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Introduction

This document is prepared under the project “Technical Assistance (TA) for the Cross-border Programmes Serbia-Montenegro and Serbia-Bosnia and Herzegovina”. Its intention is to support easier start of implementation of projects awarder under the Calls for proposals of the financial perspective 2014-2020. The document does not present sets of rules and contractual obligations, but is primarily meant to draw attention of grant beneficiaries to selection of most important things they are advised to take care of at the beginning of project implementation such as forming of project team (Appendix 1).
Having in mind a special nature of the cross-border projects where applicants must act in partnership with their cross-border partner organizations, it is very important for all the actors in the project to follow the principles of a good partnership practice.

A partnership is a relationship of substance between two or more organizations involving shared responsibilities in undertaking the action funded by the European Union. To ensure that the action runs smoothly, the Contracting Authority requires all partners to acknowledge this by agreeing to the principles of good partnership practice set out below.

All partners must have read the application form and understood what their role in the action will be before the application is submitted to the Contracting Authority.

All partners must have read the standard grant contract and understood what will be their respective obligations under the contract if the grant is awarded. They authorize the Lead Applicant to sign the contract with the Contracting Authority and represent them in all dealings with the Contracting Authority in the context of the action's implementation.

The lead applicant must consult with its partners regularly and keep them fully informed of the progress of the action.

All partners must receive copies of the reports - narrative and financial - made to the Contracting Authority.

Proposals for substantial changes to the action (e.g. activities, partners, etc.) should be agreed by the partners before being submitted to the Contracting Authority. Where no such agreement can be reached, the applicant must indicate this when submitting changes for approval to the Contracting Authority.

The partners must agree before the end of the action on how they will apply the provisions of article 7 - Ownership/use of results and assets of the General Conditions of the contract in relation to the equipment, vehicles and supplies purchased for the action with the EU grant.

Model of the Partnership agreement can be found as the Appendix 2 with its belonging addenda as the Appendix 3 Project Budget shared among beneficiaries.

1. Study your contract thoroughly

The contract you have signed contains important information on the requirements you need to respect during the implementation of your project. You need to understand those requirements. The contract consists of various documents - it is complex and detailed. At first sight it may seem boring, formalistic and complicated. And – it takes time to study it. We strongly advise you to invest the necessary time to study the contract properly. It might save you a lot of problems later-on, when you are implementing your project. 
[image: image2.jpg]If you should deviate from the requirements, this may have serious consequences for the success of your project or even for your organization/institution as a whole. It is particularly important to study the contract at the beginning of the implementation, since you not only need to know the rules, but also the time it takes to go through the various procedures. If you start looking back at your contract once some issue occurs, it might be too late for procedures to be implemented on time.

Example:
The Lead Beneficiary has planned to purchase an interactive information station. It would be placed in his premises and be available for the use of unemployed persons. It would contain information on various opportunities at the local level for free education to increase competitiveness, voluntary positions to gain experience, specific incentives that can be presented to potential employers and similar. The Lead Beneficiary procured adequate equipment. Yet, while preparing the project and executing marketing research, the Lead Beneficiary was not aware that the prices expressed by potential suppliers do not include development of software. Now the equipment is present, but it is not functioning. Luckily, the project budget includes a contingency reserve. The Lead Beneficiary explains the situation to the Contracting Authority and requests the use of the contingency reserve, for development and installation of software. The request is approved; the software developed and installed resulting in a fully functional interactive information station.

The Lead Beneficiary of another project “hears” about this and uses the contingency reserve for similar purposes. Yet, the Contracting Authority does not approve the costs. Why? The Lead Beneficiary has not checked the contract which clearly states that the contingency reserve can only be used with the prior written authorization of the Contracting Authority, upon a request justifying the need for the use of the contingency reserve.

As a consequence, the Lead Beneficiary has to bear the cost from his resources.
2. Make an action plan for reporting 

You have heard many times that reports are important and that approval of your costs depends on good reporting. You look at the reporting templates and you think – this can’t be that heavy! But, it is not that simple. A good report can only be written if well planned and if you have all information and supporting documents at your disposal. Besides, it is actually the process of preparing the reports that leads you to many details you were not thinking about initially. We strongly recommend that you prepare your own plan of reporting, scheduling in sufficient time for the preparation of each report. The first report is especially important as it immediately shows to the Contracting Authority your reporting capacities. 

Make sure that you closely follow the implementation of each activity and collect all documentation, outputs, invoices, visibility materials etc. And start to draft your report timely. A good Lead Beneficiary makes sure that his draft report is ready approximately one week before the submission deadline and that all attachments are available. This will allow other contract beneficiaries to check your draft report and improve it if necessary.

