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(Not) Learning from the Past? The diffusion of EU’s rural development policy in its 

Neighbouring Countries 

ABSTRACT  

After the Arab revolts the EU attempted to contribute to the rural development of the Arab 

Mediterranean states by designing the European Neighbourhood Programme for Agriculture 

and Rural Development (ENPARD). Through ENPARD the EU tried to diffuse policies that were 

implemented in the New Member States (NMS) and the candidate countries. Based on the 

experiences of one NMS (Croatia) and one candidate country (Turkey), the article surveys what 

is (not) learned from the pre-accession programmes and the limits of policy diffusion in Egypt 

and Tunisia. The article claims that policy diffusion must be distinguished from policy 

convergence and that policy success must be contextualised by taking into account the role of 

domestic actors in each case study. 
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Introduction  

The interest of analysts about the transfer of EU norms and rules to the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) countries is not new. Under the umbrella of Europeanisation, a 

vast part of the literature sees the ENP as a platform through which the EU attempts to transfer 

to the national administrations of the partner countries all the norms and rules that the EU 

members share.1 Yet, despite the increasing body of works about policy diffusion in the ENP 

countries, there is a gap in the literature about the diffusion of rural development policies in 

the EU’s neighbouring countries. Especially for the Euro-Mediterranean relations, the scholarly 

focus has been so far on the costs of agricultural trade and not on the transfer of rural 

development policies to the Arab Mediterranean countryside.2 

Yet after the Arab revolts the ENP has entered a new phase and regarding the rural 

development of the ENP countries the EU has decided to draw concrete lessons from the 

accession programmes in order to improve the life of rural populations of its partners.3 The 

main aim of the EU was to make the new ENP more objective and effective and towards this 

direction it created ENPARD. ENPARD is based on the older Special Accession Programme for 

Agriculture and Rural Development (SAPARD) and on the Instrument for Pre-Accession 

Assistance in Rural Development (IPARD).4 IPARD and SAPARD were considered as successful 

tools for the development of agriculture in Turkey and in the Balkan countries.5 Based on this 



2 

 

success, EU policymakers are optimistic about the effectiveness of ENPARD in the North African 

partners. 

The article questions this mechanistic optimism of the EU’s policymakers. It argues that 

the achievements of these policies must be contextualised and that crucial to their successful 

diffusion is the role of domestic actors. In order to offer a clearer picture of the role that 

domestic actors play in each context, the article compares the application of SAPARD and 

IPARD in Croatia and Turkey with ENPARD in Tunisia and Egypt, which first implemented the 

programme in the Southern rim of the ENP. 

The paper starts by explaining the literature of policy diffusion mechanisms in the ENP 

countries. What follows is a section with the norms and principles of rural development that 

the EU wants to diffuse to the Arab Mediterranean partners after 2010. The article proceeds by 

explaining the rural development policies of Croatia and Turkey; how these were supported by 

the EU programmes and which factors counted for the success of the EU initiatives. After this 

part, the study assesses the Tunisian and Egyptian reforms for rural development. Contrary to 

the Croatian and closer to the Turkish experience, the paper argues that the aim of the North 

African rural development policy so far supports mainly big farmers. This orientation of the 

North African governments has contributed to the creation of a dual agricultural market and 

ENPARD does not mitigate the wealth gap between the richer and poorer producers of the 

North African agricultural communities. 

 

Mechanisms of policy diffusion in the EU’s neighbourhood 

As stated in the introduction studies that have tried to explore the EU’s impact on the domestic 

policies of the ENP partners have grown significantly in the last decade. Mostly students of 

Europeanisation have analysed the conditions and the causal mechanisms for the diffusion of 

EU policies in the ENP countries and to what extent the ENP is a new threshold for the relations 

of the EU with its Mediterranean partners.6  

 Despite the fact that the literature on policy diffusion is heterogeneous and it draws 

lessons from different schools of thought, it shares the view that policy diffusion refers to the 

processes that might result in increasing policy similarities across countries.7 The literature 

suggests that the ENP governments do not adopt EU policy practices randomly, but through 

common affiliations, negotiations and participation in the same institutions. This assessment 

led many studies to map the various mechanisms of policy diffusion and the reasons for 

adoption patterns.  

