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1. Introduction 

1.1 OB3 Research, in conjunction with Hatch Regeneris and Dateb, were appointed by 

the Welsh European Funding Office (WEFO) in April 2019 to undertake an 

evaluation of the Regional Engagement Teams (RETs).  

1.2 The aims of the evaluation were: 

 to assess the progress made by RETs towards their overall objective of 

maximising the benefits of the European Structural Investment (ESI) programmes 

to each region of Wales  

 to provide recommendations for RET activities for the remainder of the 

programming period and 

 to provide recommendations for approaches to regional engagement and 

regional investment in Wales after Brexit.  

1.3 The evaluation was required to consider ten research objectives, summarised as: 

 to review whether the current RET Theory of Change (ToC) model is reflective of 

the work of RETs and that their work is unfolding as expected  

 to assess whether the explicit and implicit assumptions underpinning the ToC 

have held true 

 to further develop and extend the ToC to reflect RETs business plans  

 to identify the unintended effects of RET activities, highlighting areas of 

duplication and added value 

 to assess how RETs and WEFO have worked together  

 to assess how RETs have worked with ESI funding applicants and lead 

beneficiaries, and their understanding of the role of RETs 

 to review how RETs have worked to support regional partnerships, and their 

understanding of the role of RETs 

 to review how RETs have worked with other organisations in their region, and 

their understanding of the role of RETs 

 to identify any lessons learned from regional engagement in ESI programmes 

from across the UK  

 to identify any variation by region, fund, priorities or other factors and what 

accounts for this.   
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1.4 It was recognised that it was too early for the evaluation to be able to assess in full 

whether RETs had achieved their overall objective but nonetheless should assess 

whether the appropriate activities are taking place and the right structures and 

relationships are present to enable this objective to be met.  

1.5 The methodology adopted involved an inception and scoping phase, desk-based 

review of RET documentation, fieldwork with representatives from RETs, WEFO, 

EU funded operations and other stakeholder organisations. 

1.6 This report is presented in nine chapters as follows:  

 Chapter one: provides an introduction to the report 

 Chapter two: sets out an outline of the study methodology  

 Chapter three: provides an overview of RETs 

 Chapter four: considers the veracity of theory of change  

 Chapter five: considers RET inputs and activities to date  

 Chapter six: discusses performance in terms of outputs and outcomes 

 Chapter seven: explores future RET activities 

 Chapter eight: considers approaches adopted across the UK in England, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland 

 Chapter nine: presents our conclusions and recommendations. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 This chapter sets out the method used for undertaking the evaluation and sets out 

some key methodological considerations. 

Method 

2.2 The evaluation, which was undertaken between April and August 2019, involved the 

following elements of work: 

 An inception stage, which included an inception meeting with WEFO officials, 

scoping interviews with a representative from each of the four RETs and 

preparing a refined methodological approach and project plan.   

 Desk based research, which involved an analysis of relevant policy, programme 

and operational-level documentation, supplied by WEFO and individual RETs.  

 Reviewing ESI programme delivery approaches across England, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland, to include consultations with policy leads from each of these 

home nations.  

 Facilitating a Theory of Change (ToC) workshop with RET officers to review the 

assumptions, intentions and outcomes set within the existing ToC model. 

 Preparing four qualitative discussion guides to interview representatives from 

RETs, WEFO, European Structural Investment (ESI) lead beneficiaries and other 

key stakeholders. 

 Preparing and hosting a bilingual web survey, distributed by WEFO and RETs 

using social media and e-mails to their contacts. 

 Receiving, checking and coding 49 web survey responses. All but two 

respondents completed the survey in English. The profile of respondents was: 

 10 were based at Higher Education Institutions (HEI), 10 were based at 

a third sector organisation, eight were from a local authority, eight were 

from representatives of the Welsh Government, five were from Further 

Education Institutions (FEI), five were from other public sector 

organisations, two represented regional partnerships and one 

represented a private sector organisation.  

 Over three-quarters (38 respondents) were involved with ESI funded 

applications or operations: of these, all but three (35 respondents) were 

involved with West Wales and the Valleys (WWV) operations and 27 
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respondents were involved with East Wales (EW) operations. 25 

respondents were involved with both WWV and EW operations.  

 Accessing a database of current ESI lead beneficiaries and selecting a sample of 

25 operations (as well as four reserve beneficiaries) to be approached for 

interview. The sample selected offered a balance in terms of geographical 

coverage (WWV/EW operations and those operating at a pan-Wales and 

local/regional level), ESI funded programme (ERDF and ESF) and the respective 

priorities within these, as well sector (i.e. public, third and private sector) 

 Interviewing 25 ESI lead beneficiaries1. Of these: 

 17 were based in WWV and eight in EW  

 15 were funded via ERDF and 10 were funded via ESF programmes 

 nine were funded via Priority 1, seven within Priority 2, five within 

Priority 3 and four within Priority 4   

 eight were Welsh Government led, seven were led by HEI/FEIs or 

another educational body, four were local authority led, four were third 

sector led and two were private sector led  

 ten were involved in pan Wales projects and 15 represented regionally 

focused projects. Of the regional projects two covered all of EW and 

one covered all WWV. The remaining 13 projects operated across the 

RET geographies of north Wales (seven), mid Wales (five), Swansea 

Bay (seven) and south east (five). 

 Undertaking a package of fieldwork with each RET to include interviews with 16 

RETs officers and other key representatives from the host local authorities.   

 Attending one RET advisory group meeting and observing two RET events2.  

 Interviewing 10 WEFO officials.  

 Interviewing 11 individuals3 from key stakeholder organisations4.  

 Analysing the findings of the fieldwork and preparing this report. 

 

                                                 
1 To include 24 from the original sample and one from the reserve list 
2 A third network event which the research team intended to observe was cancelled due to the high number of 

apologies received for the event 
3 One of these individuals also contributed in their capacity as a RET officer, and included within both 
4 One other stakeholder organisation was approached but declined to contribute 
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3. An overview of RETs 

3.1 This chapter sets out an introduction to the RETs, including their establishment, 

purpose and structure. 

Introduction  

3.2 The four European Structural Investment (ESI) Operational Programmes in place 

for the 2014 to 2020 programme period in Wales set out how European Social 

Funds (ESF) and European Regional Development Funds (ERDF) would be used 

across Wales to support the aims of the Welsh Government’s Programme for 

Government and the European Union strategy for Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive 

Growth (EU2020).  

3.3 Each strategy sets out an intention that Wales would pursue ‘a more concentrated 

and integrated approach in the 2014-20 round of programmes’ which would help 

achieve better ‘cooperation and coordination between funds’5. 

3.4 A Technical Assistance (TA) priority was included in each of the four Operational 

Programmes: 

 West Wales and the Valleys European Social Fund: Priority Axis 4. 

 West Wales and the Valleys European Regional Development Fund: Priority Axis 

5. 

 East Wales European Social Fund: Priority Axis 4. 

 East Wales European Regional Development Fund6: Priority Axis 5. 

3.5 Within each TA Priority Axis, a Specific Objective (Specific Objective 3) was set out 

with a common purpose: ‘to enhance the integration and the complementarity of 

investments with other ESI funds and wider Commission led and Sector based 

programmes’7. It was expected that actions would be integrated across the ERDF 

and ESF programmes for the WWV and EW programme areas.  

3.6 Specifically, the Operational Programming documents set out that they expected 

funded actions within each Specific Objective to support partnership and 

networking activities which would: 

                                                 
5 Welsh European Funding Office (December 2014) 2014-2020 ESF West Wales and the Valleys Operational 

Programme see p.17 
6 2014-2020 ERDF East Wales Operational Programme 
7 Ibid, p.154 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/west-wales-esf-operational-programme-summary.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/west-wales-esf-operational-programme-summary.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/east-wales-erdf-operational-programme-summary_0.pdf
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 encourage and facilitate collaborative projects and approaches 

 help align European Commission led, ESI fund and sector based programmes 

 enhance capacity for cross programme coordination and the integration of ESI 

funds with national expenditure and programmes, and 

 strengthen coordination and liaison mechanisms with partnerships and promoting 

partnership working.8 

3.7 The Operational Programme documents also set out that information and 

publicity activities would be funded as part of TA, to include those that would: 

 disseminate information and publicity, including via seminars, workshops and 

networking events  

 disseminate and promote the impacts of enhanced integration with ESI funds and 

wider sector programmes.9   

3.8 For the 2014-2020 programming period, the European Commission expected 

managing authorities to adopt TA output indicators for the first time. The 

Operational Programme documents set out these indicators10: 

 Number of training events held*  

 Framework Contract for Specialist Expertise in place for delivery of operations  

 Number of operations undergoing a formal assessment for their cross cutting 

themes integration 

 Number of research reports published 

 Number of operations given Monitoring and Evaluation advice  

 Number of dissemination events*  

 Number of events organised by WEFO*  

 Number of press releases issued*  

 Number of high profile launches  

 Number of e-newsletters issued*  

 Percentage of enquiries resolved within 5 working days  

 Number of audit visits.  

                                                 
8 E.g. Welsh European Funding Office (December 2014) 2014-2020 ESF West Wales and the Valleys 

Operational Programme as set out in p.155-156 
9 Ibid, p.157 
10 Indicators denoted with an * cover both ESF and ERDF operational programmes 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/west-wales-esf-operational-programme-summary.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/west-wales-esf-operational-programme-summary.pdf
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3.9 Furthermore, the Operational Programming documents also reinforce the 

importance of partnership and collaborative working in the delivery of funded 

programmes. It was expected that national, regional and local players would 

contribute to the spatial prioritisation of funding across P4 ERDF programme: ‘the 

relatively small level of funds available and the high level of interest envisaged 

under this Specific Objective means that only a limited number of spatially 

prioritised schemes can be supported. Therefore, it is essential that the Welsh 

Government, Local Government, Community actors, and local / regional private 

sector organisations work together to identify and prioritise investments’11. 

Background to RETs 

3.10 The RETs concept was developed by WEFO to help improve the way ESI funding 

would be used and managed across the 2014-2020 operational programmes. In 

particular RETs were expected to contribute towards ‘a more strategic delivery 

model with a clearer framework for economic prioritisation by ensuring regional 

alignment and coherence of operations’12. 

3.11 They were expected to build upon previous TA approaches such as those adopted 

by Local Partnerships within the 2000-2006 ESI operational programmes and 

Spatial European Teams (SETs) within the 2007-2013 programmes, although the 

remit awarded to RETs was expected to differ to previous programmes.  

3.12 During 2000-2006, Local Partnerships were established in each Local Authority 

area and provided, via Local Authority employed European Officers, advice and 

support to organisations to apply for ESI funds. Each Local Partnership was also 

allocated a budget for certain programme measures and had a role in project 

approval. 

3.13 During the 2007-2013 period, a more regional approach was adopted and SETs 

were established with the objective of helping to ensure that a more joined-up, 

strategic approach was adopted to the planning and delivery of projects. SETs 

provided advice, support and partnership facilitation. Their remit included assisting 

projects during their development, delivery and closure, as well as providing 

aftercare visits and assisting with audit preparations. SETs were structured 

according to the Wales Spatial Plan regions of Wales and were staffed by Local 

                                                 
11 Welsh Government ‘Operational Programme West Wales and the Valleys ERDF’ p.130 
12 Regional Engagement Teams Briefing (October 2016) Internal WEFO document  

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/west-wales-valleys-erdf-operational-programme.pdf
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Authority officials from all the Local Authorities within the region. The Welsh 

Government’s Economy Department had overall responsibility for their 

management. Following recommendations offered by an evaluation of SETs, they 

were rebranded as Specialist European Teams, their management structures were 

simplified and the role of the Welsh Government department reduced.   

3.14 By the 2014-2020 programme period a further move towards regionalisation had 

taken place across Wales. Regional partnership structures such as City Region 

Boards and the North Wales Economic Ambition Board had been formed and 

others, such as the Growing Mid Wales partnership and City Regional Deals, were 

emerging. In addition, the Guildford review13 of ESI programme implementation 

recommended that ‘credible regional and thematic planning mechanisms’ be put in 

place to identify demand and ‘provide support for post approval delivery 

mechanisms’. The review acknowledged that such structures were already being 

developed throughout Wales at the time. 

3.15 As a result of these developments, WEFO proposed to support four regional 

engagement teams with the objective of ensuring the greatest strategic impact of 

ESI funding within their respective regions.  

3.16 A call for funding proposals was issued by WEFO and the following four regions 

submitted detailed business plans for consideration:  

 south east led by Bridgend County Borough Council and covering 10 local 

authority areas 

 Swansea Bay led by Carmarthenshire County Council on behalf of the Swansea 

Bay City Region and covering four local authority areas 

 mid Wales led by Ceredigion County Council on behalf of the Growing Mid Wales 

Partnership and covering two local authority areas 

 north Wales led by Conwy County Council on behalf of the North Wales 

Economic Ambition Board and covering six local authority areas. 

3.17 Funding was formally approved for all RETs in 2016, although an interim south east 

RET was in operation from September 2015 onwards.  

3.18 RETs have been funded via all four ESI programme operations. In all 14 TA 

operations fund the work of four RETs: three RETs are funded via all four ESI 

                                                 
13 Guildford, G. (2013). Investing in Growth and Jobs: An Independent Review of Arrangements for 

Implementation of European Structural Funds Programmes 2014-2020.  

https://gov.wales/docs/wefo/publications/130314guilfordreporten.pdf
https://gov.wales/docs/wefo/publications/130314guilfordreporten.pdf
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programmes whilst the fourth (Swansea Bay) is funded by two ESI programmes (i.e. 

WWV ESF and WWV ERDF programmes).  