Example:
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Beneficiaries of a grant implement an action in which one of them - an educational institution - is in charge of providing long-term unemployed with formal education in accountancy. The education was done and unemployed people were certified. The Lead Beneficiary is preparing its report and realizes that the educational institution has not provided documentation to support the report. Quickly the Lead Beneficiary contacts them and asks for documentation. All documentation is promised within one day. But, two days pass by and nothing is delivered. The deadline for submission the report is coming. Finally, an e-mail is received. What a relief! The Lead Beneficiary opens the e-mail and realizes that the documents delivered are of very bad quality. The report on education indicated as an output is in local only and does not provide sufficient information. There are no attendance lists or photos or copies of certificates. The Lead Beneficiary did not closely follow the implementation and does not know exact information to improve the report and translate it. The working day has ended and nobody at the educational institution can be reached.
It is clear that the report cannot be delivered on time and it is now questionable whether the Contracting Authority will approve the costs. This could have been avoided by good planning.

3. Establish good communication with your partners
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Many people are involved in project implementation. They need to know in advance what is expected of them; otherwise they will most probably not deliver everything necessary. And you can’t blame them! The implementation of the project is your responsibility and it is you who needs to give clear instructions. And there are many such instructions related to various things – inputs for reports, time-sheets in English, visibility rules, proofs of delivery of activities etc. Just sending the project documents is NOT enough. People are rarely interested in reading complex documents especially in a foreign language. The only way is for you to sit down with each individual and to explain the details of their tasks. This might save you and the person in question a lot of misery in later stages of implementation.

The success of your project very much depends on the quality of the work of your project partners. Experience shows that very often partners sign all necessary documents, yet they are not always aware of their responsibilities. A common meeting at the beginning of the project helps a lot. It should emphasize the responsibilities of each partner, but also aim at deeper understanding of the interdependence and interconnectivity of all actions. Any activity being late often means that other activities will be delayed as well, any report or administrative document not delivered on time often means that the Contracting Authority will not approve the costs, any missing information to the Lead Beneficiary might mean that you as Lead Beneficiary cannot produce a report of sufficient quality etc. Therefore, detailed instructions on all aspects of the project at the very beginning helps a lot. But it is not only that. The partners can provide you with information in their sphere of work or their internal procedures that potentially might influence the project planning. You should know them very early in the project implementation.

Example:
The Lead Beneficiary has an initial meeting with its partners at the beginning of the project to ensure that the first quarter planning goes smoothly. The training of unemployed is scheduled for the third month of implementation. The training institution informs the Lead Beneficiary that exactly that month their capacities are limited due to other obligations and coming public holidays.
The Lead Beneficiary agrees with the partner to accelerate preceding activities and the training is delivered on time.
4. Create a systematic document filing system

The quantity of documents you will collect during the project lifetime will very probably be considerable. Documents will keep on coming and very quickly you will have an issue finding any specific document if they are not systematically filed. This can be avoided by preparing a filing system which is used for both paper and digital versions of your project documentation. The easiest way is to adapt it to the project content meaning that the documents are filed by activities. This makes is it easy for the person in charge, but also for other persons that might need to use them. When it comes to financial documentation, it should be in line with the project budget.

It is probably needless to mention that the project is a subject to on-the-spot checks. For this grant scheme the Central Finance and Contracting Unit of the Ministry of Finance plan to execute at least two on-the-spot checks/monitoring visits per grant contract. They will check your filing system and look at your documentation – both financial and content related. It is therefore in your interest that the documents are well filed at any moment so that anybody can easily understand the project status. You can also be subject to other checks during the implementation period, but also years after the project was implemented checks are possible. It is therefore even more relevant that documents are well filed. And it all starts at the very beginning of project implementation.
Example:
The Lead Beneficiary is visited by the Contracting Authority (CA) and the Operating Structure for the on-the-spot check. The CA is interested in financial records. The Operating Structure, on the other hand, is especially interested in evaluation reports of recent training sessions provided through the project.
The Lead Beneficiary provides financial records, but can’t find the evaluation reports. The Project Manager is on holidays and other people don’t know where to find these documents. Various documents are on Project Manager’s desk, in his drawers and on the shelves. Lead Beneficiary’s staff searches for specific documents, but to no avail. The Project Manager uses a laptop which he/she took with him/her.
The CA and the Operating Structure can’t wait any longer because they are visiting one more beneficiary that day.
The Monitoring Report will comment negatively on the filing system and availability of documents which could have been avoided if well-kept from the project beginning.
5. Start early with procurement procedures

The procurement procedures for IPA-funded projects are one of the most difficult issues. This also applies to your grant project. Take this information very seriously!

