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Arts Council of Northern Ireland 

 

National Lottery  
Rural Engagement 
Arts Programme 

 

Application Guidance Notes 
 

 

Deadline for Applications: 12 noon, 24 September 2026 
Decisions: November 2026 
 
Applications must be submitted on-line at www.artscouncil-ni.org/funding 
Please Note:  The maximum award available is £10,000. 
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About the Rural Engagement Arts Programme 
The purpose of the Rural Engagement Arts Programme (REAP) is to provide an integrated, 
cohesive approach to the needs of local rural communities while recognising some specific 
issues they face. 
 

The primary theme of REAP is combatting isolation and loneliness, promoting social 
inclusion and to improve equality of access and opportunity to arts provision across all 
Section 75 groups, encouraging greater participation in the arts within all communities.  
 

There are a number of ways to differentiate between loneliness and social isolation:   

• Loneliness can affect any age group; it is the subjective, unpleasant and distressing 
phenomenon stemming from a difference between an individual’s desired and 
achieved level of social relationships. 

• Social isolation is a forced isolation from normal social networks caused by loss of 
mobility or deteriorating health.  

 

Rural communities have smaller and more dispersed populations, where isolation can be 
more acute than in towns and urban areas resulting in a negative impact on mental health 
and well-being. An acute example of this was the COVID pandemic 2020.   

  

The impact that loneliness and social isolation can have on the physical, mental, and social 
health of isolated older people is well documented. The Campaign to End Loneliness (opens 
in a new tab) points to research which shows that lacking social connections is as damaging 
to health as smoking. Lonely individuals are more likely to visit their GP, use more 
medication and have a higher incidence of falls. They are also more likely to enter 
residential or nursing care earlier. 

 

Participating in the arts, and coming together as communities, can make a vital contribution 
to improving health and wellbeing, building confidence, and integrating communities. The 
Arts Council has worked with local authority community development and arts officers to 
ensure that information on REAP is available and that this public funding is as widely 
distributed as possible. 

 

Groups can apply for one-off projects or for a programme of events.  Projects do not have to 
be new - existing, successful programmes which meet the strategic themes of REAP, are also 
eligible for support. 

 

https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/
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While engagement must be targeted at rural communities as defined here, Local 
Authorities and other groups based in urban areas may apply to fund programmes 
delivered in rural communities. The definition of rural is outlined in Appendix 1 at the end 
of these guidance notes, page 14, and is taken from the NISRA review of statistical 
classification and delineation of settlements in March 2015 (opens in a new tab) 

 

Strategic Themes of the Programme 
Projects should demonstrate how they would target participants from rural areas and must 
meet one or more of the following strategic themes: 

 

Isolation and Loneliness 

• Providing opportunities for social interaction through the arts. 

• Working with communities to combat feelings of isolation and loneliness. 

And/or Social Inclusion 

• Combating social exclusion through the arts by promoting inclusion and sharing. 

• Improve equality of access and opportunity to arts provision across all Section 75 
groups. 

• Working to create a more peaceful, fair, and inclusive community that does not 
discriminate against anyone. 

• Provide opportunities to participate in activities which may help improve physical, 
mental, and social wellbeing. 

 

Who Can Apply? 
We welcome applications from the widest possible range of organisations. You will be 
required to provide proof that you have a legal constitution. 
 

• Registered charities and other organisations which cannot distribute profits. 

• Groups of organisations working together to deliver specific projects. 

• Formally constituted parent-teacher associations. 

• Local Authorities.  

• Arts Organisations. 
• Organisations based outside Northern Ireland (in the wider UK or Republic of 

Ireland) may be eligible to apply however, any proposed project must benefit 
people living in rural communities within Northern Ireland. 

 

 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/review-statistical-classification-and-delineation-settlements
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/review-statistical-classification-and-delineation-settlements
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Who Can Apply? (cont’d) 
• Organisations currently in receipt of Arts Council grant funding (Annual Funding or 

National Lottery Project Funding) can apply providing they demonstrate that 
project costs are additional to any programme and administrative costs already 
funded under other grants. 

• In exceptional circumstances, organisations based in Belfast who are partnering 
with other organisations to deliver REAP projects in rural areas may be eligible to 
apply.  

