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Une visite longtemps programmée

Président Caldeira accueille et présente M. Xavier 
Bettel, qui est le Premier ministre du Luxembourg 
depuis décembre 2013 et le  leader européen qui a 
assuré la 12e Présidence du Conseil de l’UE au cours 
du deuxième semestre 2015.

Le Président rappelle que ces six mois ont été un 
grand défi pour l’UE, ses institutions, ses États 
membres et ses citoyens. Les négociations avec la 
Grèce avaient d’ailleurs obligé le Premier ministre 
à repousser sa visite à la Cour initialement prévue 
pour le mois de septembre 2015.

Pour le Président Caldeira, il est important de faire 
le point sur les progrès accomplis par l’UE dans 
de nombreux secteurs, alors que de nos jours les 
avantages de l’intégration et solidarité européenne 
sont souvent mis en doute.

En prenant la parole, M. Xavier Bettel dit être venu à 
la Cour à la fois pour faire un bilan sur la présidence 
mais aussi et surtout comme ministre représentant 
un pays.

Visite du Premier ministre du Luxembourg à la 
Cour des comptes européenne 
14 janvier 2016
Par Rosmarie Carotti

M. Vítor Caldeira, Président de la Cour des comptes européenne, et M. Henri Grethen, Membre de la Cour, ont 
accueilli M. Xavier Bettel, Premier ministre du Luxembourg 

La Présidence luxembourgeoise de l’UE a été 
marquée par l’actualité, notamment par le Grexit 
et plus récemment le Brexit, la taxation dans l’UE, 
l’agenda 2030 pour le développement durable, 
l’accord sur le climat, et la problématique des 
réfugiés. 

Le Luxembourg a toujours essayé de créer des 
ponts là où ils sont nécessaires et il est fier de 
compter parmi les institutions installées dans le 
pays la Cour des comptes européenne, l’auditeur 
externe indépendant de l’UE qui gère l’argent de 
500 millions de citoyens et de 28 états membres.

Sans le principe de contrôle, les mauvais usages 
deviennent tradition. Le rappel des règles permet 
de sauvegarder la crédibilité des institutions. La 
Cour des comptes européenne est la conscience 
financière de l’Union et ce n’est pas par hasard que 
de nouvelles tâches lui ont été confiées à travers les 
différentes étapes de la construction européenne.

Aujourd’hui plus de 920 agents de la Cour résident 
au Luxembourg et ses alentours, et participent à la 
vie locale et nationale. Ils font partie du tissu et de la 

De gauche à droite: M. Henri Grethen, Membre de la Cour;  
M. Xavier Bettel, Premier ministre et M. Vítor Caldeira, 
Président de la Cour
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richesse de ce pays, qui est celle d’avoir différentes 
origines, langues et traditions.

La présidence luxembourgeoise a été marquée 
par une vague d’immigration que l’Europe n’avait 
pas connue depuis la seconde guerre mondiale. La 
solidarité est la base de la construction européenne, 
et solidarité ne va jamais sans responsabilité et 
n’accepte pas les égoïsmes nationaux.

Contre les préjugés

M. Xavier Bettel oppose les préjugés. Les réfugiés 
sont eux-mêmes des victimes des terroristes et non 
pas des terroristes qui veulent nous faire du mal. Les 
terroristes, par contre, veulent détruire nos valeurs 
et créer  un climat de  méfiance. Cela oblige le 
gouvernement à adopter des mesures plus sévères 
avec le Parlement européen afin de garantir un 
niveau maximal de sécurité à tous les citoyens.

Il est important que les frontières extérieures 
communes soient respectées. Pour cela, il est 
indispensable d’avancer les moyens nécessaires 
sans pour autant réduire les fonds habituels du 
budget de l’UE. Chacun des pays doit prendre 
ses responsabilités. Une conférence avec la 
Méditerranée orientale et les pays des Balkans 
occidentaux a permis de mettre en place une 
meilleure coopération avec les pays concernés, 
notamment avec la Turquie, le Liban et la Jordanie. 

L’argent investi dans ces pays pour donner des 
perspectives à leurs citoyens sera bien utilisé mais 
il faut des règles émanant de l’UE et les projets 
doivent être coordonnés. 

