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Abstract

:

One of the main objectives of rural development programs is the economic diversification of rural areas. In the context of the European Union, the application of the Leader Initiative (referred to today as the Leader Approach) is perhaps the best example of this type of policy. Based on the case study methodology, the objective of this work is to analyze the viability of the projects promoted by this type of program. A long-term scenario is taken as a reference, and this is precisely one of the main methodological innovations of this research in relation to most of the analyses focused on the impacts of rural development programs. The results of the research show (a) an orientation of the development strategy towards the promotion of rural tourism and (b) differences in the survival of the projects according to the type of productive measure under which they have been implemented: agricultural valorization and marketing projects offer better results than those promoting rural tourism or the promotion of SMEs and crafts and services. These results call into question the notable concentration of investment in projects aimed at creating tourist accommodation.
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1. Introduction


In the European Union (EU), the goal of the economic diversification in rural areas took on new meaning when, in the early 1990s, the European Commission (EC) approved the first call for proposals under the Leader Initiative [1]. Since then, the European commitment to rural economic diversification has been a constant in the implementation of EU policies. The origins of this European interest in rural areas lie in the significant internal and external imbalances in the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) [2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9]. This made CAP reform a real priority. Throughout the 1980s, the EC made this need clear in various documents [10,11,12] and reported about some of the most negative consequences (loss of agricultural jobs, falling farm incomes). To counter these effects, the EC considered it necessary to reduce the dependence of rural areas on primary activity and promote alternative activities to provide new income sources supplementing rural and agricultural incomes.



From the outset, implementing the Leader Initiative led to unprecedented mobilization of the European rural environment [13]. In fact, some countries (like Spain) had to draw funds from the Community Support Framework (CSF) to implement complementary rural development programs applied in territories unable to access management of Leader II [14] or Leader + [15] initiatives. In Spain, these programs were called Proder I [16] and Proder II [17]; they had minor differences in their management systems but similar characteristics to the development model proposed by the Leader Initiative.



Also from the very beginning, applying the Leader Initiative and other programs mentioned above aroused great interest in the scientific and academic community, both among those trying to characterize the Leader Approach from a theoretical standpoint [18,19,20,21,22,23,24,25,26] and those interested in quantifying its impacts from different perspectives [27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34].



In its aim to achieve rural economic diversification, tourism is one of the activities in which implementing rural development programs generated the highest expectations. Bryden [35], Lane [36], Butler et al. [37], Sharpley and Roberts [38], Patmore [39] and Perdue et al. [40] are some of the pioneers of studying this subject. Their research is essential for those interested in the potential of this sector in rural areas. However, beyond these conceptual works, most researchers are interested in quantifying the impacts of rural development programs on the tourism sector. It is common for these works to refer to a specific geographic area, whether a region, province, natural area, etc. For example, García [41] examines the Leader Initiative’s impact on the tourism in the northwestern regions of Murcia; Toledano and Gessa [42] study the tourism projects created under Leader II and Proder I in Huelva province; Candela et al. [43] and Hernández et al. [44] look at the strengthening of the tourism sector in mountain areas of Valencia through the Leader Initiative; and García and De la Calle [45] analyze the importance of rural development programs in transforming tourism in the Tiétar Valley (Ávila). Along the same lines are the works of Pérez and López [46], Mondéjar et al. [47], Márquez et al. [48] and Nieto and Cárdenas [49], which refer, respectively, to the Galicia, Castilla La Mancha, Andalusia and Extremadura regions.



In order to achieve the desired economic diversification, rural development programs consider it essential to reactivate the resources available in the territory. To this end, they place great importance on involving the population in defining development strategies. Although authors such as Guiberteau [50], Alberdi [51], Navarro et al. [52,53] and Esparcia et al. [54] are skeptical about real participation of the population in development processes, it is true that from a sociological perspective, many are interested in the ability of these programs to boost the social capital of rural areas. As with analyzing the contribution of rural development programs to the tourism sector, research on this issue also tends to focus on quantifying impacts and on a specific geographical area. Examples include the work of Buciega [55] analyzing social capital within rural development program implementation in Valencia province; Saz-Gil and Gómez-Quintero [56] studying the same subject in Teruel province; and Garrido and Moyano [57] taking Leader II and Proder I implementation in Andalusia as a reference.



