which they must pay
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6. Evaluators are reminded to probe the Rationale,

Objectives, Assessment, Monitoring and Evaluation

of a measure, and to ensure that Feedback takes

place.



as well as funds for all LEADER+ pro-

grammes in the UK. 

The pattern reflects a strong public com-

mitment to two goals: the continuation of

longstanding support for marginal hill and

upland farms through the Less Favoured

Area (LFA) compensatory allowances; and

the enhancement of environmental man-

agement on farms through agri-environ-

ment schemes, targeting biodiversity, land-

scapes and the cultural heritage. The first

goal represents a policy position within the

UK which pre-dates its accession to the

European Community in 1973. The second

has its origins in response to strong envi-

ronmental lobbying by Non-Governmental

Organisations (NGOs) and agencies during

the 1980s. Neither goal was identified

explicitly as rural development policy, from

the outset. 

The spending plans are broadly in line

with current UK agricultural policy prior-

ities, namely using public funds for envi-

ronmental “public goods”; with a subsidiary

arate territorial units: the major principali-

ties of England, Scotland, Wales and North-

ern Ireland. In addition, some parts of each

territory qualified for Objective 1 or Objec-

tive 1 transitional status. Thus each of the

four ‘regions’ of the UK had an RDP com-

prising the EAGGF7 Guarantee-funded

measures, and each also had one or two

separate (mainly more geographically-lim-

ited) Objective 1 operational programmes

combining EAGGF Guidance-funded meas-

ures with other elements funded by the

European Regional Development Fund

(ERDF) and the European Social Fund

(ESF). In contrast to France, the UK did

not choose to operate additional, targeted

EAGGF programmes in “Objective 2” areas.

While the 1999 RDR marked a significant

shift of policy under Agenda 2000, in prac-

tice it was an amalgamation of previous

instruments, supported by the new rhetoric

of “integrated rural development” but with-

out a clear strategy at EU level (Dwyer et al.,

2007). It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore,

that the 2000-2006 RDPs in the UK were

dominated by the continuation of pre-exist-

ing schemes and goals, reflecting an accu-

mulated legacy of several decades. This

meant that the individual programmes were

complex, not fully coherent and sometimes

difficult to translate into consistent and

testable objectives. Such a situation makes

evaluation difficult. We believe this situation

was common to many of the EU-15 Mem-

ber States, in the 2000-06 period (see also

Dwyer et al, 2003).

The table 1 indicates the proportionate

allocation of the € 7.6 billions of total pub-

lic funding (EU and UK) on different rural

development measures under Regulation

1257/1999 within all the relevant UK pro-

grammes, as described above. EAGGF rural

development funding within the special

additional “PEACE II” structural fund pro-

gramme in Northern Ireland is also included,
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7. European Agricultural Guarantee and Guidance

Fund.

Table 1. UK planned expenditure on EU rural
development measures (2000-2006)

Measure or group % of total
of measures expenditure

Farm investment 1.4

Training 1.7

Processing and marketing 4.7

Less Favoured Area aids 28.4

Agri-environment aids 37.3

Afforestation of farmland 9.5

Other forestry measures 2.9

Farm relief services 1.8

Marketing of quality products 1.2

Basic rural services 0.7

Village renewal 1.1

Farm diversification 1.7

Farm and rural infrastructure 0.7

Tourism and crafts 1.3

Environmental improvement 1.4

LEADER + 4.0

Sources: Published RDPs and programming documents for all
programmes using EAGGF funds (Guidance and Guarantee).



have undoubtedly affected rural develop-

ment in the UK, over this period, and influ-

enced the operation and targeting of the Pil-

lar 2 programmes. 

2. Experience with the evaluation process

The separate mid-term evaluations of the

four RDPs in the UK, as well as the rural

development elements in the five Objective

1 programmes and PEACE II, were under-

taken by various independent consultants,

in 2003. The precise methods varied

between studies but all those evaluating

RDPs included a mix of data analysis,

interview surveys (postal, telephone and

face-to-face) and case studies, and all

attempted to answer most of the European

Commission’s Common Evaluation Ques-

tions (CEQs) for the measures used. Over-

all, the programmes were judged to be on

target to deliver against their goals, with a

few minor exceptions. However, most of

these studies also included critical exami-

nation of the difficult methodological issues

involved in the evaluation process, which

raise important questions about the use-

fulness of the exercise as a whole.

The numbered sub-sections below dis-

cuss four key issues that have influenced the

effectiveness of the RDP evaluation

processes for the 2000-2006 period, in the

UK at least. These are: issues of timing and

learning from the evaluation cycle; balanc-

ing appropriateness and consistency in for-

mal EU evaluations; methodological chal-

lenges and weaknesses; and data and

resourcing issues.

The evaluation cycle - Timing and learning

As discussed in section 1, the opportunity to

learn from evaluations is a main purpose for

using public resources in this activity. How-

ever, experience with formal RDP evalua-

tions in the UK indicates that this potential

has been less than satisfactorily realised. 

Firstly, there is the difficulty of timeli-

ness, resulting in part from the design of

RDPs and the evaluation process, and in

focus on offering modest support to help

farmers adjust to the challenge of CAP

reform (by diversifying, re-skilling and

adding value to their business activities).

But the UK programmes did not correspond

closely to the broader concept of rural devel-

opment embodied in EU and European

Commission policy rhetoric, during the

2000-2006 period (summarised in Dwyer et

al, 2007). This mismatch of policy focus

between the two levels (EU and UK) has led

to some difficulties in addressing the formal

programme evaluations in the manner envis-

aged by the European Commission, in its

guidance documents. 

Another factor which greatly complicates

rural development policy evaluation in the

UK is the significance of non-CAP funded

schemes and measures, which also promote

or significantly affect rural development

goals. Firstly, in England, Wales and Scot-

land, significant domestic schemes and pro-

grammes, often organised at NUTS 3

regional level8 or lower, targeted rural social

and economic development during the 2000-

2006 period. These included community

planning, small business support and support

for local rural services and amenities (trans-

port, health, social housing, support for the

elderly and funding to target social exclu-

sion). Secondly, the Foot and Mouth disease

epidemic across the UK in 2001-2002 gave

rise to a suite of targeted “rural recovery”

initiatives, again funded by UK domestic

resources, in addition to the RDP funding.

Thirdly, the EU Structural Funds 2000-2006

(ERDF and ESF) supported some rural areas

in the UK through Objective 1 and 2 pro-

grammes – this funding was particularly

important in Northern Ireland during the

period. These sums are not included in table

1 because they are independent of Pillar 2 of

the CAP. However, it is likely that their

combined budgets are at least comparable in

scale to that of the RDPs. As such, they
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reliably). This implies that even the earli-

est applications cannot adequately be cov-

ered by the 2003 mid-term evaluation. 

In the UK, both design and accident ham-

pered the learning process. Ex ante evalu-

ations, which inter alia must look at basic

rationale, examine evidence on past inter-

ventions and consider alternative instru-

ments, are needed before RDPs can be

approved. At the same time, this is an

important period for setting a baseline for

the two later monitoring exercises, so that

change can be tracked effectively. When the

necessary regulations are agreed relatively

late, this stage can be seriously compro-

mised. In the case of Wales, for example,

the haste with which the 2000-2006 RDP

was prepared following the Regulation’s

publication in spring and implementing

regulations in early summer 1999 precluded

a satisfactory ex ante evaluation, and no

separate baseline survey was carried out.

The devolution of powers to the Welsh

Assembly Government on rural develop-

ment issues was also a contributory factor

(Agra CEAS Consulting, 2003a). Thus

attention fell on making best use of existing

schemes within the new framework pro-

vided by the RDP, with more innovatory

aspects (such as under Article 33 on the

quality of life) following later. 