3.19 Funding of £2.55m was allocated to RETs activities, initially up until 31 March 2021 

and thereafter extended until 31 June 2023, with the expectation that RETs utilise 

their underspend to fund this extension. WEFO issued funding agreements to each 

RET, one for WWV and another for EW as appropriate.  

3.20 The level of ESI funding made available to each RET is set out at Table 3.1. It 

shows that the level of funding varies from one region to another. Swansea Bay 

RET was awarded a higher allocation than the other three regions, accounting for 

nearly a third of the overall budget. ESI funds account for just under 75 per cent of 

RETs’ funding. Local authorities were expected to co-finance the remaining 25 per 

cent.  

Table 3.1: ESI funding for RETs by operational programme 

Programme/RET 

£ 

North Mid Swansea 

Bay 

South East Total 

ERDF WWV 347,567 257,099 469,237 293,118 1,367,021 

ERDF EW 47,701 29,402  40,024 117,127 

ESF WWV 250,810 170,446 339,785 212,258 973,299 

ESF EW 35,542 29,402  28,924 93,868 

Total 681,620 486,349 809,022 574,324 2,551,315 

Source: WEFO (October 2016) 

Aims and Objectives of RETs 

3.21 RETs were established to contribute towards ‘a more strategic delivery model with a 

clearer framework for economic prioritisation by ensuring regional alignment and 

coherence of operations’14. Their main aim is to maximise the benefits of ESI 

investment to their respective regions.  

3.22 Business plans submitted by local authorities acknowledge that the level of support 

previously provided by SETs was no longer needed during the 2014-2020 

programme period, given the sufficient experience amongst grant holders of 

applying for and delivering ESI funded provisions. Business plans make the case 

that the greatest area of need was around facilitating and promoting contacts 

                                                 
14 Regional Engagement Teams Briefing (October 2016) Internal WEFO document. 
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between potential partners and operations. Business plans also recognise that the 

2014-20 programme would focus on larger, more strategic projects and that this 

would have a bearing upon the nature of technical support required.    

3.23 A review of documentation shows that WEFO envisaged that RETs would: 

 undertake regional proofing: ‘to coordinate and facilitate the regional proofing of 

proposed operations in order to provide a regional view to WEFO on the regional 

strategic fit of all proposed operations with relevant strategies and wider 

interventions and activities’. In order to achieve this RETs would be expected to 

assess proposed operations against a set criteria 

 ensure that proposed national operations complement and add value to existing 

local and regional activity and demand 

 ensure cross-sector transparent engagement across the region  

 map proposed operations in order to identify any duplication and potential gaps  

 work with WEFO on any gaps in provision and facilitate development of 

operations where there are opportunities to fill those gaps 

 work with beneficiaries, partners and WEFO to identify where proposed 

operations have the potential for integrated working across ESI and other funds  

 support WEFO’s regular review of the Economic Prioritisation Framework (EPF) 

 work with WEFO during the mobilisation phase of operations to ensure that 

appropriate and workable delivery and implementation arrangements would be in 

place for regional delivery of national or programme wide operations  

 coordinate and facilitate engagement with all sectors and partners in their regions 

including with the Wales Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA) TA operations to 

exchange intelligence and address any issues regarding planned and emerging 

delivery within the region  

 work together with the Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) to share 

expertise and disseminate information and good practice  

 provide quarterly reports to WEFO (annually to the Programme Monitoring 

Committee) and the Regional Partnerships on how cooperation between regional 

operations (and national operations with elements of regional delivery) was being 

promoted and ensured, and targets on cross cutting themes 

 provide an annual report to WEFO on emerging regionally significant economic 

opportunities that could act as a demand driver within the region and 6 monthly 
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on new and emerging regionally significant public, private and third sector 

investment programmes and assets15.  

3.24 It was expected that the work of the RETs would contribute towards five TA outputs 

indicators, namely: 

 number of training events  

 number of dissemination events  

 number of press releases issued  

 number of e-newsletters issued 

 number of full-time equivalent (FTE) employees whose salaries are co-financed 

by TA.  

RETs’ business plans  

3.25 A review of business plans submitted by RETs suggests that their proposed 

activities were in keeping with those set out by WEFO. In particular, business plans 

stress the important role that RETs would have in regional proofing proposed 

activity by co-ordinating activity and identifying potential duplication and/or gaps in 

provision. They also stress that RETs should not ‘provide direct guidance and 

development support to operations as this responsibility lies with WEFO’16.  

3.26 Business plans identify the need for RETs to engage ‘ESI programmes with the 

evolving regional structures and activities’17 including existing structures such as 

Employment and Skills Board, Regional Skills Partnerships (RSPs) and Capital 

Region Boards and proposed new structures such as City Regional Deals. Business 

plans recognise that partnership structures would be likely to change and evolve 

over RETs’ lifetime and that they would be required to respond accordingly.  

3.27 Business plans commonly stress the need for RETs to ‘have an overview across all 

European funds’ (SE) including ERDF, ESF, European Agricultural Fund for Rural 

Development (EAFRD) and European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) and 

also seek to integrate other funding streams such as Horizon 2020, Interregional, 

Transnational, Cross Border and LIFE+ programmes into regional approaches. 

                                                 
15 Regional Engagement Teams Briefing (October 2016) Internal WEFO document. 
16 Bridgend County Borough Council South East Regional Engagement Team 2014 – 2020 Business Plan by 

(Version 0.7 24th March 2016) p.13. 
17 Bridgend County Borough Council South East Regional Engagement Team 2014 – 2020 Business Plan by 

(Version 0.7 24th March 2016). 
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3.28 A key theme addressed within business plans is the strategic fit between RETs’ 

operation and the EPF. One RET business plan identifies the need for the RET to 

‘have an overview of all developments within the seven economic opportunity 

themes identified in the EPF’. There is also a focus on ensuring that regional 

strategies are achieved. 

3.29 Another theme raised within business plans relates to the need for RETs to work 

closely and share best practice with the other regional teams. Business plans 

commonly highlight the importance of partnership and networking to the work of 

RETs. 

3.30 In terms of activities, business plans commonly suggest that RETs would:  

 facilitate collaboration between organisations to develop and submit 

collaborative projects  

 develop contacts and genuine co-operation 

 assist WEFO to release any blockages in development or delivery of 

operations in the region 

 undertake regional proofing of proposed operations, ensuring their 

strategic fit at both policy and regional levels 

 assist in the prioritisation of operations where requested  

 publish positive news stories 

 provide progress reports 

 collate outputs data for Cross Cutting Themes (CCTs)  

 monitor published monitoring and evaluation activity, including lessons 

from evaluations of interventions 

 disseminate information and opportunities across the region 

 gather and disseminate intelligence  

 raise awareness of ERDF and ESF activity  

 monitor outputs and results of operations to disseminate the success 

and impact of European funds within the region. 
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3.31 Business plans submitted by RETs outline how they expected to contribute towards 

the three CCTs of the 2014-2020 programmes, namely equal opportunities and 

gender mainstreaming; sustainable development, and tackling poverty and social 

exclusion. These ideas included:  

 appointing a CCT champion within the regional teams  

 producing all marketing and news stories bilingually and highlight case studies 

that promote and facilitate the use of the Welsh language  

 complying with new Welsh Language Standards expected of local authorities 

 disseminate information via electronic means wherever possible and using video 

conferencing to reduce travelling and carbon footprint 

 making available web information and news stories in a range of accessible 

formats 

 promoting good practice case studies e.g. those which use technology to support 

people in rural areas, female entrepreneurship and sustainable transport 

solutions  

 facilitate the development and delivery of operations that aim to tackle poverty 

and social exclusion by creating jobs and employment opportunities   

 give consideration to CCTs within regional proofing proposed operations  

 give consideration to the seven goals of the wellbeing of future generations act 

and embed them in the RET’s way of working.  
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4. Theory of Change 

Introduction 

4.1 This chapter considers whether the overarching Theory of Change developed by 

policymakers for RETs has unfolded as expected. It considers the views of 

stakeholders and funded operations about the underlying rationale for RETs, 

whether their understanding of the aims and objectives of the RETs is in keeping 

with the ToC, and whether the assumptions underpinning the ToC have held true.  

4.2 Figure 4.1 sets out the original logic model put in place by policy makers for RETs 

following the approval of their business plans and presents what and how RETs 

were expected to achieve. In particular, it identifies the outcomes which were 

intended to be achieved (intermediate and overall outcomes) and the activities 

which would generate them. It describes the inputs which were intended to be put in 

place in order to bring about change and sets out the rationale and key principles 

that underpin the intervention. For completeness, it also sets out the output 

indicators adopted within RETs funding agreements. 
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Figure 4.1: Original RET Theory of Change Logic Model 
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Rationale and key principles 

4.3 It was widely acknowledged by contributors to the evaluation that whilst RETs built 

upon the historical approaches adopted using TA funding within the two previous 

ESI operational programmes, they had been designed by WEFO to operate at a 

more strategic level than previous interventions. RETs were intended to perform a 

narrower range of functions than their predecessor SETs. SETs were not intended 

to support or advise ESI funding applicants, to be involved in project selection or to 

duplicate the work of WEFO’s Project Development Officers (PDO). In keeping with 

European Commission guidance on TA they were also intended to focus upon 

ERDF and ESF programmes rather than other ESI operational programmes such as 

the Rural Development Programme (RDP).  

4.4 An underpinning driver for RETs was the need to support an increasing 

regionalisation policy agenda across Wales. The ToC logic model sets out the need 

for RETs to reflect and take on board regional partnership agendas and regional 

strategies. Evaluation contributors supported this approach, as this was considered 

to be in keeping with the recommendations offered by the Guildford Review. It was 

also the case that many local authorities had reduced their European funding team 

resources as the 2007-2013 funding programme came to an end and, therefore, 

lacked capacity to undertake this role on a local basis. 

4.5 Another important driver in designing RETs was the need to address previous 

programme issues of duplication across ESI funded provisions. Policymakers 

recognised the need for RETs to engage with pan-Wales operations to ensure that 

provision would be delivered within their regions and aligned with regional priorities 

where possible.  

4.6 Local authority interviewees were critical that many functions had been withdrawn 

from RETs, as compared to predecessor approaches, and thought that RETs 

should have had a broader and more influential remit than that proposed. Several 

contributors expressed their ‘frustration’ that RETs’ role had been confined, in that 

they did not have any project selection or advisory remit, and that they lacked the 

status or authority required to be truly effective as a result. RET officers argued that 

they would have wished for ‘more teeth’ as it was felt that their effectiveness was 

dependent upon the goodwill and a desire to collaborate amongst funded 

operations.  
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4.7 Similarly, several local authority interviewees were mindful that restricting RETs’ 

role to ERDF and ESF programmes meant that engagement with, and proofing of, 

provisions funded via other programmes, such as the RDP, would not happen. 

4.8 There was no strong desire amongst contributors to see individual ToC logic models 

developed for each of the four RETs, despite their activities varying from one to 

another.  

Aims and objectives 

4.9 Contributors considered that the overarching aim for RETs was to maximise the 

impact of ESI funding upon their respective regions. This is in keeping with the 

overall outcome set out within the ToC logic model at Figure 3.1.  

4.10 Two key objectives were highlighted by contributors over the course of the 

evaluation for RETs. These were: 

 regional proofing proposed ESI funded operations ensure that they meet 

regional need and avoid duplication in proposed provisions   

 aligning interventions to ensure that ESI funded operations are aligned with 

each other, with other non ESI funded interventions and ongoing Welsh 

Government policy. 

4.11 In order to achieve these objectives, contributors identified a wide range of 

functions which RETs should be involved with, including: 

 reviewing and commenting upon ESI funded applications against specific criteria 

to ensure that funded operations are strategic in their nature, do not duplicate 

other provision and are compatible with existing provision (both ESI and non ESI 

funded)  

 encouraging the take up of ESI funding within the region by promoting funding 

opportunities to prospective sponsors 

 raising awareness of ESI funded operations available within the region amongst 

other stakeholder organisations  

 facilitating collaborations between lead beneficiaries and with other provisions 

within the region to avoid duplication and secure alignment 

 engaging with lead beneficiaries on an ongoing basis to ensure that intervention 

is aligned with regional needs and policy over its delivery period.  
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4.12 Funded operations in particular summed up the role of RETs as ‘communicators’ or 

‘coordinators’ at a regional level. RETs were consistently described as mechanisms 

for engaging and bringing people and operations together. 

4.13 It was commonly understood that RETs would not be involved in any project 

approval process or have any decision making functions in relation to awarding ESI 

funding. RETs have however been involved in co-ordinating stakeholder input into 

the prioritisation of applications submitted across ERDF Priority 4, as this was a 

requirement set out by the European Commission.   

4.14 Contributors thought that the ToC logic model possibly failed to convey: 

 the independent nature of RETs in that, whilst staff were employed by local 

authorities, there was an expectation that they would work in the regional rather 

than local authority interest 

 the collaboration between RETs as an activity in itself, given the achievements 

which had arisen from this work.  

Setting outcomes 

4.15 Policymakers selected five of the ESI TA indicators available as indicators for RETs 

and, whilst these were largely considered appropriate as output indicators, they 

were not regarded as being particularly meaningful in assessing the difference 

made by RETs. 

4.16 Contributors found it difficult to identify measures which could be adopted to assess 

the success or otherwise of RETs in meeting their overall aim of maximising the 

impact of ESI funding for the region. This was largely due to RETs’ role being that of 

a facilitator rather than a direct provider and, therefore, any assessment of their 

impact would be subjective.   

4.17 Whilst recognising the limitations of potential measures of effect, contributors 

suggested that the following indicators might be appropriate to adopt within the ToC 

to reflect the difference made by RETs: 

 ESI operations meeting and addressing regional needs and strategies 

 ESI operations’ levels of awareness and interactions with each other and with 

other regional interventions 

 ESI operations collaborating and complementing each other and with other 

regional interventions 
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 ESI operations not duplicating each other or other interventions in the region. 