La présidence luxembourgeoise a fait avancer 
un grand nombre de dossiers dans des 
différents domaines d’action de l’UE et l'accord 
interinstitutionnel aura un impact positif durable 
sur la façon de coopérer entre les institutions. 

M. Xavier Bettel évoque les efforts de la Présidence 
pour faire avancer des mesures visant à libérer 
l’investissement pour la croissance et l’emploi, 
l’approfondissement de la dimension sociale 
européenne, la transparence et la protection 
des données, ainsi que la compétitivité et des 
méthodes de travail innovantes. Concernant le TTIP, 

il considère important de sauvegarder les valeurs, 
surtout la confiance alimentaire, pour lesquelles 
l’Europe s’est battue. 

L’Europe doit apprendre à parler avec les 
citoyens

Pour M. Xavier Bettel, la question qui se pose 
est de savoir si nous sommes dans une crise de 
conscience européenne. Il faut éviter à tout prix une 
désaffectation des citoyens vis-à-vis de l’Europe. 
L’Europe doit apprendre à parler avec les citoyens.

Le Président Caldeira reprend dans ses mots de 
clôture ce sujet qui lui tient à cœur et qui est la 
nécessité de bâtir la confiance des citoyens en citant 
Jean Monnet « Nous ne coalisons pas des États, nous 
unissons des hommes. " ...

Il rappelle aussi qu’il y a 30 ans, son pays d’origine, 
le Portugal, venait d’adhérer à l’UE et de profiter 
ainsi de cet espace européen de solidarité, liberté, 
sécurité et prospérité malgré toutes les difficultés.

M. Xavier Bettel signe le Livre d'or de la Cour



4President Caldeira presents the ECA 2016 
Work Programme to the European Parliament
By the Directorate of the Presidency

On 11 January 2016, Vítor Caldeira, President of the 
European Court of Auditors, presented the ECA's 
work programme for 2016, to the Committee 
on Budgetary Control (CONT) of the European 
Parliament.  In his address to the MEPs, President 
Caldeira outlined how the ECA aims to achieve 
maximum impact from its work and referred to the 
greater level of engagement with the committees 
of the Parliament when developing the programme. 
He also commented on the significant changes 
being made by the institution as part of the 
ongoing strategic reforms to allow greater flexibility 
in the management and use of its resources.

The ECA’s work programme essentially defines the 
course of action that will be followed in 2016 and 
beyond. It lists both permanent and recurrent tasks 
(financial and compliance audits) and selected 
priority tasks (performance audits). It is the product 
of a rigorous three step process applied every 
year across the institution to update priorities and 
select new audit tasks and initiatives. It is based 
on the ECA’s mandate and reflects the five main 
objectives set out in the Court’s strategy for 2013 
to 2017. 

The adopted priorities are crucial for inspiring 
themes in the ECA’s annual reports, they drive 

the selection of new tasks for special reports, 
and they represent areas in which the institution 
aims to develop long-term knowledge and audit 
experience. They are updated, following an internal 
review of EU policies and related developments as 
well as consultations with stakeholders - including 
the Committees of the European Parliament. They 
help the ECA to concentrate its work on where it 
believes it can add most value over a two to three-
year period. 

Moreover, the new task-based organisational 
model which entered into force in January 2016 is 
expected to assist the ECA to adopt special reports 
of audits that will start in 2016 - in general - within 
13 months, as is now provided for in the Financial 
Regulation.

Maximising the value of the ECA 
contribution to improving EU financial 
management and public accountability 

In 2016, the ECA plans to continue to devote 
a significant proportion of its resources to its 
obligation to prepare the annual statements 
of assurance, which are presented in the 
annual reports. These are based on financial and 
compliance audits of the EU budget and European 
Development Funds, as well as the 52 EU agencies, 
decentralised bodies and other institutions. 
Notably, the ECA also plans to audit the new Single 
Supervisory Mechanism and the Single Resolution 
Mechanism for the first time.

Where possible, the ECA will continue to take 
account of the results of the work of other auditors 
as well as the representations of management 
in the form of the annual activity reports of the 
Directors-General of the Commission. The aim 
is to provide clear conclusions on the state of 
accounting and financial management of the EU 
budget (and specific spending areas), as well as to 
give practical, cost-effective recommendations 
where improvements can be made. 

