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FPA Watch Group Meeting – Exchange with ECHO 
	date
	27 June 2013

	time
	14.00 – 17.00

	place
	ECHO Offices

	participants
	ECHO: Jean-Pierre Buisseret (Head of ECHO C/3) with colleagues (Anne Simon, Reka Dobri, Charles Pirotte, Alberto Garralon and also Beatrice Miege from B/3 ), 

From 16.00  Walter Schwarzenbrunner (Director Unit C)
FPA Watch Group (see participant list)


Update on the FPA process 
Mr. Buisseret and his colleagues gave an update on the FPA revision process. Following the release of the latest version of most of the documents, it is hoped to reach a consensus among  the different pillars and units of ECHO. Consultation with the legal service and DG Budget will take place in July.
In parallel, work is ongoing on new procedures and questionnaire for new partners to apply for an FPA. The application procedure will be opened in September for brand new partners as well as any current FPA partners that have been identified as needing to re-apply. 

The annual assessment for continuing FPA partners has been launched. It is very important that the NGOs to reply in time as the assessment will be used for the transition to the new FPA. 
The new Financial Regulation provides for ‘indirect management’ with international organisations. ECHO will consult in-house and then with UN and IOs to adapt procedures as necessary. However, priority was given to the time-bound NGO FPA package in order to have everything operational for next year. ECHO hopes that following the detailed interaction, the NGOs feel their concerns have been met in the latest draft documents. 

The FPA Watch Group has appreciated the interaction with ECHO to date. In particular, it has been very useful to receive ECHO’s written response to the WG comments submitted. The Watch Group has not yet fully ‘digested’ the latest draft document set received prior to this meeting, but has discussed some key issues arising – these include multi-party contract arrangements, reporting area and implementing partners (see later discussion). 

The FPA Watch Group will consolidate its comments on the recently received documents as quickly as possible to give its final input. 
ECHO explained that a lot of outstanding clarification questions will be tackled in the guidelines, which is important documentation for daily work with the FPA. The first part of draft guidelines is almost ready: the guidelines for the Single Form at proposal stage will be shared in July and full guidelines in October. The call for tender for training has been launched, ECHO will sign a contract soon and start training in October. From October to December, training will be mostly focused in Europe.
The ECHO annual partner conference will be held 5-6 November 2013. The first day will contain a normal partner conference programme, the second day will have a specific FPA focus.  However, it is likely that the FPA signing will happen at a distance rather than at the Conference itself. 
Discussion on important elements of revised FPA
General Conditions
· Implementing and Affiliated Partners: The article on implementing partners was modified as requested by the WG and now avoids references to ‘subcontracting’. The concept of affiliated partners was found to be not advantageous and therefore deleted. Article 3.1 clarifies that actions which are managed by FPA partners but implemented by local partners are still possible (simply specifying that overall management of project cannot be tasked to implementing partners. 
· Equipment and Goods: This section was modified since the last draft, to use the same logic as previously. Thresholds have been favourably adapted.

· The option for simplified cost options has been redrafted. The possibility remains referenced, but is not developed in detail.
· Visibility: The article was redrafted, references to stickers and baseball caps have been removed. There will be a consultation by Unit A/2 in September on the redrafting of the toolkit. This will be an important step whereby ‘standard visibility’ requirement will be specified. 
· Financial Statement: The possibility of asking for a certification of the financial statement was deleted, similarly the proposed ‘operational verification report’.  At the same time, the General Ledger will be requested from all partners. By becoming the default request, submitting the General Ledger is supposed to represent simplification.  
The FPA Watch Group requested clarification on the previously discussed ‘fast track’ of report processing at liquidation based on a pre-established risk analysis. There is no reference to this in the draft General Conditions or other documents reviewed. 

ECHO intends to apply this standard / fast track mechanism internally as previously outlined: the reports of partners who have been assessed to have a low error rate on identifying eligible costs (less than 2% error over past 3 years) will be processed in a ‘fast track’ manner. The reports of other organisations can be analysed in more detail, including via the General Ledger submitted. If experience shows that the measure of 2% needs to be adjusted, this can be reviewed. It is not necessary to put this methodology in legal texts.  
The FPA Watch Group wondered whether the provision of full financial detail via submission of the General Ledger could work against the principle of simplification for ECHO, by stimulating more questions at liquidation stage (rather than restricting questions via a clear limitation on information submitted). 
Resource constraints, and the fact that the window for payments is now 60 days (as opposed to previous 90 days) means that ECHO anticipates needing to use the fast-track system as a simplification to speed up liquidation.

