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FPA Watch Group Meeting – Exchange with ECHO 

	date
	21 October 2013

	time
	14.00 – 16.00

	place
	ECHO Offices

	participants
	ECHO: Jean-Pierre Buisseret (Head of ECHO C/3) with colleagues (Anne Simon, Reka Dobri, Charles Pirotte and Philippe Navarre), Emil Bech Andersen (Deputy Head A/2) and Matthew Sayer (A/4)

FPA Watch Group (see participant list)


Mags Bird thanked ECHO colleagues for taking the time to come. NGOs represented by the Watch Group remain keenly interested to continue to engage as the new FPA moves towards implementation. The Watch Group has been taking stock of the near-final document shared. We are looking forward to hearing from ECHO regarding key issues and next steps. Some clarification questions will be shared with ECHO in writing. 

Feedback from FPA WG on draft FPA documents 
The Watch Group welcomed changes and innovations including: use of own financial templates finance and full budget flexibility;  dedicated section for implementing partners (different types of organisations); clear framework for counting beneficiaries; clear deadlines in the General Conditions, PDF e-Single Form; higher thresholds for equipment; more responsibility for partners; change in default for transfer of remaining goods

The Watch Group was happy to see the following no longer included; financial reporting, means and costs detail in SF; A&P system; procurement system thresholds; untouchables; validation of NGO procedures
The Watch Group identified the following possible challenges in the new FPA
· Lack of clarity on partner differentiation
· More responsibility of partners… but also with potentially more risks
· KRI: unclear how will they be used in the assessment of proposal and whether they will become a compliance criteria
· Gender marker: no guidance on it.  Will need further interaction over time to assess whether this is making a difference in in the implementation of the action.

· Penalties introduced concerning visibility and for poor implementation
· Submitting the General Ledger as part of final reporting – is there a risk that this will lead to more additional questions
· On-going challenge of consortia and its operational aspects – not clearly addressed via General Conditions
· Partners are still required to report on figure per result in the SF and final report stages – this requires significant additional work
The Watch Group is particularly concerned about the transition phase, especially the short timeframe for releasing the SF and draft guidelines before the first HIP deadlines. This will be problematic for many NGOs developing proposals. 
Overall the FPA has included some simplifications.  However, the Watch Group is aware that much depends on how the FAP is applied in practice. For this reason, the development of clear guidelines is important. 
FPA Revision - ECHO perspective (key features of new FPA, challenges remaining, next steps ahead)

Mr. Buisseret welcomed the feedback on the FPA presented by the Watch Group.  The final version of the FPA will be shared for the Annual Partner Conference at the beginning of November. 

Work has started on the guidelines, beginning with Single Form guidelines.  ECHO aims to simplify guidelines as much as possible and have everything in one place: FPA guidelines and how to use SF. 
IT development of the e-SF has progressed  - the final version of the eSF will have embedded ‘pop-up’ guidance as well as links to guidelines. 

Trainings are being organised with PuntoSud to start in November.  

ECHO continues working on transition issues and the assessment of partner financial capacities. The documents received will be used to decide if we put a threshold or not. 

Transition

The new proposals of projects will have to be introduced in the new Single Form, but all the functionalities will not be available. After that ECHO will continue to release new versions of it. In the meantime, the core part of the guidelines will be available to introduce a proposal, and the other sections will be introduced later.

For the existing contracts, the liquidation will be done by the old Single Form. The simplification introduced by the new FPA will be used also for this reporting. So ECHO will apply the new rules for the whole Single Form, but deactivate some fields that are not mandatory anymore. 

Risk Assessment

Two phases:

1) At contracting stages, the A/P mechanism will be replaced by a threshold based on the open amount. This threshold will be applied only to the partners who have a risk – based on the net equity (liquidity ratio) – and then we apply the ratio commonly applied in the accounting world, but with less severity than for the commercial company. For those partners, there will be a threshold for the signature of a contract; it will be high, depending on the turnover. The threshold is still indicative; it doesn’t mean that ECHO will forbid the organisation to sign a contract. The results of the assessment will be available in APPEL. It can always be discussed. 