• Groups who are partnership organisations in another REAP application. That is, if 
your organisation is a named partner in a consortium application to the programme, 
you can submit a second application in your own name, provided that the 
programme and activities are completely distinct from the consortium application 
you are named in, and that there are other partners. 

 

All applicants must demonstrate partnership working.  Partnerships might include sector 
providers such as rural development organisations, older people’s providers and agencies, 
arts organisations, or Local Authorities.  See the Arts Council’s REAP Frequently Asked 
Questions (FAQs) for examples of good partnership working.  

 

For partnership/consortium applications, a single organisation must be the lead applicant, 
that is, the group in whose name the application is submitted, to whom the grant will be 
awarded and who will be accountable for delivering the project and reporting on it to ACNI.  
You must clearly identify in the application form the organisation(s) you are partnering with 
and have a signed letter of agreement form them, see below mandatory enclosures.  

 

Who Cannot Apply? 
• Individuals or Sole traders. 

• Commercial trading companies. 

• Companies that exist to distribute a profit.  

• Statutory authorities or organisations governed by statutory authorities, for 
example NI Education Authority schools - other than Local Authorities.  

• Organisations who are in breach of any previously issued ACNI award grant 
conditions. 

 

https://artscouncil-ni.s3-assets.com/Rural-Engagement-Arts-Programme-FAQs.pdf
https://artscouncil-ni.s3-assets.com/Rural-Engagement-Arts-Programme-FAQs.pdf
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How Much Can You Apply For? 
You can apply for an award between £500 and £10,000 for a project.  Projects can last up to 
1 year duration and can take place on any dates between 1 December 2026 and 30 
November 2027.  
 

What You Can Apply For: 

You can apply for the following eligible costs, which are indicative and not limited to:  

• Costs of artists and tutors (including fees1, accommodation and travel).  If you are 
applying for artists and/or tutor costs, you must supply the relevant CVs, biography, 
or history of artistic practice information.  

• Transport costs, including vehicle hire (for example this could be to transport 
participants to courses/activities). 

• Existing programmes which meet the criteria of the scheme are eligible – but only 
for activity which will not begin prior to issue of funding decision letters.  

• Previous recipients of REAP funding for either new or continuing projects. If your 
application is to continue an already existing REAP project you should clearly set out 
how you hope to develop the project and the enhanced objectives, you wish to 
achieve through continuation.  

• Materials. 
• Attendance at a show or art exhibition for project participants. 

• Travel expenses within Northern Ireland – please note the Arts Council has a 
maximum allowance of 25.7p per mile. If applicants are partnering with 
organisations in border communities and the project would necessitate travel 
across the border, this additional travel is eligible within reason. 

 

You can also apply for eligible costs such as: 

• Equipment hire 

• Volunteer expenses 

• Accessibility costs2 - these are costs associated with the delivery of a project for 
people with particular needs as defined under Section 75 of The Northern Ireland 
Act 1998, e.g. sign language interpretation, Braille paperwork, transport costs, carer 
costs.   

 
1 Level of fees for artists and personnel: Arts Council will expect applicant organisations to ensure that they 
use reasonable current industry rates when calculating budgets.  

 
2 Please note: if you are allocated funding for Accessibility Costs, that element of your grant will be paid 
retrospectively.  You may have to demonstrate numbers of people involved in receiving those services.   



6 
 

• Venue hire for workshops, training, rehearsals and performance.  

• Publicity and marketing costs. 

• Evaluation costs. 

• Participation, education and outreach work in film and media. 

• Equipment costs to a maximum value of 50% of your requested amount:  

Equipment items will only be considered if identified as essential within your 
project and where it is vital for its successful delivery.  Arts Council will not fund 
equipment only projects.  Contributions towards laptops or PCs will be up to a 
maximum of £1,200 and, towards tablets, up to £500 (NB: we may choose to 
contribute less than these amounts). 

