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1.  INTRODUCTION

Partnership between different actors in society is pro-

moted globally as one of the most useful ways of ad-

dressing intractable social, economic and environmen-

tal challenges.1 Through its adoption of the partnership 

principle, the European Union has led the way in demon-

strating that issues such as access to employment and 

social exclusion are too complex for single institutions 

to address on their own, and that cooperation between 

different social actors is necessary for ensuring a sus-

tainable and healthy European economy and environ-

ment.2 The partnership principle is positioned as both a 

vehicle for promoting democracy and for assisting policy 

coherence through alignment of objectives between dif-

ferent levels of governance. These elements are central to 

1 See for example United Nations agenda for 2030 and the Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs): https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
sdgsproposal
2 http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/funds_en.htm and see also Van 
den Brande (2014)

the Europe 2020 Growth Strategy3 for achieving smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth; to the European Semes-
ter4 coordination framework and to the European Pillar 
of Social Rights.5 Recognition of the importance of the 

partnership principle is further manifested in the Com-
mon Provisions Regulation for European Structural 
and Investment Funds (EU Regulation No 1303/2013) 

and the European Code of Conduct on Partnership 
(ECCP) (European Commission 2014a), a delegated act 

which provides common standards for partner involvement 

in Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes 

3 https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-
fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-pre-
vention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strat-
egy_en
4 https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-
fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-pre-
vention-correction/european-semester/framework/european-semester-
why-and-how_en
5 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-econom-
ic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-
social-rights-20-principles_en

Partnership is a dynamic and complementary relationship between diverse actors in which added value is 
achieved by working together rather than alone. In the ESF, partnerships are used to support policy linkages that 
promote growth and prosperity across the EU by reducing economic, social and territorial disparities through:
• Encouraging employment and social inclusion at transnational, national, regional and local levels;
• Stimulating the involvement of diverse actors and approaches;
•	 Clearly	defining	target	groups,	objectives	and	priorities;
• Balancing competition and cooperation; 
•	 Achieving	benefits	for	both	partners	and	wider	society;	and	
• Building participatory democracy through collaborative decision-making.

Community of Practice on Partnership (COP), 2009-11
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https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgsproposal
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgsproposal
http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/funds_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/european-semester-why-and-how_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/european-semester-why-and-how_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/european-semester-why-and-how_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/european-semester-why-and-how_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
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supported by European Structural and Investment Funds 

(ESIF).

Between February 2017 and February 2018, the ESF The-

matic Network on Partnership conducted a peer review of 

the ECCP. The initial findings and recommendations were 

shared in March 2018 alongside a proposed amendment 

for changes to Article 5 of the Common Provisions Regu-

lation (see Annexes 1 and 2). This document presents 

the information gathered in more detail with illustrative 

examples of the partnership principle in action and an 

updated set of recommendations.

1.1 Purpose of the review

The aims of the review were to assess the usefulness of 

the ECCP, learn more about the challenges encountered 

in its execution, and develop recommendations to embed 

the partnership principle into the next ESIF programming 

period (2021-27). The review also sought to raise aware-

ness, promote consistency of approach to implementing 

the ECCP across the ESIF and offer examples of how the 

partnership principle can add value to programmes and 

positively impact on policy-making (see Annex 3 for full 

details of the ECCP review process).

1.2 Methodology

Data for the review were gathered from various sources, 

including a review of relevant documents on the partner-

ship principle and its application during the 2014-20 pro-

gramming period (see bibliography) and through survey 

work with ESF Managing Authorities, Intermediate Bodies, 

NGO stakeholders and social partners. Respondents were 

asked to comment on the implementation of the ECCP and 

share concrete examples of partnership in practice. Details 

of the information requested and the responses received 

are provided in Table 1.

Table 1: Survey for ECCP review

Date Source Information requested Responses received

Feb-Mar
2017

Members of 
the Thematic 
Network on 
Partnership 

Feedback and comments on partnership principles, prac-
tices and implementation issues related to the ECCP.  
Examples of ‘good’ (and ‘bad’) partnership practices 
(and ideas) for deeper embedding of partnership prin-
ciples in ESIF.

From all core members 

Mar-Oct 
2017

Members 
of other 
Transnational 
Thematic 
Networks 

Extent of awareness of ECCP.
Feedback and comments on partnership practice and 
implementation issues related to the ECCP.  
Examples of ‘good’ (and ‘bad’) partnership practices for 
deeper embedding of partnership principles in ESIF.

Managing Authorities and Inter-
mediate Bodies in Flanders (Bel-
gium), Estonia, Germany, Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Poland, Spain and 
Sweden, as well as EU-level 
stakeholders. 

Oct-Jan 
2017

ESIF 
Structured 
Dialogue 
members

In relation to the ECCP:
- What has worked well? 
-  What challenges have you encountered and what 

supports would be useful to address these?
-  What suggestions do you have for improving the 

ECCP text?
Useful examples of partnership practices to share with 
others.

CEE Bankwatch, European 
LEADER Association for Rural 
Development (ELARD), European 
Network on Independent Living 
(ENIL), EuroChild, European Uni-
versity Association (EUA), German 
Social Welfare Organisations, 
Lumos and European Network 
of Citizens and Regions for the 
Social Economy (REVES).

Jan-Feb 
2018

 ESF Pro-
gramme 
Monitoring 
Committees 
via a survey 
supported 
by European 
Commission

In relation to the ECCP:
- What has worked well? 
-  What challenges have you encountered and what 

support would be useful to address these? 
-  What suggestions do you have for improving the 

ECCP text? 
-  If you represent a Managing Authority, what support 

would help you to better achieve policy impacts 
through partnership working?

Responses were received from 
Programme Monitoring Commit-
tees via both individual members 
and collectively in Denmark, 
Estonia, Greece, Italy, Latvia, 
Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, 
Slovakia, Spain and Sweden.
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2.  WHY THE PARTNERSHIP  
PRINCIPLE IS IMPORTANT 

Partnership	has	a	clear	added	value	in	enhancing	the	effectiveness	of	the	implementation	of	the	European	
Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds. It enhances collective commitment and ownership of Union policies, 
increases the available knowledge, expertise and viewpoints in the design and implementation of strategies 
and ensures greater transparency in decision-making processes. 

 ECCP

The	ECCP’s	partnership	principles	offer	great	opportunities	for	improving	decision-making	processes	by	ensur-
ing	that	different	shareholders	are	duly	represented.

Managing Authority, Latvia

More	than	just	a	concept,	true	partnerships	are	the	most	difficult,	rewarding,	and	effective	form	of	decision-
making available to us in Europe.

Pobal

The Partnership Principle is vital to ensure high quality and sustainable reform.
Lumos
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The partnership principle promotes connections 

between	 different	 social	 actors	 and	 levels	 of	
government in order to support effective delivery of 

ESIF (Van den Brande, 2014). The principle’s main pre-

mise is that issues relating to access to employment 

and social exclusion are too complex for single insti-

tutions to address on their own, and that cooperation 
between public authorities, social partners, NGOs, 
civil society organisations and individual citizens 
is necessary for job creation, competitiveness, econo-
mic growth, improved quality of life and sustainable 

development.6 By involving civil society organisations and 

citizens in decision-making processes, partnership is also 
positioned as a vehicle for promoting democracy and 
for assisting policy coherence through alignment of ob-

jectives between different levels of governance (Commission 

of the European Communities, 2001). 

The recent socio-economic crisis in Europe has confir-

med that more strategic, integrated and innovative 

6 http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/funds_en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/funds_en.htm
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collaborative arrangements are needed to address 
complex challenges such as the concentration of unem-

ployment among young people, older persons and migrants; 

gender segregation in the labour market; rural-urban ine-

qualities, and shifts between industries, economic sectors 

and regions (Stott & Scoppetta, 2013). This affirmation is 

reinforced by the European Semester which promotes 

economic and policy coordination across EU Member States 

to ensure sound public finances, promote economic growth 

and prevent excessive macroeconomic imbalances, and the 

recent adoption of the European Pillar of Social Rights 
which sets out 20 key principles and rights to support fair 

and well-functioning labour markets and welfare systems. 

These measures above also illustrate the interrelation-

ship between poverty eradication, social inclusion and 

environmental protection and emphasise the need for 
partnership approaches that promote sustainable 
development (CEE Bankwatch, 2017Eurostat, 2017). As 

well as the EU’s Sustainable Development Strategy.7 

international interest in the potential of multi-actor par-

tnerships to foster innovative responses to address the 
complex and intertwined social, economic and envi-
ronmental challenges faced by all countries is highlighted 

in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.8 This 

agenda, which the EU played an important role in shaping,9 

situates partnership as a transversal mechanism for achie-

ving the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and 

7  http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/
8 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingour-
world 
9 https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/european-development-
policy/2030-agenda-sustainable-development_en

Table 2: The rationale for partnership in the ESIF 

Focus and coordination
By harnessing the perspectives and resources of different 
societal actors the gaps, needs and priorities relating to 
Europe’s development challenges are more clearly identi-
fied, and approaches that better incorporate the perspec-
tives of end users and target groups created to address 
them. Policy coordination can also be synchronised so 
that the reach of programmes and projects is expanded 
and duplication avoided. 

There’s a relationship there and it’s not just a personality thing, 
it’s a shared understanding of the framework of what’s being 
done. Now a number of things are short circuited; not account-
ability, not standards, but unnecessary procedures.

Partnership is like playing in an orchestra, it helps players stay 
focused and attuned.

Access to resources and innovative approaches
A range of diverse contributions can be obtained from 
different stakeholders to address particular problems and 
challenges, and to develop more creative and dynamic 
approaches to societal challenges.

Working in partnership provides more efficient and better qual-
ity public services through increased innovative potential and 
technological transfer, acceleration of investment and better 
risk allocation, as well as improved operation of public adminis-
tration by ensuring transparency of procedures.

Partners keep you alert and innovative.

Institutional strengthening, capacity building and 
empowerment
Through opportunities for building and improving strate-
gic, operative and human capacity to overcome resources, 
size or skills limitations, those who are disadvantaged 
and/or marginalised can gain a stronger voice in the 
political arena and assume a more proactive role in ad-
dressing issues that affect them.

Partnership helps us to hear all voices, not just the strongest 
ones.

Strong institutional partners can throw towing lines for less 
organised but more agile partners.

Legitimacy, stability and sustainability
A more democratic policy ‘mandate’ is gained through 
broader stakeholder involvement, more participatory ap-
proaches to problem-solving and the generation of social 
capital. The inclusion of different organisations, groups 
and citizens in design, implementation and monitoring 
processes contributes to the durable and positive change 
that is the basis of a more cohesive society.

Effective partnerships leverage the strengths of each partner 
and apply them strategically to the issue at hand. It might take 
more work, and it might take longer, but strong partnerships 
build the relationships, shared understanding and collective 
focus to make lasting progress.

Partnership allows ‘experts by experience’ to take ownership 
through processes that increase the effectiveness and sustain-
ability of outcomes.

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/european-development-policy/2030-agenda-sustainable-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/european-development-policy/2030-agenda-sustainable-development_en
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As well as an instrument that assists the achieve-
ment of tangible outcomes for target groups and 
end users, partnership can also be understood as 
a process of working together that positively re-
inforces societal bonds and generates social capi-
tal. In addition, working in partnership may incor-
porate both formal and informal dimensions that 
are mutually reinforcing. Clear rules of engagement 

at programme level may thus be complemented by flex-

ibility at project level for partners to decide how they 

would like to implement their work. This report aims to 

capture these different elements of partnership in rela-

tion to implementation of the ECCP.

provides an important global framework for collaborative 

action.10 

The reasons for a focus on partnership in the ESIF have 

been well documented.11 Table 2 summarises how working 

in partnership enables the funds to maximise their impact 

with endorsements from members of the Thematic Net-

work on Partnership.

The term ‘partnership’, as the quotes above demonstrate, 

encompasses a range of dynamic relationships between 

diverse actors across different levels. This diversity is fur-

ther reflected in interpretations of partnership across other 

EU programmes and funds, including, for example, partner-

ship with private entities (LIFE);12 Public-Private Partnerships 

(PPPs) (Horizon 2020);13 and cooperation projects, cross-

sectoral cooperation and cooperation for innovation and the 

exchange of good practices (Erasmus+).14

10 http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-develop-
ment-goals/ 
11 See: Guidebook: How ESF Managing Authorities and Intermediate 
Bodies Support Partnership, 2008. 
12 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/ 
13 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/ 
14 http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en

Successful partnership is not only a tool or a for-
mat of work to achieve results, but an end in itself; 
a constant learning process in which the parties 
walk a path together based on common interests 
and	different	perspectives,	all	on	the	basis	of	the	
values of diversity, collaboration and mutual trust, 
key to the EU itself as a collective experience.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiAtf3htMPZAhXIzRQKHa-hDQMQFggqMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2Ftransnationality%2Ffiledepot_download%2F587%2F21&usg=AOvVaw3giwptgbztvOICWq8YWmXZ
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiAtf3htMPZAhXIzRQKHa-hDQMQFggqMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2Ftransnationality%2Ffiledepot_download%2F587%2F21&usg=AOvVaw3giwptgbztvOICWq8YWmXZ
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en
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The ESIF regulations for the 2014-20 programming peri-

od reinforce the importance of the partnership principle 

with calls for new and improved avenues for integrat-

ing stakeholder views into policy design and implemen-

tation, and the promotion of more robust connections 

between policy and practice. The Common Provisions 
Regulation (1303/2013) establishes guidelines for 

both Partnership Agreements and programmes across 

the ESIF. While stressing the importance of respect for 

the principles of subsidiarity, proportionality, and dif-

ferent institutional and legal frameworks, Partnership 

Agreements in each Member State are required to sup-

port an integrated approach to territorial development 

and alignment with the EU Growth Strategy ‘in coopera-

tion with its partners, and in dialogue with the Commis-

sion’ (recital 20). Article 5 of the Regulation focuses on 

partnership and multi-level governance and calls for the 

inclusion in Partnership Agreements and programmes of 

representatives from ‘competent regional, local, urban 

and other public authorities, economic and social part-

ners and other relevant bodies representing civil society, 

including environmental partners, non-governmental or-

ganisations and bodies responsible for promoting social 

inclusion, gender equality and non-discrimination, in-

cluding, where appropriate, the umbrella organisations 

of such authorities and bodies’. The Commission also 

commits to sharing key principles and good practices 

that facilitate assessments of the implementation of 

partnership and its added value in Member States. 

