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[bookmark: _Toc396222425]INTRODUCTION
The aid provided in 2014–2020 by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (hereinafter – the Fund) is one of the new measures proposed by the European Commission (hereinafter – EC), aimed to help the most deprived people (including homeless persons and children suffering from material deprivation) get out of poverty. This will contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 strategy’s objective to reduce the number of people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion by at least 20 million. The Fund supports national schemes which provide non-financial assistance to address food and severe material deprivation by supplementing the interventions of EU Structural Funds and other EU and national policies, designated to reduce various forms of poverty and to promote social inclusion of those most deprived. 
Regulation (EU) No. 223/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council on the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived[footnoteRef:2] (hereinafter – the Regulation) provides that the Member States, taking into account the national context and ensuring the compatibility and complementarity of the Fund’s support with the relevant EU policies and priorities, within six months of the entry into force of this Regulation, shall develop operational programmes and submit them to the European Commission together with the results of the ex ante evaluation. In view of the ex ante evaluation, the EC shall assess the consistency of operational programmes with the provisions of the Regulation and its contribution to the objectives of the Fund. Therefore, this evaluation becomes particularly important in the context of planning the Fund’s support, improving the quality and structure of programmes and verifying whether the aims and objectives can be achieved. On the other hand, the Regulation stipulates that the evaluations of the Fund‘s support shall not be excessive in comparison to the resources allocated and the nature of the support and shall not cause unnecessary administrative burdens.  [2:  Regulation (EU) No. 223/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 March 2014 on the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived. Official Journal of the European Union, 12.3.2014.] 

 (
The main objective of the ex ante evaluation is to improve the quality of planning and implem
e
ntation of Eu
ropean aid to
 the most deprived in Lithuania in 2014–2020.
)
Ex ante evaluation is conducted under the responsibility of the authority responsible for preparing the operational programme in the Member States. In Lithuania, this authority is the Ministry of Social Security and Labour of the Republic of Lithuania[footnoteRef:3]. In view of the fact that in 2014–2020 the so-called OP I operational programme will be prepared in Lithuania[footnoteRef:4], ex ante evaluations shall appraise the following elements:  [3:  Resolution No. 55 “On appointment of the authorities responsible for the administration of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived in Lithuania” of 22 January 2014 of the Government of the Republic of Lithuania.]  [4:  OP I refers to food and/or basic material assistance operational programme, which supports the distribution of food and/or basic material assistance to be provided to the most deprived by, if necessary, applying additional measures aimed at reducing social exclusion of the most deprived persons.] 

a) the contribution to the Union’s objective of at least 20 million fewer people living in poverty or at risk of poverty and social exclusion by 2020, having regard to the selected type of material deprivation to be addressed and taking into account national circumstances in terms of poverty and social exclusion and material deprivation;
b) coherence of the proposed operational programme and its relation with other relevant financial instruments; 
c) the consistency of the allocation of budgetary resources with the objectives of the operational programme; 
d) the contribution of the expected outputs to the results and thus to the objectives of the Fund; 
e) the involvement of relevant stakeholders; 
f) the suitability of the procedures for monitoring the operational programme and for collecting the data necessary to carry out evaluations[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Regulation (EU) No 223/2014.] 

It is important that the ex ante evaluations of the Fund’s operational programme would, in addition to other aspects, explain the intervention logic or theory of change: how specific actions will contribute to the achievement of objectives and results and also to the efficient allocations of the Fund’s budgetary resources. Also, there is a strong focus on monitoring indicators and the functioning of monitoring and evaluation systems. In this report, ex ante evaluation results are provided according to the requirements for OP I operational programmes laid down in the Regulation and the evaluation questions provided in the Terms of Reference. Based on analysis conducted, recommendations and proposals for the operational programme, its administration system and administrative capacities of the authorities and applicants are also provided. 

Table 1. Ex ante evaluation report map
	Report section 
	Regulation No 223/2014 requirements 
	Evaluation question

	1. EVALUATION OF THE INTERVENTION LOGIC OF THE OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME
	a) the contribution to the Union objective of at least 20 million fewer people living in poverty or at risk of poverty and social exclusion by 2020, having regard to the selected type of material deprivation to be addressed and taking into account national circumstances in terms of poverty and social exclusion and material deprivation;
b) coherence of the proposed operational programme and its relation with other relevant financial instruments;
	1. Is the situation described in the draft operational programme with respect to the most deprived persons justifiable, clear and appropriate? How will the operational programme contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 strategy’s objective to reduce the number of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion?
2. Is the rationale behind the draft operational programme clear and consistent? Are the types of material deprivation identified in the draft operational programme suitable?
3. Does the selected target group comply with the Fund’s requirements for financing? Are the selected support measures (food and/or basic material assistance and/or accompanying measures) suitable for the specific target group (i.e. deprived homeless children, deprived adults, etc.)? Is it clear what the internal and external factors are and how will they determine the efficiency and achievement of the results of the planned assistance? 

	2.  RELEVANCE AND CONSISTENCY OF MONITORING INDICATORS 
	c) the consistency of the allocation of budgetary resources with the objectives of the operational programme; 
d) the contribution of the expected outputs to the results and thus to the objectives of the Fund;
	4. Are the planned financial resources sufficient to achieve the objectives of the operational programme? Have the most effective forms of distribution of assistance been selected? 
5. Are the indicators for monitoring and evaluation clearly defined in the draft operational programme? Are the objectives pursued realistic given the planned interventions and planned financing?  
 

