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Developing EAPN National Networks’ strategies on structural funds
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Chairs: Claudia Taylor East (morning), Ray Phillips (afternoon session) 

Note takers: Amana Ferro, Tanya Basarab, Elodie Fazi (EAPN secretariat)

1. Getting started: introduction and expectations 
Claudia Taylor East and Elodie Fazi welcomed participants and presented the objectives of the seminar: raising awareness of structural funds’ potential in the fight against poverty, provide background information to keep all members equally informed, whilst at the same time building EAPN members’ capacity to engage by developing practical tips and strategies. Finally, it was also hoped that the seminar would strengthen mutual learning among the working group.
Participants were then invited to express expectations from the day:

· Get more information on what happens with structural funds in Member States but also across Europe

· Get more knowledge on structural funds 

· Learn about other networks’ activities 

· Find out how to access structural funds
· Gather ideas for original lobbying 

· Find possible partners of international projects

· Hear from projects involving people far away from the labour market
The more specific questions they wished to see answered during the day were the following: 
· How many reliable impact assessments of structural funds do we have and how do they work?
· How can structural funds be more accessible?

· How are structural funds managed in different countries?

2.  Back to basics: what we need to know about structural funds 
2.1. History of EAPN engagement, Fintan Farrell, EAPN Director

Fintan Farrell presented the history of EAPN engagement with structural funds, which started with the Poverty Programmes in the 70s (providing more limited but more direct funding relation to the EU). In the 80s, the Delors Commission suppressed the Poverty Programmes and introduced structural funds. Within structural funds, community initiatives – equal, urban etc – allowed for a more direct engagement of NGOs. 
The structural funds working group started by working on policy and political outcomes related to poverty and social inclusion. It also put a strong focus on partnership with NGOs.  The reality of in EAPN is now different, with more diversity in the membership and members with various levels of experience. Structural funds themselves have considerably evolved, with the suppression of community initiatives, a less bottom-up approach where governments don’t want to take risks, as well as a weaker role for the European Commission itself (becoming more as a facilitator than a political force, which make our own lobbying more difficult). 
With regard to EAPN’s own strategy, we should be stronger on sharing practices. Yet this also needs resources and the project we developed on technical assistance has not moved so far. We should also look at how people are accessing funds and how governments can be more accountable in implementing them (for example by further developing the social inclusion indicators produced by the working group). It is also crucial to build stronger links with other EAPN groups, for example by looking more at the link between employment and inclusion, and how the funds can support it. 
In response to questions from members, Fintan Farrell replied that using structural funds to finance EAPN networks is difficult as the fund is activity-oriented and funds can cover part of operating cost, but not fully. Yet the ESF has several entry points. He also stressed that more emphasis is being put on building capacity of National Networks, that next year again meetings will bring together the 3 EAPN working group. Whether we should build a campaign to get a percentage of SFs accessible should be discussed in this working group. 

2.2. The ESF: priorities and key actors, Szilvia Kalman, ESF coordination unit, European Commission 

Szilvia Kalman presented the structural funds, their objectives, key actors and points most relevant to social inclusion NGOs. Click to see the presentation. The exchange that followed focused in particular on the role of the European Commission, which is often perceived as weaker than in the past, its commitment to promoting and social inclusion. It was also stressed that sometimes the Commission has itself become an obstacle to implementing more innovative practices.  Questions were also raised on transparency and access to key structural funds committees at EU level, namely the ESF committee and the COCOF (Coordinating Committee of the Funds).  
Szilvia Kalman replied that with regard to Operational Programmes and National Strategic reference Frameworks, the Commission’s approval is crucial to allow intermediate payments to start. She stressed that most desk officers are keen on implementing key ideas (including partnership) and they find important to include NGOs, but this depends also on how national authorities interact with the European Commission (some being more cooperative than others). She repeated that the Commission and desk officers are not willing to step back, but often do not have binding power. With regard to specific implementation problems in France (delays in payments etc..), the Commission is monitoring but can only take a strong position when there are errors. On softer problems, negotiations happen between the Commission and the Managing Authority, and it is necessary to talk to the responsible desk officers).
3. Access to structural funds projects for our networks: challenges and lessons learnt 

This session aimed to give a concrete overview of projects EAPN National Networks and their members can expect to run, and to help participants define their own expectations with regard to structural funds.  