The partnership guidelines outlined in the Common 

Provisions Regulation are reinforced in the European 
Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP) (European 

Commission, 2014a). The ECCP is a delegated act which 

provides Member States with a tool that helps them or-

ganise their partnerships with the stakeholders involved 

in the implementation of the funds. The ECCP sets out 

common standards for partner involvement in ESIF 

Partnership Agreements and programme preparation, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation. Reiterat-

ing the need for wider stakeholder involvement across 

national, regional and local levels to maximise the im-

pact of funds, the key provisions of the ECCP include 

the adequate and appropriate representation of part-

ners mentioned in Article 5 of the Common Regulation 

(see above) that take competence and capacity for ac-

tive participation into account (Arts. 2-4). Consultation 

processes with relevant partners are to be conducted 

in an accessible and timely manner with clarity of in-

formation on involvement (Arts. 5-9). Membership rules 

and procedures for Monitoring Committees are outlined 

and a call is made for assessment of partner roles in 

partnership performance and effectiveness during the 

programming period (Arts. 10-16). Strengthening the 

institutional capacity of relevant partners is encour-

aged though capacity building activities that target so-

cial partners and civil society organisations involved in 

programmes (Art. 17). Finally, emphasis is placed on the 

importance of disseminating good practice examples and 

3.  PARTNERSHIP IN THE CURRENT ESIF 
REGULATIONS (2014-20)
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjdqaXcqq3bAhWDVxQKHfsfBfAQFggnMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2FBlobServlet%3FdocId%3D443%26langId%3Den&usg=AOvVaw3DSf3vIoVltYBizfFbEk2-
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjdqaXcqq3bAhWDVxQKHfsfBfAQFggnMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2FBlobServlet%3FdocId%3D443%26langId%3Den&usg=AOvVaw3DSf3vIoVltYBizfFbEk2-
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exchanges of experience in order to promote learning 

about partnership across the ESIF. The vehicle proposed 

for this is a transnational thematic network on partner-

ship (Art. 18). 

Partnership is further reinforced in individual structural 

fund regulations. The European Social Fund (ESF) 
regulation (1304/2013) calls for the mobilisation of 

regional and local stakeholders to achieve the Europe 

2020 Growth Strategy and its headline targets through 

mechanisms such as territorial pacts, local initiatives for 

employment and social inclusion, as well as sustainable 

and inclusive community-led local development strate-

gies in urban and rural areas. The involvement of re-

gional and local authorities, cities, social partners and 

non-governmental organisations is encouraged through-

out the preparation and implementation of Operational 

Programmes (recital 23). As well as reinforcing the im-

portance of partnership as a holistic approach across 

sectors, geographic and governance levels (recital 22), 

connections with social partners and non-governmental 

organisations are viewed as important for strategic gov-

ernance of the ESF (recital 17). Emphasis is also placed 

on the promotion of social innovation in order to test, 

evaluate and scale up solutions to address social needs 

in partnership (Art. 9). 

The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
regulations (1301/2013) reinforce economic, social and 

territorial cohesion in the EU and the reduction of ter-

ritorial imbalances between and within regions, rural and 

urban areas through sustainable development and struc-

tural adjustment of regional economies (recital 26). In 

Article 3 partnerships are situated as a vehicle for sup-

porting this goal through networking, cooperation and ex-

change of experience between competent regional, local, 

urban and other public authorities, economic and social 

partners and relevant civil society organisations in stud-

ies, preparatory actions and capacity building . Territorial 

cohesion is further promoted by support for bottom-up lo-

cal development strategies through Community-Led Lo-

cal Development (CLLD) (European Commission, 2014c), 

ERDF-funded programmes such as URBACT III and other 

legal instruments and cooperation structures such as the 

European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC).15 

Cohesion Policy also encourages regions and cities from 

different EU Member States to work together and learn 

15 https://portal.cor.europa.eu/egtc/Pages/welcome.aspx

from each other through joint programmes, projects and 

networks.

The regulations for the European Agricultural Fund for 
Rural Development (EAFRD) (1305/2013) call for co-

operation among different actors in the agriculture sector, 

forestry sector and food chain to achieve rural develop-

ment policy objectives and priorities (Art. 35). Networks, 

clusters and local action groups are emphasised as vi-

tal for supporting local development strategies (Art. 42). 

As well as a European Network for Rural Development 

(ENRD) with increased stakeholder membership, each 

Member State is also encouraged to establish a national 

rural network to improve the quality of rural develop-

ment programme implementation and to foster innova-

tion in agriculture, food production, forestry and rural ar-

eas (Arts. 52 & 54). In addition, a proposal is made for a 

European Innovation Partnership network of operational 

groups, advisory services and researchers to support ag-

ricultural productivity and sustainability (Art. 53).

The European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) 
regulations (508/2014) place emphasis on CLLD which 

involves relevant representatives of public, private and 

civil society sectors (recital 58). The premise is that these 

local actors are best placed to design and implement 

multisectoral community-led local development strate-

gies. Networking and cooperation between local partner-

ships is encouraged (recital 59) and emphasis is placed 

on EMFF support to Operational Programmes through 

Technical Assistance that promotes innovative approach-

es (recital 85). A call is also made for the establishment 

of a European network of Fisheries Local Action Groups 

(FLAGs) for capacity building, disseminating information, 

exchanging experience and supporting cooperation be-

tween local partnerships (recital 85). 

The regulation for the Cohesion Fund (1300/2013) 

endorses complementarity and synergies between in-

terventions supported by different funds so that dupli-

cation is avoided and solid infrastructure linkages are 

made at local, regional and national levels (recital 11). 

Strengthening the economic, social and territorial cohe-

sion of the EU to promote sustainable development is 

reinforced (Art. 1) with calls for Partnership Agreements 

to support investment priorities that contribute to the 

EU Growth Strategy (Art. 4).
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1304
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1304
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1301
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1301
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1305
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1305
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2014.149.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2014.149.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1300
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Findings from the ECCP review show that while a num-

ber of Managing Authorities have managed to embed 

the Code’s partnership standards in their work, others 

have faced a range of problems in applying them. In 

addition to the challenges of promoting more robust 

connections between policy and practice, and stronger 

links to an overarching sustainability agenda, many 

difficulties are encountered during the process of 

working together, particularly as the investment of 

time and resources required for partnership to work 

well is underestimated. The key challenges encoun-

tered by respondents in implementing the ECCP are 

outlined in Table 3. 

The challenges outlined below suggest that understand-
ing the risks and challenges of working collabora-
tively and finding solutions for addressing them in order 

to build partnership arrangements that work efficiently 

and effectively, and offer added value to both partners 

and society at large require further attention. To do this, 

improved	 identification	and	 sharing	 of	 partnership	
practices that we can learn from is essential.

4.  CHALLENGES TO APPLYING THE ECCP 
IN PRACTICE 
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Table 3: Partnership principle implementation challenges 

Lack of awareness
Concern was expressed about the marked lack of 
awareness of the ECCP and its principles. This was 
largely attributed to the fact that the ECCP was 
finalised too late to fully inform the development of 
Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes 
during the 2014-20 programming period. As a result, 
although there are notable exceptions, it was observed 
that in many Member States application of the ECCP 
has been translated into box-ticking efforts that show 
little more than compliance with regulations. The em-
bedding of partnership principles in programmes and 
projects, the integration of informal as well as formal 
partnership dimensions, and systemic and holistic part-
nership approaches across the ESIF are thus limited.

The partnership principle is implemented in many Member 
States and Operational Programmes, but from the stakehold-
ers’ point of view the principle is not applied in a coherent and 
uniform way and is focused more on formal compliance and less 
on results.

High Level Group on Simplification

Although we have actively looked for good practice, it appears 
that, in general, NGOs are not familiar with the ECCP or how it is 
being implemented.

European Network on Independent Living (ENIL)

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/es/policy/how/improving-investment/high-level-group-simplification/
http://enil.eu/
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Limited	flexibility	and	time
A number of respondents noted that flexibility is a 
challenge and that greater consideration of contex-
tual variables is required for improved implementa-
tion of the ECCP. The issue of time, both in terms 
of lengthy decision-making processes, inadequate 
preparation for meetings and the development of 
meaningful connections between partners, was also 
viewed as a constraint.

One of the main challenges is the risk associated with major 
delays in the estimated time schedule for implementing a spe-
cific objective or a measure when it is not possible to reach an 
agreement within a reasonable time period. 

Managing Authority, Latvia 

The large amount of asylum-seekers in 2015 had an impact on 
the general discussion and created the need for new govern-
mental strategies at all levels involving long-term cooperation 
among national, regional and local authorities. The circum-
stances placed a strain on stakeholders’ partnership at national, 
regional and local level.

Programme Monitoring Committee Member, Sweden

In Monitoring Committees more time is needed to work through 
all the data and information concerning the agenda and content 
of each upcoming meeting, and in order for every member to 
form an opinion, especially when it comes to written procedures.

Programme Monitoring Committee, Greece

Weak representativeness
Many of the challenges highlighted around imple-
mentation of the ECCP relate to the absence of ad-
equate participation channels for genuine stakeholder 
engagement in programme design, implementation 
and monitoring and evaluation. Particular concern 
was expressed about lack of diversity in selection 
of partners and the involvement of ‘usual suspects’ 
rather than ‘non-traditional partners’, including 
end users and local level stakeholders targeted by 
programmes, who might add new resources and 
perspectives to programmes and projects.

In the majority of countries, representatives of organisations 
of people with disabilities (DPOs) and people with disabilities 
themselves are rarely consulted on plans that are being devel-
oped (and which concern them), and this applies also for ESIF 
preparations.

ENIL

We need to enhance the strategic involvement of universities, 
and to strengthen partnership among regional stakeholders, as 
well as at different governance levels.

European University Association (EUA)

Managing Authorities don´t tend to involve environmental NGOs 
in assessment of proposals, especially regarding the horizontal 
integration of sustainable development.

CEE Bankwatch, 2017 

Often, the NGOs that participate are not representative of the 
whole sector and in some countries only a limited number of 
civil society representatives – those loyal to the government - 
were consulted on the allocation of ERDF/ESF funding. 

Opening Doors for Europe’s Children Campaign

Lack of transparency
Respondents noted that the terminology used in 
relation to partnership can be an impediment to full 
participation. It was further observed that accessible 
information channels and options for stakeholder en-
gagement were often limited with weak connections 
and information flow between Managing Authorities 
and Monitoring Committee members, and between 
national, regional and local levels. 

Monitoring Committee meetings contain material and data 
which is often of a technical and heavy going nature, with terms 
used without further explanation. 

KL (Local Government Denmark)

The process for determining ‘applicability’ is not transparent, key 
sources of information about institutional care and community-
based living are omitted from official guidance, and civil society 
is rarely involved in the process. 

Crowther et al., 2017

http://enil.eu/
http://www.eua.be/
https://bankwatch.org/sites/default/files/briefing-ECCP-29Aug2017.pdf
http://www.openingdoors.eu/
http://www.kl.dk/English/Local-Government-Denmark/
https://lumos.contentfiles.net/media/documents/document/2017/11/CLE-Online.pdf
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Weak ongoing involvement
Meaningful stakeholder involvement is often 
lacking, particularly during programme imple-
mentation, and frameworks for regional and local 
engagement, as well as informal involvement, are 
poor. Moreover, many partners feel that they lack 
the information and skills needed to adequately 
pursue the establishment and maintenance of 
‘good’ partnership connections.

Project-programme connections are strongest during prepa-
ration of Operational Programmes but much weaker during 
implementation – there is no framework for participation during 
this stage.

ENIL

Discussion and contribution of partners (especially NGOs) has 
not been as extensive as expected. For example, partners do not 
show great interest in attending the annual Monitoring Commit-
tee meeting. Feedback and comments were minimal and, during 
the last meeting, there was almost no discussion at all on actual 
themes. 

Managing Authority, Estonia

Lack of support
Not enough attention is given to factors that 
impede the full and appropriate participation of 
all partners and stakeholders in programmes and 
projects. Institutional strengthening and capacity-
building efforts are often fragmented and there is 
a lack of investment in training and support facili-
ties for working in partnership, and for generating 
meaningful connections between partners.

Many partners do now know how to partner; they lack the skills 
and knowledge to work effectively in this way which means that 
trust-building and real collaboration are often absent. 

Social partner, Flanders (Belgium)

More support is needed to strengthen partners’ institutional 
capacity so they can deal with their workload in relation to 
participation. 

CEE Bankwatch, 2017

In order to make partnerships fair and sustainable, NGOs need 
to be provided with adequate capacity building as well as with 
resources to allow them to participate and provide valuable 
contributions. 

COFACE Families Europe 

Poor assessment and review systems
Effective systems of assessing and checking on 
the implementation of the partnership principle 
are generally absent. Participatory monitoring and 
evaluation systems that demonstrate the added 
value of working in partnership are impeded by 
lack of resources and/or access to appropriate 
methodologies and enhanced review systems.

Understanding of policy evaluation principles, especially when 
it comes to impacts, varies a lot. EU documentation concerning 
these matters could be much clearer.

Programme Monitoring Committee Member, Sweden

Better assessment of what works and what does not work is 
needed for the specificities of each Member State. 