	3. OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME IMPLEMENTATION SYSTEM 
	e) the suitability of the procedures for monitoring the operational programme and for collecting the data necessary to carry out evaluations
	6. Are the implementation system and procedures of the operational programme adequate to ensure effective implementation of the operational programme? Are human resources and administrative capacities of both the institutions and beneficiaries sufficient (particularly with regard to the target group)? Is the planned use of technical assistance adequate? 
7. What is the administrative burden for applicants submitting an application for assistance? How can the administrative burden for applicants and beneficiaries be reduced in the future (if necessary)? 

	4. IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PARTNERSHIP PRINCIPLE
	f) the involvement of relevant stakeholders; 
	8. Was the application of the partnership principle ensured during the preparation of the draft operational programme? Is the inclusion of socio-economic partners in the preparation of the operational programme sufficient?

	PROPOSALS FOR IMPROVEMENT OF THE OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME
	
	9. How could the content of the draft operational programme be improved and what accompanying measures must be taken having regard to the flaws of the draft operational programme identified during the ex ante evaluation? 
10. How should the administration system of the 2014–2020 operational programme be improved? (Proposals should be submitted regarding the institutional structure, administrative policies and procedures.)
11. How should administrative capacities of the authorities and beneficiaries be strengthened? (Suggestions should be provided having regard to the existing situation.)





1. [bookmark: _Toc396222426]EVALUATION OF THE INTERVENTION LOGIC  OF THE OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME
1. Is the situation described in the draft operational programme with respect to the most deprived persons justifiable, clear and appropriate? How will the operational programme contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 strategy’s objective of reducing the number of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion? 
Europe 2020, a strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth of Europe, set an EU-wide ambitious objective of reducing the number of people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion by at least 20 million by 2020[footnoteRef:6]. One of the flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 strategy – “European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion” – is directly dedicated to this purpose[footnoteRef:7]. Its main objective is to encourage a search for new ways to help governments and other stakeholders to develop more effective and innovative methods to tackle poverty. In order to ensure that the objective of poverty reduction be properly addressed in the Member States, in 2014–2020  the Cohesion policy foresees earmarking at least 20% of the European Social Fund for poverty reduction and social inclusion[footnoteRef:8].  [6:  European Commission Communication “2020 Europe. A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”. COM(2010) 2020 final, 13.12.2010.]  [7:  European Commission, Communication The European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion: A European framework for social and territorial cohesion”. COM (2010) 0758 final, 16.12.2010.]  [8:  Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 laying down common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and laying down general provisions on the on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006.] 

At the national level, Member States agreed to achieve the Europe 2020 objectives through the National Reform Programmes. The Lithuanian National Reform Agenda establishes that by 2020 Lithuania will seek to reduce poverty and social exclusion or the number of people at risk by 170,000, which is about 15% of the Lithuanian population at risk of poverty and social exclusion. According to Eurostat, in 2012 32.5% of the Lithuanian population lived at risk of poverty and social exclusion. The indicator used for monitoring the progress of the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy is complex[footnoteRef:9], so in order to evaluate how the activities supported by the Fund could contribute to the achievement of the strategic objective, various dimensions of such complex object of analysis as poverty must be taken into consideration.  [9:  The indicator for poverty or social exclusion or risk of poverty in the Europe 2010 strategy corresponds to the sum of persons who: a) live below the risk-of-poverty threshold; b) are severely materially deprived or c) live in households with very low work intensity.  Persons are only counted once even if they are present in several sub-indicators. At risk-of-poverty are households with an equivalised disposable income below the risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60% of the national median equivalised disposable income (after social transfers). Material deprivation covers indicators relating to economic strain and durables. Severely materially deprived persons have living conditions severely constrained by a lack of resources, they experience at least 4 out of 9 of the following deprivations items, cannot afford: 1) to pay rent or utility bills or mortgage; 2) a week’s holiday away from home; 3) keep home adequately warm; 4) eat meat, fish or a protein equivalent every second day; 5) face unexpected expenses equal to the average risk-of-poverty threshold in the previous year; 6) a telephone, including a mobile telephone; 7) a colour TV; 8) a washing machine; 9) a car. People living in households with very low work intensity are those aged 0-59 living in households where the adults worked less than 20% of their total work potential during the past year.
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/refreshTableAction.do;jsessionid=9ea7d07d30ebb87d4cd83d184437b435dadf0aa742e8.e34OaN8PchaTby0Lc3aNchuNa3mSe0?tab=table&plugin=1&pcode=t2020_50&language=en ] 

In 2012, 18.6% of the Lithuanian population lived below the risk-of-poverty threshold. The highest risk of poverty[footnoteRef:10]  by place of residence was observed in rural areas; at risk of poverty are also households of the unemployed (54.4%), single person families (39.2%), and those aged 50–64-years (38.1%); the there is a problem of deprived children (20.8%). The table below summarises the key statistics concerning the risk of poverty rate in Lithuania.  [10:  In 2012, the risk-of-poverty threshold in Lithuania per person was LTL 749 and LTL 1,572 per household consisting of two adults and two children under 14 years of age.] 

