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1. Introduction

1.1 This document provides background information to potential Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs) seeking to apply to deliver a Local Development Strategy through a community-led local development (CLLD) approach supported under the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) Union Priority 4 - Increasing employment and territorial cohesion - and which will be funded jointly by the European Commission and the Department Of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA).
1.2 Union Priority 4 is designed to increase employment and territorial cohesion by promoting economic growth, social inclusion and job creation and providing support to employability and labour mobility in coastal and inland communities which depend on fishing and aquaculture, including the diversification of activities within fisheries and into other sectors of maritime economy. 
2.  
Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) Approach
2.1.
CLLD is focused on the specific needs and opportunities of a particular area and is typically implemented through relatively small, local projects. It could relate to a particular theme, such as labour market issues, or to a particular target group or demographic, such as those working in the fishing industry. CLLD in practice is based on a partnership of public, private and civil society sectors coming together to form a Fisheries Local Action Group (FLAG) that will develop and drive the delivery of a Local Development  Strategy (LDS) within a defined region.

2.2
Article 58 of the EMFF Regulation
 sets out that the fund “shall support the sustainable development of fisheries areas following a community-led local development approach”. In particular, CLLD will be used to increase employment and territorial cohesion through the following objectives:-
a. 
promotion of economic growth, social inclusion, creation of jobs and supporting labour mobility in coastal and inland communities depending on fishing and aquaculture

b. 
diversification of activities within fisheries and into other sectors of maritime economy

2.3.
Article 63 of the Regulation supports the implementation of community-led local development strategies that focus on some, or all, of the following objectives:-  

(a). 
adding value, creating jobs, attracting young people and promoting innovation at all stages of the supply chain of fishery and aquaculture products;

(b).
supporting diversification inside or outside commercial fisheries, lifelong learning and job creation in fisheries and aquaculture areas;

(c).
Enhancing and capitalising on the environmental assets of the fisheries and aquaculture areas, including operations to mitigate climate change;

(d).
promoting social well-being and cultural heritage in fisheries and aquaculture areas, including fisheries, aquaculture and maritime cultural heritage; and,

(e).
Strengthening the role of fisheries communities in local development and the governance of local fisheries resources and maritime activities.

2.4.     European Commission guidance on CLLD highlights the importance of high quality local development strategies which places particular demands on FLAGs. The strategies should be underpinned by an assessment of needs (SWOT analysis) at the local level. The priorities and objectives identified need to be grounded in the particular challenges faced in the local communities but must, at the same time, remain consistent with the overall programme-level priorities. The specific actions and areas of focus need to be linked and coherent according to the development strategy.
3. 
Local Development Strategy (LDS)
3.1.
The Local Development Strategy should be prepared in an open and broadly-based process and following the bottom-up principle. We would expect potential FLAGS to set out how they will ensure that everyone in the area is to be given an opportunity to engage in the preparation of the LDS, including representatives of public sector organisations, business, voluntary bodies and local people. 
3.2
When the FLAG has been appointed by the Department, DAERA will make funding available to the successful organisation to develop a Local Development Strategy consistent with Union Priority 4 requirements. Costs incurred by applicant organisations before a FLAG is appointed will not be reimbursed. It is recommended that applicant groups do not commence developing a Local Development Strategy at this stage of the process.

3.3
Good preparation is key to ensuring successful strategy delivery. With this in mind prospective Fisheries Local Action Groups should adopt the following principles when preparing the Local Development Strategy.
(a) Ensure that the strategy is clear, logical, feasible and realistic. The strategy should also be inclusive and grassroots-based, with clear evidence of input and support from individuals, communities and businesses from the areas.

(b) It should be consistent with a common thread running through it, founded on utilising the strengths and opportunities of the area and also set out new solutions, innovative ideas or practices to its weaknesses and threats that can be adopted by actors in the area.

(c) Comply with the principle of sustainable development by supporting economic growth and social cohesion whilst addressing the challenges of climate change and protecting the environment.

(d) The priorities selected for the LDS must arise from the analysis of the current situation and where appropriate learning from previous Programme experiences. This is so that everyone is clear about what they are collectively aiming to achieve and will know when they have achieved each element.

(e) A LDS should identify what will be done, why it will be done, by whom, by when and from which budgets (when these are known). This should be reflected in an action plan with SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, Time-bound) targets or descriptions of what the partners (or applicants) are going to do.

4.  
Role of the Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs)

4.1.
It is the function of the appointed FLAG to propose the local development strategy for the designated fisheries area. The FLAG should include the main stakeholders from public, private and third sectors and they should include in particular a “significant representation of fisheries and aquaculture sectors”. A key challenge at the outset is to mobilise participation from across the community and stakeholder groups. A balanced composition is important with no organisation or single-interest group permitted to have more than 50 per cent of voting rights and at least half of the votes in project-selection decisions from non-public sector partners.

