WRITING APPLICATIONS FOR EUROPEAN FUNDING








Jane Field, from Education and Development, has been involved in the development of a number of successful applications for European and nationally funded projects. The ideas below throw some light on how to give your proposal the best chances for success.








Context


Writing a successful bid for funding has become an art in itself; there are some people who seem to get it right every time and others who don’t. If you are thinking about writing a bid, the likelihood is that you will be the Project Contractor. It may be that you are better off being a partner in someone else’s project than going into the deep-end as a contractor in the first instance. There is also the possibility that the bid will have a greater chance of success if it is submitted to a National Coordinating Unit in one of the partner countries (many projects are over-subscribed, or receive a larger number of applications in the UK than in other countries).





The checklists offered below are not a guarantee for success; however, they do offer useful “tips” (all of which have been used in practice) to help with bid-writing.








Familiarise yourself with and understand and the funding programme


Look at the information available on the EU websites


Have a look at the Official Journal call for proposals


Make a list of the key words and key criteria


Check the eligibility criteria – make sure that what you want to do fits in with the eligibility criteria (eg focus of the funding, number of partners, types of partners)


Check the deadline for pre-proposals and proposals





If you are already doing something that links in with the key criteria for the Programme then it may be worth looking at the Programme as a potential funding opportunity. If the EU Programme can expand, diversity, reach new markets, provide added value or open new doors in an area in which you already have an interest then it may be worthwhile to consider submitting a funding proposal. 





It is seldom worthwhile developing a proposal for something that is completely new to your organisation. Apart from the fact that writing the proposal may present you with some headaches – EU projects require matched funding, and usually need a substantial amount of time, enthusiasm and other resources. It is not possible to “make money” out of EU programmes, on the other hand participation in programmes can offer substantial benefits (see below).








Finding partners


Ideally involve organisations and people that you already know in the project partnership (such people may have been met through exchange visits, transnational conferences, or even on holiday).


If the partner is not previously known to you, explore the practicalities of visiting the partner prior to submitting the proposal (some EU programmes offer funding for pre-bid exploratory visits)


If you have a reason for working with a particular country, then potential partners might be found through other known and trusted contacts or through the EU Programme’s National Co-ordinating Unit 


The partnership should take the eligibility criteria into account, check the number of member countries that need to be involved (if possible see if you can include at least one more member state or countries from the EUR18 than the stated minimum)


There is a school of thought that believes that there are countries who are “flavours of the month”. Certainly when developing the partnership there is value in seeking to get a good balance across the European countries; for example including partners from Northern, Southern and Central/Eastern Europe. It may also be worthwhile inviting a new member state to participate (when appropriate)


The partnership should include a “mix” of partners, ie it should not comprise all schools, or even all educational institutions; the eligibility criteria will identify the sort of partners that the funders are looking for


It is useful to have some partners involved who already have a track record in participating in projects (ie have a proven track record)








Writing the bid: identifying tasks


Break the Project down into small components that include most of the project tasks – all partners should be aware of what their responsibilities and tasks are. The list below shows some of the tasks that you might need to include:


Project management (more on this below)


Administration


Mailing lists


Research (eg surveys, action research, questionnaire analysis, interviews) 


Developing learning materials


Piloting materials or other products


Promotional materials


Dissemination activity (more on this below)


Report writing


Financial procedures


Hosting partner meetings


Translation


Evaluation


One way of showing the roles and tasks for each partner is to produce a matrix, with the partners on one axis and the tasks on another. EU programme proposals should show that the project is transnational, ie that all the partners from all the countries involved are actively contributing to and participating in the project. This should be reflected not only in the roles and responsibilities of each partner, but also in the financial budget for the project.








Project Management


In the majority of bids the Project Contractor takes on the project management responsibilities (although this is not always the case, but the project management cannot be subcontracted out, it must be done by one of the partner organisations). The key tasks for the project management team include:


Planning for the partner meetings (these are best held in a different partner’s country on each occasion. At least four full partner meetings are usually needed over a two-year project)


Progress chasing


Report writing


Financial reporting


Communication with the European Commission


Maintaining regular contact with the partners


Cheer-leading and motivating


General administration (eg booking flights, booking hotels, chasing partners for information, minute taking and circulating)


Evaluation and review








Evaluation and monitoring


One of the weaknesses of bids in the past is that they have not addressed how the Project will be evaluated and monitored. This may be an entirely internal procedure (and this up to the Project Manager to initially implement) or an external evaluator may be built into the budget. The latter can support the learning and development processes of the project. If the proposal opts for internal evaluation, a useful starting point is to ask the partners to complete a short evaluation form after every partner meeting. Whether an internal or external evaluation process is used, in all cases the proposal needs to highlight the aims, objectives, targets and goals. The evaluation and monitoring processes need to be outlined in the proposal.








Working with “good” partners


There is not a magic formulae for getting it right and identifying a “good” partner. Sometimes, with even the best planning, it may be simply down to the group dynamics as to whether the     partnership will work or not. The list below identifies some of the characteristics that determine effective partnerships:


Partners respond to requests for information and input when you are writing the bid


Partners share the same vision


Partners understand their roles and responsibilities in the Project


Partners should have an interest in the project proposal


Partners have a feel for how the project fits in with their organisation (and their own) agenda and strategy


Partners understand that they are expected to actively support and participate in the Project (ie there are no “hangers-on”)








A few miscellaneous tips


Always use the word “will” rather than “would”; ie make it appear that the project is real, rather than something that you are thinking about doing


Consider equal opportunities – how will your project show that it is offering “equal opportunities”


Identify what is “innovative” about your Project; although what you are doing my not be something that is new and at the cutting edge, it may be that your approach has not previously been used in a different location; or that combining complementary expertise with partners you are doing something new.


Refer to the Project by its name when writing the proposal.


When using acronyms always explain the meaning.


Whilst you need to allow yourself the flexibility to deliver the Project make sure that the activities, 


Ask a colleague, or employ someone external to your organisation, to read your application; in particular ask them to make sure that the proposal makes sense, that you have not made assumptions that the bid-evaluator will not comprehend, and that you have developed the bid logically.
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