Managing Authority/Programme Monitoring Committee,  
Luxembourg

Limited exchange of learning
Efforts to promote dynamic exchanges of learning 
about working in partnership across multiple levels 
have not received full attention. A particular chal-
lenge is finding ways to make a stronger impact at 
policy level. 

There is no systematic way of learning across different levels. 
Policy level learning connections require particular attention.

ESF Flanders

Much valuable learning is lost from past experiences to the 
extent that we are constantly reinventing this. Local level learn-
ing is also absent and there is too much emphasis on positive 
practices. We need more on challenges, problems and failures.

REVES

Learning connections are highly dependent on individuals and 
need to be more institutionalised. 

ENIL

http://enil.eu/
https://bankwatch.org/sites/default/files/briefing-ECCP-29Aug2017.pdf
https://bankwatch.org/sites/default/files/briefing-ECCP-29Aug2017.pdf
http://www.coface-eu.org/
http://www.revesnetwork.eu/index.php
http://enil.eu/


E S F  –  T E C H N I C A L  D O S S I E R  N O .  7

13

Review of the European Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP)

5.  IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION  
OF THE ECCP 

Partnership is essential if you want to obtain real results in the labour market. It is the oil that makes the mo-
tor turn smoothly.

ESF Flanders 

Partnership must continue to be an underlying principle of EU cohesion policy and be strengthened further, 
given the positive results it can achieve in the use of ESIF and contribution to higher acceptance and accuracy 
in use of structural funds. 

Business Europe, 2017  

The European Code of Conduct on Partnership has proved to be useful for the implementation of regional 
programmes supported by ESIF. For the next ESIF programming period, the European Commission should con-
sider providing a set of tools, such as contract templates, good practice manuals, checklists, etc., which could 
facilitate the implementation of the partnership principle.

EUA

We	need	to	make	the	ECCP	a	living	dynamic	document	that	reflects	reality	on	ground	and	is	less	rigid.
REVES

In the current funding period, the ECCP has been published too late. For the next funding period, the ECCP 
should be available and valid before Member States start working on their Partnership Agreements and Op-
erational Programmes.

German Welfare Organisations
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The usefulness of the ECCP was confirmed by all 
respondents involved in our review. In addition to 

the importance of representation in decision-making 

processes at different levels, many noted that the 
ECCP has reinforced the importance of working 

in cooperation to address Europe’s development 
challenges. 

Respondents also agreed that the partnership prin-
ciple, and its endorsement in the ECCP, should be 
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continued and strengthened further in the next pro-
gramming period by including specific provisions in the 

new Common Provisions Regulation for ESIF. This focus was 

seen as essential for ensuring the cohesion, ownership and 

long-term commitment outlined by the European Semester 

and the European Pillar of Social Rights, as well as to sup-

port a wider sustainable development agenda integrating 

economic growth, social progress and environmental pro-

tection. To facilitate this process, many respondents stated 

that increased endeavours should be made to raise 
awareness of the ECCP, facilitate its implementation 
and strengthen the transfer of learning about part-
nership practices across Member States.

Review feedback suggested that, an updated and rein-
vigorated ECCP with an emphasis on ‘doing more with 

better partnerships’ is needed. As well as a more vibrant 
depiction of the added value of working in partner-
ship, meaningful examples of how partnership works in 

practice were called for from both programme and project 

perspectives in different contexts. It was also requested 

that the revised ECCP should also be available in 
good time so that its guidance is fully integrated in the 

forthcoming programme round (2021-27). 

While there is ongoing debate about the extent to which 

implementation of the ECCP should be mandatory, re-

spondents confirmed the importance of an emphasis on 

the quality of implementation of partnership princi-
ple and the inclusion of the perspectives, knowledge 
and experience of diverse stakeholders in an ongo-
ing manner throughout programme cycles. 

5.1 Cross-level connections

There is a need for a deeper understanding of the 
ECCP in relation to the European Social Fund and 
the ESIF as a whole.
Programme Monitoring Committee Member, Sweden

Our experience of over 25 years of partnership 
and collaboration in the Republic of Ireland, has 
shown links between the connections established, 
the emergence of learning and trust and the abil-
ity of organisations and individuals to change the 
ways in which they work. 

Pobal

I want measures regarding sustainable growth to 
ensure that ecological sustainability is a central 
task when developing partnership and practical 
work	in	different	funds.	
Programme Monitoring Committee Member, Sweden

The richness of partnership can be enhanced by 
including a multi-sectoral approach, involving 
public sector, civil society organisations as well 
as businesses. This way, the exercise of part-
nership expands and brings a space for social 
innovation and commitment by parties which, in 
principle,	have	a	different	logic.	Corporate	Social	
Responsibility (CSR) and Sustainability strategies 
are	fields	which	can	bring	an	interesting	com-
mon ground. The 2030 Agenda and the Sustain-
able Development Goals promote multi-sectoral 
partnerships, and advantage should be taken of 
this framework.

Fundación ONCE

As well as greater	efforts	to	connect	different	funds,	
institutional levels, sectors and policy arenas, it was 

also noted that, in view of the increasing importance of 

the global sustainable development agenda, the better 
integration of social, economic and environmental 
perspectives in partnership approaches, proposals and 

projects is necessary. 

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Promoting cross-level connections

The T-model in Germany
In Germany, the system is set up to create links be-

tween project, programme and policy levels via a 

T-model that combines horizontal partnerships at 

federal level with vertical partnerships initiated at 

federal level but addressing regional and local lev-

els. Two key federal level programmes support this: 

Rückenwind for personal and structural development 

of the social economy, including member organisa-

tions of the Federal Association of Non-statutory Wel-

fare and other non-profit organisations (BAFGW) and 

Fachkräfte	sichern	–	Gleichstellen	fördern for social 

partners and representatives of equal opportunity or-

ganisations. Both have Steering Groups that operate 

https://www.pobal.ie/
https://www.fundaciononce.es/
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formally and enhance the commitment of different 

stakeholders by incorporating their contributions and 

viewpoints. Stakeholders are actively involved in pro-

gramme monitoring and decision-making procedures 

at horizontal level and participate in agreement on 

the wording of operations and procedures; as well as 

consultancy structures for applicants (Regiestellen), 

and establishment of Steering Committees for project 

selection, working rules, decision-making procedures 

and monitoring, etc.

Cross-level coordination in Luxembourg
In Luxembourg, in response to the ECCP, a committee to 

regroup ESIF was set up with representatives from the 

Ministry of Economy (European Regional Development 

Fund/ERDF), the Ministry of Labour (ESF), the Ministry of 

Sustainable Development (INTERREG) and the Ministry 

of Agriculture (European Agricultural Fund for Rural De-

velopment/EAFRD). The objective of the committee is to 

coordinate the strategies and priorities for each fund, to 

follow up on them and to exchange on implementation and 

programming. In this way complementarity is promoted 

between the different funds and alignment with national 

and European policies. Special attention is also paid to 

administrative and financial management whilst avoiding 

any overlaps or possible double financing. Furthermore, in 

order to streamline the work of the structural funds and 

ensure transparency, a common website has been created 

that groups the following funds: ERDF, ESF, EAFRD, Asylum, 

Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF), Fund for European 

Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) and Internal Security Fund 

(ISF). The objective of centralising all information and new 

developments regarding the funds is to facilitate access 

for all partners and beneficiaries as well as the authorities 

dealing with the funds on an everyday basis. 

See: http://www.fonds-europeens.public.lu/fr/index.html

Structural Fund Partnerships in Sweden
In Sweden, strong synergies have been developed 

between the ESF and the ERDF, as well as with other 

programmes, to reinforce a complementary approach 

that focuses on regional needs. Structural Fund Part-

nerships (SFPs) are established by a law that stipulates 

their composition and tasks. Municipal and regional 

politicians must form more than 50% of SFP member-

ship. The chairperson is appointed by government and 

designates remaining members of the SFP in accord-

ance with the principles laid down by government. So-

cial partners, NGOs, universities and public authorities 

(such as county councils and administrative and labour 

boards) are officially recognised members of the SFPs 

which act as selection bodies for ‘cooperation projects’ 

operating at multiple levels.

Disability, partnership and active involve-
ment in EU funding, Fundación ONCE in 
Spain 
Established in Spain in 1988 by ONCE (National Organi-

sation of the Blind), Fundación ONCE aims to improve 

the quality of life, inclusion and equal opportunities of 

people with disabilities, with a special focus on train-

ing, employment and accessibility of products, services 

and environments. Through its board members it has 

strong links with all the main organisations working for 

people with disabilities in Spain, including CERMI (the 

Spanish Committee of Representatives of People with 

Disabilities) and currently takes part in the Operational 

Programme on Social Inclusion and Social Economy, and 

the Operational Programme on Youth Employment, both 

as an Intermediate Body and as a beneficiary. The or-

ganisation’s collaborative approach and its insistence 

on a gender perspective in programme management, 

has enabled it to reach a wider audience, particularly 

for people with disabilities with special difficulties in 

joining the job market. Since 2000, almost 275,000 

people with disabilities have been reached by Fundación 

ONCE’s ESF Programmes; some 100,000 have been 

trained and almost 77,000 have found a job, an aver-

age 45% of these being women with disabilities. Fun-

dación ONCE plays a central role in ESF transnational 

cooperation. From 2009-15, it led InNet16 (European 

Observatory for Structural Funds and Disability), the 

European Network on Inclusive Education and Disabil-

ity (incluD-ed) and the European Network for Corpo-

rate Social Responsibility and Disability (CSR+D). These 

transnational initiatives involved 31 organisations from 

13 countries, representing public authorities, companies 

and civil society. Fundación ONCE’s current transnation-

al activity is conducted under the Disability4EU2020 

umbrella strategy and involves leading initiatives on 

social economy and disability in the EU; the promo-

tion of more inclusive job markets, and, as a con-

tinuation of the European Network on CSR and Dis-

ability, the Disability Hub Europe for Sustainable 
Growth and Social Innovation (DHub) which focuses 

on the disability:sustainability dimension in the UN 

2030 agenda and Sustainable Development Goals.

their goals.

http://www.fonds-europeens.public.lu/fr/index.html
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5.2   Balancing accountability  
and flexibility

Partnership should be about thinking out of the 
box rather than ticking the box. 

Thematic Network on Partnership 

The	next	ECCP	could	be	more	flexible	and	
adapted	to	the	specificities	of	the	Member	State	
in question. 

Programme Monitoring Committee, Luxembourg

Flexibility at Member State level is important – 
it’s better to give partners the opportunity to be 
involved rather than, for example, force partners 
to	confirm	different	reports.

Programme Monitoring Committee, Estonia

To implement the partnership principle more meaning-

fully, many respondents felt that an improved balance 
between compliance with rules and procedures and 
the	flexibility	to	generate	different	partnership	so-
lutions	 in	 specific	 and	 changing	 contexts should be 

promoted. In this way partners and target groups will be 

able to contribute more creatively to the achievement of 

positive change. 

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Balancing accountability  

and flexibility

Strengthening	different	forms	of	partner-
ship, REVES 
REVES is a network of European cities and regions 

working to develop innovative models for strengthening 

partnership and good governance between local author-

ities and social economy. Established in 1996, REVES 

began as a laboratory to develop and refine techniques 

for partnership at all levels (decision-making, program-

ming, projecting and implementing). This has enabled it 

to develop mechanisms which have positively influenced 

local policy and partnership processes. Within the net-

work, public authorities and social economy platforms 

share roles but also accept their differences, reflecting 

the fact that a partnership is more than the sum of dif-

ferent objectives or a composition of different interests, 

and is solid when partners develop common ground – a 

shared vision and shared values – and identify a com-

mon objective to pursue. The REVES governance model 

is a mix of hard instruments, such as statutory pre-

scriptions, and soft instruments, such as the customs 

that develop in daily relationships. The general rule for 

decision-making is consensus, while voting by majority 

is the exception. This involves the need for discussion 

and reaching a common perspective on specific issues. 

In terms of customs, the flux of information and the 

involvement in any activity are key features. This does 

not mean that all the partnership members always par-

ticipate in any activity but that the whole partnership 

has elements and possibilities for always being able 

to participate. The REVES partnership has enabled the 

building of common political positions, common meth-

odologies for implementing a common vision, concrete 

actions (at the local level) and the pursuit of a direct 

impact on quality of life. 

See: http://www.revesnetwork.eu/

Promoting	flexibility	in	Flanders	(Belgium)
In Flanders the Operational Programme is designed so 

that it can be used in a flexible way to launch calls 

that are relevant to the Flemish labour market. The 

Operational Programme is kept ‘open’ in order to take 

into account the thematic concentration and priorities 

of the EU 2020 strategy. It also aims to ensure that 

it does not ‘block’ target groups and actions with too 

many details at the micro level. The Monitoring Com-

mittee, together with government and social partners, 

ensure that calls can be formulated in a flexible way 

so that they are adapted to current challenges. Most 

projects in Flanders have a duration of just two years. 

This flexibility gives government and social partners 

the possibility of ‘rapid’ intervention by adapting 

calls, e.g. in the 2007-13 planning period, ESF pro-

jects were able to realise tripartite agreements such 

as the Work and Investment Programme, Competen-

cies Agenda and Job Agreement, between the Flemish 

government and social partners to tackle the crisis 

and create more job opportunities. 

Accountable Autonomy in Ireland
In Ireland, partnership arrangements explicitly state 

and guarantee the principle of ‘Accountable Autonomy’ 

which enables partner organisations to balance their 

commitments to the communities that they serve with 

full accountability to funders. This offers the opportunity 

http://www.revesnetwork.eu/
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for needs to be met locally while responding to national 

policies and priorities, maximising impact and minimis-

ing waste and duplication.

5.3 Representativeness

The key to success is to properly identify the 
needs of the target groups. It might be seen as 
an additional burden, but it can prevent problems 
with spending and lead to a decrease in neces-
sary changes and time to work on the call for 
proposals. 