4.18 By and large, these indicators suggested by contributors broadly match those set 

out within the ToC. Perhaps the two exceptions were: 

 sufficient number of regional operations or pan-Wales operations with good 

coverage of region: overall very few contributors thought that this intermediate 

outcome was an appropriate measure of RETs’ success due to RETs having 

been designed with no influence over the funding approval process 

 good uptake of operations in the region by people and businesses: it was thought 

that RETs could only be expected to make a marginal contribution to this 

intermediate outcome, if at all, given that they did not have a role to promote 

operations directly to the public. Rather it was suggested that an alternative 

outcome might be around operations being well informed about other services 

available in the region so that they could refer participants to the most suitable 

form of service for their needs, given RETs’ focus upon encouraging links and 

collaboration between operations.    

Underpinning assumptions 

4.19 Over the course of the fieldwork a number of key assumptions underpinning the 

ToC model were gathered. It was assumed that:  

 regional proofing function is most effectively undertaken by regionally based staff 

with appropriate knowledge, contacts and expertise. Implicit in this assumption is 

that RET resources should be in place prior to ESI funding applications being 

submitted and sustained thereafter at an appropriate level throughout the funding 

period 

 WEFO guidance for ESI applicants should be explicit that their proposal must be 

regionally ‘proofed’ and any issues identified be appropriately addressed within 

the application. It is also assumed that feedback gathered by RETs would be 

taken into account prior to the awarding of ESI funding to applicants 

 funded organisations require less support during this programme period funded 

organisations require less support during this programme period given the wealth 

of experience in applying for ESI funding amongst prospective applicant 

organisations. Where such support is required it was assumed that WEFO would 

undertake the role of supporting and advising prospective applicants  
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 RETs have access to relevant data and intelligence to enable them to identify 

regional needs and the extent to which ESI operations are meeting these needs. 

In order to achieve this, RETs are expected to undertake their own data 

gathering exercise on an ongoing basis and access WEFO data on the 

performance and outputs of ESI funded operations covering their region 

 ESI funded operations would be sufficiently motivated to engage with RETs. This 

could be achieved via their WEFO funding agreements (in that they had to do so 

as a condition of their grant) and/or could see the value of doing so for the benefit 

of their operation and beneficiaries. It would be expected that RETs deploy 

resources to actively engage and maintain relationships with these operations 

 facilitating contacts and networking between operations will have bearing upon 

the way operations are delivered and work together. It is expected that RETs’ 

role in bringing projects together to make links, share information and instigate 

collaboration will improve the complementarity of provision. It is assumed that 

this networking would not be facilitated in the absence of RETs and collaboration 

between operations would not otherwise take place to such an extent.  

Externalities 

4.20 A number of externalities were identified which were thought could impact upon the 

success or otherwise of RETs in achieving their outcomes. These included:   

 Brexit: this has resulted in much uncertainty around ESI funding and was 

thought to have already impacted upon the work of RETs in that staff time had to 

be allocated to share information and offer advice in respect of Brexit 

developments. It was also argued that Brexit may have had bearing upon the 

number and timing of ESI applications being made given the uncertainty around 

conditions which the UK Treasury guarantee might attach to future domestic 

funding post ESI. It was suggested that a number of applications had been made 

sooner than otherwise would have been the case in an attempt to commit ESI 

funding and that as a result some of these may not have been fully developed  

 Evolving regional structures: RETs have operated and had to adapt to 

changing regional structures including the development of City Deals and Growth 

Deals and the Welsh Government’s regionalisation strategy, although the timing 

of implementing these has differed from one region to another 

 RET structure and coverage: each RET differs in terms of geographical 

coverage (from two to 10 local authority areas), their resources (funding as well 
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as staff capacity), delivery model and management arrangements which could 

impact upon their individual, and thus combined, success in achieving WEFO’s 

overall objectives    

 Timing: RETs became operational later than envisaged due to the time taken by 

lead local authorities to agree upon their business plans, confirm funding 

arrangements and local authorities’ reluctance to recruit prior to funding being 

confirmed. As a result, RETs were not in place to regionally proof initial 

applications, notably Welsh Government led pan-Wales ‘backbone’ operations.  

  



 

25 

5. Input and activities 

5.1 This chapter considers the inputs and activities which were expected of RETs as set 

out in the ToC model and the extent to which these have been in place and 

happened. In terms of inputs, consideration is given to the models and resources 

put in place, the hard and soft intelligence gathered, steps taken to identify regional 

priorities and needs as well as mapping and engaging with activities across the 

region. This chapter then considers the three main RETs activities set out in the 

ToC model of regional proofing, facilitating networking and communication.  

Input 

RET models and resources 

5.2 A key strength of the approach taken was thought to be RETs’ ability in most cases 

to function at ‘arm’s length’ and ‘independently’ from local authorities, thereby 

adopting a regional rather than local perspective towards ESI funding. This was 

thought to be in contrast to the approach adopted by SETs, which were commonly 

considered as local authority ‘owned’ operations despite being partly funded by ESI 

TA. RETs were regularly referenced as cross regional entities, aiming to work for 

the benefit of the region as a whole. 

5.3 The resources put in place for each of the four RETs are:  

 North Wales RET is hosted by Conwy County Borough Council and, when first 

established, comprised of a manager, two officers and one part-time coordinator. 

The RET manager reports to Conwy County Borough Council’s Head of Business 

and Enterprise and, by virtue of membership of the executive committee, to the 

North Wales Economic Ambition Board.  

 Mid Wales RET is hosted by Ceredigion County Council and comprises a RET 

manager and officer. The RET manager has reported mainly to the Corporate 

Lead for Economy and Regeneration at Ceredigion County Council. Unlike the 

other regions, the RET team also facilitates the Growing Mid Wales. 

Partnership18, a regional partnership between the public, private and voluntary 

sector with the aim of developing and growing the Mid Wales regional economy 

 Swansea Bay RET is hosted by Carmarthenshire County Council and is staffed 

by a full time RET manager, two part time officers and a part-time line manager 

                                                 
18 Growing Mid Wales. Partnership  

https://en.powys.gov.uk/article/5547/Growing-Mid-Wales
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(who also fulfils the role of the Mid and South West RSP Manager). This 

postholder reports to the authority’s Economic Development Manager who in turn 

reports to the Head of Regeneration at Carmarthenshire County Council.  

 South east RET is hosted by Bridgend County Council and comprises a part-time 

RET manager and three part time officers. The RET manager reports to the 

Director of Communities (who has been appointed Chief Executive of Bridgend 

County Council) who in turn reports to the South East Wales Directors of 

Environment and Regeneration and to the City Deal Board.  

5.4 RETs and their host authorities thought that the allocated staffing resources had 

been modest, but that this had been in keeping with reduced responsibilities 

expected of them compared with previous arrangements. It was acknowledged that 

staffing resources had been restricted by the level of local authority match funding 

available as well as local authority job evaluation scales for the posts in question. 

With hindsight, host authorities thought that they had underestimated the capacity 

required to fulfil their RET duties, particularly in regions serving a large number of 

local authority areas. Mixed views were conveyed as to whether appointing staff 

with dual responsibilities (to undertake RET functions and other local authority 

duties) had been effective or not – some thought that this had worked well whereas 

others areas thought that this had presented challenges, such as creating confusion 

about the role of RETs amongst stakeholders and operations.  

5.5 Two of the RETs have faced challenges in recruiting and retaining staff. The north 

Wales RET has functioned with very little staffing capacity over the last year, with 

three of its four members of staff leaving during mid-2018, largely due to the 

uncertainty at the time surrounding funding for RETs beyond 2019. The host 

authority had been unable to extend RET staff’s contracts of employment or to 

recruit replacement staff until confirmation of on-going funding was received. In this 

case, the RET has functioned for over a year with only one full-time equivalent 

member of staff in place, though moves are now afoot to appoint dedicated staff. In 

another case, the Swansea Bay RET has functioned without a full team having 

taken the decision not to appoint an additional one full time officer to their team of 

one full-time and three part-time officers as planned. It was anticipated at the time of 

the fieldwork that this role would be filled soon.  

5.6 Stakeholders and funded operations interviewed thought that the reduced capacity 

within north Wales RET had impacted upon its ability to undertake the full range of 
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functions required, however despite this, efforts to maintain the majority of the RET 

function in terms of communication, network meetings and regional proofing were 

acknowledged and appreciated. 

5.7 In other RETs, stakeholders and funded operations believed that the level of staffing 

resources put in place had been appropriate and made this judgment on the basis 

that RETs were responding to any requests or contacts in a timely manner.   

Engaging with funded operations 

5.8 Most funded operations interviewed reported being in regular contact with at least 

one RET, although three reported having had no communication with RETs at all. 

This was due to them either having a limited role in the operational delivery of their 

operation or had only been in post for a relatively short period of time. A handful of 

operations meet quarterly with one or two RETs and have a very well established 

relationship with officers.  

5.9 Of the 49 survey respondents, the majority (30 respondents) only had contact with 

one RET. A further eight respondents had been in contact with at least two RETs, 

three had been in contact with three RETs and the remaining eight had been in 

contact with all four RETs. Whilst it is understandable that regionally focused funded 

operations would only have need to be in contact with a single RET, it was perhaps 

surprising that a few national funded operations interviewed reported that they had 

only been in contact with one or two RETs, although in some of these cases it may 

very well have been the case that local delivery teams may have interacted with 

their respective RET.  

5.10 RETs reported that regionally based operations engaged well with them on a 

regular basis whilst contact with pan-Wales operations varied from one region to 

another. Broadly, the two RETs based in south Wales reported having closer 

relationships with pan-Wales operations simply due to closer geographical proximity 

to operations’ managers.  

Understanding of RETs role  

5.11 Whilst stakeholders held a fairly accurate understanding of the role of RETs and 

how this differed to that of WEFO, funded operations were less clear. Some 

described RETs’ functions accurately whilst others confused RETs’ role with that of 

WEFO. For instance, one such operation was of the view that RETs supported 

‘people that intend or are running European projects and who want some help…on 
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how to keep records...how to ensure that they do things properly so that they’re 

ready for audits...it’s there as some kind of phone a friend’. Another expected RETs 

to visit projects to check ‘that they’re doing what they’re supported to be doing’.  

5.12 A few contributors had long standing relationships with RET staff, often in their 

capacity as previous SET officers, and as such, turned to these individuals as their 

‘go to person’ to discuss issues relating to ESI funding. A small number of 

contributors also reported dealing with individual members of staff but were largely 

unsighted about the fact that they were ‘RET officers’. Despite this, contributors 

frequently reported that their understanding of RETs had improved over time, as 

their involvement with RETs increased.  

5.13 Broadly, Welsh Government and HEI led funded operations were less likely to turn 

to RETs to discuss matters relating to their operations, stating that they were more 

likely to draw upon internal expertise and resources, including WEFO staff in the 

case of Welsh Government contributors.  

Understanding regional priorities and needs  

5.14 RETs were expected to develop an understanding of regional priorities and needs in 

order to inform their regional proofing functions and disseminate to others. Keeping 

abreast of regional priorities and needs was thought to have been a critical element 

of work during the early phase of the programme period, given the importance of 

feeding such intelligence into WEFO’s funding decisions.  

5.15 RETs noted that they drew upon staff knowledge and established contacts across 

the region to achieve this. It was widely acknowledged by contributors that it had 

been advantageous for RETs to have been staffed by experienced and well 

connected officers. This had enabled them to tap into their knowledge and networks 

from the outset.      

5.16 It was also noted that RETs had been able to draw upon regional level intelligence, 

such as that produced by RSPs, and priorities set out within regional strategies in 

order to undertake this function. The EPF was also considered an important tool for 

RETs to keep abreast of regional priorities during the early stages of the 2014-2020 

programme.  

5.17 Evidence gathered over the course of the evaluation shows that RETs effectively 

took on board regional priorities set out within various regional policy and strategic 

documents. Feedback from stakeholders and funded operations suggests that 
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RETs had a sound understanding of their regional priorities and that this was a key 

strength of their work. One funded operation argued that they had ‘their fingers on 

the pulse’ in terms of understanding the regional agenda.  

5.18 Survey respondents were asked about the effectiveness of RETs’ work in keeping 

them informed about regional priorities and activities. Over three-quarters thought 

that RETs were undertaking this role either very (16 respondents) or fairly (23 

respondents) effectively. A small number (seven respondents) did not think that 

they did so effectively. Those who had been involved with the south east RET were 

more likely to consider that this RET had undertaken this role effectively. Some 

three-quarters of survey respondents (35 respondents) thought that RETs shared 

information about other ESI funded operations within their region with them whilst a 

minority (four respondents) did not. The remaining ten respondents were unsure. 

Survey respondents who had been involved with north Wales RET were more likely 

to consider that this RET had undertaken this role effectively. 

Data and intelligence gathering 

5.19 Policymakers expected that RETs would have a role in gathering hard data and 

intelligence, with the objective of scrutinising the regional performance of ESI funds, 

including at Priority level. Feedback gathered during the evaluation suggests that 

this role has yet to materialise to any significant extent. Many believed that this role 

would become more prominent over the remaining duration of the programme.   

5.20 RETs gather very little data directly from ESI operations about their performance 

and are reliant upon WEFO to share performance data with them. Perhaps the 

exception to this would be regionally led operations such as those where RET 

officers are members of their steering groups or boards. Funded operations are not 

required to share performance data with RETs as a condition of funding although 

with hindsight, stakeholders believed that this might have been helpful.  