Therefore, reviewing the literature on some of the challenges faced by rural development programs leads to the conclusion that much of the research is characterized by: (a) a quantitative vision focused on measuring impacts; and (b) taking official evaluations produced by local action groups (LAGs) as the main analytical source. Without diminishing the value of these contributions, their characteristics limit the scope, as they offer a “static” vision of what they aim to study. Using LAGs’ final evaluations as the main information source introduces bias, as these documents refer to when program implementation concludes, thus offering a “fixed picture” of results. This research aims to go further, offering a dynamic and long-term vision of the footprint left on the territory by rural development program implementation [58], focusing, in this case, on the economic viability of investments made under programs implemented in La Vera. To achieve this goal, the following research questions are posed:




	
What is the importance of each of the productive measures? Is investment spread across different activities, fostering desired economic diversification?



	
What are the numbers of operational, failed and carried-over projects in different productive measures, and how much investment has been committed to each?



	
For operational projects, how do promoters assess viability, and are there differences depending on the productive measure?








The long-term perspective is not trivial; analyzing real impact requires going beyond the subsidy eligibility period (five years, after which non-operational projects must return aid). This interest in analyzing the long-term rural development program impact is shared by Navarro et al. [59], evidenced by their study on the continuity of enterprises created under Leader I and II in Granada; and Cañete et al. [60] and Cejudo et al. [61] in their analyses of program implementation and failed projects in Andalusia.



With its approach, this research shares Navarro et al.’s [62] (p. 349) criticism that official evaluations “do not sufficiently consider the impacts these programs generate in the territory”. It also follows previous studies by Castellano-Álvarez et al. [63] comparing tourism development in La Vera and Tajo-Salor; and Castellano -Álvarez et al. [64], also based on the La Vera case study, analyzing the application of Proder I (1996–1999) and Proder II (2000–2006). This new contribution aims to update those results and extend the research time horizon to a new programming period in which the Leader Approach (2007–2013) was implemented [65]. These works add to extensive research where the authors studied La Vera’s development strategy from different perspectives [66,67,68,69,70].



As shown by Álvarez-García et al. [71] in their bibliometric study on cultural heritage and tourism as bases for regional development, there is extensive international literature that analyzes rural development and economic diversification without the aforementioned biases. Many of these contributions are case studies that this research takes as references. For example, Quaranta et al. [72] use a case study of a southern Italy region to analyze tourism’s potential in activating rural social capital; Iakovidou et al. [73] and Apostolopoulos et al. [74] study rural tourism conditioning factors in Greece; Marques [75] and Gatti et al. [76] analyze wine tourism’s capacity as an element of rural development through case studies of regions in northern Portugal and Emilia-Romagna (Italy), respectively; perception of the rural populations regarding tourism development impacts is addressed by Milano et al. [77], Muresan et al. [78,79], Andereck et al. [80], Kayat et al. [81], and Brankov et al. [82]; Robina et al. [83] study the intangibles driving rural tourism; and Ciolac et al. [84] examine agritourism’s potential as a rural development tool.




2. Research Methodology


From a methodological perspective, many authors have explored the usefulness of case studies as a research tool [85,86,87]. Yin [88] advocates applying this methodology when there is interaction between the element being studied and its environment. This occurs in this research: it is impossible to separate the longevity of the projects implemented under rural development programs from the resources and characteristics of the La Vera region; there is interaction between the two factors. Additionally, Coller [87] states that one of the requirements for applying the case study methodology is that the area under study should have well-defined boundaries. La Vera (Figure 1) meets this condition; made up of 19 municipalities, it has a deep-rooted sense of regional identity [89] and clearly defined borders: to the south by the river Tiétar; to the north, by the foothills of the Sierra de Gredos and the Jerte Valley; to the west by municipalities in the Plasencia region; and to the east, by the border between Cáceres and Ávila provinces.



