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LEADER and Roma Community Empowerment 

 

1. The LEADER approach in Bulgaria  

For the period from 2007 to 2013 Bulgaria for the first time applied the LEADER 

approach as an instrument for decentralized management and integrated local 

development in the rural areas. This is the first attempt for purposeful policy of building 

local capacity and applying financial instruments on the spot in the territories of the 

rural areas. The LEADER approach implementation is carried out by the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food (MAF) through measure 41: ‘Implementation of the Local 

Development Strategies’ under the programme for development of rural areas in rural 

municipalities in which the population of the biggest town is less than 30,000 people. 

The implementation of the activities was divided into two stages corresponding to two 

sub-measures: 431-1: ‘Management of Local Action Groups, acquiring skills and 

achieving public activity on the territories for Local Action Groups, implementing local 

development strategies’ and 431-2: ‘Acquiring skills and achieving public activity on the 

territories of potential LAGs in the rural areas’. The first stage under sub-measure 431-2 

was oriented towards building local capacity for the approach’s implementation and 

improvement of the territories’ local management through establishing local action 

groups and making local development strategies. This stage started in June 2008 with 

the first invitation of MAF to the municipalities to apply with projects for funding the 

LAGs’ establishment within the territory of their choice. The main activities within this 

sub-measure were related with increasing the awareness of all residents of the territory 

for the opportunities offered by the programme, activating and motivating the 

representatives of all classes and social groups to actively participate in the 

development and future implementation of the local development strategy, increasing 

the local capacity through trainings and consultations and ensuring the necessary  

comprehensive methodic, organizational and technical support for the development of 

the bottom-up local development strategy, corresponding to the needs of the population 

and made on the grounds of the people’s ideas, acquiring practical skills for the 

establishment and operation of a Local Action Group. For each municipality that has 

approved project under sub-measure 431-2 were provided experts of national level 

aimed to facilitate and consult the local community for the implementation of the 

planned activities, the establishment of LAG and strategy development, form and 

application documents of the LAG under the Ministry of Agriculture invitations for the 

other sub-measure 431-1. In the period from 2009 to 2011 were approved and 

implemented actions under 90 contracts with measure 431-2 including 60% of the total 

number of the municipalities in the rural areas in Bulgaria. Under measure 431-1 were 

developed 126 applications submitted by the 97 local action groups, comprising 141 

municipalities (61% of the municipalities in the rural areas); 35 of these local action 

groups were approved and operate, comprising a territory a little bit more than 25,800 

square meters (approximately 23% of the country’s territory) and a population of 

801,688 people. The implementation of the approved strategies started in two stages – 

16 of the LAGs in 2010 and the remaining 19 – in the end of 2011. In view of the targets 

of this research we chose two LAGs approved during the first stage: LAG Lyaskovets-

Strazhitsa and LAG Isperih. The reasons for choosing these LAGs were the presence of 

significant Roma communities on their territories and the bigger period in which they 

were given the opportunity to implement their strategies.  
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 2. Description of the territory of the researched LAGs 

 

 As of the moment of applying with a Local Development Strategy (LDS), LAG 

Lyaskovets-Strazhitsa encompasses the territory of two municipalities with overall area 

of 625 square kilometers and population of 26,118 people. The municipality of 

Lyaskovets is inhabited by 14,057 people in 6 settlements with predominant Bulgarian 

population. The ethnic minorities with a predominant Roma ethnicity officially 

represent about 3% of the population and are located mainly in two of the settlements. 

According to unofficial data their number is almost twice as bigger. 15,369 people live 

on the territory of the municipality of Strazhitsa in 22 settlements on a territory of 508 

square kilometers. According to the censuses’ official data the population of Bulgarian 

ethnicity is predominant, as from the minorities about 14% of the population define 

themselves as Turks, about 4% as Roma and more than 9% as representatives of other 

ethnical groups that are also taken for Roma by the majority. According to unofficial data 

the percentage of Roma is even bigger because they live more concentratedly in 6 

settlements, as in some of them their percentage reaches 90%. During the last years the 

population of both municipalities is constantly decreasing as the reasons for this are 

both the negative growth and the trend for moving to the western countries mainly by 

representatives of the minorities. Despite the presence of few major industrial and 

commercial enterprises, the leading economy sector is agriculture which, however, has 

many farmers producing products to meet their own needs, lacks a well-oriented 

marketing policy of the available agricultural cooperatives, the available equipment in 

the agricultural cooperatives for processing crop areas is outdated, there is lack of staff 

and consulting services in the field of agriculture. Tourism is underdeveloped, without 

established facilities and staff. The level of unemployment is high - always above the 

national average, the majority of the unemployed people are with low qualification and 

poor vocational adaptability. The entrepreneurial culture among the local population in 

the municipality is very low. Generally, the area has limited internal resources (financial 

and human) for effective development.  

