Minutes of the FPA Watch Group

2nd July 2010
Meeting held at ECHO, rue d’Arlon, Brussels
Participant list:
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1) Overview of changes and issues re EU Humanitarian Aid 

Following recent meetings with Commissioner Georgieva, Kathrin Schick, Director of VOICE, outlined key upcoming issues related to ECHO and humanitarian aid policy and implementation.   
· Humanitarian Aid is a new area of work for the Commissioner, but her portfolio also includes International Cooperation and Crisis Response.   ECHO now also includes Civil Protection, including the MIC (Monitoring and Information Centre) with a fundamental role for coordinating civil protection measures both within and outside EU.
· ECHO is preparing three Communications during the autumn
.    

· 1) EU Disaster Response Capacity - Civil Protection has a legal base for the first time in the Lisbon Treaty and issues of coordination and complementarity are important in situations where humanitarian organisations are also involved.
· 2) European Voluntary Humanitarian Aid Corps (EVHAC)    
· 3) Mid term review of the implementation of European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid.   The European Parliament has requested input to its report on mid-term review of the Consensus,   ECHO will also seek input from partners in order to make a Communication on this. 

· ECHO is reviewing its structure in order to strengthen its policy side and deal with the challenge of integrating Civil Protection

· ECHO will not be included in the new European External Action Service (EEAS) but this new body will bring additional coordination challenges.
· There is much concern at a European level over visibility relation to humanitarian aid.   NGOs also need to work harder on a national level to be clear about what humanitarian aid is, and to speak out for the added value of NGOs as humanitarian actors. 

2) Update from Task Force - progress on workplan 

The Task Force (TF) gave an update of work since the last meeting, summarized in the updated Workplan. 
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The first part of 2010 saw a lot of work related to reviewing revised Guidelines and Factsheets, and the new procurement Guidelines.   In each case the TF provided an overview of principled comments to ECHO in keeping with the spirit of the FPA as well as detailed comments on text.
The draft procurement guidelines were very detailed but not very user-friendly.  In particular the TF requested clarification of which elements of the guidelines were compulsory requirements and which were recommended / good practice.

Feedback with regards HQ costs was sent to ECHO in May.    When a response is received from ECHO, the WatchGroup (WG) should check that helpdesk FAQ are updated with any corresponding change. 

WG participants discussed their experience of the e-tool and e-single form training.   Concern was expressed over technical problems experienced, the challenge of training large numbers of staff and especially field staff who are often short-term, discrepancy between the working of the e-tool and normal project workflow etc.     Members of the WG (and other NGOs) had already sent feedback to ECHO, especially regarding technical problems, and it was emphasized that this was the proper mechanism to follow.   In at least one case, a detailed reply had been received from ECHO in response, with feedback on technical issues and concerns raised. 
Meeting with ECHO Unit B 
Present: 
Herman Mosselmans

Christelle Fontbonne (B2  - Financial Management and Annual Assessment)

Denis Prost (B1 -  IT) 

Stefan De Keersmaecker

1.1. E single form

Timeframe

· From April to September ECHO has only provided e-form trainings, not trainings on other topics. E-single form trainings will continue through September and October, then the eSingle Form will be felt to be the ‘normal’ way of working and treated as the main way for submitting proposals.    

· There have been some initial problems but ECHO considers these to be now under control to be used with trust, and from Sept/October the eSingle Form should be a stable tool. 

· A change in the FPA is not needed for use of the e-tool.  The current FPA cannot ‘force’ use of the e-tool.   The aim is to come to the point where everyone wins by its use. 

Technical changes

· Some problems were experienced during the first trainings.  It is an ambitious project and ECHO’s aim is that the e-tool should run on any computer. The installation process has been simplified and strict guidelines given to trainers.
· At the beginning of the project, the scope envisaged was the encoding of the Single Form.    ECHO is open to all suggestions of partners to make modifications to the system, e.g. if partners want a better reflection of the workflow within partner organisations. 
· ECHO would like consolidated feedback from partners with a list of priorities for improvement. 
· The introduction of the collaborative nature of the tool was made in response to requests, also bugs have been eliminated and a facility added to enable making pdf files. 
 Trainings

· The e-tool training programme is (as of beginning July) about half way through, with 210 people from FPA and FAFA partners representing 90 partners trained either in Brussels or the field.  60 partner organisations have received training in Brussels.  Apart from technical challenges, evaluation of trainings has generally been positive. ECHO continues to be open to suggestions for improvement. 