The next annual report on the EU budget will 
include a new chapter on the Multi-annual Financial 
Framework heading: Security and Citizenship. In 
the chapter on getting results from the EU budget, 
the ECA also plans to report on the Commission’s 
mid-term review of Europe 2020 strategy and 

Vítor Caldeira, ECA President
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the extent to which Horizon 2020 is focused on 
results and contributing to the achieving the goals 
of that strategy. Moreover, the annual report will 
continue to focus on the performance issues 
arising from the audit of expenditure transactions 
under shared management in the relevant chapters 
of the report. Finally, it will also include a follow up 
on developments with respect to the absorption of 
EU funds and the use of financial instruments that 
the ECA had highlighted last year in the chapter on 
EU budgetary and financial management.

The ECA will also maintain a strong focus on the 
audit of performance through its special reports. 
Throughout the year, the ECA will complete and 
publish audits on a broad range of issues and on 
which work was already underway at the start of 
the year.  Amongst these, are audits that focus on 
migration, financial assistance to Member States, 
the Excessive Deficit Procedure, and the supervision 
of EU credit rating agencies.

In addition, during the year, work will start on 26 
new priority audit tasks that address the following 

six key areas of concern:

• Energy and climate

• Internal Market, including the Digital Agenda

• Asylum, migration and security

• Economic and financial governance

• Europe 2020: mid-term review, and 
the closure of the 2007-2013 spending 
programmes

• Performance assessments of EU institutions, 
agencies and bodies

Overall, the ECA intends to produce in 2016 
more than 90 annual reports, special reports, 
opinions and other outputs. In this way, the ECA 
looks forward to helping improve EU financial 
management and accountability in the interest of 
all citizens.
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2014 Chapter 6: Economic, social and 
territorial cohesion

By Ladislav Balko, ECA Member

Presentation made by Ladislav Balko

"The ECA is the independent external auditor, 
checking that EU funds are correctly accounted for, 
are raised and spent in accordance with the rules 
and regulations and have achieved value for money. 
Our mission is to contribute to improving EU 
financial management, promote accountability and 
transparency, and act as the independent guardian 
of the financial interests of the citizens of the Union.

 In 2014, the spending on the policy area 
“Economic, social and territorial cohesion”, which 

Committee of the Regions’ COTER Working Group on the EU Budget (BUDG)
Brussels, 10 December 2015

encompasses spending from the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion Fund 
(CF) and European Social Fund (ESF), constituted 
the second biggest of the EU budget, just slightly 
after that under chapter 7 on “Natural resources” 
which includes mainly spending from the European 
Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF), European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) 
and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund 
(EMFF). The vast majority of payments were interim 
payments to Operational Programmes of the 2007-
2013 programming period, whose eligibility period 
ends on 31 December 2015.

Main messages concerning the financial year 
2014

First, for the financial year 2014, based on 
examination of 331 transactions, the ECA estimated 
the level of error for “Economic, social and 
territorial cohesion” as a whole at 5.7 %. This is a 
weighted average of the estimated levels of error 
for the regional and urban policy area which is 6.1 % 
based on 161 transactions examined and those for 
the employment and social affairs policy area of 
3.7 % based on 170 transactions examined.

While error level estimate for the regional and urban 
policy in 2014 is somewhat lower than the one 
reported in 2013: 6.9 % (or recalculated 7.0 %), the 
error level estimate for the social affairs policy area 
increased slightly from the 3.1% reported in 2013. 

Ladislav Balko, ECA Member

On 10 December 2015 in Brussels, Ladislav Balko, Member of Chamber II, together with Martin Weber, Director 
of Chamber II, represented the European Court of Auditors at the meeting of the EU Budget (BUDG) Working 
Group of the Committee of the Regions’ Commission for Territorial Cohesion Policy and EU Budget (COTER), 
at the invitation of the BUDG Working Group’s chairman Sir Albert Bore. The COTER Commission coordinates 
the Committee of the Regions' work in areas such as economic, social and territorial cohesion, Structural 
Funds, urban policy, housing, transport, macro-regions and territorial cooperation. Its BUDG Working Group 
deals with the annual EU budget, the multi-annual financial framework and with local and regional finances. 
The members of the BUDG Working Group were particularly interested in learning about and discussing the 
findings of the ECA's 2014 Annual Report on the implementation of the EU budget in particular as regards 
chapter 6 on “Economic, social and territorial cohesion” and the focus on performance.
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Setting these fluctuations apart, unfortunately 
the estimated level of error for “Economic, social 
and territorial cohesion” as a whole and for its 
two constituent policy areas is still, also in 2014, 
significantly above the 2 % materiality threshold 
applied by the ECA. 