Programme Monitoring Committee Member, 
Slovakia

There	should	be	a	continuous	reflection	on	who	
are	the	right	partners	on	different	matters.	The	
challenge is to reach partners that are key for 
the partnership but are largely invisible for 
policy-makers.

COFACE Families Europe

Dialogue with the representatives of municipali-
ties and provinces should be better used to take 
advantage of their communication channels and 
reach a greater number of local entities.

ESF Spain
 

The European Commission, Member States and 
Managing Authorities should ensure a clearly 
defined	role	and	status	for	social	partner	or-
ganisations in the context of ESF implementa-
tion, as part of a renewed code of conduct on 
Partnership.

European social partners (2018)

A number of respondents suggested that the meaning 

of representativeness and who decides on who is being 

represented should be made clearer. There were also de-

mands for the encouragement of greater diversity in part-

ner selection with procedures for including different part-

ners. The active involvement of the following stakeholders 

was specifically mentioned: 

• Social partners – players representing the world of 

work and jobs with particular efforts to engage better 

with actors such as small, medium and micro enter-

prises (SMMEs) and social economy enterprises

• Academic, research and other educational institutions 

– special mention was made of the importance of 

enhancing the strategic involvement of universities

• Civil society organisations – representing environ-

mental issues and groups such as youth, people with 

disabilities and migrants, as well as non-traditional 

actors representing the most vulnerable and margin-

alised, and end users

• Networks, coalitions and partnerships – focusing on 

specific areas relevant for the investment priorities 

chosen, particularly at local level

• Gender equality and non-discrimination bodies

To ensure that critical voices are not excluded, a call was 

made for attention to the impartiality and independence 

of the civil society organisations involved. In addition, a 

number of respondents noted that greater consideration 

should be given to the relevance, timing and ‘fit’ of diverse 

inputs in different contexts and programme phases, with 

selection based on the most appropriate partners for par-

ticular themes and focus areas.

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Improving representativeness

Involving environmental organisations in 
Operational Programmes in Slovakia
In Slovakia, two working groups were created by the 

Managing Authority of the Operational Programme Qual-

ity of Environment (OPQoE) to involve environmental 

NGOs and other experts in the preparation of calls for 

proposals. The Central Coordination Authority developed 

rules for the implementation and preparation of Law No. 

292/2014 where NGOs directly contributed to the draft-

ing process via the ESIF Implementation Management/

Financial Management System. Cooperation of NGO ex-

perts with Managing Authorities and the Office of Pleni-

potentiary for the development of civil society in the Op-

erational Programme for Effective Public Administration 

(OPEVS) on preparation of calls for proposals was also 

carried out in a participative manner. This cooperation 

continues through high-quality information seminars and 

monitoring processes. 

Integrating gender equality in the  
Operational Programme in Estonia
In Estonia, stakeholder consultation for the Operation-

al Programme preparation process included efforts to 

http://www.coface-eu.org/
https://www.etuc.org/sites/default/files/event/public-files/draft_eusd_esf_recommendations.pdf
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ensure involvement of the Ministry of Social Affairs 

as the entity responsible for social inclusion, gender 

equality and non-discrimination issues. The Gender 

Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner was also 

involved as the relevant supervisory authority and 

organised, on its own initiative, training events on 

gender mainstreaming for public officials involved in 

drawing up the programmes of European Structural 

and Investment Funds. This training was well received 

and valued by the public servants of the ministries. 

The Estonia Equality Body was also recognised as a 

relevant partner in the context of the preparation of 

the new programmes. Due to the transversal aspect 

of gender and non-discrimination issues, the different 

ministries in charge of drafting the Operational Pro-

grammes initially considered that the Equality Body 

was not a partner for reference. Gender equality was 

registered in the area of social affairs (each minis-

try had its own list of organisations), which limited 

the legitimacy of discussing other fields. A strong 

advocacy strategy had to be developed in order to 

address this. As a result the Equality Body managed 

to obtain recognition as a real partner, including by 

the Finance Ministry. The participation process estab-

lished on paper then became a reality. A commission 

is now reviewing all Operational Programmes in the 

light of gender. 

See: www.struktuurifondid.ee/kaasamise-etapid/

Deepening engagement with the most  
deprived in Germany
In Germany, a partnership approach has been used to im-

plement the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived 

(FEAD). The leading Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 

set up a Monitoring Committee in which all relevant part-

ners – municipalities, welfare organisations, migrants’ 

organisations, NGOs for homeless people, etc. are in-

volved. The partners are included in the preparation of 

all documents (Operational Programme, guidelines, FAQ, 

etc.) as well as programme evaluation. All projects under 

FEAD funding have to be implemented by a consortium 

with a municipality and a welfare/migrants’ organisation. 

FEAD’s focus on highly deprived people ensures that help 

and advice are available for those who are not eligible 

for ESF funding because they are viewed as being too far 

away from the labour market. Experiences with FEAD in 

Germany are very positive as an important and growing 

group of deprived persons can be targeted through re-

gional networks. 

Activating Monitoring Committee member-
ship in Romania
In Romania, the government set up Monitoring Com-

mittees for the implementation of ERDF and ESF 

funds, and in accordance with the methodology 

and functioning of the committees, at least 40% 

of the members are representatives of civil soci-

ety, academia, and social partners. Round tables, 

seminars and workshops are organised to facilitate 

networking, communication and monitoring of the 

programmes (implementation per se and monitor-

ing of results and spending), as well as promotion 

of good practices and field visits. This methodology 

guarantees the involvement of civil society during all 

stages of ESIF planning: consultations on producing 

the guide for applicants, assessment criteria, devel-

oping the annual implementation report, monitoring 

the performance scorecard, and identifying potential 

problem areas. 

See: http://www.openingdoors.eu/wp-content/uploads/ 

2018/03/MSE_Publication_15032018_web.pdf

5.4 Transparency and accessibility

One	major	discussion	among	the	members	of	the	
Monitoring Committee in 2017 has been a better 
description of the role, expectations and respon-
sibilities assigned to its members... In the same 
way that the roles and functions of the members 
in	the	Monitoring	Committee	are	being	clarified,	
the role of the partners in the implementation 
of the Partnership Agreement should be further 
clarified	(or	the	Monitoring	Committee	should	
get a clearer picture of how the partnership’s 
roles are built and how they work), in order to 
strengthen	the	performance	and	effectiveness	of	
the partnership and possible synergies with the 
work performed by the Monitoring Committee. 

Programme Monitoring Committee, Sweden

It would be a big help if technical terms were 
explained further in order to gain better insight 
into	the	specific	framework	of	Structural	Fund	
administration.

KL (Local Government Denmark)

http://www.struktuurifondid.ee/kaasamise-etapid/
http://www.openingdoors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MSE_Publication_15032018_web.pdf
http://www.openingdoors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MSE_Publication_15032018_web.pdf
http://www.kl.dk/English/Local-Government-Denmark/
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It was observed that greater transparency and acces-

sibility are needed to ensure that educational and other 

barriers that might be an impediment to engagement 

are carefully considered. Calls were also made for more 

transparent decision-making processes with clearer lan-

guage and guidance around timeframes, expectations 

and opportunities for partner input. Various stakehold-

ers noted that Managing Authorities should be able to 

demonstrate that diverse views have been taken into 

account and explain why a particular decision or action 

has been taken. Furthermore, in addition to rules of pro-

cedure for the composition of Monitoring Committees, a 

need for more clarity on rules of engagement and access 

to information on how to participate more fully in review 

processes was expressed.

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Promoting transparency  

and accessibility 

Involving stakeholders in programmes and 
projects	in	Flanders	(Belgium)
The principle of partnership is very important in Flan-

ders. For the writing of the Operational Programme 

all important stakeholders in the Flemish labour mar-

ket are involved. Using a range of participative meth-

ods, stakeholders are brought together to talk about 

the challenges of the Flemish labour market and how 

they can be included in the Operational Programme. 

Stakeholders are also involved during implementa-

tion of the calls. For instance, advance talks are held 

with technical staff before a call is launched in or-

der to ensure clarity among project promoters and 

selected stakeholders, including umbrella organisa-

tions. The Flemish ESF Managing Authority organises 

visits with project promoters on a regular basis (ESF 

stapt af). ESF Flanders sees itself as a partner in each 

project and believes that it is very important to know 

what project promoters think and what improve-

ments they want to see. During the mid-term period, 

ESF Flanders organises ‘captain tables’ where they 

talk with all stakeholders in order to assess satisfac-

tion with the Operational Programme and coopera-

tion with the ESF. ESF Flanders also promotes part-

nership at project level. In several calls partnership 

is obligatory and partnership is encouraged among 

project promoters during thematic sessions and in-

terventions among project promoters.

Involving civil society organisations in 
Slovakia
In Slovakia, preparations for post-2020, including 

consultations with civil society organisations, have 

started early and working groups have been formed. 

There have also been improvements regarding the 

procedures and rules of the Monitoring Committees by 

offering more opportunities for NGOs to influence Op-

erational Programmes through the new law for a more 

balanced voting system (Law 292/2014) in which, via 

an amendment promoted by NGOs, non-state actors 

can outvote state representatives on controversial is-

sues. Each Monitoring Committee also involves more 

than one NGO representative with voting rights. 

Clear NGO representation in the Czech 
Republic
In the Czech Republic, the selection procedure for NGO 

representatives in the partnership process is regarded 

by NGOs as transparent and clear. The selection proce-

dure was conducted through cooperation between the 

EU Committee, the Government Council for NGOs and 

the ESIF 2014-2020 programming platform, an ad-hoc 

informal group which nominated NGO representatives 

on the basis of motivation letters and letters of recom-

mendation from other NGOs.

Using an operational platform in Greece
In Greece, decisions and conclusions are published on 

the operational platform Diavlos, an important tool 

for the implementation of consultation procedures 

(‘written procedure’ of Monitoring Committees). This 

tool ensures rapid compliance with information and 

communication demands so that partners are well-

informed and able to express their opinion or ‘vote’ 

on the issues uploaded. The Diavlos platform is an 

intranet application through which members of Op-

erational Programme Monitoring Committees are in-

formed of all actions uploaded for consultation and 

specialisation, and are able to ‘approve’ these actions 

so that Managing Authorities can activate them. They 

may make comments and suggestions or give an 

opinion on any Operational Programme amendment 

proposed by the Managing Authority and can make 

observations to the Managing Authority regarding 

implementation and evaluation of the Operational 

Programme.
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5.5 Ongoing involvement

Good partnerships need work: partners need to 
nurture their relationships in between meetings.

Pobal

Partnership is not the same as consultation - it is 
about openness from all sides and avoidance of 
tokenism. 

Thematic Network on Partnership

Civil society should contribute to all stages of the 
ESIF cycle including planning, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation in a transparent and 
structured way.

Crowther et al. 2017

Explicit mention of the need for ongoing involvement 
in all phases of programme development was called for. 

In addition to involving partners more fully in the prepa-

ration of the Partnership Agreements, Operational Pro-

grammes and calls for proposals, and in Monitoring 

Committees, respondents noted that deeper partner en-

gagement is particularly necessary during implementation. 

Some suggested that participation of relevant partners 

and stakeholders should be foreseen when governments 

are designing specific strategies required to fulfil ex-ante 

conditionalities. Respondents also stressed that involve-
ment of partners must go beyond consultation and 

that concerted efforts are needed to integrate the local 

voice in programme cycles through place-based, bottom-

up and participative approaches such as Community-Led 

Local Development (CLLD) and co-production.

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Ensuring ongoing involvement

Reinforcing programme and project con-
nections in Ireland
In Ireland, ongoing programme connections are pro-

moted formally through the ESF Programme Monitor-

ing Committee, a 30-member group representing social 

partners, regional assemblies and representatives of 

all Operational Programmes. Members are carefully se-

lected to reflect the Irish employment situation with a 

focus on representation and inclusive decision-making. 

The Programme Monitoring Committee has links with 

the ERDF and also draws on strong social partnership 

traditions, including a vast web of informal connections 

with civil society organisations that deliver many ser-

vices at local level with local government via Local and 

Community Development Committees and Local Devel-

opment Companies which have social partners on board 

and a strong business development orientation. 

NGO Monitoring Committee involvement in 
Bulgaria
In Bulgaria, the National Network for Children (NNC) – 

the Opening Doors national coordinator in Bulgaria – is 

a member of the Monitoring Committee of the Human 

Resources Development Operational Programme. The 

positive consequences of participation in the Monitor-

ing Committee include contributions to: texts related to 

deinstitutionalisation and other child rights issues in the 

Partnership Agreement; the Good Governance Operation-

al Programme in relation to concrete commitments and 

funding for capacity-building of NGOs and civil society; 

the Human Rights Development Operational Programme 

in terms of wording related to deinstitutionalisation, and 

improving specific operations important to the work of 

member organisations of the National Network for Chil-

dren in Bulgaria, such as particular texts and opportuni-

ties for including NGOs. A specific example concerns the 

area of foster care, where the National Network for Chil-

dren was included in a Consultative Expert Council.

See: http://www.openingdoors.eu/wp-content/uploads/ 

2018/03/MSE_Publication_15032018_web.pdf 

Going beyond consultation at project level 
in Estonia
The Ministry of Social Affairs and Estonian local event 

series Garage48 jointly organised the project Estonian 
Wellbeing 2017. In the project participants looked for 

new innovative solutions for problems in the Estonian 

social sphere. Anybody could participate and experi-

enced social sector specialists, medical experts, repre-

sentatives of local governments and technical mentors 

helped develop their ideas into solutions at the ‘hack-

athon’. In the first stage social and medical experts 

were invited to brainstorming sessions all over Estonia 

to look at the current situation and gather ideas. In the 

second stage, more than 80 people came together to 

be mentored by 10 professionals and specialists. The 

aim was to come up with a prototype which would solve 

problems relating to social care, medicine, childcare and 

https://www.pobal.ie/Pages/Home.aspx
https://lumos.contentfiles.net/media/documents/document/2017/11/CLE-Online.pdf
http://www.openingdoors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MSE_Publication_15032018_web.pdf
http://www.openingdoors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MSE_Publication_15032018_web.pdf
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other important topics. Ten bright ideas were pitched, 

seven of which managed to find a team that continued 

to work with the idea.

