Cross County Analysis

Partnership in ESF Operational Programmes of Different Member States

In order to more deeply understand the different partnership approaches being adopted by European Social Fund (ESF) Operational Programmes (OPs) an on-going country survey has been carried out by the ESF’s Community of Practice (CoP) on Partnerships.  This includes information on Operational Programmes in 18 different Member States: Austria, Flanders (Belgium), Czech Republic, England, Estonia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain and Sweden.  Findings are based on material from country fiches that responded to a series of questions about partnership in ESF Operational Programmes (see Appendix).  

Partnership approaches in the Operational Programmes of different Member States vary enormously. Each approach is conditioned by a specific country context that includes its historical/social/political/economic/cultural situation; positive/negative government policies; legal and regulatory frameworks; the nature and extent of previous partnership activities; and, the existence of intermediary organisations and/or skilled individuals capable of working with different stakeholders.  These contexts are also dynamic as new rules, perspectives and actors are emerging all the time. Good practice thus rests ultimately on ensuring that chosen partnership options are both flexible and “fit for purpose”.  

Numbers 

Most countries have less than 5 ESF OPs, with the majority having just one. The exceptions are Germany, Spain and Italy which operate on a regional basis and have 18, 22 and 24 respectively.  Greece, meanwhile, has 8 ESF programmes in total, 3 of which are sectorally focussed and 5 regional programmes which have the option of implementing ESF funded activities. In addition to ESF OPs it is important to note that numerous European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) OPs exist alongside the ESF in all Member States. 

	
	Number of ESF OPs

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5 and above

	Austria
	
	X
	
	
	

	Czech Rep.
	
	
	X
	
	

	England (UK)
	X
	
	
	
	

	Estonia 
	
	
	X
	
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	X
	
	
	
	

	Germany
	
	
	
	
	18      (1 national, 16 State/Länder, 1 regional)

	Greece 
	
	
	
	
	8        (3 sectoral, 5 regional with flexibility to implement ESF-funded activities)

	Hungary
	
	X
	
	
	

	Ireland
	X
	
	
	
	

	Italy
	
	
	
	
	24      (3 national, 21 regional)

	Lithuania
	
	
	
	X
	

	Malta
	X
	
	
	
	

	Netherlands
	X
	
	
	
	

	Poland
	X
	
	
	
	

	Portugal
	X
	
	
	
	

	Romania
	
	X
	
	
	

	Spain 
	
	
	
	
	22      (3 national, 19 regional)

	Sweden
	X
	
	
	
	


Partnership provisions

In most countries there are common provisions for partnership across different OPs.  However, in some, such as Hungary, there are slight variances. Here there are two OPs: the Social Renewal OP (SROP) which focuses on mechanisms for labour relations and partnership and contains more measures for grant scheme support to beneficiaries implementing projects in partnership, and the State Reform OP (SRefOP) which promotes active involvement of social partners in its design and planning processes.  

In countries where there is only one OP there can also be different partnership provisions.  In Portugal, the Human Potential OP (HPOP) encompasses two partnership forms: Type (A) that is defined by access to financing and management, and Type (B) based on coordinated work around a project.  In Sweden, the OP includes regional Structural Fund Partnerships (SFPs) which act as selection bodies for “cooperation projects” involving partners that operate at multiple levels.

Geographical focus 

The geographical focus of partnerships in most OPs is dependent upon the nature of specific partnership projects.  In small countries such as Estonia and Lithuania the focus is primarily at national level. As well as regionally-focussed OPs in Germany, Spain and Italy, a strong regional emphasis can be identified in Austria (with Territorial Employment Pacts in all nine federal provinces), Romania (in the eight regions of the country), and Sweden, where programmes are implemented through eight regional plans.  In England (UK) liaison at regional level, where partner groupings already exist, assists the formulation of a national position. In Hungary, the focus is primarily at national level although small regions which are regarded as ‘lagging behind’ are given special attention in grant schemes and support. In the OPs in Berlin and the National OP in Germany, meanwhile, increasing attention is being placed at the local level where a number of partnerships and pacts have been established in both urban and rural areas.  
	
	Local
	Regional
	National

	Austria
	
	X
	X

	Czech Rep.
	
	X
	X

	England (UK)
	
	X
	X

	Estonia
	
	
	X

	Flanders (Bel.)
	
	X
	

	Germany
	X
	X
	

	Greece
	
	
	

	Hungary
	X
	
	