 

Please note: the above lists of eligible activity are not exhaustive.  If you have a project 
idea and are unsure if whether it would be eligible for funding, please contact the relevant 
artform team at the Arts Council for guidance.  https://artscouncil-ni.org/contact (opens in 
a new window)  

 
Although the Arts Council has applied caps to the amount it can contribute to artists fees 
and travel costs, do please read Arts Council of Northern Ireland Rates of Pay for Artists 
(opens in new window) for guidance on best practice on rates of pay. 

 

The Arts Council aims to support all art forms under REAP, the list below is illustrative only. 
If you are unsure if your art form is included, please ask. 

• Drama  

• Dance  

• Visual arts inc. photography and crafts 

• Literature inc. prose, poetry  

• Music and Traditional Arts  

• Participatory Arts includes Community (including Social Inclusion), Arts & Disability, 
Minority Ethnic Arts, Circus, Carnival, Arts & Health, and Youth Arts 

 

What You Cannot Apply For: 
• Costs incurred before we decide on your application. 

• Payment for Board or Committee members of the lead organisation 

• Travel to events outside Northern Ireland (except for a project in border 
communities between NI and Republic of Ireland).  

• Events which promote religious or political views. 

https://artscouncil-ni.org/about-us/our-people/our-staff
https://artscouncil-ni.org/about-us/our-people/our-staff
https://artscouncil-ni.org/resources/arts-council-rates-of-pay-for-artists
https://artscouncil-ni.org/resources/arts-council-rates-of-pay-for-artists


7 
 

• Musical instruments. 

The above list of ineligible activity is not exhaustive.  Please contact the relevant artform 
team for guidance. Arts Council of Northern Ireland Contact Us (opens in new window) 
 

 

Can You Hold More Than One Award? 
You can hold only one Rural Engagement Arts Programme award at a time. An award is not 
finished until we receive your End of Project Report, and any outstanding grant 
administrative matters are closed.  You will not be eligible to apply for another REAP award 
where a previous award has not been completed.  

 

How To Apply: 
You must apply using our online system. We will not accept applications in hard copy or by 
email. Arts Council of Northern Ireland Rural Engagement Arts Programme (opens in a new 
tab) 

• Online applications may be edited, saved and returned up to the closing date.   

• All mandatory enclosures associated with your application, must be uploaded to 
your online application before it is submitted. These enclosures are listed on the 
Attachments page within the online application and are detailed below.   

• Please ensure that you leave sufficient time to upload all documents to the system 
as there may be delays as the closing deadline approaches. Please note that the 
system will shut down at 12 noon precisely on the closing date, Thursday 24 
September 2026.   

• Your project can last a maximum of 12 months from receipt of your funding.  

• If your complete application with enclosures is not fully uploaded when the system 
closes, your application will not be accepted. 

• If you submit your application by the closing deadline, you will receive an automated 
email advising that your application has been successfully submitted to the system.  
If you do not receive this automated email, your application has not been 
submitted.  

 

Please remember that it is your responsibility to ensure that we receive the application form 
and uploaded enclosures by the closing time and date.   

 
Mandatory Enclosures: 
These are the documents which you must provide to complete your application.  Some of 
these must be submitted with your application; others may be uploaded to the Government 

https://artscouncil-ni.org/about-us/our-people/our-staff
https://artscouncil-ni.org/funding-for-organisations/rural-engagement-arts-programme
https://artscouncil-ni.org/funding-for-organisations/rural-engagement-arts-programme
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Funding Database (GFD - see notes below).  If you do not provide all required mandatory 
enclosures in conjunction with your application by the given deadline, your application 
will be ineligible and will not be assessed.  Remember: once the programme deadline has 
passed, you will not be given additional time to submit any missing enclosures. 

 

• Constitution and/or Memorandum and Articles of Association - if this document is 
already available on the Government Funding Database, you do not have to upload it 
with your application. 

• Detailed Income and Expenditure budget for your project - where possible, all costs 
above £1,000 should be broken down.  You must use the ACNI budget template 
which is available to download from the REAP webpage.  If you do not use the ACNI 
budget template, your application will be deemed ineligible for assessment. 

• CVs of proposed artists/tutors etc to be involved in your proposal. 

