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Abstract

Partnerships are crucial to regional and local economic development. There is a need for greater understanding about the real operations of such partnerships in order to improve their efficiency and effectiveness and to understand the appropriateness of different forms of partnership in different circumstances. This paper describes the first part of an analysis of these questions using a survey of participants of the East of Scotland European Partnership. It considers the partners’ views of the role of the partnership and seeks to apply a framework for analysing partnerships and considers its advantages and disadvantages from the perspectives of the participants.

Major advantages of the Partnership were more effective projects and improved implementation, together with greater accountability, co-ordination budget enlargement and strategy formulation. The perceived disadvantages were considerably less significant. The two greatest disadvantages were bureaucracy costs and the skewing of projects towards those eligible for funding rather than those likely to make the greatest contribution towards local economic development. The paper indicates a notable divergence in views of different partners (based upon factors such as sector, location, aims). Both theoretically and empirically such differing perspectives must be fully analysed.

1. Introduction

Partnerships involving a wide range of public, private, third-sector have an important and explicit role in the development and implementation of regional economic development policies throughout the European Union (EU). One of the three main principles in European Commission’s Structural Funds policy guidelines was “to implement a partnership with all the parties involved in structural policy, especially the regional authorities” (CEC, 1987). Such partnerships involve “close consultation between the Commission, the Member States concerned and the competent authorities designated by the latter at national, regional, local or other level, with each party acting as a partner in pursuit of a common goal” (CEC, 1989, p.15), and so involve both consultation and action at a local level. 

The partnership approach has been widely used in the main programmes involving the Structural Funds across the EU. In the UK these included a series of multi-year comprehensive Integrated Development Operations (IDOs), for example, in Birmingham, South Wales, Fife and Strathclyde in the 1980s and early-1990s. More recently the concept of partnerships has been further developed in a series of European Partnerships. This paper considers initial results of an analysis of the case of the East of Scotland European Partnership.

The case for using a partnership approach in economic development is now generally accepted at EU, national and local levels. However, it is important to analyse more deeply: what is the appropriate type of partnership under different circumstances; how can partnerships be made to work more effectively and efficiently; how can the benefits of partnership working be increased and the costs decreased; and indeed what circumstances might the costs of partnership outweigh the benefits. The debate must progress more towards answering such questions in the many different circumstances in which partnerships are used and in developing more robust and useful theoretical frameworks for analysing and improving partnerships (see for instance Montanheiro, 1998; Morris and Haigh, 1998). The second purpose of the paper is therefore to start to apply a more explicit theoretical framework to the analysis of partnerships by building upon part of the framework for economic development partnerships presented by McQuaid (1998) (also see for example McIntosh, 1992) for reviews of the literature.
Section 2 of the paper describes the East of Scotland European Partnership, the area that it covers and the survey conducted in the study. Section 3 then considers the partners’ views of the role of the partnership. Section 4 considers the advantages of the partnership and section 5 its disadvantages. Conclusions are presented in the final section.
2. The East of Scotland European Partnership

The Eastern Scotland European Partnership (ESEP) is a formal partnership involving representatives from the European Commission, the Scottish Office, Government funded organisations, local authorities, the Scottish Enterprise Network, further and higher education institutions, the private sector and a diverse range of ‘Third sector’ organisations. It was created to develop and implement the regional and social conversion strategy for Objective 2 areas in the Eastern Scotland embodied in the Eastern Scotland Single Programming Document (SPD) 1994-96 and is continuing this role in the current SPD (1997-99). The strategic aim of the SPD is:

‘to contribute to a reduction in economic disadvantage in the Eastern Scotland Programme Area through assistance for the creation of new and additional jobs and by assisting progress through partnership’.