La Vera is a paradigmatic example for evaluating rural development program impact. This is because it possesses all necessary potential for the successfully implementing of such programs, and it is located in the Extremadura region of Spain, considered by González Regidor [90] as an ideal framework for studying this issue.



The region’s remarkable environmental and scenic resources derive from its location in the Sierra de Gredos, which shapes its orography and climate. La Vera enjoys milder temperatures than its latitude would indicate, both in winter months (when Gredos protects it from cold Castilian plateau winds) and summer months (when the mountain massif’s proximity mitigates high temperatures). In the summer, Sierra de Gredos and its many gorges offer one of the area’s most prized tourist resources in the form of countless bathing spots with icy, crystal-clear waters that visitors greatly appreciate [91]. In addition to its natural and scenic resources, La Vera boasts enormous cultural and artistic heritage, as evidenced by the Monastery of Yuste, its five municipalities declared Historic-Artistic Sites, and its many festivals and traditions classified as being of regional tourist interest. All this makes the region ideal for tourism promotion investments.



Also justifying the region’s suitability as a case study is, its proven experience processing characteristic agricultural products (paprika, goat cheese, tobacco, etc.). This type of activity (agricultural valorization) is an important component of development programs.



The main part of the research is fieldwork in which (a) projects implemented by ADICOVER over the three programming periods constituting the research time horizon are analyzed; (b) a project sample is drawn; (c) promoters of selected sample projects are interviewed in person at project sites to provide context for interviewee responses and reflections; and d) an attempt is made to correct any biases that may have been incurred during the interviews by triangulating the results.



Prior to fieldwork, ADICOVER’s technicians were contacted to study the development strategy, program management applications, project lists, etc.



As is well known, rural development program structure [92] consists of six measures, three “non-productive” measures used for small infrastructure, public facilities, finances for the operation of the LAG, and cross-cutting training activities. The other three measures are of a productive nature and are aimed at: (a) rural tourism development; (b) SME and, crafts and services support; and (c) agricultural marketing and development. Private promoter projects under these last three measures are the fieldwork focus. However, the productive nature of these measures does not preclude financing public actions for general interest like regional tourism promotion, trail restoration, business fairs, etc. To select a project sample in the aforementioned productive measures, criteria used by Castellano-Álvarez et al. [63,64] in previous studies were followed. These are: (1) primarily private investment; (2) minimum €12,000 subsidy; and (3) the subsidy representing at least one-fifth of total investment. Table 1 shows results of applying these criteria to total projects implemented in the three programming periods constituting the research time frame.



Table 2 complements the above information with an overview of sample project importance within the productive measures. In the third section, analyzing development strategy will show that, over the three six-year periods, the sample project distribution correlates with the weight of each productive measure in the development program.



Table 1 and Table 2 show that applying the aforementioned criteria to the 169 private projects implemented under the productive measures allows selection of 82 actions whose investment represents 72.98% of total investment in these measures. However, in all cases it is impossible to interview the original promoters, as discussed earlier, since some projects ceased activity or were transferred; moreover, some operational promoters declined participation. Table 3 reflects these factors and filters the sample to determine interview numbers conducted in each productive measure.



Table 4 displays the characteristics of the promoters interviewed. Broadly summarizing the profile, the promoters interviewed tended to be male, between 40 and 60 years old and native to the region and to have a basic level of education.



As the table shows, male promoters outnumbered females by three to one and were predominantly 40–60 years old across productive measures. The majority were also native to the region, while those of neo-rural origin were concentrated more in rural tourism projects, specifically new accommodation establishments. These promoters also had higher education levels, contrasting with those modernizing existing accommodation or catering projects who had lower education. The training level of SMEs and crafts and services promoters was heterogeneous. Agricultural valorization project promoters were characterized by basic level education and very few women.



Regarding interview structure, semi-structured interviews were chosen as an intermediate option between a closed model (unable to incorporate promoter observations of interest) and an open model (with difficulties focusing attention on research-relevant questions and information processing). In his work on qualitative research, Yin [93] highlights the value of interviews as a research tool, considering them a valuable information source that allows interviewee interaction and proper response contextualization.



