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Rakowska J. Evaluation of rural development programmes in Poland

The fact that since the accession in 2004 Poland has become a beneficiary of EU funds supporting
rural development programmes resulted in imposing a new responsibility on the Polish government
and institutions responsible for their implementation — the evaluation. The paper discusses the role of
evaluation as a tool improving the implementation of rural development programmes but also as a
new research field enhancing our knowledge of social and economic changes taking place in rural
areas of Poland. The paper indicates legal basis for evaluation, discusses theoretical framework and
practical aspects of this kind of research and presents synthesis of findings and recommendations of
ex-ante evaluation of Sectoral Operational Programme ‘The Restructuring and Modernisation of the
Food Sector and Rural Development 2004-2006°, Rural Development Programme 2004-2006 and
Programme for Rural Development 2007-2013, focusing especially on SWOT analysis of rural areas
in Poland.
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I ntroduction. Since the accession in 2004,

rural development policy in Poland has
been carried out through a range of complex
instruments within both European Union and
national policies. The fact that Poland has be-
come a beneficiary of EU funds supporting rural
development programmes resulted in imposing a
new responsibility on the Polish government and
institutions responsible for their implementation
— the evaluation.

According to article 47 of Council Regula-
tion (EC) No 1083/2006 ‘evaluations shall aim
to improve the quality, effectiveness and con-
sistency of the assistance from the Funds and the
strategy and implementation of operational pro-
grammes with respect to the specific structural
problems affecting the Member States and re-
gions concerned, while taking account of the
objective of sustainable development.’

European Commission issues evaluation
guidelines for each programming period, of
which the Council Regulation (EC) No
1257/1999 of 17 May 1999 on support for rural
development from the European Agricultural
Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF) and
amending and repealing certain Regulations for
programmes implemented in Poland in 2004-
2006 and Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006
of 11 July 2006 laying down general provisions
on the European Reginal Development Fund,
the European Social Fund and the Cohesion
Fund and repealing Regulation (EC) No
1260/1999 for programmes being implemented
in programming period 2007-2013 have been
very important from the rural development eval-
uation point of view.

Poland laid down principles and rules for
evaluation in accordance with those established
by European Commission and introduced them
into national legal regulations (e.g. Ustawa z
dnia 28 listopada 2003 r. and Ustawa z dnia
7 marca 2007 r.)

Over the 2007 till 2013 programming period,
when granting assistance of structural funds to a
Member State, European Commission requires
evaluation of effects and effectiveness of using
this kind of support at three different stages:
when elaborating the programme (ex-ante eval-
uation), in the middle of the implementation
time (mid-term evaluation) and after completing
the implementation of the programme (ex-post
evaluation).

Although the detailed aims of evaluation are
different at each stage, the general objective of

this process is to analyse the conditions, to mon-
itor the process and to elaborate recommenda-
tions in order to increase the efficiency of using
public resources and improve the implementa-
tion of rural development programmes and poli-
cy.
Evaluation is based on standard, recognised
research methods, but it differs from other aca-
demic research because it must meet the require-
ment of utility — it must provide the commission-
ing institution with findings and recommenda-
tions useful for the implementation process.

Apart from its role as a tool improving pro-
grammes implementation, through gathering
primary data and carrying out new research
evaluation of rural development programmes
brings in a new insight into the current situation
of rural areas, thus plays informative role as
well.

In 2004-2006 rural development policy in
Poland was supported by two programmes di-
rectly addressed to rural beneficiaries (Sectoral
Operational Programme ‘The Restructuring and
Modernisation of the Food Sector and Rural
Development and Rural Development Plan) and
by four programmes addressed in general to all
beneficiaries, and including also objectives
aimed at rural development (SOP Transport,
SOP Development of Human Resources, SOP
Increase of Enterprises Competitiveness, Opera-
tional Integrated Programme of Regional De-
velopment). These are the first programmes in
Poland which were evaluated at two stages (ex-
ante and ex-post). Mid-term evaluation was not
obligatory and a short implementation time for
those programmes (two years only) resulting
from the data of accession would make it practi-
cally insignificant.

