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Abstract. The current report deals with the opportunities for application for grants through European programs. It provides an 

analysis of the current program period and the opportunities that are envisioned for the following period. It also outlines the main steps in 
the preparation and implementation of project proposals.  
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1. Hierarchical structure of EU funding  
 
The Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund are 

financial tools set up to implement the regional policy of the 
European Union. They aim to reduce regional disparities in terms of 
income, wealth and opportunities. Europe's poorer regions receive 
most of the support, but all European regions are eligible for 
funding under the policy's various funds and programs. 

The Structural Funds are made up of the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social Fund 
(ESF). Together with the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), the 
Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund make up the great bulk of 
EU funding, and the majority of total EU spending. For the current 
programming period, which runs from 1 January 2007 to 31 

December 2013. The overall budget for this period is €347bn: 
€201bn for the European Regional Development Fund, €76bn for 
the European Social Fund, and €70bn for the Cohesion Fund.The 
structural scheme of the mechanism of EU funding is illustrated in 
fig.1.  

Funding under the structural funds is used by the member 
states in line with National Strategic Referential Frameworks 
(NSRF) that have been approved at the national level. They outline 
the main priorities for each member state on the spending of funds. 
The spending is done in accordance with a scheme for accepting 
liabilities and making payments in which the beneficiaries do not 
receive the grant directly from the European Commission, but with 
the mediation of a special Certifying Authority and Payment Units 
within the Managing Authorities of the Operational Programs.  

 
 
 

 
Fig.1. The structural scheme of the mechanism of EU funding 

 
As a funding tool for the structural funds in the member 

states, the Operational Programs (OP) comprise a series of long-
term measures which can be applied through either one or several 
structural funds, and also through one or more financial tools of the 
European Investment Bank. The OP are devised in accordance with 
the principle of partnership. They provide conditions for the 
effective implementation of the National Strategic Referential 
Framework. The structure of the operational programs is organized 
in accordance with the Bulgarian institutions, which are responsible 
for the national policies in each respective sector at and in such a 
way as to ensure an adequate inter-sector coordination. This 
organization is represented in fig. 2 in terms of the targeted goals.  

 There are seven operational programs in Bulgaria: OP 
“Regional development”, OP “Development of the competitiveness 
of the Bulgarian economy”, OP “Human resource development”, 
OP “Transportation”, OP “Environment”, OP “ Administrative 
capacity”, OP “ Technical support”.  

Under the current program period, two of these programs 
are of interest to the educational sector - OP “Human resource 
development” and OP “Regional development”. The first one is 
targeted at improving the quality of education and providing better 
access to education through its two priority axes. The second one 
provides opportunities for improving the infrastructure through 
exterior insulation of the existing facilities.  
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Fig.2. Structure scheme of the OP “HRD” in terms of the targeted goals 

 
Under the current program period, OP “Human resource 

development” proved to be the most cumbersome OP with one 
managing authority and three intermediary units. This led to 
extended deadlines and cumbersome procedures. The educational 
institutions through the Ministry of Education could apply only 
under 3d and 4th priority axes. There was no priority axis targeted 

at scientific research. These weakness were taken into 
consideration, and a new Operational program “Science and 
education for intelligent growth” was launched for the new program 
period 2014 – 2020. This program becomes separate from OP 
“Human resource development” and its managing authority will be 
the Ministry of science and education. 

 

 
Fig.3. Structure scheme of the OP “Science and education for intelligent growth”  

 
The structure of this operational program is illustrated in 

fig. 3. The seven priority axes that have been proposed are 
exclusively targeted at the educational institutions. Apart from the 
priority axes that existed under “Human resource development”, 
there is a new one that is exclusively targeted at scientific research. 
It is intended to fund not only scientific research projects but also 
the modernization of scientific infrastructure (halls, auditoriums, 
laboratories) and relevant equipment. 

The vision of OP “Regional development” for the new 
program period is also interesting. Through priority axis 2 “State 
educational infrastructure”, the program will focus on improving 
the infrastructure of the higher institutions, unlike the current 
program period in which access to this financing was given only to 
the secondary municipal schools.  
 