Learning from the mid-term evaluations,

both to inform the later stages of the 2000-

2006 RDPs and to help in the planning

phase of the 2007-2013 RDPs, has been

similarly compromised. European Com-

mission Regulation9 which sets out the rules

for applying Council Regulation10 (the Rural

Development Regulation, RDR) specifies

that mid-term evaluations had to be sent to

the European Commission not later than 31

December 2003. In practice, delays to some

UK schemes by unanticipated external fac-

tors (for example, the Foot and Mouth Dis-

ease epidemic during 2001-2002), as well as

part by events transpiring to disrupt the

process. Dates by which the various eval-

uation stages have to be completed are set

out in legislation. Because programming

periods run consecutively without a break,

the planning and agreement of a new pro-

gramme are meant to take place while the

existing programme is still running. The

timing of ex post evaluations inevitably

means that their findings and recommen-

dations can only be fed in to the next-but-

one programming period. The ability to

learn from experiences of RDPs in other

countries depends on these being made

available, and a synthesis commissioned by

the European Commission from which

individual Member States might benefit is

necessarily further delayed, sometimes

well into the period of operation of the

next programmes. These factors therefore

put great responsibility onto the ex ante

and mid-term evaluations to improve the

performance of policy interventions. But

the mid-term evaluation itself takes place

less than three years into the period of

operation of the programme. While in an

ideal world it is possible for such evalua-

tions to feed into the preparation of the

next RDP (figure 3) as well as the prepa-

ration of an evaluation strategy for the next

round of programmes, in reality the learn-

ing process can be hampered if information

on the performance of policy measures in

the most recent programming period is not

to hand when needed. This can easily hap-

pen if internal factors (such as failure to

meet deadlines), or unanticipated external

events, disrupt the timetable. In respect of

some RDP measures, it may indeed simply

be too early to gather meaningful infor-

mation on performance. Forstner and

Plankl (2004), discussing experience in

Germany, suggest that the impact of RDP

farm investment schemes applied for in

2000 is only likely to be reflected in audited

farm accounts in about 2005 (bearing in

mind that at least two years of data are

required to establish the financial picture
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given the origins of the measures marshalled

under Reg. 1257/1999, relevant ex post eval-

uations would include those for previous

Structural Fund programmes (Objectives 1,

5b and 6); and CAP accompanying meas-

ures. In the UK, for some of these, full ex

post evaluations were not undertaken in

time to be used in the 2003 mid-term eval-

uations of RDPs. The reasons for this partly

relate to policy ownership: structural fund

programmes were generally overseen by

one part of government while the new RDPs

were the responsibility of a different part.

Hence the officials with direct responsibil-

ity for the old programmes would see no

immediate benefit to their own operations

from conducting timely evaluations which

could potentially assist another, separate

sphere of government activity. Ex post eval-

uation was therefore not a priority for fund-

ing, and held little political impetus. In Eng-

land, a more narrowly-focused study to

evaluate the main lessons from only those

elements of 5b programmes that would be

relevant to the England RDP (2000-2006)

was eventually commissioned by the Depart-

ment with responsibility for the new RDP

(Department for Environment, Food and

Rural Affairs), in 2002. But by then, with

funding having ceased and many Objective

5b delivery staff having moved to other

jobs, it was difficult to capture the lessons of

this experience fully. 

The Synthesis of Rural Development

Mid-Term Evaluations (Agra CEAS Con-

sulting, 2005b) suggests that this under-

valuing of ex post evaluation is not restricted

to the UK. Member States may significantly

reduce interest in doing a thorough ex post

evaluation, particularly if the regulations

concerning new programmes have changed

and therefore the comparability of per-

formance between programming periods is

not straightforward. 

The result of these different factors is

that to date, in several UK regions, there has

been little opportunity to learn from the for-

mal EU-directed evaluation processes

the need to further develop some of the

more ambitious new schemes meant that, by

the latter half of 2003, some had only just

commenced implementation. For these,

2003 was far too early for a mid-term eval-

uation11. This situation applied in respect

of the mid-term evaluations of RDPs in

England and Wales and of the rural devel-

opment element in both Operational Pro-

grammes in Northern Ireland (ADAS and

SQW, 2003; Agra CEAS Consulting, 2003a;

DTZ Pieda, 2004). On the other hand, the

evaluations were arguably made too late to

significantly influence policy developments

at EU level. The drafting and agreement of

the 2007-2013 RDR took place before the

European Commission’s meta-evaluation

of the 2000-2006 period (built upon the

mid-term evaluations of individual RDPs)

could be completed, in 2004-2005. 

Concerning the ex post evaluation of the

2000-2006 RDPs, Reg. 445/2002 specifies

that this shall take place within two years of

the end of the programming period (that is,

by 2008). Obviously these evaluations are

too late to feed in information to the design

of the 2007-2013 RDP. But paradoxically,

they may also be too early to capture the

impacts of some elements of the RDP, such

as education and training, where the impacts

are expected to develop over a protracted

period. Thus there must be a risk that in

these circumstances, ex post evaluations are

significantly devalued.

Because the current RDPs represent a

first round of CAP second pillar pro-

grammes, there is no direct precedent whose

ex post evaluation could feed into pro-

gramming and implementation of the 2007-

2013 second round, or into the 2003 mid-

term evaluation process12. Nevertheless,

60 • ÉCONOMIE RURALE 307/SEPTEMBRE-OCTOBRE 2008

Towards an Enhanced Evaluation of European Rural

11. The Welsh Assembly Government chose not to

update the mid-term evaluation at the end of 2005,

as provided for in Reg. 445/2002.

12. However, evaluations of Reg. 950/97 and Reg.

951/97 did provide some insight as the measures

were broadly similar, albeit implemented in a less

integrated manner.



arrive at rather different sets of questions,

were they to start ab initio. But it is equally

understandable that the European Commis-

sion wishes to promote consistency in

approach and measurement, given its need

at a subsequent stage to synthesise an over-

all evaluation at EU level. As a result,

between these two perspectives there is an

inevitable tension.

Annex 2 shows one of the simplest sets of

questions, indicators and criteria, covering

the RDR Chapter on vocational training.

The table also includes one UK evaluator’s

proposed response to these questions, as

agreed with national policy officials, and

set out in the Baseline Study of the England

RDP (IC Consultants, 2002). From this, it is

already apparent that the resulting approach

to evaluation is neither straightforward, nor

likely to be uniform between different pro-

gramme areas. The reasons for this relate

both to the appropriateness of the questions

and indicators specified by the European

Commission, and the methodological chal-

lenges involved in seeking to address them,

as we shall seek to explain in this and the

next section, respectively.

Some CEQs bear little relevance to the

circumstances of particular countries or

regions, nor to the ways in which they have

devised the targeting and delivery of RDP

measures. Also, because of the lateness of

the publication of CEQs, RDP monitoring

systems were not established with appro-

priate indicators for generating the answers,

as they envisage. Thus it is perhaps unsur-

prising that evaluations of individual RDPs

lack some of the details that the European

Commission intended should be included,

which gives problems when studies are

compared. Alternatively, and perhaps of

more concern, the evaluators may attempt to

supply answers using proxy measures to

avoid gaps. When this occurs, there is a

danger that the information provided is of

poor quality, or doubtful validity. There is

also a risk of creating apparently spurious

comparability between answers to CEQs

applied to the 2000-2006 period, in prepar-

ing the next RDP, covering 2007-2013, dur-

ing 2006 and 2007. Instead, the process has

been influenced much more by separate,

domestic policy and audit reviews of the

various constituent measures of the pro-

grammes, as well as by ongoing discussion

and debate with stakeholders. Also, as a

result of the lack of comprehensive pro-

gramme evaluation, a greater responsibility

has been placed on the ex ante evaluations

for the next programming period, to con-

vince the European Commission that the

new programmes are well-founded and

appropriately targeted.