5.21 Funded operations reinforced the fact that very little performance data is shared 

with RETs (although many provide progress updates to RETs either verbally or in 

writing). For instance, one commented that ‘we don't send them any detailed 

information on our performance and indicators, and they don't seem to provide any 

overview of this information in their newsletters’. 

5.22 Only a handful of funded operations reported that they provided performance data 

to RETs periodically, with the south east RET highlighted as one which did request 
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such data and shared it via newsletters and events. Indeed, operations frequently 

assumed that WEFO would be sharing operation level performance data with the 

teams. One funded operation reported that ‘we provide updates on our indicators at 

a regional level. The RETs value this approach as it allows them to better 

understand our progress and impact in their area’. Another reported providing 

detailed performance management data using a set format to one RET yet was only 

required to provide quarterly narrative updates to another, suggesting that RETs do 

not consistently ask for the same information from funded operations.   

5.23 Several funded operations reported having individual meetings with RET officers to 

discuss the progress being made by their project whilst others provided progress 

updates during ‘round robin’ sessions within networking events arranged by RETs. 

A key focus of one to one discussions has been on identifying how operations have 

engaged participants and businesses in the region and worked with other key 

partners. One HEI led operation, for instance, had discussed business engagement 

and support activities with the RET and it was agreed that the RET would use the 

approaches taken as the basis of illustrative case studies.  

5.24 As WEFO data on programme and priority performance has not been shared 

publicly until very recently, RET officers thought that they had very little insight into 

the overall performance of their region to date. At the time of fieldwork, RET officers 

reported that they were starting to access useful statistics from WEFO and were 

considering how best to utilise it. It was becoming clear to RETs however that being 

able to isolate the outcomes being achieved by pan-Wales operations for their 

region was difficult, if not impossible. Some pan-Wales ERDF operations echoed 

this, adding that they would find it difficult to disaggregate achievements by RET 

regional boundaries, not least as they were not aligned with their WWV/EW funding 

boundaries.  

5.25 Stakeholders and funded operations alike were keen to see RETs disseminate 

intelligence on regional progress and performance. This was suggested as an area 

of priority for the remaining programme period. Some operations would find this 

information very helpful to benchmark their own performance against that of similar 

interventions. It was also noted that RETs could possibly compare performance 

data across funding priorities by region to better understand what accounts for any 

over or under performance.  
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Activities  

Regional proofing  

Advising WEFO on strategic fit of applications  

5.26 RETs were expected to undertake a strategic co-ordination role and help contribute 

towards WEFO’s objective of funding fewer operations within the 2014-2020 

programme period. The evaluation found evidence that RETs did this by bringing 

potential lead beneficiaries together to develop fewer regional projects thereby 

reducing the risk of duplication which would arise from having an array of similar, 

smaller operations.    

5.27 Policymakers expected RETs’ regional proofing role to consider the extent to which 

project applications were aligned with regional economic strategies, whether they 

complemented or duplicated other provisions available within the regions as well as 

provide a view on their proposed exit strategies. RETs were expected to provide 

comments and feedback on applications but were not asked to specifically endorse 

or object to any application.  

5.28 RETs approach their regional proofing duties differently. One RET has established 

an Advisory and Steering Group whilst another uses a Proofing Panel to consider 

and review funding applications. Another shares applications amongst key 

stakeholders by email and requests comments.  

5.29 In some cases, applicants have been invited to present their project proposals to 

panels. Feedback from RETs and funded operations alike suggest that this has 

worked well in gaining a better understanding of some of the more complex and 

technical project ideas, particularly those applying for ERDF Priority 1 Research and 

Development funds. It was argued that in these cases RETs have been able to 

discuss with applicants how their projects could benefit the wider economy by 

engaging with businesses and schools for instance.   

5.30 A mixed picture emerged about RETs’ ability to effectively undertake their regional 

proofing functions. Many contributors argued that RETs had been restricted from 

undertaking this role effectively as they had been established too late in the day. It 

was, therefore, perhaps unsurprising that several contributors questioned the value 

and contribution which RETs could be expected to make to the regional proofing of 

applications.  
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5.31 Of particular concern to RETs was that fact that the Welsh Government’s backbone 

projects, which account for a significant proportion of ESI expenditure, had been 

approved without being regionally proofed in advance by RETs. This had been 

necessary as the key strategic backbone operations were ready for approval before 

RETs become operational and any regional proofing of these operations would 

therefore have to be undertaken retrospectively. 

5.32 Consequently, RETs’ regional proofing functions have been restricted to regionally-

led operations or those developed by other sponsors at a pan-Wales or WWV/EW 

level. Some of these were already underway by the time RETs were operational: 

‘the [operation] was developed before the RET infrastructure was put in place, so 

the levels of engagement during business planning was minimal’. Another funded 

operation recognised that ‘the timing of the backbone operations perhaps meant 

that they had a different experience’ to later projects. In a few cases, funded 

operations reported that they had engaged with the RSP and City Deal partnership 

to regionally proof their application during early days of the programme.  

5.33 Despite the approval process set in place by WEFO requiring all applications to 

demonstrate that they had been regionally proofed as part of the first phase of 

project assessment, RET staff thought that their role had been ‘a bit of an 

afterthought’ given that their input was only sought by applicants at the point when 

business plans were fairly complete. Feedback from funded operations broadly 

supported this claim although one FE led operation reported that they had been 

given clear instructions from WEFO that if they wanted to continue accessing EU 

funding they had to show they were engaging with RETs.  

5.34 The RETs’ role in co-ordinating the process of prioritising applications across one 

specific objective within Priority 4 of the ERDF programme, was not thought to be 

reflected in the ToC model. For instance, in the case of the Building for the Future 

operation, RETs had been required to co-ordinate the views of regional 

stakeholders in order to prioritise local authority led sites and premises investment 

projects with a view to submitting a prioritised list to WEFO for consideration. Whilst 

some thought that this process had worked well in that RETs had been able to 

facilitate ‘significant’ regional stakeholder influence on the selection of operations, 

others were highly critical of approach taken adding that ‘it would have been easier 

and perhaps more effective if Welsh Government had selected the priority projects’. 
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5.35 In regionally proofing applications, it was suggested that RETs were more 

comfortable reviewing applications submitted across priorities with which they were 

most familiar and where panel members had a stronger track record of delivery. 

These tended to be provisions covered by local authority remits including social 

inclusion and training as well as town centre and industrial sites development. 

Some questioned whether RETs had the appropriate expertise to review the 

regional fit of applications made across one priority area, those covering ERDF 

Priority 1 Research and Development.   

5.36 Despite these issues, feedback from applicants does point to greater prominence 

being given to regional priorities and needs during this programme period. For 

instance: ‘under the last Programme we wouldn't necessarily have been aware of 

everything else that was happening in the region - so this Programme marked a big 

change in the way we worked. It was far more joined up. We had to show that we 

weren't duplicating and that our approach was complementing other EU 

Operations’. 

5.37 It would appear that RETs’ feedback on applications often involved identifying 

operations or organisations with which applicants could link or collaborate. This was 

particularly the case for ESF applications.  

One RET had identified an application submitted by a university to deliver a 

pan-Wales intervention which, in the RET’s view, duplicated provision 

proposed via another application from another university. The RET sought to 

facilitate engagement between both project applicants, acting as an unbiased 

facilitator, making the introductions and setting up a conversation between the 

two organisations.  This was thought to have led to a very positive interaction, 

including an amended bid to WEFO and, while funding was not in the end 

successful, the links and relationship were very positive in themselves.   

5.38 At the time of fieldwork, there was a unanimous view that RETs’ workload to 

regionally proof applications had reduced given that very few new proposals were 

now being submitted to WEFO.  

5.39 Feedback from a few funded operations interviewed, whose applications had been 

regionally proofed by RETs, points to them having had different experiences from 

one RET to another. In one case for instance, a funded operation was perplexed by 

the different level of scrutiny adopted by RETs: 
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One operation reported that a RET had raised a series of questions to 

test the regional fit of the operation and to guard against any 

duplication. The operation was asked to present to one RET and 

provided information to two other RETs in response to their queries. 

The questions raised by the fourth RET were considered to be much 

more detailed in nature and, in their view, went beyond the regional 

proofing remit of the RET: ‘they were asking us detailed business 

planning queries that we'd already been asked about by WEFO’.  

5.40 Another funded operation described their experience of being regionally proofed as 

a helpful and useful experience: 

During the business planning stage, one operation completed 

templates for each of the RETs setting out how the operation would 

work and how it would meet regional priorities. All templates were 

slightly different but contained broadly the same questions. The 

feedback and dialogue with all four RETs was considered helpful ‘as it 

highlighted some local/regional issues that we weren’t aware of … [and 

they offered to] make introductions to commercial organisations in their 

area’. 

5.41 Despite RETs having had less of an input into the regional proofing of applications 

than anticipated, the fieldwork revealed that significant efforts have been made to 

regionally proof operations retrospectively so as to better align funded interventions, 

particularly national backbone projects. This has been approached via one to one 

meetings with operations as well as via presentations and discussions at various 

regional panels and networks. RETs argued strongly that regional proofing is not a 

‘one off exercise’ and having ongoing mechanisms and structures to do so is 

important.   

Acting on behalf of regional partnerships 

5.42 It was widely acknowledged that RETs were established and have operated within a 

very dynamic, evolving regional landscape particularly with the introduction of City 

and Growth Deals, the establishment of new partnerships such as the Growing Mid 

Wales Partnership and Cardiff Capital Regional partnerships, and the appointment 

of Welsh Government Chief Regional Officers. Partnership developments have 
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evolved across regions at different times and RETs have been required to reflect 

the shape and nature of the wider regional structures within which they were 

established. Broadly, contributors thought that ‘the more mature the regional 

partnership structure, the more RET has been able to draw upon’.  

5.43 In mid Wales, RET staff support the newly formed regional partnership Growing Mid 

Wales Partnership by providing it with management and secretariat services. In 

north Wales the RET is closely integrated into the North Wales Economic Ambition 

Board structure whilst the south east RET is partially linked to Cardiff Capital 

Region through its Skills Partnership. In the south west a member of staff is 

responsible for both RET and the RSP and provides updates to the RET Advisory 

Group which are then fed to the Regional Regenerations Directors group and on to 

the Swansea Bay City region partnership. 

5.44 Stakeholders acknowledged that the regional landscape has been, and continues to 

be, complex, confusing and evolving. On the one hand this complexity has 

reinforced the need for the RET role as a mechanism to communicate regional 

developments to others but on the other hand, RETs have found it increasingly 

challenging to find their ‘fit’ within the structure.  One stakeholder observed: ‘there is 

little hierarchy of who does what and where. EU structures tend to be a bit of a bolt 

on to wider regional priorities, so it has been hard for RETs to achieve a clear remit 

in such a busy patch’. Some took the view that the complexity of regional 

partnership structures had limited RETs’ ability to coordinate activity as effectively 

as they might otherwise have done. Others believed that RETs had maintained an 

important function as a ‘stable resource’ within what was a rapidly changing regional 

climate.  

5.45 Contributors thought that RETs had been able to integrate into wider regional 

partnerships and structures to different extents and, because of this, it was thought 

that they could be better integrated in some regions.  

5.46 Some stakeholders believed that as City and Growth Deals become more 

established and embedded, RETs should adapt to the structures put in place, 

adding that the new ESF Priority 5 for Institutional Capacity Building and Regional 

Working offered a funding mechanism for exploring such opportunities: ‘the RETs 

do support the wider regional partnerships, but they will need to change as those 

structures evolve’. One stakeholder believed that there was scope to include the 

role of the RET within future City Deal or partnerships and that ESF Priority 5 
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funding would provide regions with the resources to realign their structures, 

processes and administrative functions. 

5.47 Funded operations expressed very different levels of understanding of the roles of 

RETs and RSPs. The existence of, and relationships between, RETs and RSPs 

were considered by some to be appropriate and seamless whilst others found them 

confusing and distant. For instance, one contributor regarded the RET as the ‘glue 

between the RSP and City Region’ whilst another thought that the ‘functions had 

been blurred’ on occasion.  

5.48 Several contributors thought that there was an opportunity for RETs to work closer 

with their RSP where this was not currently the case, drawing on good practice 

elsewhere. Others however, particularly funded operations, had been confused by 

the close relationships which existed between RETs and RSPs, notably in the case 

of the Swansea Bay RET. This confusion may in part have been fuelled by the fact 

that RSPs had undertaken some of the anticipated RET functions prior to RETs 

being established e.g. RSPs had regionally proofed applications.  

5.49 Contributors were mindful that there were four RETs and three RSPs in operation, 

with one RSP covering the footprint of two RETs (mid and Swansea Bay). Some 

contributors, primarily those involved with ESF operations, questioned the rationale 

for the remits of RSPs and RETs being geographically different. It was observed 

that a closer relationship existed between one RET and this RSP simply due to the 

fact that they were hosted by the same local authority and contributors from the 

other region felt disadvantaged as a result.  

5.50 Third sector contributors also discussed the fit of RETs with the third sector 

European team (3-SET) funded via ESI and hosted by the WCVA, adding that the 

TA project added a further layer of complexity to the support landscape which could 

create further confusion.  

5.51 Funded operations interviewed frequently commented that RETs had provided them 

with information and contacts into evolving regional partnerships, particularly for 

operational staff: ‘I could find this stuff out on my own I guess, but it would be an 

awful lot of work and it's far better for us to get updates and insight from a dedicated 

regional team’. RETs have helped keep projects up to date with developments at a 

regional level and to better understand the regional structures that are evolving 

across Wales, in line with Welsh Government policy. 
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5.52 Meeting and networks facilitated by RETs have often involved providing funded 

operations with access to representatives from various partnerships structures. 