	Italy
	
	X
	

	Lithuania 
	
	
	X

	Malta
	
	
	X

	Netherlands
	
	
	X

	Portugal
	
	
	X

	Romania
	
	X
	

	Spain
	
	X
	

	Sweden
	
	X
	


Thematic links 

Partnership as a general principle

Although there are differences in the application of terminology and its use, “partnership” is accepted as a general principle in all countries.  In Ireland, for example, partnership is an element of the overall approach to the management and implementation of the OP while in  Flanders (Belgium), the Czech Republic and Estonia there is an emphasis on the ‘added value’ that partnership can bring.  In Greece, “…the partnership model is called upon whenever difficult and complex social issues and problems are to be tackled.”  In England (UK), partnership is seen as the means by which activities relating to specific geographical (regional / local) skill development and the requirements of disadvantaged individuals and groups, are recognised and supported at national level. In Italy, specific mention is made of socio-economic partnerships and the importance of local government engagement, while in Malta there is a focus on strengthening the capacity of socio-economic partners. 
In Poland, as well as inclusion, the partnership approach is viewed as complementary to social dialogue and adaptability.  This is further reinforced in Hungary, where partnership is perceived as strengthening “participatory democracy” and improving social outcomes at different levels, and in Germany where it can enhance wider societal participation. In Lithuania and the Netherlands partnership is regarded as encouraging wider involvement in policy-shaping and decision-making processes at both policy and project levels.
If partnerships are pursued as the chosen option for working together in Portugal, a succinct technical definition of partnership is applied in the sphere of its OP which states that: “A partnership is a dynamic relationship between different players, based on mutually agreed objectives, achieved through a shared understanding of the most rational division of work based on each partner’s respective comparative advantages.  Partners influence each other mutually, by means of a careful balance between synergy and each one’s autonomy, which incorporates mutual respect, equal participation in decision-making, mutual accountability, and transparency.”
The use of the term “partnership” is important to address here.  In some countries there is no definition of partnership in national law and in order not to collide with public procurement legislation, it has been necessary, in the case of the Czech Republic for example, to develop a specific partnership definition for use in ESF OPs. In Sweden, meanwhile, the term “partnership” is, according to law, only used for Structural Fund Partnerships (SFPs).  The term “cooperation projects” is applied to project constellations where different organisations work together to address particular social exclusion issues and tasks. 

Specific focus areas 

Most countries have a broad cross-cutting focus on employment, social inclusion and labour market issues.  In many there is also a particular emphasis on skills-building and vocational training.

	
	Employment & labour market access
	Social cohesion
	Skills supply & vocational training
	Equal Opportunities
	Transnational & cross-border cooperation

	Austria
	X
	X
	
	X
	

	Czech Rep.
	X
	X
	
	X
	X

	Estonia
	X
	
	X
	
	

	Germany
	X
	X
	X
	
	

	Greece
	X
	
	X
	
	

	Hungary
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Ireland
	
	X
	
	
	

	Italy
	X
	
	X
	X
	

	Netherlands
	X
	
	X
	
	

	Poland
	
	X
	
	
	

	Portugal
	X
	
	X
	
	

	Romania
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Spain
	X
	X
	
	X (Planned)
	

	Sweden
	X
	X
	X
	
	X


In Austria the OP for Employment places emphasis on Territorial Employment Pacts (TEPs) which work at diverse levels to support employment policy objectives, projects and coordination as well as offer technical support at national level. Close links are also promoted with social and economic policy areas and regional development.  In the Czech Republic priority axes such as Social Integration, Equal Opportunities and Transnational Cooperation are likely partnership themes.  In Estonia the Human Resource Development OP focuses on capacity-building social partners.  In the OPs in Berlin and the National OP in Germany, as well as in Greece and Portugal, special emphasis has been placed on vocational training, while in the Netherlands vocational education and training of employees is one of five actions encompassed by the OP, the others include integration and re-integration of specific target groups and the implementation of social innovation in labour. In Italy, as well as human resource training and education, issues such as immigration, welfare, equal opportunities and the environment are important.  In Sweden SFPs are encouraged to address the national strategic priorities for regional competitiveness, entrepreneurship and employment while cooperation projects work with specific target groups. In Spain special emphasis is placed on target groups such as the Roma community. 
Partnership formalisation 

	
	Informal                                                                                                                             Formal

	
	Co-operation agreements

Declarations/

statements of intent/ commitments  to work together
	Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs)

Covering  work programmes, roles and responsibilities, codes of conduct, rules and procedures, written charters, association guidelines
	Legally-binding partnership contracts

Between all partners/bi-lateral
	Legal requirements in national law

Entity formation

Explicit partner roles

No. of partners

	Austria
	
	X
	X
	

	Czech Rep.
	
	X
	X
	

	Estonia
	X
	
	
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	X
	
	
	

	Germany
	
	X
	
	

	Hungary
	X
	
	X
	

	Ireland
	
	
	
	X

	Italy
	
	X
	
	

	Lithuania
	X
	X
	
	

	Malta
	X
	
	
	

	Poland
	X (most likely option)
	
	
	

	Portugal
	
	
	
	X  if p-ship option chosen)

	Romania
	X
	
	
	

	Spain
	X (at start)
	X
	
	

	Sweden
	
	
	
	X (for SFPs)


Levels of partnership formalisation vary enormously both across and within countries. 

