
Finance and Constitution Committee 
Inquiry into Funding of EU Structural Fund Priorities in Scotland, post-Brexit 

Inverness workshop on 3 June 2019 - Summary of discussion 
 
Bruce Crawford MSP (Convener), Alexander Burnett MSP and Patrick Harvie MSP 
met with 18 delegates from a range of public and third sector organisations to discuss 
current experiences of EU Structural funding as well as the future options for the 
potential design of any future funding of structural priorities in Scotland post-Brexit. 
 
This note provides a summary of the areas that were raised in discussion. 
 
FIRST SESSION: CURRENT EXPERIENCES 
 
The first part of the workshop focussed on current experiences and was structured 
around three key questions:  
 
1. Thinking about the funding you administer or have received – what are the 

positives and negatives about how the funding is provided and the purposes 
it is provided for? 

 
Administration 
 
Positives 
 
ESF/ERDF 

• Partnership across agencies 
• Long-term and strategic 
• Lead partner and original framework good, but has become less clear going 

onwards 
• Good alignment between Scottish Government policy and delivery of funds 

(made match funding easier to secure) 
• Experience of employability funds and relationship with Highland Council is very 

good – e.g. move from grants at start of the quarter to invoicing monthly has 
been very helpful and focussed what we can spend the money on (i.e. we can 
only claim on eligible and delivered activity). 

 
LEADER 

• Local priorities 
• Good for capital infrastructure projects 
• Set by local volunteers 

 
Negatives 
 
ESF/ERDF 

• Lack of or slow response (e.g. 8 months) from Council to questions 
• Not flexible enough (e.g. misses some clients if they are not “in scope”) 
• Lack of regional partners 
• Communication issues with Scottish Government (SG) – a way to do joint 

solution finding is needed 



• Some people’s experience of the funding at delivery level is it is too short term 
• Cashflow difficulties  

 
LEADER 
 

• Strategies set locally but are inflexible once they have been signed off. 
• SG has sought to set stringent guidelines on LDPs 
• Has been difficult to deliver revenue projects 
• Application dependant on Local Action Groups (LAGs) having resource to 

support them (e.g. extra admin support was provided to one LAG which helped 
make it successful) 

 
Purposes 
 
Negatives 

• The Highlands and Islands (H&I) voice was largely not heard the start of 
programmes – e.g. H&I does have specific infrastructure outcomes, but this had 
to be fought for. 

• The H&I transition region is ill defined in the whole programme 
• Employability situation has changed and ESF route is less relevant now (e.g. 

not working for people who are the furthest from securing work) 
• Successive employability rule changes have been unhelpful 
• The pan-Scotland approach has not worked in transport (e.g. the assumption 

there are no transport infrastructure bottlenecks does not hold in H&I) 
• Match-funders don’t always understand the needs of the H&I area 
• Natural and Cultural Heritage Fund appeared suddenly and is operating on a 

short-term basis (explanation given was that this was because of a “outcome 
mismatch” in where it was originally placed within the programme) 

• Experience of last LAG development plan was of SG seeking to narrow the 
scope. 

 
Positives 

• The previous partnership model worked well 
• Funding for financial inclusion is working well (and policy alignment means 

match funding available) 
 
Comments on future design 

• Local vs national approaches – both needed, but it needs to work a local level. 
• There is an opportunity to better link all the programmes for a holistic approach 

(e.g. in context of climate emergency) 
• Move to defining programmes in terms of outcomes is helpful if connected with 

flexible local delivery. This allows delivery of outcomes to be location specific. 
 
Other comments 

• There is an understanding of what happens in other EU countries through 
networks (mostly informal or through personal communications). 

 
  



 
2. What are the positives and negatives of the way the current funding is 

administered (application, monitoring, evaluation)? 