• A copy of the Letter from Partner Organisation Template signed by each partner 
named in your application. You must use the ACNI Letter from Partner Organisation 
Template which is available to download from the REAP webpage.  If you do not use 
the ACNI Letter from Partner Organisation Template, your application will be 
deemed ineligible for assessment.  

 

You must provide the above in combination with your REAP application.  You cannot supply 
them separately after the programme deadline has passed.   

 

Please keep in mind the following important points: 

• All mandatory enclosures must be in Word, Excel, or pdf format.  We cannot accept 
documents in other formats.  

• The total size of all your uploaded documents should not exceed 25 Mb. 

• You must submit all necessary enclosures by the programme deadline.  If any 
enclosures are missing, your application will be ineligible.   

• If you submit an enclosure in a format which we do not accept or which is corrupted 
or which we cannot open, the enclosure will be considered as missing, and your 
application will be ineligible. 

• Do not compress files into one zip file. Files must be uploaded as individual 
documents. 

• All data must be PC compatible. If non-PC compatible data is supplied, your 
application will not be assessed.  For example, if using a MAC, it is the applicant’s 
responsibility to ensure that any enclosures uploaded to the online application are 
PC compatible. 
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• The submission of weblinks or website addresses in lieu of enclosure documents is 
not acceptable and will result in your application being made ineligible. 

 

After You Submit Your Application: 
 

• The Arts Council will acknowledge receipt of the application form.  
• The Arts Council will undertake an eligibility check on your application. In the event 

of missing information, your application will be deemed ineligible and will not 
proceed to assessment. If ineligible, the Arts Council will issue an email advising 
reasons for ineligibility.  

• During the eligibility checking process, the Arts Council will publish a monitoring 
form to your application account and issue an email notification advising of 
same.  Completion of the monitoring form is not mandatory and will not affect the 
eligibility and/or assessment of your application. However, we would strongly 
encourage all applicants to complete and submit the monitoring form as 
monitoring can assist us to deliver better public services and continuous 
improvements.  

• If eligible, an Arts Development Officer will assess your application. 

 
Government Funding Database (GFD) 
As part of Government’s Reducing Bureaucracy programme, you are encouraged to upload 
master documents to the Government Funding Database (GFD).  Many organisations in 
receipt of ACNI funds are already registered with this database; others will be required to 
register prior to the application being assessed.  Once uploaded, these documents will exist 
for all applications you make to any Government department and you will not be required 
to submit them with individual applications, including future applications to the Arts 
Council.   
 

If you are based in NI and not currently on the Database you can register at the Government 
Funding Database (opens in a new tab) Please note that if you are registering on the GFD 
site for the first time, it may take a number of days for your account to be activated.  If your 
organisation is not registered on the GFD your application will not be ineligible, however, 
we may require you to register as a pre-condition of any possible award. 

 

Assessment and Decision-Making Process: 
• Your application will be assessed by an Arts Development Officer.  This process is 

based on the information provided within the application, knowledge of your 
organisation’s track record if applicable, (in relation to both arts delivery and its 

https://govfundingpublic.nics.gov.uk/Home.aspx
https://govfundingpublic.nics.gov.uk/Home.aspx
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previous management of ACNI funding), knowledge of the wider arts landscape, and 
the competitive context in which all applications are evaluated. 

 

• Applications will be assessed against the following criteria: 

a. Strategic Objectives of the Programme 

b. Artistic Activity: including quality of production and artists. 

c. Public Benefit: including under-represented local authority area and 
contribution to the growth of arts in the community. 

d. Financial Viability: including value for money; partnership funding and grant 
compliance history (where known). 

e. Project Management: including appropriate planning and management. 

 

• Applications are moderated at a meeting attended by all assessing officers, chaired 
by a director or the Head of Community Arts and Education.  This meeting will make 
decisions on applications. 

• Keep in mind that it will not be possible to fund all applications recommended by 
officers.  The Arts Council has made provision for REAP for three years; this is the 
final year of the first phase of the Programme which will be reviewed for future 
opportunities.  

• The final decision will be communicated to you via email.  

• Successful applicants will be issued with a contract outlining the conditions attached 
to the award and the purposes for which the award can be used.    

• If your application is rejected, the Council will provide you with detailed reasons for 

the rejection. 
 