 The first mechanism that is used for the diffusion of policies is coercion. However, in 

practice the EU very rarely uses coercion against its neighbours. As Holden has correctly 

mentioned aid has become more important than hard power in the EU external affairs towards 

its Mediterranean partners.8 This brings to the surface the second mechanism, which is related 
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to the use of (positive or negative) incentives for promoting institutional models. Rewards, 

financial and technical assistance and in the case of the ENP the ‘more-for-more’ approach of 

the EU concerns diffusion through manipulating the utility calculations of the partner countries. 

The third mechanism that many studies explore is learning. This is the process where 

policymakers observe policies that have been adopted elsewhere and learn from the 

experiences of others. In this regard the EU is perceived as teacher of norms and practices. An 

important element of this mechanism is the process of socialisation through which partners 

redefine their identities and interests.9 In this case the European Commission (EC) and the 

other EU agencies become socialisation platforms, which communicate rules, norms and 

practices to the ENP partners.   

In reality these mechanisms hardly operate in isolation and as Börzel and Risse mention 

none of these mechanisms assumes that the EU neighbours should be considered as passive 

decision takers.10 The EU partners have their own systems of beliefs through which they filter 

the EU policies and rules. Often met with skepticism or resistance the EU practices are 

incorporated into the existing structures rather they replace them. Radaelli highlights the 

importance of these particularities arguing that the political context at the receiving end of the 

EU policies can lead to policy diffusion without convergence.11  

At this point it is necessary to explain the differences between diffusion and 

convergence. As stated above policy diffusion is a process which leads to similarities between 

countries, but these similarities can stay at the level of discourse (such as the adoption of 

similar principles) and to the adoption of some commitments. This type of diffusion should not 

be confused with convergence at the level of the use of instruments or convergence of 

results.12 In other words the successful diffusion of norms and principles does not necessarily 

indicate the successful implementation of commitments (in this paper support to smaller 

farmers of the ENP countries through the use of ENPARD). The article builds on this distinction 

between diffusion and convergence. The next section explains what the EU tries to diffuse in 

the area of rural development to the neighbouring countries after the Arab revolts. 

 

The EU Rural development policy: What does the EU try to diffuse in the ENP countries? 

As the price-distorting mechanisms of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) were under attack 

from groups both within and outside Europe, EU policymakers were forced to reform rural 

support policies. Deviating from the large-scale state investments in infrastructure, EU rural 

development reforms attempted to promote the concept of integrated rural development. In 

practice the launch of the first integrated rural development programme in the EU was 

implemented in 1982 in ten pilot rural areas of different member states;13 but the principles of 

the EU rural development policy became an integral part of the EU discourse after the first 

European Conference on Rural Development in Cork in 1996. 
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 The focus of the new approach was on small and medium scale industries and rural 

services. The concept advocated the economic diversification of the income base of family 

farms and the incorporation of the different aspects of rural development (such as the 

management of natural resources and the enhancement of environmental functions) in one 

legal and policy framework. In addition, the new concept supported the modernisation of the 

local and regional administration and the exchange of experiences through networks between 

regions and rural communities.14  

Deviating from the top-down experience of the previous policies, the new concept 

invited local farmers to contribute to the design and the implementation of rural development 

projects through the creation of Local Action Groups (LAGs). LAGs are local partnerships 

between farmers, trade unions, local political representatives and other community service 

providers (such as women and youth organisations), which are responsible for identifying and 

implementing local development strategies and making decisions about the allocation of 

financial resources. 

The new integrated approach for rural development aimed to bring convergence to the 

disadvantaged regions of Europe and to the fragile rural economies of the NMS and candidate 

countries. For EU policymakers this model could be diffused to the countries of North Africa, as 

the Arab revolts in Egypt and Tunisia have highlighted abject rural poverty, regional disparities 

and neglect of rural areas. For the former commissioner of Agriculture and Rural Development 

Dacian Cioloş ENPARD sends a clear signal of the EU’s willingness to put agriculture back at the 

core of its relations with the ENP partners. According to him the EU was ready 

 

to share our experience, our know-how, in the framework of a solid partnership for 

rural development and for the sustainable valorisation of these regions’ agricultural 

potential. That is the meaning of ENPARD programmes. It is not merely about 

funding, but also about working methods, which have been shown to be effective, 

in particular during the accession of the new EU member states.15  

 

