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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 Purpose and Scope of the Review 

The City of London Corporation (CoLC) commissioned Rocket Science to evaluate the impact of 

the two year pilot of its Central Grants Programme (CGP), the consolidated grant programme 

for the Corporation, which was launched in August 2016.   

This programme is split into the following four funding themes: 

 

Each of the four themes has its own criteria and Officer Panel, chaired by senior CoLC Officers. 

Grants are ratified (though the education and employment support committee has a more active 

role) by the relevant department’s committee, comprised of Members.  The grants are in turn 

overseen by the Finance, Performance and Grants Sub-committee. 

Small grants between £1,417 and £14,950 have been awarded to 27 organisations since the 

Central Grants Unit was established in October 2016. 

  
                                                                    

1 An additional round of this strand has a deadline of Sept 2017 
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1.2 Outcomes of the Review 

Five key findings from the evaluation 

1.  Outsourcing to the Central Grants Unit, overseen by the City Bridge 
Trust has been worthwhile, bringing transparency, grant making 
expertise and professionalism to the process. 

 
2.  The process that has been put in place, though bringing clear 

benefits, is resource-intensive for the level of funding involved. 
 

3.  A more consistent approach to Members’ involvement would be 
beneficial in order to improve efficiency. 

 
4. The budget available is not clear to many of those involved. 

 

5.  If the Central Grants Programme were retained, a longer-term, more 
strategic view should be determined. 

 

 

These findings lead to the following recommendation for the CGP beyond March 2018: 

Recommendation: Maintain the pilot structure and look to develop the 
Central Grants Programme further. 

 

2. Methodology 

Our approach to undertaking this review required the following research and consultation:  

· Desk research of the documents produced in the initial review of the CoLC’s grant making 

and decision papers that implemented those recommendations; 

· Review of the grant process, associated documents and decisions for all the grant panels 

held during the pilot; 

· Face-to-face/telephone interviews with the main City Bridge Trust staff and CoLC officers 

involved with the Central Grants Programme; 

· Focus Group with principal officers that lead the Officer panels which make 

recommendations to the relevant sub-committee across all four grant programmes; 

· Telephone interviews with key elected Members of three of the four sub-committees 

which ratify and approve decisions; 

· Telephone interviews with grantees. 

2.1 Wider Context 

Recent grant funding scandals such as Kids Company and Tower Hamlets have shone a light on 

the importance of transparency in grant making when managing public money.  All local 
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authorities are required to comply with the Government’s Transparency Code and both public 

bodies and independent grant makers are also encouraged to comply with the 360Giving 

Standard2 and publish details of their grant making online, to which the CoLC, in respect of the 

City Bridge Trust’s activities, has already committed.  

Grants awarded are being scrutinised more than ever before in this period of austerity and local 

authorities and charity trustees are more likely to be challenged if grants awarded do not have a 

clear outcome of benefit for those they are designed to support. 

As Central Government’s contribution to the CoLC in respect to its public functions also 

decreases addressing statutory requirements only, any funds stewarded by CoLC should seek to 

achieve maximum impact.  The CoLC’s budgets need to support activities that contribute to the 

betterment of the City of London community and the educational, cultural, open spaces and 

other community resources that fall under the CoLC’s remit. 

2.2 Desk Research 

The establishment of the Central Grants Programme was primarily in response to 

recommendations outlined in a Grants Service Based Review (Baxter, 2015)3.  The ‘7 Steps to 

Success’ recommendations in this report highlighted the need to improve consistency across the 

different grant-making departments of the CoLC, coupled with making grant-making more 

efficient, effective and strategic.  Whilst also recognising that the CoLC would continue to 

provide support as part of its core or policy agendas which would be funded from Committee or 

Department budgets (not to be confused with ‘grants’ which involve an open and competitive 

bidding process). 

The papers of the financial and other Committees overseeing the CGP show a close monitoring 

of the established structure.  Clear reporting to the oversight committees and sub-committees 

was demonstrated in these papers.  Additional areas for improvement were also brought to the 

Members for their consideration, demonstrating that the CGU is continually seeking to improve.  