Operations thought that these offered them an opportunity to open up 

communication channels directly. RETs have also regularly provided updates on 

regional partnership developments. This was thought to have been particularly 

useful given the evolving nature of regional structures and partnerships of late. 

Advising lead applicants and project beneficiaries 

5.53 It was commonly acknowledged by contributors that RETs, unlike their predecessor, 

were not tasked to help develop and advise ESI applicants on their project business 

plans. This was supported by the survey evidence as only two of the nine third 

sector organisations surveyed reported that they had received advice or support 

from a RET with their ESI application.  However, the fieldwork found that some 

RETs have been more actively involved in advising applicants than others. A couple 

of stakeholders reported that RETs had been more involved in supporting and 

guiding community and third sector organisations which had less experience of ESI 

applications and a lack of expertise in-house to draw upon.  

5.54 Funded operations interviewed which had received RET support and advice on 

regional issues during the application process spoke positively of their engagement 

with the teams, adding that RETs had been responsive and supportive in the vast 

majority of cases. One funded operation reported having had face to face meetings 

with all RETs during the business plan development stage. Funded operations 

regularly reported that RETs’ input had helped to ensure their business plans 

reflected regional priorities and gave them ‘confidence that our plan did map onto 

what was going on in their regions’. Operations also reported that they were better 

informed about what was happening in the region, including being more aware of 

evolving regional structures, as a result of engaging with the RET. 

5.55 During the delivery period, funded operations thought that the main added value 

offered by the RETs was in relation to furthering their understanding of regional 

priorities, ensuring that they were being kept abreast of evolving regional structures 

and facilitating opportunities for them to engage with other operations in the region. 

One example was cited whereby an operation had found the RET support useful in 

helping to address low take up of their operation in the region adding that ‘they 

know their area and are able to put us in touch with the right people … this is quite 

subtle, but it can be very important’. 



 

38 

5.56 Feedback from survey respondents about whether they had received advice during 

an ESI project application process echoed the views of those interviewed. In all, 14 

(29 per cent) had received advice from at least one RET, with seven of these having 

received advice from one RET and six having taken advice from all four RETs. 

Some four-fifths had found the advice either very (nine respondents) or fairly (two 

respondents) useful whilst a fifth (three respondents) had not found it particularly 

useful.  

5.57 Survey respondents thought that the RET advice had been useful in helping them 

shape an operation to fit policy, to understand what provision was already available 

in the region, to complement other projects in the same priority, highlighting areas of 

potential duplication, reviewing draft applications, supporting with sourcing data, 

and clarifying priority measures.  

5.58 Survey respondents thought that RET advice had positively strengthened their ESI 

project applications in a number of ways including demonstrating links with other 

relevant provision, increasing the number of partners which the applicant liaised 

with, and in one case, led to an applicant developing a joint bid with others.    

5.59 The main issue raised by survey respondents who did not find the advice useful 

related to timing: ‘our project was already well advanced by the time the RETs were 

established, so we were not able to engage with them until fairly late in the 

application/development process’. 

5.60 During the delivery phase, 13 (27 per cent) of survey respondents had received 

advice from at least one RET, with nine of these having received advice from one 

RET and three having taken advice from all four RETs. Of these, all but one found 

the advice to be very useful (seven) or fairly useful (five). In two cases RET officers 

had played a key role as members of project boards. The advice was considered 

useful in that it helped operations to ensure that all regions benefit from provision, to 

help them identify ways of engaging with other operations and industry, and to avoid 

or overcome issues of duplication.  

Facilitating networking and good practice  

5.61 Policymakers expected RETs to facilitate networking opportunities so as to make 

links, identify and share good practice as well as to resolve problems and issues. 

Contributors thought that much of the RETs’ resources had been allocated to these 
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activities relating to facilitating networks, raising awareness and facilitating links 

between key organisations at a regional level.  

5.62 Three of the RETs have put in place ongoing priority level networks with the 

objective of bringing together regional and pan-Wales funded operations operating 

with the same priority or priorities. The networks in place include: 

 a south east RET ESF Priority 1 and 3 network19 

 a south east RET ERDF Priority 2 network  

 a south east RET ESF Priority 2 network   

 a Swansea Bay RET ERDF Priority 2 network  

 a Swansea Bay ESF Employability network covering all Priorities  

 a joint south east and Swansea Bay ERDF Priority 1 network   

 a north Wales RET ESF Priority 1 and 3 network 

 a north Wales ESF Priority 2 network.   

5.63 In addition, RETs have also facilitated one-off networking events such as one 

focused on bringing WCVA’s Active Inclusion funded projects and ESF projects 

together. They have also been regular attenders of networks facilitated by others, 

such as the pan Wales ERDF Priority 2 network convened by WEFO. 

5.64 The mid Wales RET does not facilitate any ongoing networks on the basis of not 

having the critical mass of representatives from funded operations to justify doing 

so. One contributor argued that very few pan-Wales operations were based within 

the region and commented ‘there is just a lack of people on the ground to justify 

creating a network’ in this region.  

5.65 Where they exist, RET facilitated networks, as well as other information sharing 

events, are generally well regarded. Networks are considered useful ways to gather 

information and develop contacts. They are also thought of as valuable in building 

contacts between national and regional operations. Their usefulness, however, is 

dependent on good levels of attendance from appropriate representatives.  

5.66 Funded operations and stakeholders interviewed alike thought that the sharing of 

good practice during networking and information events had been a real strength of 

the role undertaken by RETs to date. For instance, one funded operation reported 

                                                 
19 Although until September 2019 these were held separately for each Priority.  
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that ‘the meetings provide a support eco-system for projects, which we have found 

very useful’. 

5.67 The value of some networks to operations has increased over time given the 

notable shift which has taken place from being events focusing on round-robin 

updates from operations to events which focus on broader themes and 

developments. Interviewees welcomed the recently introduced ‘thematic’ nature of 

some networks e.g. one had a focus on property issues. The involvement of key 

external speakers to provide an overview on developments was also widely 

welcomed, with recent Working Wales and Jobs Growth Wales operations 

commonly cited.  

5.68 Some of the south east RET led networks were identified as being particularly 

mature and working effectively. These networks were considered to be very useful 

due to the fact that conversations were ‘more open and honest’ and focused on 

specific rather than generic themes. It was reported that one south east network 

provided a very ‘intimate’ environment which afforded attendees the ‘opportunity to 

talk to other people’ in a ‘more relaxed … less formal’ way. In contrast, larger 

meetings were not thought to have provided the same opportunities for attendees 

‘to build relationships’ in the same manner.  

5.69 Contributors attached value to the contacts which they had managed to establish 

through the networks with one adding ‘we probably have stronger working 

relationships with other projects than if we hadn’t had the RET network’. Several 

examples were cited whereby attendees had been able to establish useful new 

connections.  

5.70 Whilst some networks were thought to have been slow getting established, 

feedback about their usefulness was nonetheless positive. For instance, attendees 

of the recent joint south east and Swansea Bay ERDF Priority 1 network had found 

the event useful in bringing HEI led initiatives to the table to meet with other 

partners.   

5.71 However, not all funded operations interviewed had been invited to attend RET 

networks with one such contributor adding ‘I would be very interested in attending 

events in the regions that brought different operations together, but we just haven't 

been invited’. Those who chose not to attend or did not attach much value to the 

networks explained that they tend to rely upon their own networks (such as the 
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WCVA 3-SET networks and RSP meetings) and saw little need to get involved in 

RET events.  

5.72 Turning to consider the findings of the web survey, nearly all survey respondents 

(44 of 49 respondents) had attended events or networks arranged by at least one 

RET, with the proportion attending south east RET networks much higher (at 63 per 

cent or 31 respondents) than the other three regions. The majority of those who had 

attended events or networks reported that they had found them either very (25 

respondents) or fairly (14 respondents) informative. Likewise, the majority had 

found them useful (21 respondents) or fairly (18 respondents) useful. Survey 

respondents had found the following elements of events or networks useful: 

 making new contacts and regular networking opportunities  

 meeting and discussing with other ESI operation providers, including those 

funded within the same priority 

 meeting and discussing with other organisations not involved in ESI funded 

operations   

 informative presentations, including from senior level contributors  

 sharing good practice 

 identifying opportunities to collaborate  

 keeping informed of developments in policy, provision and regional developments  

 keeping informed of progress made by other operations  

 input from WEFO.  

5.73 In addition to the events and networks arranged by RETs, the majority of survey 

respondents (41 respondents) had also attended events or networks where RET 

officials had been present. Again, the proportion citing this to be the case for the 

south east RET (28 respondents) was higher than other RETs.  

5.74 The majority of survey respondents reported that they had met with officials from at 

least one RET on an individual basis (34 respondents) or had liaised with RET 

officials via email or phone (37 respondents). Only eight respondents had met 

officials from more than one RET on an individual basis, whilst 13 respondents had 

liaised with officials from more than one RET via email or phone. 
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Communications 

Communicating opportunities 

5.75 Policymakers expected RETs to publicise opportunities for organisations to get 

involved in the operational programmes by sharing information on funding 

opportunities and encouraging the take up of ESI funding from within their region.  

5.76 All RETs have produced and disseminated e-newsletters which typically contain 

information about upcoming funding calls as well as other aspects such as updates 

on funded operations, examples of good practice adopted by particular operations, 

notices about upcoming events, Brexit related developments and good news 

stories. All RETs manage large databases of contacts (e.g. circa 500 contacts in the 

case of one RET) for the purposes of distributing these e-newsletters.  

5.77 Funded operations and stakeholders interviewed had good recollection of receiving 

newsletters from at least one RET and in the main it would appear that they are 

read. Most contributors found these newsletters useful in that they ‘give you a 

flavour of what is happening’ or a ‘snapshot’ update such as operations being 

extended. Only a handful queried the usefulness of the communication received, 

attributing this in part to the fact that they had ‘been involved in European projects 

since the year dot’ and did not feel that they had much to learn. Some, who receive 

newsletters from more than one RET, commented upon the difference in their 

frequency suggesting that some are more proactive than others in disseminating 

information.   

5.78 The large majority of survey respondents (41 of 49) had received information such 

as e-bulletins or newsletters from at least one RET although perhaps surprisingly 

given that all RETs issue such resources, only 13 respondents noted that they did 

so from more than one RET. The majority found the e-bulletins or newsletters to be 

either very (six respondents) or fairly (27 respondents) informative. Similar 

proportions considered the e-bulletins or newsletters to be either very (seven 

respondents) or fairly (26 respondents) useful. The resources were considered 

useful because they provided: 

 information about upcoming funding opportunities  

 updates on WEFO related developments including programme level updates  

 regionally relevant information, including data such as labour market statistics  

 updates on policy developments and regional partnership developments  
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 information about ESI funded operations, including case studies  

 an opportunity for operations to share information about themselves to others. 

5.79 Survey respondents were also asked about the effectiveness of RETs’ work in 

sharing examples of good practice from within their region with them. Some two-

thirds thought that RETs were undertaking this role either very (13 respondents) or 

fairly (17 respondents) effectively. Whilst six did not know, the remaining quarter (13 

respondents) said that this was either not being done effectively or that it varied 

form one RET to another.  

5.80 At the time of drafting, two RETs hosted information about their activities on-line. 

One of these (Swansea Bay) had done so very recently, producing a webpage on 

their host authority’s website during the summer of 2019. The other (south east), 

which functions as a dedicated website, offers comprehensive information about the 

RET and includes information such as their bulletins.  

Publicity  

5.81 Policy makers expected RETs to raise the profile of ESI funding at a regional level 

by promoting the successes and achievements of projects, including through press 

releases. RETs were also allocated output targets for producing press releases. 

However, it became apparent to RETs that WEFO was fulfilling this requirement 

directly and, as a result, RETs’ role in preparing and distributing press releases to 

publicise funding awards of new operations in particular became redundant. As a 

result, their target of issuing press releases was reduced. 

5.82 Whilst it was generally acknowledged that this decision had been appropriate in 

light of the issues faced, not all contributors had been happy with it and made a 

strong case for WEFO to relax its policies on communication so as to offer RETs 

greater flexibility to publicise developments at a regional level. One argued: ‘I wish 

WEFO would let go of publicity more…and take a more organic model. People pick 

and choose what news they want to listen to… the press release concept is very old 

fashioned’.  

5.83 Despite this, RETs’ role to publicise other elements relating to ESI funding has 

continued and feedback from stakeholders and funded operations shows that this 

has regularly involved requesting information from operations to be presented as 

case studies for dissemination purposes. It has also involved disseminating 

information on behalf of WEFO including calls for ESI funding, including in relation 
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to programmes other than ESF and ERDF such as Horizon 2020 and the Territorial 

cross border programmes, as well as case studies of operations which have a 

regional slant or have worked with businesses from that region. A WEFO 

representative observed that ‘we generate the top level stuff but this needs to be 

connected with local organisations – so the RETs are important in servicing their 

local information outlets. They can also add their own local and regional news and 

information’.  

5.84 Contributors thought that RETs’ social media presence was generally under-

developed although the south east RET’s Twitter feed was highlighted as good 

practice. It was recognised that RETs had a ‘hard sell’ in terms of gaining traction 

on social media with one such contributor adding that ‘it will always be difficult for 

RETs to have a significant social media footprint’. 

Relationship between RETs and WEFO  

5.85 RETs engage with WEFO in several ways including via an overarching steering 

group, individual meetings with a WEFO officer and attendance of WEFO staff at 

RET networking and information events. They are also required to submit quarterly 

reports to WEFO setting out progress and achievements of outputs. 

5.86 The evaluation found that there are constructive working relationships in place 

between RETs and WEFO. The RET steering group was highlighted as a 

particularly effective forum by RETs and WEFO officials alike to share 

developments, provide feedback and discuss common issues. RET officers in 

particular value the steering group meetings as an opportunity to meet with, and 

discuss common issues, with the other RETs. Furthermore, some contributors 

thought that the steering group had been helpful in identifying how WEFO could 

make effective use of RETs’ capacity and networks to disseminate information on 

their behalf. 