In this context, 4 development priorities have been recognised: tourism, technology and innovation, locally based initiatives (LBIs) and  the development of a dynamic, indigenous small and medium sized enterprises (SME) sector. The Partnership includes a number of committees and advisory boards, formed from sector representatives (e.g. the voluntary of local government sectors, and the European Commission). These agree and monitor strategy, assess funding applications and make recommendations to the Programme Executive. The free standing secretariat and executive (ESEP Ltd.), supports these bodies, assesses applications for grants utilising advice from advisory groups, monitors the progress of funding projects and provides valuable assistance to partners and those wishing to become partners. In partnership, these bodies work together to maximise the effective use of European funding in addressing and redressing  the economic, social and environmental issues arising out of industrial decline.

The geographical area covered by ESEP is problematic as it is neither a continuous nor homogenous area. It is formed from 4 sub-regions (Forth Valley, Lothians, Fife and Tayside) within which regions defined areas qualify for Objective 2 funding and hence are included in the ESEP area and neighbouring areas are excluded. The main centres of population are Dundee, Falkirk, Stirling, Dunfermline, Kirkcaldy, Glenrothes and Livingston. The City of Edinburgh is nearly surrounded by the ESEP area but is noticeable by its absence as the boundaries are drawn on the basis of Travel-to-Work Areas (TTWAs). Only one district to the west of the city qualifies for inclusion in ESEP. Consequently, the Programme area is divorced from the main centre of economic, social, environmental and cultural activity, with all the associated employment opportunities these activities generate, in eastern Scotland.

Another effect of the disparate (or disjointed) geographical nature of the ESEP area is that often there is little commonality between the regions save their eligibility for Objective 2 European Funding. The regions are quite diverse geographically, historically, industrially and economically. This heterogeneity does not present an obvious foundation for building a partnership, or more importantly it is not necessarily an appropriate economic area upon which to build a regeneration funding strategy. Admittedly the Partnership is focused upon funding for the less prosperous parts of the EU, but the economic links between these and more prosperous neighbouring areas are crucial. The actual strength of the links between the neighbouring parts of the ESEP area and Edinburgh are shown in the new 1998 TTWAs which includes them as part of Edinburgh (Hickman, 1998).
The area largely conforms to the characteristics of an Objective 2 area of the European Structural Funds, which aims at: “Converting the Regions, frontier regions or parts of regions including employment areas and urban communities seriously affected by industrial decline”. Thus, the Eastern Scotland Objective 2 Programme Area is a geographically disparate area, detached from the economic heartland of the East of Scotland and having an economic structure which is suffering from industrial decline and which is currently relatively poorly equipped to take advantage of new employment opportunities. European Structural Funds therefore have a very valuable role to play in the regeneration of this area.

A series of face-to-face interviews were held with people from different partner organisations in ESEP. The sample was selected to be representative of the partners, but was weighted so that at least one respondent was included from each of the key agencies (e.g. local authorities, LECs). In total 52 partner organisations, including the EC, were interviewed. Two respondents in two local authorities and the Programme Executive were also interviewed resulting in 55 interviews. 

The questionnaire was constructed to discover partners’ opinions of the aims of the Partnership, its characteristics, advantages and disadvantages. It incorporated both open and structured questions to provide the opportunity for respondents to fully discuss their views. The ‘closed’ questions were scored on a five point scale from strongly agreed, agreed, neither agreed or disagreed, disagreed to strongly disagreed. These were scored 5 to 1 respectively. The next section discusses the respondents’ views on the characteristics of the partnership.

3. Characteristics of the Partnership
As discussed in McQuaid (1998) the characteristics of the partnership include the partnership’s remit, including aims, range of activities and spatial dimensions; key actors, including the range of actors, the formal structure of their relationship in the partnership, their informal relationship; implementation mechanisms; and the temporal dimension. In this section the main roles of the partnership are considered and summarised. It was also hypothesised that different partners would have different perceptions of the partnership, due to their different purposes, power within the partnership etc. While more detailed analysis of this is the subject of current research, there are clear indications that this is the case. Based upon a scoring system of 5 equals ‘strongly agree’ to 3 as ‘neither agree or disagree’ and 1 equalling ‘strongly disagree’. Figure 1 presents the means of the responses to statements concerning the characteristics of ESEP.



There was clear agreement among most partners on a number of characteristics of ESEP.