· While NGOs have expressed concern of being ‘left behind’ in the mainstreaming of the e-tool if they cannot access places on the trainings which were perceived to be in high demand, in fact ECHO has cancelled trainings in Brussels due to lack of interest.   Partners who have not had representatives trained have been identified and will be given priority for future trainings and contacted. 

· FPA trainings on other topics will resume in the autumn, and will include relevant use of e-tools. 

· Distance learning modules on the Single Form and Final Reporting learners can log on and complete the module within a set timeframe.  (see http://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/doku.php/dl/start)     ECHO would like to develop a similar distance learning module for the e-tool, and aim to launch this in October. 

· * The WG suggested that distance learning would be enhanced by a live moderator. 

· A new newsletter has been launched, (‘ECHOES’) which included update on the e-tool and trainings. (sent to all ECHO partners)

· In the interests of greater clarity, ECHO agreed to send additional email directly to partners concerning e-tool trainings and timeframe for e-tool use and also to include information on progress, development and use of e-tool, including address for support, on the ECHO website. 

Feedback and support

· Additional guidelines specifically for the e-tool are not planned

· IT support questions can be addressed to echo-IS-support@ec.europa.eu
· There is also an online forum which users are encouraged to address so that learning can be shared   http://forge.osor.eu/projects/echooffline
· ECHO IT support unit is putting in place a strategy to enable response to support questions and requests within 24 hours.

· While participants who attended early trainings have expressed the concern that they will need to be retrained due to continued development of the e-tool, the basic concepts have not changed and some partners have submitted applications via e-tool without attending training. 

Implications of e-tool use on project management practice

· * Comment from WG : Partners have been encouraged to group modification requests together, and these are often submitted with the interim report, as development of modification requests is often linked to review and reporting process.   Under the e-tool modification requests should be processed separately, and the time it takes to submit and process them risks delaying the interim report submission. 

· ECHO response – this should be discussed on a case by case basis with the TA / Desk Officer.  Modification requests should continue to be grouped if possible, and should be submitted ahead of the interim report. 
1.2. Annual Partner Assessment results

First phase

· First phase of annual partner assessment included a review of financial statements of all partners.   Partners which were given the status of ‘P with conditions’ in last year’s assessment were specifically followed up.   The ‘conditions’ were important prerequisites to retain P status, e.g. use of open tender, proper guidelines etc, with compliance required by this year’s first phase. 

· Results were sent out at the end of February.  Some partners were given a limit on the number of contracts they could enter into with ECHO, beyond which ECHO would look at additional control mechanisms – this was based on the examination of financial statements. 

Second phase

· 61 partners (54 Ps, 7 As) were selected for second phase assessment this year.   The same questions as last year were circulated, focusing on procurement policies and internal controls.   Results were sent out in June. 

· 19 partners were transferred from P to A status for reasons associated with procurement procedures and / or internal financial control - these partners can ask for review / send supplementary information by the beginning of July.    10 of the 19 have a threshold of 2 million euros per project. 

· 1 A partner became P

· 8 P partners were given conditions to be applied by phase one next assessment cycle

· 8 P partners were given recommendations – these represent issues that can beimproved    These comments are communicated to the auditors,   and subject to review at next 3 year (second phase) assessment. 

· The above numbers are not definitive as the concerned partners have had the opportunity to reply with additional information by beginning of July. 

· Of last year’s 13 ‘P with conditions’, 4 became A partners

Summary results

· Overall results are similar to last year.  This year there was more focus on financial analysis during the assessment. Provisional figures:

	July 2009 
	183 partners
	58 A   :  125 P

	July 2010
	179 partners
	79 A   :  100 P


· Increase in A partners is attributed partly to financial crisis,   and a certain optimism from ECHO’s side in the initial ratings which were based on audit reports rather than partner procurement documents. 