Second, as in previous years, the main sources 
of error contributing to the estimated level of 
error are: breaches of EU and national public 
procurement rules, ineligible expenditure included 
in beneficiaries’ cost declarations, non-compliance 
with State Aid rules, and ineligible projects 
or beneficiaries. The chapter provides several 
illustrative examples, such as unjustified direct 
award of a contract or an unjustified direct award 
of additional works in the absence of unforeseen 
circumstances in public procurement procedures, 
ineligible costs in the form of expenditure declared 
outside the eligibility period or overcharged 
salaries, or aid not compatible with the internal 
market due to the beneficiary’s not fulfilling the 
SME status.

In relation to these findings, we increasingly use our 
special seports to shed more light on the sources 
of errors. In this context, I would like to recall our 
Special Report 10/2015 on the problems with public 
procurement in EU cohesion expenditure which 
was presented recently to three Committees of the 
European Parliament. Other special reports on how 
effectively the Commission addresses the problem 
of non-compliance with State Aid rules in Cohesion 
or on Financial Instruments will be published in 
2016. These and other audits of the ECA aim at 
contributing to improving the performance of EU 
spending, in line with the call for more a result-
based approach to EU spending made recently by 
our President, Vítor Caldeira when presenting the 
Annual Report to the European Parliament.

Third, as in previous years, the ECA points at the 
insufficient reliability of checks at Member State 
level – despite some improvement, there are still 
too many cases of errors made by beneficiaries 
where the national authorities had sufficient 
information to prevent or correct the errors before 
declaring the expenditure to the Commission. If 
all this information had been used, the estimated 

level of error for the chapter “Economic, social 
and territorial cohesion” would have been 
1.6 percentage points lower. In addition, we found 
cases where the error was made by national 
authorities, contributing additional 1.7 percentage 
points to the estimated level of error.

Fourth, our audit involved an examination of 
financial instruments under shared management. 
We looked in particular at their disbursement rates, 
that is, the proportion of funds that actually reaches 
final recipients. According to the most recent 
information provided by the Commission, the 
average disbursement rate at the end of 2014 was 
57 %. This compares to 47 % by the end of 2013. 
Initially the deadline for the eligibility period for 
payments was the 31 December 2015. In this regard, 
we point to the Commission’s Decision No C(2015) 
2771 of April 2015 amending its earlier Decision 
on the approval of the guidelines on the closure 
of operational programmes, by which it extended 
the eligibility period from the 31 December 2015 
until the 31 March 2017. We consider that this way 
of extending the eligibility period does not respect 
the hierarchy of norms, by which a legal provision 
can be modified only by legislation of equal or 
superior legal value. In our view, the Commission 
should have asked the Parliament and the Council 
to amend the Regulation.

Fifth, as regards the internal systems, we examined 
(i) the Commission’s supervisory activities of 
national audit authorities in the Member States; and 
(ii) the annual activity reports of the Directorate-
General for Regional and Urban Policy and of the 
Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs 
and Inclusion. 

As regards the first aspect – the Commission’s 
supervision of audit authorities, we examined 
whether the Directorates-General had been 
effective in verifying the accuracy and reliability 
of the error rates reported by audit authorities, on 
a sample of 139 OPs, of which 105 were ERDF/CF 
OPs and 34 were ESF OPs. Our examination showed 
no (or only limited) issues with the Commission’s 
checks for 114 OPs. For the remaining 25 OPs, we 
considered that the shortcomings identified were 
not so serious to have led the Commission to make 
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social and territorial cohesion continued

additional reservations or reservations with a higher 
financial impact in the 2014 annual activity reports. 

Moreover, on the level of the audit authorities, we 
noted that a significant number of them did not 
carry out appropriate checks of state aid rules. For 
42 of the 139 OPs, the state aid checks done by 
the audit authorities were inadequate, and these 
deficiencies were not always identified by the 
Commission’s desk reviews.

