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European Structural and Investment Funds 
 

North Ayrshire Council 

 

North Ayrshire Council (NAC) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s 
inquiry into the European Structural and Investment Funds in Scotland. EU structural funds 
have historically made an important contribution to the delivery of a range of economic and 
regeneration initiatives in North Ayrshire. The Council continues to lead and deliver a range 
of strategic interventions under the 2014-20 programmes which are vital in our ability to 
achieve inclusive growth. 

In preparing its submission to this Inquiry, North Ayrshire Council has drawn on experience 
gained through active participation in these and other EU programmes, and through 
engagement in strategic fora which reflect the diverse issues and opportunities our mainland 
and island businesses and communities seek to address.  The Council would welcome the 
opportunity to engage in further discussion on any aspect of this submission. 

Current spending priorities and approval processes 

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

 Scottish Government adopted a new approach to ESIF 2014-20 programmes, aiming to 
target funds at a small number of Strategic Interventions (SIs) governed by relevant 
national/regional Lead Partners. The aim was to achieve stronger strategic focus and 
reduce the risk of financial error rates experienced in previous EU programmes. 
Repayment can be required if EU audit and compliance rules are not met fully and it is a 
feature of these EU programmes that rules can be subject to clarification and 
amendment as programmes progress.  

 Scottish Government selected three key themes to cover all Scotland’s ESIF 
programmes: 

- Enhancing competitiveness 

- Promoting social inclusion, poverty reduction and economic development 

- Promoting resource efficiency and transition to low carbon economy 

 Scottish Government had intended for SIs to cross geographic boundaries and involve 
multiple delivery partners. Whilst this has proved possible for some SIs, concerns on 
issues such as Lead Partner responsibilities, audit and compliance liabilities, has meant 
that almost all local authority Employability interventions operate within a single Council 
boundary.  

 As ESIF’s Managing Authority, Scottish Government is required to report separately to 
the European Commission on spend and outputs for Highlands & Islands and the rest of 
Scotland. Following government’s decision not to pursue an Integrated Territorial 
Initiative for the region, concerns remain that some SIs operate under constraints which 
do not align adequately with regional requirements. This has been an issue regarding 
scale and eligibility restrictions.  
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 A number of partners have found it difficult to participate in ESIF due to the nature and 
scale of eligible activity and complex bureaucracy. These concerns have been pursued 
through ESIF’s governance structure and through engagement with Scottish Ministers.  

 North Ayrshire Council Executive Director Karen Yeomans met with Members of Scottish 
Parliament’s Europe & External Relations Committee in November 2013 as part of that 
Committee’s earlier Inquiry into preparation for ESIF 2014-20. She advised on North 
Ayrshire’s Team North Ayrshire strategic partnership approach to targeted support for 
growth. In this context she welcomed enhanced strategic focus under ESIF but alerted 
Members to concerns on a number of key issues including proposals for governance, 
spatial targeting and delivery mechanisms. These are discussed later in this response. 

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

 The European Commission was late in adopting necessary legislation and late in 
approving programmes. Consequent late starts to operational programmes have been an 
issue across the EU. In Scotland these late starts have been one of the significant 
factors leading to difficulty in meeting programme finance and output targets. 

 Scottish Government and European Commission officials engaged in a number of 
meetings as the new ESIF programmes were being developed. These were highly 
technical and detailed interactions. During the development phase of some previous 
programmes, government invited particularly experienced stakeholders to join in direct 
discussions with the Commission. This approach allowed negotiators to benefit directly 
from the extensive experience of Scottish partners in the development and delivery of EU 
programmes. It is possible that closer alignment with the needs of Scottish delivery 
partners could have been achieved if this approach had been adopted for the 2014-20 
programmes. 

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

 Scottish Government established three short term stakeholder groups in 2013 to discuss 
the key ESIF themes identified above. Participation was by Scottish Government 
invitation. Groups involved government departments and agencies and also included 
stakeholders from local government, education, private, voluntary and civic sectors. 
North Ayrshire Council officials engaged in the work of the competitiveness group. 

