LEADER application process: FAQ.
These FAQs are a broad guide for applicants around the whole LEADER process. Certain processes may vary slightly between Local Action Groups, but generally the principles will be the same across the LEADER areas.

These FAQs should be read in conjunction with the application guidance note.

BACKGROUND

Q: What is LEADER?

A: LEADER (or, the New Leader Approach as it is also known) is a means of delivering part of the Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE). The RDPE is a national programme sponsored by Defra and the European Union. Each of the English regions (except London) has developed the programme according to regional priorities – so unlike previous rural development programmes, the RDPE looks different in each region.

Unlike the majority of RDPE, LEADER is a community-led, ‘bottom up’ approach to rural regeneration, focussed in specific rural areas. Not all of the rural North East is covered by LEADER. 

It is important to remember that New LEADER, unlike LEADER+, is part of a wider rural development programme. It is not a stand alone grant scheme. 
Q: What can LEADER do?

A: The scope of LEADER funding is quite flexible, but it should broadly cover the objectives of the RDPE in general. Further information on RDPE, and the priorities for the region, is available at:  http://www.rdpenortheast.co.uk. 

Whilst LEADER is fairly wide ranging in what can be funded, we are looking for economic outcomes to be achieved as much as possible. 

Q: How does LEADER work?

A:  One North East, the Regional Development Agency, is responsible for managing the RDPE overall and therefore the New LEADER approach. One North East contracts with its Sub Regional Partnerships (SRPs) in Northumberland and Durham to manage LEADER funds on its behalf. The SRPs then contract with Local Action Groups (LAGs), who identify, develop and approve project activity. 
Decisions on which projects to develop are based on each LAG’s individual Local Development Strategy and Delivery Plan. 
Q: What is a Local Action Group?

A: A LAG is a group made up of people that represent the local area. These people are drawn from the public, private and third sectors, and are responsible for identifying what needs to be done in the LEADER area, bringing projects forward and making decisions on which projects to fund. 
The LAG has set priorities for its area, and these are set out in their respective Local Development Strategy and Delivery Plan.
EXPRESSION OF INTEREST

Q: I have an idea for a project. What should I do?
A:  You should first contact your LAG Coordinator / Project Officer to discuss your idea. They will be able to offer advice on whether your project would fit the priorities identified for the area.

Q: Who is my LAG contact?

A: Northumberland Uplands: Tom Burston; 01669 622063 email  TBurston@nnpa.org.uk 
Northumberland Coast & Lowlands: Ivan Hewitt; 01670 863007 email ivan@leadercoastandlowlands.org.uk
North Pennine Dales: Sue Ellwood email sue@northpenninedalesleader.co.uk
East Durham: Louise Johnson; 01429 824743 email louise.johnson@eastdurhamleader.org.uk
Q: Is there anything else I should do?

A:  it is probably a good idea to look at the strategies that have been prepared by each LAG. These are documents that set out the challenges faced by each area and a broad outline of how these challenges will be met. These are available at: http://www.rdpenortheast.co.uk/page/leader.cfm. Each area has also produced a Delivery Plan, with more clearly defined objectives and priorities – copies can be obtained from your LAG contact.
Q: My project seems to be eligible. What happens next?

A:  You will be asked to complete an Expression of Interest form (EoI). This is a short form that asks for a few details about your project, including a brief description of what the project will do, and the cost. The EoI will then be considered by the LAG and you will be told if it is something they would like you to develop further.

Q: What if I’m told that LEADER can’t fund my project?
A: LEADER budgets are limited, and whilst there may be some projects that are eligible for help, there may be more appropriate funding streams available. Your LAG contact will help you identify alternative sources of funding. Generally speaking, LEADER funds should be there to plug the gaps in funding. It should not be considered as a primary source of grant aid.
Micro Enterprise proposals will be referred initially to Business Link North East as they have specific funds available through the RDPE. If you are a farmer seeking to diversify you may find your project referred to the Business & Community Assets Development Fund, as will some Micro Enterprise or tourism proposals. Some projects may also find themselves re-referred to LEADER.
Q: That all seems a bit time consuming. What’s the point?