Tensions between appropriate and consis-

tent evaluation 

The MEANS collection of evaluation guid-

ance (CEC, 1999a) has been superseded by

the later guides issued by DG Budget and

DG Agriculture and referred to earlier. How-

ever, what MEANS described as one impor-

tant phase of the evaluator’s work – the set-

ting of evaluation questions – was

circumscribed in the evaluation of the 2000-

2006 RDPs, by the development of the

Common Evaluation Questions, set by the

European Commission after discussion with

Member States (CEC, 2000b). Thus the role

of an ex ante evaluation has been some-

what constrained compared with the

MEANS version in which the formulation of

appropriate evaluation questions, based on

perceived problems, is seen as an important

step. The fact that the questions to be

addressed were prescribed centrally, once

most programmes had been drafted but in

advance of evaluation contracts being let,

might also imply a reduction in the inde-

pendence of the exercise.

The CEQs issued by the European Com-

mission were accompanied by detailed

requirements for addressing them, based

around common indicators and criteria for

judgement. Because rural areas are hetero-

geneous, even within countries, it is likely

that evaluators of different RDPs would
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sultants evaluating the Welsh RDP used

farmer interview data to estimate reduc-

tions in sources of soil contamination by

nutrients and pesticides, but did not exam-

ine soil erosion reduction at all (Agra CEAS

Consulting, 2003a). In England, consult-

ants attempted first to identify the pattern of

uptake of only those specific prescriptions

with a soil conserving impact and then to

compare this with known erosion-sensitive

areas around the country, to produce a com-

posite measure of likely impact (ADAS and

SQW, 2003). This diversity of approach

significantly reduces the absolute compara-

bility of the results obtained, such that little

confidence can be placed in apparent dif-

ferences between the figures for each region

(Dwyer and Kambites, 2006).

The cross-cutting CEQs were intended to

address some overall impacts of each RDP.

However, there were significant issues

regarding the relevance of these questions,

in the UK context. For example, the CEQ To

what extent has the programme helped sta-

bilise the rural population? is of dubious

validity, given the relatively low level of

RDP aid compared with much more sig-

nificant macro-economic impacts of policy

and market trends. The question itself is

also arguably no longer relevant in most of

the UK (and increasingly in other Member

States), where population growth resulting

from urban-rural migration (rather than

depopulation) is the dominant phenomenon

in rural areas. It could have had more value

if focused more clearly on identifying RDP

impacts on population trends in those areas

where decline is known to be a (continuing)

concern. 

Methodological challenges

� Outputs versus impacts

Policy instruments, particularly financial

inducements, constitute systems with inputs

and outputs (including side effects) that can,

or are intended to, lead to impacts. The link

between outputs and final impacts is one

of rationale, shaped by cause-and-effect

that have been derived using quite different

methodologies. Two examples from the

UK, in addressing CEQs for agri-environ-

ment measures, illustrate these points. 

CEQ VI. 3 asks:

“To what extent have natural resources

been protected (or enhanced)...in terms of

the quantity of water resources, as influ-

enced by agri-environment measures?”

This has three criteria:

1. The utilisation of water for irrigation

has been reduced (or increase avoided),

2. Water resources protected,

3. Protected water resources give benefits.

These criteria are not relevant for most of

the UK, where Wales, Scotland and North-

ern Ireland can all be described as regions

with rather more water than is usually com-

fortable. Indeed it might have been more rel-

evant, where the overarching European

Commission interest is impacts upon water

quantity, to focus UK attention on the extent

to which the schemes helped to promote

flood prevention. This is an issue which has

been receiving increasing attention in the

UK in recent years, particularly in the con-

text of climate change.

CEQ VI.1 on soil conservation impacts is

difficult to address because none of the UK

agri-environment schemes explicitly tar-

geted soil protection as a goal, but all are

likely to have delivered some benefits for it,

as a by-product of measures focused mainly

on biodiversity and landscapes. As a result,

in the absence of appropriately planned

baseline data, the mid-term evaluations each

used different ad hoc methods to impute

values for this question. The consultants

for the Scottish RDP separately measured

the simple correlation between the areas in

schemes and areas of particular soil erosiv-

ity, and then looked at the total area of land

under various soil-conserving measures in

the scheme, measuring each of these items

separately (DTZ Pieda, 2003). The con-
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ability of evaluations to really grasp whether

or not these schemes are effective.

� Additionality, deadweight, displacement

and scale

It is clearly important for evaluators to

attempt to distinguish the additionality

offered by the RDP – i.e. being clear about

what it has delivered which is over and

above what might have happened in its

absence. This is very difficult to measure

with any precision, particularly over short

time-periods. For example, questions about

investments that can affect economic activ-

ity typically use the criterion that farm

employment is maintained or increased

(such as by encouraging alternative activi-

ties on the holding). In order to provide fig-

ures, a firm grasp of the counterfactual is

needed; i.e. consideration of whether simi-

lar or alternative investments might have

been made if the grant were not given, and

the potential displacement effect of the grant

(stimulating employment by one enterprise

which merely captures market share from

others that contract, without actually increas-

ing the size of the overall market). The dis-

placement effects of investment aids for a

number of purposes, including processing

and marketing, farm diversification and

farm tourism, have long been recognised

as an issue in the UK (ADAS and Univer-

sity of Reading, 2003) and more widely

(Thomas et al, 2000). Similarly, studies in

a number of countries and contexts have

highlighted the potential for significant dead-

weight in schemes which support farm

investments for modernisation (Dwyer et

al, 2004). However, empirical information

on such effects is rarely available over the

medium-term, meaning that assessments of

additionality in evaluation reports are usu-

ally based largely upon beneficiary and/or

expert opinions. While these can provide

valuable insights into how instruments have

operated, they can also be open to chal-

lenge (not least by the authorities who have

commissioned the evaluation, particularly in

relationships. Again the terminology of out-

puts, leading to results and then impacts,

although consistent within the European

Commission, is not internationally stan-

dardised, but the notion of intermediate and

final objectives is clear enough. Indicators,

of course, can relate to any stage of the sys-

tem. Though it is often easier to measure

outputs rather than results or impacts (out-

comes), it is the latter that are ultimately

more relevant to the problems and/or oppor-

tunities that policy interventions generally

seek to address. 

Several difficulties surround the linking

of criteria and prescribed indicators, as set

out in the CEQs. Some indicators are poorly-

chosen. For example, in order to indicate

how the farm investment measure may have

affected farm incomes, the income measure

specified is “gross farm income”. This is

not a commonly used indicator within the

EU-wide Farm Accountancy Data Network

(FADN/RICA) system (it corresponds to

Gross Value Added), and a measure such as

Family Farm Income (or even Farm Net

Value Added) would appear superior13.