 Formal consultation by Scottish Government started with the publication of three sets of 
consultation papers in 2013-14 on: 

- The Scottish Chapter of the UK Partnership Agreement 

- ESIF programmes in Scotland 

- Scottish Operational Programmes covering use of the European Social Fund (ESF) 
and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)  

 The Council responded to each consultation directly and via strategic partnerships.  

 The consultations were welcome however they were not without issues as stakeholders’ 
ability to participate was constrained. Comment on the ESIF programmes was sought 
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over the 2013-14 festive period when many public offices were closed, and draft ESF 
and ERDF technical operational texts were available for just over two weeks in the 
summer of 2014.  

 The consultation documents were generally short on analysis and rationale for selecting 
priorities, relative financial allocations across Strategic Interventions, as well as on 
results the programmes would seek to achieve. Indeed information on proposed financial 
allocations, outputs and results was still incomplete, and at times inconsistent, by the 
time of the third consultation.  

 To counter these difficulties, informal dialogue between Scottish Government and 
stakeholders took place outside formal consultation processes. Scottish Government 
officials continue to engage positively with representatives from the Scottish Local 
Authority Economic Development Group (SLAED), Business Competitiveness Lead 
Partners, Highlands & Islands regional partners and others. This has been welcome and 
has often proved mutually beneficial, though frustrations have arisen when significant 
time and effort spent discussing issues, such as new costing methodologies, were not 
subsequently utilised.  

 It is probable that earlier and more intensive involvement of local authorities and the 
other strategic agencies expected to deliver interventions could have helped to avoid 
difficulties in the delivery of quality, compliant projects throughout Scotland.  

Current spending 

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

 EU programmes aim to reduce economic disparities between regions. Currently the 
spatial targeting in ESIF is primarily delivered via two regional financial allocations 
stipulated by the EU. These are aimed at the Highlands & Islands Transition Area and at 
the South West Scotland Youth Employment Initiative (YEI). They are based on 
economic and labour market performance in the respective regions.  

 There have been long standing concerns at the restricted nature and bureaucracy linked 
to drawing down the funds. See Q1 above for concerns raised by Highland & Islands 
partners.  

 These concerns have been shared by YEI partners. YEI has successfully supported 
hundreds of 16-29 year olds in North Ayrshire into positive employment and study 
opportunities. However we joined with other Councils in South West Scotland in 
expressing concern at the time being taken to develop the programme, particularly given 
the EU requirement to commit these funds by 2015 and to have spent them by 2018, an 
objective which will not be achieved. Whilst there are some positive reasons behind this - 
youth employment rates have improved in the former Strathclyde and Dumfries & 
Galloway target areas – issues such as the late programme start should have been 
avoided.  

 More broadly, the regional approach to economic development within Scotland has been 
endorsed by the recent review of Skills and Enterprise agencies, in particular through the 
identification of regional partnerships as a key work stream. This recognises that some 
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important national programmes require flexible implementation at a regional level to 
determine and to secure key objectives such as inclusive economic growth. 

 Ayrshire Councils were invited by Scottish Government to collaborate in developing a 
Regional Pathfinder. After a successful start, progress continues with further work 
underway on the design and delivery of more strategic activity at an Ayrshire level.  

 In addition, formal talks on the Ayrshire Growth Deal (AGD) have started and involve a 
range of local partners alongside Scottish and local government and strategic agencies. 

 As part of Scottish Government’s preliminary review of ESIF programmes and operations 
in 2017, North Ayrshire Council identified the potential to maximise benefit across 
national initiatives by linking work under existing and developing Growth Deals to ESIF’s 
final years. The Council has been pleased to note Scottish Government’s support for this 
approach. 

 Noting the intention to have committed Scottish ESIF funds by March 2019 to align with 
the UK Chancellor’s co-finance guarantee, the Council and regional partners across 
Scotland are keen to engage in this aspect of the programmes and look forward to early 
clarification from Scottish Government on the framework for delivery of eligible regional 
infrastructure. 

 There is potential to use this combined approach to contribute to key parts of Ayrshire’s 
programme to deliver innovation and boost socially inclusive regional economic growth.  

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

 EU Cohesion Policy and funding programmes give priority to the development needs of 
less prosperous regions and local economies. ESIF programmes in Scotland need to 
maintain this approach to meet EU requirements.  