The main characteristics were that the partnership’s main purpose was to maximise resources for the area (4.09), followed by its main aims being economic (4.04) and the main focus being the whole of the ESEP area (rather than on specific  local areas). Considering the issues in more detail, the most important purpose of the Partnership was seen as to maximise or increase resources for the area, with some 87% of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing with this statement. Similarly the figure was 73% for the suggestion that the Partnership results in more effective use of existing resources. So both resource expansion (compared to what would have been the case without the Partnership) and effectiveness were prime characteristics of the partnership. Some 58% supported the view that the Partnership helped the co-ordination of local economic development policies. From an EU perspective the emphasise on the ‘real politik’ of maximisation of resources to the area may be somewhat disappointing.

In terms of control of the Partnership (see for instance, Painter and Isaac-Henry, 1997, Syrett, 1998) there was wide involvement of the partners (60% agreeing or agreeing strongly), however 73% felt that the Partnership is controlled by representatives of the key agencies, so power is relatively concentrated. To counter this somewhat the key agencies were quite numerous (local authorities, local enterprise companies, the ESEP Executive in particular), contributed more to the Partnership and the local authorities did have a democratic mandate, and also 74% agreed (or strongly agreed) that the Partnership operated by general agreement.

Unsurprisingly the Partnership is considered to be focused on the East of Scotland region as a whole, and there appears to be little suggestion of certain geographical groups overly usurping funds. Again unsurprisingly given the nature of the Partnership the purpose of the Partnership is seen as primarily to meet economic aims (87%) while only 36% suggested that the purpose of the Partnership is to promote social goals. Some partners felt that economic and social aims were inextricably linked, the strength of opinion was that the purpose of the Partnership was to generate economic growth and that social benefits would percolate from this.

4. Advantages of the Partnership

The main assumption for partnerships is that the partners are not in a zero (or rather constant) sum game. By co-operating the total output is increased for a given level of resources. The emphasis above on the effectiveness of resources use supports this view in the case of ESEP. Also they are seen as allowing each partner to gain the benefits from co-operation, while still retaining their autonomy. The results suggest that the ESEP had resulted in a large number of advantages for participants. Indeed of the 16 potential advantages listed, 15 had a mean of over 3 indicating that overall respondents agreed that these were real advantages of this particular partnership. According to McQuaid (1998) some of the main advantages for partners can be grouped under: taking a more strategic approach to economic development, greater impact and effectiveness, greater resource availability and legitimacy. The statements with the highest agreement (ranking) included: the Partnership aided the accountability of resources used (3.89), the Partnership led to more effective projects (3.85), aided project implementation (3.82), created a positive culture towards economic development (3.76) and supported a more strategic approach by local actors (3.76).

In terms of taking a more strategic approach 73% felt (agreed or strongly agreed) that the Partnership had led to a more strategic approach by local actors (mean 3.76), see figure 2. The Partnership had also provided a platform for the development of better strategic ideas (mean 3.65). Some 65% of respondents felt that the Partnership had produced a more co-ordinated approach to local economic development (mean 3.51). Respondents across all sectors agreed, although of particular note is the Third sector, where 71% Third sector respondents supported this statement and indicated that their inclusion in local economic development programmes was appreciated.




The Partnership had led to better strategy formulation and implementation, with means of 3.56 and 3.51 respectively. There is an interesting breakdown of replies. The sectors most involved with strategy formulation and implementation are local authorities, Government departments and agencies and LECs (Local Enterprise Companies). Around 62% of local authorities respondents agreed that the Partnership had led to better strategy formulation with a further 8% strongly agreeing (although a large 31% disagreed with this). Half (50%) of Government departments and 60% LECs also agreed that the Partnership had led to better strategy formation - the rest either disagreed or neither agreed nor disagreed. Support was less strong on the advantages of the Partnership for strategy implementation, with 60% LECs, but 54% local authorities and 63% Government departments agreed with the statement (and none strongly agreed). It would appear that those most concerned with policy formulation and implementation generally experienced the advantages of improved strategy formation and implementation, although this was not universal.