4.2.
The following is a brief outline of responsibilities of the FLAG:
(a) Develop a high  quality local development strategy for Northern Ireland’s community that demonstrate a high dependency on the industry for its wealth and employment opportunities
(b) Implementation and delivery of the approved strategy, 
(c) Issue calls for applications for funding; 
(d) Issue application forms and guidance notes and assist potential project promoters in the development of suitable projects and provide guidance on the application process.  

(e) Arrange/chair selection panels which meet equality requirements and ensure potential conflicts of interest are properly handled. Any FLAG member who has an interest in an applicant must declare that interest immediately and remove themselves from the decision making process. They may not attempt to influence the outcome of the decision in any way otherwise the project application may be rejected. All members must complete a Conflict of Interest Declaration.
(f) Determine eligibility of applications

(g) Recommend the projects to be financed under the strategy including co-operation projects.
(h) Issue rejection letters to unsuccessful applicants which must give full details/justification for the application being unsuccessful. The FLAG will also consider any appeals made on behalf of initially unsuccessful projects, and it is for this reason also that the FLAG must have a robust decision making process in place in order that each decision can be fully detailed and justified to the applicant.
(i) Prepare Letter of Offer documentation.

(j) Publicise the availability of funding to potential beneficiaries through issuing press notices or articles, holding information seminars, use of website, addressing any enquiries from the general public.  
(k) Make available a review/complaints procedure for unsuccessful applicants. 

(l) Agree with project promoters appropriate outputs, results and impact targets and specify financial information that will be required throughout the life of the project;
(m) Issue claim forms and process claims to be paid by the DAERA Fisheries Grants Unit.

(n)  Monitoring and evaluating individual projects to ensure that the EMFF key programme objectives and outcomes are being achieved and how they collectively meet the desired outcome. Specific target indicators will be agreed with the FLAG to monitor and they will report quarterly to DAERA as to how they are meeting the targets. The FLAG will be financially monitored on their expenditure against their individual business plan.

(o) Participation in National and European Networks;

4.3   In all aspects of this work the FLAG must demonstrate that they:
·    are inclusive in composition and conduct;

·    are open and transparent in all proceedings;

·    offer equality of standing for all partners regardless of gender, ethnicity, 

           religious tradition and geographical spread in line with terms of Section 75 Northern Ireland Act 1998;

·    aim to secure widespread ownership within the broad community;

·    seen to be fair in the conduct of its business;
·    demonstrate fairness in the distribution of funding and;

·    operate within the regulations to address possible conflict of interest.

4.4       
The FLAG should record their approach to these issues in a written, publicly available statement(s).  
5.      Administration Costs
5.1
To enable the roles and responsibilities to be fully undertaken and delivered, the FLAG must be adequately resourced.  DAERA will award to the appointed FLAG administrative running costs up to a maximum of 15 % of the total public expenditure incurred within the community-led local development strategy. This will include animation funds.

5.2
The FLAG itself will be responsible for overseeing the running costs of the appointed organisation within the maximum limit of 15%. The amount of these costs should be limited to the minimum amount necessary to allow the proper management and control of activities funded.
6. 
Funding Allocation
6.1.
The indicative budget for the Union Priority 4 is €2.73 million (approximately £2.35 million, inclusive of administrative costs which are limited to a maximum of 15% of the budget.

7.
DAERAs Role
7.1.
With DAERA being the appointed implementing body for the delivery of the Northern Ireland portion of the UK EMFF allocation consistent with the requirements of the EMFF Regulations and Implementing Rules, the Department will be accountable to the UK Managing Authority for EMFF (Marine Management Organisation) and the UK Programme Monitoring Committee for the proper and controlled delivery of EMFF within Northern Ireland 
7.2.
DAERA Marine and Fisheries Division will be responsible for making all payments of eligible expenditure under this Programme. In respect of these payments, it will ensure that:

· the eligibility of requests for and the procedures for allocating aid and their compliance with Community rules are checked before payment is authorised;

· accurate and exhaustive accounts are kept of payments made;
· checks laid down in EU legislation are made;
· documentation is presented in a timely manner and in the required format;

· documentation is accessible, complete, valid and legible;

· reconciling the Community contribution;