See: http://garage48.org/blog/idea-garage-estonian-

wellbeing-2017-kicked-off-with-great-energy

Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) 
Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) is a meth-

odology used in rural areas of Europe to engage local 

actors in the design and delivery of strategies for the 

development of their areas with co-financing from the 

European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EA-

FRD). The central plank of CLLD is to encourage local 

people to develop local partnerships in which they de-

sign and implement an integrated development strat-

egy that builds upon local assets. CLLD is based on the 

application of seven key principles: 

•  An area-based approach to ensure that funding is 

concentrated in a clearly defined area with specific 

problems

•  A bottom-up approach in which the local community 

identifies the needs and challenges faced in its area, 

and proposes solutions and defines projects to ad-

dress these 

•  An integrated approach that includes different actors 

and sectors working together with a single strategy

•  Partnerships involving key actors from the public, 

private and civil society sectors working together in 

Local Action Groups (LAGs) 

•  Innovative approaches that encourage the applica-

tion of new solutions in an area 

•  Cooperation between LAGs 

•  Networking and peer-learning exchanges to connect 

the knowledge and experience derived from CLLD 

across Europe

A dedicated investment priority on CLLD has been estab-

lished in the ESF for the current programming period, and 

13 Member States have selected it. Some of them, includ-

ing Sweden and Poland, will allow it to be integrated with 

other ESI Funds within the same local strategy.

See: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/ 

docgener/informat/2014/community_en.pdf

Co-production 
Co-production is a methodology that promotes continu-

ous, flexible and collaborative ways of promoting im-

proved governance and the development of quality pub-

lic services by tailoring initiatives for and with different 

groups of citizens. The principles of co-production include 

recognition of people as assets; the promotion of reci-

procity; endorsement of the value of working different-

ly, and the building of social networks (Griffiths, 2016). 

These principles have been applied in a variety of differ-

ent settings in Europe, e.g. in the Neue Nachbarn Arnsberg 

(New Neighbours Arnsberg) refugee-led initiative working 

with German municipalities to co-develop innovative ap-

proaches to integration, participation and urban develop-

ment; the development of Scotland’s Social Enterprise 

Strategy (2016-26); collaborative local government in 

Amersfoort, Netherlands, and experimental work under-

taken by the Social Innovation Community (SIC) to co-

create solutions for local challenges in cities in Croatia, 

Estonia, Italy and Norway.

See: https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/content/

co-production-dossier-explains-co-trends

5.6  Capacity building and  
institutional strengthening

Capacity building should focus much more on 
partner responsibilities and, where necessary, on 
trust building and learning how to cooperate with 
strongly	differing	and	divided	partners.	

Social partner, Flanders (Belgium)

There are weak incentives for public organi-
sations, municipalities and state agencies to 
cooperate with third sector actors because of 
unclear	juridical	conditions,	public	procurement	
regulations, etc. In consequence, support aiming 
to strengthen the capacity of third sector actors 
should also be directed to public organisations.

Programme Monitoring Committee member, 
Sweden

In order to improve the implementation of the 
of the Code of Conduct, and to fully realise 
the	benefits	of	an	efficient	partnership,	further	
efforts	are	clearly	needed	by	Managing	Au-
thorities to enable timely access to all relevant 
information, involving NGO delegates better 
in strategic discussions and decision mak-
ing processes, and increasing the capacity of 
stakeholders.

CEE Bankwatch, 2017

http://garage48.org/blog/idea-garage-estonian-wellbeing-2017-kicked-off-with-great-energy
http://garage48.org/blog/idea-garage-estonian-wellbeing-2017-kicked-off-with-great-energy
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rural-development-2014-2020/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/community_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/community_en.pdf
http://eusic.challenges.org/selected/26/new-neighbours-arnsberg/
https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/content/co-production-dossier-explains-co-trends
https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/content/co-production-dossier-explains-co-trends
https://bankwatch.org/sites/default/files/briefing-ECCP-29Aug2017.pdf
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Managing Authorities, European Commission and 
social partners could look at the topic of provid-
ing social partner members of Monitoring Com-
mittees with training, expert input and advice 
and guidance, as necessary.

European social partners, 2018

A considerable number of respondents noted that efforts 

need to be made to improve the advice, guidance and ca-

pacity of different stakeholders to work together in part-

nership, particularly in terms of learning how to cooper-

ate with very different partners. To do this, partnership 

skills training was proposed for Managing Authorities, 

partners and stakeholders. In addition, both NGOs and 

social partner representatives called for the strengthen-

ing of institutional capacity, through Technical Assistance 

as well as other relevant means, for partners unable to 

contribute effectively to ESIF programmes and projects 

due to lack of resources, skills, confidence or adequate 

time. The importance of ensuring clarity around capacity 

building in the next programming period was reinforced, 

especially if the thematic objective of enhancing the in-

stitutional capacity of public authorities and stakehold-

ers is not included in the new regulations.

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Supporting partner engagement 

Training on the partnership principle in 
Latvia
In Latvia training was offered in 2017 to increase 

knowledge and expertise on implementation of the 

partnership principle in ESIF programmes and pro-

jects in the period 2014-2020. The training of partic-

ipants from Latvian public administration agencies 

and NGOs was undertaken as part of the ‘Provision 

of training services to institutions of Latvia involved 

in the management of the European Union Funds’ 

scheme and was developed as a series of lectures, 

discussions, workshops, interactive group and in-

dividual exercises, as well as analyses of relevant 

case studies and sessions aimed at exchange of ex-

periences. The European Institute of Public Admin-

istration supervised the training, in liaison with DG 

EMPL.

Intermediate	Body	support	for	partnership	
in Ireland
In Ireland, Pobal provides partnerships with developmen-

tal and Technical Assistance as well as guidance on or-

ganisational management and governance and specialist 

training around specific issues. This can include provision 

of information material on programme target groups, 

feedback on performance and strategies, or training in-

puts and discussions designed to address specific areas 

of challenge within the work. A liaison system in which 

Pobal officers service partnerships by attending board 

and management meetings, also provides useful support 

to projects as they develop. In addition, events are organ-

ised as required at regional and national levels for key 

partnership staff and board members.

Using Technical Assistance to support civil 
society development in Slovakia
The Office of the Plenipotentiary supported a one-year pi-

lot project for the development of civil society with fund-

ing from the Operational Programme’s Technical Assis-

tance. This is first ever case of an Operational Programme 

using Technical Assistance to cover the costs of non-state 

experts performing work on participation, partnership and 

transparency in ESIF monitoring and implementation. 

Sector support in England
In England, it was agreed that some Technical Assistance 

could be available directly for the third sector so that 

NGOs could participate fully in programmes 25 years 

ago. In order to provide support in developing networks, 

Technical Assistance was also made available to infra-

structure organisations, to support specific sectors, so 

that partnership working could be delivered. This was de-

veloped through programmes during the funding periods 

1994-99, 2000-06 and 2007-13 and enabled partners to 

be funded to support programmes, as appropriate, as well 

as develop knowledge and understanding of programmes 

within different sectors. Technical Assistance funded or-

ganisations were referred to as Sector Co-ordinators who 

worked closely with the Managing Authority. When there 

were large bidding rounds with many small bids they ran 

training sessions for their sectors so that there was a wid-

er understanding of what the ESF was for, the strategies, 

and what could be done at sector and programme levels. 

In some programmes, Sector Co-ordinators did first-stage 

checks of bids before packaging them and sending them 

on to the Managing Authority, so speeding up the process. 

https://www.etuc.org/sites/default/files/event/public-files/draft_eusd_esf_recommendations.pdf
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5.7 Review and assessment

The European Commission could do something as 
simple as to ask Managing Authorities to sys-
tematically report about the concrete use of the 
partnership principle in the implementation of 
measures. 

REVES

A system for monitoring the implementation of 
ECCP is needed that involves civil society  
organisations.

ENIL

We	need	different	kinds	of	partnership	reviews,	
including inspiring stories and examples that 
share the added value of working in partnership 
at	different	levels.	

ESF Flanders

Review and assessment processes that involve stakeholders 

more proactively and appropriately were called for, with many 

noting that the European Commission should be fully repre-

sented in Monitoring Committees. Respondents recommended 

that Monitoring Committees should discuss annual implemen-

tation reports with stakeholders and published them online for 

comments. Implementation reports should also share infor-

mation on how ex-ante conditionalities have been fulfilled and 

underpin programmes. It was also suggested that learning 

from review processes should be fed back more coherently 

into practice with better reporting on the added value of work-

ing in partnership in different contexts and at different levels. 

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Improving assessment and review 

processes

EC involvement in the Programme Monitoring 
Committee	in	Flanders	(Belgium)	
In Flanders the EC is always involved in the Monitoring 

Committee and is thus able to share its knowledge and 

learn how the Flemish Operational Programme works. As 

well as involvement in all major events, ESF Flanders or-

ganises an annual day for the EC where its representa-

tives can visit projects and engage with what is happen-

ing in the field. 

A live programme monitoring system in 
Ireland
A live IT, planning and monitoring system has been de-

veloped for the Social Inclusion and Community Acti-

vation Programme (SICAP) which is co-financed by the 

ESF and the Government of Ireland. The programme 

implementers and local government aligned con-

tracting authorities (Local Community Development 

Committees) use the system. This requires them to 

input data on their progress at regular intervals. This 

system, coupled with oversight by case workers from 

the Intermediate Body, Pobal, which is responsible for 

administering the programme, ensures that problems 

are picked up early and addressed rapidly. It is also 

made clear that non-compliance will be sanctioned. 

Such a system offers an interesting model for ESF Op-

erational Programmes.

Partnership Peer Reviews in England 
In England (UK) ‘Peer Review Quality Statements’ 

were developed for Local Strategic Partnerships 

(LSPs) established after 2000. The peer review tool 

was established to help partnerships undertake a 

self-assessment with peers in a constructive and 

supportive environment. The reviews were conducted 

by teams drawn from a number of LSPs and each 

lasted one day. LSP members, such as local authority 

members and officers, public, private voluntary and 

community sector stakeholders worked together in a 

panel that visited a particular partnership as ‘criti-

cal friends’ in order to explore their performance. 

They used quality statements as a guide to assess 

the strengths and weaknesses of the partnership 

which were grouped into ‘strategic’, ‘inclusive’, ‘ac-

tion-focused’, ‘performance managed’, ‘efficient’ and 

‘learning and development’ characteristics. The pro-

cess offered an excellent learning opportunity for all 

involved and also developed informal networks be-

tween partnerships. 

See: https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/37728868.pdf

5.8  Exchange and learning 

It should be a goal that during the next period we 
start better sharing of experiences and views.

Programme Monitoring Committee Member, 
Sweden

https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/37728868.pdf
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Being in a partnership can provide valuable 
sources of information and learning. The pro-
cess of dialogue can really help partners to 
understand one another’s perspectives – this 
also helps to build credibility for what you are 
ultimately trying to change/improve. 

Pobal

 
In addition to commitment from the European Commis-

sion and Member States, several comments were received 

regarding the responsibility of all stakeholders to improve 
exchange and learning about the application of the 

partnership principle. More proactive information exchange 

within, between and across multiple levels and funds was 

viewed as necessary for this. Beyond simply making good 

practices available, respondents stated that ways to learn 

more strategically from partnership successes and failures 

should be encouraged through measures such as training 

and peer reviews, and that there should be a much strong-

er focus on using the knowledge obtained to inform and 

improve future developments. Mention was also made of 

the need to recover, adapt and make available relevant 

partnership guidance and learning materials developed 

during previous programming periods.

PRACTICES TO LEARN FROM
Facilitating exchange and learning

ESF Transnational Platform 
The ESF Transnational Platform was established by the 

European Commission in 2015. The Platform, which is 

managed by AEIDL, encompasses nine thematic networks 

and facilitates coordinated calls for proposals. It also 

publishes articles, a newsletter and technical dossiers, 

and organises seminars and conferences. Mutual learning 

is at the core of the work of the thematic networks which 

focus on: Employment, Governance and Public Adminis-

tration, Inclusion, Learning and Skills, Migrants, Partner-

ship, Simplification, Social Economy and Youth Employ-

ment. Each network is normally led by a Member State 

and benefits from the assistance of a thematic expert. 

The networks carry on activities such as workshops, peer 

reviews and site visits, and are involved in developing 

case studies, guidelines, toolkits and other resources that 

assist transnational collaboration and learning.

See: https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/

EURoma Network 
The EURoma network brings together national public au-

thorities responsible for Roma inclusion policies (mainly 

National Roma Contact Points) and those responsible for 

ESI Funds (Managing Authorities and Intermediate Bod-

ies) from 15 EU Member States. It aims to improve the 

use of ESI Funds for the promotion of the social inclusion, 

equal opportunities and fight against discrimination of 

the Roma community. Over the past 11 years, this inno-

vative model of horizontal cooperation has consolidated 

a transnational coordination structure that reinforces 

the partnership principle by involving key stakeholders 

working together for the inclusion of the Roma popula-

tion (those in charge of policies and those in charge of EU 

funding). The network has also made an important contri-

bution to building capacity by promoting mutual learning 

and sharing knowledge, strategies and approaches in the 

use of ESI Funds for Roma inclusion. EURoma also aims 

to generate knowledge on key issues related to the use 

of ESI Funds for Roma inclusion, building upon the experi-

ence and shared approaches of network partners and the 

work and debate within the network.