What Next if You Receive an Award?  
The Letter of Offer: 

Following the funding decision, Arts Council will issue successful applicants with a contract 
outlining the conditions attached to the award and the specific purposes for which the 
award can be used. 

• You will not be able to start your project until you have met certain conditions of 
grant and received a letter of commencement from the Arts Council.  You should 
take this into account when planning your proposal. 

• It is important that you read the letter of offer and enclosed conditions carefully 
before signing and returning it.  The letter of offer will set out what you may spend 
the grant on and by what date the proposal must be completed. 
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• Any artists, facilitators or staff hired to deliver the funded project must be formally 
contracted to do so, and your letter of offer will require submission of these 
contracts as evidence that the project has been appropriately managed. 

• If there are any changes to your project from the original application, you must 
inform the Arts Council immediately in writing before incurring any proposal 
expenditure.  If you don’t tell us about changes you may have to repay the award, 
and this will affect decisions on any future applications you might make. 

 
How Payments Will be Made: 
The Arts Council will make payments using BACS transfer only.  You will need to complete 
and return the BACS form issued with your letter of offer. 

 

Payments are normally made in two stages of 90% and 10%: 

• The first payment of 90% will be made upon satisfactory receipt of documentation as 
set out in the letter of offer.  

 

• The final payment of 10% will be made upon satisfactory receipt of the End of 
Project Report, a full Income and Expenditure account breaking down all project 
costs and other relevant documentation as specified in your letter of offer.   

 

Lottery funded projects are not permitted to generate a profit.  If your project realises a 
profit, the Arts Council will not release all or some of the final payment and may also seek 
part or full recovery of the first payment made. This will be dependent on the profit 
realised.  

 

Post-Project Monitoring: 
At the conclusion of your project, you will have to submit the End of Project Report and 
provide a final income and expenditure account for the project, in addition to evidencing 
the appropriate use of Arts Council and National Lottery branding throughout the course of 
project delivery.    
 

Verification Visits: Your project may also be subject to a Verification Visit from the Arts 
Council.  This will ensure that the project grant has been spent in accordance with your 
letter of offer and that all processes related to project delivery (for example procurement, 
recruitment, processing of payments within your organisation) comply with the letter of 
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offer conditions and your own stated financial procedures.  It is important that you retain all 
project documentation to evidence this.    

 

Data: You will be asked to collect and return data to ACNI, for example audience member 
figures. Please remember to collect data on live and online audience members separately 
and do check our REAP FAQs point 5 for more information. (opens in a new tab) 

 

Children, Young People and Adults at Risk: 
You must complete the Access NI section of the online application form.  If you do not 
complete the Access NI section, your application form will be deemed ineligible.   

Organisations that work with children, young people and adults at risk need to ensure that 
their safeguarding systems and procedures adhere to best practice.  Please see the 
information below to consider in relation to your own organisation’s procedures and note 
that you must agree a protection policy statement as part of your application form.  

It is a requirement of our funding that any organisation which comes into contact with 
children, young people, and adults at risk, either directly through its programmes or 
indirectly through its services, must commit to a Safeguarding Policy which must have been 
formally agreed by your organisation. Organisations applying should contact Access NI for 
further advice if they are not, or believe that they don’t need to be, registered for Access NI 
checking.  

Apply for Access NI Check (opens in a new tab) 

 

If your Safeguarding Policy and Procedures are older than three years, please review and 
update them to ensure your policy and procedures are in line with best practice and 
legislation relating to protection issues. If you are successful in obtaining a grant, the Arts 
Council may, as part of its monitoring processes, ask to see these documents during the 
incoming year.   

 

Equality of Opportunity: 
It is a requirement of our funding that your organisation commits to equality of opportunity 
and good relations duty.   

   

The Arts Council of Northern Ireland has a statutory duty under the Northern Ireland Act 
1998 in carrying out its functions to promote equality of opportunity between all Section 75 
groups and you will note that you must agree an Equality of Opportunity and Good 
Relations policy statement as part of your application form. 