In 2007-2013 there is one programme direct-
ly realising the policy of rural development
(Programme for Rural Development 2007-2013)
and four programmes addressing general devel-
opment issues (Infrastructure and Environment
Programme, Innovative Economy Programme,
Human Capital Programme and Development of
Eastern Poland Programme) enabling both ur-
ban and rural prospect beneficiaries to carry out
their projects. Because of the implementation
time line till 2013 they have been evaluated only
ex-ante and mid-term so far.

Rural Development Plan 2004-2006 was the
biggest, completed EU supported programme
for rural development so far. It will be used as
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an empirical example of ex-ante and ex-post
evaluation.

Aim. The aim of the paper was to present
evaluation as a tool improving the implementa-
tion of rural development programmes but also
as a new research field enhancing our
knowledge of social and economic changes tak-
ing place in rural areas of Poland.

Materials and Methods. Theoretical
framework elaboration was based on the analy-
sis of EU and national legal regulation concern-
ing principles and rules of evaluation of rural
development programmes co-financed by EU
funds as well as literature and documents defin-
ing evaluation standards and requirements.

Empirical part consists of synthesis of ex-
ante and ex-post evaluations carried out in Po-
land both for 2004-2006 and 2007-2013 rural
development programmes. This part of the paper
is based on:

1. three ex-ante evaluations of
programmes aimed at development of ru-
ral areas over 2004-2006 and 2007-2013
programming periods, in order to show
the significance of this kind of evaluation
for recognising social and economic
problems of rural areas as well as for
elaborating effective instruments sup-
porting their development,

2.  ex-post evaluation report on Ru-
ral Development Programme 2004-2006,
to illustrate the role of evaluation as an
instrument analysing and summing up
the process of implementation, assessing
the impact of RDP actions onto the de-
velopment of rural areas and their influ-
ence on changes in social and economic
situation (if any) in rural areas. It is also
an example of - so far - the biggest car-
ried out, holistic ex post evaluation of ru-
ral development programme, so the aim
of the presented synthesis is also to out-
line the range and scope of this research
undertaking.

Results and Discussion.  Theoretical
Framework for Evaluation of Rural Develop-
ment Programmes in EU and Poland. The the-
ory, principles and rules of evaluation are quite
universal and may be applied to all fields of
economy where EU or public funds are in-
volved. However, European Commission speci-
fied requirements towards evaluation of pro-
grammes supported by different EU funds in
programming periods 2000-2006 and 2007-

2013, including those co-financing rural devel-
opment According to EU regulations and guide-
lines (European Commission, 2000) each pro-
gramme aimed at rural development and sup-
ported by EU funds has to be evaluated at three
different stages:
a) ex-ante evaluation is carried out
when the programme is still being elab-
orated (European Commission, 2001).
The ex-ante evaluation helps to prepare
the rural development plan and the pro-
cess of its implementation. In particular
it helps in clarifying the objectives and
in verifying their relevance to the de-
fined needs. It also defines and de-
scribes existing situation in the region or
sectors concerned. Basic stages of ex-
ante evaluation comprise of identifica-
tion and analysis of the problem to be
solved, identifying the target group of
the intervention and assessing their ac-
tual needs, next of setting up objectives
which must reflect the desired change in
relation to the situation at the start, de-
fining indicators and finally ranking the
objectives according to priority (Ex-
ante..., 2001). A proper ex-ante evalua-
tion (European Commission 2005) facil-
itates the Commission’s task of apprais-
ing the rural development plan. Accord-
ing to the above mentioned Council
Regulation (EC) No 1257/1999 and
Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006,
ex-ante evaluation findings and recom-
mendations are a basis for elaborating
the final version of development plans,
operational programmes and documents
amending those programmes. Ex-ante
evaluation comprises of — among other
methods - SWOT analysis either of the
Member State, its regions or economy
sectors. SWOT analysis is the only tool
mentioned as recommended in regula-
tions and working papers to be used for
carrying out ex ante evaluation.In this
case evaluation should mainly focus on
three priority fields: human resources
and employment, natural environment
protection and equal opportunities for
men and women.