The LAG Isperih’s territory is located in north-east Bulgaria and matches with the 

territory of Isperih municipality. It has an overall area of 402.24 square kilometers. On 

the territory of LAG Isperih there are 24 settlements, 23 of which are villages and one is 

town – the town of Isperih. At the end of 2009 its population amounts to 22,916 people. 

Ethnic Turks are about 60% of the territory’s population, the Bulgarians - 30%, and 

Roma - 9%. According to recent data from studies in the municipality, the share of Roma 

has increased to 14%, but according to unofficial data it is even more. The main reason 

for this discrepancy in data is that some of those that locals define as Roma actually 

identify themselves as Turks or "Mouth-millet." Roma are predominantly populated in 6 

of the settlements, as their share in them varies from 10 to over 50% of the total 

population of the village.  

 The demographic development trend of the municipality shows a continuous 

decrease of the population and this decrease is higher than the average in the rural areas 

of Bulgaria. Quality of the workforce within the LAG is unfavorable. One of the main 

reasons is the low educational status of the workforce.  Agriculture is a major sector of 

the local economy. The territory has favorable conditions for agriculture. Medium and 

large companies are very few in number and share. Agriculture is the main source of 

employment for the population on the territory of LAG Isperih. The job positions offered 
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are limited and provide mainly seasonal employment that ensures income but not 

security of the municipality’s residents. Besides they are for workers with no or low 

qualification as the biggest share of the offered positions is in farming. There is also 

strong dependency on few big employees that makes the employment dependent on the 

situation of their companies. As a trend the unemployment remains significantly higher 

for the villages’ inhabitants. The territory loses its social competitiveness because the 

social isolation related to poverty is increasing; the access to essential services for the 

population and personality is worsening; the environment for leisure and sports is 

worsening; the cultural life and social dynamics is dying away and the local identity is 

fading. The territory’s inhabitants are increasingly dissatisfied with their quality of life.  

 3. Research issues 

The main issues which should be clarified with this research were related to the 

participation of Roma in the different stages of the LEADER approach implementation 

and the impact that the LEADER activities had on the change of the living conditions of 

Roma communities. An important element of the research was to find the reasons and 

factors that determine the success or failure and to what extent specific approaches 

towards the Roma community are used and how they reflected on the overall process. In 

particular the questions that we wanted to clarify were:  

� What was the Roma participation in the preparatory process of building LAGs 

and LDSs – did they participate in the information sessions, how were they 

reached, were there any different events for informing them, etc.  

�  What was the Roma participation in the process of building LAGs and LDSs – 

participation in the strategic planning, did they have measure propositions, to 

what extent their problems were addressed in the LDS, are there LAG members 

and at what level, etc.  

� What is the Roma participation in the process of LDS implementation and how 

this implementation contributed for a change in the living conditions – were 

there any Roma who applied with project propositions, were they funded, were 

they supported for the preparation of their propositions, for the projects’ 

implementation, what impedes them, what makes the LDS implementation 

regarding the Roma population more difficult.  

   

Within the research we reviewed the contents of the built LDS and the two LAGs, the 

reports and the information regarding the implementation of the activities available on 

the websites of the municipalities and the LAGs, the available census data of the National 

Statistical Institute, press and electronic publications of the LAG. We thoroughly 

interviewed representatives of the LAGs and the municipalities – Mariya Marinova – 

executive director of LAG Lyaskovets-Strazhitsa and expert for the strategy’s 

development, Emiliya Germanova – strategy development expert and executive director 

of LAG Isperih, Mariya Ilcheva – municipality of Lyaskovets, strategy development 

expert, Krasimira Zhelyazkova – a member of the LAG’s MB and director of  Spatial 

planning and economic development directorate in the municipality of Strazhitsa, Fedail 