In the same vein, the former Commissioner of Enlargement and ENP Štefan Füle added that the 

diffusion of the working methods that have been successful to the NMS will help to achieve the 

aims of the new ENP, namely to contribute to more employment in rural areas and to support 

inclusive growth.16 However, this mechanistic approach of EU policymakers is not accurate. As 

the next case studies show the success of integrated rural development depends on the role of 

domestic actors. The next sections analyse the diffusion of the EU rural development policy in 

different contexts and to what extent the results in each case converge with each other.  
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The implementation of the pre-accession programs in Croatia and Turkey 

During the accession period, the development of agriculture was one of the main priorities for 

the Croatian government and it still is for the Turkish administration. The share of agriculture in 

the national GDP of both countries, the size of agricultural land and the people that live in rural 

areas were (and still are) much higher than the EU average. For example, 48 per cent of the 

Croatian people live in rural areas and the agricultural sector adds almost 10 per cent to the 

national GDP.17 In Turkey agriculture adds more than 8 per cent to the national GDP and 25 per 

cent of the total population lives in rural areas.18 To support the agricultural sector of the two 

countries, the EU has created SAPARD and IPARD. SAPARD started in 1999 and it was 

implemented only in Croatia.19 This was replaced by IPARD in 2007 and its funds have been 

used by both countries. The priorities of the programmes were identified in the Accession 

Partnerships that the two countries negotiated with the EU. Their objectives were to enhance 

the competitiveness of the local farmers and to help the two countries implement the EU 

acquis in order to prepare them for the CAP.  

In Croatia SAPARD relied on the Agriculture and Rural Development Plan (ARDP). The 

programme lasted for two years (2005-06) and was replaced by a second ARDP for the 

implementation of IPARD in 2007. This programme ended with the accession of the country in 

the EU in 2013.20 Following the aforementioned principles of integrated rural development, the 

ARDP of 2005-06 was the first comprehensive attempt to support the national agricultural 

sector. The aim of the previous Croatian plans was only to increase the national production 

without any specific measures for rural development. Until the end of 1990s most agricultural 

measures were taken from the previous Yugoslavian legislation and even when some reforms 

were introduced in 1999, due to demands of the World Trade Organisation, these focused on 

direct price subsidies and trade policies.21 Rural development was linked to market policies and 

was perceived as an automatic outcome generated by increased productivity.22 The failure of 

these plans to improve the competitiveness of the sector resulted to massive flows of people 

towards the urban centers and contributed to the depopulation of the rural areas. 

Furthermore, the underdeveloped infrastructure in rural areas and the problematic access of 

the rural population to public institutions added more constraints to the development of 

agriculture. 

Domestic pressures for the decentralisation of the decision-making process and the 

increasing role of the Croatian civil society in rural areas led the Croatian Ministry of Agriculture 

to adopt a multi-sectoral approach for the development of the sector. Due to the tragedy of the 

war in the 1990s Tudjman created an even more centralised structure than the communist 

government. The share of the local authorities from the national budget was much lower than 

the pre-war years; the funds for the regional authorities were just one third of the pre-war 

revenues.23 After the end of the Tudjmanist era, the successive right-wing government tried to 
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increase its legitimacy by reinforcing the existing centralised structures. Funds towards the local 

governments remained low and in addition the central administration extended its control to 

services that were provided by local authorities. The situation changed when a center left-wing 

coalition government took power at the beginning of 2000s. The new administration soon 

realised that the suffocation of the local authorities and their limited role in public spending 

and affairs were significant barriers for the implementation of domestic policies.24 Trying to 

support the transition from authoritarian to democratic rule, the new government saw 

decentralisation reforms and the diffusion of the EU rules as a pillar of a functioning democracy 

and market economy.   

These reforms included a new institutional framework, which gave back to regional 

authorities the control of social services that were managed by the central government. New 

laws improved local financing and were followed by civil service reforms that made the local 

authorities more efficient. Regarding the implementation of the EU initiatives for supporting 

agriculture, the Croatian authorities followed a similar decentralised approach.25 The Paying 

Agency for IPARD organised five regional offices in Zagreb, Bjelovar, Osijek, Rijeka and Split. In 

addition, the Croatian government created twenty-one regional offices, which had increased 

responsibilities. These ranged from assisting farmers for getting funding from the EU 

programmes to offering help for quality controls and advice for creating integrated agricultural 

projects. 