On the less formal side are countries such as Estonia, Flanders (Belgium), Malta and Romania, where a simple agreement to work together may be signed. In Flanders (Belgium) this depends on the specific call for proposals. In some cases, a letter of intent signed by the partners to the proposal is required, while in other cases a partnership agreement is obligatory after a proposal is approved. There is currently no guidance/template on what should be included in such an agreement. In Lithuania a written declaration with intent to work together in the project as well as a more detailed joint partnership agreement detailing tasks/roles is requested. In Malta partners are asked to sign a declaration of intent, to show their commitment to project participation but the level of formality of the partnership is decided by the partners themselves and there is no need to form a separate legal entity. In Romania, partnerships at regional and county level are required to sign a cooperation agreement which expresses an intention to collaborate and in which areas. Such agreements have no legal status. 
In many countries there is a mix of both formal and informal arrangements. In Italy, the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) and partner code of conduct is the norm although some regional regulations also define partnership composition, fields of intervention and operational modalities. Formal requirements are applied in Sweden for SFPs where, according to national law, 50 percent of membership must be made up of municipal and regional politicians.  Cooperation projects, however, are not at present required to sign formal agreements. In Hungary most support is given to partnerships that have legally binding agreements but there is no national law in place governing partnership implementation. In many cases partners simply submit a written declaration outlining their intent to work together and, after being given a grant for project implementation, prepare a more detailed partnership agreement detailing tasks/roles.  In Germany, an OP Steering Committee has to be installed within the three months after the formal approval of the OP. Each OP has a Chairman and Deputy and written standing orders with instructions on structure, functions and decision-making processes. Signing up to these procedures is not a legal requirement but is considered as binding. 

In countries where partnership practices have been in place for many years the systems and processes for working in this way are more institutionalised. In Ireland, for example, partnerships are established as not-for-profit companies operating under Company Law with Boards made up of four sectors; public agencies, social partners, public representatives and the community and voluntary sector. In the Netherlands partnerships are highly institutionalised and this is reflected in formalisation requirements for different actions e.g. the submission of joint applications; applications from formally accepted sectors and written declarations supporting projects from target groups. 

In most countries it is financial control and budget issues which determine the level of agreement and its formality.  In Portugal, if working in partnership is a chosen option, national ESF regulation stipulates the signing of a contract for Type A partnerships with information on the partnership’s constitution, formalisation tool and working methodology and of a protocol for Type B partnerships.  The protocol includes information on the lead partner, budgets and certification of training providers, verification of the general formal requirements for beneficiary entities and organisation of accounting and technical-pedagogical processes.  Budgetary considerations have also led to the signing of legal contracts between partners, joint working programmes and rules of procedure in Austria, while bi-lateral contracts between project partners in the Czech Republic include detailed specification of the rights and the duties of the project promoter and partner(s) as well as details of financial and accounting mechanisms.  
Some countries have not yet defined the level of formality they will adopt.  In Poland a high level of formality is unlikely and a written declaration will probably be the only requirement. In Greece, however, it is possible that a formal legal agreement will be promoted in view of the EQUAL experience which outlined the legal status for partnerships and is viewed as having enhanced democracy and equality. 

Partnership and application forms 

	
	Specific questions asked in application form
	Additional materials required to support application

e.g. activity plans, stakeholder analysis, detailed budget breakdowns
	No specific questions asked
	Forms not yet available

	Austria
	X
	X
	
	

	Czech Rep.
	X
	
	
	

	England (UK)
	
	
	X
	

	Estonia
	X
	X
	
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	X
	X
	
	

	Germany
	X
	
	
	

	Greece
	
	
	
	X

	Hungary
	X
	X
	
	

	Italy
	X
	
	
	

	Lithuania
	X
	
	
	

	Malta
	X
	
	
	

	Netherlands
	X
	
	
	

	Poland
	
	
	X
	

	Portugal
	X
	X
	
	

	Romania
	X
	
	
	

	Spain
	
	
	
	X

	Sweden
	X
	
	
	


Specific mention of partnership may be requested in actual application forms or / and in materials that are requested to support them. 

In application forms 

In the majority of countries, application forms specifically request information on partnership, particularly the identification of proposed partners. In some Member States, OPs request further detailed information in this respect. In Austria, a range of questions are asked in relation to partnership about TEP roles, co-ordination structure as well as focus, objectives, budget details and information on decision making structures and procedures. In Flanders (Belgium) questions concerning budgets and corresponding activities are asked of all projects, but in the case of a partnership, need to be detailed for each partner. In addition, a specific question asks how the partnership will ensure coordination. 

In Malta, as well as the names of chosen partners, applicants must include their legal status and a description of their proposed roles. In Lithuania applicants are required to state who partners are and what added value their participation will bring to the project. This is similar to the Czech Republic where partner identification and roles as well as details of the added value for specific target group(s) and relevant prior experience are requested.  In Estonia, in order to conform to procurement law regulations, applicants have to explain how a specific partner was selected and/or the reasons for their involvement in a project. They must also, as in Hungary, provide information on the division of tasks and responsibilities in implementation. In Sweden the importance of involving a wide variety of organisations from several sectors is emphasised in cooperation projects which are required to list the organisations involved in categories corresponding to different priorities, identify the problem area to be targeted and explain how the project will be organised.  

In Portugal requirements differ according to partnership type: for Type A  the details of a lead partner must be identified alongside objectives, a budget, previous partnership experience, details of partners’ areas of work/activities, constitution and  statutes. For Type B a series of questions are asked about previous partnership experience, the lead partner role, transparency of information, needs diagnosis for the purpose of strengthening a project/partnership development, partnership numbers and areas of work. 