2. Main points to be considered when planning and 
implementing project proposals:  
 For a project to be successfully implemented, the efforts 
need to be focused in three main directions:  

- Planning the project proposal; 
- Implementation; 
- Accountancy and verification.  

2.1. Planning and preparation of the project proposal  
Once the overall vision and the documents required for 

the implementation of all schemes and measures under the priority 
axis are ready, the Managing Authority or the Intermediate Bodies 
publish guidelines for application under a specific scheme on their 
website.  The objectives, the requirements and the expected results 
for the future beneficiaries are formulated, along with all mandatory 
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restrictions. All obligatory documents, such as application forms, 
budget, declarations, CVs, etc, are provided to be filled out.  

When preparing a project proposal, the future beneficiary 
needs to focus on the following main points: 

- To formulate the objectives of the projects in line 
with the objectives of the specific scheme and the 
priority axis; 

- To outline and describe specific activities, both direct 
and accompanying, and to provide a time frame for 
their implementation; 

- To make a commitment to achieve specific results 
(indicators) after taking into consideration the 
resource capabilities; 

- To select an efficient management team.  
The resources of the beneficiary are defined, first, by their 

financial capabilities to secure all payments to subcontractors in the 
periods around the interim project payments and the final payment 
from the Intermediate Bodies or the Managing Authority, and, 
second, the beneficiary’s human resources in the form of 
administrative capacity and the potential of the key experts.  

The management team comprises leaders, coordinators of 
the different divisions, accountants, technical assistants in charge of 
project management activities, and key experts for the 
implementation of the direct activities. 

 
2.2. Project implementation 

The prepared project proposal is submitted to the 
Intermediate Body for assessment and rating, and, if approved, a 
contract is signed. The following main points need to be taken into 
consideration in the course of the project implementation: 

 
2.2.1. Administrative support  

The regulatory basis at the European, national and 
institutional levels needs to be studied and complied with. A letter 
of assignment is to be signed for the leader of the beneficiary, along 
with accompanying assignments for the organization of the different 
project activities.  A mechanism for efficient coordination and 
internal rules for work on the project are to be defined.  
 
2.2.2. Financial planning 

The funds transferred from the higher authority for the 
implementation of the project activities fall into three categories: 
advance, interim and final payments.  The advance payment can be 
claimed immediately after the contract has been signed and it 
amounts to twenty percent of the whole budget of the project. The 
interim payments are flexible and can be received at any time after 
the completion of a stage, the absorption of funds, or the 
implementation of an activity, provided the required accounting 
documents are submitted. The interim payments amount to the 
expenditures that have been verified in the interim reports. The final 
payment, amounting to twenty percent of the budget (with the 
deduction of interest that has accrued for the period) is due after the 
approval of the final report submitted by the beneficiary.  

The accurate and successful financial planning is a 
function of the abovementioned payment terms, the efficient 
planning of activities within the time frame, the financial 
capabilities of the beneficiary organization to cover expenditures 
around the interim and before the final payments, and the ability to 
make allowances for changes in the prices due to inflation, unstable 
market conjuncture and especially after public procurement has 
been factored in. All this may necessitate changes in the budget, the 
description of the activities and the time frame, which have to be 
approved by the negotiating body. The possible changes in the 
budget ordered according to the likelihood of their quick and easy 
approval are: 

- Changes in the price per article compensated by 
decreasing the numbers or quantities, which do not 
result in a change in the overall expenditure under 
the heading;  

- Transfer of funds from one heading into another 
without altering the final amount of the expenditure 
for the group and ultimately the overall budget;  

- Transfer of funds from one group to another without 
altering the final overall expenditure; 

- Renegotiating the overall budget.  
The approval of the different claims for change in the 

budget is done at different levels in the hierarchy of the negotiating 
body and requires different procedures and the preparation of 
different documents, which affects the time needed for each specific 
approval of budget change to take place. It is highly recommended 
that the management team work in close cooperation with the 
financial body of the beneficiary organization in the course of 
planning expenditures.  