The role of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) was also important for the diffusion of the 

EU rural development programmes. Despite being at an infant stage and with few funds and 

resources, CSOs have done considerable progress since the end of the civil war and they offered 

services that the state was unable to provide in rural areas.26 The role of CSOs in informal 

education, such as training and planning, was crucial for raising the awareness of the local 

farming communities about new producing methods and EU funding channels. Their work in 

rural areas forced the Croatian administration to involve local businesses and civil society in 

government plans in order to give a new momentum to the agricultural sector and rural 

development.27 Besides efforts to apply the EU principles in programming, the new plan 

identified priority areas of rural development and attempted to support bottom-up solutions to 

local problems. By strengthening regional associations and local organisations, the new plan 

showed that the participation of local actors was an integral part of the new policy. Local NGOs 

became more visible partners for the convergence of rural development policies and in the 

implementation of the related programmes. The Croatian Rural Development Network, which 

had lobbied the Croatian government for a more inclusive rural development policy since 2004, 

became the official umbrella of local NGOs (which focused on rural development) in 2006. It got 

the ability to monitor rural development policies and to propose measures for improving the 

application of related projects. 
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Regarding the political economy of agriculture, the different dimensions of SAPARD and 

IPARD focused on two priorities. The first one was to assist the consolidation of agricultural 

holdings and the second was to diversify the income of the rural population. Land 

fragmentation was considered as one of the main reasons for the low productivity of the 

Croatian farmers and through various projects the Croatian government tried to reshape 

agricultural holdings.28 With the assistance of the Swedish administration, the Croatian 

government designed a three-year land consolidation project, which changed the structure of 

farms in different rural areas, such as the municipalities of Vinodolska and Vidovec.29 Consistent 

with its bottom-up approach, an essential part of the project was to include actors of all levels 

in the decision-making process.  

Even if land consolidation projects were progressing slowly, due to administrative 

problems (such as land registration and the simultaneous creation of a modern cadastre) the 

results in the pilot areas were welcomed by the local communities, as they had improved the 

structure of farms and the efficiency of the agricultural land market.30 SAPARD and IPARD 

complemented these projects by offering financial support to middle sized farms and 

producers. Due to pressures from small farmers, the Croatian government supported small-

scale producers for improving their productive capabilities.31 The logic of the programmes was 

to help small farmers expand their production, through the adoption of new marketing 

strategies.  

Yet, and despite the inclusion of different actors in the new government plans, 

administrative problems did not allow the Croatian farmers to absorb a large part of the funds 

allocated by SAPARD. Actually, the programme was mostly used as a mechanism for the 

modernisation of the Croatian state agencies. The decision of the Croatian government to focus 

more on the modernisation of the Croatian administration was crucial for the better 

implementation of IPARD, which replaced SAPARD in 2007.32 From 2007-13 the EU funds were 

significantly increased, as the total investments exceeded €300m. Being better prepared for the 

application of IPARD, the Croatian administration allocated these funds to farmers and rural 

communities.  

The popularity of IPARD among the Croatian farmers led the government to organise 

extensive public discussions about the use of the resources from IPARD and to improve the 

procedures for funding. Regarding the second aim of the programmes (rural development) 

more emphasis was given to rural tourism and to the support of Small and Medium Enterprises 

in rural areas. The creation of LAGs (in areas between 5,000 – 150,000 people) increased 

further the Croatian absorption of IPARD funds, as almost €3m have been channeled to such 

partnerships, which offer training and support to local businesses.33    

Yet, the conclusion of EU policymakers that the Croatian IPARD is a complete success 

story is not accurate. Several obstacles hampered the operation of the programme. Qualitative 
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analyses show that the administrative problems are not a subject of the past. The 

decentralisation initiatives of the Croatian government were controlled from above and 

undermined the efficiency of the programme.34 The poor coordination between the central and 

local administrative bodies led to delays in the dissemination of the relevant information, 

meaning that beneficiaries often missed crucial deadlines. Even if the absorbing capacity of the 

Croatian administration increased, the local authorities managed to absorb 50 per cent of the 

total commitments between 2007-13.35 In addition, IPARD’s uniform funding criteria did not 

take into consideration the different conditions in the Croatian rural areas. Sub-sectors of the 

Croatian agricultural economy, without strong political influence, such as floristry and honey 

producers, were not eligible to apply for support. Between the two priorities of the programme 

(market efficiency and rural development) the latter received less attention. According to the 