In supporting materials 

In Hungary and Estonia a budget breakdown is required while in Austria and Portugal (if Partnership Type A), an activity plan and expected budget with the contributions of each partner is necessary. This is similar to Flanders (Belgium) where, although there is no obligatory requirement to involve partners, application forms require the submission of an activity plan with an allocation of human/financial resources. During the appraisal process a judgment is made about whether added value can/could be obtained with the involvement of listed/potential partners.  A stakeholder analysis also has to be supplied with the proposal application.  This will be appraised negatively if it is clear that a project’s goal cannot be reached without the inclusion of critical stakeholders/partners.  In Greece previous ESF application forms requested information on the partnership’s aim, activities, budget, partner tasks and mandate, collective decision-making processes and coordination details, as well as the inclusion of a timetable for activities.  
In England (UK)  and Poland there are no questions concerning partnership in the application form although in England (UK) ESF co-financing plans must be complementary and developed jointly to meet the requirements set out in regional ESF frameworks.

Types of organisations involved in partnerships

The inclusion of a wide range of actors is common across all countries in the study. This generally includes social actors (trade unions, labour and employer organisations), government agencies, authorities and departments at national, regional and local level, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), private companies and higher education institutions. 

Emphasis is placed on the involvement of specific groups in accordance with contextual requirements and interests.  In Sweden, for example, the law stipulates the involvement of politicians in SFPs in order to reinforce their policy impact; in Austria, where regional partnerships are important, provincial government and regional bodies of employers, unions, NGOs and management associations are vital to include. In Greece there has been a special focus on vocational representation, while in Italy links with local civil society and voluntary organisations such as credit, environmental, equal opportunity and worker associations are promoted.  

In Malta and Estonia the involvement of social partners and NGOs is encouraged.  In Estonia the involvement of umbrella organisations representing these groupings has been particularly important to the development of the OPs. In Flanders (Belgium) NGOs are the largest group involved, followed by social partners, local government, higher education institutions, government agencies and finally private companies.   In Hungary partnerships between for-profit and non-profit organisations are particularly encouraged and the most common partnerships are formed by an NGO, company and local authority, especially in the field of employment. In many cases Public Employment Services (PES) are also involved. 
Linkages and mainstreaming

Both OPs and partnerships themselves play an important role in the promotion of effective linkages that facilitate mainstreaming.  

The role played by Managing Authorities generally falls into the use of two key interlinking categories: 

	
	Intermediary support structures
	Using monitoring and evaluation

	Austria 
	X
	X

	Czech Rep. 
	
	X

	England (UK)
	X
	

	Estonia
	
	X

	Flanders (Bel) 
	X
	

	Germany
	X
	

	Greece
	
	X

	Italy 
	X
	

	Poland
	X
	X

	Spain
	X
	X

	Sweden
	
	X


Intermediary support structures

Dedicated technical assistance bodies

In Austria the TEP Co-ordination Unit funded by the Austrian OP for Employment, Kooo, encourages exchange of know-how between various TEP-levels and the national level. The Unit, together with TEPs, also developed a national consolidation process, “STEPs” in 2004 which focussed on co-operative learning by analysing the governance systems of the pacts. However, there are still difficulties in promoting interconnections jointly across sectors and levels. In Italy the EDRF (as opposed to the ESF) funds a technical assistance structure that offers partnership support and assists mainstreaming links. Where Regional Operational Partnerships (ROPs) have most closely followed a partnership approach, official thematic/sectoral consultation and partnership bodies have also been established which represent stakeholders as well as regional and local authorities and play a role in defining and coordinating regional policies and implementing OP priorities.  In Poland a National Supporting Institution (NSI), appointed by the Managing Authority is being tasked with supporting and monitoring activities in the field of mainstreaming for transnational and innovative projects which are often developed through partnerships. In the Netherlands, the National Institute for Social Innovation in Labour (NCSI) works in partnership with social partners, universities and a number of major enterprises and plays an important mainstreaming role.  

Existing social partner structures

In Flanders (Belgium) existing institutionalised structures (financed by the Flemish government regardless of ESF funding) act as consultation and advisory bodies which link different actors together through regional economical councils and sub-regional committees. The Social Economic Council of Flanders (Belgium) (SERV), where social partners meet each other at Flemish level, is also a formal consultation body for a range of specific ESF programmes. Given Malta’s size the central point for linkages and mainstreaming is on national structures where relevant Ministries devise policy for particular sectors. Mainstreaming is also facilitated through the Malta Council for Economic and Social Development (MCESD), a tri-partite body which represents the interests of government, unions and employers and serves as an advisory body on matters of economic and social policy.  In Romania regional support structures which are responsible for the management, facilitation and technical assistance of partnerships, also play an important role in mainstreaming. In Spain the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces is a member of the Monitoring Committee in the National OPs. Local level coordination is carried out by this Federation, and the link is made to partnerships working at national level within the framework of the Monitoring Committee in order to facilitate mainstreaming.

