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European Structural and Investment Funds 

Aberdeenshire Council 

1. How the Scottish Government identified and agreed spending priorities for its 
current ESIF allocations.  

For the European Regional Development Fund and European Social Fund, the Scottish 
Government identified a limited number of ‘Strategic Interventions’ which aligned with 
European Union and Scottish Government strategic priorities.  The purpose of this approach 
was to align European funds with domestic priorities and also sources of match funding.   

LEADER and European Maritime and Fisheries Funding for Community Led Local 
Development (CLLD) was notionally to be based on an assessment of Local Development 
Strategies prepared by local partnerships.  These strategies were based on engagement with 
rural/fisheries communities/businesses and other stakeholders.  However, the amount of 
funding allocated to each strategy appeared to be based on formulas based on statistical 
information rather than the priorities of strategies. 

2. The processes the Scottish Government went through with the European 
Commission to gain approval for its ESIF plans. 

We do not have a full picture of the processes of approval between the Scottish Government 
and European Commission as these tended to be negotiated privately by Officials, 
presumably with reports to the Joint Programme Monitoring Committee and Ministers. 

3. The involvement of SG agencies, local authorities and the third sector at this stage 
of the process.   

From a practical perspective, we were made aware that the European Commission did not 
view the ERDF/ESF ‘Strategic Intervention’ applications as legally-binding, meaning that the 
second-stage ‘Operation’ applications are the only binding agreements.  Delays in approval 
of the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and European Maritime and 
Fisheries Fund at the European Union level created operational issues for the launch of 
CLLD programmes and potentially curtailed the timeframe for approving Operational 
Programmes for these funds. 

Current spending: 

4. How the differing needs of Scotland’s regions are accounted for in the current range 
of ESIF programmes. 

Due to the way in which some ‘strategic interventions’ operate nationally and others locally, it 
is difficult to identify exactly how funding has been split across different parts of Scotland.  
Financial allocations between different Local Authority areas were based on an agreed 
methodology with COSLA.  From the Aberdeenshire perspective, we were not able to draw 
down the full allocation of match funding for Business Competitiveness and Employability due 
to a lack of match funding availability and capacity of local delivery agents such as the Third 
Sector to absorb the level of funding.  However, we could have drawn down more funding for 
Poverty and Social Inclusion than that allocated. 
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Engagement with stakeholders during the development of the programmes took place 
through a consultation and stakeholder representative organisations such as COSLA.  One of 
the challenges experienced from the perspective of a Council was that the Government 
wished to engage collectively with Local Government rather than with Local Authorities.  
Whilst practically streamlining engagement processes, this meant that local needs and 
priorities were not always reflected in the Strategic Interventions.  In effect, all Strategic 
Interventions meet national priorities which may or may not coincide with local ones.   

5. How the 2014-2020 programme funding is being spent, which areas have benefitted 
and any issues with these commitments or processes.  

Aberdeenshire Council provides support and staffing to the following programmes: 

European Social Fund – Aberdeenshire Employability Pipeline 

This programme has been allocated approximately £2.5m of ESF to provide employability 
support to those facing multiple barriers to the labour market.  The majority of funding has 
been made available to Third Sector organisations through a ‘challenge fund’ model, 
managed by the Tackling Poverty and Inequalities Group of our Community Planning 
Partnership.  It has only been possible to commit c.£1 million, mainly due to a lack of 
available match funding from Delivery Agents.  Further information on the projects committed 
to date is available at: https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-
advice/european-matters/european-social-fund/ 

European Social Fund – Inclusive Aberdeenshire 

This programme has been allocated approximately £717k to provide financial/money 
management/fuel poverty advice to households which are in poverty, single adult with 
dependent children or workless.  All allocated funds have been awarded to Third Sector 
organisations through a ‘challenge fund’ model, managed by the Tackling Poverty and 
Inequalities Group of our Community Planning Partnership.  £668k has been awarded to 
date.  Operational issues encountered have related to the level of information and supporting 
evidence required from clients and the capacity of some Delivery Agents to comply with 
these requirements.  The participant form produced by the Government is designed for 
employability clients, not those supported by this programme, resulting in a need to obtain 
information which is not directly relevant to the project outcomes.  Further information on the 
projects committed to date is available at: 
https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/european-
social-fund/  

European Regional Development Fund – Aberdeen City and Shire Business Gateway +  

This programme covers both Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire and is linked to the procured 
Business Gateway Service managed by Aberdeenshire Council and delivered by Elevator.  
Approximately £473k of ERDF funding has been allocated to the programme which will 
provide enhanced business support services over and above those possible within the core 
Business Gateway contract. 