Croatian Rural Development Network, LAGs were the only CSOs that were eligible to get funds 

from IPARD. Other civil society actors and NGOs that could further increase the visibility of the 

program and improve the aspects of IPARD related to rural development could not apply for 

funds from the EU initiatives.36 

The success of IPARD is even smaller in Turkey. SAPARD, which was used as a vehicle for 

the modernisation of the Croatian administration, was not implemented in Turkey, as the 

country was not ready for negotiating the agriculture chapter of its membership. The EU put on 

hold discussions about the Turkish agricultural reforms in 2006 (due to problems between 

Turkey and Cyprus)37 but besides the Cypriot-Turkish dispute, the absence of a designated body 

for the management of the EU funds did not allow the implementation of EU tools in the 

sector.38 The creation of the Turkish IPARD Paying Agency early in 2007 allowed the EU to 

approve the implementation of IPARD in Turkey in December 2007. From 2007-13, the EU 

decided to allocate through IPARD more than €873m to the country.  

Contrary to the Croatian case, the Turkish administration saw IPARD, as a tool to 

support large-scale producers and the rich regions of the country. Since the beginning of 2000s 

and during the membership negotiations the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (Justice and 

Development Party; AKP) introduced several agricultural reforms to replace state subsidies with 

direct income transfer programmes.39 The removal of artificial incentives and the restructuring 

of sales cooperatives reduced the budget expenses to farmers by 30 per cent only in the first 

years of their implementation. Yet, these changes did not alter the status quo in rural areas and 

wealthier farmers continued to benefit from the reforms. Market oriented reforms did not 

change the regional distribution of income either. In fact the new agricultural policies widened 

the gap between the poorer and wealthier regions of Turkey both in relative and absolute 

terms.40  

The insistence of the AKP to benefit disproportionally the wealthiest segments of the 

Turkish rural communities was obvious during the negotiations with the EU for the regions that 
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would be funded by IPARD. This issue created a dispute between Turkey and the EC for the 

implementation of the programme. The EC insisted to channel funds to the poorer areas of the 

country and with GDP per capita below the 75 per cent of the Turkish average. On the other 

hand, the Turkish Ministry of Agriculture claimed that the richer regions should qualify as well, 

as they had more potential for further growth.41 The result was a compromise between the two 

sides. For the period 2007-13, the qualified 42 provinces were selected for the potential they 

had, the GDP per capita and net internal migration.  

An additional problem for more inclusive strategies that could develop the Turkish 

agricultural sector was the weak civil society in the rural areas of the country. An equivalent 

network to the Croatian Rural Development Network does not exist yet in Turkey and LAGs are 

at an embryonic stage, unable to absorb any funds from IPARD.42 Suggestions for setting up 

young farmers organisations, institutions that could strengthen producers’ voice and women’s 

participation in rural development remain policies in paper.43 This situation and the inability of 

small producers to get access to credit make small agro-businesses vulnerable to the volatility 

of the market. Some credit schemes, which have been supported by Dutch banks run for the 

last three years, but it is still too soon to assess their impact on small farmers.  

Seeing the two cases from a comparative perspective, the faster adoption of the EU 

acquis by Croatia and the better organisation of the Croatian administration than the Turkish 

one had a positive impact on the implementation of the programmes. Yet, the diffusion of the 

EU principles and acquis are not sufficient factors to determine the success of the programmes. 

The different historical background of the countries, the configuration of power between the 

state and the civil society and the distribution of power between the different agricultural 

producers are crucial factors that explain the implementation of the reformed rural 

development policies and why particular groups have benefited so far from the EU funds. 

A common characteristic of the two countries is the efforts that they did to deregulate 

their agri-food sectors for the last two decades (more than three decades in Turkey). Through 

privatisations of state companies (such as Kutjevo d.d, Orahovica and IPK Croatia in Croatia and 

TURKSEKER and TEKEL in Turkey) and the gradual elimination of subsidies, both countries 

wanted to show their commitment to a more liberal Europeanism. Yet, in the Croatian case, the 

new administrations of the 2000s wanted to leave behind the Tudjmanist centralised form of 

governance. Another objective of the government was to make the Croatian policies more 

transparent, an aim that in the agricultural sector was materialized through the participation of 

NGOs and civil society networks in the development of the national rural strategy. The 

participation of CSOs and pressures from below benefited small producers, despite the 

existence of several problems during the implementation of the programmes. 