· Procurement problems identified included insufficient explanation of procedures, no fixed thresholds, insufficient explanation of preferential bidders etc.  Internal control problems included lack of separation of duties. 

· Partners with regular liquidity issues and requesting urgent payments can be interpreted by ECHO as an indicator of high dependency. In any case, several indicators have to be orange/red before financial weakness is considered.

· A high number of A partners have a 2 million euro project ceiling i.e. are ‘A’ for reasons linked to procurement procedures – in this case if ECHO’s procurement procedures are followed then there is no problem and no financial threshold for contracts. 

· New status for partners who have changed as a result of this year’s assessment is applied from 01/08/2010. Contracts signed before this date continue in the previous control mechanism. 

1.3. Guidelines, Fact Sheets, other documents

Factsheets and Guidelines Revision 

· Comments received from the WG have been included and the revised documents will be approved by ECHO management this month after internal consultation with Desks

· ECHO will send a reply to VOICE explaining ECHO response to WG comments, and indicating which suggestions have been integrated.       

· The revised documents will be available from September onwards – an official communication will be sent to partners on the same. 

Procurement Guidelines

· ECHO received extensive comments from the WG on this document– and will try to integrate them without entering a 2nd round of consultation.    If needs be then ECHO will get back to the WG to discuss specific issues. 

· The intention is for the complete version to be ready by October.

· Once the complete version is confirmed, a shorter ‘quick guide’ version can be made for easier reference, especially for field use.

New factsheets

· The previously announced audit factsheet will in fact be audit guidelines.    Distinction : Fact Sheets are intended to define a coherent position and interpretation  of ECHO on a particular issue, originally meant for internal use, but open to all,  maximum 6 pages.     Guidelines are targeted at partners, to give guidance on completion of documents or procedures. 

· The content of the audit guidelines has been drafted by B1, and is intended to give an overview of the audit process, for the purposes of partner (mostly HQ) understanding. 

· DG ECHO will share the draft guidelines with the Watch Group, and if a process of discussion is needed, this will be designed accordingly. 

· Draft Guidelines on reduction of ECHO contribution at liquidation phase – have been withdrawn. This will become  an internal paper on handling underperformance. This should be ready in September to be discussed with WG  before finalizing.   
· A factsheet on NGO partner selection and annual assessment will be developed this year, final timescale not yet known.
· A factsheet on Specialised agencies from Member States is being developed to ensure that non-NGO / IO partners have required Humanitarian Aid experience and principles 
(see Specialised Agencies section on ECHO website http://ec.europa.eu/echo/about/actors/specialised_agencies_en.htm).
· A document on specificities of FAFA partners is also under development in cooperation with the UN-agencies. 
1.4. Change in financing decisions mechanism

· In 2009 ECHO made 91 financing decisions   (29 emergency decisions, 15 Global plans, 47 ad hoc)  The current process for decision-making includes risk of delay and is sometimes unflexible.   The aim is to make the system more efficient, flexible and will also reduce the splitting of contracts between different financing decisions.

· The proposed change would keep Primary Emergency and Emergency decisions largely unaltered, but group all the rest into 4 main financing decisions working in a different way.

1)  One global geographic decision, based on an operational strategy developed in October / November each year, covering 80% of ECHO funding and including work to be done by region, under 5 specific objectives:   natural crises; manmade crises; forgotten crises; small-scale crises; transport and logistics. 

2) Disaster preparedness

3) Capacity Building, NOHA, infosharing, Grant Facility etc 

4) Offices and Technical assistance. 

Contracts signed under decision 1) would be based on a HIP (Humanitarian Implementation Plan) developed for each country/ group of countries.  HIPs will be open to all partners, and all partners can feed in to / influence the implementation of the HIP.     It is envisaged to have the possibility to increase existing contracts that correspond to the relevant HIP, rather than having the current problem of contracts bound by the limits of the financing decision and therefore having to sign new contracts for continuation of similar actions.  Grant agreements would have to be in line with the current HIP, which will contain a situation overview and corresponding strategy for actions in a particular country / group of countries.   The financing decision will be for 2 years - covering actions starting in the year of the decision finishing by the end of the following year. 