The criteria of the four grant programmes are clear and address the respective Department’s 

priorities (where appropriate) or other strategic corporate policy objectives.  The criteria of the 

Education and Employment theme was reviewed with the support of the Senior Grants Officer 

with primary responsibility for administrating CGP this year on request of the Education Charity 

Sub-Committee.  The only issue is that information about the CGP is difficult to find on the 

CoLC’s website, unless you know what to look for. 

2.3 Focus Group Findings 

During the focus group, CoLC Officers were asked to rate the effectiveness of the CGP in 

response to a number of statements on the different elements of the CGP.  

                                                                    
2 http://threesixtygiving-standard.readthedocs.io/en/latest/#  
3 Baxter (2015) A More Strategic Approach to Grant-Giving  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/408386/150227_PUBLICATION_Final_LGTC_2015.pdf
http://threesixtygiving-standard.readthedocs.io/en/latest/
http://threesixtygiving-standard.readthedocs.io/en/latest/
http://threesixtygiving-standard.readthedocs.io/en/latest/
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Figure 1  

Senior Officer Focus Group – Scores Awarded 

 

2.4 Key Officer Interviews 

To supplement the focus group findings, key officers involved in the process were interviewed to 

capture their views of the process.   

The City Bridge Trust Officers, Town Clerks Department, were as follows: 

 David Farnsworth, Director City Bridge Trust 

 Scott Nixon, Head of Projects 

 Jack Joslin, Senior Grants Officer 

 

Chamberlain’s Department representative: 

 Karen Atkinson, Head of Charity & Social Investment Finance 

 

Anne Pietsch, Chief Lawyer, Public and Corporate Law, Comptroller and City Solicitors 

Department was also interviewed via telephone.  She had been involved in the work on earlier 

amalgamation of charities associated with the CoLC, many of which were long established 

endowment funds.  She was also involved in the Grants SBR.   

 

2.5 Applicant Interviews 

One successful applicant from each of the strands of funding was selected to discuss their view 

on the process of the CGP.  In selecting the groups to speak to, it was ensured that the views of a 

range of organisations were represented.  Both a range of the size of grant awarded, what stage 

of the process they were at, and the size of the beneficiary organisation were all considered to 

ensure a varied view was captured. 
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Though it would have been useful to speak to a group which had been unsuccessful in their bid to 

CGP, no one came forward to be part of this review.  The focus group did have an example of an 

organisation unsuccessful in their bid as it was deemed to have insufficient capacity to deliver 

the project outlined, however, officers from the Department in question are now working with 

the group to increase its capacity and assist it to deliver such a project in the future. 

2.6 Elected Members’ Interviews 

Fourteen Members who currently sat, or had previously sat, on the various Committees and 

Sub-Committees involved in administering the CGP were invited to participate in this review.  

Four Members agreed to be interviewed over the telephone. 

3. Key Findings 
 

1.  Outsourcing to the Central Grants Unit, overseen by the City 
Bridge Trust Team has been worthwhile bringing transparency, 
grant making expertise and professionalism to the process. 

 

 

Officers of the CoLC felt that use of the City Bridge Trust was the only way to manage the CGP 

beyond the pilot.  The understanding and experience of grant-making the City Bridge Trust 

Team brings to the table was invaluable to the Officers who don’t have either the capacity or 

expertise to manage those programmes within Service Departments by bringing the grants back 

in house.  This view was echoed by the Members interviewed who felt that City Bridge Trust’s 

involvement has been key in ensuring the money is being put to ‘best use’. 

The processes that have been implemented are valuable in moving towards a standardised, 

effective, efficient process which is also clear for applicants.  That there are organisations new to 

a grant from the CoLC is a sign that the grant funds are increasingly accessible.  This was 

previously not the case with organisations receiving long-term support from CoLC (these 

organisations were dubbed ‘partners’ by the Officers).  However, as a result of what was felt to 

be limited marketing, the groups applying to the programme were still those with a good 

understanding of how CoLC works and which had an existing relationship with CoLC 

representatives.  This suggests that there are still barriers to accessing the CGP for groups 

without a pre-existing relationship.  