Table 2. Risk of poverty rate 2011–2012 (%)
	By place of residence
	2011
	2012
	By employment status
	2011
	2012

	City residents: 
	14.7
	13.7
	Employed 
	10.2
	7.6

	Major cities: 
	14.1
	11.3
	Unemployed 
	53.9
	54.4

	Other cities 
	17.9                                
	17.3
	Retirees 
	13.1
	20.8

	Villages 
	28.4
	28.5
	Non-active population 
	28.3
	24.5

	By age         
	2011    
	2012
	By the type of household       
	2011
	2012

	Children (aged 0-17) 
	28.7
	20.8
	single person 
	25.1 
	31.6

	18-24 (working age youth) 
	24.8
	20.2
	two adults under 65 years of age, 
no children
	17.1
	16.3

	25-49 (working age) 
	30.1
	17.9
	two adults, one aged 65 or older, 
no children 
	6.6 
	7.6

	50-64 (working age) 
	38.1
	
	three or more adults,
no children 
	10.5
	12.5

	Over 65 
	10.1                              
	18.7
	one adult and one or more children 
	44.0
	39.2

	
	
	
	two adults and one child 
	15,5
	12.3

	
	
	
	two adults and two or more children 
	24.2
	18.5

	
	
	
	three or more adults with children 
	14.3
	15.2


Source: completed by the authors, based on the data of the Lithuanian Department of Statistics. 
In 2012, 19.8% of the Lithuanian population lived under conditions of severe material deprivation[footnoteRef:11] and 23% of the population could not afford to eat meat, fish or a protein equivalent every second day. The fact that only 1.7% of the population who live in very low work intensity households, but do not experience severe material deprivation and risk of poverty and 12.4% experience the risk of poverty, but do not live in very low work intensity households and under severe material deprivation[footnoteRef:12] shows that the problem of poverty and social exclusion is first of all related with insufficient income and low work intensity, due to which living conditions deteriorate.   [11:  Eurostat database http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_mddd21&lang=en ]  [12:  Eurostat database http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do ] 

The main directions in reducing poverty and social exclusion stipulated in the National Reform Agenda are as follows: successful prevention of poverty and social exclusion, promotion of employment, healthcare policy promoting social security and health equity, and availability of cultural services[footnoteRef:13]. At the end of 2013, the 2014–2020 Action Plan for Increasing Social Inclusion was adopted that sets out how the provisions of the national (National Reform Agenda, National Progress Programme and government programmes) and the EU strategic documents concerning poverty reduction and social inclusion will be implemented. The action plan identifies the following four key objectives:  [13:  Lithuania: 2013 National Reform Agenda. Vilnius, 2013.] 

1) to seek child and family welfare, to strengthen and protect public health;
2) to increase incentives for those most distant from the labour market and their opportunities to participate in active inclusion measures;
3) to ensure financial stability of the income protection system of the population;
4) to improve the quality of the living environment and increase accessibility to public services.
Within the context of EU and national strategic objectives and interventions, the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived supports aid that would help raise people out of extreme poverty, satisfy their basic needs and create preconditions for their easier involvement in the employment and social inclusion promotion activities. Thus the activities (distribution of food and hygiene goods) planned in the Fund’s 2014–2020 draft Operational Programme is only one of a number of measures aimed at poverty reduction. Given the fact that jobless households, single parents and rural inhabitants are most frequently at risk of poverty, the promotion of employment and social inclusion, increasing accessibility to public services, and also effective social cash assistance system have the greatest potential in the implementation of the strategic objectives for poverty reduction. These areas are in line with the challenges laid down in the EU Council draft recommendations prepared by the European Commission for Lithuania[footnoteRef:14]. Non-financial support provided by the Fund may only indirectly affect the indicator of the severe material deprivation by reducing the number of households who cannot afford to eat meat, fish or a protein equivalent every second day or allowing people to use funds saved at the expense of the received non-financial support for other needs.  [14:     European Commission, Recommendation for a Council, Recommendation on Lithuania’s 2014 national reform programme and delivering a Council opinion on Lithuania’s 2014 convergence programme. Brussels 2014  http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_lithuania_lt.pdf
] 

	Taken into account

	Recommendation 1. Describing the current situation within the OP context it is important to emphasise that activities for promotion of employment and social inclusion, increasing accessibility to public services, and also effective social cash assistance system, financed from other sources (EU and national) will have the greatest effect in achieving the Europe 2020 strategy’s objective of reducing the number of people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion. Non-financial support provided by the Fund may only indirectly improve the living conditions of people who experience severe material deprivation by reducing their costs for food and/or basic consumer goods or improving the nutritional value of the products they use.


2. Is the rationale behind the draft operational programme clear and consistent? Are the types of material deprivation identified in the draft operational programme suitable? 
The Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived under OP I type of programmes supports food and material assistance (basic consumer goods) to the most deprived persons and the accompanying measures (e.g. guidance on a balanced diet and budget management advice). The Fund may also support activities related to the collection, transport, storage and distribution of food donations. Given the fact that the majority of the people living below the poverty threshold face the problem of severe material deprivation, the activities to be financed by the Fund specified in the draft Operational Programme – food and basic consumer goods (hygiene goods) assistance – correspond to the problems identified in the situation analysis and partially contribute to the main strategic goal of reducing poverty and social exclusion. 
The data of the implementation of the Food Distribution Programme from Intervention Stocks for the Most Deprived Persons in Lithuania in 2006–2013 show that the number of people facing severe material deprivation remains high, albeit it is slowly falling. In 2013, the number of people who received food aid ranged from 326 000 at the beginning of the year to 390 000 at the end of the year. Although the figure is smaller than in previous years, it is more than a third higher than in 2007–2008 before the onset of the economic crisis (see Table 3). 
Table 3. Changes in the number of most deprived people in 2006–2013
	Month
	Year

	
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011
	2012
	2013

	January 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	February 
	94 616 
	
	
	247 021 
	
	
	