Key themes 
 
Agreements 

• Application process  

The application process to obtain funding was found to be complex and this delayed 
the delivery of funds or obtaining them. Participants described the process as 
bureaucratic and the rules and guidance as vague which lead to misinterpretation and 
inconsistent understanding across stakeholders. This prolonged the process for 
submitting an application – (e.g.)  especially when the process relies on IT systems 
which are not user friendly and does not take into account the current broadband 
infrastructure available in the Highlands and Islands. There was a general agreement 
among participants that the application process lacked uniformity. 
 

• Unit costs 

The unit costs method for structural funds had improved. The method was simple and 
clear to understand and thus allowed for a quick turnover of structural funds. There 
was a general consensus that unit costs method, where used appropriately, was a 
positive. 
 

• Cash flow 

It was clear that cash flow – from expenditure to reimbursement – was a problem. 
Comments were made about a 90-day wait to claim and this caused problems at wider 
levels for (e.g.) 3rd sector organisations. This was reinforced by several participants. 
 

• National approach  

There was a general consensus that the ESIF national funding approach is not suitable 
for the Highlands and Islands. It was suggested that the Highlands and Islands have 
different pressures and needs to the rest of Scotland and these geographical-
social/geographical-economic differences have not been met in the national approach. 
There was agreement that the national approach be reviewed to reflect the Highlands 
and Islands needs more accurately. 
 
Disagreements 
 

• LEADER – local focus 

There was disagreement between participants about LEADER promoting local needs. 
Several participants agreed that LEADER promoted local stewardship and local focus, 
invested in local resources (e.g. workforce) and local knowledge; on the other hand, 
participants found LEADER at a local level was under-resourced and not sustainable.  
 

• ESIF Tender Funding vs. LEADER retrospective funding 



There was disagreement between LEADER retrospective funding and ESIF Tender 
Funding. There were negative points raised about the LEADER retrospective funding 
with claims it was inefficient and lead to unspent funds. On the other hand, there was 
praise for ESIF tender funding and the invoice method which allowed funds to be spent 
and allocated efficiently.  
 
 
Question 3: Are there any barriers in the current system that prevent the funding 
reaching the right projects and how can these be addressed? 
 
A range of barriers and potential solutions were identified: 
 
Match funding – there were a number of comments made about how the operation of 
match funding can act as a barrier to its take up: 

• It can be difficult to find match funding even when the ratios are 70:30 which is 
then complicated by the way funds are released and the fact that some funds 
(such as transport challenge funds) may not be available as match funding. It 
was suggested that Finland overcomes this barrier by allowing match funding 
between EU funds. 

• Each fund may be contingent on securing another in order to obtain funding; 
• Multiannual funding can also provide an added challenge if there are different 

rules for each year of funding; 
• Where 50:50 match funding operates there can be a burden on small third 

sector organisations as they have to commit more of their resources to secure 
the match funding – this in turn can impact on the resources available for other 
parts of the organisation (and consequently what services it can provide). This 
means such organisations are constantly chasing funding; 

• Local authorities can provide an indication of funding across a number of years 
but can only commit to one year; 

 
Lack of flexibility for rural areas: 

• In terms of the criteria for funding there was a mismatch between the needs of 
the community and the requirement for financial sustainability resulting 
community needs not always being met – such areas then miss out on funding; 

• ‘One size fits all’ approach did not work in a Highland context – small scale 
projects may have a large impact (such as 1-2 sustainable jobs in a rural area) 
but they aren’t seen as being as valuable when compared with large central 
belt projects which potentially deliver larger number of jobs. The term ‘high 
value’ used by some funds may mean different things in different parts of the 
country - there was a need to recognise that whilst the outcomes across the 
Scotland may be the same there can be different delivery mechanisms; 

• It was questioned whether it was appropriate that the rules and oversight of 
funding of £100,000 should be the same as £1 million and that differing levels 
of oversight etc may be a more proportionate approach. 