There will also be a change in the approach to DIPECHO funding.  Currently operated through a call for expression of interest, in the future this will follow the same procedure as other humanitarian aid decisions, and DIPECHO strategies will also take the form of a HIP for a region or group of countries. 

The thresholds and conditions for financing decisions to be authorized by the Director General of ECHO will also be reviewed. The aim is to simplify decision making, and enable flexibility. This may result in the abolition of Primary Emergency and Emergency categories and the raising of thresholds for authorization by the Director General without inter-service consultation - but this remains to be developed further. 

Changes in financing decisions process will be explained to partners at the Annual Partner Conference (see below).

1.5. Partner Conference

This year’s partner conference will take place 21-22 October.  The format is not yet confirmed, but is likely to differ from previous years due to current factors and issues including  i) the proposal that the conference should be more political in content   ii) the mid-term review of the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid – the Conference will be used for consultation on this   iii) the need to consult stakeholders on the multi-annual financial framework –  input with regards to ECHO budget (level and types of financing) will be sought in preparation for the negotiation of new framework from 2013, which post-Lisbon will be a more complicated procedure.

1.6. Consortia

The current FPA gives the possibility for partners to work in consortia in the form of one lead agency + Implementing Partners.    Other forms of consortia (for example equal lead responsibility) are not currently possible, and changes to the FPA to enable this are not foreseen.    While ECHO is seeking ways to simplify work with partners, and changes to financing decisions (above) will make a small difference to this, it is recognised that working in consortia is not automatically a simplification,   and sometimes entails high running costs.   The problems associated with clear definition of each partner’s share of responsibility and accountability within a consortium are also recognised.   Some NGO families are starting to take common approaches and use consortia more systematically.  The result of any move towards using consortia more frequently should not be the exclusion of smaller NGOs, and ECHO is paying active attention to this. 

ECHO’s approach will remain needs-based and the diversity of partners should be safeguarded.

1.7. Reorganisation of DG ECHO

DG ECHO will undergo some reorganization by the end of the year.   This will involve clear definition of roles to establish how civil protection and humanitarian work together, and under which circumstances,   and a civil protection / humanitarian aid response unit to support dialogue and logistics in emergencies. 

1.8. New regulation for Humanitarian Aid

Commissioner Georgieva has announced that a new regulation for humanitarian aid should be applicable from 2013, to replace the current 1996 humanitarian aid regulation (http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:1996R1257:20090420:EN:PDF) This regulation defines the mandate of ECHO. A draft of the new regulation should be agreed at Commission level in the 2nd half of 2011.  The new regulation will address new ways of work, and is therefore inherently linked to the consultation on the midterm review of the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid and discussion on the multi-annual financial framework. 

1.9. EVHAC

ECHO is working on the proposal for the development of the young European Voluntary Humanitarian Aid Corps, a process which will involve partner consultation.   The legal base should be drafted for the end of next year, as 2011 is the European year of the Volunteer. 

1.10. HQ costs

Following input from the WG on HQ costs, this issue has been discussed within ECHO, and Mr Mosselmans hopes to send a proposal to partners by the end of this month.   The paper will define what ECHO considers to be direct and indirect HQ costs.   ECHO is reflecting on a possible reduction control of costs at liquidation stage within certain limits.  This would possibly involve 0-3% of costs reported as direct costs  that would have to be justified at audit stage within the agreed definition of direct costs.   These measures do not require an amendment of the FPA and will be designed to reduce the time-consuming discussions that apply to many projects around the area of HQ costs.  ECHO’s proposed model draws on an GHD study 2006/7.
Date for next Watch Group meeting 18 November 2010

MB  / KS July 2010
� More information for VOICE members can be found in VOICE’s Summer Flash 
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				FPA Watch Group - Work Plan for 2010 - UPDATE July 7th 2010

				The FPA Watch Group – facilitated by VOICE - represents the views of ECHO NGO partners in the monitoring, review and consultation of all matters relating to the Framework Partnership Agreement (FPA) that governs the contractual relations between ECHO and its NGO partners. As described in the Terms of Reference of the FPA Watch Group (2008), the main purpose is to work towards a common interpretation and consistent application of the FPA between ECHO and its Partner NGOs. This work plan aims to define the main FPA Watch Group’s commitments and outcomes for 2010.

