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Digital Challenge Fund – Application Guidance


		
The Aberdeen City Region Deal: Digital Connectivity was awarded £10 million from UK and Scottish Governments with a further contribution of £7 million from Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire Councils. The Scottish Government, as part of a 10-year Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), announced a further £10 million in addition to this core funding. 
A total of £2.3 million capital funding remains within the ACRD Digital Theme – consisting of £1.1m from Scottish Government funding committed under the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), and £1.2m jointly contributed by both Local Authorities. 
This guidance document supports organisations preparing an application to the ACRD Digital Challenge Fund. It is organised into the following sections:
· Key information to consider before you decide to apply
· Fund outcomes
· Completing your application
· Assessment and decision-making process
· Reporting requirements

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
1. Key information to consider before applying
Who can apply for Aberdeen City Region Deal (ACRD) Challenge Funding:
· Are a constituted body within Aberdeen City or Aberdeenshire
· Have an ability to deliver high quality projects within Aberdeen City and/or Shire
· Have an equal opportunity statement or policy
· Can demonstrate that their proposal meets Regional and National priorities
· Can deliver the project fully by 31st December 2027
· Applicants who can demonstrate they meet the key outcomes of the fund found below
· Comply with Scottish Government’s Fair Work First principles.
Eligibility Criteria
· Projects must demonstrate clear digital innovation or improvement
· Applicants must provide evidence of need, deliverability, and sustainability
· Projects must be deliverable within the fund’s timescales and budget
Requirement to Resubmit Full Application After EOI
If an organisation has submitted an Expression of Interest (EOI), they will still be required to submit a full application form once the application window formally opens. The EOI is used only to gauge initial project ideas and assess early eligibility. It does not replace the full application form and does not guarantee progression to funding. A full application must be submitted during the formal application period following business case approval. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
2. Fund Outcomes
· Increased broadband coverage 
· Improved digital skills in the workforce – Please note this is a capital only fund and only capital assets are eligible, such as platform, toolkits and licences 
· Digital delivery of public services 
· Data/digital infrastructure (e.g. data centres) including potential feasibility project/ pilot use case/ demonstrator(s)  
· Digital innovation and connectivity

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
3. Completing your application 
Applicant details 
Please provide information about the organisation requesting the funding. If the application is from a partnership, you must have one organisation fulfilling the role of Lead Applicant applying on behalf of the partnership, with a partnership agreement in place that specifies the role and responsibilities each partner will fulfil. 
We welcome applications from international organisations; however, to be eligible for the programme, applicants must have a registered business address in Scotland. This requirement ensures that funded activity is appropriately anchored within the region and that organisations are able to meet Scottish legal, financial and delivery obligations.
A ’due diligence’ check will be carried out on the Lead Applicant organisation, and we ask for some organisational background information to enable this. 
 Project Description  
Please name your project. The project name should be different from the applicant organisation’s name. Please also confirm the other required information.
Project Summary
Provide a clear and concise overview including:
· Evidence of project readiness
· Key elements of the business plan
· Intended benefits and expected impact
· How outcomes will be measured
Breakdown of costs 
Provide a detailed, itemised cost breakdown. If only seeking a percentage contribution, state this clearly.
(Cost Table Example below) 
	Please provide a full breakdown of expenditure for the project. Please provide an in-depth breakdown of all costs which will be associated with the project. 

	Expenditure
	Cost 
	ACRD Contribution  

	 2 x High-performance servers @ £8,00 each
	£16,000 
	£16,000

	Storage arrays (10TB)
	£4,000
	£4,000

	Routers and switches
	£6,000
	£6,000


Partial Funding Options
Explain what can be delivered at 75%, 50% and 25% of your total funding request. Be specific about the impact on outputs and outcomes.
(Partial Funding Example below) 
	What could be delivered from the original request if you received the below percentage of funding? Please be specific on what could be delivered with each level of funding. Please note that a partial award may be allocated to the project. 

	75% of total ask 
	The project would still be able to deliver but on a slightly scaled back version. We would only be able to purchase 1 high-performance server which would have an impact on the outcomes noted in the additional document. 

	50% of total ask 
	A 50% award would significantly affect the impact of the project, however some outcomes could still be achieved.  1 high performance server would be purchased and the storage would be reduced to (5TB). We would continue to search for other funders. 