 North Ayrshire Council has secured ESIF awards as Lead Partner for a range of SIs:  

- North Ayrshire Employability & Skills Pipeline 

- North Ayrshire Youth Employment Initiative 

- North Ayrshire Financial Inclusion 

- North Ayrshire Poverty & Social Inclusion 

- Ayrshire Business Competitiveness (Ayrshire-wide programme led by North Ayrshire 
Council) 

 North Ayrshire Council leads a local partnership with the third sector to deliver Better Off 
North Ayrshire support to low income households, funded by Big Lottery and ESF. The 
Council has also successfully applied to deliver projects as part of SIs led by national 
Lead Partners, such as the Green Infrastructure SI led by Scottish Natural Heritage 
(SNH).  

 The Council welcomes the increased intervention rates and extension of eligible activity 
following the 2017 Review and is in the process of developing applications to extend and 
develop a number of successful local programmes for the final years of the ESIF 
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programmes. Initial meetings have been held with SG officials to facilitate that process 
and the Council looks forward to further clarity on the nature and funding of the final 
intervention priorities. Central to our approach is the need to ensure future interventions 
align with Regional Partnership aims and plans. 

 The Council is exploring potential to engage in new interventions to support regional 
infrastructure and is also engaging with regional stakeholders to support the 
development and delivery of the new Highlands & Islands specific Culture & Heritage SI 
being led by SNH. 

 In leading, delivering and exploring engagement in such a wide range of SIs, the Council 
has been aware of a number of problems around ESIF. Many of the most significant 
have fallen outwith the control of local partners: 

- The European Commission was late in adopting necessary legislation and in approving 
programmes 

- Elongated appraisal and assessment procedures caused further delay, so that most 
Grant Offer letters were not issued until well into 2016 

- Scottish Government’s management information system for online applications and 
claims was not fully functional until the summer of 2017. New programmes require 
detailed performance data, including the transfer of large volumes of often sensitive 
data. Developing ‘work arounds’ is a risky and time consuming process in an inflexible 
audit and compliance framework, and was neither a prudent nor practical approach. 

- Further concerns arose and continue to arise when, despite calls for rules and 
regulations to be in place from start to finish, partners have been made aware of 
additional requirements as the programmes have progressed. 

 These problems have had a knock on effect on delivery and match funding. Further 
pressures have included local government finances, welfare reform, changes to local 
labour markets. These issues are not easily resolved within tight and inflexible systems 
and Committee Members will be aware of the projected loss of €22million following 
Scotland’s failure to meet EU spend and output targets in 2017.   

6. Understanding current accountability and reporting issues. 

 A Joint Programme Monitoring Committee (JPMC) was established as the key 
governance body for all ESIF funds in Scotland including the regional, social, agricultural 
& rural programmes.  JPMC’s twenty six members were selected by Scottish 
Government to reflect strategic partnership interest in ESIF programmes, with two 
spaces allocated to officials from Highlands & Islands local authorities and two for other 
local authorities via SLAED and the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives 
(SOLACE).  

 The Highlands & Islands Territorial Committee (HITC) was established to monitor and 
review the operation of ESIF funds targeted at the region, including the North Ayrshire 
Islands of Arran and Cumbrae. North Ayrshire Council is represented, and actively 
participates, on this governance body.  

 A Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) Territorial Committee was created to monitor and 
review delivery in South West Scotland, including North Ayrshire. 
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 Members of ESIF governance bodies have expressed concern on the late delivery and 
omission of important performance data from reports. HITC members have expressed 
particular concern on the difficulty of monitoring regional performance when critical 
regional data is not included in some papers. 

 Ad hoc groups have formed based on Strategic Interventions or Investment Priorities. 
Whilst these have been a helpful source of some communication and collaboration 
between Scottish Government and stakeholders, a more systematic approach to the 
ongoing monitoring of programme performance is required which addresses issues on a 
cooperative basis. 

7. How current and previous programmes are evaluated and any suggested 
improvements to the evaluation process 

 It is an unfortunate feature of EU programme evaluations that valuable lessons are 
learned too late to impact on the programme to which they directly apply. 