Beyond analyzing budget execution and impacts, methodologically, conducting these interviews enriches the research with qualitative analysis tools. This followed Esparcia [94], Viladomiu and Rosell [95], and Esteban et al. [96] who, regarding analysis of regional, rural and local development policies, advocate using such research instruments to transcend the often excessively quantitative results provided by official evaluations.



As a final phase of fieldwork, the initial results were triangulated to correct any biases that may have arisen during the interviews and to reinforce the methodological rigor of the research. For this purpose, working meetings were conducted with key personnel involved in implementing the development program, including technical managers from the LAGs and public representatives.




3. Results


3.1. Analysis of the Development Strategy Implemented by La Vera Region


Table 5 shows the investment distribution across measures in the three programs constituting the research time frame. The analysis shows the tourist specialization inherent in this region’s development strategy. Resources for rural tourism promotion account for 41.56% of total investment executed by the three programs and 61.63% of the investment in productive measures. Throughout the three programming periods, this specialization, far from diminishing, intensified under the Leader approach, with 45% of the resources allocated to tourism promotion.



At the other extreme is the scant importance given to agricultural development projects in the strategy. This measure accounts for barely a tenth of the total implemented investment and 15% of productive measure resources.



Throughout the three periods, non-productive measure importance remains constant at around one third of program resources. This is despite a clear increase in the LAG’s operating costs with Leader approach implementation (due to training actions and technical report preparation).



Figure 2 shows investment distribution in productive measures by project type. Blue depicts tourism project investment. The concentration of investment in the rural tourism measures the conditions of the program’s contribution to its economic diversification objective. Above any other, investments in accommodation creation or modernization stand out, accounting for almost 50% of all productive investment. This unequal investment distribution could hamper tourism development itself, as it minimizes resources for other equally necessary tourism projects like complementary activities or catering services. Interviews with promoters will reveal whether the applied strategy has succeeded or introduced a bias hindering sector and regional development.



Neither other productive measure shows such high concentration in a single project type. Figure 2 distinguishes investment under the SME and crafts and services promotion measure in orange; and project types financed under the agricultural development measure in green. Resource distribution in these measures aligns with the desired economic diversification objective. An example is investment aimed at strengthening the business fabric and service provision in rural areas, promoting highly heterogeneous businesses (physiotherapy clinics, garages, taxi services, consultancies, training centers, driving schools, local shops, renewable energies, carpentries, paint shops, photography studios) that provide basic services for rural living quality.



Investment distribution for agricultural valorization benefits all the county’s production, with projects improving goat cheese production processes standing out; investments in oil mills, pickle factories, paprika factories, poultry farming, etc. are also worth mentioning. The minimal importance of investments in tobacco cultivation (very important in some regional municipalities) is because these productions channel projects through the regional Department of Agriculture. Agricultural cooperatives in the region use program resources to modernize facilities and improve the services for members.




3.2. Operational Projects, Carryovers and Failures


Table 2 breaks down sample investments by productive measure. Table 6 details operational, failed and transferred projects and the importance of investment linked to each. Distinguishing between failed and transferred projects is significant: although neither allows interviewing the original promoter, a transferred project forms part of the program’s contribution to regional development; the original promoters life circumstances may have changed but the project driven by the LAG continues operating.



Table 6 shows that relative investment importance associated with operational projects is higher for agricultural marketing and development compared to the other two productive measures. It also shows that investment committed to failed projects is less important in this measure than in rural tourism or SMEs and crafts and services; this represents a paradox since this measure commits the fewest resources (Table 5). On the other hand, of the 12 transferred projects, 8 are tourism projects, potentially evidencing greater mobility among these promoters or lower profitability. Interviews with promoters should help clarify this issue.



Table 7 provides an analysis of operational, failed and carried over projects according to the programs under which they have been implemented. As Table 1 shows, sample project numbers vary between programs, with some noticeable differences. Therefore, the percentage of investment linked to operational, failed and transferred projects could be a more reliable indicator here. On this basis, Leader approach results seem more positive across all three parameters, possibly due to the shorter time elapsed since implementation ended. However, Table 7 also seems to show that the time elapsed since the program end is not a major determinant of long-term project success or failure; evidence is the clearly higher percentage of investment associated with operational projects under Proder I compared to Proder II.