In Germany vertical mainstreaming is facilitated by organisations such as trade unions, employer organisations and chambers which have national central offices or structures and regional or local branch offices. A “geographical mainstreaming” that builds upon different phases of partnership development has also been helpful e.g. in the Federal Ministry of Labour’s “Perspective 50plus Programme” each pact of the first phase (2005 – 2007) had to include at least one neighboured Job Centre. In the next phase (2008 – 2010) the experiences of the pacts will be mainstreamed for all Job Centres and regions in Germany.

Intermediary organisations also promote country-wide debates, consultations and dialogue which are positive ways of promoting linkages across different levels and assisting mainstreaming. In Austria, for example, a ‘TEP mainstreaming process’ has been established at national level in order to better integrate partnerships into specific policy frames, while in Malta social and civil dialogue is being promoted though presentations to the MCESD and NGOs on issues related to Structural Funds.

Using monitoring and evaluation 

The targeted and effective sharing of findings from monitoring and evaluation processes also assists the embedding of linkages and mainstreaming.  In Sweden monitoring and evaluation are understood at SFP level as facilitating further mainstreaming by creating the basis for learning, one of the four principles upon which the Swedish ESF programme is founded (Learning, Innovation, Collaboration and Strategic Mainstreaming). In the Czech Republic, where different levels do not interconnect well, lessons from evaluation will be used to inform smoother mainstreaming of future project activities. In Greece evaluation results have been targeted particularly towards social partners, local authorities and central government decision makers. In Poland, meanwhile, the National Supporting Institution (NSI) will also be responsible for supporting mainstreaming by identifying and disseminating positive results.  

It is also important to mention that Monitoring Committees in many countries serve a useful mainstreaming function as they bring together different groups of actors and forge important cross-sector and policy linkages.
EC regulation and OP focus 

The three areas below have been highlighted for effective project governance in line with EC regulations and most countries have taken action across these.  
	Examples:
	Stakeholder engagement in preparation, implementation and monitoring of ESF support (art. 5)


	Strengthening the capacity of social partners

(art 3+5 for convergence obj.)


	Partnerships, pacts, networking

(art. 3)



	Austria
	
	
	X

	Czech Rep.
	
	X
	X

	Estonia
	X
	X
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	X
	
	

	Germany
	
	X
	X

	Greece
	X
	
	

	Hungary
	X
	X
	

	Italy 
	
	X
	X

	Lithuania
	X
	
	X

	Malta
	
	X
	

	Portugal
	
	
	X

	Romania
	
	X
	

	Spain
	
	
	X


The examples below give a flavour of how specific areas have been addressed: 

Stakeholder engagement in preparation, implementation and monitoring of ESF support 

In Flanders (Belgium) the OP Monitoring Committee is composed of representatives of the relevant ministers, social partners, administrations, NGOs, local authorities and institutional training/education providers who decide on the OP and its implementation, monitoring and evaluation by consensus only.  The OP Monitoring Committee in Greece has a similar composition and mandate. 
Strengthening the capacity of social partners 
In Malta a specific focus area of intervention on more effective social and civil dialogue includes capacity building of civil society and social partners.  In Germany, besides the administration, social partners are the main actors in the Steering Committees of the different OPs.  In Berlin, for instance, a “contact and counselling office” (Kontakt-und Beratungsstelle) run by social partners was established during the period 2000 – 2006. This office gives advice to all organisations interested in the ESF or EFRE. In Ireland, participation of social partners in the governance of the OP is promoted through the composition of the Monitoring Committee which is reflective of Ireland’s National Social Partnership structure. In addition, in many countries the wide ranging consultation process for the development of the OP involved social partners has contributed to strengthening their voice. 
Partnerships, pacts, networking 

In Austria the policy framework for TEPs is clearly defined while ensuring that the partnerships autonomously agree on the content of work and reflect their specific regional backgrounds. They have also benefited from stable funding structures via the ESF which has enabled the OPs to better address and solve problems at policy interfaces e.g. between social policy and labour market policy. In Spain there is an emphasis on promoting partnerships through the networking of relevant stakeholders at transnational, national, regional and local levels in order to mobilise for reforms in the field of employment and labour market inclusiveness.  At the same time adequate participation and access by NGOs to funded activities is also encouraged, notably in the domains of social inclusion, gender equality and equal opportunities.
Differences between past and present approaches 

	
	Strong difference
	Minimal difference
	Unsure/Undecided

	Austria
	
	X
	

	Czech Rep.
	