A:  We want your project to get the best; and most appropriate support possible. The processes we have in place should ensure that happens.
FULL APPLICATION

Q: OK. I’ve been told that my EoI is worth developing. What do I do?
A:  You will be asked to complete a full application. Your LAG contact will be able to assist with the development of your application. They may also bring in some specialist help to assist you in some circumstances. 
You should read the application guidance notes before you start – these will help you to understand what is required for each question.
Q: There are a lot of questions on the form. Do I need to answer all of them?

A:  Yes. The application form is just one part of the process. In order to decide whether to fund your project, it needs to undergo something called a technical appraisal. The technical appraisal covers all of the questions in the application form and will help to ensure that your idea is eligible and complies with European Union regulations.

You need to be clear as to what LEADER funds will be used to support. LEADER should generally contribute to the overall project, but certain items may be ineligible, such as insurance costs or statutory planning fees.

Q: What would happen if some information was missing? I am waiting for some details to be confirmed and don’t want to miss the deadline to submit the application.
A: We need the information in the form to be complete for us to be able to fairly and objectively appraise your proposal. Any missing information might mean that your application cannot be properly appraised in time. A decision would then have to wait until the next available panel – which could be up to two months away. 
Failure to supply important information could also that mean your project is rejected. 
Q: Will I be required to provide any other information?

A: Yes. Additional information that will strengthen your application would be things like letters of support, confirmation of planning approval (if applicable), and evidence that match funding is in place. This is not an exhaustive list; if there is anything that you think might strengthen your application, please seek advice, or send it in anyway. If you have a constitution, please send a signed copy of that as well.
Q: Who should I submit my application to?

A: Your LAG contact. They will check it for completeness and then send it to the SRP for technical appraisal. If the application is incomplete, or is felt to be unclear, you will be asked to revise it and submit a new application.
Q: How should an application be submitted?

A: We would encourage all draft applications to be submitted electronically. If you are asked for any additional information, it can be added to the first draft easily. This ensures that the information is kept together and on the same form. You may find that you need to submit several versions of your application before it is right.

Once all the information is supplied, you should print the application off, sign and date it, and send it to your LAG contact. A signed and dated copy is required for audit purposes. Electronic signatures are not acceptable.
Q: Do I need to have any match funding in place?

A:  We would strongly recommend that you try to find as much match funding as possible. This can be private funds, such as your own savings or a bank loan, funds from charitable sources, or even other public funds. The use of public funds is subject to certain rules, however. 
Match funding that has been applied for, but which is not yet confirmed, may delay the decision on your project, but it is dependant on the circumstances. If in doubt, please seek advice.
Q: Is there a maximum grant rate for LEADER?

A:  It depends on what you wish to do. The RDPE is broken down into different measures. Activities under some measures are fundable at higher rates than others. Your LAG contact will be able to advise you.

Q: How long will it take to get a decision?
A:  Your LAG contact should be able to advise you on this. There is a broad timescale that sets out each part of the process, but it depends on a number of factors. The complexity of your project may mean a longer assessment period; similarly, if key information is missing this will hold up the process as we will need to get back to you for further details.
Generally, we anticipate a four week period between the receipt of a fully completed application and a decision being made. Incomplete applications will take longer.
Q: Will all decisions be favourable?

A: Not necessarily. Even though a project could be deemed as eligible at EoI stage, the LAG could ultimately decide not to fund it. You will be notified of the reasons why in writing. Similarly, they may decide not to fund at the full grant requested.

Q: My project was turned down. Can I appeal?
A: You should speak to your LAG contact in the first instance. It could have been rejected for a number of reasons. You may be offered the opportunity to rework your application and resubmit it.

Q: My project was deferred. What does that mean?