3.3. Assessment of the Viability of the Investments Made: Interviews with Promoters


One of the most interesting aspects explored in promoter interviews was their perception of investments viability. Table 8 provides an initial approximation, classifying the promoter responses by productive measure of project implementation.



As the table shows, the promoter responses vary by productive measure. In all cases, these are operational projects, but the tourism promoters’ assessments of businesses’ profitability are more negative than those in other productive measures. Over 60% of tourism promoters admit their projects do not offer enough profitability to allow them to make a living from them; in fact, 11 of the 20 interviewed combine businesses management with other economic activities.



Table 9 classifies these promoters’ responses by type of project, showing that only one of eleven new rural accommodation promoters is satisfied with business economic viability (although they admit complementing their income with other agricultural activity). This project type was chosen by the three neo-rural promoters and two returnees, none of whom are satisfied with the profitability (although neo-rural promoters admit their aim was not profit but lifestyle change).



In contrast, most promoters are satisfied with viability when modernizing rural accommodation. All these investments are by regular residents dedicated exclusively to businesses management. Furthermore, most combine accommodation and catering activities (a circumstance often highlighted by this promoter type to justify their investment’s economic viability).



The valuations of tourism promoters necessitate reinterpreting the Table 4 data.It was found then that the percentage of investment associated with operational tourism projects was similar to the SMEs and crafts and services measure (and, in both, lower than the agricultural valorization measure). However, despite remaining operational, tourism promoters’ negative viability assessments are not shared by promoters in the other two measures.



However, a distinction should be made between SME and craft and service projects and agricultural valorization projects: the former are more modest in scale and provide promoter self-employment, while the latter have greater income generation potential by enhancing raw materials also produced by farmers and livestock breeders who indirectly benefit from the investment. Given the different viability assessments, average investment for operational sample projects in the productive measures was: €176,687.74 for the rural tourism measure; €93,488 for SMEs and crafts and services; and €88,851.03 for the agricultural valorization and marketing measure.



Regarding the interview content [63,64], analyzing promoters’ viability assessments requires focusing on those investing in accommodation creation, since viability is not controversial for other promoters. Guaranteeing anonymity, some of their most interesting reflections are transcribed to identify factors they believe jeopardize project viability.



Most interviewees agree in denouncing the low demand. Promoter 1 reflects this feeling, stating “official statistics speaking of over 20% occupancy are false”. Similarly, Promoter 2 considers, “data used by the administrations regarding occupancy levels are totally wrong”. In addition to low demand, this promoter blames these low occupancy levels on excessive supply, not hesitating to blame what he sees as “erroneous development program execution”; in fact, he justifies his opinion by referring to the latest Leader Approach aid call, stating: “where most projects have been presented is in the tourism sector; we are changing tobacco monoculture for tourism monoculture, and rural tourism is not a panacea”. Very similarly, Promoter 3 considers, “initially, the development program was fundamental for accommodation creation, but once that first phase was over, it did not reorient its role. More accommodation kept being created, meaning the sector became oversized; there is now more supply than demand”. Promoter 4 complains “we went from a situation with no accommodation capacity to one of oversupply; and this happened before demand decreased due to the economic crisis (…) if I didn’t have to meet subsidy requirements, I would consider closing down”. This idea is fairly widespread among the interviewees; for example, Promoter 5 insisted that “there is an oversupply of accommodation places and yet the development program continues to subsidizing more and more rural tourism projects, oversizing the sector”.



Another noted factor conditioning this project type’s viability is investments scale. The promoter is a professional architect acknowledging participating in creating many other accommodation projects. Regarding their architectural characteristics, he admits that “all projects I’ve designed have had quality and scale far superior to the expected return. Investments are not justified and will hardly be recovered”. A good example is Promoter 7, who, states, “many things have been done; real project viability is another matter. I will never recover the investment made in the rooms”. Similarly, Promoter 2 considers, “a bubble was created around rural tourism and the truth is you can’t demand the impossible; you can’t ask for wonderful accommodation, with huge investments that can’t be maintained, and what about profitability?” This promoter continues: “the investment made was not justified by the existing demand. We did not consider the project as a business and now we are paying the consequences; we have reduced all expenses to the max and still the numbers don’t add up”.