	X
	

	England (UK)
	
	X
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	
	X
	

	Germany
	X
	
	

	Greece
	
	
	X

	Hungary
	
	X
	

	Italy
	
	
	X

	Lithuania
	X
	
	

	Malta
	X
	
	

	Poland
	X
	
	

	Portugal
	X
	
	

	Spain
	X
	
	

	Sweden
	X
	
	


Most countries report differences between the way that partnership has been approached by their OPs in the past and how they are currently being developed.  In some, such as Austria, Flanders (Belgium) and the Czech Republic, there have been (or will be) minimal changes but in others there are considerable variances. In Malta, for example, projects implemented in partnership under the ESF 2007-2013 Programme will now gain additional points. In Poland the partnership-building-process is not formalised as it was in the EQUAL OP (2004 and 2006). In Portugal a much more focussed partnership approach has been adopted, while in Sweden the new SFPs have a strong regional basis, their chairperson is appointed by government and their membership composition is aimed at promoting a much stronger political mandate.   In Lithuania poor communication between different sectors of society hampered previous partnership approaches.  In order to address this, the Ministry of Social Security and Labour brought together representatives from public institutions, municipalities, NGOs and businesses alongside EQUAL thematic networks in order to share good practices for working with social risk groups. In Hungary, while there are no major differences, as well as encouraging new partnerships, more effort is being put into strengthening and supporting existing ones. 
The impact of EQUAL 

	
	Strong 
	Minimal 
	Unsure/Undecided

	Austria
	
	X
	

	Czech Rep.
	
	X
	

	England (UK)
	X
	
	

	Estonia 
	X
	
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	
	X
	

	Germany
	X
	
	

	Greece
	X
	
	

	Hungary
	X
	
	

	Italy
	X
	
	

	Lithuania
	X
	
	

	Malta
	
	X
	

	Netherlands
	X
	
	

	Portugal
	
	X
	

	Spain
	X
	
	

	Sweden
	X
	
	


The EQUAL experience has had an enormous impact in all countries and, in some, has contributed substantially to the manner in which partnerships are now being approached. In Greece decisions about new choices are still being made but past experience will no doubt have a bearing on the choices made.  The creation of a law concerning the binding character of partnership was considered necessary for the EQUAL programme in order to develop a more effective cooperative culture. This framework, although somewhat rigid, helped to overcome the lack of a strong networking tradition in Greece and, for the first time, allowed small players to have a clear voice in decision-making through partnerships. In Italy EQUAL is seen as being responsible for enabling the experimentation of “a new multi-level model of governance” through joint implementation of a programme across national and regional policy-making structures. 

In Spain, partnerships that are being developed and funded by one of the three national OPs (Technical Assistance OP) have their origin in EQUAL.  In Ireland it is likely that the lessons of the EQUAL Community Initiative will inform investment decisions under the OP, particularly in terms of transnational and interregional proposals. In Austria TEP integration with the EQUAL programme was positively encouraged in order to ensure solid linkages to labour market and educational policies and the transfer of knowledge between actors. This connection had an impact on the continued promotion of TEPs as part of ESF OP strategy. In Sweden, meanwhile, EQUAL has had influence mainly in relation to cooperation projects which are required to look for relevant actors from different areas to ensure a positive impact.  

The lessons from EQUAL have also informed changes in the development of new OPs. In Germany EQUAL has influenced a change away from partnerships that are purely focused on those between administrations and to raising awareness about partnership and co-operation.  In Estonia the EQUAL was largely focussed on transnational partnerships and the focus now is on implementing EQUAL practices at national level. In England (UK) EQUAL’s focus on partnership participation at project level which was seen as requiring protracted day-to-day management of the programme by administrative staff to accommodate different partners’ needs and abilities and the new OP has sought to move away from this.  In the Netherlands, one of the 5 OP actions which stresses innovation is the most similar to the EQUAL approach although projects are initiated by employers instead of for employers, as was often the case in Equal projects. In Hungary EQUAL’s support for exchanges of experience between local initiatives will be expanded under the SROP with attention to policy level exchanges as well.  
In Malta choices have not solely been influenced by EQUAL but it has contributed, “… by showing how partnerships could be organised and how a project could be implemented effectively through a good partnership.”  In Flanders (Belgium), although EQUAL has not greatly influenced current choices, it has confirmed an approach that emphasises that partnership should not be obliged for everything, only where they actually add value.  In the Czech Republic, in spite of the fact that little change is envisaged, the lessons learnt from EQUAL will be used to inform the development of new approaches.  
Strengths of different OP approaches to partnership 

	
	Focus
	Coordination


	Resource use
	Social capital
	Innovation
	Capacity-building
	Empowerment

 & inclusion
	Legitimacy
	Stability
	Sustainability

	Austria
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	X

	Czech Rep.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	
	

	England (UK)
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Estonia
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Flanders (Bel.)
	X
	
	
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Germany
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Greece
	
	X
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	X
	

	Hungary
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Ireland
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	
	X

	Italy
	X
	X
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	

	Lithuania
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	
	

	Malta
	X
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	

	Netherlands
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X

	Poland
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Portugal
	X
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	

	Romania
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Spain
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sweden
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	


Most countries see their OP partnership methodology as developing positive new and integrated approaches that promote social cohesion. The importance of focus (clear definition of needs and priorities) and coordination (working across synergies) are highlighted by a range of countries. In Austria, the OP partnership model is regarded as making better use of synergies between programmes, especially at regional level, and in Italy it is highlighted as enabling, “Effective communication between stakeholders, which fosters cooperation and the integration of social, training and employment policies.”  In Ireland, the Social Partnership model which is used for Monitoring Committee membership is an established and accepted model of governance and participation. All social partners are familiar with working within this structure and understand how to participate in a meaningful and constructive manner. In Germany, the promotion of OP Steering Committees is viewed as providing an important “organisational and obligatory framework” for partnerships.  In Spain value is seen in careful partnership guidance with extensive prior work between Managing Authority and partners before their funding, as well as monitoring by the Managing Authority. In Estonia the fact that partners are included in the monitoring/steering system at both OP and axis level is viewed as giving opportunities for partners to input into implementation activities and monitoring activities. 