 North Ayrshire Council was pleased to welcome, and participate in, the early 2017 
Review of ESIF programmes by Scottish Government as an opportunity to adjust the 
programme in light of economic and policy changes, and to address some of partners’ 
concerns. There would have been greater opportunity for change had evaluation and 
review started earlier. 

 The need for early and ongoing evaluation is underscored by the loss of funding to 
Scotland arising from the failure to meet ESIF 2017 spend targets. This is not just a lost 
opportunity for investment in much needed economic regeneration and labour market 
interventions in Scotland in the next two years, it could potentially impact negatively on 
the case for Scotland’s allocation under the proposed UK Shared Prosperity Fund (see 
Future programmes section).  

Future programmes 

8. How any future replacement of ESIFs could be used to improve employment, 
infrastructure and productivity in Scotland’s regions. 

 UK spend on regional support is less, as proportion of GDP, than most other EU 
countries  

 Regional disparities in productivity are wider in the UK than in other western European 
countries. CBI (2016)  

 EU territorial cohesion policy recognises regional economic disparities and geographic 
barriers and sets out to overcome them to ensure no region is left at a disadvantage.  EU 
regional funding programmes have led to significant investment in employment, 
infrastructure and productivity in Scotland’s regions. EU regional policy, through regional 
aid regulations, has also forced UK and Scottish government to target regional state aid 
to business to designated Assisted Areas.  

 There is critical need for funding and policy levers post Brexit to respond effectively to 
regional economic shocks. The loss of EU funds (boosted by matched government, local 
government, private sector and other funds) will leave a funding and policy vacuum 
which UK governments must fill to avoid some regions and sectors losing out. This goes 
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beyond financial loss. It covers strategic planning, multiannual programming and multi-
level governance. Regional targeting has to be maintained in successor programmes if 
regional economic disparities are to be addressed and opportunities maximised. 

 Replacing EU funds with the right type and level of domestic funding will be vital to future 
economic development in post-industrial regions like Ayrshire.  

 North Ayrshire Council has decades of experience in developing  and delivering 
programmes to address the diverse needs and opportunities of North Ayrshire’s towns, 
rural and island communities and businesses. The Council has learned from experience 
that more successful outcomes are achieved by building in this diversity and flexibility 
from the start of the development process rather than through adaptation at the end.  

 The Council engages in strategic partnerships which reflect the area’s diverse needs: 
Scottish local authority bodies such as CoSLA and SLAED, cross sectoral regional 
bodies like the West of Scotland European Forum (WoSEF), Highlands & Islands 
European Partnership (HIEP), Ayrshire and Argyll & Isles Leader groups. The Council 
works closely with Scotland Europa, through our HIEP links, and with the Industrial 
Communities Alliance (ICA) in Scotland and Great Britain, through WoSEF. We are 
active in EU governance through the Highlands & Islands Territorial Committee and 
through participation in the EU Cross Border programme covering Northern Ireland, the 
border counties of Ireland and West Scotland. The Council has participated, and 
supported community participation, in a range of EU transnational programmes.  

 From its extensive experience of EU funds and distinctive range of strategic 
engagements, the Council has learned key lessons which are relevant to the 
development of regional policy post Brexit and successor support programmes: 

- Support programmes have more impact when given over a sustained period rather 
than as a series of disconnected, time limited and small scale initiatives 

- To be sustainable over a longer time frame, allocations need to be driven by challenges 
to sustainable competitiveness rather than chasing short term opportunities 

- Intervention works best when developed and delivered at the right spatial scale – there 
is a real opportunity to link post Brexit policy to the review of enterprise and skills 
agencies in Scotland and existing and developing Growth Deal initiatives, and also to 
the UK Government’s Industrial Strategy aim, to achieve inclusive growth 

- Inclusive economic growth can only be achieved through flexibility at the regional level 
to determine the right mix of aid to businesses, people and investment in economic 
infrastructure - experience of economic development programmes over many decades 
clearly demonstrates that the adoption and maintenance of a single country wide 
approach will work to the advantage of some regions and to the disadvantage of others 