Many indicators, especially relating to

agri-environment and forestry measures, to

training, and to support for broader com-

munity development actions under Article

33, relate to outputs rather than impacts

(e.g. area of land under agreement, number

of persons trained, number of projects

aided). This allows consideration of issues

such as scheme “reach”, but does not allow

for an assessment of the benefit to, for exam-

ple, biodiversity or soil quality, the level

of local skills and knowledge, or the quality

of life of the rural population. Given that

some impacts take a long time to work

through within the RDP evaluation time

frame, the use of proxy indicators is

inevitable. However, an over-reliance on

output indicators will clearly reduce the
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� Evaluation of instruments versus pro-

grammes

The CEQ approach, with its suite of separate

questions for each of the Chapters in the

Regulation, has tended to encourage an

instrument-based approach to programme

evaluation. This creates difficulties for eval-

uators wherever programmes have taken

either a multiple or an integrated approach

in their design of instruments. In all of the

UK RDPs, there is more than one scheme

implementing certain chapters - most

notably in respect of agri-environment

schemes - and in some of the programmes,

several measures or sub-measures of the

Regulation are delivered through a single

scheme. Furthermore, while the perform-

ance of individual schemes or Chapters may

be satisfactory, this does not necessarily

lead to a satisfactory performance for the

RDP as a whole and, where areas are subject

to overlapping programmes, it does not

guarantee successful rural development poli-

cies, overall. This depends inter alia on the

relationship between schemes and RDP

objectives, the balance of resource allocation

between them and any gaps, conflicts or

overlaps in coverage, as well as opportuni-

ties for synergy. When comparing the find-

ings of formal UK RDP evaluations with

broader comparative analyses (Dwyer et al,

2003 ; Shucksmith et al, 2005), the evi-

dence suggests that these issues were inad-

equately covered in the formal exercises.

The experience of UK evaluation of the

LEADER Community Initiative (specifi-

cally, LEADER II and LEADER+) stands in

marked contrast to this instrumentalist

approach. LEADER adopts a specific

methodological approach emphasising the

integration of goals within joint actions and

the need to work with targets and spatial

strategies devised locally by Local area

Action Groups. It also lays emphasis upon

capacity building and empowerment among

communities and between sectors, as a key

element in effective delivery of its goals.

Thus the measurement of crude single-

cases where external views conflict with

their own). By contrast, more robust treat-

ment of these kinds of issue can be found in

some longer-term evaluation studies (Bal-

dock et al, 2002, which examines the evi-

dence for CAP impacts upon the environ-

ment over several decades).

The counterfactual is particularly prob-

lematic with LFA payments (as noted, these

are a prominent component of all the UK

RDPs), where the system of farming is

unique to these marginal areas. The criterion

that LFA payments should provide “appro-

priate compensation” to counteract the eco-

nomic impact of the natural handicap, as

reflected in higher production costs and

lower output value, is almost impossible to

verify. This is because of the absence of a

lowland comparator, and the variation in

the degree of handicap between farms within

individual LFAs. It is interesting to note

that on this issue, separate evaluation of the

LFA policies in each of the UK countries

during the 1990s came to quite different

conclusions concerning their effectiveness,

although all tended to support their contin-

uation (Drew Associates, 1997 ; Midmore et

al, 1998; Davis et al, 1998). In the mid-

term evaluations, consultants used a variety

of approaches to attempt to assess the ade-

quacy of compensation, but the results were

acknowledged as limited, in each case.

When considering the cross-cutting

CEQs, there is an understandable interest in

the effect of RDPs on the incomes and jobs

of the non-farming rural population. How-

ever, this presents real difficulties for the

evaluator in detecting any impact in rural

areas where agriculture/forestry is already a

very small component of the economy; and

in establishing the counterfactual, where

the influences on the jobs and incomes of

rural residents come mainly from non-RDP,

non-agricultural and (probably) non-rural

factors (such as the rate of growth in the

national economy, interest rates, property

prices, etc.). Both these conditions apply

to the UK situation.
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and rural areas do not commonly occur

coincident with those of the administrative

units (e.g. NUTS levels) within which most

socio-economic data is collected; thus it is

very difficult to identify and measure such

rural characteristics. One government

agency in England devoted considerable

time and resources to try and address this

data gap, over the programming period

(Countryside Agency, 2004, 2005).

Where data are known to exist, evaluation

can place heavy demands on administra-

tive arrangements and processing systems

that are generally designed to deliver

schemes in an effective manner, rather than

primarily to provide data for reporting and

assessment. The use of administrative data,

where possible, is an attractive alternative to

expensive ad hoc surveys, but this often

involves significant transactions costs, par-

ticularly where the use of this data was

unanticipated in programme design. For

example, in the 2003 mid-term evaluation of

the Wales RDP, substantial resources had to

be used in data retrieval, consolidation and

aggregation because this task had not been

planned for in advance by the authorities.

Also, some indicators specified in the CEQs

go beyond what could be expected to be

held within monitoring systems, and would

require the use of considerable financial

resources on the part of the evaluator, if

they were to be addressed thoroughly. In

some instances, the costs to individual ben-

eficiaries have also been a significant issue.

In the case of Article 33 projects supported

under the England RDP, for example, there

is evidence that the burden of record-keep-

ing and reporting placed upon individual

beneficiaries, at least partly to ensure that the

CEQ indicators could be measured, has

acted as a major disincentive to people

applying for support (Dwyer et al., 2004). 

Lack of consistency in data collection

may render it impossible to track specific

overarching goals or conditions, where these

were not anticipated when programmes were

conceived. In Wales, for example, the dis-

objective outputs or even outcomes has

been recognised as insufficient for these

kinds of action (Midmore, 1998) and a vari-

ety of alternative approaches has been used.

In particular, the evaluations often focus

just as much on soft (i.e. qualitative and

attitudinal) impacts from the process of

implementing LEADER and how this has

been perceived by those closely involved in

it, as on hard programme and project out-

comes. Various methods have been used to

measure increases in the capacity of local

actors to manage and steer change effec-

tively, including more qualitative and expe-

riential techniques (e.g. Scott, 2004). The

LEADER experience is particularly rele-

vant to consideration of RDP evaluation in

future, since this approach became part of

the new EU rural development funding and

programming framework, from 2007.

Data requirements and resourcing

The actual use of indicators is, of course,

partly a reflection of the ease and cost with

which data can be obtained. Some CEQ

indicators were specified for which it is

known that no data currently exist. For

example, in relation to the question on pay-

ments to farmers in LFAs To what extent

have compensatory allowances contributed

to the maintenance of a viable rural com-

munity? One criterion chosen is the fair

standard of living for farmers and the indi-

cator specified is the ratio of (family farm

income plus off-farm income of holder

and/or spouse) to (average family income in

NUTS 2). The absence of this sort of data is

an established gap in the EU’s statistical

system (Hill, 2000 ; OECD, 2003, 2004).

Another common problem is in trying to

assess the impacts of socio-economic inter-

ventions on the wider rural economy, where

the available economic data are often undif-

ferentiated as between rural and urban areas

(e.g. employment by sector, unemployment,

and quality of life indicators such as access

to services or general health and well-being).

In the UK, the boundaries between urban
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instances, answers could only be provided

by making reference to separate evaluation

studies at national or regional levels. How-

ever, the availability of such studies depends

very much on evaluation priorities, obliga-

tions and approaches at these levels, which

do not necessarily correspond to those apply-

ing at the EU level.

It should be recognised that RDPs typi-

cally serve two separate but overlapping

sets of public objectives. Although the EU

legislation requires evaluation in relation

to EU goals and priorities, RDPs are jointly

funded at national and/or regional level. In

the case of the UK, this makes national

funding by far the main contributor to pro-

grammes (a pattern likely to be even more

pronounced in the 2007-2013 RDP), par-

ticularly as a result of the country’s unique

EU budget rebate. Consequently, “national”

governments for the UK and its devolved

regions can be expected to require their

own policy interests to be well served in the

evaluation process. Complying with RDR

legislation on evaluation, following Euro-

pean Commission guidelines and respond-

ing to Common Evaluation Questions may

thus be reduced to only what is adequate to

secure EU funding. In Wales, for example,

there was special interest in how the RDP

was helping to support the family farm and

affecting the concentration of production,

with other priorities including equal gender

opportunities and the use of information

technology. Where there are potential con-

flicts of interest (such as between making

farms more competitive, and preserving the

“family farm”), it seems inevitable that the

precise specification of any evaluation will

reflect the interest of the main funding

source (in this case, the Welsh Assembly

Government).