The FPA Watch Group requested that methodology used to assess the error risk of partners should be shared in writing.
The FPA Watch Group carried out a survey on liquidation issues this year, in anticipation that the results can be used as a baseline against which to measure hoped-for improvements.
Single Form

The Watch Group appreciated the simplifications made since the previous draft, including removal of essential outputs list. Clear guidelines will be key to understanding the information requirements for some sections. 
· Key Result Indicators (KRI): A list of Key Result Indicators (KRI) to be used in proposals is still under development; ECHO sectoral experts are preparing indicators for shelter, WASH, health, nutrition and food sectors. 

In the Single Form, organisations will be able to choose between KRI and custom indicators. Use of custom indicators should be justified. KRI are from common used sources, including Sphere and clusters. Some indicators will be used to assess quality; others are quantitative and will be used for data aggregation. The list of indicators is in the process of being adapted to the IT system. The concept can’t change, but there is still an open-window for details. 
The FPA Watch Group expressed understanding for the increased need of data and to improve indicators used in some cases. However, not having seen the draft list to understand fully the proposed content makes it difficult to comment on the usability of the proposed system.
The FPA Watch Group appreciates the option to be able to use own indicators when standard indicators are not appropriate, in order to be able to develop context-specific programmes. There is a concern that the quantitative data collected will give a limited picture of EU humanitarian aid. 
ECHO anticipates that NGOs will be able to use the standard indicators proposed, and that this also will offer simplification for ECHO desks in processing proposals. ECHO will also make efforts to ensure that only one consolidated set of comments and questions from Desk, TA and sector experts are sent back for each proposal. Any further clarifications should be taken with the TA / field team, with the aim that the 2nd version of proposal is final, and not subject to more questions/discussions.

The FPA Watch Group noted that it would be useful to include such information in supporting documents (guidelines).
· Resilience and Gender markers: The FPA Watch Group shared its concerns that the current marker outlined risks becoming a tick-box exercise, rather than adding value to the discussion on resilience approaches. Information currently requested is either covered in other parts of the form, or requires more reflection (e.g. issue of alignment with government priorities). The Single Form could be simplified by removal of the marker.
ECHO noted that at the moment there is not more to share on how the resilience marker will be assessed / applied. It is clear however that it will not be included in proposal assessment criteria. There are projects where the nature of the context is not relevant for resilience. There is a need for training and alignment within ECHO as many operational units are not very concerned about the issue. So the resilience concept is still under discussion internally.

The gender marker is more advanced in development and Directorate A has requested it to be used on a project basis (hence inclusion in Single Form) rather than via other means per partner. 
· Emergency and Specific Single Forms: ECHO is still working on the Single Form for emergency and specific actions – these will be reduced versions of the standard form. 
Multi-party contracts
The FPA Watch Group had discussed the option of multi-party contracts, as per the draft General Conditions received. NGOs still welcome the possibility of this option being introduced as an alternative to the current ‘consortia’ model. However, success in practice is anticipated to depend on clear definition of financial liabilities. Other questions for clarification of how this would work in practice (especially vis a vis liquidation and audit) were also identified). 
ECHO explained that there are still questions on how and if multi-party contracts will be applied. The model proposed is designed as a multi-party engagement between FPA partners, and requires one ‘Coordinating Organisation’ who is the interface with ECHO for proposal, reporting and other communications.
Defining responsibility:  There are three possible ways to divide financial responsibility in a possible multi-party model:
· One organisation is responsible for the entire action financially.

· Each organisation is responsible only for its share of the contract.
· Each organisation is also responsible for others, but up to the ceiling of its own share. 
Currently there is still discussion whether General Conditions will have a draft multi-party model. If it does the third option was ECHO’s suggestion.  

The FPA Watch Group expressed that the second option would be preferable.

An internal agreement (MOU) between parties should define some further practicalities including reporting responsibilities, procurement etc. 
Alternatives to multi-party contracts: It is still not certain that the multi-party option will be finalised and included in the FPA. Operational staff have some concerns that it might be more complicated than it is worth, and that it might be difficult to handle multi-party contracts on the Single Form. 

Internal discussions within ECHO operational units have considered options available to support coordination in the context of fewer resources to deal with a lot of contracts:

· Consortia proposals can be appropriate, but should not be ‘forced’.
· Coordinated approach could be encouraged further – this supports coordination via joint assessment and logframe. It is more effort for ECHO to assess the proposals than a consortium, but results can be better and partners manage their ‘own’ contract.