Other ideas emerging from interviews conditioning viability are seasonality inherent to tourist activity and the necessarily complementary nature of the income derived. Promoter 8 summarizes this, stating “it’s not possible to live exclusively from the rural tourism business. The winter is very long and the season almost depends on August”. This assessment is widely shared by other interviewees, who would also agree with Promoter 1 when he considers that:“if a study was done on rural tourism businesses viability, the vast majority of them are unviable”. Promoter 2 states that “tourism is not what it seems and profitability is very limited. It’s a complementary income source, but you cannot live on it alone”. Promoter 7 states that “whoever wants to make money with rural tourism is wrong”; and Promoter 9 concludes “if someone thought tourism would be the rural remedy, they were wrong”.



The interviews also explored neo-rural and returnee promoter motivations and perceptions. Regarding the first, the profit motive is often not the main one. For example, Promoter 1 acknowledges that “creating a Rural Hotel was the way to change my life, and that was the objective”. Similarly, Promoter 5 considers, “a Rural House is not a business; it’s more a lifestyle”. Like these interviewees, when asked about motivations for undertaking his project, Promoter 9 replies, “I’d lived in Madrid my whole life. I did it for a lifestyle and personal reasons”. For none of these interviewees was the subsidy received a relevant factor in project execution. In fact, Promoter 1 states: “those who decided to start a business thanks to a subsidy are already closed because ultimately the numbers don’t add up (…) we carried out our project without going into debt and thanks to this we survived”. Similarly, Promoter 9 considers, “if someone gets into an investment like this because of the subsidy, they don’t know what they’re doing”. Regarding his project’s viability, this last promoter says, “if you have the mortgage paid, maybe you can continue living modestly from your rural house, but not as a business”.





4. Discussion


This work shows that not all private projects promoted by rural development programs have the same long-term survival expectations. In line with conclusions by Castellano-Álvarez et al. [63,64], the results question the viability of tourism projects aimed at creating new rural accommodations. Therefore, territories orienting their development strategy towards rural tourism promotion due to their characteristics must address this challenge without renouncing necessary investment diversification. Even within tourism projects, there are investments whose profitability is not questioned by promoters, such as catering projects or those combining catering and accommodation. In this sense, Quaranta et al. [72] consider it necessary to connect different tourism projects, proposed in rural areas, also referring to complementary activities.



If a choice had to be made between creating new accommodation (with the inherent risk of oversizing the supply) and modernizing existing accommodation, research results seem to favor the second option. But, above all, as the Leader Initiative [1] stated in its first call for proposals, those responsible for implementing these types of programs must bear in mind tourism income’s complementary nature in rural areas.



Authors like Martins [97] and Leal-Solis and Robina-Ramírez [98] highlight the need for continuous monitoring in implementing these programs. Beyond official evaluations linked to EU fund execution, oversized tourist accommodation supply and viability criticisms from projects would demonstrate the absence of such monitoring mechanisms in implementing La Vera’s development strategy.



In the future, it would be interesting to complement this research by focusing on failed and transferred projects. Interviews with these promoters could shed light on the importance of poor project definition or changes in promoter personal circumstances as reasons for project closures or transfers.



It would also be worthwhile to analyze the role of public tourism promotion projects financed by development programs and their real contribution to stimulating demand. As noted by the promoters interviewed, they identify low demand as a fundamental factor jeopardizing private initiative viability in this sector. Finally, it seems necessary to rethink the role of rural development programs in stimulating tourism in areas where this activity has already consolidated. Support should probably focus on innovative and differentiating projects, avoiding potential distortion by subsidizing new accommodation in mature destinations. The technology and sustainability challenges facing the tourism sector open up interesting opportunities in this regard.




