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Introduction

This brief paper seeks to draw on our role in undertaking the Mid Term Evaluation of Peace II to provide evidence of the experience of funded organisations in the voluntary and community sector with appraisal requirements, information demands, monitoring requirements and other similar responsibilities.

We are aware that the Peace II Programme has been the subject of widespread criticism for its excessive bureaucracy and the extent of information requirements imposed on applicants and Implementing Bodies.  This criticism now exists not just in the sector but is shared by many parts of the delivery structure.

In this paper we have set out the evidence of these requirements and then commented briefly on the issues before drawing some conclusions.  First, we have set out below some of the key characteristics of the Programme.

Table 1: Key features of Peace II

	Feature
	Description

	Programme period
	2000 – 2004

	Overall aim
	“To reinforce progress towards a peaceful and stable society and to promote reconciliation”

	Value of programme
	€708m (incl. €531m in EU contribution)

	Delivery structure
	Highly decentralised with 56 Implementing Bodies

	Programme structure
	6 priorities, 34 measures

	Geographical area
	Northern Ireland and Border Region

	Progress to 31 May 2003
	5,000 applications received
1,500 projects approved
48% of programme committed
7% of programme spent


Just under 60% of all applications and appraisals under Peace II have been from voluntary and community sector groups and following Peace I and gap funding, Peace II has become an important source of income to the sector.

The context of the introduction of Peace II is also relevant in that there were several factors that have contributed to increased controls and procedures.  These were as follows:

· The experience of Peace I and the various reports that had criticised the lack of controls and expenditure;

· The complex delivery mechanisms. There are three types of Implementing Bodies in Northern Ireland, Departments of the Northern Ireland Executive, Local Strategy Partnerships and Intermediary Funding Bodies;

· The use of 4 Separate Structural Funds and 3 paying authorities (in Northern Ireland) each with their own requirements;

· A new Cross-border Managing Authority (SEUPB)

· The innovative and additional nature of the Programme; and
· The high public profile of the Programme.

· As the NI Affairs Committee
 put it, the involvement and interaction of the various Bodies “demonstrates the appalling complexity of the Programme’s structure, with its multiple funding streams and its varied delivery mechanisms.  This in turn has a real impact on the need for accountability”.

Evidence

The broad experience of organisations can be summarised under the following headings which reflect the stages through which applications pass:

· Application process;

· Assessment process;

· Offer process;

· Payment process; and
· Monitoring process.

Application process

Many comments have been made about the length and complexity of the Peace II application form and the difficulty of accessibility of the electronic format.  The forms are undoubtedly more complex than grant application forms for other schemes.

The reasons for the complexity appear to lie in the following:

· The need to support the assessment process by asking all the questions about distinctiveness, horizontal principles as well as basics details of the project; and
· The range of interested parties requiring information from the application.

As a result of the access problems many applicants turned to consultant and other advisors who were familiar with the electronic aspects of the application process and were also able to present the application in the most favourable language.  Many Implementing Bodies worked to support applicants in designing their own application forms and offering to accept hard copy of forms.

Despite the problems over three quarters of successful applicants in our survey were broadly content with the application process.  Even around 60% of unsuccessful applicants expressed broad satisfaction with the process.

In addition to measures taken by Implementing Bodies, other actions have been taken to simplify the process:

· A simplified form has been introduced for grants of less than £10,000;

· A technical helpline was established by SEUPB; and
· Various improvements have been made to the form.

Nevertheless, the problem of the application forms has been a major difficulty for the Programme.

Assessment process

In order to ensure transparency and objectivity, detailed assessment procedures were designed for the Programme.  These include:

· A weighting and scoring mechanism covering horizontal principles and measure specific criteria;

· Direct consideration of distinctiveness criteria to test the contribution of the project to peace and reconciliation; and
· An independent assessment panel for every measure.

This process appears to have imposed only limited additional requirements on applicants. The burden of work in this area has fallen on Implementing Bodies who have the job of processing and in some cases providing assessment reports to their panels.