As regards the second aspect – the annual activity 
reports of the Directorates-General, we consider 
that overall, the Commission’s calculation of the 
amounts at risk in the 2014 annual activity reports 
of the Directorates-General for Regional and 
Urban Policy and for Employment, Social Affairs 
and Inclusion is consistent with the available 
information provided by the audit authorities. 
However, as in previous years, we must underline 
that the robustness of the cumulative residual risk 
estimated by the Commission depends on the 
accuracy and reliability of the information reported 
by the Member States. We consider that there 
remains a risk that the cumulative residual risk as 
calculated by the Commission is understated for 
some Operational Programmes. At the same time, 
we recall that the annual error rates reported by 
the Commission are not directly comparable to 
those estimated by us. Also, we found that the 
reservations made by the Commission in the 2014 
annual activity reports were presented in line with 
the Commission’s instructions and the information 
made available to the two directorates-general. 

Recommendations to the Commission and to the 
Member States

We recommend to the Commission that it should:

1. carry out a focused analysis of the national 
eligibility rules for the previous and current 
programming period in view of identifying 
good practices, so as to provide guidance to 
Member States on how to simplify and avoid 
unnecessarily complex or burdensome rules 
(‘gold-plating’);

2. submit to the Council and to the Parliament 

a legislative proposal to amend, through 
a legislative act of equal legal value, the 
Regulation 1083/2006 with respect to the 
extension of the eligibility period for financial 
instruments under shared management; and

3. extend to all Member States its assessment 
of the reliability of the financial corrections 
reported by the certifying authorities and 
its impact on the Commission’s calculation 
of the ‘residual error rate’, and it should also 
further strengthen its control system for audit 
authorities.

To the Member States, we recommend that they 
should:

4. intensify, as regards their managing authorities 
and intermediate bodies, their efforts to address 
the weaknesses in ‘first level checks’ by taking 
into account all available information;

5. make better use of the possibilities set out in 
the Common Provisions Regulation and ESF 
Regulation for the 2014-2020 programming 
period concerning the simplified cost options; 
and

6. ensure the full and timely payment of funding 
under the 2007-2013 programming period 
by reimbursing the beneficiaries within a 
reasonable time.

When implementing the EU budget must not 
only focus on complying with the different EU 
and national rules, but also on the achievement 
of results and meeting the intended objectives. 
Already the 2013 Annual Report pointed to the 
problem that, for Member States, the ‘use it or lose 
it’ syndrome means that spending the available 
EU money can become of overriding importance 
when selecting projects to be funded. This 
tendency was exemplified further in a number of 
our special reports from 2014. This is why I would 
like to address now in my statement a sixth and 
last topic and draw your attention to the fact that 
the 2014 Annual Report gives more prominence 
to performance. Therefore, we now place the 
horizontal performance chapter among the first 
three horizontal chapters as new chapter 3 at the 
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front of the report (instead of placing it as chapter 
10 at the very end). Without going into detail of 
this performance chapter, I would nevertheless 
draw your attention to its paragraphs 3.57 to 3.60 
which deal with the lack of a focus on results in 
partnership agreements. We found that there was 
a weak focus on results in the five partnership 
agreements we examined: while all five did identify 
results, in three of them over half of the expected 
results were vague. Furthermore, where results 
were identified, they were usually expressed in 
qualitative terms, without stating the magnitude of 
change.

Furthermore, in the context of our increased focus 
on performance, chapter 6 on “Economic, social and 
territorial cohesion”, and also chapter 7 on “Natural 
Resources”, include for the first time a part on a 
pilot exercise with the results of the performance 
assessment of projects completed by the end of 
2014.

More precisely, in chapter 6, we assessed for 
those 186 transactions in our sample which were 
physically completed at the time of our audit, 

(a) whether and to what extent the objectives 
of the ERDF/CF and ESF projects specified 
in the project application, grant agreement, 
contract and/or decision for co-financing were 
in line with those set out in the Operational 
Programmes; and 

(b) whether projects had achieved those 
objectives. 

Our analysis focused on project outputs and, where 
possible, we also assessed the extent to which 
longer-term results were achieved. 