	25% of total ask 
	The project would not be feasible. Funding would be sought from other sources. 


Match funding
The Challenge Fund will encourage applicants to secure match funding from other sources to maximise the impact of available resources and demonstrate project sustainability. While match funding is not mandatory, value for money is assessed as part of the scoring process which will include leverage of private sector finance funding. 
All match funding must be transparently declared in the application and supported by evidence of commitment. Projects demonstrating higher levels of match funding will be viewed favourably during appraisal, as this indicates greater leverage of public investment and commitment from project partners. 
The appraisal process will assess: 
· The proportion and source of match funding relative to total project costs. 
· The timing and certainty of match funding contributions. 
· The alignment of match funding with eligible expenditure categories (primarily capital costs). 
· Compliance with relevant subsidy control and statutory guidance.
Alignment with Regional and National Policies
Clearly identify how your project supports:
· Regional Economic Strategy - Regional Economic Strategy 2023
· Scottish Government Digital Strategy - Digital - gov.scot
· Aberdeen City Region Deal Digital commitments - Heads of Terms Agreement
Provide direct links and demonstrate alignment with specific objectives such as connectivity, digital inclusion, innovation or public service enhancement.
Strategic Delivery
Clearly explain how your project will strengthen the region’s digital innovation and contribute to the long-term future of the local economy. Describe the specific improvements your project will deliver (e.g., enhanced connectivity, upgraded systems, new platforms) and how these will drive innovation through better use of physical and digital assets. Show how this will improve public and private service delivery, reduce inequality by addressing the digital divide, and generate positive social outcomes such as improved access to education, healthcare, or employment. Use concrete examples and, where possible, outline measurable impacts.
Opportunities
Select the opportunities your project aligns with and explain clearly how each will be achieved. For example, describe how your project will deliver ultrafast connectivity and use this to grow existing businesses, attract further investment, or create new businesses. Explain how it will improve public services, support mobility and environmental goals, and enhance the area’s attractiveness as a place to live and work. Where relevant, outline how the project will create or safeguard permanent jobs and its potential to generate Gross Value Added (GVA) for the economy. Use specific examples and measurable outcomes wherever possible. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
4. Outputs and Outcomes
Please ensure your Outputs and Outcomes document is submitted with your application form. Applications submitted without the Outputs and Outcomes document will be classed as incomplete. Ensure the figures input are measurable and achievable. 
(Example table below) 
	Regional / National benefit
	· Positions the region as a leader in digital infrastructure. 
· Contributes to national targets for gigabit-capable broadband and digital inclusion. 

	Aims and objectives
	· Bridge the digital divide by providing universal access to high-speed broadband, especially in rural and underserved areas. 
· Enable economic growth, job creation and improved quality of life.
· Support digital inclusion and equal opportunities for all communities. 

	Outputs
	· Extension of ultrafast fibre networks to homes, businesses and public sector sites.
· Deployment of regional sensor networks for smart city and IoT applications. 

	Project will deliver
	50km

	Outcomes
	· Increased broadband coverage: 
· Improved connectivity for residents and businesses. 
· Enhanced access to digital services, education and remote work. 
· Attraction of private investment and support for innovation clusters.

	Comments
	· The project will deliver 50km of ultrafast fibre network resulting in improved connectivity for 120 residence and businesses within Union Street area. 



------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
5. Risks
Please refer to the example below for how to complete the risk table and the types of risks you might consider including. Applicants are strongly encouraged to submit a full risk register as part of their supporting documentation.
	Please consider and outline any risks associated with the project and how you intend to mitigate against the risks. 
A risk assessment is encouraged to be included in the support material. 

	Risk
	Mitigation
	Level of Rick (High, Medium, Low)

	Delay in procurement due to supply chain issues
	Engage suppliers early, use framework agreements, and build contingency time into the schedule.
	Medium

	Failure to secure match funding
	Confirm funding commitments before project start; identify alternative sources and phased delivery options.
	High

	Planning permission delays
	Submit applications early, maintain regular communication with planning authorities, and prepare alternative designs if required.
	Medium

	Technical challenges during installation
	Conduct detailed site surveys, involve experienced contractors, and include contingency budget for unforeseen issues.
	Medium