  

https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/european-social-fund/
https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/european-social-fund/
https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/european-social-fund/
https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/european-social-fund/
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LEADER – North Aberdeenshire 

This programme has been allocated approximately £3.3m of funding from the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development to implement the North Aberdeenshire Local 
Development Strategy.  The strategy’s priorities include community facilities/activities; culture 
and tourism facilities/promotion; rural business development; farm diversification; biodiversity; 
sustainable transport; digital services; employability; and co-operation.  To date, around 
£1.7m has been committed, with the number of applications lower than anticipated but 
beginning to increase.  Further information on the programme, managed by the North 
Aberdeenshire Local Action Group is available at www.nalag.org.uk.   

LEADER – South Aberdeenshire 

This programme has been allocated approximately £2.8m of funding from the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development to implement the South Aberdeenshire Local 
Development Strategy.  The strategy’s priorities include community facilities/activities; arts, 
culture & heritage; rural business development; farm diversification; environment/low carbon; 
sustainable transport; digital services; and co-operation.  To date, around £1.6m has been 
committed.  There have been a higher number of applications in the South Aberdeenshire 
than North Aberdeenshire area, but these have generally required a significant amount of 
rework post-submission, putting pressure on staff resources and causing frustration for 
applicants.  Further information on the programme, managed by the South Aberdeenshire 
Local Action Group is available at www.salag.org.uk.  

There have been a number of operational challenges with the delivery of the LEADER 
programme, beginning with delays in the approval of the EAFRD regulation and the relatively 
long, phased roll-out of the ‘LARCS’ application system.  This has meant that the 
programmes were only launched in 2016, paused after the ‘Brexit’ vote and effectively 
relaunched in 2017.  A number of applicants have experienced significant difficulties with 
using the LARCs system.  Applicants are also experiencing difficulties with the requirements 
(linked to European regulations) to carry out all procurement prior to applying for funding; 
having to secure all match funding prior to applying; and having to spend money upfront and 
reclaim in arrears.  The fact that LEADER funding falls under the legislative framework of the 
EAFRD, which is predominantly designed to support the agricultural sector, is applying a 
heavy administrative burden to project applicants (particularly communities) and the Local 
Action Groups who manage the funds.   

European Maritime and Fisheries Fund – North East Scotland 

This programme has been allocated £1.437m of funding from the EMFF for community-led 
local development.  The programme covers the North Aberdeenshire, South Aberdeenshire 
and Angus Local Development Strategy areas and has awarded around £272k of funding to 
date.  Priorities include social well-being/cultural heritage; diversification; lifelong 
learning/training; adding value/innovation to the seafood supply chain; the environment; and 
co-operation.  Uptake has been lower than anticipated and concentrated in North 
Aberdeenshire where the majority of the fishing industry is located, although has been 
increasing significantly as the programme is delivered.  The programme was the last to start 
due to the significant delays in the approval of the EMFF regulation by the European 
Parliament and Council of Ministers.  The application and claims process has run relatively 
smoothly and efficiently. 

http://www.nalag.org.uk/
http://www.salag.org.uk/
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6. Understanding current accountability and reporting issues. 

There have been significant time delays from funding being awarded to being claimed from 
the European Union related to the application and claims systems used.  For example: 

European Social Fund: 

Applications: 

 Strategic Intervention Application submitted – 2 July 2015 

 Strategic Intervention Application approved – 22 January 2016 

 Operation Application submitted – 29 January 2016 

 Operation Application approved – 22 June 2016 

 1st Challenge fund awards made – June 2016 

Claims: 

 Challenge fund claim received – Month 1 

 Challenge fund claim paid by Council – Month 4 (assuming correct with no errors, can 
often be later) 

 Challenge fund claim submitted to Government – Month 7  

 Challenge fund claim paid by Government – Month 9 

There is therefore a significant delay between funding being allocated, spent and finally 
claimed back from the European Union. 

LEADER: 

Local Action Groups are working with ‘indicative allocations’ of funding which are not 
effectively fixed.  This provides challenges for the Local Authorities/National Park Authorities 
appointed as ‘accountable bodies’ who are required to ensure adherence to rules which 
determine maximum and minimum allocations of total spend* to particular activities without 
having a fixed budget or full control over spend.  A Service Level Agreement is in place 
between the Scottish Government and ‘accountable bodies’, which effectively means that 
Aberdeenshire Council is providing services to both the Scottish Government (processing 
applications and claims) and Local Action Groups (providing staff, banking facilities) at the 
same time, whilst also being held accountable for the Local Action Groups’ decisions over 
which the Council has limited control.   

