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European Structural and Investment Funds 
 

Colleges Partnership 
 
Colleges Partnership welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the dialogue around 
European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). Our response on this occasion is 
restricted to the ESF/ERDF components of the Programme.  
 
Colleges Partnership is the trading name of West of Scotland Colleges Partnership 
(WoSCoP), a shared service organisation serving seven colleges. Partner colleges have 
been recipients of ESF and ERDF over 21 years (7 separate programme periods) dating 
back to the early 1990’s. During that time Colleges Partnership and its partner colleges have 
been significant contributors to the programme planning, advisory group and management 
committee processes of the individual programmes, and were direct applicants in previous 
programmes and more recently delivery agents through the Scottish Funding Council (Lead 
Partner). In responding to the Committee our intention is to offer constructive comment based 
firmly in our direct experience and that of our partners. A more detailed description of 
Colleges Partnership and its services to colleges can be found at the end of this document. 
 
Summary points of input:  
 

 ESIF (ESF/ERDF) funding matters, this type of targeted regional funding has been 
and can continue to be a powerful agent for leverage, cooperation and an impact 
multiplier.  

 A new ‘replacement’ fund will provide an opportunity to rethink the existing planning 
and management arrangements which have suffered weaknesses in transparency and 
detailed implementation arrangements.  

 A new fund does not need to operate in exactly the same way as ESF/ERDF. This 
presents massive opportunities for flexibility in project types/scope, reducing 
restrictions, simplifying rules and cutting bureaucracy.  

 There are legacy principles from ESIF funding which are worth retaining beyond 
Brexit, in a replacement fund. These are partnership, programme and project delivery/ 
service innovation, added value and subsidiarity in decision making.  

 As yet it is unclear whether UK/Scottish Government intends a short term ESIF 
replacement or whether there is an intention to ‘reimagine’ a new longer term ‘regional’ 
policy vehicle.  

 Any significant shift in the focus or targeting of a new programme has potential 
impacts for existing users and requires careful planning to mitigate negative effects.  

 At the last annual meeting of ESIF stakeholders it was broadly agreed that one of the 
major achievement of the funds has been the ability to challenge existing ways of 
doing things to generate greatest value. We would agree that the replacement funds 
should be a vehicle for this to continue. 
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1- How the Scottish Government identified and agreed spending priorities for its 
current ESIF allocations.  
2- The processes the Scottish Government went through with the European 
Commission to gain approval for its ESIF plans.  
3- The involvement of SG agencies, local authorities and the third sector at this stage 
of the process.  
 
The framework for spending priorities was set at Commission level by publication of the 
Commissions 11 Investment Priorities (thematic objectives) for the (2014 -20) programme 
period and publication of position papers by the Commission Services for each member 
state. These outlined the Commission view of the most significant challenges faced by the 
UK, and were expected to shape the content of proposed 2014-20 programmes. 
(08/11/2012). Spending priorities below that level were informed by the Strategic 
Interventions (SIs) proposed by Lead Partners, which were intended to emerge from 
Strategic Delivery Partnership discussions. The eventual spending priorities were therefore 
an overlay of Commission direction/constraints and individual Lead Partner ambitions for 
future activity.  
 
As noted in our earlier Scottish Government Structural Fund consultation response (June 
2014), Colleges Partnership supported the selection of the three broad themes but expressed 
concern that the proposed Strategic Delivery Partnerships had included a narrower range of 
partners than expected and that the Partnership Agreement document could perhaps be 
viewed as retrospective justification for the agreed interventions rather than a sound 
intervention logic stemming from robust evidence.  
 
The 2014-20 Programme was heavily underpinned by an ESFD drive to reduce the number 
of individual partners in the programme and to simplify a heavily bureaucratic process which 
had suffered from audit issues. Most agencies including Colleges Partnership and its 
constituent colleges accepted the trade-off presented by ESFD (late 2013), that a move to a 
Lead Partner/simplified structure would mean freedom from the burdens of bureaucracy, and 
that for most but not all, it would still mean continued access to the funds through their Lead 
Partners and that they would have input to development of SI’s through their Lead Partners 
and Strategic Delivery Groups. Despite the laudable intentions the reality has been quite 
different for many.  
 