See: https://www.euromanet.eu/

The National Thematic Group on  
Partnership in Sweden
The Swedish ESF Council initiated and supported re-

search and development work on partnerships and co-

operation through the National Thematic Group (NTG) 

on Partnership. The NTG on Partnership was established 

to gather and disseminate experiences from the EQUAL 

programme and later worked to share knowledge about 

partnerships more widely through interactive research, 

regular work group meetings, participation in confer-

ences, and the development of papers, publications 

and a web page. Close contact with the Swedish ESF 

Council, at both leadership and employee level, ensured 

that NTG experiences were taken into consideration at 

Operational Programme level through dialogue with 

programme writers, and the principle of openness and 

honesty was promoted in the network to ensure that 

different opinions were equally valued.

See: Guidebook: How ESF Managing Authorities and In-

termediate Bodies Support Partnership, pp. 66-68.

https://www.pobal.ie
https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/
https://www.euromanet.eu/
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiAtf3htMPZAhXIzRQKHa-hDQMQFggqMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2Ftransnationality%2Ffiledepot_download%2F587%2F21&usg=AOvVaw3giwptgbztvOICWq8YWmXZ
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiAtf3htMPZAhXIzRQKHa-hDQMQFggqMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2Ftransnationality%2Ffiledepot_download%2F587%2F21&usg=AOvVaw3giwptgbztvOICWq8YWmXZ
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6.1 A revised ECCP

The focus on partnership, and its endorsement in the ECCP, 

is welcomed and should be continued and strengthened 

further in the next programming period by including spe-

cific provisions in the new Common Provisions Regulation 

on ESIF. 

A reinvigorated ECCP with an emphasis on ‘doing more 

with better partnerships’ is needed for this. As well as a 

more vibrant depiction of the added value of work-
ing in partnership, meaningful examples of how partner-

ship works in practice should be shared from both pro-

gramme and project perspectives in different contexts. The 

revised ECCP should also be available in good time 

so that its guidance can be fully integrated in the forth-

coming programme round (2021-27). 

As well as reinforcing the importance of quality in 
the implementation of partnership principles and 

the inclusion of the perspectives, knowledge and 
experience of diverse stakeholders in an ongoing 
manner throughout programme cycles, the ECCP 

should emphasise the need for better connections be-

tween different funds, institutional levels, sectors and 

policy arenas. The cohesion, ownership and long-term 

commitment necessary for Europe’s future should also 

make reference to sustainable development and the 

need to integrate social, economic and environ-
mental perspectives in partnership approaches, pro-

posals and projects. 

While acknowledging and supporting the wide variety 

of different partnership forms across EU funds and pro-

grammes, consideration of a set of common criteria on 
how	 to	 build	 effective	 partnership	 arrangements	
would assist a more robust global partnership ap-
proach across the EU.

To implement the partnership principle more meaningfully, an 

improved balance between compliance with rules and 
procedures	and	the	flexibility	to	generate	partnership	
solutions	in	specific	and	changing	contexts needs to be 

promoted so that partners and target groups can contribute 

more fully and effectively to programmes and projects.

6.2   Strengthening the partnership 
principles 

The principles enshrined in the ECCP should be made 
more robust with clarity on what they mean and how 

they should be put into practice. 

6.2.1 Representativeness
• There should be greater diversity in partner selection 

with an indicative list and clearer procedures for in-

cluding partners such as: 

 •  Social partners including small, medium and 

micro enterprises (SMMEs) and social economy 

enterprises 

 •  Academic, research and other educational  

institutions 

 •  Civil society organisations representing youth, 
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people with disabilities, migrants, environmen-

tal issues, and non-traditional partners repre-

senting vulnerable and marginalised groups 

and end users

 •  Networks, coalitions and partnerships focusing 

on specific areas relevant to the investment 

priorities chosen, particularly at local level

 •  Gender equality and non-discrimination bodies

• Fuller consideration should also be given to the 

relevance, timing and ‘fit’ of diverse inputs in dif-

ferent contexts and programme phases, with se-

lection based on the most appropriate partners for 

particular themes and focus areas. 

6.2.2 Transparency and accessibility 
• Greater transparency is needed in decision-mak-

ing processes with clearer guidance around time-

frames, expectations and opportunities for partner 

input. 

• Managing Authorities should be able to demon-

strate that diverse views have been carefully con-

sidered and the reasons why a particular decision 

or action has been taken can be fully explained. 

• In addition to rules of procedure for the composition 

of Monitoring Committees, review processes should 

provide more clarity around rules of engagement and 

how partners can work better together.

6.2.3 Ongoing involvement 
• There should be fuller participation of partners in 

the preparation of the Partnership Agreements, Op-

erational Programmes and calls for proposals, and in 

Monitoring Committees. 

• Special attention should be given to the promotion of 

partner engagement during implementation. 

• Participation of relevant partners and stakehold-

ers should be foreseen when governments are 

designing specific strategies required to fulfil ex-

ante conditionalities. 

• It should be made clear that involvement of partners 

must go beyond consultation. 

• Concerted efforts should be made to integrate the lo-

cal voice in programme cycles through place-based, 

bottom-up and participative approaches such as 

Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) and co-

production.

6.2.4	Strengthening	institutional	capacity
• The ESIF should be used, through Technical Assistance 

and other relevant means, to strengthen institutional 

capacity by:

 •  Improving the capacity to partner through part-

nership skills training for Managing Authorities, 

partners and stakeholders.

 •  Finding ways to support those partners who 

are unable to contribute effectively to ESIF pro-

grammes and projects due to lack of resources, 

skills, confidence or adequate time.

• Capacity building should be reinforced in the next 

programming period, especially if the thematic ob-

jective of enhancing the institutional capacity of pub-

lic authorities and stakeholders is not included in the 

new regulations. 

6.2.5 Review and assessment
• More innovative involvement of stakeholders should 

be encouraged through different forms of partnership 

review and assessment. 

• There should be full representation of the European 

Commission in Monitoring Committees. 

• Annual implementation reports should be fully dis-

cussed with stakeholders in Monitoring Committees, 

published online and made available for comments. 

• Information should be shared on how ex-ante con-

ditionalities have been fulfilled and underpin pro-

grammes in implementation reports. 

• Feedback on the learning from review processes 

should be more fully integrated into practice with bet-

ter reporting on the added value of working in part-

nership in different contexts and at different levels. 

6.2.6 Mutual exchange and learning 
• In addition to a commitment from the European Com-

mission and Member States, the responsibility of all 

stakeholders to improve exchange and learning about 

the application of the partnership principle should be 

reinforced. 

• More creative and proactive forms of information 

exchange should be promoted within, between and 

across multiple levels and funds with the establish-

ment of a minimum set of requirements for the shar-

ing of relevant practices.

• Beyond simply making good practices available, ways 

should be found to learn more strategically from 

partnership successes and failures through measures 

such as training and peer reviews, with a focus on 

using the knowledge obtained to inform and improve 

future developments.



E S F  –  T E C H N I C A L  D O S S I E R  N O .  7

27

Review of the European Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP)

• Efforts should be made to gather together, adapt and 

share useful partnership guidance, tools and learning 

materials from previous programming periods.

The recommendations outlined above have been put for-

ward for careful consideration in preparation for the next 

ESIF programming round. However, it should be noted that 

efforts to promote the partnership principle and implemen-

tation of the ECCP are ongoing and much can be still be 

done to cement them more deeply in the current period.

The last years of the present programming period 
could be used to embed the partnership principle 
into practice. 

REVES

http://www.revesnetwork.eu/wp/
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8. ANNEXES

Annex 1: Initial findings and recommendations from  

European Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP) Review

Between February 2017 and February 2018, the Thematic 

Network on Partnership conducted a peer review of the 

European Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP). The aims 

of the review were to assess the usefulness of the ECCP; 

learn more about the challenges encountered in its imple-

mentation, and develop recommendations to embed the 

partnership principle into the next European Structural and 

Investment Funds (ESIF) programming period (2021-27). 

Data was gathered from a review of available literature; 

feedback from members of other Transnational Thematic 

Networks1 and from the ESIF Structured Dialogue process,2 

and from a survey conducted amongst European Social 

Fund (ESF) Programme Monitoring Committees (PMCs). 

The review also sought to raise awareness, promote con-

sistency of approach to implementing the ECCP across the 

ESIF3 and offer examples of how the partnership principle 

can add value to programmes and positively impact poli-

cy-making. This short paper provides a summary of initial 

recommendations derived from our findings. It will be fol-

lowed by a more detailed report that includes illustrative 

examples of the partnership principle in action.

The rationale for partnership 
The reasons for a focus on partnership in the ESIF have 

been well documented.4 Working in partnership we can 

achieve improved:

• Focus and coordination: By harnessing the per-

spectives and resources of different societal actors 

the gaps, needs and priorities relating to Europe’s de-

velopment challenges are more clearly identified, and 

approaches that better incorporate the perspectives 

of end users and target groups created to address 

them. Policy coordination can also be synchronised 

1 Responses were received from Managing Authorities and other 
stakeholders in Belgium (Flanders), Estonia, Germany, Greece, Ireland, 
Italy, Poland, Spain and Sweden, as well as at EU level.
2 From members such as CEE Bankwatch, European Network for 
Independent Living (ENIL), EuroChild, European University Association 
(EUA), German Social Welfare Organisations, Lumos and REVES.
3 Feedback was received from PMC members in the following Member 
States: Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, Poland, 
Portugal, Slovakia, Spain and Sweden.
4 See: Guidebook: How ESF Managing Authorities and Intermediate 
Bodies Support Partnership, 2008. 

so that the reach of projects and programmes is ex-

panded and duplication avoided. 

• Access to resources and innovative approaches: 

A range of diverse contributions can be obtained from 

different stakeholders to address particular problems 

and challenges, and to develop more creative and dy-

namic approaches to societal challenges.

• Institutional strengthening, capacity building 
and empowerment: Through opportunities for build-

ing and improving strategic, operative and human ca-

pacity to overcome resources/size/skills limitations, 

those who are disadvantaged and/or marginalised 

can gain a stronger voice in the political arena and 

assume a more proactive role in addressing issues 

that affect them.

• Legitimacy, stability and sustainability: A more 

democratic policy ‘mandate’ is gained through broad-

er stakeholder involvement, more participatory ap-

proaches to problem-solving and the generation of 

social capital. The inclusion of different organisations, 

groups and citizens in design, implementation and 

monitoring processes contributes to the durable and 

positive change that is the basis of a more cohesive 

society.

Partnership in current ESIF regulations 
(2014-20)
The ESIF regulations for the 2014-20 reinforce the impor-

tance of the partnership principle with calls for new and 

improved avenues for integrating stakeholder views into 

policy design and implementation, and the promotion of 

more robust connections between policy and practice. The 

Common Provisions Regulation (1303/2013) estab-

lishes guidelines for both Partnership Agreements and pro-

grammes across the ESIF. While stressing the importance 

of respect for the principles of subsidiarity, proportionality, 

and different institutional and legal frameworks, Partner-

ship Agreements in each Member State are required to sup-

port an integrated approach to territorial development and 

alignment with the EU Growth Strategy “in cooperation with 

its partners, and in dialogue with the Commission” (Clause 

20). Article 5 of the Regulation focuses on partnership and 

http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiAtf3htMPZAhXIzRQKHa-hDQMQFggqMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2Ftransnationality%2Ffiledepot_download%2F587%2F21&usg=AOvVaw3giwptgbztvOICWq8YWmXZ
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiAtf3htMPZAhXIzRQKHa-hDQMQFggqMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fesf%2Ftransnationality%2Ffiledepot_download%2F587%2F21&usg=AOvVaw3giwptgbztvOICWq8YWmXZ
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multi-level governance and calls for the inclusion in Partner-

ship Agreements and programmes of representatives from 

“competent regional, local, urban and other public authori-

ties, economic and social partners and other relevant bodies 

representing civil society, including environmental partners, 

non-governmental organisations and bodies responsible for 

promoting social inclusion, gender equality and non-discrim-

ination, including, where appropriate, the umbrella organisa-

tions of such authorities and bodies.” The Commission also 

commits to sharing key principles and good practices that 

facilitate assessments of the implementation of partnership 

and its added value in Member States. 

The partnership guidelines outlined in the Common Provi-

sions Regulation are reinforced in the European Code 
of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP). The ECCP is a del-

egated act which provides common standards for part-

ner involvement in ESIF Partnership Agreements and 

programme preparation, implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation. Reiterating the need for wider stakeholder in-

volvement across national, regional and local levels to 

maximise the impact of funds, the key provisions of the 

ECCP include adequate and appropriate representation of 

partners mentioned in Article 5 of the Common Regula-

tions (see above) that take competence and capacity for 

active participation into account (Arts. 2-4). Consultation 

processes with relevant partners are to be conducted in 

an accessible and timely manner with clarity of informa-

tion on involvement (Arts. 5-9). Membership rules and 

procedures for monitoring committees are outlined and a 

call is made for assessment of partner roles in partner-

ship performance and effectiveness during the program-

ming period (Arts.10-16). Strengthening of the institu-

tional capacity of relevant partners is encouraged though 

capacity building activities that target social partners 

and civil society organisations involved in programmes 

(Art. 17). Finally, emphasis is placed on the importance of 

disseminating good practice examples and exchanges of 

experience in order to promote learning about partnership 

across the ESIF. The vehicle proposed for this is a transna-

tional thematic network on partnership (Art. 18). 

Challenges to implementation of the partner-
ship principle
Initial findings from the ECCP review show that while a 

number of ESF Managing Authorities (MAs) have made real 

efforts to promote the partnership principle, others have 

faced a range of problems in its implementation. An im-

portant concern is the marked lack of awareness of the 

ECCP and its principles.5 Poor familiarity with the ECCP 

is translated into a focus on box-ticking rather than the 

embedding of partnership principles in programmes and 

projects. The lack of systemic and holistic partnership ap-

proaches across ESIF; more robust connections between 

the levels of policy and practice, and stronger links to an 

overarching sustainability agenda, is also of concern. 

