
Skills Funding Agency ESF Procurement Update 
Introduction 
As members will be painfully aware, SFA procurement for the 2014-2020 ESF 
programmes has been delayed for an unacceptable period of time. With 
procurement now happening, the following briefing paper is intended to provide 
members with some of the detail concerning the ESF Operational Programme, the 
delays and potential pitfalls that bidders may face. 
 

ESF in   ESF in England, 2014-2020 
Certain structural changes have been made to the 2014-2020 Programme, with the 
key changes being: 
 
1. Contracts being commissioned at a LEP level, rather than regionally 
2. LEP involvement in deciding which match funders to opt in to, what 

programmes will be procured and – where LEPs are so inclined and able – their 
involvement in scoring the bids1 

3. A new national “Opt-In” organisation (match funder) in the form of the Big 
Lottery Fund 

 
Other changes, such as a greater payment by results focus and EU performance 
management measures have also been brought in. 
 
Delays to the SFA ESF Procurement 
All providers will have expected the new contracts to have gone live this summer, 
providing a seamless transition from the 2007-2013 programme to this one. In 
many LEP areas, the new programme will contain services that were previously 
funded, such as Skills Support for the Unemployed and Skills Support for the 
Workforce; so the sector was ideally placed to ensure continuity of service for 
learners – but the reality has been drastically different. 2007-2013 delivery ended 
on 31st July 2015 and, since then, no ESF-funded provision has been in place. This 
has led to staff redundancies, centre closures and even providers having to cease 
trading. 
 
A number of reasons have caused these delays, including: 

• LEP involvement in service design 
• Significant differences between the EU and England in terms of targets, 

leading to delays in the Operational Programme being approved (it was 
finally signed last month) 

• LEPs needing to sign off Memorandums of Understanding for each service, 
including deciding what involvement they would request in scoring the bids 

• Decisions needing to be made concerning the effects of skills devolution 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Not including NOMS, as the majority of delivery will be in custody* 
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Recent Developments 
The SFA have now written to each of the 38 LEPs that opted in, to provide an update on ESF 
procurement, and to notify them of changes to delivery timelines. The key messages are: 

 
1. Indicative commencement dates (subject to change): 

a. NEET procurement began 16th November 
b. The London-specific NEET round began on 23rd November 
c. Community Grants & IAG procurement: 30th November 
d. Skills Support for the Workforce: 14th December 
e. Skills Support for the Unemployed: 18th January 
f. “Mop up” of remaining calls: 15th February 

2. The intention is for all contracts to be signed by the end of June 2016, with each of the above 
rounds taking approximately 4 months from procurement commencing to contract signature 

3. All delivery must commence no later than 30th September 2016, although we expect that 
successful bidders will be encouraged to mobilise before then. 

4. All delivery to be completed by 31st March 2018 (see below). 
 
Members please note: Some sector news channels have been quoting items 1a – 1e as when 
Invitations to Tender are being released. They are not. These dates are when each specification is 
being assembled by the SFA and LEPs in readiness for bidding to begin. Members should expect 
each Invitation to Tender to follow approximately 4 weeks after each date (around 14th 
December for the first NEET calls), with a 30 calendar day bidding window (although we expect the 
first call to have a closing date of 25th January 2016). 
 
Changing of End Dates 
In the above letter to LEPs, the SFA have explained the reason for shortening the delivery 
timeframe, and spelled out two options. With recent devolution deals agreed for Sheffield City 
Region, the North East and Tees Valley, ministers can see that skills devolution is fast becoming a 
reality, with 38 areas having submitted bids to access devolved funds. If this momentum 
continues, the future of the skills sector is likely to be local funds, managed by local areas, leaving 
the SFA with non-ASB programmes such as apprenticeships. 
 
This is a crucial factor for the upcoming programmes, as the SFA uses Adult Skills Budget monies 
to provide their match-funding for ESF programmes. With this in mind, ministers have decided 
that all impending programmes need to be completed by the end of the 2017-18 financial year, to 
prevent the SFA from committing to match funding that may no longer be theirs to control. 
 
The SFA therefore wish to either: 
1. Retain the current funding, targets and outcomes to be delivered within a two rather than a 

three-year period (including the possibility of extending the project should they still have 
control of ASB) or; 

2. Reduce the funding and deliverables pro rata to fit the two-year period 
 
LEPs have now been asked for their preferred choice, although it is clear that the SFA (and 
providers) would prefer the first option. This will allow for contracts to be of the same value as the 
three-year profile, with the same number of outputs, but delivered over a shorter time span.   
 
Worryingly, LEPs will be able to choose their preferred option, and even have the ability to choose 
one option for one service (e.g. NEET), and the other for another programme (e.g. SSU). Successful 



bidders could therefore be awarded a reduced contract value for one programme and a full value 
for the other. 
 
Potential Issues 
We are obviously happy to see procurement about to commence – albeit, in our opinion, 12 
months too late. However, there are still some stumbling blocks that could interfere with the 
programme. 
 
Firstly, we were relieved to see no mention of funding reduction within the Comprehensive 
Spending Review. With Adult Skills Budget funding at risk, this had the capacity to reduce the 
SFA’s ability to match-fund going forward. However, we are aware that the EU have been actively 
searching for additional funds to support the migrant crisis – and any funds not fully allocated 
could be considered at risk. The SFA are formally asking DWP (as the Managing Authority) to 
confirm that all monies are still in place before procurement commences. 
 
Next Steps 
AELP are members of the SFA ESIF & Devolution External Advisory Group, which will be reconvening 
on 3rd December. Please watch Countdown for any news that this may bring. 
 
We would also remind members that we have been running a programme with the Campaign for 
Learning, aimed at ensuring that providers know the details of the programmes, and are able to 
express their interest in delivery via the partner matching database. Please see here for further 
details, including AELP member discounts: www.aelp.org.uk/events/details/esif/ 
 
DWP Ready to Procure 
Finally, DWP have now released the first two Prior Information Notices for their ESF programmes, 
one in the Greater Cambridge Greater Peterborough Local Enterprise Partnership Area and the 
other in the Hertfordshire Local Enterprise Partnership Area. Interested providers can access them 
here: 
 
http://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:399613-2015:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0 
http://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:399612-2015:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0 
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