Despite the steps made towards introducing a more transparent system, there was some 

nostalgia expressed for elements of the previous system.  One particular Department 

representative highlighted an example of a ‘partner’ that they felt would be more effective in 

delivering the department’s strategy compared to many of the new grantees and this partner 

organisation is really struggling from the withdrawal of long-term support from the CoLC.  

However, as concluded in the Grants SBR, retaining long-term partners, without an open grants 

programme, would risk preserving an opaque system which the CGP was established to address.  

Nevertheless, there is a potential to direct a proportion of a Department or Committee’s 

available budget to target more strategic priorities as will be covered below. 
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There was a clear split in beneficiaries’ views of the application process.  Those groups with 

experience in applying for funding found the process straightforward and those who had never 

applied for a grant found it difficult to the point of almost giving up. Both the groups in the latter 

category were a lot smaller, had no paid staff members but could call on assistance from the 

Officers to help them through the process.   Many of the elements that these smaller 

organisations struggled with in the application process, e.g. budget breakdown and complying 

with word limits, are standard requirements of any grant application.  The idea of a much simpler 

application form for smaller groups/grants was discussed. However, the administrative costs of 

maintaining different application forms would decrease the efficiency of the programme.  A 

specific breakdown of demographic data that is currently requested should be removed if 

possible as this was the hardest element of the application form for those who struggled with the 

process; as long as this information was collected at the monitoring stage, this would still be 

compliant with equalities requirements. 

 

 

 

 

As part of the establishment of the CGP, the grant-making decisions now pass through multiple 

different Committees and Sub-Committees, rather than resting solely with one Committee/Sub-

Committee Finance Grants Oversight and Performance Sub-Committee.  This has allowed for 

more informed grant making in connection with the relevant themes as a result of CoLC Officer 

and Member involvement. A new Finance Sub-Committee (the Finance, Grants Oversight and 

Performance Sub-Committee) has been established to retain scrutiny and oversight of the whole 

CGP.

However, the price for this new decision making structure is the additional administration and 

servicing of the various devolved Committees that this entails.  The City Bridge Trust team have 

recharged their time for managing the CGP throughout the pilot. However, the additional time 

spent by CoLC and Members to operate under this new structure is less clear.  Approximately 

14% of the grant-making budget was recharged to the various Departments in the first six 

months of operation.  Previously, those costs were not effectively captured and it is therefore 

difficult to properly compare administration costs under the old and new programmes.  Now 

that the new structure is in place, methods to reduce the cost are being identified.  For example, 

the Senior Grants Officer (SGO) is training an apprentice to provide administrative support to 

the CGP.  This will also be important in mitigating the risk of reliance upon the SGO.   

Despite the views expressed that the process is “committee-heavy”, there was a clear consensus 

that the structure should be maintained post March 2018.  Given time to embed, ensuring 

Members and Officers are clear of their respective responsibilities, and with the processes and 

templates now in place, the administrative burden of such a set-up should gradually reduce. 

Clearly, another way to reduce the proportion of management costs involved in managing the 

programme is to increase the CGP’s grants budget available.   

2.  The process that has been put in place, though bringing clear 
benefits, is resource-intensive for the level of funding involved. 
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There are additional charities associated with the CoLC, which are currently not fully using the 

income they generate.  These were identified as part of the Grants SBR as having the potential to 

be brought under the umbrella of the CGP.  Therefore, while this work has been progressing on 

the more time-critical outcomes of the Grants SBR, further rationalisation and transfer of 

charitable funds remains ongoing. 

 

 

The Education and Employment Theme decision-making structure was highlighted by some 

Officers as the most inefficient set-up of the four strands.  Though the different source of funds 

involved contributed to this alternative set-up, the process was seen by some, though not all, to 

be inefficient decision making. Other strands were felt to be more efficient whilst still retaining 

Members’ oversight, with Enjoying Green Spaces & the Natural Environment highlighted as 

particularly effective. Despite the overall proportion of CGU management costs for the CGP 

being approximately 14%, when broken down by theme, Employment and Education support is 

closer to 25%4.  This is not straightforward however. Members are responsible for the grants 

made on behalf of the CoLC, and felt that Officers are not always right in their 

recommendations.  A better balance needs to be struck between the way in which Members 

have oversight and proportionality in the decision-making process adopted for the level of 

grants being awarded. 