This stage of evaluation can be based either on
available, ready diagnoses, strategies, experts’
opinions and documents on social and economic
situation of rural areas or on new findings of re-
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search carried out especially for this purpose. In
the first case, evaluation results are a summary or
a new interpretation of formerly existing data and
statistics, while in the latter case evaluation caus-
es increase in the information on rural areas. At
this stage evaluators should answer the crucial
question: are the measures and instruments of
rural development policy and cohesion policy
adequate/optimal to solve the specific develop-
ment problems of rural areas?

One of the main aims of ex-ante evaluation is
to anticipate long-term effects of the pro-
gramme.

b) mid-term evaluation carried out
during the process of implementing the
programme helps to reorientate the pro-
gramme if necessary and to improve the
implementation. The aim of mid-term
evaluation is to assess preliminary ef-
fects of the programme (intervention)
and its adequacy to the current social
and economic situation, which may
have changed since the beginning of
implementation. It also provides infor-
mation important from the point of view
of elaborating programmes of rural de-
velopment for the following program-
ming period. It should be stressed that
ex-post evaluation is carried out up to
two years after completing the imple-
mentation of the programme, which is
two years after the beginning the im-
plementation of programmes of the fol-
lowing programming period. This is too
late to use the findings and recommen-
dations of the ex-post evaluation of the
previous programmes. Mid-term evalua-
tion has been introduced by European
Commission for programmes realised in
2007-2013, before it could be required
by the Commission in cases where there
were problems with programme imple-
mentation. Thus, mid-term evaluation of
rural development programmes is car-
ried out for the first time after Poland’s
accession in the programming period
2007-2013.

C) ex-post evaluation is carried out
no later than two years after completing
the implementation of the programme
(according to the already mentioned le-
gal regulations, for rural development
programmes 2007-2013, ex-post evalua-
tion for each objective shall be carried

out by the Commission in close cooper-
ation with the Member States and shall
be completed by 31 December 2015,
however, depending on the field of in-
tervention it could also be ‘no later than
one year after completing the implemen-
tation’ in the previous programming pe-
riods). It concludes on and assesses the
intervention after completing it. It is
crucial for the accountability and the
transparency of the interventions with
regard to the legal and budgetary au-
thorities and the public. It can also give
guidance about a possible follow-up to
the programme, e.g., in the form of best
practices. In general, the aim of the ex-
post evaluation is to look into the effects
and effectiveness of implemented pro-
grammes, through using a set of stand-
ard social and economic indicators as
well as special evaluation tools includ-
ing net and gross effects of the pro-
gramme, deadweight phenomena, sub-
stitution effect, displacement effect,
comparative groups, macro-economic
models, shift-share analysis, etc. When
evaluating the effects, evaluators can
use the expert panel, multi-criterion
analysis (method of synthetic indicator),
benchmarking, cost-benefit analysis and
cost-effectiveness analysis, just to men-
tion the most popular ones (Kierzkowski
2002, Haber 2007).

The three above described types of evalua-
tion represent only the major classification
based on and resulting from the EU regulations.
However, in the theory of evaluation, there are
many more classifications, of which global (ho-
listic), thematic and detailed types of evaluation
may be often of practical application as well.

European Commission documents and work-
ing papers present evaluators and commissioners
with numerous methods and approaches, alt-
hough it is stressed that they are of indicative
nature and need to be applied in a creative man-
ner (Indicative..., 2006).

The last but not least stage of evaluation is its
dissemination and feedback, which are meant to
assist policy makers and operational staff to make
use of evaluation results in formulation and/or
adaptation of new or existing policies and imple-
menting them (European Commission, 2003).