The pro-EU rhetoric of AKP (at least until the Eurozone crisis) highlighted in a similar 

manner with the Croatian government the commitment of Turkey to the EU project. Yet, the 
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domestic politics in Turkey are different. The fragile Turkish coalition government of the 1990s 

favored the Turkish smallholders through generous prices and credit subsidies, as its leaders 

thought in old school populist terms to attract rural votes.44 However, the attrition of the 

agricultural sector during the 2000s, the consolidation of a strong government and the pro-

liberal policies during the last decade (supported by projects from the World Bank) have 

favored primarily large farmers. The authoritative manner of the Turkish administration has 

further established the position of large producers, as the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 

Affairs is unable to involve the majority of smallholders in the decision-making process.45 Rural 

CSOs, which could support smaller farmers, are weak and find it difficult to facilitate integrated 

rural development projects. The implementation of national plans, with the support of EU 

funds, continues this pattern and asymmetrically benefits the richer regions of the country and 

reproduces the power of wealthier farmers.  

 

The implementation of ENPARD in Egypt and Tunisia: Continuing the work of the ENP Action Plans 

Until 2014 and only for the preparation of the start-up phase of ENPARD in Egypt, Tunisia, 

Morocco and Jordan the EU has committed €2,8m.46 The total budget for the implementation 

of the programme in the next four years in Tunisia is €25m and for Egypt is €36m.  

The commitment of the EU to inclusive growth and to the creation of more jobs is 

mentioned in statements of policymakers and in EC’s strategy papers after the Arab Spring.47 

But besides the change in the rhetoric of the new ENP initiative, the objectives of the pilot 

programmes in Egypt and Tunisia do not deviate far from the aims of the ENP Action Plans (APs) 

that were signed before the Arab revolts. ENPARD pilot projects in the two countries support 

the sustainable development of rural areas, various income-generating activities and help 

producers to meet the requirements of the national and international markets.48 The Egyptian 

Action Fiche for the implementation of ENPARD sets the objectives of the initiative more 

clearly. These include  

 

the sustainable use of natural agricultural resources, increasing the productivity of 

land and water units, raising the degree of food security, increasing the 

competitiveness of agricultural products, improving the living standards of the rural 

inhabitants and reducing poverty rates in rural areas.49  

 

In a similar vein the APs suggested reforms that would improve the Sanitary and Phyto-Sanitary 

(SPS) controls of the North African products and would encourage private investment in 

agriculture. According to the APs, the aims of these interventions are to ‘improve the health 

safety of food for consumers and facilitate trade in agricultural products with the EU’.50 The 
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ENP partners’ export potential to the EU market would alleviate poverty and support rural 

development.51 

Besides the similarities between the ENP APs and ENPARD, what must be underlined is 

the fact that the promise of the EU to support inclusive growth in the ENP countries relies on 

the national strategies of the partners. ENPARD assists national schemes in order to offer to the 

partner countries ‘an opportunity for enhanced cooperation in the fields of agriculture and 

rural development supporting them to build and implement their policy framework’ [Emphasis 

added].52 

The rhetoric of the programme emphasises the open and collaborative character of the 

process with the aim to demonstrate that it is jointly owned by both sides. This is underlined in 

the flyer of the initiative, which highlights the ownership of ENPARD by the partner countries, 

which have the responsibility of all the elements of ENPARD (such as the selection of the pilot 

areas and the implementation of the programme).53 The objective of the EU is to show that it 

does not dictate its views to its neighbours. As part of an equal partnership, the EU supports 

Arab plans for the development of the North African agricultural sector. Through workshops 

the EU member states transfer their experiences to the ENP partners and assist them for 

making reforms that will ‘make agriculture a focal sector in their cooperation with the EU’.54 

Given that the national authorities of the ENP countries are responsible for ENPARD and 

that the new initiative has the same objectives with the existing APs, research needs to make a 

step back (as in the cases of Croatia and Turkey) and investigate what exactly the EU has 

supported so far. Starting the analysis from the application of high standards for food products, 

someone can see that the introduction of best practices for food hygiene has benefited until 

today the wealthier North African farmers, who export their crops to the EU.  

