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FINANCE AND CONSTITUTION COMMITTEE  

FUNDING OF EU STRUCTURAL FUND PRIORITIES IN SCOTLAND, POST-BREXIT 

SUBMISSION FROM HIGHLAND COUNCIL 

General Comment 

From a Highland perspective the key priority is to ensure that both the UK and Scottish 

Governments agree that there is a need for a regionally [1] based Shared Prosperity Fund. 

[1] Regional in this context means the Highlands and Islands Region. This is the area covered by the Highland

Council, Argyll and Bute Council, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar Orkney Islands Council, Moray Council, Shetland

Islands Council, and part of North Ayrshire Council (Arran and the Cumbraes).

The Highland Council believe that any Regional Plans prepared are to be done so jointly 

with stakeholders from each identified region, evidencing the regional needs and 

opportunities experienced, and setting out how the Fund will be additional and add value to 

existing activity and investment.  

The Highland Council believe that the Regional Plan needs to be long-term (7+ years) and 

thus be strategic in nature and purpose. The City-region deal for Inverness and the 

Highlands is a 10 year programme for example. This needs to be balanced with a need to 

be flexible and responsive to changing economic circumstances.  

There is a need to ensure that the other rural development programmes, for example, 

agriculture, crofting and land management, fisheries, community investment (LEADER), are 

aligned with the Regional Plan and its delivery agents/mechanisms.  

There remains regional disparity across the UK, and indeed over recent years this has 

increased. This alone argues the case for increased rather than diminished efforts and 

resources to ensure inclusive growth. 

There is also a need to recognise the evidenced benefits that can derive from aspects of 

current community investment programmes such as LEADER where the promotion of 

networking and specific allocations for co-operative working allow for regional cross over 

and shared best practice learning around common priorities. 

Core approach 

1. How should Scotland’s share of post-Brexit structural funding be determined?

(for example, should it be on measures such as GDP, needs-based, via the

Barnett formula; match funding or based on competition?)

Post BREXIT structural funding needs to recognise and respond to regional disparity and 

focus on improving regional competitiveness and inclusion (people and place). 
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The areas to benefit should be identified by clear and objective criteria, including multiple 

factors such as low and sparse population, peripherality, insularity and challenging 

geography. 

Measures such as GDP or GVA have difficulty in capturing the nature and extent of the 

challenges facing the Highlands and Islands economy and are flawed when comparing it to 

others. Existing studies and classifications, for example, the Scottish Government’s 

February 2018 ‘Understanding the Scottish Rural Economy’, has based its rural 

classification on available data (data that was not available below local authority level). The 

City of Inverness has skewed the measurement of rurality facing large areas of Highland. 

The resulting ‘Mainly Rural area’ classification is therefore incorrect and it is critical that this 

is recognised before such flawed classification may be used to influence public policy and 

funding. 

Any allocations based on the availability of match fund rather than need fundamentally 

undermines the regional disparity rationale for such funds in the first place, and is clearly 

not acceptable. 

2. Should the existing structural funding priorities be retained for any new 

funding approach post-Brexit or are there other national or regional outcomes, 

strategies or plans to which future funding should align instead?    

The Highlands and Islands Regional Plan should be nationally aligned but regionally 

responsive, focusing on regional competitiveness and socio economic inclusion. This is 

reflected in many of the existing ERDF/ESF priorities, for example: support for business 

start-up and growth; business productivity; innovation; research and development; 

employability support etc. and so these should remain investment priorities.  

Work under the auspices of the Convention of the Highlands and Islands, is ongoing on 

identifying the priorities for the Highlands and Islands region post 2020. The 7 key themes 

identified are: Digital; Skills; Marine; Housing; Transport; Talent Attraction; and Energy. This 

work usefully sets out the challenges faced and the opportunities available for the region 

and offers a positive and early contribution to the work of the proposed Joint Regional Body 

and Regional Plan (see below). 

In recognition of the challenges many town centres face, a case exists for co-ordinated and 

long-term investment in town centre regeneration projects. Such challenges arise at the 

sub-regional level and hence work that is underway by the Regional Economic Partnerships 

and/or City Region Deals also need to be factored in. 

Any future Regional Plan also needs to recognise and provide for the value and contribution 

community investment and development brings to the region. Already within the Highlands 

and Islands such community investment is central to the economic and social health of the 

region. Sustained support is required to realise its full potential and contribution. Allied to 

this, the key role of agriculture, crofting and land management and fisheries needs to be 

integrated into regional support. 
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3. In terms of the proposal for a UK Shared Prosperity Fund - where should the 

responsibility for any decisions about funding levels and allocation be taken 

(for example UK Government, Scottish Government, Local Government or 

local stakeholders) and what level of autonomy should they have in deciding 

how funding is allocated?    

The Highland Council considers that a Joint Regional Body (JRB) needs to be established 

to: 

• prepare the Highlands and Islands Regional Plan 

• prepare and establish its delivery methodology, including funding allocations to lead 

partners 

• give oversight to its delivery and 

• monitor and evaluate its impact.  

The JRB should include central and local government political representation and to be 

supported in its work by regional dedicated secretariat and external advisers. 

