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Whilst not yet officially confirmed in detail, the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) are 
making it known, with regards to future  European Social Fund (ESF) 
procurement, they do not intend to subject ESF co-financed provision to open 
competition. The SFA consider that the Approved College and Training 
Organisation Register (ACTOR) process has already demonstrated 
contestability. ACTOR is the Skills Funding Agency’s on-line e-Tendering 
application for the procurement of education and vocational training services. 
 
Instead, funding will be allocated on the basis of ACTOR scores moderated by 
local SFA staff. As far as can be ascertained at this time, the process will involve 
the following stages:- 
 

• The SFA will draw on the list of providers accepted via ACTOR 
 
• The SFA will then identify a shortlist of providers for each region  

 
• SFA regions can then comment on the shortlist  

 
• The selected providers will be given contracts to deliver a set of outcomes 

with a sum of money to a specific target group 
 

• This process is to be completed ready for delivery on 1st April 2011 
 

• The SFA have indicated that they are going to amend their regional ESF 
co-finance plan with regards to target groups and outcomes to align it with 
Government priorities and remove all priority groups that don’t fit. 

 
Whilst we await further details we feel that this development has serious 
implications for the voluntary sector.  
 
We set out below our joint response to the announcement: 
 
During the first stage of the ESF 2007/13 programme voluntary sector providers 
in the North West secured approximately 35% of contracts. More than 45% of   
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

people learning through these providers were living in the most deprived 20% of 
communities.  
 
This is partly due to the fact that many voluntary sector organisations operate at 
a local level, building strong links with and having an excellent understanding of 
the needs of their communities. 
 
It is also, in part, because ESF was one of the few funds distributed by open 
competition allowing entry to the market not open through most other mainstream 
funding routes. More importantly, this genuine contestability allowed voluntary 
sector organisations to demonstrate in the bidding process how their skills and 
capabilities made them well-placed to meet the needs of the groups and 
communities targeted by ESF. There is plenty of research evidence confirming 
the important role the voluntary sector has played in delivering ESF priorities. 
 
North West Network, Merseyside Network for Europe and Voluntary Sector North 
West are extremely concerned that the proposed arrangements for procurement 
of provision under the 2011/13 ESF stage will seriously disadvantage North West  
voluntary sector providers whose strengths may not be immediately evident to 
those making selection decisions based on ACTOR due diligence 
questionnaires. 
 
We have serious reservations that ACTOR, while providing an enhanced due 
diligence process, will not necessarily provide sufficient and adequate 
information to select the best providers, particularly where those providers have a 
more limited involvement in mainstream learning and so do not necessarily have 
such a strong showing in certain areas assessed by ACTOR. This could in our 
view seriously disadvantage voluntary sector providers. 
 
It is our view that the most important single contribution that the Skills Funding 
Agency can make to supporting voluntary sector providers to contribute fully to a 
high quality ESF programme is to make the process of applying for European 
Social Funding as open and transparent as possible. 
 
We will be requesting that the Skills Funding Agency reconsiders the situation 
and reinstates the process of Open and Competitive Tendering on a sub-regional 
basis 
 
Even at this late date, we think there may be ways in which the potential effect on 
voluntary sector providers can be ameliorated. Some of these are listed below:- 
 

• The SFA could aim to achieve a similar proportion of providers from each 
sector based on the last ESF tendering round.  

• Some of the funding could be held back to be bid for by those not 
receiving allocated funding under the proposed allocation system.  



 

 

 
 
 
 

• We believe that with the demise of the ESF Regional Committee the 
established VCS/Co-Finance Group which includes voluntary sector, LA’s, 
JCP, NOMS and SFA should continue to meet. This group could monitor 
the impact of the changes in procurement being proposed, should the SFA 
choose to go ahead with them anyway. This work could be included in the 
scope of an ESF Technical Assistance contract. 

 
• There could be some support from the SFA assist in the awarding of 

funding to voluntary sector providers (as already happens with Community 
Grants). This could be added to regional Technical Assistance contracts to 
add value to existing support for the voluntary sector. 

 
It is vital that the voluntary sector is enabled to play its full part in the ESF 
programme so that providers can continue to make their vital contribution to 
supporting unemployed people back into work through learning and skills 
programmes. 
 
We feel that the emphasis on Big Society throughout government departments 
(including the SFA’s sponsoring department BIS) and on increasing the 
contribution of the voluntary sector in public services is in danger of being 
undermined if there is a reduction in voluntary sector involvement in delivering 
learning and skills. 
 
We will, in the coming few days, along with other interested partners, be 
submitting our views and concerns to the SFA and other decision makers with 
influence over this process. 
 
If you have any comments or questions about the content of this paper then 
please contact John Hacking , Senior European Officer, North West Network on 
0161 236 6493 or email john@nwnetwork.org.uk 
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