Understanding of WEFO and RETs’ roles 

5.87 Funded operations were less sighted about the relationship between RETs and 

WEFO, largely as they had not been required to elicit RET support to engage on 

their behalf with WEFO. A number suggested that they liaise directly with WEFO in 

relation to the delivery of their operation and that RETs had not been raised by 

WEFO in these conversations. For instance, one such contributor commented 

‘WEFO have never mentioned the RETs to us [during update meetings]’. As a 
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result, it was not uncommon for funded operations to suggest that RETs were not 

prominent in WEFO’s approach to the contract management of funded operations 

once operations had been approved. One for instance was not convinced that ‘the 

whole of WEFO know what RETs could do for them’. 

5.88 Several funded operations, however, observed that WEFO officers were regular 

attendees of RET networking and information events and that this structure had 

helped to address issues arising in relation to WEFO advice to operations. Clearly, 

RETs were viewed by some funded operations as a voice for individual operations 

and a mechanism to raise common issues on their behalf with WEFO.  

5.89 Funded operations consistently referred to WEFO’s role being focused on 

monitoring their operation whilst RETs were focused on regional matters. It was 

commonly observed that funded operations discuss performance and funding 

matters with WEFO whilst discussions with RETs focus on how their provisions 

relate to the region: ‘they are keen to do what they can to magnify our impact in the 

region’.    
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6. Outputs and outcomes   

6.1 This chapter considers RETs performance to date in terms of the operation’s target 

indicators and funding. It then discusses the operation’s likelihood of achieving its 

intended outcomes. This chapter draws upon the views of interviewees on the 

extent to which RETs are achieving the six intermediate outcomes set out in the 

ToC model.  

Outputs  

6.2 RETs were originally expected to achieve five Priority 4 Programme Output 

indicators, four of which are set out at Table 6.1, although their target of issuing 

press releases was later reduced (and discussed at Chapter 5). The fifth target 

related to number of full-time equivalent employees whose salaries were co-

financed by TA. It is worth reiterating that output indicators were introduced for TA 

provision for the first time during this operational programme.  

Table 6.1: RETs target indicators and achievement to date  

 Training 
Events 

Dissemination 
Events 

Press 
Releases 

e-Newsletters 

 
Original targets 

South East 4 4 50 20 

Swansea 
Bay  

4 4 28 16 

Mid 0 5 10 10 

North  3 8 8 48 

 
Revised targets 

South East 22 4 4 40 

Swansea 
Bay  

6 12 4 26 

Mid 0 5 10 2 

North  4 14 8 60 

 
Achieved to date 

South East 13 0 0 20 

Swansea 
Bay 

3 6 4 11 

Mid  0 4 2.95 2 

North  2 12 0 41 

Source: WEFO. Data as at October 2019 
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6.3 Disregarding the press release target, the nature of the other output indicators were 

considered to be appropriate in that they were ‘outputs’ which RETs were producing 

anyway as part of their role. RET officers suggested that their targets were not 

particularly challenging in that they were not outcomes which reflected the 

difference they could make to their regions.  

6.4 In terms of their achievement, three RETs were under-performing against their 

profiled targets and WEFO agreed to their reprofiling. In these cases, targets were 

reduced whilst they were increased for north Wales RET. An analysis of 

performance to date suggests that RETs are performing well against their revised 

targets, having achieved over half of their combined targets for training events, 

dissemination events and e-newsletters. Feedback from RETs over the course of 

the fieldwork suggest that they are confident of achieving their revised targets 

before the end of the programme.   

Funding 

6.5 An ESI fund of £2.55m was allocated to RETs operations. At the time of drafting all 

RETs were reporting an underspend against their profiled budget, largely due to 

initial delays in getting operations underway but also due to underspend on 

marketing and, in one case, on staffing. WEFO agreed to reprofile RETs’ 

underspend in line with the operation’s extension period, to June 2023.  

6.6 The key issue raised by contributors who were familiar with RET budgeting related 

to the variable budget levels set for each RET, as this raised questions about the 

value for money each individual RET could offer. Whilst it was understandable that 

one RET, serving only two local authority areas, should have a smaller share of the 

overall budget it was questionable whether a single RET should account for nearly a 

third of the budget. A case was made that a more equitable funding model should 

be adopted for any similar future intervention.     

Cross Cutting Themes 

6.7 Evidence provided by RETs shows that they are embracing a number of their CCTs 

objectives. In particular, all resources such as case studies, newsletters and 

communication are prepared bilingually and distributed via electronic means. RET 

officers confirmed that they comply with the Welsh Language Standards expected 

of local authorities. Events such as networking events are planned for times and 

locations which are suitable for all to attend. RET officers approach their work in the 
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most sustainable way possible e.g. car sharing to meetings and taking public 

transport where possible.  

6.8 Some of their proposed actions as set out in RETs business plans however, have 

yet to materialise. There is less evidence available on how RETs have approached 

CCT issues when regionally proofing operations. There is also scope for RETs to 

develop good practice case studies which promote and illustrate how CCT have 

been approached by operations, including case studies that promote and facilitate 

the use of the Welsh language. One RET’s objective of appointing a CCT champion 

within the regional team did not materialise, although it is understood that the team 

share CCT best practice during regional engagement network meetings.   

Outcomes  

6.9 It was widely accepted that identifying the difference made as a result of RETs work 

is difficult, as their remit is focused on facilitation, coordination and engagement 

work. RET officers in particular stressed that whilst their knowledge, contacts and 

expertise added value to the regional economy it would not possible to measure it in 

a tangible way.   

6.10 It was also widely acknowledged that RETs could only ever be expected to make a 

contribution to a certain extent to the wider regional landscape given that they were 

in effect, a very small cog within a large wheel. In this sense, it was argued by some 

that the curtailing of their role meant that ‘their role has been pared back to such an 

extent that it’s very difficult for them to offer a comprehensive service’.  

6.11 In terms of fulfilling their brief, some four-fifths of survey respondents took the view 

that RETs were fulfilling their role either very well (20 respondents) or fairly well (20 

respondents). Survey respondents thought that RETs were: 

 proactive, approachable and willing to help    

 knowledgeable, well-informed, diplomatic and ‘pleasant to work with’  

 a key link and conduit to a large regional network of contacts.   

6.12 A tenth (five respondents) did not think that RETs were fulfilling their role, however20 

due to: 

 issues of staff capacity, resulting in a reactive rather than proactive approach  

 roles having been appointed at too junior a level to carry authority  

                                                 
20 The remaining four respondents did not know 
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 confusion between RETs’ role and those of other regional structures, with the 

introduction of RETs having added an extra tier to existing and evolving 

structures.  

6.13 Their main achievements to date were thought to be around engagement, 

communication and networking within regions. The continued good attendance at 

most networks was testament to the need for and usefulness of these events. 

Survey respondents in particular argued that RETs are functioning as a ‘good 

information sharing service’ and are proving ‘very important in bringing the region 

together and addressing concerns with the right people at the right level in both 

WEFO and Welsh Government. They have made a difference to the regional 

working relationship.’  

6.14 It was also the case that interviewees thought RETs provided a stronger regional 

voice, for instance in discussions with WEFO and Welsh Government. RETs have 

acted as mediators with WEFO in dealing with issues, sometimes common to many, 

faced by operations. By way of example, one FEI led operation was required to 

source financial match funding for provision to upskill staff: ‘WEFO had insisted that 

we charge for our offer, and then a number of ESF Programmes were approved 

after that which have been free. This undercuts the cultural shift of getting 

companies to pay something for their training. The RETs have helped us flag this up 

as a concern’.  

6.15 As would have been expected, given that it was not part of RETs’ remit, funded 

operations thought that the difference made by RETs to their own operations was 

fairly minimal and tended to revolve around relationship building with other players. 

There was a view, however, that RETs had been able to influence some national 

projects by ensuring that they adopted a regional perspective: ‘RETs are there to 

provide a level of scrutiny’.  

Sufficient number of regional operations or pan-Wales operations with good 

coverage of region 

6.16 Broadly, contributors thought that sufficient numbers of regional or pan-Wales 

operations with good coverage of regions were in place, and no specific gaps were 

highlighted over the course of the evaluation. Where such gaps had been identified 

e.g. start up support for social enterprises, it was noted that new operations had 

been developed to address them.  
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6.17 There was much discussion as to whether RETs were in a position to be able to 

demonstrate the difference that they were making to this outcome given that they 

did not have any funding award making functions. Despite this, several examples 

were cited whereby RETs had been able to promote funding calls within specific 

priority areas which were underspending within their region in order to generate 

interest amongst prospective applicants. It was also the case that several examples 

were cited whereby RETs had been involved in retro-proofing national backbone 

projects with a view to ensuring that they were being delivered within the region 

according to need. It was thought that RETs had been able to make greater inroads 

with ESF backbone projects than they had with ERDF capital investment operations 

in this respect. Furthermore, another success was thought to be work undertaken 

by RETs to encourage fewer, larger operations which was thought to have not only 

led to a reduction in duplication, but also greater efficiency.  

Operations in region consistent with regional strategies  

6.18 A strong message conveyed by interviewed operations and stakeholders alike was 

that RETs were contributing to an increased regional dimension to the current 

operational programmes and were ensuring that programmes were better aligned 

with an evolving regional agenda. For instance, one contributor observed that ‘we 

have stronger regional dimension to Operational Programmes than would otherwise 

be the case’. It was also commonly reported that regional networks were far 

stronger as a direct result of RET activities than would otherwise be the case. 

6.19 National operations interviewed as part of this evaluation thought that their 

provisions, which were broadly consistent in their offer across Wales, had been able 

to take into account regional structures and knowledge. It was argued that the 

regional dimension had been aided by a number of factors including clearer regional 

strategic objectives set out by regional partnerships and RETs’ ability to be able to 

communicate those effectively to delivery providers. In the case of HEI led 

operations there was also an expectation that RETs’ scrutiny of the extent of 

intervention regionally would eventually lead to greater regional economic benefits. 

6.20 RETs were thought to have played an important role in ensuring that operations 

funded via some programme priorities were consistent with regional strategies. 

RETs were tasked with the prioritisation of applications to be made for ERDF 

Priority 4 Strategic Objective 4 (Strategic Sites and Premises), but feedback on the 

success of this process was very mixed: on the one hand some argued that RETs 
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had functioned as an ‘honest broker’ in prioritising projects across local authorities 

whereas others took the view that they had hindered, rather than assisted, the 

prioritisation process.     

Operations in region complementing other operations and non-EU interventions 

delivering in the region 

6.21 RETs have delivered a range of activities, particularly networking opportunities, 

which had provided opportunities for operations and non-EU interventions to 

collaborate. As a direct result of these, it was thought that front line staff were 

becoming better informed about other provisions and better placed to refer 

participants to other operations which could benefit them.  

6.22 Contributors thought that this was one outcome where RETs were making a real 

difference: ‘RETs have taken what has been approved to work together…they’ve 

built bridges, they’ve improved knowledge of each other’. In particular, RETs were 

singled out for their efforts to increase the communication between larger national 

operations and local ones, although the extent to which this was the case across all 

four RETs did differ. There was a view that RETs had been particularly successful 

in engaging HEI led operations at the regional level.   

Operations in region not duplicating each other nor other interventions in region  

6.23 In general, whilst interviewees thought that there were continued issues of overlap 

in provisions available within this programme period, they perceived that it had 

reduced compared to previous programmes. Several factors accounted for this, 

including programme guidance setting out the need for larger, more strategic 

operations. Duplication was thought to primarily exist across the ESF programme: 

by way of example, it was argued that in one region there was a plethora of 

provisions targeting NEETs but that the supply was greater than demand.  

6.24 Most contributors thought that RETs could only be expected to make a small 

contribution to this outcome in light of other influencing factors. Whilst RETs may 

have been able to flag up possible areas of duplication set out within funding 

applications, they were never intended to have any funding decision powers. In 

terms of good practice, RETs supported a group of FEIs to work collaboratively to 

develop a joint application, which was thought to have gone some way to address 

potential duplication.  
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6.25 It was thought that RETs’ input has been more instrumental in helping those 

operations which potentially could duplicate each other’s provision to work around 

this during implementation, by making contacts and encouraging collaboration. A 

particular success was thought to be the way RETs had been able to facilitate 

linkages between national and regional interventions.  

6.26 As a result, there was a view that in the absence of RETs, the duplication in the 

delivery of provision would have been greater. A number of interviewees concluded 

that RETs have minimised, but not excluded duplication.  

Relevant regional organisations involved in operations delivering in the region 

6.27 Contributors were of the view that the right organisations were involved in delivering 

operations within their respective regions and were thought to include the ‘usual 

suspects’ including the Welsh Government, local authorities, FEIs, HEIs, the third 

sector and (but to a lesser degree) the private sector. Whilst no specific 

organisational gaps were identified contributors found it difficult to attribute this to 

the role of RETs. The vast majority of funded operations thought that they would 

have become involved with ESI programmes regardless of RET intervention, adding 

that the RET had been able to add more value to their collaboration with other 

regional or pan-Wales operations.   

Good uptake of operations in region by people and businesses  

6.28 In terms of operations’ uptake performance, most funded operations interviewed 

thought that they were either on track or likely to exceed their funded targets, albeit 

that some are working towards revised targets: ‘we are flying and we'll probably be 

scrabbling around looking for extra cash at the end of the programme.’ A minority 

reported that they were currently under performing adding that there had been 

‘some slippage’ and that they could be ‘performing better’. RETs reiterated this 

view, adding that feedback from operations suggested that the majority were 

performing well. Overall, it was reported by operations that the uptake of their 

operations during this programme period was better than in previous programmes.  