• Also highlighted were examples where different approaches have been taken 
in different parts of Scotland to the interpretation of the same set of rules e.g. 
in the 2007-13 a flexible approach to LEADER funding by one LAG had meant 
match funding could be from 100% to 17% with local tailoring resulting in all the 
fund being used (albeit it didn’t secure as much funding from other sources). 
This compared with the higher level of accountability that Local Authorities may 



face when administering LEADER funding. Key to this flexibility was a 
supportive accountable body willing to take a managed risk and understanding 
LAG. Trust and developing relationships over time were key to developing local 
flexibility. 

• ESIF guidance can be inconsistent with the approaches suited to more rural 
settings, for example requiring full time employment which is more challenging 
to support in some Highland areas (where part time employment would be more 
sustainable). 

• In addition retrospective funding also impacts on smaller organisations which 
cannot easily sustain expenditure over a period of time before they can then 
claim the funds back. 
 

Support and Capacity 
• There needs to be capacity building for smaller organisations to help support 

them with the application process etc – this compares with INTERREG where 
there is support for organisations to overcome capacity issues. The Local 
Authority was also valued as helping smaller organisations access funding; 

• The reporting burden can be off putting for smaller organisations; 
• Consistency of personal to support the application process was highlighted as 

both a benefit and a barrier with less experienced staff more likely to interpret 
rules strictly; 

• Clear sustained support from central Government was important even when 
there may be increasing resource pressures from other parts of the Scottish 
Government. The fact that LEADER sat within rural development was seen to 
limit central support during times when other issues were dominating that sector 
(pulling Scottish Government staff away from supporting the LEADER 
programme). 

• There can be a time lag from a problem being identified to when central support 
is able to provide a solution.  

 
Changing requirements over time can snowball resulting in clarification continually 
being sought in order to meet new requirements. Different forms of funding also added 
complexity and some suggested that that there was very little learning of lessons of 
what worked well or not so well from across the different funding programmes. 
 
Who writes the rules could also act as a barrier with the example provided of modern 
apprenticeships where uptake was high in part because of the less onerous evidence 
requirements. This compared with FE places where the detailed evidence base 
required to be demonstrated up front meant take up could be low. Another area was 
broadband, the provision of which was not well supported by funding but which could 
act as a barrier to take up. 
 
The current systems used for managing funding – EUMIS and LARC - both presented 
barriers demanding considerable information and documentation to be inputted which 
was disproportionate to the level of funding received.  
 
Brexit uncertainty was also acting as a barrier to funding. Currently nothing is known 
about Phase 2 funding which could result in some projects facing closure in June 2019.   
 
 



  



SECOND SESSION: FUTURE FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
In the second part of the workshop delegates together with MSPs discussed what the 
future funding arrangements might look like and what would work well for different 
sectors and organisations. Members highlighted potential funding approaches and the 
discussion was then based around three key questions. 
 
1. Thinking about how you might distribute or receive funding post-Brexit – 

how should that be done (ringfencing, competitive bidding, match funding) 
and by whom? 

 
• Structural fund are a regional programme – that gives an expectation that the 

UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF) will be regional. 
• Delivering funding without a regional plan is the wrong approach– it should be 

a prerequisite that these funds are designed locally with national guidelines. 
• All levels of government need to work together to this to be successful. 
• There needs to be confidence that decision making will be devolved to the local 

level – this didn’t happen with ERDF recently.  
• City Deals concept is new and not really tested. Newer city deals are more 

nuanced and technical pieces of work – there has been an evolution. 
• The Scottish Government should set the outcomes with flexibility to enable the 

local level to the deliver those outcomes– there needs to be trust by the Scottish 
Government that outcomes will be delivered (currently it was felt there was too 
much micro-management); 

• Where Structural Funds have worked in H&I they have been designed locally, 
with stakeholders responsible for delivery being bought in. Future funding 
needs to be suited to local economy. 