3.1. Structural funds: which opportunities for social inclusion NGOs?
Elodie Fazi briefly introduced the types of projects that can be run by social inclusion NGOs, giving examples from the EAPN Network. 

3.2. Experience of engaging with the funds and running projects: lessons learnt and new opportunities

Rosalia Guntin (EAPN Spain) looked at the experience of Spanish Social NGOs and how structural funds helped the NGO sector to develop in Spain. István Dande (EAPN Hungary) then presented the experience of Hungarian NGOs, focusing on the reasons that pushed Hungarian social exclusion NGOs to engage on the funds, the obstacles they faced and their achievements so far.  
3.3. Small group discussions 

Participant split in small groups to what type of support can realistically be expected from structural funds, practical steps to make this happen and the role of EAPN. 
Group 1
Expectations from structural funds
· realistic view of using SF (similar problems across the EU, need to share among NNs)

· need closer look to the OPs 
· be conscious that by using structural funds NGOs have dependency on managing authority
Steps to make this happen

· sharing information at all levels of development of members 

· creating confidence is urgent (need to work together)

· strengthen networks (yet if a network has too much power its members might not like it)

· show activities in other countries and possibilities used with SF (good practices)

· use strong NGO national platform to influence 

· use internet as a strong tool
Supporting role of EAPN
· share information

· technical assistance to NNs (coaching for a few months to gain confidence and get in touch with managing authorities)

· direct dialogue with MAs (organize a meeting involving representatives of managing authorities and national desk officers at future WG meetings)
· bring people from national level to SFWG

· start working with FEDER (regional funds) FEADER (agriculture)

· gather more good practices (ex: Lux)

· yet NNs need to decide if they are lobbying networks or networks of projects managers
Group 2 
What can we expect from SF

· TA/programmes on national and regional level (GE)

· problems: access and active role of NGOs infrastructure (BG)

· the role of NGOs/problem of financial and administrative capacity (PL)

· force of small NGOs (LT)

· traditional good access (IR)

What can we expect from EAPN Europe
· sharing good practices of national EAPNs

· EAPN project with regional sub-projects in MS (especially for new Member States). 
Group 3

What can we expect from SF?

· difficulty to access SF – projects are getting bigger and bigger (hard for small NGOs to enter); EAPN national network can inform smaller NGOs at local level of opportunities
· we often forget that there is more to inclusion than access to employment
· need to recognize that in the wider context it is more difficult for NGOs to access funds 

Comments/role of EAPN
· usually joint meetings (with officials from ministries or MAs) are very useful
· EAPN should do publicity for Structural Funds (in UK intermediary bodies want to limit the ads for SF to fund own projects and limit others)

· Organize regional meetings and invite monitoring committee members
· Discuss among NNs how to move the idea. 

4. Beyond our own access, becoming a critical voice through lobby and advocacy
The aim of this session was to support members becoming active in lobby and advocacy activities around structural funds, by giving them practical tips and supporting them developing their own approach. 
4.1. Presentations

Are structural funds still a tool for fighting social exclusion?
Paul Ginnell (EAPN Ireland) started with a presentation on the link between structural funds and social inclusion policies in Ireland and its evolution over the years. 
Tips on engaging with the monitoring committee and with key actors
Brian Harvey (EAPN consultant) presented practical tips on how to engage with the monitoring committees. He stressed that for social NGOs, being on monitoring committees is crucial as it allows a flow of information; knowledge about structural fund operations; improved access to officials and the administrative elite; improved programmes and measures - to make them more inclusive; improved social inclusion indicators; ensuring social inclusion is prioritized in annual and other reports; making social inclusion foremost in evaluation; building allies and supporters. 