The application of SPS controls has increased the costs of production to unbearable 

levels for the small North African farmers. There is a wide bibliography about the barriers that 

SPS controls raise to small producers of developing countries and how they contribute to their 

exclusion from international markets.55 In the North African case, the EUREPGAP certificate 

costs about €1000 per farm, but the infrastructure to get it costs to a North African farmer 

about €60000 only for the first year of production.56 The EU expects from North African 

producers to build expensive infrastructure, such as water management facilities, which can be 

undertaken only by large farmers. For example, for the implementation of EUREPGAP and for 

exporting citrus to the EU, a North African farmer needs four hundred hectares of land and for 

the production of tomatoes a farm must be larger than ten hectares.57 

The fact that SPS measures require large-scale investments over extended periods of 

time has contributed to the creation of a bimodal agricultural market that distinguishes farmers 

into exporters that prefer to sell their products to the EU market for higher returns and into 

substitute farmers that receive limited assistance and refuse to switch to market-driven crops 
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in order to survive. ENPARD continues to support such dichotomies by offering technical 

assistance only for the production of export-oriented crops. The Tunisian programme aims to 

improve the connection of the domestic production to markets,58 while in the Action Fiche for 

the implementation of the programme in Egypt it is clearly stated that the expected main 

activities include support to ‘main commercial crops (olives, figs) processed locally’.59 Such 

approaches indicate that subsistence farmers, who do not cultivate these crops will remain 

excluded from the programme.  

Another important element of ENPARD is the emphasis of the programme in the poor 

managerial skills of small farmers. The EU and the partner countries acknowledge the limited 

access of small farmers to finance and their ‘lack of technical/managerial skills’.60 This situation 

suffocates small landholders, whose ‘income from agricultural activities is not sufficient to meet 

their needs’.61 

This is not the first time that policymakers mention the problems that derive from the 

poor managerial skills of small farmers. In the past such arguments were used by the Egyptian 

and the Tunisian authorities as an organising framework for policies that deregulated the land 

market;62 and led to a rapid increase of land prices.63 After the Arab revolts the EU’s Twinning 

programmes continue to support a discourse that assist the reproduction of such neoliberal 

practices.64 

ENPARD enriches this narrative by highlighting the poor entrepreneurial skills of small 

farmers as one of the main reasons for increasing environmental degradation in the region.65 

The programme claims that it will promote eco-responsible practices and procedures;66 and will 

‘focus on ‘sustainable management of territorial resources’.67 The need for irrigation projects is 

stressed and the EC highlights the efforts of the Egyptian government to improve farm 

irrigation techniques.68 

However, what should be noted here is that schemes which were meant to solve the 

problem of water supply for the Egyptian economy led to asymmetrical gains and distribution 

of water. Many researches have shown so far that Egypt’s irrigation projects have promoted 

environmental crises and have offered opportunities for asset stripping.69 Previous schemes 

decreased the water supplies for the farmers of the Delta and irrigation disputes and rural 

violence have increased during the last decade.70 The danger of offering help to such projects is 

very high, as the EU keeps perceiving agricultural growth as a matter of management skills, 

water and land supply. This situation allowed the creation of strategies that have neglected 

small farmers;71 and reproduced the power of the central authorities of the two countries in 

rural areas (as the sole organiser of irrigation schemes).  

ENPARD attempts to mitigate the effects of this last issue, by following the 

decentralised approach of IPARD. In the Tunisian version of the programme it is clearly stated 

that its specific objective is ‘to promote processes of consultation and co-management at 
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different levels, between government, business and local stakeholders […] for the economic 

and social integration of all agricultural and rural groups, with a particular focus on the most 

vulnerable’.72   

In a similar vein, the Egyptian plan is to strengthen the capacity of rural associations and 

community-based organisations.73 As in the case of IPARD, the creation of LAGs is a 

precondition for the successful implementation of ENPARD. The inclusion of local CSOs is 

perceived as a tool that will balance the power of the North African central administrations by 

giving more ownership to local stakeholders (especially to women and youth). Yet, two issues 

should be highlighted regarding the participation of North African CSOs in ENPARD. First, the 

two ENP countries do not allow the same space for the participation of CSOs in development 

projects. Before the Arab Spring, Mubarak’s regime was criticised by NGOs and the EU 

institutions for the barriers it put to the operation of CSOs.74 Before its fall more than 150 NGOs 

complained against the interventions of the government, which tried to restrict the work of 

CSOs through stricter rules of registration and foreign funding.75 Due to his religious 

conservatism, Morsi has maintained the limited space for the work of secular NGOs. Baroness 