				OBJECTIVES						Means of Work

				Represent, with the facilitation of VOICE, the views of ECHO NGO partners in the monitoring, review and consultation of all matters relating to the Framework Partnership Agreement (FPA) that governs the contractual relationship between DG ECHO and its NGO partners						Watch Group members attend Watch Group meetings and participate in info exchange in between meetings by email.  The Task Force (TF) will meet with ECHO to discuss ideas and comments that have arisen, and to negotiate issues as necessary. Watch Group members are the primary source of comments, feedback and examples, concerning practicalities of implementation of FPA by NGOs. Watch Group members should actively seek examples and give comments on FPA related issues; this feed-in will be sought and coordinated by the Task Force. For the year 2010, key issues for input from WG members are as per the issues outlined further in this work plan.  WG members can feed additional suggestions / copies / topics relevant for discussion at any time via VOICE. The Watch Group’s discussion of key documents ensures that they are representative of NGO experience and opinion.

				Work towards a common interpretation and consistent application of the FPA between DG ECHO and its Partner NGOs.

				COMMITMENTS: As described in the ToRs of the FPA Watch Group (2008)

				Defend the general interest of all ECHO NGO partners as related to the FPA

				Collect, organize and analyse any difficulties working with the FPA, as well as any planned or potential changes to the FPA, from the view point of ECHO NGO partners

				Being the contact representing ECHO NGO partners to which DG ECHO may refer when wanting to discuss any planned or potential changes to the FPA

				Share any important issues arising from discussion with DG ECHO with the wider community of ECHO NGO partners

				To provide and share input spontaneously or in response to solicitations from the Task Force

				Issues/ Sector		Priority (High, medium, low)		Timeframe		Who		Planned Activities / Progress

				Procurement

				a) Procurement guidelines		H		Revision of texts : 1st version 22/3/2010                                                Meeting TF / ECHO end April,  detailed comments sent 21 May                             7/10- Comments from ECHO planned 7/2010				Analyse draft/revised guidelines  and provide written feedback to ECHO                                                                                                                                                                                                                             WG Contribution 2010: comments on 21/5/2010

				Finance

				a) Reduction of ECHO contribution at liquidation stage		H		Revision of texts : planned second semester 2010                                           7/10 Transformed into "Performance guidelines", internal for ECHO, to be submitted to WG				Analyse draft/revised guidelines and factsheet and provide feedback to ECHO

				b)financial reporting guidelines		H		Revision of texts : 1st version 12/2/2010 (mid term revision)                7/10- Comments from ECHO planned 7/2010				analyse revised guidelines aiming simplying final financial report and at improving the relations between NGO and ECHO at liquidation stage                                                                                           WG Contribution 2010 : comments on 30/3/2010

				c) liquidation phase								Assess the issue between ECHO and NGO at liquidation phase (systematic request for additional information and 'stop the clock')                                                                                     FOLLOW UP of WG Contributions in 2009:  document 
Study “reporting and payment 2006-2009” + analysis (6/2009), orally shared but not submitted with ECHO B2 (7/2009)

				d) Payment of interests factsheet		M		Revision of texts : 1st version 12/2/2010 (mid term revision)- Fact Sheet # C5				Analyse draft/revised factsheet and provide feedback to ECHO     WG Contribution 2010: comments on 30/3/2010

				d) co-financing		H						Assess ECHO requests for co-financing and assess the need for clarification