	

	March 
	180 449 
	236 013 
	207 714 
	294 233 
	434 834 
	
	357 095 
	326 188 

	April 
	215 313 
	
	
	
	
	439 987 
	
	

	May 
	215 415 
	256 408 
	228 599 
	359 404 
	485 522 
	467 269 
	412 951 
	368 872 

	June 
	241 765 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	July 
	241 492 
	260 643 
	234 333 
	387 447 
	504  011 
	482 225 
	
	377 819 

	August 
	245  035 
	
	
	
	
	
	428  992 
	

	September 
	247 082 
	260 236 
	238 726 
	417 894 
	520 617 
	494 550 
	
	384 520 

	October 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	438990 
	

	November 
	
	261 802 
	246 079 
	455 139 
	538 491 
	505 544 
	
	390 005 

	December 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	444 743 
	


       Source: State Enterprise Lithuanian Agricultural and Food Market Regulation Agency
http://www.litfood.lt/Lists/Publications/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=http%3a%2f%2fwww%2elitfood%2elt%2fLists%2fPublications%2fPagalba%20maisto%20produktais%2fStatistika&FolderCTID=0x012000EF8B28BBC9FD604F9F45357A684ABF67.
So the measures supported by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived that will replace the Food Distribution Programme from Intervention Stocks for the Most Deprived Persons remain not only relevant, but, due to a broader list of supported activities, have the potential to alleviate forms of extreme poverty and to create conditions for such persons to get involved in social inclusion and employment promotion activities. In previous periods, the basic consumer goods assistance was not available, yet interviews with stakeholders show that there is a need for such support[footnoteRef:15], although it is recognised that distribution of food must be prioritised[footnoteRef:16]. However, when providing support by distributing hygiene products (about 30% of the total funds are allocated to this activity), additional costs for the execution and administration of such activity incurred by project managers and partner organisations must be evaluated. In order that sanitary regulations are complied with and cross-contamination is prevented, such basic consumer goods as hygiene products should be transported and stored separately from food, thus increasing administration costs of the support provided by the Fund. In addition, it is planned in the draft Operational Programme that hygiene goods will be provided regardless of individual needs of people, yet there is a lack of information about the target group, specific goods (types) and the justification that such support will be used for its intended purpose.  [15:  Interview with a representative of Maisto Bankas (Food Bank), 8 July 2014.]  [16:  Interview with stakeholders: a representative of the Social Welfare Department of Telšiai District Municipal Administration and a representative of the National Anti-Poverty Organisation Network, 9 July 2014.] 

	Taken into account

	Recommendation 2. To supplement the draft Operational Programme by the information regarding the planned Fund’s support for distributing basic consumer goods (hygiene goods) and properly justify the selected mechanism for distribution of the support, which is not directed to satisfying individual needs of beneficiaries. 


The draft OP indicates that the accompanying activities (e.g. guidance) will be implemented by partner organisations using funds other than those from the Fund, but execution of accompanying activities is not compulsory for partner organisations. Thus, guidance and other support to beneficiaries, which could help address the causes of poverty and involve representatives of the target group in activities for promoting employment and social inclusion and which is to be financed from other sources, will depend on initiatives and capacities (human and financial) of the partner organisations to carry out such activities. Currently, not all organisations involved in the supply of food are planning to additionally provide guidance and other assistance to beneficiaries[footnoteRef:17], so the contribution of the activities supported by the Fund to the achievement of the main strategic objective may be smaller. On the other hand, the decision to use the Fund support for the distribution of food products and hygiene goods is based on the fact that guidance on a variety of issues and other activities promoting inclusion could be financed by other national and EU programmes and projects.   [17:  Interview with a representative of Maisto Bankas, 8 July 2014.] 

	Taken into account

	Recommendation 3. To specify how the organisation of accompanying activities (e.g. guidance, other support) for target group of the Fund will be ensured and properly justify the decision not to finance any accompanying activities from the Fund’s Operational Programme. 


To summarise the analysis, it may be concluded that the forms of material deprivation described in the draft OP essentially correspond with the current situation and the Fund-supported intervention areas. However, due to the planned model for the provision of unified support packages, additional information and justification for material support by providing hygiene goods must be provided because non-individualised support with basic consumer goods increases the risk of its inappropriate use. The draft Operational Programme stipulates that Fund support, whereby food and basic consumer goods are provided to the most deprived persons, will alleviate the situation of those suffering from severe material deprivation, thus contributing to the strategic objective of reducing poverty and social exclusion. However, the correlation between the activities supported by the Fund and the interventions financed from other sources aimed at reduction of poverty and social exclusion should be explained in more detail. 
3. Does the selected target group comply with the Fund’s requirements for financing? Are the selected support measures suitable for the specific target group? Is it clear what the internal and external factors are and how will they determine the efficiency and achievement of the results of the planned support?
The regulations of the Fund leave the identification of target population groups to the competence of Member States: the draft OP must describe the mechanism of how objective eligibility criteria will be identified and specify the type of material deprivation. 
 (
Most
 
deprived persons
 means natural persons, whether individuals, families, households or groups composed of such persons, whose need for assistance has been established according to the objective criteria set by the national competent authorities in consultation with relevant stakeholders, while avoiding conflicts of interest, or defined by the partner organisations and which are approved by those national competent authorities and which may include elements that allow the targeting of the most deprived persons in certain geographical areas.
)