Ashton has expressed the worries of the EU for the new hegemony of Islamist parties in 

Egypt;76 and the ENP progress report of 2012 highlighted the EU concerns for the suffocation of 

women rights and the status of NGOs.77 After the ousting of Morsi, Sisi has appeared as the 

savior of Egypt and many CSOs, especially women’s rights activists, mention his military 

background and blame him for pursuing a political context similar to this of the Mubarak’s 

era.78 

This context promotes subtle forms of containment;79 and permits the work of CSOs 

that have close ties with the government and are elitist in nature, without reflecting the 

majority of the Egyptian society.80 In rural Egypt, the very few organisations that represent 

small farmers do not have the capacity to influence the design of development projects;81 and 

NGOs with Islamic affiliation are the most active actors in many rural governorates.82 These 

NGOs are excluded from EU funding and keeping in mind the fact that the existing agricultural 

policies support primarily export-oriented farmers, there is a threat of turning LAGs into an 

instrument that will promote big landowners’ preferences at the local level. Such developments 

could undermine the objective of ENPARD for inclusive growth. In Tunisia CSOs play a more 

important role in public affairs and women’s associations are more meaningful actors in rural 

areas than in Egypt. Their role can counterbalance the liberal restructuring of agriculture, but 

the risk of using LAGs for the benefit of wealthier farmers still exists. Without careful 

management ENPARD can repeat the mistake of other rural programmes in the country, which 

aimed to benefit marginalised groups of rural communities, but at the end they did not help the 

poorest. Projects funded by the UN with similar goals to ENPARD (such as the Oued Sbaihya 

project) generated processes of both inclusion and exclusion. Women that lived in households 
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with small land and low income were found in worse position and with greater debts after the 

application of the programmes.83 

The last issue that deserves attention is the aim of ENPARD to offer training to women 

and young people of the two countries. In both countries the related documents mention the 

‘particular attention that is paid to the inclusion of young people […] and women […]. These 

groups are explicitly targeted in several programme activities such as professional training’.84 

Further details about the organisation of these training workshops are not available yet, but 

again previous experience shows that in many cases women are underrepresented and their 

non-involvement is a result of low levels of schooling or persisting illiteracy.85 According to 

UNICEF, the literacy level of Egyptian women (86,1 per cent) is lower than this of the Tunisians 

(96,1 per cent);86 and based on these facts, the Tunisian training programme has more chances 

for success. Yet again the design of the training sessions and access to credit are matters of 

paramount importance for these groups. Women that have participated in similar workshops in 

the past did not qualify for loans to pursue their own initiatives and their income remained 

low.87 Often the skills that rural youth and women acquire from such technical workshops 

prepare them for off-farm working and lead to urbanisation rather than to rural development.  

 

Conclusion 

The analysis of the four case studies highlights the need to differentiate policy diffusion from 

convergence and to assess the role that domestic policies play in policy success. Domestic 

policies respond to political, economic and social contestations and they benefit specific 

subgroups of the farming communities. Despite several problems that emerged during the 

implementation of the EU programmes, pressures from small producers, the role of rural 

associations and the need to decentralise the governance system led the Croatian 

administration to plans that offer significant support to small and medium farmers. On the 

other hand, the Tunisian and Egyptian cases share more similarities with the Turkish 

experience. In these three countries the liberalisation of the agricultural market has further 

marginalised small producers. Their administrations offer marginal help to small farmers and 

the ENP APs support North African policies that increase the gap between large and small 

framers.  

According to the findings of this research, ENPARD diffuses the new EU principles of 

rural development, but at the same time it continues the work of the APs with very few 

changes. The new initiative attempts to offer support to marginalised groups of rural 

communities, but the introduction of NGOs and vocational training to women and youth is 

offset by the limited role that CSOs play in North Africa (especially in Egypt) and the 

problematic access of small farmers to credit. In addition, the new programme continues to 

offer funds for the production of commercial crops and to reinforce national strategies, which 
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so far benefit primarily export-oriented producers. By having ENPARD as the basis for the 

conclusion of the agricultural component of the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 

Agreements that the EU wants to sign with the partners, the EU continues to perpetuate 

economic models that have failed in the past and which have concentrated the wealth of these 

societies to the hands of very few people.88 Under these conditions, it is very unlikely to see 

ENPARD becoming a successful tool for the rural development of the two North African 

countries.   
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