				e) eligibility of HQ and security costs in direct cost		H		Proposition to all partners planned in 7/2010				Define the WG position regarding DG ECHO interpretation of eligibility of HQ and security costs in direct costs          FOLLOW UP of WG Contributions in 2009:  document Working note drafted within the TF  about financial situation of NGO (june 2009), to be updated, not submitted                              WG Contribution 2010 : working note about Eligibility of NGO HQ costs in Direct costs  submitted to ECHO B2 on 13/5/2010 (+ in relation with Finance G/ Indirect costs percentage

				f)eligeibility of costs when action delivered with remote management		L						Assess the need to clarify the eligeibility of costs related to remote management of an action

				g) indirect costs percentage		M						Lobby the EC to increase indirect costs percentage - follow up study Dec 2009 on the financial regulations

				Issues/ Sector		Priority (High, medium, low)		Timeframe		Who		Planned Activities / Progress

				PCM

				a) Project Cycle Management guidelines		H						"Provide ECHO with constructive suggestions to improve Project Cycle management between DG ECHO staff (TA and DO) and ECHO NGO partners (from strategy definition to evaluation though partners selection) : ask for guidelines or fact sheet

				b) Partners selection factsheet		L		Revision of texts : planned  second semester 2010                                             7/10- Planned end of year 2010				Provide input and Analyse draft/revised factsheet and provide feedback to ECHO                                                                 FOLLOW UP of WG Contributions in 2009: document Working note drafted within the TF  about “transparency of the selection process”(7/2009), to be updated, not submitted

				Audit and assessment

				a) Audit factsheet		M		Revision of texts : planned second semester 2010                                           7/10 Transformed into "Audit guidelines", to be submitted to WG in 9/2010				Analyse draft/revised factsheet and provide feedback to ECHO

				b) Monitor 2009/2010 partner’s assessment process		L		Meeting with ECHO B2 / WG: on 2/7/2010				FOLLOW UP of WG Contributions in 2009:   document Working note drafted within the TF  about “assessment of partners”(7/2009), to be updated, not submitted

				c) Monitor 2010 NGO's audits.		L						Linked with the review of the Fact sheet on Audit and the exchange and communication with B1 in 2009             FOLLOW UP of WG Contributions in 2009:  document Working note “audit at headquarters, NGO concerns’ submitted  (10/2009)

				NEW June 2010 d) Single Form Guidelines ( + new version Single Form)		H		Revision of texts : 1st version 12/2/2010 (mid term revision)                7/10- Comments from ECHO planned 7/2010				WG Contribution 2010: comments on 30/3/2010

				NEW June 2010 e) Fact Sheets		L		Revision of texts : 1st version 12/2/2010 (mid term revision)                7/10- Comments from ECHO planned 7/2010				WG Contribution 2010: comments on 30/3/2010

				Monitor FPA related tools

				a) Training		L		exchange time with Puntosud				monitor the trainings progress

				b) Helpdesk		L						monitor the use and relevance of the helpdesk

				c) FAQ ( ask for updates)		M		Ask during FPA WG 25/02				Ask for an update of the FAQ

				Issues/ Sector		Priority (High, medium, low)		Timeframe		Who		Planned Activities / Progress

				E-Single Form

				Follow up E Single Form project and outcomes (new SF, revised SF guidelines, trainings)		H		Spring 2010: first training in Brussels for implementation of E-Tools                           Meeting with ECHO B2/ WG:  during WG meeting on 2/7/2010				based on the comments given by the FPA Watch Group and pilots NGO in 2009                                                                                WG Contribution 2010 : working note about E-single form training sessions, drafted for 2/7/2010, not submitted to ECHO B2

				Communication

				Monitor ECHO communication tools (website, e-mails)		L		Ongoing process

				Collect examples of incoherent interpretation of the FPA		M		Ongoing process

				ECHO Regulations

				Engage in the possible revision of the Humanitarian Aid regulations		M		Expected 2nd half 2010 -				if re-opened

												monitoring role

				Meetings of the Task Force: 6 meetings planned (2/2010, 3/2010, 5/2010, 7/2010, 9/2010, 11/2010)

				Meetings of the Watch Group: 3 meetings planned (25/2/2010, 2/7/2010, 18/11/2010)