Ibryam – Mayor of the village of Vazovo, municipality of Isperih, Daniela Hristova – head 

teacher of the school in the village of Dzhulyunitsa. We talked also to representatives of 

Roma communities from the village of Vazovo, municipality of Isperih, village of Kamen 

– municipality of Strazhitsa. We also used data from the monitoring and participation of 

our experts (Integro experts) in the building and work processes of LAG Isperih.   
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   А. Local development strategies (LDS)  

  The requirements for the elaboration of LDS under LEADER as well as the terms and 

conditions for their funding are described in particular in an ordinance of the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food of the Republic of Bulgaria. This ordinance includes also the 

measures that can be set in the strategy, the permissible and impermissible activities, as 

well as the overall structure and contents of the LDS. The ordinance also outlines the 

conditions to be met by the LAGs and the process of their establishment. In this sense, all 

the LDS have the same structure, and a great part of their contents overlaps. This 

significantly restricts local communities in the selection of measures in the LDS and 

reduces the degree of coherence between the measures and the needs of the population, 

as far as the measures eligible under LEADER allow it to meet those needs. When 

establishing a LAG the most important condition is to be ensured equality of 

representatives of the local authorities, private business and civil sector - public-private 

partnership in all phases of the activities for the LDS’ development and implementation. 

LAG Lyaskovets - Strazhitsa was created by 75 legal entities and individuals, as there is 

no data of the involvement of Roma in the General Assembly and governing bodies. The 

General Assembly of the Isperih LAG involves 35 members - municipal representatives, 

NGOs, private companies and active citizens. In the General Assembly, the Roma 

community is represented by the Community Center "Roma - Vazovo". The main goal of 

the LDS of LAG Lyaskovets - Strazhitsa is ‘to contribute to sustainable development and 

thus improve the quality of life of the Municipalities of Strazhitsa and Lyaskovets by 

using the LEADER approach to diversification of economic activities, environmental and 

rural areas protection, development of high quality services meeting the needs and 

expectations of local people.’ For the achievement of these goals are envisaged activities 

for diversification of the opportunities for employment, improvement of the technical 

and social infrastructure and the services for the population, as well as strengthening 

the cultural traditions of the local community, increasing the competitiveness of the 

farms and the products processed in them for better marketing. The main objective of 

the LDS of the LAG in Isperih is ‘Improving the economic well-being and quality of life of 

the residents on the territory of the Isperih LAG through building partnerships for 

development, protection and utilization of local social potential, natural and historical 

heritage’. Activities for two main priorities are envisaged: Development of sustainable 

business and dynamic vital and social environment. In elaborating the analytical part of 

the strategy an analysis of the demographic situation in the municipalities is made and 

the main problems are outlined, including those concerning the Roma community. 

Notwithstanding this, however, in both strategies there are no specific objectives or 

measures targeting the Roma community. In some of the measures of the strategy of 

Lyaskovets-Strazhitsa Roma are mentioned as indirect beneficiaries – mainly in 

measures for the public sector – small infrastructure projects and educational projects 

given that Roma could participate in activities from these measures or to use the results 

from the project activities.  

 

 

  B. Roma participation in building the LAGs and LDS elaboration and implementation.   

   All participants in the research shared that most significant is the participation of 

Roma community representatives during the preparatory stage of building LAG and LDS. 

On the information meetings held in all settlements and neighborhoods Roma were 
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involved and they have participated in the identification and discussion of problems. 

The experts from both LAGs explain this activity with the participation of NGOs which 

have motivated and activated the Roma people. For LAG Lyaskovets-Strazhitsa this is 

NGO ‘Amalipe’, and for Isperih – Integro Association. Due to the efforts of both 

organizations and their work in the communities were identified the main problems of 

Roma by settlements and these problems were included in the situation analysis. All 

interviewed experts shared that if it weren’t the Roma NGOs, they couldn’t have reached 

the Roma people. ‘Outside people cannon get in – the communities don’t allow this. With 

the help of Amalipe and their people we managed to reach to some representatives of the 

Roma community and after that, thanks to the already established relations, we used to 

invite them to trainings, meetings, etc., and they were responding and coming.’- Mariya 