It is also important to note that over the

same period 2000-2006, numerous evalua-

tions of various elements of rural develop-

ment policy were commissioned by the

same devolved administrations in UK gov-

ernment. In part, this reflects a longstanding

aggregated way in which the different RDP

schemes were administered, reflecting a

commitment by the Welsh Assembly Gov-

ernment to devolve scheme delivery to the

relevant specialist agencies or local admin-

istrative authorities, precluded the collation

of records showing which individual farm

holdings were in receipt of combinations

of assistance from different sources (Agra

CEAS Consulting, 2003a).

Because the RDP mid-term evaluation

was undertaken conforming to a separate

European Commission specification than

that used to specify requirements for mon-

itoring Structural Fund programmes, sepa-

rate, but far less detailed, evaluation on

EAGGF-Guidance funded rural develop-

ment schemes was included in the evalua-

tions of Objective 1 programmes in the UK.

Thus it has been impossible to make coher-

ent assessments of particular groups of RDR

measures against the overarching goals to

which they were principally directed,

because their application was governed by

different funding streams and monitoring

procedures. For example, in the case of

forestry, the planting of trees was funded

under RDPs because this was one of the

four “accompanying measures” funded in all

UK territories by EAGGF-Guarantee funds.

However, in Objective 1 areas, the subse-

quent management of woodland was funded

under the Operational Programme for the

area. Thus in trying to assess the extent to

which rural development policy has fos-

tered sustainable forestry – one of the key

goals of these particular measures in the

UK – the results of both programmes in

this respect should be analysed together.

Considering the issue of resources, Mem-

ber States and Regions generally seek to

constrain the costs of evaluation to a small

proportion of total programme value - for

obvious reasons of probity and public

acceptability. The experience from the UK

is that in very many instances it has been dif-

ficult to answer questions satisfactorily,

given the resources made available. In many
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Summary of weaknesses and
assessment of progress

in respect of evaluation (2007-2013)

In sum, we have identified a number of sig-

nificant weaknesses in respect of RDP eval-

uations in the 2000-2006 programming

period. These are :

1. The fact that the evaluation cycle does not

enable a good correspondence with the

policy making cycle, for these programmes,

so opportunities for learning from the for-

mal evaluations are very limited.

2. The likelihood that by prescribing a com-

mon approach through the CEQ system of

questions, indicators and criteria for

judgement, results will suffer from sig-

nificant gaps, inconsistencies, spurious

comparability and a lack of appreciation

of the integrated and softer effects of

measures and programmes, as well as a

risk of over-reliance on output measures

and short-term opinions, in reaching con-

clusions and making recommendations.

3. The important shortfalls in data avail-

ability and the significant resource impli-

cations of adequate data sourcing, for

each specific evaluation exercise; set

against the considerable duplication that

is likely to exist between the data sourc-

ing and methodological efforts applied

within the various local, national and EU

level evaluations of these policies.

This UK experience with the Common

Evaluation Questions is unlikely to be unique.

For Germany, Forstner and Plankl (2004)

note that, while the questions themselves are

quite extensive and relevant, criteria and

(especially) indicators are incomplete16, some-

public sector commitment by which any

public-funded schemes must be periodi-

cally reviewed (normally this means every

3 to 5 years)14. Additional studies were also

undertaken by the government’s independ-

ent auditors (the National Audit Office and

its devolved equivalents). Further evalua-

tions were commissioned independently by

specialist UK agencies and NGOs, mostly to

provide earlier, more comparative or more

targeted analysis of different elements in

programme planning and performance. In

this context therefore, there is clearly scope

for a high level of duplication in the full

range of evaluation activities devoted to

RDP measures. As a result, certain quite

modest schemes within the UK have been

scrutinised many times over, within the

space of only a few years. For example, the

Welsh Tir Gofal agri-environment scheme,

launched in 1999, has already been

reviewed, evaluated and/or audited at least

seven times in its short lifetime15. This can

lead to a perception among beneficiaries

and local administrators that the weight of

evaluation applied to a scheme grossly out-

weighs the risks associated with the

resources involved in it. 
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14. For England, the UK Treasury stipulates that

these kinds of policy should be subject to pay-

ment rate reviews every three years, and full pol-

icy evaluation and review every five years, meas-

ured from the date of the originating UK legislation.

Thus, an agri-environment scheme created in 1992,

for example, would be reviewed in 1997, 2003,

2008 and so on, and its payments updated in 1995,

1998, 2001, etc.

15. Mid-term evaluation review 03, internal “stock-

take’ review 02, payment review 04/5, WAO review

05/6, EU audit 04, socio-economic evaluation (Agra

CEAS Consulting, 2005a), assessment of the role of

Tir Gofal in stimulating work for land-based con-

tractors in Wales (Agra CEAS Consulting, 2006).

16. The example of lack of completeness given is

that relating to the development of beneficiaries’

income after having undertaken assisted invest-

ments. Here the questioning is confined to what

happens on the farm, ignoring the impact on the

household that might come from production ratio-

nalisation and the release of labour to earn non-farm

income (Forstner and Plankl, 2004).



fies three priority axes, plus the method-

ological axis of LEADER. Among the

strategic priorities adopted by the EU, sim-

ple income support is not an aim; rather the

emphasis is on encouraging competitive-

ness of the agri-food and forestry sectors and

promoting factors that encourage farmers to

adapt to changing economic conditions

(being “sustainable” in a dynamic sense).

The aims of environmental policy are more

clearly articulated than before and, while

support to some types of farming system can

form part of the strategy, this is increas-

ingly seen as payment in return for public

goods and services. Similar remarks could

be made in respect of the third axis of the

new Regulation, where experience and the

influence of cohesion policy is leading to a

clearer focus upon priority areas, issues and

needs. While these changes do not guaran-

tee more straightforward evaluations in

future, they appear to create conditions in

which this is more possible. Thus in the

UK, NSPs were prepared using a template

provided by the European Commission

(issued 16 November 2005). There was a

single NSP in the form of an envelope doc-

ument containing separate NSPs for the

four constituent regions. This process should

have encouraged greater coherence of meas-

ures within programmes and more com-

monality of purpose with EU priorities

(although it should be noted that the UK has

retained its particular emphasis upon the

environmental axis, as seen in the 2000-

2006 period).

For the RDP 2007-2013, because the

Regulation was agreed in September 2005

there was more time to carry out an ex ante

evaluation, which should be reflected in an

improvement in plan quality. For example,

in Wales this process started in the fourth

quarter of 2005. The Wales NSP (in its UK

envelope) was submitted after the final adop-

tion by the Council of the Community

Strategic Guidelines (February 2006), with

then some two to four months before the

RDP was required to be submitted for

times difficult to understand and unbalanced.

The EU-level synthesis of mid-term RDP

evaluations found that, while 66% of the

CEQs were answered across programmes

where they were relevant and 55% of the

European Commission’s specified criteria

were used, only 40% of indicators were

employed (Agra CEAS Consulting, 2005b).

For the schemes supporting early retirement

and for Article 33 (village development /

quality of life), only 29% of specified indi-

cators were used. This level of inconsistency

must raise questions as to the value of having

adopted such a standardised, centrally-pre-

scribed approach to the exercise. 

Of course, many of these issues were

apparent to those overseeing evaluations at

both national and EU levels, and thus it is to

be expected that some attempt will have

been made to resolve them, in planning for

the evaluation of the next round of pro-

grammes.

At the level of the European Commission,

a number of positive changes have been

made, for 2007-2013. These should help to

address the issues covered under the first two

numbered points, above.