 

https://artscouncil-ni.s3-assets.com/Rural-Engagement-Arts-Programme-FAQs.pdf
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/information-and-services/accessni-criminal-record-checks/apply-accessni-check
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Other Information:  
 

Publicity 

It is so important to acknowledge how public funding has helped you deliver your project. 
Please remember to include Arts Council of Northern Ireland and National Lottery funding in 
all your publicity, for example, acknowledge this funding in your press release, in interviews 
with local media, in picture captions, in video, in promotional items and signage and please 
tag us in any social media.  Full listings of all the grants we award are published in our 
Annual Report and on our website.  Failure to credit the Arts Council of Northern Ireland will 
affect payment of your grant. 
 

Openness and accountability 

Under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 any information held by us (which includes 
your application) is potentially accessible by the public.   
 

Information supplied by you will be held in manual files and on a computer-based grants 
management system. Reports from the information you supply and from comments made 
on your application by staff members and external assessors, where relevant, are also on 
both manual and computer-based systems.  The information you supply will be made 
available to those assessing any grant applications you make. 
 

By submitting your application, you waive any right to raise any type of proceedings against 
the Arts Council of Northern Ireland because of, or in contemplation of, any disclosure of 
the contents of your application in response to an information request made under the 
Freedom of Information Act 2000. 

 

Data protection 

Data held on our grants management system is used for the following purposes: statistical 
reporting, application assessment, accounting purposes and for contacting you.   

 

The details of your grant will be public information (see Openness and Accountability).  
However, any personal details are held within our grants management system and our 
electronic files, and accessed only by our staff, appointed auditors and individuals or 
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organisations that may help us assess or monitor grants. You have a right under the Data 
Protection Act 2018 to access the data held on you by Arts Council of Northern Ireland.  

 

We view your signature on your application form as acceptance of the use of your data as 
outlined above. 

APPENDIX 1  
Definition of Rural Areas: 
The Arts Council of Northern Ireland is using the NISRA Review of the Statistical 
Classification and Delineation of Settlements March 2015 as the source for the definition of 
rural in Northern Ireland, as set in summary below out below. 

Review of the Statistical Classification and Delineation of Settlements (opens in a new tab) 
 

The NISRS Review 2005 recommended that a prescriptive urban-rural definition should not 
be given. Rather, it was advised that users should consider defining urban and rural areas in 
ways which are appropriate for different projects and programmes. A default urban-rural 
classification, with the boundary at a settlement population of 4,500 (Bands A – E are urban 
Bands F – H are rural), to be used in the absence of a programme specific definition was 
provided. The subgroup in 2015 review recommends that a similar approach is taken in the 
new classification and that the default boundary remains the same, that is, Bands A – E are 
urban and Bands F – H are rural. The urban-rural population boundary moves to a 
population of 5,000 because of the slight revisions to the population boundary between 
small town and intermediate settlement.  
 

For the Rural Engagement Arts Programme ACNI has defined rural as Bands D, E, F, G or H 
highlighted below.  Any proposed activity must take place in these areas. 
 

Please note: Organisations based in Bands A, B or C may apply to deliver projects, but the 
projects themselves must take place in and benefit participants living in the eligible bands 
D, E, F, G or H.   

 

Band A: Belfast City 

Band B: Derry City 

Band C: Large Town, population greater than 18,000. 

Band D: Medium Town, population size 10,000 - 17,999. 

 

Settlement Classification Bands (based on 2011 Census population): 

Band E: Small Town, population between 5,000 and 9,999 people 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/sites/nisra.gov.uk/files/publications/review-of-the-statistical-classification-and-delineation-of-settlements-march-2015%20%281%29.pdf
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Band F: Intermediate Settlements, population between 2,500 and 4,999 people 

Band G: Village, population between 1,000 and 2,499 people 

Band H: Open Countryside and small villages with population less than 1,000 people 
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Arts Council of Northern Ireland 
The MAC 
10 Exchange Street West 
Belfast  
BT1 2NJ 
 
Artscouncil-ni.org 
 
T: +44 (28) 9262 3555 

E: info@artscouncil-ni.org 
 
Alternative formats of this publication may be available upon request. 

For further information, email: info@artscouncil-ni.org 
 

mailto:info@artscouncil-ni.org
mailto:info@artscouncil-ni.org
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