He then listed some key questions NGOs should consider with regard to the Committee’s: Do their reports refer to social inclusion? Is the analysis good or self-congratulatory? Are annual implementation reports critical, based on any long-term thinking or just stats and figures? In 2013 – will you know more about poverty on your Monitoring Committee than in 2008? How did people benefit from SF?  Were they effective?  What projects worked?  Which projects are actually approved or not – can you find out which are not? How can the process be open and transparent if you can’t find out that information? Can you get information on how technical assistance is spent? Is social inclusion on the agenda of each monitoring committee meeting, and if not, can you put it on the agenda? 
With regard to the composition of the committees itself: Is there gender balance? Are there observers from relevant stakeholder groups? Who is sitting on the Cohesion Fund Monitoring Committee? 
He stressed that members should object to reports that don’t refer to social inclusion, and be more challenging: challenging NGOs might be considered a nuisance, but could get some respect and actually accomplish some changes. Information sharing and reporting back to the wider NGO community is also crucial if we want the funds to be really owned by civil society. 
What to do with limited resources? Key steps to engage
Ray Phillips (UK) presented some key steps for the social sector (including those organisations with fewer resources) to engage with structural funds. 
4.2. Small group discussion 

Participants split in three groups to develop concrete recommendations for National Networks to become stronger in lobby and advocacy around structural funds.  
Group 1
The discussion focused on recommendation to engage with different types of actors. 
Monitoring committee 

· know more about what they do, their terms of reference, tasks 

· important to build the profile of the people who are sitting there (EAPN Spain president sitting – high position, high impact)

· building capacity of people who work with the monitoring committee

· get information and disseminate to members and other NGOs

· be more positive as NGOs on what we can achieve

· ensure a mandate from the sector (know who is sitting and how they relate to the other organisations)

Managing authority and intermediary body

· easier to get personal relation (Malta), but people in the managing authority have very strong links to government so come up with more political approach

· ask them to organize conferences to publicise different calls

· still time to influence to get some global grants (support for micro-projects)

· link with 2010 European Year for Combating Poverty 
Building relations with other NGOs

· more coordination and involvement of smaller organisation

· more transparency

Media

· press conference + public hearings 

· poverty is a difficult topic to engage with and it is hard to make the link with structural funds

Alliance with political parties 
· get opposition to monitor the use of the funds (done in Malta)
Group 2
· media is important for the visibility of the network
· campaign on SF with involvement of NN – not of EAPN Europe, but of the NN themselves
· how to get access for smaller and new NGOs, so that not the same NGOs get funding each time
· 2010 European Year against poverty is a very good moment to lobby on SF
· funding gaps – what happens after financing stops? 

· impact of the financial crisis on SF 
· NN already in Monitoring Committees should obtain a stronger position, be the “bad boys”; IN Poland they gathered good info with the support of universities and experts and provided it to politicians through organizing public debates; it is crucial to have reliable information to provide to decision-makers
· we should learn from environmental NGOs and their experiences
· mid-term evaluation of the current period (2010?) – we should start already so we can lobby for the second half
· monitoring Committees are part of the system, so part of the problem; lobby for an independent committee to look at the work of the Monitoring Committees; some NN still have to work to get involved (directly or thought other NGOs) in the Monitoring Committees, but remember to be diplomatic for the first 2-3 years in order not to be thrown out
· monitoring Committee should become more professional, sometimes the NGO people involved know more than Government representatives, so keep them informed and involve them in training, send them manuals, maybe translate them in our languages; 

· German network – annual meeting with desk officers in Brussels, maybe this could be replicated by other networks;

· The European Commission should develop minimum standards for administrations in different countries. 

Group 3

What to do back home?
· identify key people back home and share information with other NGOs
· develop strategies for our own networks
· link together national task forces
· find out which NGOs have established relations with the Government, are they inclusive of other NGOs
· Organise meetings with relevant desk officers

· training for NGOs on how to get and manage SF
· European-wide publicity action on SF, in a coordinated way, so it has a bigger impact
· Find out how to explore the transnational programmes
How to involve smaller NGOs, without resources?

· provide information actively, you never know what could be useful
· raise awareness on the opportunities of SF, not the barriers
· lobby for 100% funding and bridge funding gaps
· Monitoring Committees – lobby for inclusion to be included!