Wider stakeholder participation and the promotion of empowerment are valued highly across all countries. In Poland and Malta this inclusion is seen as supporting the capacity-building of particular groups of actors, while in Romania as helping to increase trustful relationships and competencies for working together. The cooperation projects in Sweden are also seen as assisting dialogue, experience exchange and improvement of routines and processes within the organisations involved.

In Flanders (Belgium) and Malta the sense of ownership that is engendered by enabling organisations to choose whom they partner, rather than force them, is viewed as an asset. This is echoed in Germany where many nationwide partnership programmes are seen as promoting the establishment of partnerships on a voluntary basis and ensuring commitment to them. 

In Sweden the legal requirement for political membership of SFPs is viewed as positively promoting a policy mandate to implement contributions for the labour market in the region as well as creating synergy and cooperation between the ESF and ERDF.  Austria, Netherlands and Flanders (Belgium) also see their OP approaches as promoting useful mainstreaming linkages.  

Other identified strengths include better resource use and sustainable regional development in Austria and innovation in Poland. The use of partnership as a valuable learning instrument for assisting the development of future programmes and projects is also highlighted by a number of countries. 
In Portugal, although there is satisfaction about new legal arrangements for partnership, the approach has not been ‘tested’ yet so strengths and weaknesses in practice have not been identified.  However, the existence of typologies that are obligatorily implemented through partnership and the possibility of developing projects on the ground using a partnership methodology, are viewed positively. 

Drawbacks of different OP approaches to partnership
	
	Time
	Top-down approach/ bureaucratic
	Legal environment
	Conflicts of interest
	Lack of representation

engagement/

skills / capacity
	No clear design
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A range of drawbacks have been identified in different country approaches. Some concerns relate to particular historical and social contexts and the impact these have on the development of partnership approaches.  In the Czech Republic, for example, Czech legislation, rather than an OP approach, has been identified as problematic as it impedes a grant to more that one project promoter. In Romania, meanwhile, an important obstacle is the strong historical top-down approach of most actors and institutions.  
These issues link to what is perhaps the key challenge identified - the time investment required to start up and build partnerships. Ensuring that enough time is allocated to understanding and working with different needs, cultures and incentives while also obtaining stakeholder buy-in is seen as enormously difficult.  However, it is also regarded as vital for consolidating the trust, coordination and mainstreaming that contribute to effective partnerships. 

The difficulties of ensuring engagement at particular levels are also of importance. In Ireland, the priorities and activities chosen are primarily the responsibility of state agencies and government departments and therefore this limits the scope for involvement of NGOs in programme delivery.  In Austria direct contact at local level is often missing and thus civil society’s concerns may be marginalised. In the case of Malta the small size of the social partners and civil society organisations is reflected in their limited administrative capacity. This is similar to Lithuania where social partners also frequently lack capacity. Inadequate technical abilities are also mentioned by Italy where there is a feeling that partners are sometimes not sufficiently representative. In Sweden focus on regional issues is perceived as making it more difficult to work and implement solutions from a national point of view while in Hungary, it is felt that lessons learnt and good practice need to be taken up by higher levels of the organisational and political system and inter-level cooperation (from project to programme level) more fully promoted.
In Austria, Italy and Sweden there is also disquiet about the possibility that partnership implementation may become “a formal procedure” rather than a dynamic contribution to achieving a set goal and creating change.  In Austria, for example, TEPs play a minor role in relation to democracy given that funders, social partners and other (mostly) official organisations form the largest part of decision-making committees. This is echoed in Germany where the domination of local and regional partnerships by a single actor, the administration, is regarded as an impediment. 

In England (UK) problems concerning partnership implementation are most likely to be found at the level of individual partnerships that “occasionally stray from their stated script”. In Italy concerns about confidentiality, possible conflicts of interest, organisational difficulties and the economic sustainability of the partnership have been identified. In Sweden meanwhile, an interesting challenge is dealing with organisations that do not take responsibility for internal mainstreaming and change seriously, “They just want to change the world around them, not themselves.” 
Measures adopted to address challenges

	
	Strengthening application, monitoring and evaluation processes
	Addressing legal impediments
	Technical assistance, capacity-building  and advice
	Awareness-raising activities

	Austria
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	Czech Rep.
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	Hungary
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In order to address the challenges outlined above a range of different tools and practices have been proposed.  Technical assistance and advice are generally regarded as the key measures for dealing effectively with drawbacks. In Austria the reinforcement of TEPs is intended to make them stronger actors and partners. This is similar to Germany where there is an understanding that established regional and local pact structures need to be maintained and mainstreamed.  