1. Addressing consistency and timeliness

We noted in section 2.1 the fact that a lack

of coherence in 2000-2006 programmes,

and a lack of correspondence between

national and European approaches to RDPs,

hampered the effective evaluation of UK

RDPs within the CEQ framework. For 2007-

2013, the procedure of drawing up a pro-

posal and having it approved by the Euro-

pean Commission has been somewhat

modified by the new Regulation

(1698/2005). Now the first stage is the sub-

mission of a National Strategy Plan (NSP)

in the light of Community Strategic Guide-

lines proposed by the European Commission

and approved by the Council17. This identi-
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says the following about the process by

which evaluation questions, criteria and

indicators should be set:

– After adoption of the programmes (second

stage), the national strategy should be

adapted to include all relevant common

indicators (baseline, impact, result, output)

and quantified targets on the basis of the ex

ante evaluation. This will form the basis

for the strategic reporting. (CEC, 2005b)

(our emphasis added). 

This suggests that there will, as in 2000,

be a further iterative development of eval-

uation questions after plans are approved.

The prior articulation of clearer goals and

priorities at both EU and Member State lev-

els should enable any common evaluation

questions to be more clearly justified by

their relevance to these priorities. However,

there are clearly some risks inherent in the

process, as well. For example, the Euro-

pean Commission has selected a relatively

small number of common impact indica-

tors, suggesting that these are the principal

aims of each axis. The indicators are: for

axis 1, improved agricultural and forestry

labour productivity and economic growth ;

for axis 2 reversing biodiversity decline,

maintaining High Nature Value areas,

improving water quality and combating cli-

mate change; for axis 3 economic growth

and employment creation ; and for axis 4,

building capacity for successful rural devel-

opment (CEC, 2006). This clearly involves

a considerable level of simplification, by

comparison with the individual purposes of

the measures in each axis. For example, it

would not generally be anticipated that sup-

port for village renewal, conservation of

heritage or the preparation of local rural

development strategies (all measures under

axis 3) will readily generate employment or

economic growth within the period of the

programme – their purpose is perhaps

equally for capacity building, in many cases.

There must therefore be a risk that pro-

gramme authorities will be overly swayed by

the potential for axis 3 spending to translate

approval. Proper consultation on the NSP

could take place so that the contents of the

RDP better reflect the priorities of Welsh

stakeholders and the problems of rural

Wales, within the bounds of the EU strategy

priorities and the Regulation. 

This enhanced timeliness should permit

the setting up of a statistical baseline and the

planning of additional data collection on a

regular basis that will enable the wider

implications of RDPs to be measured, in

so far as these are detectable. It should also

permit the arrangement of administrative

procedures to allow the better use of data

gathered through implementation, in the

evaluation of individual components of the

RDPs and of their combined results. Such

planning should help reduce transactions

costs in the evaluation process.

2. Evaluation questions, criteria and
indicators

The evaluation of the 2000-2006 RDP pre-

sented its demands for indicators too late for

new data systems to be set up if they did not

already exist, especially to establish base-

lines. In contrast, for the 2007-2013 pro-

gramming period the 2005 NSP Guidance

Template made reference to indicators that

should be used in describing the baseline sit-

uation, some labelled as “lead” indicators

and others that help set the context. Both sets

are grouped according to the priority axis to

which they relate, and the majority focus on

measures of outcomes (termed “results” and

“impacts”) rather than outputs. This sug-

gests that it is known at an early stage which

indicators will be given prominence in ques-

tions that the European Commission may

wish to pose, in the mid-term and ex post

evaluations. In consequence, for Wales the

draft NSP put out to consultation at the end

of 2005 already contained the list of indi-

cators that will appear in the baseline and

form the basis of quantified objectives and

targets for the programme (Welsh Assembly

Government, 2005). For the European Com-

mission, its guidance on preparing NSPs
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over a longer timescale than that which has

so far been achieved. However, at the same

time, approaches must be developed which

will generate useful results at least before the

next generation of programmes is being

planned (2011-2012), if not even before the

new RDR has to be agreed (this could be

drafted as early as 2010). One important

ingredient in this process, therefore, should

surely be the ex post evaluation of 2000-

2006 programmes. Among the formal EU

exercises, only these offer the prospect of

capturing some impacts of many of the more

complex or investment-style measures in

programmes, and thus also an important

opportunity to seek to capture the degree of

additionality that they have ultimately

achieved, taking into account deadweight,

displacement and scale effects. Assessing the

discernible outcomes of former programmes

against the new strategic priorities of rural

development policy could also facilitate

more integrated approaches which capture

conflicts and synergies between different

components in the programmes. At the same

time, however, more effort could be devoted

to learning lessons from the much longer-

term existence and application of various

measures within the programmes, through

comparative analysis using a combination of

existing local and national evaluations, and

more targeted new work to complement

these. 

The risk, however, is that most policy

attention will now focus upon establishing

systems and commissioning work for the

mid-term evaluation of the new pro-

grammes, since that reflects most directly

upon the day-to-day concerns of programme

designers and deliverers. Thus a strong steer

from the European Commission for pro-

gramming authorities to incorporate ex post

analysis of former programmes, as well as

more longitudinal studies of the major

enduring rural development measures or

approaches and more integrated assessment

of programme operation and impacts, within

the mid-term evaluation analytical process,

into increased jobs during the programming

period, and will therefore neglect capacity

building measures under this axis. Like-

wise, supporting enhanced environmental

performance on farms using the moderni-

sation measure under axis 1 may not pro-

duce measurable effects upon labour pro-

ductivity or economic growth in the

short-term. Does this system therefore dis-

courage the use of modernisation funding for

this purpose? The problems of target-chas-

ing in response to overly crude perform-

ance indicators has been well documented in

the evaluation literature (summarised in

Jackson, 2001). If the European Commission

wishes to avoid these problems it should

perhaps ensure that when evaluation ques-

tions are set, they make explicit provision for

programme authorities to apply a more inte-

grated approach to assessing how different

measures from across the axes might con-

tribute to the full set of impact indicators,

rather than encouraging too mechanistic a

linkage between single indicators and axes.

Outstanding issues, possible
solutions and conclusions

Whilst the changes discussed in section 4 are

welcome, they clearly fall short of what

would be required to address the range of

challenges and weaknesses raised in this

paper. Two particular concerns are worthy

of further discussion here, to examine pos-

sible solutions and their implications for

the formal EU evaluation process. Firstly,

the methodological challenge of effective

identification of policy impacts, within the

necessary timescale of these programmes,

remains. Secondly, we should consider the

issue of cost-effective resourcing for EU

evaluations when set within the broader

context of all the various evaluation and

review processes applying to rural devel-

opment measures.

In respect of the methodological chal-

lenge, it would appear important to enable

effective impact evaluations to take place
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important element influencing the quality of

the programmes and their impacts). These

issues are also illustrated well by Lukesch

(2003). These themes complement the sug-

gestions that we have already made here,

about the value of moving towards evalua-

tion systems that are less instrument-focused

and more holistic, in future.

Moving on to the issue of cost-effective-

ness in EU evaluation, we believe there is a

need to clarify and co-ordinate ownership

and conduct of the evaluation process and its

rationale, between the various funding

sources (EU, national and local) and their

different evaluation requirements. These

bodies should work towards ensuring a pro-

portionate level of evaluation effort in rela-

tion to the financial resources devoted to

programmes, from all different levels (EU,

national, local). In order to achieve this, it

may be necessary for officials to seek either

to combine evaluations for different policy

“clients”, or for one level in the hierarchy to

agree to accept the results of studies under-

taken for another (lower) level, in lieu of

requiring its own bespoke evaluations. This

will not happen until there is a greater degree

of trust between those involved in the dif-

ferent levels of the administration, fostered

by a more fully shared agenda concerning

desired outcomes and appropriate perform-

ance measures. Such trust can be promoted

by improved communication and co-ordi-

nation between those responsible for com-

missioning evaluation exercises, within the

different levels of the policy hierarchy. Eval-

uation consultants could also have an impor-

tant role here, in that they can contribute

their own insights into how exercises can be

co-ordinated. By reducing the levels of

duplication between separate exercises seek-

ing answers to similar questions, the scope

for more in-depth work on issues and themes

of common interest to a number of clients

could be increased.