The current open amount (total amount not yet liquidated) is also important. This will be important for the threshold for an action. If ECHO sees we approach the threshold, ECHO will start discussing with the organisation to adapt the threshold, or ECHO may pay a pre-financing of 50% rather than 80%. But it could lead to the case that ECHO will ask to wait or not to sign a new contract. It will be based on the payments made by ECHO, not the ones signed.

2) During the liquidation, ECHO calculates an error ratio based on the costs to claim (non-eligible costs) and the error detected during the audit; this determines the error ratio of 2%. Under 2%, it will be fast track liquidation (with fewer details analysed). For the others, ECHO will analyse more in depth the general ledgers where ECHO find all the entries needed. There is always the possibility to ask for complementary information, but normally the general ledgers would be sufficient. Asking for more information will be the exception.  

Q&A:

· Where will partners be able to see this explanation in writing? At the Partners’ conference, in the guidelines? 

· Will there be fewer questions, but more questions at audit stage? 

· How will be the possible threshold in the cases of consortia? 

· Will partners have some indication on what ECHO will look at for the fast-track?

ECHO is still checking if the formula selected for calculation is realistic. It will be sent to all the partners, explaining the situation and how it was calculated as well as the consequences. It will be also explained in the Partners’ Conference, in the working groups and in a letter. We have the information for almost every partner. ECHO will communicate on that with partners before the Conference.

There won't be more questions at audit stage. It is a financial verification of the important elements. On a sample basis, there will be a more in-depth analyse from time to time. The auditors will maintain their structures. 

ECHO still needs to verify in the case of consortia, but since now each partner can be identified in the Single Form, it will be easier to see. Consortia can be defined in different manners, so it is important that it makes it clearer.

In the fast-track, if there are no questions from the operational people and if the financial assessment is ok, ECHO pays. For the normal process, ECHO will have a look in the ledger. ECHO tried the concept analysing some examples and it was ok. The principle is that we trust it. 

Application of the FPA

There will be a transition phase and trainings but it will take time for people to adapt. The pop-up guidance will not be available from the beginning; it will be first in a separate document. It is the same for the Single Form guidelines. ECHO can share the first draft after the visit to Punto Sud. The other guidelines will be sent bits by bits for consultation. The Single Form will be ready by the end of November. The only system will be the PDF e-Single Form (no online system). 

For the HIPs, there will be a pre-release of the Single Form on the 7th of November to allow the introduction of the proposals, with specific guidelines to explain the limited functionalities. 

The FPA Watch Group stressed concern that the timing for release of the SF is too short to appropriate the new concepts and introduce full quality proposals, then suggested extending the deadlines for the HIPs.

ECHO explained that it was not possible because the Desks have already their calendar planned, but the information to provide is the same as previously. ECHO will try to provide a draft word version so the organizations can prepare the proposal, but the information will not be automatically transferred.

The FPA Watch Group highlighted that a word version would already be a good start and requested that ECHO share this information with all the partners since not all are involved in the FPA Watch Group and might not be aware of the changes.

In preparation of the Partners’ Conference, ECHO started from the concept note looking how it was translated into the new FPA. Not everything has been implemented in the new FPA, but quite a lot is. Now the important thing is to develop the guidelines without adding rules/requests; it is quite difficult as the General Conditions, for example, are quite broad. 

In the end of November, ECHO expects to receive more money to pre-finance and close projects, but they are still discussing internally, how to use it in order to prioritise partners in most challenging financial situation. Mr. Sorensen will address that in the Conference.

Key Result Indicators (Matthew Sayer – Policy Officer A/4)

Mags Bird explained that the FPA Watch Group appreciated seeing the draft in July; some comments were sent back. This has been one of the areas that is less clear. Most of the people from this group rated the change represented by introduction of KRI as ‘medium change’ i.e. not highly concerned, but something that needs to be understood well. The group would like further detail on how KRIs will work in practice.

