Open Days 2008

Supporting partnerships to foster employment and social inclusion 
Workshop 07C16 

Chair: Graham Meadows, Special Advisor to Commissioner Vladimir Spidla

Speakers: Benedict Wauters, Deputy Director Flemish ESF Agency, Community of Practice (CoP) on Partnership Coordinator

Leda Stott, Consultant on Cross Sector Partnerships, Content Expert to CoP 

Anette Scoppetta, Coordination Unit of Austrian TEPs, Centre for Social Innovation - ZSI / Vienna

Michael Ralph, Member of Cabinet of Commissioner Vladimir Spidla

Graham Meadows opened the workshop by welcoming participants and encouraging questions in order to promote lively debate on the issues discussed.

Benedict Wauters introduced the work of the Community of Practice (CoP) on Partnership in the ESF which was established by the European Commission and the EQUAL Managing Authorities of Flanders, Portugal, Austria, Czech Republic and Malta in 2006.  As well as seeking to draw on the lessons from EQUAL programmes, he explained that the CoP also took into account the emphasis placed on partnership in ESF regulation for the new structural funds period (2007-13) which refers to both the involvement of stakeholders in the governance mechanisms of Operational Programmes and to the provision of financial support for multi-actor projects. Mr Wauters stated that the aim of the CoP is to support Managing Authorities and Intermediate Bodies by encouraging fresh and creative partnership thinking and implementation in structural funds.  The CoP’s activities to date have included the development of a web platform for information exchange and discussion, bi-monthly meetings in different Member States and a Partnership Exchange Event in Malta in January 2008.  As a result of these activities the CoP has produced:  a Key Success Factor Framework outlining how to support the development of effective partnerships at different stages of the programme cycle; a collection of effective practices and tools used at programme level to support partnerships; a study visit programme to assist Managing Authorities to look at how the partnership principle is implemented in elected countries; and a practical guide to assist ESF programme managers in setting up their programme to support partnership.

Leda Stott provided more details of the work of the CoP with an overview of the key issues and challenges identified in programme support for partnerships. These include a limited awareness of the rationale for partnership and its added value; the importance of relating partnership to particular country contexts; the need to find a balance between being accountable and  ensuring ‘space’ for partnership innovation; the importance of promoting ‘real’ partnerships that go beyond paper requirements; a need for more focused training in partnership competencies and skills; and, a deeper appreciation of the time required to develop structures and systems that embed the partnership idea.  Ms Stott stressed that partnerships add value by drawing upon different sector competencies in order to achieve a common goal more effectively, legitimately and sustainably than when organisations operate separately. She then discussed the CoP’s Key Success Factor Framework in detail by sharing examples from different countries of what programme managers can do to positively support partnerships and promote stakeholder engagement when working through the stages of OP Analysis and Design, Delivery Planning, Calling for and Appraising Proposals, Animating during Implementation, Monitoring Partnerships  and Conducting Evaluation. Some of the examples shared included the establishment of support structures and networks, the provision of clear and continuous advice and guidance, effective consultation processes and sharing learning from both successes and failures. Asked about the overwhelmingly positive nature of the ‘partnership paradigm’, Ms Stott stressed that there was a need for greater rigour in both partnership theory and practice with an emphasis on improved governance and accountability, attention to power issues and closer evaluation of partnership relationships and impacts. 

At the end of 2008 the CoP coordination role played by the Flemish ESF Agency will be taken over by the Coordination Unit of Austrian Territorial Employment Pacts (TEPs)/Centre for Social Innovation, on behalf of the Austrian Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour (if approved by the EC). Anette Scoppetta therefore provided an overview of the future work of the CoP from 2009-2011.  She emphasised the fact that promoting cooperation in the form of partnerships is an integral and indispensable part of future policy planning and delivery. As a result, the focus of the CoP’s work will be on the policy areas identified for ESF interventions and what she described as PEOs: Partnership Practices of Member States at all levels, Effects on policies as well as impacts for ESF target groups, and Opportunities for improving policy planning and delivery.  Ms Scoppetta encouraged interested participants to make contact with her in order to continue to develop the work of the CoP.
The workshop concluded with comments from Michael Ralph who indicated that Commissioner Spidla and his Cabinet are aware of the key challenges facing Operational Programmes in promoting and supporting partnership. He also commended the work of the CoP and encouraged it to continue. 
Graham Meadows thanked Mr Ralph for his intervention and encouraged participants to feel free to talk to him further about the issues discussed. 

Full information and details of the areas outlined above can be found on: www.partnership.esflive.eu
Partnerships undoubtedly have an important role to play in fostering employment and social inclusion but we need to share lessons from them more widely and proactively so that their reach and capacity are improved and their potential is delivered upon.