Ilcheva – Lyaskovets. The impressions of the experts, however, are that the participation 

of Roma in informational meetings was not very effective and the information did not 

reach and was not understood by most of them. The reason for this, according to the 

executive director of the LAG Lyaskovets - Strazhitsa Maria Marinova, is the low 

educational status and closed living of the communities. ‘This is a group of illiterate 

people who live in the countryside and have not even heard of the European Union, it is 

hard to explain them about LEADER,  about the European programs, about what funding is 

given.’  We should also mention the fact that no specific approaches and methods were 

taken for informing the Roma community for the LEADER approach. There haven’t been 

prep works for preparing the people to participate in LEADER and this appears to be a 

barrier for their further participation. ‘At the meetings with Roma we are preparing but 

we cannot establish good contact. According to the regulation we’ve provided information 

to everyone but they don’t know what are we coming for; they take us as for elections and 

talk only for their own problems. There are no leaders whom we can contact with, to train 

them so that they can spread it amongst others, we have contact only with children and 

elderly people.’ – Mariya Marinova. Actually the problem is that everything has been 

done exactly under the regulations without evaluating the particular communities as the 

leading idea was that the LEADER programme is for the whole community on the 

territory and no specific measures should be targeted towards particular communities 

as supported should be the ideas and projects of active individuals, organizations or 

companies who have resources and capacity to fulfill them. According to the LAG experts 

LEADER may not include activities for preliminary preparation and capacity building of 

future beneficiaries of the measures. This was supposed to be done under the existing 

programmes and projects aimed at Roma. ‘LEADER does not allow an approach, specific 

to Roma. Capacity must be built in advance. There are plenty of programmes for Roma and  

such a large document /LDS/ should not be targeted to Roma in two municipalities and we 

do not want to duplicate Roma programs. "- Mariya Marinova     

Despite the active Roma participation in the informational meetings, the further 

participation of Roma in the development and implementation of the strategy is 

becoming increasingly weak and limited. The interest towards discussions, preparation 
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of analyzes and drafting of the strategy is more and more decreasing. There are very few 

Roma who participate in the discussion and have any suggestions regarding the analysis 

and measures to be included in the LDS. Problems that Roma share are mainly related to 

the households- lack of good living conditions, lack of employment and income, 

problems in the overall infrastructure-parks, playgrounds and streets. There are no 

Roma who are interested in measures related to entrepreneurship and economic 

activities. According to the interviewed experts the main reason for this is the lack of 

capacity and resources to participate in economic projects. ‘Roma do want to do 

something, but they have no land, no machines, no resources and thus they cannot apply. 

We cannot give them land.’ – Mariya Marinova. ‘LEADER is for those entrepreneurs who 

have their own business and have resources and abilities to extend it. People who start 

from the beginning and cannot reach financial resources may not participate in LEADER.’ 

– Emiliya Germanova. Big problems are also the big requirements and bureaucratic 

obstacles.  ‘The projects under LEADER require long-term planning and most of Roma are 

afraid (they cannot) make such plans. Many people are constantly travelling abroad. There 

are heavy financial requirements – available own resources or bank loans, a consultant 

should be enrolled. The requirements in the LAG are the same as those in the Programmes 

for Rural Development. A bank guarantee of 110% is required.’ – Mariya Ilcheva. ‘There 

are Turks (Roma) who breed animals but they do not want to apply with projects because 

of the hard conditions and documentation’ – Mariya Marinova. ‘I don’t see how Roma can 

prepare and implement a project by themselves  - farmers receive 50% subsidy, but the 

remaining 50% are own participation, for the others (NGOs) the subsidy is to the amount 

of 70% but still there are 30% own participation remaining, which is unachievable for civil 

organizations’ – Krasimira Zhelyazkova. A big problem is also the lack of non-

governmental organizations and Roma companies which may develop project 

propositions. ‘"Socially illiterate people who have no capacity, no representation, no 

organizations which would apply on their behalf - they cannot be beneficiaries of any 

measure of our strategy.’ – Mariya Marinova. On the territory of LAG Lyaskovets-

Strazhitsa there is not even one NGO and in Isperih there is only one NGO – Community 

center Roma-Vazovo, which capacity is still insufficient for independent application and 

the organization needs expert assistance for the development and implementation of 

projects. As a result of all these problems, in the strategies of both LAGs there are no 

projects targeted towards Roma entrepreneurs – farmers or trade companies.  In the 

strategy of LAG Lyaskovets-Strazhitsa there aren’t also NGO projects as in the strategy of 