 
2.2.3. Management of activities 

The successful management of the activities is in close 
connection with the selection of the right internal and external 
subcontractors.  

The subcontractors who are internal for the beneficiary 
(the members of the management team) are approved at the time of 
the application, with their CVs and all the necessary documents 
attesting to their qualification submitted at that stage. The 
beneficiary organization signs a contract of employment, or a civil 
contract with them, or, alternately, officially assigns the task with 
an internal order. The type of employment or assignment of the task 
varies according to the specific case, the different requirements of 
the negotiating body and the managing authority, the specifics of 
the beneficiary and the specific activity subject of the contract. With 
each different type of contract (each characterized by its own merits 
and flaws) there are different regulatory documents and restrictions 
to be observed. The major restrictions stem from the fact that the 
amount of remuneration is calculated on a time basis – the time 
needed to implement the activity. The negotiating body sets a 
maximum hourly rate which, for every person, cannot exceed the 
hourly rate set by his employer (in our case the beneficiary) in the 
employment contract. There are provisions which allow for the 
hourly rate to be increased by 50% for key experts with good 
credentials hired to implement direct activities. Another restriction 
concerns the amount of time worked under the project, as different 
form the time worked under the employment contract. The work 
done under the project contract (or all project contracts together) 
cannot exceed 4 hours a day and 80 hours per month. There are, 
however, provisions allowing for 8 hours a day if a person is on 
leave from his/her employment contract, or for 8 hours overtime per 
one weekend or on national holidays.  

External contractors are hired in accordance with the 
Public Procurement Act. The good collaboration between the 
project management team and the body conducting the procurement 
for the beneficiary is of exceptional importance. The type of 
procurement which needs to be conducted depends, first and 
foremost, on the available funds and the requirement for all similar 
activities of the beneficiary, and all projects in which the 
beneficiary is currently involved, to be combined in a single 
procurement. A working mechanism needs to be created to ensure 
the effective control of the procured activities, as well as a clear set 
of rules for acceptance of the job with an option for filing a claim in 
case of hidden flaws.  
2.3. Control, accountancy and verification  

An important moment when implementing the project 
activities is to create and approbate an information collection 
system to monitor the actual implementation of the set goals and 
indicators, and to ensure the control, on the part of the management 
team, of the ongoing activities. The accountancy is provided 
through the following: 

- Monthly reports submitted to the negotiating body;  
- Preparation and defense of interim technical and 

financial reports which are important for the 
subsequent interim payments;  
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- Preparation and defense of the final financial and 
technical report for the final payment and the 
successful conclusion of the project.  

The verification is performed by the negotiating body. It 
is important to create a mechanism for effective exchange of 
information between the management team of the project proposal 
and the structures in charge of the management and verification of 
projects in the negotiating body. The latter is necessitated by the 
frequent changes in the regulatory basis and the need to prepare 
updated and conforming reports to avoid any unnecessary financial 
corrections.  
3.  Conclusions 
3.1. The main weakness of the institutions (beneficiaries) in 

the work on Operational programs proves to be the lack of 
highly qualified and motivated administrative staff. The 
bulk of regulatory documents and their frequent 
amendments necessitate the establishment of separate 
units in the administration of the beneficiary organization 

to be responsible for the project management and for the 
contacts with the Management authorities of the 
Operational programs.  

3.2. The opportunities for gratuitous funding during the new 
program period need to be carefully considered both for 
scientific research projects and for educational and 
infrastructural projects. The work on preparing any 
feasible project proposals can be started at the very 
beginning of the program period without waiting for the 
superior units to define the guidelines for application 
under the different schemes.   

3.3. It is important to note that there is a possibility to apply 
for funding for exterior insulation of the existing 
facilities. To this end, there should be a careful study of 
the current energy efficiency of the buildings. This is a 
minimal expense in view of the expected size of the 
funding and will pay off in a very short term with the 
notable decrease in heating expenses.  
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