The fact that so much of the programme/SI discussion was conducted on a bilateral basis 
between ESFD and individual Lead Partners meant that there was little visibility and 
transparency among different stakeholders around how SI’s came about and how the 
different discussions joined up at Scottish Government, agency and cross thematic level. 
 
A plan team of peers with representatives drawn from different sectors and geographies 
(which was the process in earlier programmes) may well have been a better approach and 
offered more robust challenge on assumptions and assertions on SIs/ targets/intervention 
logic.  
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Current spending:  
4- How the differing needs of Scotland’s regions are accounted for in the current range 
of ESIF programmes.  
5- How the 2014-2020 programme funding is being spent, which areas have benefitted 
and any issues with these commitments or processes.  
 
Other agencies are possibly better placed to provide strategic commentary on how well the 
full range of ESIF programmes take account of the differing needs of regions.  
 
Colleges Partnership hugely values the substantial 2014-20 ESIF (ESF) funding that has 
come to the college sector including specific targeting of young (NEET), through the Youth 
Employment Initiative (YEI) and the promotion of higher level skills through Developing 
Scotland’s Workforce (DSW). It views this funding as an important additional resource in the 
sectors overall ability to meet shifting skills demands at both national and regional level.  
 
In terms of committing funds, a particular concern for Colleges Partnership colleges, was the 
treatment of the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI). At Lead Partner level (SFC) a decision 
was taken to restrict general ESF in the programme to non-YEI areas and only allow West of 
Scotland to deliver YEI. The YEI and DSW elements of the programme are for very different 
purposes and not interchangeable. As a result West of Scotland was denied the opportunity 
to share in the resources available to deliver additional places aimed at higher skills for the 
period 2015-18.  
 
Finally, Brexit and its anticipated impact is something that is worthy of consideration for 
directing some of the funding available for remainder of the current Programme. This crucial 
political decision undermines the stability of the operating context for the for the current 
Programme and it would be reasonable for this to have been a feature of the review of the 
current Programme as there are a number of sectors – Tourism, Agriculture, Health, Social 
Care, Fisheries, Food & Drink and Hospitality –identifying Brexit as a direct cause of difficulty 
in terms of recruiting sufficient and adequately qualified staff. For our partner colleges, this 
may be an indication of a requirement for them to be adequately resourced to deliver 
significant (larger and new) skills development programmes imminently. 
 
6. Understanding current accountability and reporting issues.  
 
The chain of accountability was clear from the outset - Delivery Agent to Lead Partner, Lead 
Partner to ESFD, ESFD (Managing Authority) to Scottish Government and Commission, with 
governance of Programme delivery vested in a Joint Programme Management Committee. 
Meeting only twice per year and taking on wider multi-fund role, our view is that the JPMC’s 
ability to address strategic delivery issues in a timely manner would have been significantly 
strengthened by the support of an operational level group.  
 
Most Lead Partners and Delivery Agents warmly welcomed the prospect of a process which 
brought some paperwork checks forward and reduced errors at a later stage. However a 
chain of late, re-refined and retrospectively applied ‘refined’ guidance has caused frustration 
and confusion at both Lead Partner and Delivery Agent levels, as has the claims/verification 
process which appears to be driven as much by systems design as compliance 
requirements. In that environment much of the financial risk has been pushed downwards to 
delivery agent level particularly in the ESF context.  
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The key lesson that both detailed application and claim guidance need to be designed in 
consort and in place prior to activity being funded has been a recurring issue over the last 2-3 
programmes that has not been taken on board.  
 
7. How current and previous programmes are evaluated and any suggested 
improvements to the evaluation process.  
 
It is our understanding that Scotland / UK has done very well in evaluating the impact of ESIF 
Programmes and certainly better than many other EU countries. The main planks of 
programme evaluation are prescribed (mid and post programme). We would suggest that 
some of the important lessons from ESIF evaluation work are coming too late in the 
programme cycle to be of practical use to drive process and impact improvement. This may 
be procedural however our view is that more and earlier formative evaluation at project and 
programme level could bring significant benefits. Significant lessons on this may be garnered 
from the management of EU funding in Wales.  
 
Impact/ VFM evaluation and programme targets are inextricably linked. There are important 
lessons to be learned from this and previous programmes regarding the dangers of rushed 
exercises, well intentioned assumptions or mechanistic processes leading to undeliverable or 
inappropriate targets.  
 