In terms of effectiveness the Partnership had increased the economic impact of policies (mean 3.7). Although all sectors agreed with this statement, the greatest strength of agreement was among the local authority sector where 93% respondents agreed or agreed strongly with this statement. The Partnership had led to the release of synergy (mean 3.65), which supports one of the main claimed advantages of partnerships in general. In terms of individual projects, the Partnership had importantly led to more effective projects (3.85). While most sectors agreed, within LECs 40% respondents disagreed. It had also led to better implementation of projects (mean 3.82). Over 50% respondents did not agree that the Partnership had increased the operational efficiency of projects. 50% local authorities, 60% LECs and 63% Government departments neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement and 20% LECs disagreed. 24% Third sector and 33% Higher Education respondents disagreed with the statement and did not feel that the Partnership had increased the operational efficiency of projects - mostly this is a function of the resources required in the administrative requirements associated with European funding. The Partnership had spread the risk of investment (3.49) for participating organisations.

In terms of resource availability it was felt that the Partnership had led to budget enlargement for their organisation (mean 3.7). This advantage was of particular value to Third sector organisations (two-thirds agreed or strongly agreed) who have limited resources and continually need to seek out funding.
Finally in terms of legitimacy and accountability the Partnership had increased public accountability of EU expenditure (with the highest mean of 3.89). There was general agreement with this statement across sectors with 16.4% respondents agreed strongly. The Partnership had successfully brought and led to the implementation of the EU agenda to the local level (3.53). 

Also of note is the proportion of respondents who replied that they did not know of the effect of community involvement. Over half of respondents from local authorities, LECs and Government departments and agencies stated that community participation had produced a more appropriate response to local economic development - interestingly only 28% Third sector respondents felt this to be true. Overall 42% agreed that the partnership had led to greater community participation although 22% disagreed with this. However, 42% felt that community participation had led to a more appropriate response to local economic development (15% disagreeing).

There were a number of advantages of partnerships in general which respondents did not feel were significantly applicable in ESEP. These included the Partnership had prevented/reduced the duplication of services (a mean of only 3.13, although this is still overall positive), with 31% of respondents, in all main categories, disagreeing with this statement. Only 9% respondents in Third sector (compared to 31% overall) felt that the Partnership had reduced conflict (with an overall mean of  3.05). There was no general support for the statement that the Partnership had offered stability and continuity in the face of changing composition of statutory bodies (notably the re-organisation of Local Government in the mid-1990s). In fact it was those most likely to be affected by these changes who were most numerous in disagreeing with the statement (LECs, local authorities and Government departments and agencies.)

In general there was strong support for the advantages of the Partnership and substantial benefits seem to derive from it. However, there are a number of cases discussed above where there are disagreements and the various sectors do perceive different advantages. So it is important to disaggregate the views of different types of partners when analysing partnerships.

5. Disadvantages of the Partnership
There are many problems in working through partnerships (McQuaid, 1994; Peck and Adam, 1994; Hastings, 1996). These may vary according to the form of partnership. These include unclear goals, resource costs, unequal power, actors taking control, impacts upon other ‘mainstream’ services, differences in philosophy between partners. Perhaps one of the most surprising aspects of the research survey was that many of the commonly held potential disadvantages of partnerships did not apply universally to the ESEP. The majority of respondents agreed with the suggested advantages of the Partnership, but not with the potential disadvantages. Only 6 of the 14 statements about potential disadvantages of the Partnership received overall agreement with a ranking of more than 3 (see figure 3). The means for each potential disadvantage was also much lower than the means for advantages.




Some 67% respondents agreed or agreed strongly with the statement that the bureaucracy involved in Partnership is costly in terms of time and resources. This was the greatest disadvantage (mean 3.69). Respondents from all sectors applying for funds stated this to be a disadvantage, however from comments made by respondents, it would appear that the Third sector find the bureaucracy particularly onerous. They find it difficult to devote staff and resources to the administrative processes involved in applying for European funds and monitoring the implementation of funded projects. A quarter of the respondents who disagreed with the statement and many stated that they did not feel that bureaucracy was costly because they benefited from the receipt of funding at the end of the process - in their interpretation the bureaucracy was ‘worth it’.