Most of the challenges mentioned in the ECCP review re-

late to the nature of participation channels and limited 

opportunities for genuine stakeholder engagement in pro-

gramme design, implementation, monitoring and evalua-

tion. These include concerns around:

• Representativeness: Lack of diversity in selection 

of partners and the involvement of the ‘usual sus-

pects’ rather than ‘non-traditional partners’, including 

end users targeted by programmes, who might add 

new resources and perspectives.  

• Transparency: Accessible information channels and 

options for stakeholder engagement are still limited 

with weak connections and information flow between 

MAs and Monitoring Committee members, and be-

tween national, regional and local levels. 

• Ongoing involvement: Meaningful stakeholder 

involvement is often weak, particularly during pro-

gramme implementation, and frameworks for re-

gional and local engagement, as well as informal 

involvement, are poor. Moreover, many partners lack 

the information and skills needed to adequately pur-

sue the establishment and maintenance of ‘good’ 

partnership connections.

• Lack of support: Not enough attention is paid to 

factors that impede the full and meaningful par-

ticipation of all partners and stakeholders in pro-

grammes and projects. Institutional strengthening 

and capacity-building efforts are often fragmented 

and there is also a lack of investment in training and 

support facilities for working in partnership.

• Poor assessment and review systems: Effective 

systems for monitoring and evaluating the imple-

mentation of the partnership principle are generally 

absent. Participatory monitoring and evaluation sys-

tems that demonstrate the added benefit of working 

in partnership are also impeded by lack of resources 

and/or access to appropriate methodologies and en-

hanced review systems.

5 This may be due to the fact that the ECCP was finalised too late 
to fully inform the development of Partnership Agreements and 
Operational Programmes the 2014-20 programming period.
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• Exchange of learning: Efforts to promote dynamic 

exchanges of learning about working in partnership 

across multiple levels have not received full atten-

tion, with a particular challenge being ways to make 

a stronger impact at policy level. 

First recommendations to the European 
Commission 
The focus on partnership, and its endorsement in 

the ECCP, is welcomed and should be continued and 

strengthened further in the next programming period by 

including specific provisions in the new Common Provi-

sions Regulation on ESIF. However, in order to ensure 

the cohesion, ownership and long-term commitment 

necessary for a sustainable development agenda 

that integrates economic growth, social progress and 

environmental protection, and transfer of knowledge 

and learning from across Member States, increased en-

deavours should be made to raise awareness about 
the ECCP. 

While there is ongoing debate with the Thematic Net-

work on Partnership about the extent to which imple-

mentation of the ECCP should be mandatory, our find-

ings confirm the importance of an emphasis on the 

quality of implementation of partnership princi-
ple and the inclusion of the perspectives, knowl-
edge and experience of diverse stakeholders in 
an ongoing manner throughout programme cycles. 

To ensure this, greater efforts are required to connect 

different funds, institutional levels, sectors and policy 

arenas, as well as better integrate social, economic and 

environmental perspectives in partnership approaches, 

proposals and projects.

To implement the partnership principle more meaning-

fully, an improved balance between compliance 
with rules and procedures and the flexibility to 
generate partnership solutions in specific and 
changing contexts needs to be promoted so that 

partners and target groups can contribute more mean-

ingfully to the achievement of positive change.

A reinvigorated ECCP with an emphasis on ‘doing more 

partnership better’ is needed for this. As well as a more 
vibrant depiction of the added value of working in 
partnership, meaningful examples of how partnership 

works in practice should be shared from both programme 

and project perspectives in different contexts. The revised 

ECCP should also be available in good time so that its 

guidance can be fully integrated in the forthcoming pro-

gramme round (2021-27). 

The principles enshrined in the ECCP should be made more 

robust with clarity around: 

• What representativeness means, and who de-

cides on who is being represented, with encourage-

ment of greater diversity in partner selection and 

clear procedures for including partners such as: 

small, medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs); so-

cial economy enterprises; academic, research and 

other educational institutions; civil society organi-

sations representing youth, people with disabilities, 

migrants and environmental issues as well as non-

traditional partners representing vulnerable and 

marginalised groups and end users; and networks, 

coalitions and partnerships focusing on specific ar-

eas that are relevant for the investment priorities 

chosen, particularly at local level. More attention 

to representation from gender equality and non-

discrimination bodies is also necessary. In addi-

tion, greater consideration should be given to the 

relevance, timing and ‘fit’ of diverse inputs in differ-

ent contexts and programme phases, with selection 

based on the most appropriate partners for particular 

themes and focus areas.

• Transparency and accessibility so that educa-

tional and other barriers that might be an impedi-

ment to engagement are carefully considered. Em-

phasis should also be placed on transparency in 

decision-making processes with clearer guidance 

around timeframes, expectations and opportunities 

for partner input. MAs should be able to demonstrate 

that diverse views have been carefully considered 

and explain the reasons why a particular decision or 

action has been taken. Furthermore, in addition to 

rules of procedure for the composition of Monitoring 

Committees, review processes should provide more 

clarity around rules of engagement.

• Ongoing involvement in all phases of programme 

development. This needs to be made more explicit so 

that, in addition to involving partners more fully in 

the preparation of the Partnership Agreements, Op-

erational Programmes and calls for proposals, and 

in Monitoring Committees, deeper partner engage-

ment is promoted during implementation. Participa-

tion of relevant partners and stakeholders should be 

foreseen when governments are designing specific 
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strategies required to fulfil ex-ante conditionali-

ties. It should also be made clear that involvement 

of partners must go beyond consultation and that 

concerted efforts are needed to integrate the local 

voice in programme cycles through place-based, 

bottom-up and participative approaches such as 

Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) and co-

production.

• The use of ESIF, through Technical Assistance and 

other relevant means, to provide partnership skills 

training for managing authorities, partners and 

stakeholders, and to strengthen the institution-
al capacity of those partners who are unable to 

contribute effectively to ESIF programmes and pro-

jects due to lack of resources, skills, confidence or 

adequate time. It is very important that capacity 

building for stakeholders is reinforced in the next 

programming period with clear indicators and budg-

ets for this, especially if the thematic objective of 

enhancing the institutional capacity of public au-

thorities and stakeholders is not included in the new 

regulations. 

• Review and assessment processes that involve 

stakeholders more proactively and appropriately, 

and include European Commission representation 

on Monitoring Committees. Annual implementa-

tion reports should be discussed in the Monitoring 

Committees with stakeholders, published online 

and made available for comments. Implementation 

reports should also share information on how ex-

ante conditionalities have been fulfilled and under-

pin programmes. Learning from review processes 

should be fed back more coherently into practice 

with better reporting on the added value of working 

in partnership in different contexts and at different 

levels. 

• Beyond a commitment from the European Commis-

sion and Member States, the responsibility of all 
stakeholders to improve exchange and learning 

about the application of the partnership principle. 

More proactive information exchange within, between 

and across multiple levels and funds is necessary for 

this. Beyond simply making good practices avail-

able, ways to learn more strategically from partner-

ship successes and failures should be encouraged 

through measures such as training and peer reviews, 

with a focus on using the knowledge obtained to in-

form and improve future developments. 

Thematic Network on Partnership

ESF Transnational Platform

12 March 2018

Annex 2: Recommendation for changes to Article 5 

of the Common Provisions Regulation (1303/2013)

Article 5: Partnership and multi-level 
governance 
1.  For the Partnership Agreement and each programme, 

each Member State shall in accordance with its institu-

tional and legal framework organise a partnership with 

the competent regional and local authorities. The partner-

ship shall also include the following partners: 

 (a) competent urban and other public authorities; 

 (b)  economic and social partners, including repre-

sentatives from small, medium and micro Enter-

prises (SMMEs), and social economy enterprises; 

 (c)  relevant bodies representing civil society includ-

ing environmental partners, non-governmental 

organisations, academic, research and other 

educational institutions, bodies responsible for 

promoting social inclusion, gender equality and 

non-discrimination, and non-traditional actors 

representing vulnerable and marginalised groups 

and end users at the local level.

2.  In accordance with the multi-level governance approach, 

the partners referred to in paragraph 1 shall be actively 

involved by Member States in the preparation of Partner-

ship Agreements and progress reports throughout the prep-

aration, implementation and monitoring of programmes. 

Involvement should go beyond consultation and enable all 

stakeholders to contribute fully and meaningfully in pro-

gramme cycles. Particular efforts should be made to inte-

grate the local voice in programme decision-making through 

place-based, bottom-up and participative approaches such 

as Community-Led Local Development (CLLD).

3.  A revised European Code of Conduct on Partnership shall 

set out and strengthen the framework within which the 

Member States, in accordance with their institutional 

and legal framework as well as their national and regional 
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competences, shall pursue the implementation of partner-

ship. The code of conduct, while fully respecting the princi-

ples of subsidiarity and proportionality, shall establish and 

share principles, measures and good practices for: 

• the transparent procedures to be followed for the iden-

tification of relevant partners including, where appro-

priate, umbrella organisations, networks and coalitions 

representing end users and target groups that address 

specific areas relevant for the investment priorities cho-

sen, in order to facilitate Member States in designating 

the most representative relevant partners, in accord-

ance with their institutional and legal framework;

• the involvement of the different categories of relevant 

partners set out in paragraph 1 in the preparation of 

the Partnership Agreement and programmes, the in-

formation to be provided concerning their involvement 

with clear timeframes, expectations for different partner 

contributions and consideration of barriers that might 

impede participation in particular contexts and pro-

gramme phases;

• the formulation of the rules of membership, engage-

ment and internal procedures in monitoring committees 

to be decided, as appropriate, by the Member States or 

the monitoring committees of programmes in accord-

ance with the relevant provisions of this Regulation and 

the Fund-specific rules, including the active representa-

tion of the European Commission;

• cases where the managing authority involves the rel-

evant partners in the preparation of calls for proposals 

and in particular good practices for avoiding potential 

conflicts of interest in cases where there is a possibility 

of relevant partners also being potential beneficiaries;

• the full involvement of relevant partners and stakehold-

ers in the preparation of progress reports and in relation 

to monitoring and evaluation of programmes in accord-

ance with the relevant provisions of this Regulation and 

the Fund-specific rules so that partners are involved 

more proactively and appropriately;

• how the competent authorities of the Member States 

may use the ESI Funds, including Technical Assistance 

and other relevant means, to provide partnership skills 

training for managing authorities, partners and stake-

holders as well as to build and strengthen the insti-

tutional capacity of those partners who are unable to 

contribute effectively to ESIF programmes and projects 

due to lack of resources, skills, confidence or adequate 

time, in accordance with the relevant provisions of this 

Regulation and the Fund-specific rules; 

• the promotion of learning exchanges within, between 

and across multiple levels so that the knowledge gained 

from partnership experiences (both good and bad) is 

used to inform future developments. 

The provisions of the code of conduct shall not in any way 

contradict the relevant provisions of this Regulation or the 

Fund-specific rules. 

4.  The Commission shall notify the delegated act of this Article 

and the European Code of Conduct on Partnership simulta-

neously to the European Parliament and to the Council by 

(insert date). That delegated act shall not specify a date of 

application that is earlier than the date of its adoption. 

5.  An infringement of any obligation imposed on Member 

States by this Article and the European Code of Conduct on 

Partnership shall not constitute an irregularity leading to a 

financial correction pursuant to Article 85. 

6.  At least once a year, for each ESI Fund, the Commission 

shall consult the organisations which represent the partners 

at Union level on the implementation of support from that 

ESI Fund and shall report to the European Parliament and 

the Council on the outcome.

Thematic Network on Partnership

ESF Transnational Platform

12 March 2018

Annex 3: Review of the European Code of Conduct on 

Partnership (ECCP), Scoping Document 

Introduction 
The working group on influencing policy was established 

in October 2016 as a sub-group of the ESF Transna-

tional Network on Partnership. On behalf of the network, 

the working group membership explores how partnership 

strengthens policy-making in a context of the European 

Social Fund (ESF) and transfers this learning for the ben-

efit of all ESF stakeholders and beneficiaries. In late 2016, 

the working group proposed a review of the partnership 

principles enshrined in the European Code of Conduct on 
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Partnership. The scope of the review was agreed by the full 

membership of the network on partnership at its meeting 

held in February 2017. At that time, the network agreed to 

align the activity of both existing working groups under the 

review, as appropriate to their shared goals. The remainder 

of this scoping document summarises the rationale, objec-

tives and anticipated results of the review. 

Principles of Partnership 
The principles of partnership prioritise collective decision-

making between partners. The literature presents a diverse 

debate on partnership, as evidence both of the value of 

partnership working and an ongoing effort to enrich part-

nership practice. This literature will not be rehearsed here, 

however, some key features are relevant to a broad under-

standing of effective partnership working in our context. 

Effective partnerships promote equity and value parity of 

esteem between partners. They offer a clear focus on the 

objectives at hand, while recognising that the interests of 

individual partners may not be the same. Different out-

comes are therefore both possible and permissible. In this 

context, compromise is just one strategy that may be used 

to arrive at consensus and other approaches may be de-

ployed, so that effective partnerships tend to be innovative. 

Successful partnerships are, of necessity, strongly delib-

erative in practice. They centrally involve discussion and 

rationale building between partners. Such partnerships are 

dynamic in terms of their membership and representative-

ness is of ongoing concern. 

The European Code of Conduct on Partnership 
(ECCP) 
The European Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP) gives 

expression to the European Union’s commitment to embed 

the principles and practice of partnership in the framework 

of the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). 

The ECCP values the partnership principle as essential to 

ensuring a collective commitment to Union policies, in-

creasing the expertise and viewpoints available for the de-

sign and implementation of the ESI Funds and to ensuring 

greater transparency in decision-making. 