LAG Isperih there are set projects of one Roma NGO. Ultimately, the only opportunities 

for some participation of the Roma community in LEADER activities remain the public 

projects that are developed by the municipalities. This involvement is implemented in 

two directions. On the one hand Roma may be users of the infrastructure built with the 

projects - playgrounds, gardens, street network. This view is shared by the majority of 

those interviewed. ‘There is no direct Roma participation in the projects – no business, no 

farming, no NGOs, no community centers – only this that the municipality makes for them. 

Only the public projects remain – those that affect them only as a quality of life – what they 
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can use is what the municipality applies for.’ – Mariya Marinova. ‘The municipality is the 

one that includes Roma through projects.’ – Krasimira Zhelyazkova. On the other hand 

Roma may participate as contractors of the activities in public projects. Unfortunately 

the lack of stable companies in the Roma communities prevents Roma from 

participation in the public tenders for services and therefore they may be involved in 

projects only if are hired by contractor companies. Although municipalities are making 

efforts in this direction, these efforts are not always successful. ‘Roma may not be 

independently involved in the implementation – they don’t have organizations and 

companies to participate in tenders. That’s why we try to negotiate participation of Roma 

in contracts as contractors and workers, but this is not always possible, and  we take the 

risk of being blamed for failure to comply with the procurement procedures’ 

requirements.’- Mariya Ilcheva. Not a small issue in the public procurements is the 

insufficient participation of Roma in the discussions for the development of projects and 

their further informing for the implementation and the results from the project. 

Generally Roma participated mainly in the preliminary discussions and not in the 

subsequent implementation and reporting of the projects as far as there were such 

discussions held by the municipalities as leaders in public projects. ‘Roma participate 

only in the discussion stage and not during projects’ planning, development and 

implementation’ – Mariya Ilcheva. This is a reason for lack of information in the 

municipalities which have implemented projects concerning also the Roma community 

for the people’s satisfaction from the performed activities.  

The lack of projects set in the LDS targeted towards the Roma community is the main 

reason these strategies to barely affect the Roma community. In both strategies there 

are no projects implemented by Roma entrepreneurs and farmers, there is only one 

project implemented by Roma NGO and few projects that without being exclusively 

targeted towards the Roma community have objectives which implementation may be 

used by local Roma communities.  Only one project within the LDS concerning Roma is 

completely implemented. This is the project for renovation of the central part of the 

village of Vinograd, LAG Lyaskovets-Strazhitsa, which according to the majority is a 

Roma village but the people there do not identify themselves as Roma. This project is 

part of a number of projects that the municipality has implemented in that village. 

According to the interviewed experts the main ‘merit’ for such concentration of projects 

in this village is the village residents’ high activity in their communication with the 

municipal authority. ‘Obviously the people from Vinograd can better put their problems – 

for the central part, the school, the community center, etc. and are able to require and 

insist for their solution’ – Krasimira Zhelyazkova. There are two or three projects for 

improving the infrastructure in those settlements with predominantly Roma population 

but they are still at a preparatory stage. Such is the project in the village of Dobri dyal 

which is in stage of selecting the contractor and is intended for repair and improvement 

of the village’s central part. The only project prepared and implemented by Roma is the 

project of Community center ‘Roma-Vazovo’ within LAG Isperih. The project is aimed at 
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preserving the cultural traditions and identity of the different ethnic groups in the 

municipality of Isperih. The project was implemented successfully as the executive 

director of the LAG said that Community Center ‘Roma-Vazovo’  is one of the few 

organizations not only Roma, which has sufficient capacity not only to plan and 

implement projects, but also to participate in the management of the LAG. Actually the 

success of the Community center Roma-Vazovo is due to the continuous support and 

consultation of the Center’s team by Integro Association’s experts who assist them not 

only in the projects’ elaboration and implementation, but also in the communication 

with the local authorities and institutions. Despite its increased capacity, the Community 

center could still hardly manage without external support with all requirements of the 

projects and the changing legislation and working conditions.   