5. Concluding Remarks


The La Vera case shows that rural development programs’ commitment to economic diversification does not always involve a balanced investment distribution across different economic activities. This territory’s tourist vocation means resources concentrate on rural tourism, particularly projects aimed at the creation and/or modernization of rural accommodations. This comes at the detriment of other action types, especially those aimed at agricultural valorization, which, paradoxically, have the highest percentage of operational investment and lowest unsuccessful investments percentage.



When analyzing project economic viability assessment by promoters, it is seen that none questioning operational status are agricultural valorization or SME and craft and service promoters. However, over 60% of tourism promoters recognize profitability does not allow them to devote themselves exclusively to management; these responses concentrate among new rural accommodation promoters, where only one of eleven interviewed is satisfied with business evolution. However, those modernizing rural accommodation or undertaking catering projects are satisfied with viability. Therefore, a tourism project’s economic viability is not questionable from a sectorial perspective, but doubts refer to the project type implemented.



Questionable tourism investments viability may be one reason these actions have the highest number of transferred projects. Moreover, new accommodation creation projects attract developers of neo-rural and returnee origin. The motivations for this promoter type to invest could help explain why economically unviable projects remain operational long-term; these promoters recognize their priority was lifestyle change and that the project, despite modest return, enabled them to achieve this.



Depending on the productive measure under which it was implemented, differences between projects also affect employment generation or income increase capacity. Although average investment in agricultural valorization actions is the lowest of the three productive measures, this investment type has the greatest impact on increasing incomes, benefiting both processors and agricultural producers. The average investment in SME and, craft and service projects would be at an intermediate level, guaranteeing promoter self-employment, while tourism projects (especially new accommodation creation) have the highest average investment and lowest employment impact, since promoters often admit to moonlighting to supplement income.



This research has limitations inherent to the methodology employed. Its results are useful for explaining the rural reality but are not universally extrapolable and must always be interpreted in their context.



However, some reflections can be made that may be of interest when designing rural development strategies, especially in areas with strong tourism appeal. Investment diversification seems necessary to ensure profitability in both primary and service sectors. Within tourism, support should focus on modernization and complementary projects, while monitoring supply evolution to avoid potential distortion. The low viability of some tourism projects also leads to questioning accommodation oversizing and rethinking incentives once the sector reaches maturity.



Finally, the role of these programs should be re-evaluated once rural areas have overcome deficiencies in basic infrastructure and services provision. The sustainable development challenges facing rural environments open up opportunities for support to pilot innovative and differentiating projects with greater local impact.
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Figure 1. Location of the region of La Vera. Source: Castellano-Álvarez et al. [63]. 
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Figure 2. Distribution by type of action of investment in productive measure. Source: Own elaboration. 
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Table 1. Sample of private projects by programming period and their representativeness.
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	Development Program
	Private Projects
	Project Samples
	Investment Private Project Samples
	% Sample of Private Projects to the Total Investment of the Measure





	Proder I
	36
	26
	2,947,795.40
	82.24



	Proder II
	43
	18
	2,019,122.78
	54.85



	Leader Approach
	90
	38
	4,462,697.52
	78.91



	Total
	169
	82
	9,429,615.70
	72.98







Source: Own elaboration.
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	Development Program
	Private Projects
	Project Samples
	Investment Private Project Samples
	% Sample of Private Projects to the Total Investment of the Measure





	Rural tourism
	67
	42
	6,146,533.27
	77.18



	SMEs, crafts and services
	73
	27
	2,110,311.47
	69.96



	Agricultural valorization
	29
	13
	1,172,770.96
	60.44



	Total
	169
	82
	9,429,615.70
	72.98







Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 3. Number of interviews carried out according to the measure of productivity.
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	Project Samples
	Project Failed
	Project

Transferred
	Disinterest

of the Promoter
	Interviews Conducted





	Rural tourism
	42
	12
	8
	2
	20



	SMEs, crafts and services
	27
	10
	3
	2
	12



	Agricultural valorization
	13
	2
	1
	2
	8



	Total
	82
	24
	12
	6
	40







Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 4. Characteristics of the interviewees in La Vera region.
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Sex

	
Age

	
Origin

	
Formation




	

	
Man

	
Woman

	
<40

	
Between 40 and 60

	
>60

	
Native

	
Returned

	
Neorrural

	
Basic

	
University






	
Rural tourism

	
14

	
6

	