6.29 Some also observed that WEFO’s more flexible approach during this programme 

period had enabled them to adapt their approaches, thereby addressing any low 

uptake issues quickly. External factors, particularly the uncertainty created by Brexit 

and the challenging economic conditions which resulted from this, were cited as 

factors affecting under-performance.   
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6.30 RETs per se were thought to have had very little direct impact on operations’ 

uptake. Likewise, operations which were struggling with their uptake performance 

generally failed to see how RETs could help them address this issue.  
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7. Future RET activities 

7.1 This chapter sets out the views of stakeholders and funded operations surveyed 

and interviewed on the RETs’ role and priorities between now and the end of the 

programme period. It also considers arrangements to support regional investment 

after the 2014-2020 programme period comes to an end. 

RETs’ role for remaining programme period   

7.2 Most contributors thought that the current model in place for RETs was working well 

and wished to see their role and activities continue in a similar manner until the end 

of their funding period in 2023. For instance, one observed that ‘they are doing what 

they are supposed to be doing at the moment. Everyone appears to find them 

helpful and I can see no reason why drastic change is necessary at this stage’. 

7.3 Despite this, it was acknowledged that RETs’ role would need to evolve over the 

coming few years. It was anticipated that there would be a continual reduction in the 

focus given to regional proofing new applications and an ongoing focus on 

developing ESF Priority 5 operations.  

7.4 It was argued that RETs should focus on ensuring that EU funded programmes are 

delivered as effectively as possible between now and the end of the programme 

period.  

7.5 Aligned to this, it was thought that RETs will have an increasingly important role in 

helping to identify what impact ESI funding is having upon their regions. This will be 

vitally important in shaping the regional agenda and any future regional investment. 

Some questioned whether RETs should have a more prominent role over the 

remaining programme period around the evaluation of operations, particularly in 

terms of disseminating the findings of project evaluations and regional data such as 

the ESF Participants Survey. RET officers suggested that they could have a 

collaborative role to disseminate lessons from evaluations of both pan Wales 

operations and those operating across other regions.  

7.6 In terms of communication efforts, it was thought that RETs will need to focus on 

how funds are being used and what is being achieved, as opposed to promoting 

new funding opportunities. Several ideas were suggested by RETs themselves on 

how this could be achieved, including arranging showcase events to demonstrate 

the impact of ESI funding upon the region and sharing good practice between 
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operations. A call was also made for networking events to become more thematic in 

nature (where they were not already) as opposed to being priority driven.  

7.7 Funded operations thought that RETs could play an important role in helping 

operations close as well as identifying and communicating major gaps which might 

emerge as a result of operations coming to an end.  

7.8 Furthermore, it was also thought that RETs should continue to play an important 

role in informing and advising upon the shape of regional investment post Brexit. 

RETs, it was argued, were well placed to consider new ways of working post ESI 

funding and to explore how regional needs could be met by operations which did 

not have to conform to EU programme eligibility and constrictions.  

7.9 Survey respondents were asked what additional advice or support they would like to 

see being offered by RETs between now and the end of the programming period. 

They key points raised related to: 

 continuation of current role i.e. ‘more of the same’  

 greater consistency in the approach adopted across all four RETs 

 challenge operations to ensure that they are delivering for the benefit of regions  

 information on future funding opportunities including the UK Government’s 

Shared Prosperity Fund and any opportunities stemming from ESI underspend. 

7.10 Surveyed respondents were also asked in what way they would wish to see the role 

of RETs change between now and the end of the programming period. A small 

number of changes were suggested, but by no more than one or two respondents in 

each case. The key point made related to the need for provision available via RETs 

to continue post ESI funding. In this regard it was argued that their functions needed 

to evolve and become broader than only focused on ESI programmes and that they 

also had a role to play in shaping the future agenda for regional investment in 

Wales after Brexit.  

RETs role post programme period   

7.11 At the time of undertaking the fieldwork there was much uncertainty as to whether, 

and if so, when and under what circumstances the UK would withdraw from the EU. 

It was noted that these issues would have significant bearing upon the need for and 

the role and structure of any successor regional engagement function.  



 

56 

7.12 Despite this, contributors were aware of the ongoing policy commitment to the 

regionalisation agenda as demonstrated via the Welsh Government’s Economic 

Action Plan and subsequent creation of three Chief Regional Officers; the UK 

Government’s continued support for regional City Deals; and the ongoing 

strengthening of regional partnerships across Wales.  

7.13 As a result, contributors to the evaluation argued strongly that a regional 

engagement role would be required in the future, regardless of how regional 

investment in Wales post programme period would be managed, to be tasked with 

engagement, partnership facilitation and coordination functions. The role should 

also focus on ensuring the regional fit of any future investment and operations. 

There was a view that this regional engagement role should be approached 

impartially and where possible, that the current set of skills, knowledge and 

experience in place across the RETs be maintained.  

7.14 Several contributors stressed the need for streamlining regional structures and 

partnerships, and for integrating regional engagement functions into these 

structures, in the future. For instance, one argued that ‘we need to rationalise our 

partnership structures’ and embed RETs (or their successor) into those regional 

economic partnerships.   

7.15 It was noted that much of the current discussions around using ESF Priority 5 

capacity building operations were focused on addressing these issues. As such, it 

was difficult for contributors to offer concrete ideas on appropriate structures for 

regional engagement functions in the future. Suggestions made included 

transferring the duties currently being undertaken by RETs into a single regional 

entity. This is already being considered within the north Wales region where the 

longer-term integration of the RETs’ role and functions into the North Wales 

Ambition Board executive team is being explored.   

7.16 Contributors suggested a number of lessons which they thought should be 

considered when developing future regional engagement approaches. One lesson 

is to ensure that current knowledge, expertise and contacts are retained and not lost 

due to a ‘gap’ in funding resources. Another is around the need for regional capacity 

to be in place from the outset. A final lesson was thought to be around the need for 

greater consistency in how regional engagement functions are deployed from one 

region to another.  
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7.17 Surveyed respondents suggested that the future functions post the current 

programme could include: 

 supporting operations to demonstrate their impact and cost effectiveness to 

enable them to be sustained post EU funding 

 supporting projects with the move from ESI funding to UK Treasury funding 

requirements. 
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8. Review of regional engagement approaches across the UK  

Introduction 

8.1 This chapter explores engagement activities adopted by a selection of ESI 

programmes across other United Kingdom countries. It covers ERDF in both 

England and Northern Ireland and ESF in Scotland. Whilst the approaches across 

all countries are considered, a greater focus is given to the English programme as 

this was found to bear the most similarity to the Welsh programmes in terms of the 

model adopted. In the case of each country, the review considers three elements: 

 regional engagement model: an overview of the country or programme’s 

approach to regional engagement, including governance structure, finances, 

geographical spread and the activities delivered 

 applicability: understanding how applicable aspects of the model are to the Welsh 

context 

 lessons to be learnt: drawing out lessons that can be learnt for the Welsh 

programme as well as other future programmes, both in terms of best practice 

and aspects that have not worked well elsewhere. 

8.2 The review has considered the following sources of evidence: 

 consultation: with programme policy leads in each country  

 document review: review of programme documents, primarily the operational 

programmes 

 evaluation evidence: review of the available evaluation evidence. 

England 2014-20 ERDF Programme  

8.3 The review of the English model draws on a number of sources including emerging 

evaluation evidence and a document review. The main source of evidence was a 

draft process review (undertaken by Hatch Regeneris) which covered governance, 

management, systems and regional engagement. This was an extensive review as 

part of the national evaluation of the 2014-20 English ERDF Programme. The 

review did not cover ESF or other ESI funding programmes, however, many of the 

processes and structures such as local ESI funding committees and strategies are 

shared across the programmes and as such the model is similar in many ways. 
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The Model 

8.4 The English ERDF Programme covers the period 2014-20 with a total ERDF budget 

of €3.6 billion. The managing authority is the Ministry for Housing, Communities & 

Local Government, with the budget notionally allocated across 38 Local Enterprise 

Partnership (LEP) areas. In this respect the ‘local’ geographical areas covered by 

LEPs would be akin and comparable to the regional areas covered by RETs in 

Wales. 

8.5 The split of funding across priority axes is guided by the combination of the 

European Commission’s (EC’s) programme regulations, the needs identified in the 

Operational Programme and the LEPs’ ESI strategies.  

8.6 The LEP ESI strategies are a key part of the approach to localise ERDF funding, 

outlining how LEPs would like to invest ERDF and the priorities they expect projects 

to align with. The strategies provide a partnership-based perspective on how best to 

use the notionally allocated resources to address local needs and opportunities. 

Although these have added value, the draft process review noted that for future 

programmes greater lead-in time should be built in to allow for the development of 

higher quality, more distinctive local strategies. There should also be greater 

flexibility to respond to changes to the local context, such as socioeconomic shocks, 

to ensure local growth opportunities are maximised. 

8.7 Given the significant number of LEPs, many of the managing authority’s 

responsibilities are carried out by regional teams (Growth Delivery Teams, [GDT]) 

that are split across five geographical regions of England plus a team from the 

Greater London Authority which is responsible for a number of functions for the 

Greater London area through its intermediary body (IB) status.21 Amongst other 

things, the GDTs are responsible for issuing project calls, appraisal and contracting, 

contract management, monitoring progress against performance framework targets 

in the region.  

                                                 
21 IB status in London enables the GLA to discharge a wide range of functions including making investment 

decisions, issuing calls and contracting itself; a more limited IB status in Cornwall, Tees Valley, Manchester 

and Liverpool, where IBs were established as part of Devolution Deals, status confers decision making as 

regards local strategic fit of applications; a separate IB status was granted to eight urban areas (with a 

population of more than 600,000) linked to Sustainable Urban Development allocations (SUDs), again 

conferring responsibility for decisions on local strategic fit and providing advice on value for money and 

deliverability. 
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8.8 The structure of the programme means that it can be managed nationally but still 

has local input and a direct connection to local areas through the LEPs. This is a 

new model as ESI programmes are usually run and allocated at a national or 

regional level with limited input from local partners. From the point of view of 

national government, it works well as it allows control to be held centrally but 

engagement to happen locally. From the LEP perspective, engaging through LEPs 

means project calls can be tailored to the local area’s needs. The limitation of this 

model is that it can make cross-LEP activities and project delivery harder to 

achieve. The draft process review found that LEP areas had struggled to develop 

some types of cross-LEP projects and initiatives which has led to a much more 

decentralised approach to activities such as business support and some duplication 

of efforts (although this has also be shaped by changes in national policy for 

business support in England). 

8.9 Sustainable Urban Development (SUD) projects make up 5 per cent of the ERDF 

allocation and were made available to urban areas through support from TA 

funding. These allowed LEPs to develop a package of projects to meet the urban 

area’s objectives. Although final approval was still with the managing authority, this 

worked well as LEPs were given more responsibility and influence over the projects 

which were packaged together. However, this was not available for all areas and 

only accounted for a significant but small proportion of overall funding. 

Local ESI Committees 

8.10 Although the LEPs and other local partners have more responsibilities in some 

special cases such as the IBs and SUDs, their main activities centre around the ESI 

strategy and the local ESI committees. Local ESI committees provide the local 

perspective for the programme. They are made up of public, private and voluntary 

sector representatives who advise GDTs on the use of ERDF, on local ESI 

strategies and the strategic fit of proposed projects. Local ESI committees also feed 

back to the Managing Authority on the appropriateness of calls and light touch 

inputs on overall delivery progress. 

8.11 The process review found that national stakeholders recognise the value that this 

local input provides, particularly at outline application stage which focuses mainly on 

strategic fit. Although ESI committees have been a useful asset for GDTs in 

determining applications and setting calls, the process review found that some 
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members, particularly local stakeholders, thought that they should have greater 

powers to make decisions on investments. 

Technical Assistance 

8.12 Alongside this, there is also provision for LEPs and their partners (especially the 

local authority and HE sectors) to use TA funding to put in place TA teams (each 

LEP area has an allocation as part of its overall notional funding allocation). These 

teams are tasked with raising awareness of the funding opportunities, providing 

information on the bidding process and assisting grant applicants with developing 

applications. The activities of TAs range from organising events to disseminating 

information to assisting with project level application development. 

8.13 In practice, funding for TA teams was not taken up by a number of LEPs areas and 

hence overall take-up is less than expected. This was partly due to a lack of 

capacity and match funding in some of these areas, but also issues with the 

effectiveness of the support itself. The process review noted that a common 

challenge faced by LEPs was the lack of capacity locally to deliver thematic 

expertise in small TA teams. The potential consequence of the low take-up is that it 

could constrain the promotion of the programme to potential bidders in these areas, 

the effort to broaden of take-up amongst different types of organisations and 

competition between bidders which can drive innovation in projects. 

Applicability to the Welsh context 

8.14 There are many similarities between the English and the Welsh model, particularly 

in that the model is national but seeks to engage, inform priorities and deliver at the 

local (regional in the Welsh context) level. Where the models diverge is around the 

complexity of the English model. This is mainly driven by the scale of the English 

programme and the fact that the English model engages across 38 LEP areas, 

whereas the Welsh model covers just four RET regions. The English model also 

devolves more (although still limited) formal responsibility to local partners. 