We found that almost half of the projects reached 
(or even exceeded) all objectives specified. For 
another 30 % of the projects one or several 
performance indicators specified for the project 
did not attain the intended target value. There 
were also some projects where the time limit for 
attaining the objectives had not yet lapsed for all of 
the objectives by the time of the audit, where the 
achievement of objectives could not be assessed 
since no relevant data was provided or where the 

objectives were not in line with those specified for 
the OP and the relevant priority axis. Finally, in 2 % 
of the projects, none of the project objectives was 
attained. These projects do not add value because 
the investments are either not used, or cannot be 
used, and thus, unless rectified, this will represent a 
waste of EU funds.

Furthermore, our pilot review has shown that 
performance-based funding arrangements are 
an exception rather than the rule: in most cases, 
failure to achieve project objectives agreed in 
grant agreements did not impact on the level of EU 
funding received. 

It could perhaps also be of interest for you that, 
in Chapter 7, which deals with “Natural resources”, 
we also tested in part 2 under “Rural development 
performance-related issues” whether as part of 
targeting and selection, there was a focus on job 
creation. We found that, in a majority of projects 
where it would have been possible to include job 
creation as eligibility or selection condition, such 
a condition had not been included. Moreover, 
we found no case where jobs for young people 
were to be created. I can also inform you that for 
the ongoing DAS 2015 exercise, in line with the 
ECA’s Priorities for 2015 on results-orientation, 
we will continue carrying out these performance 
assessments."    
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On 19 November 2015 Vitor Manuel da Silva Caldeira, President of 
the European Court of Auditors participated in a conference marking 
the 135 years of the establishment and 20 years of the restoration of 
the Supreme Audit Institution of Bulgaria organised by the Bulgarian 
National Audit Office. He was accompanied by Iliana Ivanova, the 
Bulgarian Member in the ECA. During their visit Vítor Caldeira and Iliana 
Ivanova also used the opportunity to present the main conclusions of 
the ECA 2014 Annual report and discuss the challenges ahead for the 
EU with a number of interested stakeholders including the President of 
Bulgaria, the Chairperson of the National Assembly, the Prime Minister 
and the Deputy Prime minister for EU funds and economic policies. 

The conference aimed at gathering the views 
of different stakeholders on the role of external 
audit for effective public sector management. 
President Caldeira intervened concerning ECA 
cooperation with national SAIs and outlined 
four main scenarios that require a strengthened 
collaboration between EU and national audit 
institutions. In his speech he underlined that 
taken together these different scenarios 
illustrate a growing challenge for ensuring 
effective public scrutiny and audit of EU 
policies. 

Firstly, there are EU policies such as the 
Common Agricultural Policy, which are almost 
exclusively funded through the EU budget. 
These involve operational expenditure from the EU budget to be 
managed by national authorities, whose administrative expenditure 
and other operations are funded from the national budget.

Secondly, there is Cohesion policy which depends on funds from 
the EU budget being matched by funds from national budgets. 
That creates an important link between the EU budget and national 
budgets. Measures taken at EU level by the Commission to protect 
the EU budget, such as financial corrections also have an impact on 
national budgets and further illustrate the need for a “joint approach” 
to ensure effective public scrutiny and audit. 

Thirdly, like many national governments, the EU has also been looking 
for new ways to fund policies. In addition to traditional expenditure 
programmes based on providing grants, the EU budget is increasingly 
being used to provide guarantees to public and private investment 
schemes. The latest and maybe the largest example is the European 
Investment Fund for Strategic Investments which will fund strategic 
investment projects in the Member States. Their financial risks will be 
shared by the EU budget, the EIB, the contributing Member States and 
private investors. As its implementation is at an early stage, it remains 

“ECA’s cooperation with national SAIs is key for 
strengthening the democratic legitimacy of the 
European Union” says Vítor Caldeira, ECA  President, 
in Bulgaria
By Mihail STEFANOV, private office of Iliana Ivanova
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to be seen how exactly the arrangements for public scrutiny and audit 
will be implemented in practice. However, it is clear that it will be a 
complex situation requiring cooperation between audit authorities.