· Lobbying for small grants that smaller NGOs can access
· raise awareness on how EAPN works
If we are not on the Monitoring Committees:

· find a partner in the Monitoring Committee you can liaise with
· 2009 – elections, 2010 – European Year Against Poverty, 2011 – for Volunteering, 2012 – for Inter Generational Solidarity –  use these opportunities to increase the visibility of SF
· “What have the SF done for us” – a pamphlet or PP presentation, with success stories, user-friendly, for the use of our networks (improve coherence within EAPN) and externally, to raise visibility and interest in the SF
5. Closing session: developing strategies for national networks and EAPN

Ray Phillips invited participants to reflect on the day and what they will do to follow-up. 
With regard to the outcomes of the day, the information gathered (in particular in the workshops) and the tools developed were useful: they should be sent out to the organisations more widely. The day highlighted the different levels of resources and challenges facing EAPN and National Networks. Yet things are changing and it is also important to look for new projects. While the last working group meeting was pessimistic in terms of lack of access, this discussion brought a lot of more positive ideas, but also raised useful questions (should we be more confrontational?).  Many people contributed to the meeting and it was positive to involve new people. 
In terms of follow-up for EAPN, it is important to find the balance between being generalist and looking at some aspects of SF in depth. Getting into a project together would be a way to follow this up. Another way would be to deepen work on indicators and become proactive social observatory.  In any case, we need to look at the popular perception of Structural Funds and make it visible, i.e. tell a positive story about Europe and what it can do for people facing poverty.
ANNEX: Checklists for National Networks (distributed during the meeting)

Checklist 1: Supporting Networks in accessing and delivering structural funds

Identify priorities and opportunities

· Get the key information from the website of your managing authority and identify which priorities are of direct relevance to social inclusion and the fight against poverty. To know more about who is responsible in your country, you can also see the European Commission’s website on the ESF and the ERDF. 

· Contact the managing authority (or intermediary body) of national and regional programmes to see: when the next calls for proposals are, what the priorities are, for how long projects are expected to run and what are co-financing requirements. Try to fix a meeting for more in-depth discussion. 

· If you do not manage to find the information, you can try to ask the Desk Officer following your country in the European Commission (ask the EAPN secretariat for a list of contacts). 

· Check whether there is a possibility of micro-grants for community organisations in your country (see example of France, United Kingdom, Spain, Portugal + see EAPN briefing on global grants). 

Define a structural funds strategy for your whole national network

· Set up a structural funds strategy and define clearly what your objectives are for the next three years. This could cover: information and support to membership, alliance building, lobbying and advocacy

Raise awareness among your membership

· Prepare a briefing for your members on opportunities opened by the structural funds in your country. See examples of briefings developed by EAPN Ireland or Lithuania. 

· Inform about calls for projects in your newsletter. 
· Ask the managing authority whether some trainings and awareness-raising activities are planned, stressing that this is the best way to raise awareness among NGOs, encourage them to apply for the funds and develop  good quality projects
· If no specific training is foreseen for NGOs in your country, try to make it happen yourself. You can organise training sessions involving managing authorities, intermediary bodies and other NGOs, set up a hotline, a manual…. Don’t hesitate to ask the EAPN secretariat and other members for support

· Ask the Managing Authority to get financial support from the Technical Assistance Budget to organise such activities (Resource networks: EAPN UK, Malta, Spain, France, see EAPN briefing on global grants and technical assistance)

· Disseminate the EAPN manual on structural funds (to be published early 2009): if possible, you can ask your managing authority to get it translated from their own technical assistance budget. 

Build alliances with other project promoters

· Contact other NGOs to see how they engage with structural funds, what strategies they have adopted, what materials they have developed and see if some common work can be done (using common tools for example, rather than developing different ones…). 
· See if common projects can be developed from the local to the national level. In this view, encourage your local members to develop partnership and cooperation with other stakeholders (trade unions, public authorities, researchers…) and community organisations, to maximise their chances of success when submitting projects. 

Support your membership in developing projects 

· Look at reports from the last programming period and identify the type of projects and evaluation points that were most relevant to the fight against poverty and social exclusion. 

· Talk to the managing authority to get more detailed feedback about projects from NGOs in the social inclusion field, to better see what are their perceived added value and gaps. 

· Make your own critical evaluation, trying to identify the gaps and what your National Networks can bring in terms of projects. 