A number of Implementing Bodies visit the applicants as part of the assessment although this tends to be limited to Intermediary Funding Bodies.

Successful applicants in our survey again expressed a high degree of satisfaction with the process (almost 90%), although unsuccessful applicants were, understandably less satisfied (around one third).

Offer process

Before a Letter of Offer is issued, successful applicants are advised that their project has passed assessment and that an offer will be made subject to economic appraisal where the award is in excess of £250,000.  Relatively small numbers of voluntary/community sector projects funded by the Programme exceed the threshold but where they do an appraisal is required. 

There are a number of issues with appraisals:

· They are widely perceived as a hurdle rather than an aid to decision making and therefore accountability;

· If a project has not been fully thought through, the appraisal obliges the project sponsor to develop the project;

· Financial information provided in the application forms is often insufficient to provide the basis of the appraisal; and
· They should be commensurate to the size of the project.

Letters of offer include contractual details and proposed performance targets for the project.  Given the legal nature of these contracts, a number of organisations seek their own legal advice.  This adds to the burden but should result in a more satisfactory contractual relationship.

Payment process

With only 1,500 projects approved to the end of May, most of which have been approved in the previous six months, it is early days for the Programme.  A central payments system is used to make payments which are triggered by the relevant Implementing Bodies.  Payments are approved on the basis of claims supported by receipts, which is normal for any grant programme of this nature.

Most of the problems relating to payments appear to have arisen with Implementing Body claims for technical assistance and the degree of verification to which these claims are submitted.  Commission regulations set out the requirements for the management and control systems for assistance granted under structural funds.

Monitoring process

As with payments it is early days for monitoring.  Monitoring takes two forms:

· Performance monitoring; and
· Financial monitoring.

Most of the problems to date have risen in relation to financial monitoring where it is perceived to be excessive.  This is a reflection of the number of Funds and paying authorities and the greatly enhanced focus in government and the EC on accountability.

Issues

Accountability, probity and control are fundamental ingredients underpinning the overall use of public funds.  A “culture of accountability” is clearly important to the voluntary and community organisations working in the area of peace and reconciliation as it should be to all other organisations as it provides an important line of “defence” against any suggestion of mismanagement or irregularity. Accountability has however on occasions been misrepresented. Accountability has been blamed for a number of the difficulties experienced at the early stages of implementing Peace II.  For example, the culture of accountability was held responsible for a number of the difficulties experienced particularly by the voluntary and community sector during the course of 2002/2003.   Voluntary and community organisations made strong representations to organisations such as the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA), regarding the complexity and bureaucracy surrounding the Peace II Programme.  As in most things an appropriate balance between “trust” and “control” needs time to become established.

In relation to the experience outlined in the previous section, there are a number of issues which are relevant to the voluntary and community organisations. These can be summarised under the following headings: 

· The desire for consistency;

· The requirement for capability and capacity; and
· The requirement for guidance and direction.

Need for consistency

Arising from the work undertaken to date there has emerged a strong desire for consistency in approach both in terms of the Special EU Programmes Body and also in relation to the approaches adopted by the Intermediary Funding Bodies and Local Strategy Partnerships. 

Consistency refers to a number of matters including the approach to applications, the approvals process, the economic appraisal/value for money assessments and also in relation to the Letters of Offer.  Given the complexity of the Programme it is clear that there is an opportunity for a degree of inconsistency to emerge in relation to the requirements placed upon applicants. Sometimes this can emerge from a lack of knowledge on behalf of the Bodies involved and also from the desire to assist and indeed facilitate groups.

In relation to the applications process, strong representations have been made regarding the complexity around the completion of the forms and the difficulties experienced with respect to submission of these forms to the Intermediary Funding Bodies involved.  

In response to these criticisms, steps have been taken to simplify as far as possible the application forms whilst at the same time recognising the need to collect information.  Forms have been introduced in relation to smaller grant applications i.e. up to £10,000 and indeed there may be opportunities to look at how this might develop further in the future.