Fourthly, there is a trend towards establishing independent 
regulatory bodies at EU and national level. The EU has established 
many regulatory agencies that have counterparts at national level. In 
many cases, they have an important supervisory role to play, which 
itself requires public scrutiny and audit. A relevant example is the 
establishment of the European Single Supervisory Mechanism. Under 
that mechanism the responsibility for supervising certain European 
banks has been transferred to the ECB with other 
banks continuing to be supervised by national 
banking regulators. Such a situation creates a 
web of audit responsibilities at EU and national 
level, and hence also the opportunity and the 
need for intensified cooperation between SAIs. 

In the second part of his intervention 
Vítor Caldeira highlighted three positive 
developments in the public audit profession 
in the EU and more generally within the 
Community of SAIs which show that the capacity 
to collaborate is improving. They relate to:

- the growing recognition by states of the 
important contribution SAIs can make 
to ensuring democratic legitimacy and 
accountability;

- the INTOSAI framework of professional standards that now 
covers performance audit, on which SAIs can base their future 
audit cooperation;

- the fact that SAIs have shown that they can work together, 
drawing on the principles set out by INTOSAI, to put pressure 
on policy makers to improve accountability and public audit 
arrangements.

In conclusion, Vítor Caldeira stressed that strengthening cooperation 
between EU SAIs is key for strengthening the democratic legitimacy 
of the EU and for improving the way public funds are used to meet EU 
policy objectives.

During his visit Vítor Caldeira had visited the Bulgarian NAO and was 
awarded its jubilee medal by the President of the institution, Tsvetkov.



12EUROSAI and the ECA: 25 years together
By the Liaison Office and Protocol team of the Directorate of the Presidency

At the end of 2015, EUROSAI, the European 
Organisation of Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs), 
celebrated the 25th anniversary of its foundation.  

EUROSAI is one of the Regional Working Groups of 
INTOSAI, the International Organisation of Supreme 
Audit Institutions. INTOSAI groups together the SAIs 
of 192 Full Members and five Associated Members, 
and is listed as a support organisation of the United 
Nations.

Regional Working Groups promote INTOSAI's 
goals, thus providing members with opportunities 
of professional and technical cooperation on 
a regional basis. EUROSAI is the most recent of 
INTOSAI’s seven Regional Working Groups. It was 
established in Madrid in November 1990 with 
30 members, including the European Court of 
Auditors. Other recognised Regional Working 
Groups are:

- OLACEFS (the Organisation of Latin American 
and Caribbean SAIs), established in 1965;

- AFROSAI (the African Organisation of SAIs), 
established in 1976;

- ARABOSAI (the Arab Organisation of SAIs), 
established in 1976;

- ASOSAI (the Asian Organisation of SAIs), 
established in 1978;

- PASAI (the Pacific Association of SAIs), 
established in 1987; and

- CAROSAI (the Caribbean Organisation of 
SAIs), established in 1988.

EUROSAI today comprises 50 members (49 
European SAIs and the European Court of Auditors). 
It continues to pursue the aims of promoting 
professional co-operation, improving knowledge 
about public audit and facilitating the exchange of 
information and experience in this field. 

The first active steps towards the establishment 
of EUROSAI date back to the early seventies. 
After the VIII INTOSAI Congress in Madrid (1974), 
the Presidents of the SAIs of Italy and Spain, in 
cooperation with the Contact Committee of Heads 
of SAIs of the European Economic Community 
countries, started preparing the initial drafts 
of statutes and developing the first ideas for a 
programme of activities of the future EUROSAI. 
However, these early efforts did not achieve an 

immediate concrete result. Between 1983 and 1986, 
the SAIs of Italy and Spain gave a new impulse to 
the EUROSAI project by holding conversations with 
other European SAIs during the INTOSAI Congresses 
in Manila and Sydney. 

In June 1989, new draft statutes were circulated 
during the XIII INTOSAI Congress, which was held 
in Berlin just a few months before the fall of the 
wall. The Congress adopted the ‘Berlin Declaration’, 
which contained the agreement to create a 
European Organisation of SAIs, uniting countries 
«ranging from the Atlantic to the Ural Mountains 
and from the Mediterranean to the North Cape», 
with the aim of:

- improving relations between European 
countries in the field of public audit, 
across the boundaries of differing political, 
economic and social systems;

- providing solutions to the increasing needs 
for co-operation;

- contributing to narrowing the gap between 
the different systems, procedures and 
methods of public audit by improving the 
exchange of experiences; and

- making an even greater contribution to the 
objectives of INTOSAI.