A: It means that the LAG thought your idea had merit, but felt that the application needs some additional work on it. Your LAG contact should explain any issues outstanding and give you the chance to answer any questions raised accordingly. Your project will then be reassessed and a decision taken at the next panel.

A deferral does not necessarily mean that your project will ultimately be approved by the LAG.
PROJECT APPROVAL

Q: My project has been approved by the LAG. What happens next?

A: The LAG will contact the appropriate Sub Regional Partnership and let them know the decisions taken on individual projects. The SRP will then draw up a contract for issue to the lead contact on your project. This contract sets out all of the terms and conditions of the grant; it is important that you read it carefully. 
You should sign and return the contract to the SRP within one month of the date of the offer, or the offer will lapse. If, however, there are any issues that prevent you from returning your signed contract within the timescale, please contact your SRP so that an extension can be agreed.
Q: What is an approval in principle?

A: A project may be approved in principle if the LAG is generally in favour of the project, but considers there to be a few unanswered questions around it that they want you to answer first. Your LAG will send you a letter detailing what these are. 

An approval in principle will only be given if it is felt that the questions raised can be answered quickly. If there are significant issues, the project will probably be deferred.
Q: The contract contains some special conditions asking for more information. Why?

A: Special conditions can be inserted for a number of reasons. It may be that your project is considered worth supporting but that there are potential risks associated with it, for example. 
In some cases, but not all, you will be required to provide this information before you can start to incur spend on your project. Some special conditions may relate to the supply of information after a project has ended – like the number of users of a new service.
Q: When can I start to spend?

A: Spend can be incurred from the date of the offer, but be aware that you do not have a formal contract until it is signed and returned to your SRP. If there are any outstanding special conditions that require action, this must be done before you start work otherwise the contract could be void and funding withdrawn. Any money spent before the date of the offer letter will be ineligible to be reclaimed.
Q: When can I claim?

A: Generally we will look at quarterly claims to be submitted, although this may be dependant on the type of project. 
Q: Can I claim the money up front?

A: No. RDPE claims are paid in arrears on what is called ‘defrayal’ of expenditure – expenditure has to be incurred before payment of grant can be released. You therefore need to be able to ensure that you have some means of bankrolling the project until claims can be paid. You also need to provide original receipted invoices as evidence that spend has taken place.

Q: I represent a small organisation with no surplus funds. Does this mean that I can’t apply?
A: We realise that not all groups will be in a position to bankroll a project. It may be worth another organisation if they would be prepared to apply on your behalf. This could actually reduce the cost of your project as local authorities are able to reclaim VAT – so you could save 15% straight away. If you are having difficulty in this area, speak to your LAG contact. 
In the past this has also been done by parish councils, rural community councils, and development trusts – there may be others that are willing to take on the role of applicant.
Q: Anything else I should know?

A:  Yes. Along with claims, you will be required to monitor and report on the progress of your project. Your contract will contain details of what information is required. Failure to provide monitoring reports may result in a delay in paying your claim. 
OTHER INFORMATION

Q: Can I make changes to my project?

A: Any proposed changes must be discussed with your LAG contact and SRP first to ensure that the project remains eligible. Significant changes may require a new contract to be drawn up.

Q: My project is under spending in one area. Can I direct the difference to another part of the project or add in extra activity?

A: Most probably, yes. But you should still seek advice first.
Q: What would happen if I did not discuss changes first?

A: It is possible that the offer of grant could be withdrawn and funding recovered from you.

Q: How long do I need to keep paperwork for?

A: European regulations mean that all paperwork relating to a project has to be retained until December 2025. Failure to comply could result in the recovery of the grant. 
Q: What do I need to keep, records wise?

A: Everything! Your project could be selected for audit at any stage. Audits will look at things like project progress, whether any changes have occurred, who is working on the project, and financial records.

You should therefore keep everything related to your project together on a file. You will also need to ensure that financial transactions can be reconciled easily between the invoice, transaction reference and bank statement. Any missing payment details could result in the recovery of your grant.
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