	
18

	
2

	
15

	
2

	
3

	
15

	
5




	
Accommodation creation

	
8

	
3

	

	
9

	
2

	
6

	
2

	
3

	
7

	
4




	
Accommodation modernization

	
4

	
3

	

	
7

	

	
7

	

	

	
6

	
1




	
Catering

	
2

	

	

	
2

	

	
2

	

	

	
2

	




	
SMEs, crafts and services

	
8

	
4

	
2

	
9

	
1

	
10

	
2

	

	
6

	
6




	
Agricultural valorization

	
8

	

	

	
7

	
1

	
8

	

	

	
7

	
1




	
Total

	
30

	
10

	
2

	
34

	
4

	
33

	
4

	
3

	
28

	
12








Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 5. Breakdown by measure of the investment implemented.
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	Proder I
	%
	Proder II
	%
	Leader Approach
	%





	Productive measures
	3,584,221.93
	66
	3,681,236.48
	68
	5,655,422.77
	68



	Rural tourism
	2,157,490.16
	40
	2,072,606.99
	38
	3,733,694.87
	45



	SMEs, crafts and services
	943,459.43
	17
	722,488.60
	14
	1,350,660.99
	16



	Agricultural valorization
	483,272.34
	9
	886,140.89
	16
	571,066.91
	7



	Non-productive measures
	1,835,873.69
	34
	1,764,438.74
	32
	2,640,410.60
	32



	Operating costs
	608,532.98
	11
	666,967.20
	12
	1,297,185.49
	16



	Recovery of the environment
	1,227,340.71
	23
	1,097,471.54
	20
	1,343,225.11
	16



	Total
	5,420,095.62
	
	5,445,675.22
	
	8,295,833.37
	







Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 6. Operational projects, carryovers and failures by productive measures.
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	Tourism
	SMEs and Crafts
	Agricultural

Valorisation
	Total





	Operational projects
	22
	14
	10
	46



	Investment in operational projects
	3,887,130.35
	1,308,831.98
	888,510.30
	6,084,472.63



	% of total investment in the sample
	63%
	62%
	76%
	65%



	Failed projects
	12
	10
	2
	24



	Investment failed projects
	1,261,780.24
	580,879.99
	122,803.36
	1,965,463.59



	% of total investment in the sample
	21%
	28%
	10%
	21%



	Projects carried over
	8
	3
	1
	12



	Investment in projects carried over
	997,622.68
	220,599.50
	161,457.30
	1,379,679.48



	% of total investment in the sample
	16%
	10%
	14%
	14%







Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 7. Operational, carried over and failed projects by programming period.






Table 7. Operational, carried over and failed projects by programming period.












	
	Proder I
	Proder II
	Leader Approach
	Total





	Operational projects
	14
	8
	24
	46



	Investment in operational projects
	1,794,918.21
	969,758.41
	3,319,796.01
	6,084,472.63



	% of total investment in the sample
	61%
	48%
	74%
	65%



	Failed projects
	8
	6
	10
	24



	Investment failed projects
	697,870.94
	452,053.42
	815,539.23
	1,965,463.59



	% of total investment in the sample
	24%
	22%
	18%
	21%



	Projects carried over
	4
	4
	4
	12



	Investment in projects carried over
	455,006.25
	597,310.95
	327,362.28
	1,379,679.48



	% of total investment in the sample
	15%
	30%
	8%
	14%







Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 8. Are you satisfied with the profitability of your business?






Table 8. Are you satisfied with the profitability of your business?





	Development Program
	No
	Yes





	Rural tourism
	13
	7



	SMEs, crafts and services
	-
	12



	Agricultural valorization
	-
	8



	Total
	13
	27







Source: Own elaboration.













 





Table 9. Are you satisfied with the profitability of your tourism project?






Table 9. Are you satisfied with the profitability of your tourism project?





	Development Program
	No
	Yes





	Creation of accommodation
	10
	1



	Modernisation of accommodation
	2
	5



	Restoration actions
	1
	1



	Total
	13
	7







Source: Own elaboration.
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