On the operational side, the indicators have been defined. They are part of a broader process where ECHO is trying to work in a more efficient way. The design included all ECHO sectorial experts and it was also useful to have the WG feedback.

The idea of having only one KRI compulsory was introduced during the process review. The point is to catch data globally to report on what the money does. As a general rule, the idea is not just to pick one; but if a KRI applies to the project, it must be there. KRI are based on international consensus (clusters, Sphere…) and the areas chosen are the most frequent ones. The introduction of KRI is intended to support quality proposals. 

Q&A:

· Are the sector experts advising the TAs on which indicators should be used? 

· Will there be penalties linked to the use of those indicators?

· Will the organisation be requested to start using the KRI for the HIPs?

There are country experts and sectorial experts: most of the ECHO experts should be able to handle the KRI. Mr. Sawyer repeatedly stressed that the indicators are ’indicative’. They will help to help standardize and to show what ECHO is doing. There is no direct link between the indicators and penalties or funding; it is a question of overall quality.  

The KRI will be part of the Single Form that has to be filled in for the HIPs, but ECHO knows it is new for everybody, so of course some flexibility will be applied.
Visibility (Emil Bech Anderson – Deputy Head A/2)

Mr Andersen has recently arrived in ECHO, and expressed his appreciation of this early opportunity to consult the WG.  He introduced two main points 1) Continuity of basic rules currently applied, which will not fundamentally change under the new FPA; 2) what ECHO will do to support partners on visibility.

Continuity and clarification are key themes for the new FPA: the field visibility obligation continutes to be a basic obligation for partners, and must also be reported on. ECHO maintains the possibility for derogation on a case by case basis. A derogation for visibility in the field is not the same as derogation from communication activities – there is also the European audience. The 2% penalty for non-fulfilment of visibility and communication obligations is not an innovation – it is more a question of clarification, an intention to send a very clear signal: ECHO is quite serious about visibility in the field. It is not very much with the NGOs that ECHO encounters problems; it is more with other partners. 

In terms of support, ECHO will continue to be always available for advice. The Single Form has been simplified in regards to the 0.5%. Unit A/2 is now clarifying the toolkit and hopes to send a draft before the Partners’ Conference – the workshop will be a good place to share ideas on that. It is more an update than a complete new set of rules, and makes it more useable in an operational context. 

Communication goes much beyond the requirement for visibility in the field. It also goes to the European audience. There is a potential to work more closely together to reinforce transversal messages.

Q&A:

· The new General Conditions state that organisations will provide “evidence” – what does it mean?

· If an organisation wants a derogation for security reasons, will it be still possible to complete the SF?

· A multi-party project can result in a lot of logos. Will ECHO provide guidance on how to communicate in those cases?

· One of the bigger issues for ECHO in the last year was how ECHO communicates towards Member States, European Parliament, etc. But now it looks like we moved again to the field level, even though you also mentioned the European level. Are you still working taking more initiative on a European level? 
· What will be the link between the visibility toolkit and the general guidelines?

There are no new ideas with regards evidence to be presented. The idea is to have pictures, logos, press releases, references to publications, social media… ECHO is looking to get something illustrative that demonstrates that the visibility component of a project was not something added at the end. The idea is to make it as simple as possible (a link will be better than the actual press release, for example).

Derogations can be requested in the derogation section (section 11) of the Single Form where an organisation can ask for as many derogations as it wants.
For consortia actions and more complex set-ups, -  this is indeed an issue ECHO is trying to address in the guidelines, this has also been raised by ECHO field staff. The same applies for multi-donor projects for example. The field visibility obligation at the end of the day rests with the contracting party. There is the issue of proportionality; if ECHO is one among several donors, the size of visibility would be proportional to the contribution.
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