Future programmes: 
 
8. How any future replacement of ESIFs could be used to improve employment, 
infrastructure and productivity in Scotland’s regions.  
9. Which level of government is best placed to decide how future funding is allocated 
and what accountability processes should be in place?  
10. What are the potential opportunities and risks presented by any replacement fund 
or programme for ESIFs  
 
A replacement programme could have a significant focus on flexibility and experimentation 
and filling the gaps that the current funding finds it difficult to tackle (agility). Most post Brexit 
predictions indicate that particular regions/ sectors/ skills will be hardest hit. It would be worth 
considering how much crossover there is between these predictions and current regional 
disparities that an ESIF replacement would aim to target. From a skills point of view the 
space for experimentation, rapid reaction, and new delivery models is increasingly important 
and urgent as industry requirements and learner expectations shift dramatically.  
 
Additionality/ added value is a familiar principle in ESIF. It has come to mean the more 
mechanical auditable added value (more, bigger). Quantifying technical added value is 
important but there are other aspects to added value such as promoting non-traditional 
partnerships, new methods of operation, experimentation in product/service design etc. A 
new fund could explore how a wider definition of added value that could help to promote 
projects where the whole is greater than just the sum of the parts and improve impact.  
 
In Colleges Partnership view the level of government responsible for allocation of the fund is 
less important than the guiding principles of openness, transparency and strength of delivery 
partnership in decision making.  
 
The replacement fund provides opportunities to:  

 Refocus funds and select our own territorial or thematic focus.  
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 Abandon strict ERDF/ESF rules, fund demarcation and improve flexibility.  

 Significantly reduce administration costs and burdens.  

 Reconsider whether different rules/ funding approaches might be justified for different 
types of activity or sectors.  

 Respond more quickly to opportunities/ threats in an area.  

 Reconsider and better define the role and nature of match funding, if this is to be the 
basis of the funding.  

 
Some of the risks are:  

 Scotland has less control of the fund than is expected.  

 Unintended consequences - in the excitement of a new fund there is a risk that 
unintended consequences of changes in focus/ delivery are underestimated or 
overlooked. Areas/ agencies fall out of what has been significant, long term funding  

 Complacency - more of the same because it is the easiest solution.  

 Creating a different bureaucracy rather than reducing it  

 Losing the more positive principles that underpinned the current funds  
 
Colleges Partnership  
Colleges Partnership, the trading name of West of Scotland Colleges’ Partnership (WoSCoP) 
is a cost-sharing group that supports member colleges in the engagement with and intelligent 
exploitation of European and other external funding. Established in 1996 post reorganisation 
of local government and the incorporation of colleges. The legacy of expertise within the unit 
has been protected from that time, which ensures that staff have a unique awareness of 
European Funds stretching back to their introduction in Scotland.  
 
Our partners comprise seven of Scotland’s publicly-funded colleges1, which deliver 
professional, technical and vocational education to around one-third of the nation’s college 
student population. Colleges Partnership’s four core staff have a lengthy and diverse 
experience of EU programmes extending over the last 25 years, a defining characteristic of 
which is that they have not only delivered successful European projects but have also 
managed and implemented domestic and transnational European funding programmes in 
Scotland and Brussels.  
 
Colleges Partnership represents member colleges’ interests on a wide range of funding and 
policy fora in the UK and internationally and promotes its colleges in a number of regional, 
national and international networks in the fields of professional, technical, vocational and 
higher education.  
 
Since its creation, the company has supported partner colleges - and frequently the wider 
college sector in Scotland – to develop and successfully deliver national, regional and 
transnational projects that have attracted in excess of £165m of European funding. This 
funding, drawn from a range of EU Programmes – ESF, ERDF, Interreg, LEADER, 

                                                           
1
 City of Glasgow College, Glasgow Clyde College, Glasgow Kelvin College, New College Lanarkshire, South 

Lanarkshire College and SRUC (Scotland’s Rural College), Newbattle Abbey College   
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Community Initiatives, Erasmus+ (and its antecedents) – has contributed significantly to the 
modernisation of college estates and to boosting the skills of the nation’s workforce. 
 
 
Colleges Partnership 


