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Rural development: EU auditors identify good practices that could lead to real 

savings in project grants 

A report published today by the European Court of Auditors (ECA) reveals that EU Member States could 

make significant savings in rural development project grants while ensuring better value for money. 

While many weaknesses were found in the Member States’ control of the costs of rural development 

grants, the EU auditors identified workable, cost-effective approaches that could be more widely 

applied. The Commission accepts these findings and has expressed its intention to work with the 

Member States to improve control of rural development costs in the next generation of rural 

development programmes. 

“With large amounts at stake, all managers of the EU budget – Commission and Member States – must focus on 

getting the right things at the best price,” commented Kevin Cardiff, the ECA Member responsible. “We can achieve 

much greater economy in rural development by keeping costs under control: a few hundred euros saved on each 

investment could generate millions of euros in savings overall. Each 1 % saving would result in €500 million of total 

benefit by 2020.” 

Member States implemented around half of the €100 billion EU rural development expenditure programmed for 

2007-2013 by awarding grants towards the costs of investments and other projects undertaken by farmers, rural 

businesses, associations and local authorities. 

The EU auditors found that more effective approaches to controlling the costs of these grants were already available 

to Member States but these were not widely applied. As a result, Member States’ control systems were geared 

towards checking the prices of the items or works in the grant applications, without paying equal attention to 

whether the items themselves were appropriate. The checks were sometimes time-consuming but gave little 

assurance that the costs approved were reasonable. For example, some Member States compared costs with 

manufacturers’ list prices that were 25-30% above the actual market prices.  

The auditors found that the Commission did not offer guidance or spread good practice at the start of the 2007-2013 

programming period: it did not ensure that Member States’ systems were effective before approving large volumes 

of grants. But since 2012 the Commission has adopted a more active and coordinated approach. If followed through 

with a greater focus on economy, this should lead to better financial management in the 2014-2020 programming 

period. 
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Notes to editors 

ECA special reports are published throughout the year, presenting the findings of selected audits of specific 

EU budgetary areas or management topics.  

This Special Report (22/2014) entitled “Achieving economy: keeping the costs of EU-financed rural 

development project grants under control” questions whether the approaches followed by the 

Commission and Member States were the most effective for keeping the costs of rural development grants 

under control. 

This audit concerned the costs of the EU’s rural development policy. It focused on the grants given towards 

the costs of investments and other projects undertaken by farmers, businesses, local authorities and other 

organisations in rural areas. These grants, which made up around half of the 100 billion euro EU 

expenditure programed for the 2007-2013 period, were managed by Member State authorities under 

Commission supervision. 

By 2014 the 15 largest Rural Development Programmes all had in place the basic systems required by the 

regulations for checking rural development costs. The methods used varied, and the ECA identified some 

well-designed approaches to address certain risks. But, as shown by the overview in Annex IV of the report, 

all had weaknesses in relation to the main risks such that overall, the costs of rural development grants 

were not well controlled. Analysis of information from all 88 RDPs indicates that a similar situation prevails 

across the EU.  

The main weaknesses observed in the design of control systems for rural development costs were the 

failure to sufficiently address the risks of: 

o over-specification 

o grant approvals being based on prices that are too high 

o in case of variations in the project, costs actually reimbursed perhaps not being reasonable 

o the level of requirements and checks being insufficiently related to the level of risks 

The ECA concluded that there is considerable scope for making real savings in rural development project 

grants in the 2014-2020 programming period by better approaches to controlling the costs. These savings 

could be made available to finance additional projects leading to greater outputs and results and 

achievement of objectives. The ECA also found that there were workable and cost-effective approaches to 

mitigate the risks identified – most of which are already implemented in some RDPs. The report presents 

an inventory of potential good practices in relation to the main risks.  

Good systems design is only the first step. How the systems are implemented in practice is also key. The 

ECA recommends that the Commission and Member States check early in the new programming period 

that the systems operate efficiently and are effective in relation to the risks highlighted in this report. 

The Commission accepts these findings and has expressed its intention to work with the Member States to 

improve control of rural development costs in the new rural development programmes. 