Each procurement (works, goods or services), you might have within your project, involves procedures to study and implement. It almost always takes more time than you expect. Besides, you might need other experts to support you, especially when you plan to purchase equipment. So-called Terms of Reference, Technical Specifications and Bills of Quantities have to be clear to allow potential competitors to offer what you need, but also for you to choose the best offer in line with clear evaluation criteria set in advance. Have also in mind that potential providers of goods, services or works might be reluctant to enter the process in which they need to respect unknown rules, provide their offer in English language and excluding VAT. They will probably have a lot of questions and ask for a lot of explanation! In addition, your tender documentation will be checked by the Contracting Authority almost automatically, especially in case of larger amounts. That takes time, too. Be sure the Procurement Plan you have to submit at the beginning of the project is realistic and allows for possible delays. And - start preparing for procurement as of the first day of implementation!

Example:
Reconstruction works are planned to adapt the Lead Beneficiary’s facilities to accommodate a training centre for unemployed women at the local level. The reconstruction should be completed in the second project month. Further activities are depending on the availability of properly adapted facilities. The Lead Beneficiary knows there enough local companies who can do the job. All documents are prepared and the Contracting Authority is satisfied.
Three offers were asked, but none is coming.
The Lead Beneficiary calls and asks whether the offers will arrive on time.
All three companies respond that it is too complicated for them to fill out all the required documents in English and that they are sceptical about the VAT exemption. Unfortunately, this means that the reconstruction will not be completed on time, and that other activities will consequently be delayed. But, this also means that local companies were overestimated in terms of their capacities to react to the tender.

Proper market research and/or invitation to more companies to apply would probably have resulted in timely contracting of these works.
6. Collect information on support available for you

You are not without support! There in the first place an Implementation Manual that provides you with instructions and the documents you need to use in addition to those annexed to the Call for Proposals. Make sure you study it thoroughly.

In addition to this, a helpdesk exists through which you can use the support of experts from the Joint Technical Secretariat. Through the web-page http://cbcsrb-mne.org/ you can find all necessary information and contacts at any time of the day just about any question related to the implementation of your project.
Finally, you will receive the contact details of the Project Manager at the Contracting Authority in charge of your project. Yet, you should contact this person only if really necessary as his/her primary task is not to support you, but to ensure that your project is implemented in line with contractual obligations.
7. Prepare a Communication and Visibility Plan
You are obliged to ensure visibility of your project to the wider community, always emphasizing the role of EU funding of your project. We advise you to define the visibility elements and to create communication and visibility action plan for the whole lifecycle of the project which will be used for the project, throughout its implementation. 

They have to be in line with the Communication and Visibility Manual for EU External Action: https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/communication-visibility-requirements-2018_en.pdf 
This manual has been designed to ensure that actions that are wholly or partially funded by the European Union (EU) incorporate information and communication activities designed to raise the awareness of specific or general audiences of the reasons for the action and the EU support for the action in the country or region concerned, as well as the results and the impact of this support.
This is not really complicated, but very important for any EU financed project. You can make very simple templates including obligatory insignia, but you can also be creative and make a specific project logo or similar. Again, do this at the start of your project in order to avoid later potential issues with the Contracting Authority.
8. Appendices

· Appendix 1 - Decision of appointment of project team
· Appendix 2 - Model partnership agreement

· Appendix 3 - Project Budget shared among beneficiaries

The Contract between your organization or institution and the Contracting Authority provides you with information on the requirements you need to respect.


BE SURE YOU KNOW YOUR OBLIGATIONS!





The reports are the basis for approval of your costs. Their preparation takes time and their quality does not depend exclusively on you.


MAKE SURE YOU PLAN SUFFICIENT TIME AHEAD OF THE DELIVERY DEADLINE FOR REPORTS!





Your project strongly depends on your project partners. Make sure they understand their tasks and obligations right from the start!


MAKE SURE YOUR PARTNERS KNOW AND PLAN TO DO WHAT IS EXPECTED FROM THEM!





A well-structured and clear filing system helps you tremendously throughout the project implementation and even after that.


PREPARE YOURSELF TO MANAGE LARGE QUANTITIES OF DOCUMENTS!





Procurement is always related to the part of the project you can’t do or deliver yourself. Your project depends on timely and proper delivery of services, supplies or works.


START RESEARCHING THE MARKET IMMEDIATELY AFTER CONTRACT SIGNATURE!





Use the helpdesk and advises of the experts from the Joint Technical Secretariat!





Even in the case of things which are clearly visible, you know that if you do not turn your mind to them, it is as though they had never been there or were far away.


(Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, IV, 809 apud Van Winkel, 2005: 7)
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