In Romania ongoing permanent technical assistance providing training and coaching for all actors is being put in place and the establishment of a Permanent Technical Secretariat for Regional Employment and Social Inclusion Partnerships will be supported by the Sectoral Operational Programme (SOP) Human Resources Development (HRD). In Sweden a Preparatory Committee at regional level has been established to support SFPs while cooperation projects are required to fulfil at least one of the following programme criteria: innovation, strategic mainstreaming, cooperation and life long learning. In Hungary a team responsible for supporting vertical mainstreaming, will be established in the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour and involve other bodies such as the National Development Agency, intermediary organisations, and other ministries.  In Italy, in order to enable all partners to play a more fruitful and effective role in the drawing up and implementation of regional policies, ROPs are working to offer full and accessible information to partnership members with the use of tools such as simplified document abstracts, user-friendly dedicated web sites and mailing lists. 

Other measures that are being adopted to deal with challenges include the reinforcement of the application, monitoring and evaluation processes in Estonia, Flanders (Belgium), Ireland, Italy, Lithuania and Malta.  In Estonia risk assessment activities have been initiated by Managing Authorities in order to analyse administrative personnel input (or lack of it) and define the areas where more input, guidance or support is needed. In Malta the limited administrative capacity of social partners and civil society organisations is being addressed through the active promotion of more effective social and civil dialogue.  In Italy measures to increase partner participation and promote empowerment include establishing partnership forums, creating Monitoring Committees, setting up thematic, sectoral and local committees for discussion and dialogue, organising focus groups and holding hearings and consultations with experts. In Ireland under transnational and interregional co-operation proposals there may be wider opportunities to involve NGOs and social partners in programme delivery under the OP.  Meanwhile in the Czech Republic legal difficulties are being addressed by ensuring that partners sign a joint contract and state one main partner as the grant recipient. 
Appendix – Country Fiche Template 
	How many OPs are there in your Member State? Do they have very different provisions in terms of partnership?

	Does partnership have a geographical focus in your Member State's OP(s)? If so, national, regional, sub-regional e.g. county, district, group of municipalities, municipality, etc.?

	Is partnership linked to specific thematic issues / objectives (incl. possible targeting of specific groups / links with policy) in the OP(s)?

	Please specify further what is understood as “partnership” in the OP(s) in your Member State? (See Note 1)

	What requirements are there for partnerships to become formally established in your OP's? 

(e.g. they need to: write a declaration with intent to work together, prepare a more detailed partnership agreement detailing tasks/roles, launch a call for tenders to acquire partners through contracts or join up in a separate legal entity)

	What specific questions regarding partnership are asked in (previous/current) ESF application forms?

	Types of organisations typically involved in partnership (e.g. social partners, NGOs, companies, academia, etc.) in the OP(s) 

	If partnerships are embedded within existing national, regional or local structures, how are these different levels linked to each other and how does this facilitate mainstreaming in the OP(s?)   (See Note 2)

	How do the choices of the OPs in terms of partnership address the EC regulation? (See Note 3)

	Are there major differences with how partnership was organised in the past OP(s)? Why was the choice made to change? Did EQUAL have influence on this choice and, if yes, how?

	What are the strong points of the way the OP(s) organise(s) partnership? 

	What are the draw-backs of the way the OP(s) organise(s) partnership? 

	What measures, if any, are being taken to build on the strong points and reduce the draw-backs in the OP(s)?

	Contact name

	Contact address

	Contact email, phone, fax


NOTES

Note 1

· function of partnership within the OP: ranging from implementation of activities on the ground (e.g. through projects) to high level strategic decision making (e.g. in monitoring committee etc.)

· stability of partnership: ranging from supporting ad hoc, task oriented partnerships to permanent, institutionalised partnerships

· importance of ESF funding for partnership: highly dependent to small influence

· mainly cross-sector partnerships or within a sector

· mainly cross-(sub)regional partnerships or within a (sub)region

· highly formalised (e.g. legally binding agreements) to informal

· etc......

Note 2

Mainstreaming refers here to vertical mainstreaming where lessons learnt and good practice need to be taken up by higher levels of the organisational or political system. 

Note 3

Art. 3: promoting partnerships, pacts and initiatives through networking of relevant stakeholders, such as the social partners and non-governmental organisations, at the transnational, national, regional and local levels in order to mobilise for reforms in the field of employment and labour market inclusiveness.

Art. 5:
1. The ESF shall promote good governance and partnership. Its support shall be designed and implemented at the appropriate territorial level taking into account the national, regional and local level according to the institutional arrangements specific to each Member State.
2. The Member States shall ensure the involvement of the social partners and adequate consultation and participation of other stakeholders, at the appropriate territorial level, in the preparation, implementation and monitoring of ESF support.
3. The managing authority of each operational programme shall encourage adequate participation of the social partners in actions funded under Article 3. Under the Convergence objective, an appropriate amount of ESF resources shall be allocated to capacity-building, which shall include training, networking measures, strengthening the social dialogue and activities jointly undertaken by the social partners, in particular as regards adaptability of workers and enterprises referred to in Article 3(1)(a).
4. The managing authority of each operational programme shall encourage adequate participation and access by nongovernmental organisations to the funded activities, notably in the domains of social inclusion, gender equality and equal opportunities.
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