· Advocate for the setting up of a technical assistance structure providing support to NGOs across all the stages: information, application, implementation and follow-up of projects (resource: Ray Phillips). 

· Organise a training session on how to develop and write a project application (see the EAPN Malta technical assistance training).

Develop transnational projects

· Get information about what possibilities are open in your country by reading the EAPN information note on transnational projects (June 2008) and looking at the ESF Transnationality website (www.transnationality.eu you need to register)

· Be clear about whether there will be specific calls for transnational projects (and if so, when), or whether the transnational elements will be integrated into mainstream ESF calls

· Contact other EAPN members to see if they are interested in engaging in transnational projects (see list of members). Do not hesitate to ask the EAPN secretariat if they can support you in your partner search
Get foundations on board

· Talk to foundations to see whether they will be ready to provide a match funding facility to support community organisations’ access to structural funds (resource person: Ray Phillips, Rosalia Guntin). 
Checklist 2: Getting engaged in lobby and advocacy

Build cooperation with NGOs on the monitoring committee

· Try to find which NGO sits on the monitoring committee for the ESF and ERDF at national and regional level

· Ask them to put in place a transparent and accountable working procedure: involve the wider social NGOs sector, circulate information and consult on major decisions. (For more information on how to organise coordinated input in the monitoring committee you can contact: Rosalia Guntin, Fatima Veiga, Ray Phillips, Samuel Le Floch) 

· If your capacity allows this and it is still possible, try to get a seat on the monitoring committee. If you are successful, some resource persons from the network can help you developing your input, based on the experience of other countries: Rosalia Guntin, Fatima Veiga, Ray Phillips, Samuel Le Floch

· Try to build on examples from other countries to illustrate what a good partnership with social NGOs can be (see examples in the next EAPN Manual on structural funds) 
Get to know the managing authority 
· Try to set up a meeting with a representative from the managing authority (if possible the person dealing with social inclusion) at national and/or regional level (and encourage your members to do so at different levels). This first contact should allow you to build trust, introduce your organisation and your perspective on structural funds for the current programming period 

· If the Managing Authority is reluctant to meet with a potential project promoter, you can also propose do hold such meeting in alliance with other organisations. This will allow you to show that you are not only representing your own organisation, but channelling a wider range of concerns 

· Ask your Managing Authority to implement positive examples developed in other countries (see EAPN Manual, to be published soon) 

Identify the key moments for influencing the funds 
· Get involved in events around closing and evaluation of the previous programming period

· Contact NGOs sitting in monitoring committees to identify the key moments to exert influence (i.e. whether there will be some review or evaluation of the programmes, on which topics, when the Managing Authorities will be reporting to the European Commission, etc)

· Try to input in these key moments if your resources allow you 
Promote funds as tool for social inclusion and challenge narrow approach

· Ask the Managing Authority  to make a clear link between the ESF Operational Programme and the priorities of the National Action Plans on inclusion (as requested by ESF regulation) 

· Get in touch with other members of your EAPN National Network to engage in their activities around the National Action Plans 

· Promote a wider understanding of the integration of people further away from the labour market, based on the three pillars of Active Inclusion (income, access to services and labour market through tailored, flexible and innovative approaches and taking into account the roots causes of poverty)

· Propose the development of social inclusion indicators that better reflect the situation of people further away from the labour market, taking into account the root causes of poverty (use the EAPN Guide: Developing Social Inclusion Indicators for the Structural Funds) 

Advocate for the setting up of a real partnership culture

· Define yourself what is a good practice of partnership in governance (resource: EAPN Manual, EAPN Presentation on partnership in structural funds, 10 Golden rules for NGO partnership (environmental organisations)
· Send examples of good practice of NGO partnership to the Mananing Authority and Monitoring committee members. You can find relevant materials on the EAPN webpage on partnership
Advocate for a real access of NGOs to structural funds

· Advocate for the use of technical assistance for awareness-raising and training programmes designed for NGOs (using examples from the EAPN briefing on global grants, from other countries) 

· Ask for the use of global grants and micro-grants for community organisations (using examples from the EAPN briefing on global grants, from other countries) 

· Talk to foundations to see if they are interested in providing match-funding facilities
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