*administration/animation cannot exceed 25% of total spend; farm diversification; rural 
business; co-operation each have an allocation of 10% of spend 

The latter results from the fact that Local Action Groups must be able to operate 
autonomously under the programme regulatory requirements and the Scottish Government 
has barred Local Authority representatives from chairing the panels.  Most Local Action 
Groups are not formally constituted and in Aberdeenshire they have requested that the 
Council act as ‘Lead Partner’ and effectively issue contracts on behalf of the LAG.  In 
practice, this has not presented any major issues thanks to the positive working relationship 
between Aberdeenshire Council and the wider Local Action Group.   
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7. How current and previous programmes are evaluated and any suggested 
improvements to the evaluation process. 

Evaluation of current programmes appears to be based on the collation of statistical 
information through claims reporting and case studies.  A facility in the claims system to 
capture progress updates and case studies would be useful in terms of capturing information 
regularly.  It is also helpful if reporting indicators can be uniform across the programme area 
and available from the launch of programmes. 

Future programmes: 

Aberdeenshire Council has agreed a position on the future replacement of ESIF which is 
available at:  

https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/europe-and-

aberdeenshire-council/ 

8. How any future replacement of ESIFs could be used to improve employment, 

infrastructure and productivity in Scotland’s regions.  

European Structural Funds have supported a wide range of development activities 

throughout Aberdeenshire, with around £17m of grant contributing towards £40m of 

investment estimated from 2007-2020.  The benefits are more than financial, with an 

estimated 13,687 individuals; 654 businesses and 209 projects set to benefit from funding 

from 2007-2020, creating some 90 jobs.  

The governance approach and multi-annual nature of European Structural Funds provides a 

longer-term investment programme than is allowed in routine public-sector budgets, leaving a 

long-lasting legacy.  A competitive project approach to the allocation of funds helps facilitate 

innovation and partnership working, improving the delivery and joined up nature of services 

and encouraging organisations to pursue excellence and continuous improvement.  The 

following priorities for investment have been identified for Aberdeenshire, based on analysis 

of strategic priorities and stakeholder consultation: 

 Employability and Skills – initiatives which support disadvantaged people into 

sustainable employment and/or ensure that there is a skilled workforce in place to 

meet the needs of the local economy. 

 Poverty – initiatives which support people living in or at risk of living in poverty, with a 

particular focus on rural deprivation and pockets of deprivation in small towns. 

 Connectivity – initiatives which improve digital and transport infrastructure in rural 

areas and/or increase accessibility to reliable, regular and sustainable transport. 

 Regeneration, Rural Services and Facilities – initiatives which regenerate physical 

infrastructure in villages and towns and/or enhance local services. 

 Business Development and the Social Economy – initiatives which directly support 

businesses, including social enterprises, to grow, innovate or export and initiatives 

which support the development of priority sectors with a particular focus on 

diversification and strengthening of traditional sectors and the development of 

emerging sectors and economic opportunities. 

There will be significant changes to the national economy post-Brexit, which will affect 

individuals, communities and businesses.  A level of investment at least equivalent in value to 

https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/europe-and-aberdeenshire-council/
https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/business/support-and-advice/european-matters/europe-and-aberdeenshire-council/
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present European Structural Funds allocations will be essential to facilitate the adaptation of 

the economy in a way which is fair to all and unlocks economic potential. 

9. Which level of government is best placed to decide how future funding is allocated 

and what accountability processes should be in place?  

Aberdeenshire Council would advocate a flexible approach to local management within a 

national framework, with local areas setting priorities based on analysis of local needs and 

community/stakeholder engagement, within broad national programme parameters. 

Programmes should be managed locally through appropriate structures with an opportunity 

for co-operation projects across local programme geographies.  These programmes should 

have specific local funding allocations – at least equivalent to present ESIF allocations - to 

facilitate the development of local development programmes within a wider strategic 

framework, allocated using a transparent and fair methodology which takes account of the 

needs of rural areas. 

10. What are the potential opportunities and risks presented by any replacement fund 

or programme for ESIFs?  

Opportunities include retaining the benefits of ESIFs, such as partnership working and joined-

up service delivery; medium-long term investment; legacy; innovation; capacity building; 

value for money and additionality.  Other opportunities are to reduce the administrative cost 

and bureaucracy; reduce or remove match funding requirements; and improve monitoring 

and evaluation.  Risks include funding not being ringfenced for development activities and 

competing with other national priorities; the amount of funding being reduced; and gaps 

between the end of the ESIF programmes and the introduction of new ones. 
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