In accordance with the Fund’s temporary procedure for co-financed projects[footnoteRef:18], all of the requirements for the projects, including the target group shall be determined by the Ministry of Social Security and Labour (Managing Authority), which shall prepare descriptions of the conditions for project financing. The draft Operational Programme describes activities (e.g. guidance and roundtable discussions with stakeholders) to be taken by the Managing Authority to determine the selection criteria and incorporating them into national legislation. According to the temporary procedure for the Fund’s projects for 2014–2020, the target population group identified in the descriptions of financing conditions for the distribution of food products are those whose average monthly income is not more than one and a half times the state-supported income (hereinafter  – SSI) (i.e. LTL 525). Municipal authorities are also entitled to allocate support in other cases where additional expenses are incurred (due to the person’s disability or serious illness or in the case of an accident) and the family’s income per capita is greater than one and a half times the SSI, but less than two times the SSI. The Fund’s eligibility criteria for beneficiaries are set at a more stringent level than the poverty threshold amounted to LTL 749 per person in 2012. Therefore, it can be said that the Fund’s support is properly targeted at severely deprived people. As regards the eligibility criteria for the provision of basic consumer goods from the Fund, it is planned to set the same Fund eligibility criteria for beneficiaries as for food aid. Although this selection criterion is not directly linked to the statistical indicator for material deprivation which covers economic difficulties and the use of durable items, it is impartial and non-discriminatory with respect to individual population groups. Municipalities retain the right to select those to be covered even if their income is greater than one and a half times the SSI. This increases flexibility in the implementation of OP activities.  [18:  Order No. A1-60 “Regarding approval of the temporary procedure for selection of the state projects co-financed by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived for 2014–2020” of 31 January 2014 of the Minister of Social Affairs and Labour of the Republic of Lithuania, Register of Legal Acts, 2014-02-03, No. 2014-00863.] 

Given the fact that when identifying the target group of beneficiaries and the most appropriate support measures, a survey of stakeholders (all municipalities and non-governmental organisations working in the field of poverty reduction) was carried out, it can be confirmed that both the target group and the selected support measures are in line with the needs identified in the situation analysis and the regulations of the Fund. In order to reduce poverty and social exclusion or the number of people at risk, such measures as social benefits, heating, drinking water and hot water supply costs, free meals for pupils, support for the purchase of school supplies, and benefits for children are financed from the national budget. Food and basic consumer goods assistance by the Fund will supplement these measures designated for those facing the risk of poverty or social exclusion. However, for the sake of sustainable results, in addition to financial and non-financial assistance to the representatives of the target group, interventions aimed at the elimination of the causes of poverty and social exclusion must be implemented. A significant investment in this area is planned under Priority 7 “Promoting quality employment and participation in the labour market” and Priority 8 “Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty” of the 2014–2020 Lithuanian Operational Programme for EU Funds Investments, which combines financing by the European Social Fund (ESF) and European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  2014–2020 Lithuanian draft Operational Programme for EU Structural Fund Investment, 5 March 2014, http://www.esparama.lt/strateginiai-dokumentai1#VP .] 

The capacities of the Fund’s administrative system, project managers and partner organisations to plan and implement activities properly may have the greatest impact on the efficiency of the implementation of the Operational Programme of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived and on the achievement of the results planned. The programme of interviews with stakeholders showed that it is very important to ensure the timely and continuous implementation of the activities supported by the Fund: only properly planned and launched projects can ensure that the Fund’s support will reach the most deprived people in time, while a regular support package distribution schedule will allow partner organisations to plan their activities and to inform beneficiaries of the next planned support distribution[footnoteRef:20]. On the other hand, such external factors as other national and EU-supported programmes, reforms of social cash assistance system, and the economic cycle will influence implementation of the Operational Programme of the Fund and its indicators. The target groups identified to this date and the procedures for determining products and goods that will be included in support packages ensure the flexibility of the implementation of the activities of the operational programme of the Fund and opportunities to respond to changing situations.  [20:  Interview with the representatives of State Enterprise Lithuanian Agricultural and Food Market Regulation Agency (7 July 2014) and a representative of Maisto Bankas (8 July 2014).] 


2. [bookmark: _Toc396222427]RELEVANCE AND CONSISTENCY OF MONITORING INDICATORS 
4. Are the planned financial resources sufficient to achieve the objectives of the operational programme? Have the most effective forms of distribution of assistance been selected? 
Over EUR 90 million is allocated to the implementation of the Operational Programme of the Fund, of which about 62% are planned for the acquisition of food and 33% – for the acquisition of basic consumer goods. The planned financing for the OP is more or less evenly distributed over the entire implementation period between 2014 and 2020 gradually increasing the amounts allocated per each year. Given that the only quantitative indicator mentioned in the draft OP is that up to 300 000 persons must receive support per single distribution, it can be assumed that EUR 40–45 per person/year will be allocated for support by distributing food and basic consumer goods. So it can be concluded that, depending on the planned number of distributions, financing planned in the OP is sufficient for the objective of the programme – to improve the situation of persons suffering from severe material deprivation by supporting distribution of food products and the provision of basic consumer goods.
Although the draft OP does not specify which forms of support for distributing the Fund’s finances will be applied, interviews and the analysis of descriptions of the project financing conditions revealed that reimbursement of eligible costs actually incurred and paid and flat-rate financing, determined by the application of a percentage to one or several defined categories of costs will be applied for the implementation of the activities of the OP[footnoteRef:21]. The latter form of support is planned to cover the administration costs incurred by project managers and partner organisations: interviews revealed that it is essential for partner organisations to cover their administrative costs, and also have an opportunity of pre-payments[footnoteRef:22]. Flat-rate financing is an effective form of assistance to cover the costs of execution and administration of activities incurred by project managers and partners, because in this way the administrative burden of project implementing organisations is reduced.  [21:  Interview with the representatives of State Enterprise Lithuanian Agricultural and Food Market Regulation Agency (7 July 2014).]  [22:  Interview with a representative of the Lithuanian Red Cross Society (4 July 2014) and a representative of the Social Welfare Department of Telšiai District Municipal Administration (9 July 2014)] 