Evaluation of Rural Development Pro-
grammes in Poland — findings and recommen-

AIPAPHA EKOHOMIKA, 2012, T. 5, Ne 3-4




COLIAIIbHO-EKOHOMIYHUU PO3BUTOK ClITbCbKUX TEPUTOPIN

dations. Results of analysis of ex-ante evalua-
tions for two programmes aimed at supporting
rural development over 2004-2006 (namely Sec-
toral Operational Programme ‘The Restructur-
ing and Modernisation of the Food Sector and
Rural Development and Rural Development
Programme) and Programme for Rural Devel-
opment 2007-2013 proved that three SWOT
analyses defined very similar or even the same
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats
for development of rural areas defined in the
indicate similar issues. Synthesized for all three
programmes, these are:

Strengths of rural areas in Poland: large agri-
cultural land resources, good age structure of
farmers, low costs per unit of labour and land,
low usage of chemicals in agri-production pro-
cesses, large row material resources for food
processing, large domestic market, good condi-
tion of natural environment, well-preserved na-
ture and landscape walory of rural areas, tradi-
tion of economic relations with countries of
Eastern Europe.

Weaknesses of rural areas in Poland: high
registered and hidden unemployment rates,
fragmented agrarian structure, deficit of capital
in this sector, low level of specialization of
farms, poor income condition of farms, bad con-
dition of technical and social infrastructure in
rural areas, insufficiently quellified management
staff in small processing plants, high costs of
transactions in agri-food sector, insufficient hori-
zontal integration in the sector, poor marketing.

Opportunities for rural areas in Poland: in-
cluding Poland into Single European Market,
including Poland’s agricultural sector into EU
Common Agricultural Policy, improvement of
agrarian structure, possibility of using EU funds,
a fast economic development of Poland enabling
to absorb surplus of labour resources, adaptation
of technologies and management methods ap-
plied in EU-15 Member States, using potential
of competitiveness due to market orientation
(CAP reform), increase in direct foreign invest-
ments, a wide variety of traditional, regional
products, emerging markets of Eastern Europe.

Threats for rural areas in Poland: competition
from the EU Single Market, high costs of neces-
sary adjustments over a short time, high unem-
ployment rates, fast growing costs of labour,
marginalisation and depopulation of rural areas,
natural threat for farming (droughts, floods, ex-
ploited ground waters), risk of animal and plant

diseases, excessive intensification of farm pro-
duction threatening natural environment.

In ex ante evaluation of RDP 2004-2006 and
PRD 2007-2013, the following main criteria
were applied (information not available for SOP
Restructuring and Modernisation of the Food
Sector and Rural Development):

- correctness and adequacy of
proposed actions to the defined social
and economic needs,

- desired impact on rural areas,

- possibility of conflicts between
proposed actions,

- accordance of suggested actions
with EU law and regulations,

- accordance of proposed actions
with Polish strategic documents and
law.

SWOT analysis results enabled elaboration
of objectives of all the three above mentioned
programmes of rural development. They were
aimed at better using the strengths and opportu-
nities and minimising weaknesses and threats
for rural areas.

The effects of implementation of pro-
grammes realised over 2004-2006 programming
period were measured, classified and evaluated
in accordance with the Law of 28 November
2003 on support for rural development from the
Guarantee Section of the European Agricultural
Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF). Re-
port on ex-post evaluation of Rural Develop-
ment Plan was elaborated and approved in 2009.

Synthesis of findings in ex-post evaluation
of Rural Development Plan 2004-2006 (Report
2009). Rural Development Plan 2004-2006
(RDP) was so far the biggest implemented and
completed programme supporting development
of agriculture and rural areas and co-financed by
EU funds — 3592,4 million euro in the pro-
gramme budget, of which 99,95% (3 590,6 mil-
lion euro) was absorbed (Ministry of Agriculture
2009).

RDP was an integral part of Common Agri-
cultural Policy and other policies aimed at sup-
porting rural development, namely the regional
policy, policies of competition, employment and
of natural environment protection.