Of those expressing an opinion, the majority (58%) felt that there was unequal distribution of power within the Partnership (mean 3.45). Although it would be expected that the majority of Third sector organisations would hold this view, this was also the case in Further Education, local authorities and government department and agency sectors. This inequality was widely recognised. Some 60% of respondents agreed or agreed strongly that representatives from community organisations lacked power within the Partnership (mean 3.51). Only 16% disagreed (the rest neither agreed nor disagreed). The greatest number of respondents who agreed strongly were from the Third sector. However, it is interesting that when the agree and agree strongly categories are considered together, over half of the respondents from government departments and agencies, local authorities, FE colleges and the Third sector,  recognise that community organisations lack power. Some felt that this was appropriate (as other partners contributed much greater resources and some, such as local authorities, had greater direct democratic legitimacy), but others felt this was a failing of the Partnership.

Two-thirds felt that funding application and approval procedures had produced difficulties in the effective management of programmes (mean 3.53). This was a problem experienced by all sectors. The greatest number of respondents who agreed strongly with the statement were from the Third sector; organisations in this sector tend to have to survive on very tight budgets and experience difficulties if there is even a short-term delay in funding.

A serious problem with strategies and partnerships is the potential skewing of projects towards those that are eligible for funding rather than those that local actors feel would make the greatest contribution to economic development. There appears to be clear evidence of this with 51% agreed and a further 15% respondents agree strongly that Structural Fund projects put forward are skewed towards those eligible for funding rather than those which are more relevant to long term regional development (mean 3.6). The greatest number of respondents who agreed strongly were from the Third sector, but respondents from LECs and local authorities also fell into this category. This is contrary to the European Commission perspective and in every sector, except Higher Education, at least 60% of respondents agreed or agreed strongly with the statement. This point demonstrates that although the ESEP strategy as set out in its Single Programming Document provides an overview of the priorities for re-generation in designated areas, it or its implementation does not necessarily fully reflect local views. In all support schemes applicants will often have to adjust projects to fit precise guidelines, however, the skewing of priorities is still significant in this case. Perhaps more flexibility should be incorporated into the delivery mechanisms.

There was a spread of opinion over whether the availability of EU structural funding had resulted in a funding led approach to economic development within each organisation (mean 3.11), i.e. where the strategy or projects of the organisation are significantly changed to meet funding opportunities rather than to meet the main aims of the organisations in the way the organisation would prefer. Over 50% respondents in the Third sector agreed and agreed strongly - they depend on EU funding for implementation of projects. Likewise  respondents from the HE sector (2/3 agreed or agreed strongly) depended on EU funding for specific developments within their organisation. In general, the organisations which did not endorse this statement were eligible for alternative sources of funding.

However, relatively little support was given to the suggested potential disadvantage that the need to complete proposals in a given manner and adapting them to meet EU directives had distorted the real purpose of specific local economic development projects (mean 3.31). Although overall this did not appear to be an issue, almost 30% of Third sector organisations stated that they had to adjust the nature of their proposals to fit in with EU directives. This question can be interpreted in 2 ways: EU directives and the SPD have been devised to generate sustainable economic growth in the East of Scotland. Therefore if a body wishes to apply for EU funds, and claim that their project will contribute to re-generation within the area,  their application should fit in with this wider design. Alternatively the SPD may not take account fully of the variety of bodies engaged in activities to re-generate the economy of  the East of Scotland or of the range of their activities.  

Many potential disadvantages were felt by most partners not to apply to ESEP. Taking first the potential for conflict and the distribution of power. More respondents disagreed than agreed that the variety of membership had created conflict (mean 2.93). The sectors where the largest proportion of respondents agreed with this statement were government departments and agencies and local authorities. Respondents in these sectors perhaps were not used to this degree of competition for funds and also the fact that they were now in a Partnership and that their usual position of authority did not apply. In general, however, the variety of members within the partnership was not deemed to have created conflict (debate, yes, but not conflict).