------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
6. Delivery
Explain your approach to managing the project from start to finish. Include details of any relevant experience delivering similar projects to demonstrate capability. Outline your delivery plan, such as key phases, milestones, and responsibilities, and consider using a Gantt chart to show timelines visually. Describe how you will monitor and evaluate progress and outcomes, using measurable indicators and feedback mechanisms. Finally, confirm that all procurement will comply with public procurement rules, for example by following competitive tendering processes, ensuring transparency, and maintaining full documentation for audit purposes.
Timeline
Provide a clear timeline that starts shortly after the grant agreement is confirmed. Break the project into logical phases and identify at least four key milestones that align with the release of funding. Each milestone should represent a significant deliverable or stage of progress, such as project initiation, procurement completion, implementation of core activities, and final reporting. Include estimated dates for each milestone and explain how they fit within the overall schedule.
Maintenance
Clearly state who will take responsibility for the long-term maintenance of the infrastructure after project completion. This could be your organisation, a partner organisation, or a designated third party. Explain how maintenance will be funded and managed, including any service agreements, warranties, or ongoing support arrangements. Providing details of roles, responsibilities, and governance will help demonstrate sustainability and reassure that the infrastructure will remain functional and beneficial beyond the project period. 
Locality
Select the geographic area where your project will be delivered. This should match the location of the proposed activities or infrastructure.
Confirmations
Confirm your organisation’s compliance with the listed requirements by selecting Yes or No for each item.
If you meet the Scottish Government’s Fair Work First Policy, provide supporting evidence such as proof of payment of the Real Living Wage and details of an appropriate channel for effective workers’ voices. For more information on Fair Work first, please see -Annex B: Conditionality in public sector grants - Evidence and compliance with Fair Work conditionality - Fair Work First: guidance - March 2023 - gov.scot 
Ensure you understand and agree to follow procurement rules, requirements, and thresholds, more information can be found - How to do business with Commercial & Procurement Shared Services | Aberdeen City Council.
Confirm whether your organisation has an Equality and Diversity Policy and submit a copy with your application.
Finally, as part of the technical assessment Following the Public Pound checks will be carried out. Following the Public Pound’ means ensuring that there is proper accountability for public funds (both revenue and capital) used in delivering services, irrespective of the means of service delivery.  For more information, please see link - VOLUNTARY SECTOR POLICY PACK


------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
7. What cannot be funded
Please see below activity which will not be funded by the ACRD Challenge Fund: 
· Revenue costs, such as staff costs*, operational running costs or routine maintenance
· Payments for activities of a party political or exclusively religious nature
· VAT reclaimable from HMRC
· Gifts, or payments for gifts or donations
· Statutory fines, criminal fines or penalties
· Payments for works or activities which the lead local authority, project deliverer, end beneficiary, or any member of their partnership has a statutory duty to undertake, or that are fully funded by other sources
· Bad debts, costs resulting from the deferral of payments to creditors, or winding up a company, redundancies
· Alcohol
· Retrospective costs – costs which have been incurred prior to signing of grant agreement

*Staff costs can be capitalised only when they are directly attributable to the acquisition, construction, enhancement or replacement of a capital asset. This includes both tangible assets (e.g. buildings, infrastructure) and intangible assets (e.g. internally developed software).

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
8. What happens after you submit your application
After you submit your application, it will go through two key stages of assessment: technical and quality checks. The technical assessment ensures your project meets all eligibility criteria, complies with relevant regulations, and is deliverable within the required timescales. The quality assessment looks at the strength of your proposal, including its alignment with strategic priorities, potential impact, and value for money.
Projects that successfully pass these assessments will be included in a report presented to the Aberdeen City Region Deal Joint Committee for approval. The Committee will make the final decision on which projects receive funding. If your project is not approved, you will be notified after the Committee’s decision. Please note that feedback may be provided to help you understand the outcome. Please see table below showing application deadline and committee date. 
Key dates:
· EOI deadline: 12/01/2026 – 20/02/2026
· Application window opens: 23/02/2026 (4-week period)
· Committee decision date: 15/05/2026
· Grant Announced: 15/05/2026

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
9. Data Protection
Information will be managed according to Aberdeen City Council’s data protection policies.
Your data: External funding opportunities for organisations | Aberdeen City Council

For further information or to speak with a member of staff, please email: 
externalfunding@aberdeencity.gov.uk
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