The implementation of the programme was
scheduled for 2004-2006, however, due to EU
time line principle n+2 allowing another two
years after the end of the programming time for
completing the programme, the implementation
of RDP was actually over in 2008. Thus evalua-

AIPAPHA EKOHOMIKA, 2012, T. 5, Ne 3-4




COLIAIIbHO-EKOHOMIYHUU PO3BUTOK ClITbCbKUX TEPUTOPIN

tion of the programme was carried out and pre-
sented one year later, at the end of 20009.

Evaluators stressed that ex-post evaluation of
RDP was a novelty and a research challenge
because of a relatively short time of implemen-
tation which made the identification and evalua-
tion of all the effects difficult. Implementation
of other programmes and actions aimed at rural
development over the same time hampered se-
lection of effects caused by RDP. The novelty of
the programme required both from the benefi-
ciaries and implementing institutions a lot of
‘learning’ how to use and implement it. This
same relates to evaluators, as formerly there had
been only SAPARD ex-post evaluation (Instytut
2007) carried out in Poland, however, the scope
and impact of SAPARD were much smaller than
those of RDP.

Evaluation of RDP was carried out in ac-
cordance with EU (European Commission
2000 and Komisja Europejska 2008) and na-
tional regulations as well as good evaluation
practices.

Although RDP was only one of instruments
within the general policy supporting develop-
ment of rural areas, it played a crucial role in
this process, mainly because of the fact that only
farmers were the beneficiaries of RDP, not other
people or organisations acting in rural areas (as
opposed to Sectoral Operational Programme
‘The Restructuring and Modernisation of the
Food Sector’ and other sectoral programmes
over both programming periods 2004-2006 and
2007-2013). The evaluation report concludes
that this fact made farmers-beneficiaries more
motivated to improve their working conditions
and standard of living.

In evaluators’ opinion, strategic aims of RDP
2004-20086, i.e. improvement in competitiveness
of the agri-food economy and sustainable devel-
opment of rural areas, were achieved in a signif-
icant degree. Most financial resources were
spent on realisation of three following actions:
Support for agricultural activities in areas of
unfavourable conditions for farm production
(27% of RDP funds), Adjusting farm holdings to
EU requirements (17,7) and Structural pensions
(15,2%). The smallest share of funds was spent
on Groups of agri-producers (0,2%).

In the process of RDP implementation funds
were reallocated from one objective into another
which reflected the actual needs of rural benefi-
ciaries and increased absorption of funds and
effectiveness of RDP. At the same time it pre-

vented from decreasing the demand for this kind
of support which might have resulted from a lot
of requirements that had to be met by the bene-
ficiaries. RDP budget was changed ten times
and that resulted in reallocation of 16,8% of
RDP funds.

Ex-post evaluation report indicates that eco-
nomic effectiveness of individual RDP actions
depended on the amount of funds spent, the
achieved aims, kind of applied instruments and
the number of beneficiaries. It was stressed that
both on the national and regional (NTS 2) levels
RDP actions made barely 1% of the Regional
Gross Product and Gross Domestic Product. The
highest Support for agricultural activities in ar-
eas of unfavourable conditions for farm produc-
tion equalled 0,38% GDP and the lowest support
for Groups of agri-producers 0,003% GDP. Ac-
cording to economic criteria, RDP actions were
classified into three groups: direct fund transfers
(e.g. structural pensions and support for agri-
producers groups), area subsidies (e.g. foresta-
tion, agri and environmental programmes) and
investment subsidies (e.g. adjustment to EU
standards). In beneficiaries opinion these in-
struments had a mixed character as some of
them were used for investments and some for
consumption, in different shares (e.g. in case of
forestation 30% of support was spent on invest-
ments and 13% on consumption).

Actions concentrating on investment and
those using the biggest funds had a most posi-
tive effect on economic development (e.g. Ad-
justment to EU standards generated GDP in-
crease by 0,73%).

Application of RegPOL model and cost-
benefit index in the evaluation process proved
that actions aimed at investments and decreasing
operational costs were most effective in generat-
ing economic growth.

Analysis of regional dispersion of RDP sup-
port indicates that most funds were spent in rela-
tively poor, agri-rural areas of Poland, including
so called Eastern Wall (five voidships, which
over 2004-2006 were the poorest NTS 2 regions
in EU). Among regions which gained relatively
highest support under RDP, most were predomi-
nantly rural and predominantly agricultural.