Members were understandably reluctant to relinquish decision-making responsibilities for some 

of the traditional ad-hoc grants awarded, such as the annual Christmas donations.  However, the 

reasons identified in the Grants SBR which led to the creation of the CGP are just as true with 

funding ‘exceptions’ still operating outside of the CGP.  They remain outside the fair and 

transparent processes that have been established and the impact of these funding commitments 

is hard to measure. 

Several interviewees expressed confusion over how the budgets for the CGP worked and were 

managed.  In some of the strands, the proportion of the pot from underspend of the previous 

year was larger than the income received that year.  Members expressed the need to get sight of 

budgets earlier in the process in order to assist with more strategic planning.   

There is a significant number of funding ‘exceptions’ that remain outside the remit of the CGP.  It 

was felt that it is not widely appreciated by panel and sub-committee representatives that the 

retention of these ‘exceptions’ limits the possibility of expansion for the CGP budget.  

                                                                    
4 Though it is worth noting that the review of the criteria was a factor during this period. 

3.  A more consistent approach to Members’ involvement in grant-
making would be beneficial. 

 

5.  If the Central Grants Programme were retained, a longer term, 
more strategic view should be determined. 

 

4. The budget available is not clear to many of those involved. 
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The CoLC’s stakeholders repeatedly expressed a need for a more strategic approach to the CGP.  

For example, CoLC needs to be clear whether the CGP would encourage funding the same 

projects year on year.  If organisations are seen to have run an effective project addressing the 

CoLC’s core functions or strategic aims, and have successfully delivered the outcomes, they 

should not be deterred from reapplying to this open application process.  However, the risks in 

doing so could create dependency, reduce the chance of innovation and contribute to an 

external view that only ‘pet-projects’ are supported.  To help counter this, an increase in the 

external promotion of the CGP to a wider audience should be considered (though without an 

increased budget it may be difficult to manage expectations) and keep administrative costs 

manageable. The various committees may also find it worthwhile to conduct a regular review of 

their criteria to maintain alignment with relevant strategic priorities, as appropriate.   

If there is potential to increase the budget of the CGP this could allow for a proportion of the 

budget being ring-fenced for more strategic grant making.  An addition to the criteria (subject to 

the approval of the relevant Committee) covering ‘in exceptional circumstances’ could allow for 

larger grants, over multiple years, in order to address departmental priorities and mindful of 

charitable objects.   

The possibility of cross Departmental funding could also be an option – there is potential for 

groups to qualify under multiple criteria – but there are considerable challenges in the 

coordination of this, not least as the timing of the panels and Committee meetings is not 

conducive to such an approach. 

It should be recognised however that any deviation from the standard criteria and grant cycle of 

the CGP will likely involve a decrease in its efficiency, as more Officer time is spent in managing 

exceptions (as is the case with grants to individuals at the moment). 

 

4. Options 

The following three options were identified: 

A. Dissolution of the CGP 

Disband the CGU within City Bridge Trust, thereby removing the Central Grants Programme 

set-up that has been created in this pilot.   

To discontinue the CGP would require the reallocation/reabsorption of the City’s Cash budget 

and transfer of the three charities (Combined Relief in Poverty, Educational Trust Fund and 

Combined Education Charity) being directly managed by the Committees with delegated 

responsibility for their administration supported by a named service Department, likely to be 

the Community and Children’s Services Department as being the best fit with the charitable 

purposes of these charities. 

Benefits Risks 
Officers and Members could support 

organisations and projects which do not fit within 

the current criteria.  

Removal of a consistent and transparent application 

process and the good management enabled by 

CBT’s grants management system. 
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Decision-making could be streamlined. Removal of grant making expertise of City Bridge 

Trust, coupled with the thematic expertise of 

Officer panels and Members sub-committees. 