However, problems remain because of the

very broad nature of rural development and

the way that is organised in the EU. Assess-

may be needed. In essence, this would focus

the mid-term evaluation around the twin

themes of learning from past experience as

well as tracking current progress, and it

would be within the first of these two themes

that the major element of evaluation would

be most detailed. Such an approach might

appear to undermine the consistency and

thus comparability of the results obtained,

but as we have attempted to show in this

paper, these things can all too easily com-

promise the quality of evaluation, which

must ultimately be the most important con-

cern. The approach might also be regarded

as perverse in that hitherto, ex post evalua-

tion has been considered as something

entirely separate which enables a final judge-

ment on past performance, not a comment

on current progress. But as we have indi-

cated earlier, the separation of these evalu-

ations from current policy may render them

effectively obsolete before they have even

been completed. The challenge, therefore, is

to design an approach to mid-term evalua-

tion which ensures that programming

authorities have to focus much more atten-

tion on learning from past experience, and

on considering the integrated impact of

measures at a strategic level, than they have

hitherto been required to.

There is also a question about how the

approach needs to adapt in response to the

changes that have now been made to the

policy framework. The European Commis-

sion’s stated aim to promote “mainstream-

ing” of LEADER, in particular, suggests a

need for RDP evaluation to learn from these

multi-objective and less top-down evaluative

approaches, in the same way that the Euro-

pean Commission now expects the policy to

do. As noted also by Hodge and Midmore

(2008), more holistic, multipurpose and

locally-determined policy tools require

approaches where evaluators focus more

clearly on both outcomes (not outputs,

because these become too heterogeneous

between different local areas), and processes

(because the delivery processes become an
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both possible and important to learn from

evaluating RDPs, and that the information

gathered so far is capable of making a pos-

itive contribution not only to evaluation

activity but also to the policy-making

processes which it supports, at all levels.

The challenge for the future will be to

enable evaluation methods to be trans-

formed and made more directly useful in

this context through a greater appreciation

of the strengths and weaknesses of current

evaluation practice, combined with an

acknowledgement of how the process of

rural development policy design is chang-

ing, and how evaluation must also adapt, in

that context. ■

ing the performance of a RDP as a whole

cannot avoid the matter of balance, but mak-

ing judgements on the allocation of resources

between the various types of activity (corre-

sponding to RDR Chapters or Axes) is very

difficult because of the problem of assess-

ing environmental and societal goals or needs

on any common axis; and also because of

the problem of distinguishing RDP policy

impacts from those of many other policies

operating in rural areas. We have not

attempted to address these issues here.

Addressing whether “Community Added

Value” can be found also raises further unre-

solved problems. 

Nevertheless, our conclusion is that it is
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III. Training

III.1. To what extent are the assisted train-

ing courses in accordance with needs and

coherent with other measures of the pro-

gramme?

III.2. To what extent have the acquired

skills/competence helped improve the situ-

ation of the trainees and of the agricul-

tural/forestry sector?

IV. Early retirement

IV.1. To what extent has aid for early retire-

ment contributed to the earlier transfer of

farms?

IV.1.A. To what extent has aid for early

retirement contributed to the earlier transfer

of farms...in particular, to what extent has

there been synergy between “early retire-

ment” and “setting-up of young farmers” in

terms of an earlier change of holders?

IV.2. To what extent has the economic via-

bility of the remaining agricultural hold-

ings improved?

IV.3. Was the income offered to the trans-

ferors appropriate in terms of encouraging

them to abandon farming and subsequently

offering them a fair standard of living?

V. Less Favoured Areas (LFAs)

V.1. To what extent has the scheme con-

tributed to: (i) offsetting the natural handi-

caps in LFAs in terms of high production

costs and low production potential, and: (ii)

compensating for costs incurred and income

foregone in areas with environmental restric-

tions?

V.2. To what extent have compensatory

allowances helped in ensuring continued

agricultural land use?

V.3. To what extent have compensatory

allowances contributed to the maintenance

of a viable rural community?

V.4.A. To what extent has the scheme con-

I. Investment in agricultural holdings

I.1. To what extent have supported invest-

ments improved the income of beneficiary

farmers?

I.2. To what extent have supported invest-

ments contributed to a better use of pro-

duction factors on holdings?

I.3. To what extent have supported invest-

ments contributed to the reorientation of

farming activities?

I.4. To what extent have supported invest-

ments improved the quality of farm prod-

ucts?

I.5. To what extent has the diversification of

on-farm activities originating from sup-

ported alternative activities helped main-

tain employment?

I.6. To what extent have supported invest-

ments facilitated environmentally friendly

farming?

I.7. To what extent have supported invest-

ments improved production conditions in

terms of better working conditions and ani-

mal welfare?

II. Young farmers

II.1. To what extent has the aid for setting up

covered the costs arising from setting up?

II.2. To what extent has the setting up aid

contributed to the earlier transfer of farms (to

relatives versus non-relatives)?

II.2. A To what extent has the setting up aid

contributed to the earlier transfer of farms (to

relatives versus non-relatives)...in particular,

how significant was the synergy with the aid

for early retirement in achieving such an

earlier transfer?

II.3. To what extent has the aid influenced

the number of young farmers of either sex

setting up?

II.4. To what extent has the setting up of

young farmers contributed to safeguarding

employment? 
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VII. Processing and Marketing

VII.1. To what extent have the supported

investments helped to increase the compet-

itiveness of agricultural products through

improved and rationalised processing and

marketing of agricultural products?

VII.2. To what extent have the supported

investments helped to increase the added

value and competitiveness of agricultural

products by improving their quality?

VII.3. To what extent have the supported

investments improved the situation of the

basic agricultural production sector?

VII.4. To what extent have the supported

investments improved health and welfare?

VII.5. To what extent have the supported

investments protected the environment?

VIII. Forestry measures

VIII.1.A. To what extent are forest resources

being maintained and enhanced through the

programme... particularly by influencing

land use and the structure and quality of

growing stock?

VIII.1.B. To what extent are forest resources

being maintained and enhanced through the

programme... particularly by influencing

the total carbon storage in forest stands?

VIII.2.A. To what extent have the assisted

actions enabled forestry to contribute to the

economic and social aspects of rural devel-

opment... by maintenance and encourage-

ment of the productive functions on forests

holdings?

VIII.2.B. To what extent have the assisted

actions enabled forestry to contribute to the

economic and social aspects of rural devel-

opment…by maintenance and development

of employment and other socio-economic

functions and conditions?

VIII.2.C. To what extent have the assisted

actions enabled forestry to contribute to the

economic and social aspects of rural devel-

opment…by maintenance and appropriate

enhancement of protective functions of for-

est management?

VIII.3.A. To what extent have the assisted

actions contributed to the ecological func-

tributed to the protection of the environ-

ment…by maintaining or promoting sus-

tainable farming that takes account of envi-

ronmental protection requirements in LFAs?

(concerns LFA)

V.4.B. To what extent has the scheme con-

tributed to the protection of the environ-

ment... by increasing the implementation

and respect of environmental restrictions

based on Community environmental pro-

tection rules?