· Possibility of putting indicative average contract amount in HIP (e.g. to avoid making 30 contracts for a small envelope of 5 or 10 mln euros) – this would raise partner awareness of the average size expected from ECHO in order to manage efficiently.
ECHO also acknowledged the Watch Group’s request that FPA partners should be recognised in the Single Form when in non-lead roles (i.e. when an implementing partner or in a multi-party situation). 
Reporting
Financial statement annex to SF The FPA Watch Group expressed some concerns since there still are certain duplications of financial information in the final report of the Single Form. The financial breakdown (financial statement) does not take into account the fact that NGOs had suggested to have some kind of standardization in chapter and subchapter. This is in order to reduce the possibility of further clarification questions from ECHO. 
ECHO has been working on the principle of only asking NGOs to provide what is in their own accountancy system, and not to require separate systems. 
NGOs noted that most FPA partners will develop a separate system in any case in order to translate their own ledger entries into categories on the financial statement; so an assurance as to level of detail expected by ECHO for liquidation can be useful.
Cost per results The Watch Group noted that the proposed requirement to report on the level of expenses per result still requires partners to make a special calculation for this, which is counter to the simplification measure of presenting only the General Ledger. 

ECHO explained that as the Single Form is based on the principle of one sector per result, this is the anticipated way of extract information on overall spending per sector. 

ECHO desks are also keen to see some way of comparing proposed / final costs per result in keeping with assessing underperformance.
Action: The FPA Watch Group will collect and submit to ECHO some sample general ledgers for ECHO projects, and Financial Overview drawn up in different forms from different NGO accounting systems. This can facilitate further discussion on financial reporting detail/ guidelines. 

Conversation with Mr. Schwarzenbrunner (Director Unit C)
Mr. Schwarzenbrunner visited the FPA WG meeting in order to hear how the dialogue on the FPA revision between NGOs and ECHO is perceived at the moment. He emphasized the strong commitment given to coordinating the revision of the FPA within ECHO as well as the need for the new FPA to deliver both simplification and a better evidence base. Tax payers and those who represent them need information on how their money has been used, which is a key reason for integration of standard indicators. 
At the same time, ECHO is keen to give NGOs as much flexibility as possible, within in a predictable framework. Mr. Schwarzenbrunner expressed his commitment that standard measures agreed under the new FPA should indeed be standard, and that additional information should be sought by ECHO only in a small minority of cases. It is hoped that liquidation speed will be improved, and that systems put in place will allow an adequate level of information from all sides for project purposes, while leaving auditors scope to do their important and detailed work. While the timeframe for finalising main texts is now short, ECHO is keen to cover any further discussions needed now in order to ensure that any problems are addressed at this stage, rather than later in the year. 

Mags Bird summarised some key points on behalf of the Watch Group. Mr. Schwarzenbrunner’s comments were welcomed. The FPA Watch Group has appreciated the commitment shown by ECHO from the highest-level towards simplification. There has been concern about the compressed timeframe of the recent stages of the FPA revision, but the interaction with ECHO, including Unit C/3 and other ECHO staff has been frank and positive. The FPA Watch Group is pleased to see the recent package of documents, will endeavour to check and comment on it with due diligence despite the short deadlines. Overall, the FPA Watch Group can see many of its suggestions taken into account, and ECHO’s written response to our comments on various documents has been useful. The Watch Group also looks forward to participating in the development of the guidelines, as the success of the FPA will depend on its translation into common practice and ‘the devil is always in the details’

Concerning content, partners as represented by the Watch Group are pleased to see the core principles laid out in the FPA, including continued reference in FPA text to the added-value of NGOs in humanitarian aid. The FPA Watch Group also appreciates the commitment that ECHO has maintained to working with many and varied humanitarian NGO partners, as illustrated by the wide invitation to assessment measures for transition to the new FPA – this is a reaffirmation towards diversity of partners. ECHO’s partners understand the increased need of information, but remain concerned that the Single Form should not become overloaded. The increased needs of information for the policy directorate of ECHO has became apparent in the FPA revision, and there are still reservations as to whether the Single Form is the right tool for these needs (e.g. see comments above on resilience marker). Further discussions on Key Results Indicators would be facilitated by sharing a draft list as this has not been discussed with partners. NGOs are also happy to continue discussion on the question of multi-party models as this obviously still needs some more work. 

Mr. Schwarzenbrunner thanked the FPA WG for their important work.
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