	Taken into account

	Recommendation 4. The draft OP specifies that when implementing activities supported by the Fund, the costs of execution and administration of activities incurred by project managers and partner organisations will be covered by applying flat-rate financing, determined by the application of a percentage to one or several defined categories of costs. This would ensure a smaller administrative burden for organisations implementing activities supported by the Fund. 


Given that, during the implementation of activities supported by OP funds, products and goods will be publicly procured by a public organisation, reimbursement of eligible costs actually incurred and paid is an appropriate and effective support distribution form consistent with the type of interventions and does not create an additional administrative burden for the institutions that administer the OP. 
5. Are the indicators for monitoring and evaluation clearly defined in the draft operational programme? Are the objectives pursued realistic given the planned interventions and planned financing? 
Until a delegated act, which should define the provisions for the preparation and submission of reports regarding the implementation of the Operational Programme of the Fund, including mandatory monitoring indicators common to all parties, is adopted by the European Commission, the draft Operational Programme lays down only one monitoring indicator – the number of people who have received support as a result of distribution of food and basic consumer goods financed under the projects of the Fund. However, the OP does not detail how this figure will be calculated – individual persons who have received support or a general quantitative body of beneficiaries – and how often the data will be collected. Although there is a plan that 300 000 people shall receive support packages during a single distribution financed by the Fund, it remained unclear how many of these distributions are planned in a year and throughout the OP implementation period. Since financing is distributed among various activities supported by the Fund and in 2014 support for providing basic consumer goods was not available, separate indicators must be used to monitor the progress and results of the implementation of these activities. 
	Taken into account

	Recommendation 5. Before common monitoring indicators are established, it is proposed in the draft OP to use different monitoring indicators for measuring the number of people who will receive support through the distribution of food products and consumer goods. In determining the target values, it is important to specify the number of planned distributions and consider distribution of financing among the Fund-supported activities.


The information on the implementation of the Food Distribution Programme from Intervention Stocks for the Most Deprived Persons in 2012 and 2013 shows that the figure of up to 300 000 people per single distribution of support can be reached or even exceeded. However, the adequacy of the financing to achieve the results will depend both on the number of distributions and the amount of food products and basic consumer goods distributed in a single distribution 
The experience of the Lithuanian Agricultural and Food Market Regulation Agency (hereinafter – Agency) in implementing the Food Distribution Programme from Intervention Stocks for the Most Deprived Persons shows that the financing planned by the Fund for the distribution of food products is sufficient and the result to be achieved is realistic, provided that around five food package distributions/year are organised. Although the product indicators are not currently defined, the Agency implementing food aid projects collects accurate data about the amounts of food products delivered to and distributed by partner organisations. Activities planned in the OP project and products created using the Fund financing (procurement and distribution of food products and basic consumer goods) will directly contribute to the results of the OP – the target values of the most deprived persons receiving support and the Fund’s objective of promoting social cohesion and social inclusion through non-financial support to the most deprived persons thus supplementing the EU Structural Funds investments. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc396222428]OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME IMPLEMENTATION SYSTEM
6.   Are the implementation system and procedures of the operational programme adequate to ensure effective implementation of the operational programme? Are human resources and administrative capacities of both the institutions and beneficiaries sufficient (particularly with regard to the target group)? Is the planned use of technical assistance adequate? 
The main authorities responsible for support provided by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived in 2014–2020 is the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour (Managing and Audit Authority) and the European Social Fund Agency (Intermediary and Certifying Authority). Both of these authorities have experience in planning and administering EU-funded interventions and also of working in the area of poverty reduction. During the preparation of OP, a temporary procedure for selecting the state projects co-financed by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived for 2014–2020 was approved. It establishes how the projects will be selected until EU and national legal acts governing the use of the Fund in 2014–2020 are approved. The temporary procedure was approved in order to start the procurement procedure in due time and to ensure continuity of activities of the Food Distribution Programme from Intervention Stocks for the Most Deprived Persons” implemented by the end of 2013. These actions show that the institutions specified in the draft OP as administering authorities of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived have administrative capacity to ensure proper implementation of the Operational Programme. 

Although the distribution of functions and responsibilities between the authorities responsible for the implementation of the OP will be established only after the approval of the Operational Programme, during the preparation of the OP a Monitoring Committee was formed[footnoteRef:23]. It is composed of representatives of state institutions, municipal governments and non-governmental organisations working in the area of poverty reduction. During the implementation of the Operational Programme, the Monitoring Committee will consider annual and final OP implementation reports and projects implementation results. Members of the Committee may make proposals regarding improvement of the implementation of the OP. This is aimed at ensuring effective implementation of the OP and achievement of the Fund’s objectives.   [23:   Order No. A1-175 “Regarding approval of the composition of the monitoring committee for the 2014–2020 Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived” of 31 March 2014 of the Minister of Social Affairs and Labour.] 

