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President Van Rompuy, 

Excellencies, 

Distinguished guests, 

Dear colleagues, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I am very pleased to welcome you to this conference. 

It is the closing event of the celebration of the 35th anniversary year of the European 

Court of Auditors. 

Other events over the year have looked back on how this institution has developed 

and what it has achieved. 

Now it is time to look forwards. 

Our topic is European governance and accountability. We could not hope for better 

company in which to consider developments in this important area. 

To start with, it is a great honour to welcome the President of the European Council, 

Herman Van Rompuy, to our institution for the first time. 

Formerly Prime Minister of Belgium, President Van Rompuy took office when the 

Lisbon Treaty came into force on 1 December 2009. Last year, he was re-elected for 

a second term. 

As you know, the European Council defines the general political direction and 

priorities of the European Union. 

EU governance issues have featured high on its agenda as Europe has sought to 

respond to the toughest economic and financial situation for decades. 

He spoke very inspiringly last year, in his Nobel peace prize lecture, of the need for 

our generation to work hard in these tough times to preserve the promise of Europe. 
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More than ever the European peoples need to be reassured the EU can keep its 

promise. 

This reflects the fact that restoring the confidence and trust of citizens in the EU has 

become a top priority. 

President Van Rompuy has been hard at work with the Presidents of other EU 

institutions on putting in place a roadmap towards a genuine economic and monetary 

union. 

That roadmap is based around four building blocks. The fourth is “strengthening 

democratic legitimacy and accountability”. 

But what does “democratic legitimacy and accountability” mean in the EU context? 

How can they be strengthened? And what should be the role of the public auditor? 

These are some of the questions I hope we will be able to explore today drawing on 

the inspiration and insights of President Van Rompuy and with the help of the 

distinguished members of our roundtable. 

We are very fortunate – and very honoured – to have around our table four 

distinguished guests, two leading EU politicians and two eminent academics. 

• Michael Theurer is Chair of the Committee on Budgetary Control of the European 

Parliament 

• Pablo Zabla Bidegain is Vice-Chair of the Committee on Economic and Monetary 

Affairs of the European Parliament 

• Mark Bovens is Professor of Public Administration at Utrecht University, and 

• Patrick Dunleavy is Professor of Political Science and Public Policy Chair at the 

London School of Economics, who has kindly agreed to act as the moderator for our 

round table discussion. 

They are well placed to help us consider the major political and theoretical issues 

connected with developments in EU governance and accountability. 
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To help us consider the implications for public audit, they will be joined by Gijs De 

Vries, Member of the Court. 

Mr De Vries is the reporting Member leading a landscape review of the EU’s public 

accountability and audit challenges. 

This is an important task for the Court which is designed to contribute to the current 

public debate on EU governance and accountability. 

In that sense, it builds on the position paper the Court has already issued on the 

implication of the financial and economic crisis and recent statements of the Contact 

Committee of the Heads of the SAIs of the Member States and the European Court 

of Auditors. 

Ladies and gentleman, 

An essential element of democratic legitimacy is achieving results for citizens. That 

corresponds to the “for-the-people” part of Lincoln’s famous definition of democracy. 

It is sometimes referred to as “legitimacy by results”. 

It is perhaps no accident that proposals have been made to focus the EU budget on 

results during the next financial framework from 2014 to 2020. However, this implies 

the need for more effective public accountability for results achieved by EU spending.  

That will in turn have implications for public management, audit and oversight 

arrangements. 

It means that the “focus on results” should be reflected in: 

• management roles and responsibilities, 

• the objectives and targets to be achieved, 

• the payments conditions for receiving funds, 

• requirements for recording, checking and reporting on results,  

• external audit mandates, and 
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• arrangements for political oversight. 

All these components need to be in place and working. 

Up to now: 

• political attention has centred on the allocation of budgeted resources; 

• management has targeted the utilisation rate; 

• control activities have been directed at checking compliance with the rules; and 

• the main function of the Court has been to provide assurance on the regularity of 

financial operations. 

If we need effective accountability for results, some or all of these things may need to 

change. 

Overall, that would represent a major change of mind-set for public policy-makers, 

financial managers and auditors. 

In the Court’s view, although there have already been moves in this direction, 

effective accountability for the results achieved with the EU budget still looks a long 

way off. 

For example, since the Lisbon Treaty came into force the Commission is required to 

produce an evaluation report in terms of results achieved as part of the discharge 

procedure for the implementation of the EU budget. However, the first two editions of 

the evaluation report demonstrated that the building blocks are not yet in place for 

this to be an effective tool for scrutinising EU spending. 

The proposals for programmes and schemes after 2013 contain a number of 

elements designed to bring more focus on results. However, in the Court view, a 

number of opportunities have already been missed at the highest level of legislation 

to further clarify objectives, simplify programmes and schemes, link payments more 

closely to results, enhance monitoring and evaluation arrangements, and make 

internal control systems more output oriented. 
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Nevertheless, many opportunities for positive change remain at lower levels of 

legislation and when programmes and schemes are implemented. 

I think it is also important to consider developments regarding the EU budget in the 

context of the wider-ranging developments that are taking place in EU economic and 

fiscal governance. 

The new EU arrangements for fiscal and economic coordination cover the totality of 

public spending in the EU. The EU budget represents only about 1/50th of that total. 

But the importance of the EU budget should not be underestimated. It has an 

important catalytic effect. It is also an important source of inspiration in developing 

harmonised public finance management arrangements in the Member States. 

The Commission has drawn on its own experience with the EU budget to launch an 

initiative for developing accruals-based European Public Sector Accounting 

Standards applicable to all public sector bodies. 

Similarly, the integrated internal control framework for the EU budget has served as a 

basis for the Commission to promote a harmonised Pubic Internal Financial Control 

Framework for countries preparing to join the EU as well as for its existing Member 

States. 

In order to strengthen accountability, developments in public financial management 

arrangements will need to be matched by developments in public audit and 

oversight. 

In considering the implications of developments in response to the crisis, the Court 

and Member States SAIs, have advocated building a coherent public sector audit 

framework.  

In parallel, there have been calls for greater coordination between the European and 

national parliaments in the processes of financial and economic surveillance, as a 

means also to strengthen democratic legitimacy. 
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But what form could or should coherent and coordinated public audit and oversight 

arrangements take? That is not an easy question to answer. 

Ladies and Gentlemen: 

I believe improving EU governance and accountability for the public funds that are 

put at stake to meet EU objectives is a necessary condition for strengthening EU 

democratic legitimacy and fostering citizens’ trust.  

I hope today’s conference will provide inspiration on how this could best be done. 

The Court is prepared to work hard to be part of that “solution”, by playing fully its 

role under the Treaty as the guardian of the EU’s public finances. 

I look forward to hearing the contributions of the speakers, and I would like to thank 

them once again for taking time out of their busy schedules to be with us today.  

Thank you for you kind attention. 