VI. Agri-environment

VI.1.A. To what extent have natural

resources been protected… in terms of soil

quality, as influenced by agrienvironmental

measures?

VI.1.B. To what extent have natural

resources been protected… in terms of the

quality of ground and surface water, as influ-

enced by agrienvironmental measures?

VI.1.C. To what extent have natural

resources been protected (or enhanced)…in

terms of the quantity of water resources, as

influenced by agrienvironmental measures?

VI.2.A. To what extent has biodiversity

(species diversity) been maintained or

enhanced thanks to agri-environmental

measures…through the protection of flora

and fauna on farmland?

VI.2.B. To what extent has biodiversity

been maintained or enhanced thanks to agri-

environmental measures... through the con-

servation of high nature-value farmland

habitats, protection or enhancement of envi-

ronmental infrastructure or the protection of

wetland or aquatic habitats adjacent to agri-

cultural land (habitat diversity)?

VI.2.C. To what extent has biodiversity

(genetic diversity) been maintained or

enhanced thanks to agri-environmental

measures…through the safeguarding of

endangered animal breeds or plant vari-

eties?

VI.3. To what extent have landscapes been

maintained or enhanced by agri-environ-

mental measures?
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IX.5. To what extent has the rural environ-

ment been protected or improved?

TRANSV. Cross-cutting issues

Transv.1. To what extent has the programme

helped stabilising the rural population?

Transv.2. To what extent has the programme

been conducive to securing employment

both on and off holdings?

Transv.3. To what extent has the programme

been conducive to maintaining or improving

the income level of the rural community?

Transv.4. To what extent has the programme

improved the market situation for basic agri-

cultural/forestry products?

Transv.5. To what extent has the programme

been conducive to the protection and

improvement of the environment?

Transv.6. To what extent have the imple-

menting arrangements contributed to max-

imising the intended effects of the pro-

gramme?

tions of forests…by maintenance, conser-

vation and appropriate enhancement of bio-

logical diversity?

VIII.3.B. To what extent have the assisted

actions contributed to the ecological func-

tions of forests…by maintenance of their

health and vitality?

IX. Article 33 – Promoting the adaptation

and development of rural areas

IX.1. To what extent has the income of the

rural population been maintained or

improved?

IX.2. To what extent have the living condi-

tions and welfare of the rural population

been maintained as a result of social and cul-

tural activities, better amenities or by the

alleviation of remoteness?

IX.3. To what extent has employment in

rural areas been maintained?

IX.4. To what extent have the structural

characteristics of the rural economy been

maintained or improved?
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Criteria Indicator Q. Is this 
(based upon EC (as suggested in CEQ guidance) indicator to Source/Methods

criteria) be used? 

CEQ III.1. To what extent are the assisted training courses in accordance with needs and
coherent with other measures of the programme?

Comments (by the Baseline Study consultant) on proposed data sources, gaps, etc.
� The proposed data sources appear to be robust for this purpose.
� Contact DEFRA for information on the Economic Evaluation of VTS (due March 2003).
� See project documentation for data content of scheme application forms. Application data is

held on PROBIS database (note generic problems of using this database and possible
incompleteness of coverage; see notes of discussions with scheme managers in Annex 2.1).

� To assess “Responding to needs”, each region has its own needs assessment in the form of
“Regional Targeting Statements” for this and other measures.

� Each course participant has a “Training Need Assessment” form prepared for them, prior
to the course. TNAs are held by the course organizers and should be available to the
evaluators.

� VTS operation links particularly with PMG (processing and marketing) and RES
(adaptation and diversification of rural economy) schemes under the English RDP – these
links should be noted.
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ANNEX 2

Example of Common Evaluation Questions (CEQ), Indicators and proposed data sources as

they were interpreted for evaluation in England (adapted from the Baseline Study of the Eng-

land Rural Development Programme 2000-2006). Source: IC Consultants Limited (2002)

CHAPTER III. TRAINING (ARTICLE 9)

Name of Scheme in England: Vocational Training Scheme (VTS)

ERDP Objective: to broaden the skills base of the agricultural and forestry workforce
to enable it to meet the challenges of the re-orientation of agriculture and forestry and
so contribute to the new demands of the rural economy.

1. The training
responds to the
needs and potential
adaption (conver-
sion, re-orientation,
improvement) at
the level of indi-
viduals, sectors or
regions (including
gaps/weaknesses or
potential/opportu-
nities identified
during program-
ming or ex ante
evaluation)

1.1. Share of assisted training
accommodating [addressing]
issues identified as gaps/
weaknesses or potential/
opportunities during
programming/ex ante evaluation
(%) of which...
(a) thanks to[as a result of] the
type/mix of participants (e.g.,
young people, women…) (%)
(b) thanks to [as a result of] the
topic/contents of the courses (%)
(c) related to co-financed actions
of other chapters of the
programme (%)

Yes ?

Yes

Yes

Yes

Scheme economic
evaluation, scheme
application data, 
farmer/trainer
surveys.
Relevance and if
responding to needs
has to be assessed at
regional level. 

Links to other
English RDP projects
must be tracked. 



CEQ III.2. To what extent have the acquired skills/competence helped improve the
situation of the trainees and of the agricultural/forestry sector?
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1. The skills/
competence
acquired by the
trainees help
improve their
employment
conditions

1.1. Share of assisted trainees
(both holders and employees)
experiencing job improvements
related to the training (%) (a) of
which farm/forest holders (%)
(b) of which employees (%)
(c) of which thanks to[as a result
of] better remuneration (%)
(d) of which thanks to [as a result
of] non-pecuniary job quality
(e.g., seasonal/contractual work
security, exposure to risk and
adverse conditions, job-
variation/enrichment…) (%)

Yes

Yes

Yes
Yes ?

Yes

A post- training
questionnaire is
completed by all
beneficiaries.
Further surveys may
be needed.
Income data may be
sensitive and
therefore not
comprehensive.

2. The
skills/competence
acquired by the
trainee facilitates
the adaptation of
agriculture and
forestry
(conversion/re-
orientation
/improvement)

2.1. Share of holdings with an
assisted trainee, initiating
conversion/ reorientation
/improvement related to the
assisted training (%)
(a) of which new/additional
activities (%)
(b) of which improved
quality/hygiene/added value
concerning existing activities (%)
(c) of which management related
(%)
(d) of which environmental
benign methods/practices (%)
(e) of which farming (%)
(f) of which forestry (%) 

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
Yes

By survey.

Comments by the Baseline Study on proposed data sources, gaps, etc.
� Minutes of meetings with scheme managers note that there is currently no data for regional

training priorities, targeted gender and age groups, targeted special interest groups. 
� The proposal for data collection “by survey” may under-estimate what data already exist.

The minutes mentioned above imply that it will be possible from applications received and
case-specific monitoring to collect (by region): number of training days, number of
workshops, number of qualifications, gender, age, training subject area, sector of employment
and measure of impact (conversion/reorientation/improvement).

� This does not negate the desirability of follow-up surveys of individual cases to assess the
extent of the initiation of conversion/reorientation/improvement referred to. 

� Contact Lantra (the industry training agency) for alternative data on the wider implications
of participation in training schemes.

Comments (by the Baseline Study consultant) on proposed data sources, gaps, etc.
� Course organizers hold the post-training questionnaires, and these should be available to

evaluators – see PROBIS for details of course organizers.
� Questionnaires are completed immediately post-training and then (by employers) after

another three months. It is unlikely that the full impact of training will have been felt at this
stage.

� We suggest that further follow-ups are needed to catch the longer-term impacts. This implies
additional surveys of trainees at (say) one year and three years. 

Questions/problems:
� How to separate out exogenous factors?
� How much of any income change is attributable to having completed the course?