However, in order that the Monitoring Committee can carry out its functions properly, the relevant and reliable data on monitoring the OP implementation must be available for its members. The draft Operational Programme did not provide information as to which institution will be responsible for the collection of data on monitoring and in what way this will be carried out. During the implementation of the Food Distribution Programme from Intervention Stocks for the Most Deprived Persons and the  project co-financed by the Fund in 2014, the major part of the data about the implementation of project activities provided by partner organisations is collected by the project manager who then submits this data together with the requests for payment to the authority in charge. Given the scope of financing and the common monitoring indicators planned to be approved by the European Commission, collection and storage of such data in the future without the appropriate information system will be difficult and will significantly increase the administrative burden on the project manager, partner organisations and the authority to which the reports regarding the costs incurred during the implementation of the project and results achieved will be submitted. 
	Taken into account

	Recommendation 6. Given the scope of OP activities and the planned application of common monitoring indicators, in the draft Operational Programme to suppose for an opportunity to introduce a computerised information system for monitoring OP implementation. The system could be used by the authorities administering the Fund aid as well as by project manager and partners submitting information on project implementation and its results. Establishment of such information system could be financed from the technical assistance.


The draft Operational Programme provides that on-going evaluation of the OP implementation will not be carried out, but in accordance with the provisions of the Regulation, in 2017 and 2022 the managing authority will have to conduct structured surveys of the final beneficiaries in the form approved by the EC. These surveys could provide additional information about the adequacy, efficiency and effectiveness of the implemented activities and their results and, in addition to data on monitoring, could be used to improve the implementation of the OP.  
	Taken into account

	Recommendation 7. In the OP context, when describing the programme monitoring and evaluation system, to indicate that the Managing Authority will carry out surveys of final beneficiaries according to the template approved by the EC. The results of the surveys will be considered by the Monitoring Committee and used to increase implementation effectiveness.


Although the main authorities responsible for the implementation of the OP have considerable experience in administering other EU-funded measures, implementation of the Operational Programme of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived will require additional human resources to carry out activities directly linked to implementation of the OP. The project manager and partner organisations, therefore, may lack both the administrative capacity and human resources to administer and carry out the Fund’s activities. For some municipal governments implementation of the Fund-supported activities is a completely new function previously implemented by the non-governmental organisation Caritas Lithuania, which is not currently engaged in providing food aid to the most deprived persons[footnoteRef:24]. Thus, municipal governments face problems related to both the unforeseen expenses of the administration of the Fund-supported activities[footnoteRef:25] and the lack of human resources required to administer support. Having regard to the existing administrative capacity gaps, the eligible expenses planned to be covered from the technical assistance funds in the draft OP and intended for salaries, employee skill training, and strengthening of partner organisations are in line with the needs for capacity building of administrative and human resource and create conditions for effective implementation of the Operational Programme.  [24:  Interview with a representative of the Social Welfare Department of Telšiai District Municipal Administration (9 July 2014).]  [25:  How the costs of administration of partner organisations implementing OP activities in municipal areas  will be  reimbursed by applying flat-rate financing, when financing will be determined by the application of a percentage to one or several defined categories of costs (e.g. assistance distributed in the municipal area).] 

7.    What is the administrative burden for applicants submitting an application for assistance? How can the administrative burden for applicants and beneficiaries be reduced in the future (if necessary)?  
It is planned that during the implementation of activities supported under OP, products and goods will be centrally procured by a public sector institution, which will subsequently distribute these products and goods to partner organisations. Such a centralised organisation of the implementation of the OP activities ensures that the partner organisations do not incur additional administrative burden, which would be inevitable if each of them implemented the project independently, i.e. prepare and submit an application, perform public procurements and implement activities[footnoteRef:26]. Therefore, the current mechanism for the implementation of Fund-supported activities of the draft OP is effective and does not create unnecessary administrative burdens.   [26:  Interview with a representative of the National Anti-Poverty Organisation Network, 9 July 2014 ] 

On the other hand, the public sector institution as a project manager incurs project administration costs which are not covered by the flat-rate financing allocated to the purchase of products and goods aimed for support and their transportation to the warehouses of partner organisations. In this way, the project manager faces the problem of reimbursement of human resource costs[footnoteRef:27]. Therefore, consideration must be given to financing the project manager’s human resource costs related to the administration of OP activities by using technical assistance funds or by providing funding from the national budget.  [27:  Interview with the representatives of State Enterprise Lithuanian Agricultural and Food Market Regulation Agency (7 July 2014).
] 

