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Watch List

ACT does not use a formalised application procedure, unlike many grant-making trusts.   ACT supports only a handful of ventures at any one time but in a very engaged way, over 3-7 years.  Potential new projects come to us directly where organisations find us through their own research, or through our own networks, active scouting by the Director or trustee referrals.  

The Watch List is presented to trustees at their quarterly meetings.  This enables the Director to report verbally on the applicants and gain feedback from trustees.  The Director seeks informal advice from trustees or external contacts having particular expertise in the project area.  The main activity during this period is meeting with project staff and trustees, exploring the proposition and the people associated with it.  A decision is made whether to reject the prospective project, or move it through the Pipeline.  The Director, in consultation with those trustees advising her, makes this decision.  We aim to project even rejected projects with assistance and advice where possible, perhaps linking them with other funders.  
Pipeline

When initiatives enter the Pipeline the formal evaluation process begins.  The Director requests assistance from one or more trustees to join her, as part of an Assessment Team for the project.  The Team meets with project personnel in a more formal assessment meeting.  The assessment may be augmented by external advice or the input from a possible ‘venture partner’ where this is feasible and appropriate.  Applicants may wish to propose additional venture partners, where they are aware of other funders who might be interested in this approach and where complementary resources might be able to support the venture.  As a result of the initial meeting, the Assessment Team will make a recommendation to the full ACT Board, as to its suitability for funding.  At this stage, a key person may be identified from within the Assessment team to drive forward the initiative.  This is called the ‘project champion’.
It is common for the full ACT board to recommend further work by the Assessment Team to develop an application document (a concept paper, a project proposal or business plan) to bring before trustees.  Consequently the pipeline stage can take applicants through two or three quarters or 6-9 months.  In some circumstances, ACT may commit finance at this stage to external consultancy help with business planning or in the development of a growth strategy, for example.  Any final decision on funding is always taken at one of the quarterly trustees’ meetings.  A range of different funding scenarios can be offered, including whether to fund as presented; to partially fund (perhaps seed capital to take the test the proposition further); or to reject the application.  
The initiative should fit ACT’s selection criteria and fulfil its charitable objects.  A judgement needs to be made on whether ACT has the financial and human resources to support the project effectively.  

Active Portfolio

Once trustees make a positive funding decision and a grant contract letter is exchanged (listing expected outcomes for the partnership and giving terms and conditions is signed by the recipient and ACT) a project formally joins the portfolio.  This is noted on the ACT web site.

In addition to funding, ACT commits human resources, in terms of a Support Team to the organisation.  This would comprise at least one trustee and the Director.  It is likely that a Support Team trustee would become a trustee (or non-executive Director) of the grantee organisation’s own board.  This unique way of working is fully explained to the project champion and trustees (if there are any) during initial contact and the assessment period.  Members of the Assessment Team do not necessarily join the Support Team.  

The Support Team becomes fully engaged with the project at a strategic management level and reports to the ACT board on progress made by the project.  The Director does not usually become a trustee of a portfolio board but can have sight of board papers and attend board meetings.  The Director also gets more involved with the executive team of the organisation, as required, holding informal regular quarterly meetings and periodic topical meetings to keep abreast of progress.
ACT’s commitment (grant size/years) is guided by the proposal and the findings of the Assessment Team.  More formal annual reviews of the partnership happen annually.  The last year review will include an assessment of the funding commitment and the timing of withdrawal. This may result in requests for additional funding.  Broadly speaking, ACT’s funding is for core organisational costs and not for project activities.

Exit

ACT’s support for projects is focused, intensive and time-bound.  If ACT supports a start-up, it wishes to see the venture through to viability. From our experience this can take anything between 2-7 years.  Viability is taken to mean an organisation that has matured to be well governed and managed, delivering a valuable and recognised social benefit, and whose fundraising is diverse and reasonably secure.

A project formally exits the portfolio when the funding commitment from ACT ceases and the final report is received. If an ACT trustee remains on the organisation’s Board after this time, they do so in a personal capacity rather than as ACT’s representative.  The Director raises the concept of ‘exit’ even at the Watch List stage so an applicant appreciates that ACT’s involvement is for a specific period in the organisation’s development.
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Informal assessment & advice by Director and/or Trustees





Formal Assessment Team: Director and Trustee(s)





Support package usually consists of funding and a Support Team (trustee on board, annual reviews and Director quarterly support)





Possible: Informal external advice on specialist issues





Possible:


Consultancy (e.g. business planning)





Possible:


Venture or co-funding Partners





Possible: Independent reviews or evaluations





Trustee Approval for formal assessment





Trustee Approval to Fund/Support
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Last Year Annual Review confirms exit timetable