Similarly only 30% respondents believed lack of trust, commitment and participation by a member or group of members had reduced the effectiveness of the Partnership (mean 2.85). There were no clear trend regarding sectors. Only 1/3 of respondents felt that the creation of committees and advisory groups had led to the formation of cliques which have distorted the distribution of influence within the Partnership (2.87). However it was noted that cliques still formed, but do so informally, rather than as a result of the operation procedure of the Partnership. There was also disagreement that decisions are less transparent than if taken by only one organisation. A great deal of effort had been made to ensure that the decision making process is transparent and this was reflected in the mean of only 2.56. The only sector which entirely agreed with the statement was the FE sector.

There was a wide involvement of different sectors in the Partnership. However there had been resistance by the private sector to become involved. Respondents commented that it was difficult for private sector partners to become involved due to the administrative processes - ‘too many hoops’. Opinion was quite evenly split within the sectors over whether a representative can effectively represent their sector (e.g. the voluntary sector was represented on all relevant committees, but, of course, not all voluntary bodies could be on each committee). The concept of representation is central to the Partnership. Although 42% respondents disagreed with the above statement, 47% agreed and agreed strongly with it. Therefore, an effective communication mechanism must be implemented to ensure that sector representatives do in fact represent the organisations within their sector.

A significant advantage of the Partnership was the scope for improving strategic direction and implementation in developing the local economy. Most felt that the creation of a large partnership and sharing of control had not weakened strategy and direction and diluted aims (mean 2.67). The only sector in which a significant proportion of respondents noted this to be an issue was FE sector. In their case they are strongly influenced by the training policies funded through the Partnership for students and income, and these policies may conflict with the Colleges’ own priorities. Generally then, the two greatest disadvantages were bureaucracy costs and the skewing of projects towards those eligible for funding rather than those likely to make the greatest contribution towards local economic development.

6. Conclusions

Partnerships are crucial to the development and implementation of economic development strategies and there is a need to have greater understanding about the real operations of such partnerships in order to improve their efficiency and effectiveness and to understand the appropriateness of different forms of partnership in different circumstances. There is thus a need for detailed case studies to assist in developing and ‘filling out’ theoretical perspectives on partnership. This paper has outlined the initial results from a study of the East of Scotland European Partnership and has identified some of its major advantages and disadvantages. 

In general there was strong evidence of advantages of the Partnership and substantial benefits seem to derive from it. Major advantages of the Partnership were more effective projects and improved implementation, together with greater accountability, co-ordination budget enlargement and strategy formulation. However, there are a number of cases discussed above where there are disagreements and the various sectors do perceive different advantages. So it is important to disaggregate the views of different types of partners when analysing partnerships. The perceived disadvantages of the Partnership were much lower, in number and strength, that the perceived advantages. Most potential disadvantages did not greatly apply to the Partnership. Generally the two greatest disadvantages were bureaucracy costs and the skewing of projects towards those eligible for funding rather than those likely to make the greatest contribution towards local economic development.

The paper therefore indicates some of the wide divergence in perspectives from different partners or organisations within the partnership (based upon factors such as sector, location, aims). Both theoretically and empirically such differing perspectives must be fully analysed. This is an area of ongoing research by the authors. 
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ESEP collaborates

Implement EU policy

Wide involvement

Public accountability

Co-ordinate l.e.d

Better joint working

Mgt flexibility

Implement UK policy

Individual policies
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Max resources orgn

Advantages of the Partnership
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Local actors
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EU agenda locally

Co-ord approach

Strategy implementation
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More mkt. approach

Appropriate l.e.d.

Reduce duplication

Reduce conflict

Social approach
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Disadvantages of the Partnership
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Costly bureaucracy

Skew of projects

Funding process

Lack community power

Unequal power

Project purpose

Funding led approach

Representation

Public resistance

Conflict
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Lack trust

Large partnership

Transparency
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