- To achieve national and regional objectives, funding needs to be set at a level which 
matches the scale of the challenge 

- Whilst successful in many respects, EU programmes have been subject to complex 
bureaucracy which has become increasingly excessive and has excluded potential 
beneficiaries - programmes need to be structured in ways that deliver support more 
efficiently, more flexibly and with more local control; local authorities can make a 
significant contribution to this process 



North Ayrshire Council  ESIF-034 

8 

- Allocations need to be made in fair and transparent ways that give priority to the 
development needs of less prosperous regions and local areas – this is necessary if 
inclusive economic growth is to be achieved 

- Rules on financial support to companies need to be reformed to enable delivery of 
more effective support in the places that need it most – support needs to be targeted, 
but it also needs to be at a level which will deliver outcomes 

 There is also opportunity for a major development of regional policy, aligned with a wider 
range of public spending, with the priority of local and regional economic development. 

 North Ayrshire Council is committed to working with local, regional and strategic partners 
to achieve these aims. 

9. Which level of government is best placed to decide how future funding is allocated 
and what accountability processes should be in place? 

- As identified above, successor programmes need to offer flexibility at regional level to 
determine the right mix of investment and interventions required to unlock regional 
development potential and deliver inclusive growth.   

- Allocations should be driven by challenges to sustainable competitiveness in the region -  
these challenges will vary according to a region’s diverse economic, geographic, 
demographic etc circumstances 

- In Scotland there is an important opportunity to link future programmes to the 
development of regional partnerships, as promoted by Scottish Government following the 
review of enterprise and skills agencies, and piloted in Ayrshire. 

- With more local control of the development and delivery of programmes, each 
partnership would have the potential to determine the right mix of people, business and 
place based interventions to maximise opportunity to the regional economy, to align with 
investment in City and Growth Deals. 

10. What are the potential opportunities and risks presented by any replacement fund 
or programme for ESIFs 

 It is important that regions are not left in a policy and funding vacuum between the end of 
ESIF and the delivery of successor programmes.  North Ayrshire Council looks forward 
to further information on the proposed UK Shared Prosperity Fund and encourages UK 
Government to initiate consultation with stakeholders across the UK on its main features. 
It is critical to engage soon for the purposes of planning and to ensure opportunity is 
maximised. 

 Working alongside strategic partners such as the Industrial Communities Alliance, the 
Council has identified risks the new Fund might present. These include: 

- Insufficient or short-term funding – regional economic disparities arise from long term 
structural causes that cannot be dealt with adequately by short term fixes, funding 
needs to be made available to match the scale of the challenge 

- Undue top down management and direction of the fund – subsidiarity should apply. 
One of the difficulties with the Scottish Government approach to ESIF has been the 
desire to put in place a centralist and controlling framework. Scotland is very diverse, 
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even within a local authority boundary. Economic, demographic and social needs vary 
considerably.   

- Rigid adherence to arbitrary allocations for a prescriptive list of ‘geographically blind’ 
interventions - what works well in one part of the country may not have the same 
positive  impact in another; support needs to be given in fair and transparent ways that 
give priority to the development needs of less prosperous regions and local economies 

- Late start to operations – leaving a gap in support for sustainable and inclusive growth 

- Audit and compliance procedures which are as onerous as those associated with ESIF  

 As highlighted above, this work has identified opportunities, including the chance to: 

- fundamentally rethink the nature and scope of regional economic development policy in 
the UK and Scotland and to align a wider range of public spending with the priority of 
local and regional economic development – EU policies in many respects have acted 
as a proxy for a UK regional policy 

- develop programmes driven by challenges to sustainable competitiveness rather than 
short term opportunities 

- achieve significant savings in the administration and monitoring of the funds – for 
example by cutting excessive documentation retention requirements 

- reform the rules on financial support to companies to make it easier to deliver effective 
support in the places that need it most, in support of local growth 

 Through regional partnerships, local authorities can play strong and effective roles in 
developing and delivering new programmes. Engaging them early and more effectively in 
the development process will enhance the possibility of securing post Brexit programmes 
which address and deliver on Scotland’s rich and diverse opportunities and achieve 
inclusive growth. 

 

North Ayrshire Council 