In accordance with Article 5 of the Common Provisions 

Regulation, the ECCP sets out clear expectations for the 

representativeness of public authorities, social partners 

and civil society groups sharing decision-making for the 

planning, implementation and evaluation of the ESI funds 

in Member States. In addition, the ECCP endorses institu-

tional capacity building for partners and makes provision 

for exchange of experience and mutual learning, through 

the establishment of a transnational network to share 

good partnership practice between Member States. For 

all practitioners and stakeholders, the ECCP clarifies the 

concept and principles of partnership and underpins ap-

proaches to subsidiarity of decision-making, including for 

example, Community-Led Local Development. 

Rationale for a review of the ECCP 
The value of the partnership principle has been recog-

nised by the European Union, as set out in the European 

Code of Conduct on Partnership regulated for the 2014-

2020 funding period. In this context, the ECCP has been 

welcomed by Member States for both its ambition and its 

reach. It has been suggested that national and programme 

level partnerships have benefited from the clear mandate 

in the ECCP to contribute to stronger ESI planning pro-

cesses. Some two years following the establishment of 

Partnership and Programme Monitoring Committees, these 

benefits may now be demonstrated by means of a review. 

In addition, while the ECCP is a useful starting point, there 

is much to do to ensure that deliberative and active part-

nerships are supported to maximise their impact on poli-

cy-making. The ESI funds are currently at implementation 

stage in Member States. This is the stage when partner-

ship practice may be less visible in decision-making and 

an emphasis on fund monitoring and administration may 

downplay the vital role being played by partnerships at 

project level in particular. A review of the ECCP will also 

serve to raise awareness of the need to sustain and to 

support partnerships at the fund and programme level 

during implementation and in advance of planning for the 

next ESI funding cycle. 

Furthermore, the review will respond to evidence of an un-

even implementation of the ECCP across the different ESI 

funds, as well as a relatively low level of awareness at the 

project level of its key principles. It is noted that the Com-

mission is not a partner on programme committees and 

this may represent a weakness in terms of representation. 

There is a need to identify more informal mechanisms be-

ing employed to give life to partnership principles and also 

to demonstrate ways that partnership practice is impact-

ing on policy-making. 

Finally, the ECCP is a new and important pillar of the ESIF. 

The Regulation will be considered as part of the planning 

process for the next cycle of structural and investment 
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funds. By adopting an approach centred in partnership 

principles, the review goes beyond ECCP compliance and 

will demonstrate the added value of partnerships for the 

ESI funds. On this basis, the review will develop recom-

mendations that will inform the next iteration of the ECCP

. 

Scope of the Review 
The overall purpose of the review is to explore partnership 

principles and practice in a context of the European Struc-

tural and Investment Funds (2014-2020). The review will 

result in a series of recommendations for the improvement 

of the ECCP in the next programming cycle. 

More specifically, as described above, the review will aim 

to: 

• Raise awareness of partnership principles from pro-

ject to programme level. 

• Promote consistency of approach to implementing 

the ECCP, across the ESI funds. 

• Offer good practice examples of how partnership 

principles can add value to programmes and posi-

tively impact on policy-making. 

• Make recommendations to embed partnership princi-

ples into the new ESI funds programming period. 

• Disseminate and promote the learning gained during 

the review. 

As a peer-learning network of partners, the review will 

include a clear focus on sharing learning and good prac-

tice between members of the transnational networks in 

the first instance. Within the research activity, the widest 

range of partnership actors and stakeholders possible will 

be invited to participate. However, the engagement with 

the various actors and stakeholders will be organised to 

achieve the results described above. 

Some limitations are noted. The review is not intended to 

assess or measure compliance with the ECCP. Instead, the 

review will go beyond compliance, providing practical guid-

ance to partnership practitioners while at the same time, 

developing a set of recommendations for use in the next 

planning round and to improve the ECCP. 

The timeline for the review is March 2017-March 2018, 

in order to make recommendations to embed partnership 

principles in the next ESI funding cycle. However, dissemi-

nation activities for some outputs will continue from April 

2018. 

Thematic Network on Partnership

ESF Transnational Platform

3 March 2017

The suggestions below were gathered from respondents 

during the review process and reflect the diverse views of 

those involved on particular areas for improvement.

Balancing	accountability	and	flexibility	
In order to avoid major delays, it is important to have a 

flexible mechanism in place to stimulate the more opera-

tive resolution of bottleneck situations. In cases where the 

issues raised can be resolved outside the ESIF framework 

and are not necessarily directly related to the respective 

specific objective or measure, the Managing Authority 

should, as soon as possible, delegate the parties to settle 

such disputes outside the ESIF framework, by document-

ing such decisions in the minutes of either the respec-

tive sub-committee of the Monitoring Committee or the 

Monitoring Committee itself.

Managing Authority/Programme Monitoring Committee, 

Latvia 

Annex 4: Suggestions for improving partnership principles 

From the point of view of the transparency of partnership 

relations, a national platform, organised by Programmes, 

would be very useful to favour the exchange of data, 

information and good practices about how to involve 

partnerships during the implementation of Programmes. 

It would be also worthwhile to encourage the use of new 

means of communication, e.g. newsletters that facilitate 

interaction of the partnership with political leaders, opin-

ion leaders and other external institutions.

Programme Monitoring Committee, Regional OP, Italy 

Maybe guidance is needed from the Commission on how 

to rethink the structure of the selection and Monitor-

ing Committees and how they work, as well as better 

exchange of best practices and discussions on what the 

output should be from the different meetings.

Managing Authority/Programme Monitoring Committee, 

Luxembourg
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sion include: developing an approach whereby all national 

members of the European cross-industry social partner 

organisations are involved in helping to shape the priori-

ties of the partnership agreements and in the preparation 

of Operational Programmes and are invited to participate 

in Monitoring Committees, as appropriate. 

European social partners, 2018

Capacity-building 
Efforts should be focused in building the capacity to 

partner with practical support on the skills needed to build 

and maintain effective collaboration.

Thematic Network on Partnership 

In Latvia, in order not to jeopardise independence and ob-

jective views from NGOs and civil society, better involve-

ment and higher policy impacts could be achieved if the 

EC provided targeted and direct support via an instrument 

for those partners with full separate funding outside the 

Member State Cohesion policy funding envelope. The EC 

could provide such an instrument / direct funding to civil 

society organisations involved in effective partnership 

processes from EC Technical Assistance funding.

Managing Authority/Programme Monitoring Committee, 

Latvia 

In the Swedish context, Article 17 of the ECCP could 

further stress the importance of supporting small local 

authorities, economic and social partners and non-govern-

mental organisations and their capacity to participate in 

the implementation of the programmes. 

Programme Monitoring Committee, Sweden

Support could take the form of a dedicated funding line 

to support NGOs working on horizontal safeguards in EU 

funds. Better accessibility of external expert assistance, 

establishment of permanent Monitoring Committee secre-

tariats independent of Managing Authorities, and possibly, 

a mechanism to pay out per diems to those Committee 

members who work there in addition to their normal du-

ties would also help. 

CEE Bankwatch, 2017 

Trainings through Technical Assistance (from Operational 

Programmes) would be of great support for civil soci-

ety organisations. An open dialogue between Managing 

Authorities and NGOs, and the Commission and NGOs 

would help to improve implementation of the partnership 

principle. Training and guidance for Managing Authorities 

Build and streamline the operation of an online consulta-

tion platform and update it on a regular basis. Launch 

an online tool (platform for knowledge and consultation) 

available for all members of the Monitoring Committees 

for national and regional Operational Programmes.

 White Paper by social partners, Poland 

Ongoing involvement
The Code of Conduct should cover not only principles 

but also specifications referring to ways of encouraging 

involvement in partnership; methods of empowerment 

within a partnership and identification of specific subjects 

that must involve partnership, with particular reference to 

the implementation phase of programmes.

Managing Authority, Regional Operational Programme, 

Italy

In order to strengthen awareness of the ECCP it should be 

obligatory for all members of the Monitoring Committee 

to have an introduction on the partnership principles and 

how the Monitoring Committee can keep the spirit of the 

ECCP alive during the programming period. 

Programme Monitoring Committee, Sweden

Consultations should not take the form of submitting writ-

ten comments and issuing written responses. Instead, we 

recommend an active discussion which, apart from con-

sultative meetings for informing about planned changes, 

would consist of debates with authors of draft documents 

which would serve as an explanation of their intention 

and exchange of opinions. We also find organising chats 

with experts and expert on-call times justified. 

White Paper by social partners, Poland

Consultative bodies very often exist at national/regional/

local levels and are involved in sectoral policy-making 

processes but this does not seems to have been integrated 

in ESIF programmes in a systematic way. A first step should 

be to take advantage of what already exists and then per-

haps explore new experiences of policy co-design growing in 

different territories using ICT as a supporting tool.

REVES

The Managing Authorities, European Commission and 

social partners should hold a discussion in the ESF Com-

mittee to explore ways in which to renew the European 

Code of Conduct on Partnership, taking into account 

social partners’ needs at national, regional and sectoral 

levels. Topics that could be explored during this discus-
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on the ECCP and how to involve the most marginalised 

groups in ESIF implementation is also needed. 

ENIL

Review and assessment
The ECCP should regulate that Member States have to 

report on the quality of implementation of the partner-

ship principle, e.g. in evaluation, it should not be sufficient 

to prove that partners have been part of the Monitoring 

Committee, Member States should report on measures 

they have conducted to involve all partners in decision 

making. 

German Welfare Organisations

To address the challenge of debating highly-specialised 

areas (specific niches) supported under the Regional 

Operational Programme (ROP), Monitoring Committee 

members would benefit from the involvement in meet-

ings of an expert in a given field who could moderate the 

discussion and provide verification (e.g. based on the legal 

framework) with respect to the realism of the assump-

tions / requirements included in the given project selection 

criteria.

Programme Monitoring Committee, Poland

Why not develop a mandatory course in the evaluation 

types requested by EU. Also, involve the academic world 

much more.

Programme Monitoring Committee Member, Sweden

The advisory role of a European Commission representa-

tive in Monitoring Committees should be clarified and ex-

panded. We propose that the ECCP is revised making sure 

that the current observer role of European Commission 

representative becomes more influential and meaningful. 

This will ensure monitoring and transparency in proce-

dures and that the ECCP is honoured.

Opening Doors for Europe’s Children

Monitor the implementation of the partnership principle 

and code of conduct on partnerships on a yearly basis 

through the European Semester process: require Member 

States to report on how the partnership principle is imple-

mented in the Country Reports and in the National Reform 

Programmes. Improve the analysis of the implementation 

of the partnership principle in the frame of the progress 

reports.

Social Platform, 2016

Exchange and learning
The exchange of good practices and dissemination of 

relevant outcomes regarding the labour market might be 

facilitated through special initiatives in cooperation with 

Public Employment Services (PES) networks. 

A ‘Partnership Day’ in Europe might ensure greater vis-

ibility for the relevance of partnership structures and 

commitments in each EU Member State.

Programme Monitoring Committee, Sweden 

Project level learning and sharing should be further 

developed, e.g. via seminars and peer learning. Ongoing 

connections via websites should also enable easy access 

to information. 

Programme Monitoring Committee, Estonia

One way of learning might be to develop a simulation 

exercise in which Managing Authority and stakeholder 

representatives reverse roles and address issues and 

challenges they both face in implementation of ECCP.

REVES
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Getting in touch with the EU

In person
All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct Information Centres. You can find the address of the 

centre nearest you at: http://europa.eu/contact

On the phone or by e-mail
Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact this service

– by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls),

– at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or

– by electronic mail via: http://europa.eu/contact

Finding information about the EU

Online
Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa website at:

http://europa.eu

EU Publications
You can download or order free and priced EU publications from EU Bookshop at: http://bookshop.europa.eu.

Multiple copies of free publications may be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre

(see http://europa.eu/contact)

EU law and related documents
For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the official language versions, go

to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu

Open data from the EU
The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data) provides access to datasets from the EU. Data can be 

downloaded and reused for free, both for commercial and non-commercial purposes.
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Technical dossiers online at: https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/library:

0: TRANSNATIONAL COOPERATION in the ESF 2014-2020 – An introductory guide – November 2015
This guide describes the Common Framework for transnationality in the ESF in the 2014-2020 period, including the common 
themes, calls for proposals, thematic networks, and how the ESF can contribute to Macro-Regional Strategies. It concludes 
with a list of National Contact Points.

1: THEMATIC NETWORKING – A guide for participants – April 2016
This user guide to the nine thematic networks that support transnational co-operation in the ESF sets out the stakeholders 
involved, and suggests principles and tools for animating their interaction. 

2. ESF TRANSNATIONAL CALLS – Writing and managing calls for proposals – February 2017
A step-by-step guide to designing transnational calls for proposals in the ESF, from added value, institutional capacity and 
priorities, through design, partner search and the TCA, to assessment.

3: INTEGRATED SERVICES – Early lessons from transnational work in the European Social Fund – 
October 2017
Drawing on evidence from the employment, inclusion, youth employment, governance and partnership thematic networks, 
this dossier presents the theoretical and practical arguments for service integration. 

4: CO-PRODUCTION – Enhancing the role of citizens in governance and service delivery – May 2018
This dossier articulates the various ‘co-trends’ and shows how they are being applied in inclusion, migrant integration, social 
enterprise, community development and social innovation.

5: SYSTEMS THINKING for European Structural and Investment Funds management – May 2018
This handbook explains how to apply the Vanguard Method to improve service quality in managing European funds

6: Tackling Long-Term Unemployment through RISK PROFILING AND OUTREACH – May 2018
This discussion paper from the Employment Thematic Network reviews approaches to risk profiling and outreach, summarises 
their benefits and challenges, and gives case examples.

To find more about the ESF please visit 
http://ec.europa.eu/esf

You can download our publications or subscribe for free at 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/publications

If you would like to receive regular updates about the Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Inclusion sign up to receive the free Social Europe e-newsletter at

http://ec.europa.eu/social/e-newsletter

http://ec.europa.eu/social/