Impact of RDP 2004-2006 on the economy
of Poland was evaluated as generally positive,
however small because RDP support in the scale
of the whole country equalled 1,2% of average
GDP (in 2004-2006). RDP implementation re-
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sulted in economic growth, increase in income
and employment of rural population.

The ex-post evaluation report concludes that
RDP as a short lasting programme could not
change the strong tendency of depopulation in
rural areas.

RDP influence on employment in rural areas
and other sectors of economy connected with
agriculture was small but positive. It results
from the construction of actions which were not
aimed at creating non-agricultural jobs. Howev-
er, the programme resulted in increase of em-
ployment rate in rural areas from 47% to more
than 49%, especially in the group of young less
than 25 years old people.

During the process of RDP implementation,
there was a noticeable effect of convergence of
farm income level when compared to average
income in the country and in non-agricultural
sectors. It is especially important that the
strongest positive income effect was observed in
regions where income disparities were biggest.

The evaluation stresses that RDP addressed
such weaknesses of rural areas as small land
areas of farms (90% farms are not big enough to
earn sufficient income) and old average age of
farm holding owners/managers (a high share of
those at the age of 60+). Although RDP actions
related to these problems, limited financial re-
sources and limited range of actions did not
cause significant changes in this field.

Impact of RDP actions on natural environ-
ment condition, protection and preservation was
evaluated as satisfactory.

RDP 2004-2006 caused so called financial
leverage effect, meaning additional investments
not required by the programme but carried out
by beneficiaries and financed from other
sources.

When asked if they would carry out their
projects without the support from the RDP, one
in three respondents of the evaluation question-
naire answered that they would, however the
answers differed in relation to specific actions.
Among beneficiaries who would carry the pro-
ject anyway, most indicated that without the RDP
support it would take much more time and would
have much lesser range. It showed that the pro-
gramme was relevant for rural development.

Analysis of beneficiaries according to the cri-
terion of farm size proves that mostly medium
and large size farm benefited from RDP, while
those of less than 5ha of land area rarely ap-
plied.

Authors of the report indicate limitations and
problems in evaluating the programme, resulting
from the lack of necessary data. This comes in
accordance with the experience of the author of
this article in carrying out evaluations.

Summing up, it should be concluded that ex-
post evaluation of RDP 2004-2006 comprises of
dozens and dozens of both general and detailed
conclusions relating to specific evaluation ques-
tions and RDP actions and objectives. It is an
abundant diagnostic and methodological materi-
al that also meets the criterion of utility.

The discussed ex-ante and ex-post evalua-
tions were based on both primary and secondary
qualitative and quantitative data, which enabled
statistical data analysis and interpretation as well
as defining changes in economic and social situ-
ation in rural areas with respect to programmes
carried out and/or other factors that might have
influenced it.

Conclusion. Evaluation is on one hand a new
research activity which should result not only in
findings but also in recommendations useful and
applicable for commissioning institutions. On
the other hand evaluation as a research process
mostly using recognised and universal research
methods can be perceived as an expanded, but
still standard research.

The EU requirement of evaluating all pro-
grammes co-financed by EU funds increases the
number of research carried out also in the field
of rural development. If they bring in any new
insight into the economic and social situation of
these areas largely depends on typical research
restrictions, well known from other fields. In
case of evaluation, the possibility of obtaining
new, primary statistics, data and information
depends on the research deadline, funds for re-
search and respondents’ willingness to answer
and their availability — just like in case of any
other research. Using secondary data for evalua-
tion multiplies both advantages and disad-
vantages of the previous, original research that
provided such data.

A proper, correctly carried out evaluation
comes across the same obstacles and is liable to
the same limitations as research of any other
kind. That is why the system of collecting data
necessary for mid-term and ex-post evaluation
should be designed at the stage of elaborating
the programme, possibly in ex-ante evalua-
tion.
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