In relation to the approvals process, it is generally recognised that clear criteria had been set out together with weights and scores and that these do seek to achieve a degree of consistency between Bodies.  However, it is recognised that given the nature of the diversity in relation to the applications made, it is very difficult to compare applications which fundamentally differ from each other for example, applications for applications made regarding support for young people and those relating to capital projects which might embrace buildings or indeed transportation.

The major issue around the approvals process is to ensure that sufficient evidence exists as to why decisions were taken particularly in relation to eligibility, distinctiveness and also in relation to the contribution to the horizontal principles which are set out in the Programme.

In relation to the economic appraisal processes and indeed processes adopted to look at value for money in relation to applications, accountability can be well served in terms of the evidence produced to demonstrate that particular approaches adopted will achieve the needs and objectives identified by the applicants.

Economic appraisals can be time consuming however they can be undertaken reasonably speedily if guidance is provided in relation to what is necessary and what is appropriate in relation to the size of the applications submitted.  Indeed groups which have been through the process do find that there is a benefit in having the process applied to them as it requires them to think very carefully about the objectives and also the nature of the options available to them in seeking to address the particular needs and objectives that they have identified.  Once again accountability can be well served through economic appraisal where it can be clearly demonstrated that the funds requested are appropriate and necessary to encourage the activity or project to take place. 

Economic appraisals also form a very useful basis for considering what actually happens against what was planned to happen over the period of the project.  For example, it is possible to look back after a 2/3 year period to determine whether in fact the objectives which were set at the beginning have been achieved or indeed whether those Bodies which were to be involved did become involved in the processes or not.  

In relation to Letters of Offer (LOOs), the main issue is that some of these had become very detailed and quite legalistic in their format and content.  This reflects again a desire for accountability in terms of outputs and outcome.  Such LOOs now contain information designed to ensure accountability regarding what should be delivered, to whom it should be delivered and when it should be delivered.  In theory, accountability can be enhanced because of the clarity which this brings, however, in practice this needs to be balanced against the complexity and bureaucracy which can also be introduced.

Capability and Capacity

In relation to accountability, a number of issues have been raised in relation to the capacity and indeed the capability of groups to put in place the controls necessary to facilitate and demonstrate accountability.  More sophisticated organisations are much better placed to address these requirements particularly those requirements set out in a detailed Letter of Offer which are designed to achieve accountability.  

Smaller groups at an early stage in their development may not possess the resources or indeed the experience to enable them to achieve the degree of accountability which is being sought. This needs to be recognised and where appropriate support provided or time provided to enable the group to build up their capacity.  Sometimes this might be done in conjunction with other groups or in conjunction with the Intermediary Funding Bodies involved.

Guidance and Direction

In relation to accountability, there is a strong desire to have guidance provided which is easy to understand and in an accessible form.  Procedures manuals often provide a basis for this, and these need to be drawn up in such a way that they can be updated and implemented by the projects concerned.  

Concerns have been expressed by projects regarding the lack of timely and accessible guidance in the form of procedures manuals available within certain sectors.  This can be overcome to some extent with good practice being set out and made available to Bodies within sectors.

In conclusion a number of issues have been identified during the course of the Peace II Mid Term Evaluation.  Many of these issues reflect views at a particular point in time and also in the context of the perceived success or otherwise of the Programme.  Many of the accountability issues identified relate to the early stages associated with the application and approval processes.  As funding is drawn down and projects develop on the ground, accountability issues will also arise in relation to monitoring and evaluation.

Monitoring involves the systematic and regular collection of information over the lifetime of a project for the purposes of reporting and checking progress against targets.  The extent and frequency of project programme monitoring will vary according to the size of the grant, the associated risks and the nature of the expenditure.

We anticipate therefore that more issues will arise in due course as there is more emphasis placed on monitoring of expenditure rather than on the application processes. Good monitoring and review of performance against the conditions set out, for example in the LOOs, will be advantageous to the voluntary and community sector as it will provide a basis for the sector to demonstrate the achievements made.

� House of Commons Northern Ireland Affairs Committee Peace II, 26th June 2003.
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