· Compiling annual data
7.3.
There will be a clear allocation and separation of functions between the Department’s staff and the FLAG staff and members
7.4.
The certifying body will be the Internal Audit Department within the Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) in England.  
8.
Fisheries Local Action Group (FLAG) Selection 
8.1. Union Priority 4 of the EMFF will be delivered by a FLAG.  This section covers the key principles that will be applied. Selection procedures for the FLAG will be transparent and competitive.  The EC have stipulated that the competitive process must cover competition among groups to become FLAGs, not solely between FLAGs to receive differing levels of funding.  
8.2. There will only be one successful FLAG appointed for Northern Ireland and there will only be one opportunity for potential FLAGs to apply for delivery of the agreed elements of the programme.  
8.3. To ensure the application of the principle of equal treatment the same Selection criteria will be applied to all applications received.   
8.4. The content of this information pack will be available to potential organisations that wish to apply to become the FLAG for Northern Ireland. Guidance on the completion of the FLAG application form is appended to the Application Form.
8.5. The FLAG Selection Panel will comprise of at least 3 people who will assess and score the applications.  The panel will :

i. Include a representative with relevant experience and who is independent of DAERA Marine and Fisheries Division;

ii. Be independent of those applying and of those who may provide guidance on the completion of  applications or eligibility assessments;

iii. Be broadly based, have a range of expertise, reflecting Section 75 groupings;

iv. Have been properly trained to undertake the task;

v. Ensure that any meetings of the Panel are minuted.

vi. Ensure that all scored assessment forms are signed by each Panel member.

vii. Ensure that all decisions relating to the assessment of applications are fully documented and retained until 31 December 2023. 
viii. When processing personal data in respect of applications, the Secretariat and the Panel are required to comply with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998.

8.6 
All applications will be assessed against the same eligibility criteria and all eligible applications will be assessed against the same scoring criteria.  Details of these are included at Annexes 1 and 3.

8.7
The Panel will make a clear recommendation on its selection.

8.8.
The procedure to be applied for selection and ratification of the FLAG will consist of three stages.

8.9 Stage 1 commences with DAERA making a call for applications.  The call for applications will be comprehensive and will include: 

· Information and guidance on how to apply, advise on closing date for receipt of applications and points of contact;

· FLAG application form;
· Details of essential eligibility criteria (and advising that only those applications that meet this criteria will be scored by the Selection  Panel ;                    

· Details of the scoring criteria that will be used in assessing the applications;  
· Provide details of the review process  
· Advice on the indicative budget that will be awarded to the successful FLAG for implementation of the strategy.

8.10 Stage 2: The eligibility of all applications received within the closing date will be assessed by DAERA’s Selection Panel against the eligibility criteria.  All eligible applications will go forward for scoring.  Applicants ruled out at this stage will be advised immediately.  The correspondence will include details of the reason(s) for rejection and advice on the review process.
8.11 Following considerations of any eligibility reviews, applications considered to be eligible will be considered by the Selection Panel and scored against the scoring mark frame.  The same mark frame including pass mark will be used against all applications. The pass mark has been set at 120 (out of 200) marks.
8.12 The FLAG with the highest score (as long as that score is above the pass mark) will be the successful nomination for formal approval.  Unsuccessful FLAGs will be notified of the reasons and provided with an opportunity to seek a review of the decision.  

8.13 Stage 3: Approval of FLAG by DAERA – The successful FLAG will be notified after all reviews have been exhausted.
9.
Equality of Opportunity

9.1
In accordance with Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, FLAGs, in all of their operations will be expected to pursue the principles and practice of equality of opportunity between men and women, between persons of a different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status or sexual orientation, between persons with a disability and persons without and between persons with dependants and persons without.  They will have to have regard to promoting good relationships between persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group.

10.     Closing date

10.1   Only those applications forms, which have been properly completed, signed and received by the relevant closing date, will be considered.

ANNEX 1

FLAG Eligibility Criteria

Applicants will be required to meet all of the following essential eligibility criteria before they can proceed to Stage 2 of the assessment process.

	Criteria

	1. The application form has been signed and completed in sufficient detail in order for an eligibility assessment to be carried out.



	2.  The application form has been submitted within the specified closing date for receipt of applications. 

    

	3. The proposed membership of the FLAG meets the requirements of representation in terms of public, private and civil society sectors, including fishing industry representation.  



	4. No organisation or single-interest group has more than 50 per cent of voting rights and at least half of the votes in project-selection decisions will be from non-public sector

   

	5.   The FLAG has confirmed that it will actively participate in the agreed co-operation and networking activities at Northern Ireland, United Kingdom and European Union Levels.



	6. The FLAG provided evidence of experience in delivering a Local Development Strategy of similar magnitude 


	7. The FLAG has provided a commitment that it will ensure that the costs of administration associated with delivering the Local Development Strategy will not exceed the maximum percentage stipulated in the EMFF Regulation. 