Taking into account the EC proposals regarding the common product indicators, the administrative burden for applicants and beneficiaries may increase in the future, because collection of additional data about partner organisations, final beneficiaries and the goods and products purchased and distributed using the Fund’s finances will require greater costs for administration of the Fund activities as well as time costs. The administrative burden could be partially reduced by the introduction of a computerised information system specifically intended for the Fund’s activities. This would facilitate the exchange of information and collection and storage of the data on monitoring. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc396222429]IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PARTNERSHIP PRINCIPLE 
8.      Was the application of the partnership principle ensured during the preparation of the draft operational programme? Is the inclusion of socio-economic partners in the preparation of the operational programme sufficient? 
During the preparation of the draft Operational Programme of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived, the Ministry of Social Security and Labour, responsible for its preparation, took measures to ensure participation of all stakeholders in the planning of interventions supported by the Fund. During the ex ante evaluation, the implementation of the partnership principle was analysed according to the following three aspects: 
1. Representativeness: were all the relevant partners involved in the partnership process? During the preparation of the draft OP, involvement of partners was to be ensured through the application of both institutionalised and non-institutionalised partnership. At the beginning of the preparation of the draft OP, a roundtable discussion, which was attended by the main stakeholders (representatives of public authorities, municipalities, non-governmental organisations and other organisations), was held. During the discussion agreement was reached regarding the OP preparation process and it was decided that the common position of all partner organisations would be pursued through a survey concerning the target population groups for which the Fund support was aimed, the most relevant activities to be supported and their implementation process. So it can be said that at the initial planning stage of the Fund support (before the preparation of the draft OP) a broad partnership was ensured. Once the draft OP was prepared, it was sent to all municipalities and non-governmental organisations and was also placed on the website of the Ministry of Social Security and Labour and was made available to the public. Therefore, the opportunity for all stakeholders to get acquainted with the planned use of the Fund support and submit their proposals was ensured. Finally, during the preparation of the draft OP, a Monitoring Committee was formed consisting of the representatives of the organisations involved in the planning and implementation of the OP activities and other stakeholders. However, the Monitoring Committee is only an advisory body, while the representatives of partner organisations constitute less than half of the Committee members.  
2. Time: is the period provided to partners for the preparation for the partnership process sufficient? As previously mentioned, in the initial planning phase of the Fund support the stakeholders were able to participate in the partnership process through participation in the roundtable discussion, answering the survey questionnaire, and sending their proposals regarding the draft OP, which was available on the website of the Ministry of Social Security and Labour for about a month. It can therefore be said that partners were provided sufficient time to engage in planning activities supported by the Fund and preparing the OP.
3. Clarity: is it clear to partners what is the object of the consultations and how their views will be taken into account? Although the interview programme showed that the partners had no queries regarding the subject of the meetings (i.e. the draft OP), it was not clear to some of them however, whether their proposed observations were taken into consideration prior to submitting the draft OP at informal consultations with the European Commission. This information was provided to members of the Monitoring Committee when the protocol was prepared, but it was not sent out to municipalities or made public. Since the relevant draft OP was not publicly available, partners were uncertain about the OP preparation process and opportunities to participate in it. 
	Taken into account

	Recommendation 8. Ensure access for all stakeholders to the results of public consultations by providing a summary of partners’ proposals and information as to how the comments and proposals were taken into consideration. 



      


[bookmark: _Toc396222430] PROPOSALS FOR IMPROVEMENT OF THE OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME
9.  How could the content of the draft operational programme be improved and what accompanying measures must be taken having regard to the flaws of the draft operational programme identified during the ex ante evaluation? 
The ex-ante evaluation has shown that the prepared draft OP is commonly in line with the requirements of the Regulation for OP I operational programmes, but in order to improve the intervention logic, the following main areas of improvement of the draft OP are recommended: 
· In the context of the 2020 Europe strategy, to present the contribution of the Fund-supported activities and results as an additional accompanying measure for reduction of poverty and social exclusion, which can only partially alleviate the situation of persons suffering severe material deprivation; other EU and national programme interventions will have the greatest effect in achieving the Europe 2020 strategy’s objective of reducing the number of people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion (Recommendation 1);
· to properly justify the selection of the mechanism for the activities supported by the Fund and their implementation (Recommendations 2 and 3); 

· to define the planned forms  of support (Recommendation 4); 

· until the common monitoring indicators are approved, to plan quantitative targets separately for food and basic material assistance by taking into account the distribution of financing (Recommendation 5). 
10. How should the administration system of the 2014–2020 operational programme be improved? (Proposals should be submitted regarding the institutional structure, administrative principles and procedures.) 
The main authorities responsible for the implementation of the OP have adequate administrative capacities and experience in implementing other EU-funded interventions; therefore it is likely that they will ensure effective implementation and administration of the OP. The evaluation has shown that the selected method for the implementation of the Fund-supported activities whereby food products and consumer goods are centrally procured by a public sector institution is appropriate and does not create an additional administrative burden. However, for effective and efficient implementation of the OP, it would be relevant to improve the OP administration system as follows: 
· to create a computerised information system to ensure efficient information exchange regarding the implementation of OP activities and the collection and storage of monitoring data (Recommendation 6);

· to ensure that the evidence regarding the implementation of the OP specified in the Regulation (results of the survey of the beneficiaries of structured support according to the EC template) is properly used to improve the implementation of the interventions supported by the Fund (Recommendation 7); 

· during the preparation of the OP, to ensure the feedback to stakeholders and to involve the partners in all OP implementation stages (Recommendation 8). 
11.    How should administrative capacities of the authorities and beneficiaries be strengthened? (Suggestions should be provided having regard to the existing situation.)
Although the authorities responsible for the preparation and implementation of the OP have acquired useful experience in other programmes aimed at reducing poverty and promoting social inclusion, activities supported by the Fund are a new area of intervention. Therefore, the technical assistance planned in the draft OP for strengthening administrative capacities is necessary to ensure the efficient administration of the OP, because it provides an opportunity not only to finance additional administration costs incurred during the programme, but also to strengthen human resources. Measures for building administrative capacities are also important to partner organisations, some of which are participating in the implementation of food product and basic consumer goods assistance activities for the first time. Therefore, in order to strengthen the institutional administrative capacities and those of the beneficiaries, the following measures would be useful:  
· training for partner organisations aimed at improving their project management skills;

· sharing the experience acquired during the implementation of food product and basic consumer goods assistance activities by such organisations as state enterprise Lithuanian Agricultural and Food Market Regulation Agency, Food Bank, Lithuanian Red Cross Society, and other organisations working with persons who suffer poverty and social exclusion (organise meetings or virtual consultation platform). 
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