• Important to allocate funding with objective criteria (in contrast to City Deals).  
• EU Structural Funds not huge in funding terms so there needs to be a focus on 

outcomes. 
• When challenged on whether fund should be administered at UK or Scottish 

level, there was general support for fund administration at SG and more local 
level (from those who spoke). 

• SG’s employability approach is for local partners to come up with a local 
strategy. Any new fund should be aligned with existing strategy. E.g. we don’t 
want the fund to sit in a different SG team. E.g. Fair Start is a bit like ESF 
employability; e.g. ESF pipeline and national third sector fund are competing 
for participants. 

• A key choice will be whether future funding should be replacement funding or 
deliver additionality with most supporting that future funds should be used to 
support additional activity. 

• Needs to be clear overall picture of funding – currently have approach where 
two funds can be seeking to deliver the same outcomes which means that they 
can end up competing against each other. 

 
2. How flexible or targeted should any post-Brexit funding be and what 

priorities should it focus on? 
 



• UKSPF wording is concerning - is it about addressing regional disparities or 
delivering UK Industrial Strategy? 

• Key will be the indicators used to determine funding - how to measure success, 
e.g. shift from GDP to wellbeing. Example from LEADER was provided where 
outcomes are linked to sustaining communities. 

• Productivity may not be best measure for rurality. E.g. two jobs in Durness is 
great, but 100 jobs in Durness would create massive problems! Housing etc. 
Number of jobs created doesn’t measure the quality of the intervention – e.g. 
city vs region. 

• Patchy performance of CPPs is a problem – CPPs should be the National 
Performance Framework embodied locally but that hasn’t worked well. 

• Post Brexit it isn’t viable for local communities to sit back and wait for to hear 
what the future funding arrangements might be –local stakeholders need to 
have a say in on the approach to future funding. 

• Some had tried to align Structural Funds with other programme such as Horizon 
which they were informed was the right approach – but in practice this proved 
almost impossible. 

• Is there an opportunity for future funding arrangements to encourage between 
collaboration between the 3rd sector, government and commercial sector to 
better share finite resources? 

 
3. What parts of the current funding approach should be kept by any future 

funding approach (and why) and what should be changed (and why)? 
 

• There was consensus that the current approach to EU Structural Funds had 
delivered some benefits to the Highlands and Islands so the current approach 
shouldn’t be thrown out, starting again from scratch. The benefits have been in 
“big-ticket” areas (such as partnership working, strategic approaches and multi-
year funding).  

• Important to keep the parts that work plus there are advantages in having 
continuity between current and future approaches. There is also institutional 
learning and understanding which supports learning the lessons from the 
current approach which can inform the future approach.   

• The negatives are mostly about the process of securing funding. Opportunity 
for future funding to be administered more simply (anecdote – “if I won 120m in 
the lottery, I’d give Highland Council 10m so they could give EU money back 
so we could actually get on with delivering.” Our lives are dominated by audit.) 

• It was observed that even if the UK stayed within the EU, these conversations 
would be taking place about the next programme design. 

• LEADER – we need to free up the 21 local groups to design and deliver truly 
local strategy.  

• Responding to what should replace the EU monitoring role, delegates 
suggested that there needed to be trust in the local level to deliver. In terms of 
accountability the Scottish Government should be the highest given its 
experience with overseeing other funds. Given local authorities were already 
audited by the Accounts Commission there isn’t a need for a new body to 
monitor and audit the funds. Future audit requirements need to be more 
appropriate/ proportionate to the level of funding being received.  



• A simpler cost model is needed in future and there needs to be a flexible 
approach to cost models. 

• The Futures Innovation Fund (“Donald Dewars £10m”) was highlighted by one 
delegate as being the “best fund ever”. That fund had one consultant and lots 
of collaboration. It also avoided cherry-picking of beneficiaries and 
interpersonal relations were good.  

• Partnership working works in rural area, in central belt the procurement model 
makes it more competitive.  

 
 
 