It is recognised however, that development priorities (i.e. local development plans) and 

funding decisions relating to community investment and development, are best taken at the 

local level. A sub-Highlands and Islands/sub-Highland decision-making approach will be 

required and best practice, as per existing Highland Strategic Local Action Group and Local 

Area Partnerships structures and community dominated decision-making, usefully offers an 

approach going forward. This mirrors what has happened under the current Leader 

programme, for example.  

Any funding decisions at the UK level should respect the devolution settlement in the UK. 

4. To what extent should the current system of allocating funding to strategic 

interventions across Scotland through lead partners etc be retained or 

changed by any post-Brexit funding approach and why?  

It is considered that a designated Delivery Bodies approach to Regional Plan delivery is 

required, with Fund distribution being a blend of allocation to lead partners and competition 

(if/as required when lead partners are identifying individual projects).  

This higher level allocation approach to lead delivery bodies will help enable strategic 

planning to take place and support wider integration with other existing/new funding. 

Programmes which require a series of projects to be completed, could ensure via 

competitive means that the best projects are funded. 

While in theory the current Strategic Intervention and Operation approach seek to do this, in 

practice the paperwork involved, and the timeline separation between SI’s and Operations 

etc. means the current approach is not fit for purpose. 
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Barriers to funding projects  

5. What barriers limit strategic intervention funds being committed to individual 

projects under the current programmes and to what extent should any new 

structural funding approach address these barriers?  

If a Regional Plan approach is adopted with input from regional stakeholders the potential 

for barriers to arise in the first place is greatly diminished. This fits the argument presented 

for activity to be nationally aligned but regionally responsive, thereby ensuring, for example, 

that scale or thresholds required before investment can be made are identified and 

designed out at the outset.  

Also the greater the alignment and integration of funds (be that across equivalent ESF, 

ERDF, agriculture, crofting etc), offers improved opportunities for barriers to be identified 

and addressed at the outset.  

The need for match funding, be that by the lead partners or others, for example, third sector 

providers, at a time when such funding is reducing simply undermines Programme delivery. 

This barrier will remain a high risk factor until the need for significant match funding is 

removed. 

6. To what extent should any rules relating to post-Brexit structural funding 

enable a flexible approach to the range of local projects that can be supported 

or should the rules focus on funding specific outcomes or purposes (such as 

through ring fencing)?  

Delivery Bodies/lead partners need ring-fenced funding, with clear purpose/outcomes 

defined and guidance (not prescription) on project type. This, allied to the strategic planning 

required, will ensure that the successor structural funds will bring added value to existing 

activity and resources. 

Parallels can be made with other ring-fenced funding disbursed from Scottish Government 

to local government, for example, the recently allocated Town Centre Fund, where project 

guidance accompanied the formal offer of grant. Match funding, while desirable to maximise 

the leverage and impact achieved is not a prerequisite, but clearly will drive project 

selection and added value impact. 

7. Are there examples of current structural fund priorities being more effectively 

supported by other funds (or core funding) such that they should not form part 

of any post-Brexit structural funding approach?  

The core issue or test here relates to whether the structural funds have brought added 

value to the activity or project progressed. It is hard to identify these priorities until formal 

evaluation has been undertaken.  
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Administration 

8. What changes to the current monitoring, evaluation and compliance activities 

would reduce administrative complexity for any future structural funds 

approach while maintaining sufficient transparency? 

Working on the assumption that a strategic Regional Plan is to be prepared, a delivery 

body/lead partner approach is to be adopted, and that the activity to be funded brings 

added value, the main change in thinking going forward is to ensure that any monitoring, 

administration etc. is embedded within existing structures etc. rather than being separate 

and duplicate. 

Therefore the use of the existing internal and external (Audit Scotland) audit systems is 

recommended to ensure the Fund is spent properly, efficiently and effectively. 

When monitoring and evaluating, it is preferred to do so for the whole rather than the 

separate individual successor structural funds activity. For example, there is now a new 

approach being progressed by Scottish Government to employability services (Local 

Employability Model). This will touch on local ESF funded activity, but as such activity is 

only part of the wider service mix, the benefit it brings needs to be reported, monitored and 

evaluated as a whole. 

9. Should the system for making claims change for any future funding approach?  

There is an assumption here that a claims process is required, rather than looking to other 

Scottish Government approaches, whereby ring-fenced funding is released on a quarterly 

basis and the local authority needs to report on activity and verify that the funding received 

was spent on activity as approved. Such declaration of funding and activity is then open to 

standard external and internal audit with the onus sitting on the local authority to have 

information systems in place to evidence as required. 

If it is determined however, that a claims process is required there is a clear and urgent 

need to reduce the bureaucracy and complexity of the paperwork associated with current 

EU funding streams.  

Local authorities are well experienced in working with and managing funds to community 

based groups. Whilst challenges will always exist and there will be pro’s and con’s when 

making payments ‘upfront’ or ‘retrospective’, in practice, often it is a local knowledge based 

assessment and decision that is needed. It is recognised that with such discretion comes 

associated risk.  

 

 

 