Potential for Departments to build more of a 

relationship with projects through supporting 

them in their application and through the project 

delivery. 

 

 
B. City Bridge Trust to continue to manage CGP 

Maintain the structure set-up during the pilot.  

Benefits Risks 
More transparent system is in place. A resource heavy process. 

Maintaining this structure ensures consistency 

giving the programme further time to become 

more established. 

CoLC grants are still being awarded outside the 

remit of the CGU that do not follow good grant-

making practice which could prove a risk to the 

reputation of the Corporation.  

Creates structure and commonality to approach 

which can establish/maintain best practice. 

Criteria can be overly restrictive. 

 There is a heavy reliance upon the SGO. 

 Application process is a barrier for smaller groups. 

 

C. Maintain the pilot structure and look to develop the CGP further 

Now the system is in place and the pilot has allowed an opportunity to test and develop this 

approach, the CGP needs to be given time to embed itself further into the CoLC’s way of working. 

Benefits Risks 
The administration of the process becomes 

more efficient through economies of scale. 

Barriers could be encountered amongst those 

currently managing the additional sources identified. 

Increased transparency across the CoLC’s 

grant-making.  

Without strategic direction, the programme is at risk 

of funding the same projects in subsequent years. 

Increased accountability across CoLC’s grant-

making. 

There is still a heavy reliance upon the SGO who 

solely delivers the CGP 

Clearer understanding developed corporately 

of grant-making vs funding 

Insufficient applications to make good quality 

grants with an increased budget. 

 

5. Recommendation 

The CGP structure be maintained and look to be expanded through bringing any additional pots 

of funding, where appropriate, under this umbrella. 

 

 

Option C: Maintain the pilot structure and look to develop the CGP  
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5.1 Justification 

· Implementing any new structure takes time to embed and it is still too early to determine the 

full effectiveness of the CGP.  Particularly in dealing with multiple funding sources that are 

subject to specific criteria. 

· The CGP structure, though involving several layers of process to achieve decision-making, 

encompasses CBT grant-making experience and CoLC Officers’ knowledge and expertise, 

whilst maintaining the oversight of Members who have responsibility for these budgets.  

· Some CoLC funds are still being awarded outside the remit of the CGP and these often do not 

follow good grant-making practice thereby presenting a reputational risk to CoLC.  

· The current process is inefficient, thus reducing the full potential benefit of the grants.  

Increasing the funds available for distribution under the CGP will reduce the proportion of 

the funds used for administrative procedures. 

5.2 Next Steps 

· Confirm the CGU structure as a permanent feature from April 2018, with sufficient 

resourcing to provide necessary capacity and resilience. 

· Clarify and progress additional budgets that could be brought under the umbrella of the CGP 

including: 

 

o The Small Grants programme held by Communities and Children’s Services 

department, assuming that no additional barriers become evident. 

 

o Completing work to rationalise other charities associated with the CoLC and consider 

their potential to be brought under the banner of the CGP.  To drive this work of the 

instructing Service Departments and the Comptroller and City Solicitor’s Department 

funds should be made available to allow the best use of internal resources with the 

benefit of appropriate professional advice from a charity law firm.  The effectiveness 

of the CGP is likely to be benefited if this process were expedited.  It would be 

beneficial if additional capacity could be ring fenced to increase the likelihood that 

such funds will be in place at the pilot’s conclusion. 
 

o Additional historical funding commitments outside of the CGU control, which 

currently present a potential reputational risk to the Corporation, should be reviewed 

with an aim to bring all eligible funding pots under the management of CGP. 

 

· Continue to monitor the staff costs involved in each of the CGP strands for 2018/19 and use 

this to corroborate the view expressed in this review that efficiency savings could be made by 

aligning the decision-making process of the Education Charity Sub-Committee with that of 

the other strands.  Should potential efficiency savings be identified by making the decision-

making process more consistent across the different themes, the CoLC should weigh up the 

cost of sacrificing a higher level of control over the budget against the benefits of increasing 

the grant-making budget available for the benefit of those for whom the funding was 

designed to support, by reducing costs of administration. 