Should one or more of the answers to the above questions be NO the application will be considered ineligible

ANNEX 2
EMFF CLLD FLAG REVIEW  PROCESS

Applications ruled out at the essential eligibility criteria stage should be offered the opportunity to appeal against the decision affecting them.  They should be allowed two weeks from the date of the rejected decision letter to submit an appeal.  

Appeals should be considered by a Panel of 3 people which is independent of the Selection Panel.   
An appeal should be considered only under the following criteria:

· that the outcome was a decision that no reasonable person would have made on the basis of the information provided in the application; and/or
· there was a failure in adherence to procedures or systems.

Appeals on any other grounds will not be considered.  A request for an appeal should not include additional information/documentation in support of the application.

The Appeal Panel should receive all the documentation considered by the Selection Panel, including signed documentation relating to all stages of the selection process including the record of the reasons for the selection decision and a copy of the appeal request.

The Appeal Panel will consider whether the applicant has demonstrated sufficient grounds for review to be upheld.  The Appeal Panel will inform the applicant in writing of its decision and whether of nor it has recommended to uphold the original decision or asked for it to be reconsidered.

An Appeal Panel cannot re-assess or re-mark an application, nor overturn a Selection Panel’s decision.  It can however, conclude that a Selection Panel’s decision was unreasonable or that procedures were not properly followed, and require a Selection Panel to reconsider its decision in the light of those findings.

In coming to its final conclusion the Selection Panel should have regard to the Appeal Panel’s findings and recommendations but may not be bound to follow all or part of these.  However, unless there are over-riding legal or other relevant and defensible considerations the recommendations of the Appeal Panel will be accepted.  The Selection Panel should not substitute an acceptance decision for a rejection unless the Appeal Panel has indicated grounds for doing so.  This should be clearly stated in the documentation to the applicant.

Having considered the Appeal Panel’s considerations the decision of the Selection Panel will be binding on the applicant and will not be subject to any further appeals.
The appeal process must be completed within 2 weeks of receipt of the request for appeal unless it is impractical to do so.

ANNEX 3
Selection of Fisheries Local Action Group (FLAG)
SCORING CRITERIA
	FLAG Application Question no.
	Scoring Criteria
	Scores available 
	Score allocated

	2
	Does the geographic area covered by the FLAG represent the most significant region(s) of Northern Ireland in terms of dependence on the fishing industry for employment and wealth creation opportunities?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	3.1
	Does the number of board members offer an efficient, workable group size?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	3.2

	How representative is the board of locally based socio-economic sectors? 
	Max. Score (10)
	

	4.1


	Has the applicant provided a clear, robust and logical process demonstrating how it has addressed/will address equality of opportunity and balanced representation?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	4.2


	Has the applicant has provided a clear, robust and logical process for arriving at the public sector representation? 
	Max. Score (10)
	

	4.3

 
	Has the applicant provided evidence of a favourable economic and social partner gender and age balance and the same for public sector membership?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	4.4

	Has the applicant demonstrated how the final combined composition is reflective of the FLAG area?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	5.1
	Has evidence been provided of ability to programme manage?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	5.2
	Has evidence of role/detail of wider FLAG and sub groups been provided?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	5.3
	Is there evidence provided of previous programme or project experience? 
	Max. Score (10)
	

	5.4
	Evidence of accountability and control systems application provided?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	6.1
	Evidence that the FLAG has the necessary core skills and experience required for successful delivery of the strategy?
	Max. Score (30)
	

	6.2
	Evidence of relevant Working relationships
	Max. Score (10)
	

	7.2
	Relevant experience of FLAG members in co-operation and networking activities.
	Max. Score (10)
	

	8.1
	How well has the FLAG described its strategic vision for the target area?
	Max. Score (10)
	

	8.2
	Processes and actions to produce a strategy are clear and include measurable objectives, targets and indicators, and systems in place to measure against objectives.
	Max. Score (10)
	

	8.3
	Is there evidence to show how the implementation of the strategy will be achieved? 
	Max. Score (10)
	

	8.4
	Is evidence provided to show strategy development will be a fully inclusive process
	Max. Score (10)
	

	
	                                                                                TOTAL SCORE                                                                              
	Maximum score 200
	


Rationale for Scoring
The table below demonstrates how marks can be awarded to the criteria being assessed. For questions marked out of 10, a weighting of x2 should be applied and for questions marked out of 30, a weighting of x6 should be applied.

	Score
	Rationale

	4 - 5
	The applicant has provided clear, comprehensive evidence.

	2 - 3
	The applicant has provided some evidence

	0 - 1
	The applicant has provided little or no evidence
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