 

   C.  Results and conclusions from the research  

Based on this research and on the grounds of the overall experience and observation 

that we have on the implementation of the LEADER programme, we can make the 

following summarized conclusions: 

 

� The LEADER programme barely affects the Roma community. As it is in both of 

the studied LAGs and also in the majority of the other over 30 LAGs, there aren’t 

almost any projects of Roma and Roma organizations, i.e. the Roma participation 

in the strategy’s implementation is minimal. Roma are usually subject to 

influence from projects’ contractors – for example in educational projects, or are 

users of the results of infrastructural projects, developed by the municipality. 

For the last projects it should be taken into account that most of them are not 

particularly developed for Roma but just concern them as far as they are in the 

settlements in which Roma are living. Very few are the projects that are targeted 

directly towards the Roma neighborhoods.  

� The vulnerable and marginalized communities such as Roma may very hardly 

participate in the LDS’s implementation. The projects’ elaboration requires 

considerable knowledge about the programme, skills for preparing the 

necessary documentation and significant financial resources. This financial 

resource is required not only for the co-funding of activities, but also for 

advance payments which shall be verified after the activities are implemented 

and reported. For some of the measures, for example for NGOs in the field of 

culture, there isn’t advance funding and the NGO has to rely entirely on its own 

resource that usually is missing. The requirements for co-funding are not the 

same for beneficiaries – municipalities and NGOs- towards the municipalities 

there aren’t requirements for co-funding of public projects, while the NGOs have 

to provide 30% co-funding.    

� A significant part of the representatives of the Roma community and the small 

Roma organizations need specialized approaches for work so that they may 

have equal opportunities for participation in the development and 

implementation of the LDS. Such approaches should unite measures for 

increasing the capacity of Roma communities and some of its representatives, 

and should also envisage ways for ensuring material resources – opportunities 

for land settlement, acquiring equipment and access to financial resources. 
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Successful involvement of Roma organizations under the LEADER approach is 

present when they have got provided additional expertise in all stages of the 

LDS- for motivating and activating the community to participate, for capacity 

building and acquiring knowledge about the programme and participation in the 

processes, for successful communication with institutions, for the development 

and implementation of proposals and others.  

� Roma are almost missing in the management bodies of the LAGs. We haven’t 

heard of Roma who are members of any of the LAG’s boards of management. 

What is more – there are very few Roma/Roma organizations who are members 

of a LAG. Roma involvement in the LDS ends with their participation in the 

preliminary informational meetings and discussions in the different localities. 

During the subsequent activities the number of Roma is constantly decreasing.  

� The executive teams of the LAGs don’t have the necessary capacity and 

knowledge for work with the representatives of the Roma communities. 

Unfamiliarity with the specifics of the Roma community and the inability to 

communicate with Roma leads to wrong attitude towards the Roma problems, 

their isolation from the processes of the LDS implementation and limited access 

to the LEADER resources. Successful involvement of Roma representatives in 

LEADER is present only at places where the experts and teams know the 

community well and are well accepted by it, as most successful in the work with 

Roma are the experts of Roma origin.  

� Roma involvement is largely dependent on the activity of Roma themselves. 

That’s why in Roma communities work needs to be done for increasing people’s 

motivation and activity for participation in the LEADER programme activities.  

 

D. Suggestions  

 

  Special measures which would encourage and ensure Roma participation should be 

envisaged in LEADER. These measures should be expressed in the provision of specific 

approach towards the Roma community for providing additional information about the 

programme, assistance for participation in the LAG’s structures, support for the 

development and implementation of projects, including and if possible – access to 

working capital. Such a specialized approach could provide equal opportunities for 

Roma to participate in LAG and LDS.  

  The requirements towards the small manufacturers should be reconsidered in order to 

facilitate the procedures and decrease the bureaucratic burdens related to filling in the 

documents and communication with institutions.  

  Significant advance payments should be envisaged for the NGOs, ensuring them 

successful implementation of projects without the need for the NGOs to seek additional 

sources of funding.   

  The participation of Roma in the LAGs and of Roma experts in the management bodies 

should be encouraged and criteria taking into consideration Roma involvement in these 

structures should be also envisaged. The teams for LDS implementation should include 

experts from various fields who should work with potential LDS beneficiaries from the 

Roma community.  

 

 

 