8.15 As the Welsh Managing Authority provides guidance and support with project 

development itself, rather than through the RETs or separate TA teams, the model 

for TA is not applicable for the current Welsh programmes. However, the lessons 

from its application in England could be useful for future funding programmes. 
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Lessons learnt 

8.16 The key lessons that can be drawn out both for the current programme and future 

funding programmes are: 

 regional engagement: setting allocations at a regional level and devolving some 

responsibilities, enables a direct connection to be made with local areas so that 

local engagement is formally embedded in the programme itself. Moving away 

from either a single national or regional allocations promotes easier access to the 

programme and buy-in locally. However, this does present some challenges and 

resources and capacity need to be built in at programme design to maximise the 

benefits of the approach 

 regional influence: there is a careful balance to be struck between devolving 

responsibilities and retaining control of the programme. National stakeholders 

value the input of local partners, however, it remains important for them to 

influence investment decision making themselves. Conversely, local stakeholders 

feel they should have greater powers to drive their local growth agendas  

 project development support: As well as enabling regional engagement 

through awareness, support for project development is an important aspect to 

enable more applicants to come forward and appropriate resource and capacity 

should be built in to the programme to support this. Encouraging sharing of best 

practice is key here, particularly where there is a large number of stakeholders 

and thematic specialisms. 

Northern Ireland ERDF 

8.17 The review of the Northern Ireland model draws mainly on programme documents 

and consultation with the Managing Authority (Department for Economy, Northern 

Ireland). The Operational Programme set the ERDF value of the Northern Ireland 

ERDF Programme at €205m. There is one ERDF programme delivered nationally. 

The model 

8.18 The Northern Ireland model is different to those of the other areas of the UK, mainly 

in that, aside from infrastructure funding, the Managing Authority (Department for 

Economy) devolves all responsibility to Invest Northern Ireland (Invest NI), an 

economic development agency. This means it is responsible for the priority axes 

that make up over 80 per cent of the programme’s total value. As such, the 

Northern Ireland ERDF programme is able to draw on Invest NI’s regional 
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engagement resources and activity. As Invest NI is a long-standing business 

support vehicle for Northern Ireland, outside of ERDF, it already has very strong 

links with stakeholders which it can draw on. According to consultation with the 

Managing Authority and the latest Programme Monitoring Report, this arrangement 

works well as it enables the ERDF programme to draw on the wider resources of 

Invest NI. Invest NI also has experience of ERDF from delivery in previous 

programmes and wider experience of business support. 

8.19 Invest NI has a presence in Belfast as well as five regional offices outside Belfast. 

The regional offices are well-linked with local councils and stakeholders across 

Northern Ireland. The agency has extensive marketing activities and holds various 

events across the country. 

8.20 TA funding supports a team of 21 staff and is mainly used for administration and 

some minor supportive activities for the programme rather than for extensive 

regional engagement activities. 

8.21 Local Economic Development (LED) projects, which are focused primarily on local 

job creation, have been developed by Invest NI to ensure ERDF is accessible to 

local councils to address specific local needs. So far, all 11 councils have 

developed at least one LED project, demonstrating good local engagement across 

Northern Ireland. 

8.22 Two major infrastructure projects, funded under the Low Carbon Priority 4, are 

overseen by the Managing Authority directly. As these are major infrastructure 

projects, they do not require a high level of local or regional engagement activity. 

Applicability to the Welsh context 

8.23 The Northern Ireland programme is smaller in scale than the English and Scottish 

programmes and as a result, the investments are focused around a smaller number 

of priorities. This makes it more reflective of the East Wales programme, however, 

in terms of developing projects, there is little need for local engagement activities 

from the managing authority. 

8.24 The Northern Irish model relies heavily on the existing business support networks of 

the economic development agency (Invest NI). Although, from the perspective of 

the Managing Authority, this has been a major success for Northern Ireland, it is not 

a model that could be replicated without that existing network and wider resource to 

draw on.  
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8.25 Although Wales may not have an existing agency of this scale and reach, the 

success of the Northern Irish model could suggest that drawing more on smaller 

networks, where they exist, may provide a significant boost to the reach of the 

regional engagement teams. However, it should be noted that the scale of Invest NI 

makes working with ERDF a more viable option and that smaller networks or 

agencies may struggle with the complexities of ESI Funding.  

Lessons learnt 

8.26 The lessons that can be drawn out both for the current programme and future 

funding programmes are: 

 drawing on existing networks: where appropriate, using existing networks 

drawing in a wider pool of resource for engagement activity could boost the reach 

of regional engagement teams. 

Scotland ERDF & ESF 

8.27 The review of the Scotland ERDF and ESF programmes draws on programme 

documents and consultation with the managing authority (Scottish Government). 

The Scottish programmes are delivered nationally and the Operational Programmes 

quote a total EU investment of €475m for ERDF and €447m for ESF. 

The Model 

8.28 The Scottish Government is the Managing Authority for both the ERDF and ESF 

programmes. Regional engagement for the Scottish Programmes is done mainly 

through members of the Programme Monitoring Committee (PMC). The committee 

includes representatives from Local Authorities. There is also a Highland & Islands 

Territorial Committee (HITC) which sits within the PMC and is responsible for 

supporting the needs of Highlands & Islands Territories as this is the only Transition 

region in Scotland. The PMC and HITC work together to ensure the programme 

meets local needs. 

8.29 As with the English ERDF programme, allocations are set notionally at a regional 

level by the PMC. However, unlike other programmes, the Scottish programmes do 

not send out open calls. A small number of lead partners which includes local 

authorities, agencies (enterprise and innovation) and skills bodies develop projects 

themselves which they then submit to Scottish Government for approval.  
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8.30 Consultation with the Managing Authority reveals that as local authorities lead many 

of the projects themselves and sit on the PMC, there is not a significant need for 

regional engagement activity for the programmes. 

8.31 The benefit of this model is that it engages local stakeholders directly as they sit on 

the PMC and lead projects. This responsibility also gives them the influence and 

incentive to engage. Consultations with the Managing Authority suggest that for 

local authority led projects, the Councils have struggled to source the match funding 

for projects that they have been leading on. 

Applicability to the Welsh context 

8.32 This model of engagement is not possible for the current Welsh programmes as it 

was designed into the Scottish programmes from the start. It is possible that this 

could be applicable to future programmes, however, Welsh local authorities would 

likely struggle to source match funding in the same way that Scottish authorities 

have. 

Lessons learnt 

8.33 The lessons that can be drawn out both for the current programme and future 

funding programmes are: 

 designing-in local engagement: regional engagement can be designed-in to 

the programmes from the start so that local stakeholders have the influence and 

responsibility to engage with the programme. However, provisions must be made 

to ensure local stakeholders have the capacity to source funding and develop 

projects. 
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9. Conclusions and recommendations 

9.1 To conclude, we turn to consider the first aim of the evaluation before setting out 

our recommendations in response to the second evaluation aim. 

Progress made by RETs towards their overall objective of maximising the 

benefits of the ESI programmes to each region of Wales 

9.2 RETs have been able to make good progress to date towards their overall objective 

of ensuring that ESI funding benefits their respective regions. We are of the view 

that the nature of their inputs and activities are broadly appropriate to allow them to 

continue to achieve their outcomes between now and the end of the programme 

period. Their main achievements to date have been around engagement, 

communication and networking.  

9.3 The evaluation has found that there is a stronger regional focus within this 

programme period, and that RETs have been able to make a contribution towards 

ensuring that operations consider this regional perspective. Their contribution to 

communicating information about their evolving regional landscapes has been 

particularly important and valuable to funded operations. Regional networks are 

stronger as a result of RET activities and there is evidence that some national 

operations have been able to adopt a greater regional dimension to their delivery as 

a result of RETs' engagement. As a result, we conclude that the work of the RETs 

has been important in ensuring that operations across their respective regions take 

into account regional strategies and agendas. 

9.4 RETs have been able to make an effective contribution towards their objective of 

aligning interventions delivered across their region with regional priorities by 

engaging with operations and other players and facilitating dialogue between them.  

9.5 RETs have been curtailed from undertaking their regional proofing of ESI 

applications function as effectively as they might have done, due to factors such as 

their late start and their lack of involvement in strategic backbone operations. 

However, we do think that they have addressed this issue well by ensuring that they 

regionally proof funded operations retrospectively and on an ongoing basis in their 

efforts to align intervention during the delivery phase.  

9.6 We conclude that RETs are on track to contribute towards an outcome of operations 

in their region complementing other operations and non-EU interventions. We also 
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conclude that RETs have certainly minimised, but not excluded duplication, and that 

other factors beyond their remit have impacted upon provisions funded within their 

region.  

9.7 RETs are unlikely to contribute towards two of the intermediary outcomes set in 

place by policymakers. It would be unrealistic to expect RETs to achieve an 

outcome focused on good uptake of operations in region. Rather we suggest an 

alternative outcome which would be ‘operations are well informed about other 

services so they can refer participants according to their needs’ as being more 

appropriate. Likewise, we do not think that RETs can be expected to impact upon 

the number of regional operations or pan-Wales operations within their region, given 

the fact that they do not have any funding award function to influence this.  

9.8 One unintended outcome from the work of RETs to date are the benefits that have 

stemmed from their collaborative approach. These have included the sharing of 

good practice, experiences and knowledge and this has been aided by discussions 

via the RET Steering Group. There is scope to strengthen this collaboration further 

by exploring opportunities to work together on communications (e.g. joint web 

presence) and engagement efforts (e.g. many operations are only engaged with a 

single RET and there would be benefits from sharing this intelligence).  

9.9 It is possible that the RETs’ contribution to the Operational Programmes could have 

been greater had they been operational earlier in the programme period.  

9.10 We conclude that the activities deployed by RETs add value to the work of funded 

operations and regional partnerships alike. The networking events and 

dissemination activities delivered by RETs are well regarded and useful. In 

particular, effective networks are those which are well attended  focus on thematic 

issues and offer members an opportunity to develop strong collaborative 

relationships. They have allowed people to share best practice, gather information 

and intelligence, and forge relationships that have had bearing upon the delivery of 

operations. However, the nature, frequency and usefulness of activities such as 

networks and communications does vary from one RET to another and there would 

be benefit in drawing upon the good practice set out in this report. We are mindful 

that one RET in particular has lacked staffing capacity of late and this has restricted 

its ability to undertake the wide range of duties required of a RET.  
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9.11 The RETs are highly regarded across their networks in most cases. The prior 

experience and contacts which RET officers were able to bring to the operation 

should be acknowledged as a strength of the approach. Feedback from those 

funded operations who have worked closely with RETs is positive. There is a case 

for ensuring that RETs broaden their network of funded operations even further over 

the remaining duration of the programme in light of the feedback that some 

operations only work with one or two at present. Whilst it has improved over time, 

there is still some confusion about the role of RETs amongst funded operations and 

this should also be addressed. 

9.12 Chapter 8 sets out in detail the lessons learned from regional engagement in SEI 

programmes from across the UK. A key lesson from this review relates to the 

setting of funding allocations at the Welsh regional level and devolving 

responsibilities for these. The review found that moving towards a mixed model 

approach (which adopts both national and regional funding allocations) promotes 

easier access to the programme but does require resources and capacity to be built 

in from the outset.  

9.13 We set out below at Figure 9.1 a revised ToC logic model which takes into account 

the findings of this evaluation. The logic model sets out the actual inputs, activities 

and outputs being delivered by RETs at this point in time, together with the 

outcomes which can be expected to be achieved as a result of these.  Unlike the 

original logic model, the revised version outlines four main areas of activity which 

RETs undertake and sets out the key external factors which have bearing upon the 

RETs work. The revised logic model presents five intermediate outcomes which 

better reflect the activities of RETs, including outcomes not identified in the original 

model around operations engaging and collaborating with each other and 

operations being well informed about other services so that they can make 

appropriate participant referrals.   
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Figure 9.1: Revised ToC Logic Model, reflecting RETs current approach

 



 

70 

Provide recommendations for RET activities  

9.14 In moving forward we offer the following recommendations for the remainder 

programme period: 

 that RETs should continue to fulfil their functions as is currently the case, but 

ensuring that any staffing capacity issues be addressed as a priority 

 that the Welsh Government and local authorities work together to ensure that the 

uncertainty surrounding future funding does not impinge on RETs ability to retain 

skilled and knowledgeable staff. It would be helpful for Welsh Government and 

local authorities to explore this via the RET steering group well in advance of the 

funding coming to an end  

 that RETs should place a greater emphasis upon identifying and communicating 

the impact of ESI funding at a regional level. This should include being involved 

in drawing out and communicating operation and programme level evaluation 

findings as well as operation and regional performance data which would require 

operations or WEFO to furnish them with relevant data 

 any networks which are facilitated by RETs should seek to build upon the current 

good practice identified by contributors taking place, particularly across the south 

east, with a focus on addressing specific themes or issues in future events  

 that RETs should explore how they could adopt greater consistency in their 

approach to working with funded operations in terms of the templates issued to 

gather information from operations on progress and outcomes and ensuring that 

relevant operations receive communication and invitations to events from all 

RETs  

 that RETs, where it is not currently the case, should explore how they can 

disseminate information, such as contact data for themselves and other RETs, 

bulletins and newsletters, on-line.   

9.15 We offer the following recommendations for WEFO and RETs to consider post 

programme period. We recommend that: 

 RETs continue to contribute to the current discussions to streamline and 

rationalise partnership structures, utilising ESF Priority 5 funding opportunities as 

a mechanism to do so  

 consideration is given as to how the current duties undertaken by RETs, 

particularly in terms of regional engagement, partnership facilitation and 
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coordination, can be fulfilled as an embedded and integrated role within any 

future streamlined regional partnerships 

 efforts are made to maintain the knowledge, expertise and contacts which are 

currently in place across the RETs structure for the benefit of future engagement 

work by exploring how staff can be transferred into future regional partnership 

structures  

 if future regional engagement activity is to be funded from a central fund, a more 

equitable distribution of funding should be adopted per region with the level of 

funding provided commensurate with factors such as size of the region and the 

level of investment available to the region.   
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