The Berlin Declaration, 20 June 1989

Source: issue 0 of the EUROSAI Magazine
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In November 1990, the Constitutive Conference 
and first Congress of EUROSAI took place in Madrid. 
The Assembly elected the first EUROSAI President 
and Governing Board, debated and approved 
the statutes, and decided that the headquarters 
and permanent General Secretariat would be 
established in the offices of the Spanish Court of 
Audit. 

Membership of EUROSAI was defined in a way 
that allowed the ECA to be a founding member 
before becoming a full member of INTOSAI in 2004. 
Article 3 of the EUROSAI Statutes therefore reads as 
follows: «Members of EUROSAI will be the Supreme 
Audit Institutions of public finances of the European 
States which are members of INTOSAI, in addition 
to the Supreme Audit Institution of the European 
Communities».

Mr Angioi, the then President of the ECA, attended 
the Constitutive Conference. The ECA contributed 
actively to the establishment of the final version 
of the statutes, for example by introducing 
amendments aiming to go beyond the concept of 
members as representatives of States.

Since the beginning the ECA has actively 
participated in the various working groups, 
committees and task forces set up within EUROSAI, 
making practical contributions to their work and 
initiatives at a technical level.

Today the ECA is a member of all five active working 
bodies of EUROSAI:

- the Working Group on Information 
Technologies (chaired by the SAI of Poland);

- the Working Group on Environmental Audit 
(chaired by the SAI of Estonia);

-  the Working Group on the Audit of Funds 
Allocated to Catastrophes and Disasters 
(chaired by the SAI of Ukraine);

- the Monitoring Committee for setting up and 
operating the Electronic Database on Good 
Practices on audit quality (chaired by the SAI 
of Hungary); and 

- the Task Force on Audit & Ethics (chaired by 
the SAI of Portugal). 

During the years, the ECA has assumed higher re-
sponsibilities in the EUROSAI governance processes: 
auditor of EUROSAI for the period 2008 to 2011, 
then Member of the Governing Board since 2011 for 
a six-year term.

The ECA will host the next meeting of the EUROSAI 
Governing Board in June 2016.

Invitation to attend the Constitutive Conference 
and first Congress of EUROSAI

Source: ECA archives



14Internal audit in agencies of the European 
Union
By Radoslav Šinkovič FCCA, CIA - Lead of Internal Audit in F4E

The agency model in the public sector

The agency model is a common approach 
to organise the delivery of public services, 
programmes and projects by governments around 
the world. National governments and international 
organisations have been establishing smaller 
governmental and quasi-governmental bodies 
to benefit from the effects of specialisation and 
increased accountability for results. The European 
Union (EU) agency system is no different, and 
considering the new challenges of further 
EU integration this trend is likely to continue. 
Bringing the European Union closer to its citizens 
and considering the recent security threats, 
decentralisation of EU activities from their centre 
in Brussels to agencies located in different parts of 
Europe enhances the image of the European Union, 
and increases the variety of the ways public policies 
are implemented. It also creates new EU career 
opportunities and helps mitigate the risks linked to 
physically over-concentrated public management.

EU agencies

The number of agencies1 established by the EU 
has been growing steadily; currently there are 
around 50. Each of these organisations has its 
unique mandate and objectives. They follow 
various models of governance. In addition to the 
participation of representatives from EU member 
states, some of the agencies also involve private 
sector organisations or representatives of other 
stakeholders in their oversight and decision making 
processes. Many agencies are not funded solely 
from the EU budget as they can have their own 
sources of revenue generated from providing 
services or additional income collected directly 
from their member states or private shareholders. 
Each one has a unique organisational structure and 
operational processes. Some have offices in several 
locations. EU agencies also frequently require very 

1 In this text, the term agency is used in a general sense, and 
encompasses decentralized agencies, executive agencies, joint 
undertakings and other bodies with own legal personality created 
by the European Union

With special thanks for feedback on the content of this article to Adrian Catalin Bucureci (EU-LISA), 
Tamas Safrany (EIT), Minna Stromberg (ECHA) and Edit Weidlich (EMA).

specific employee skill sets to implement their 
mandate. Although the total of their budgets 
represents only 3% of the overall EU budget, their 
importance in terms of implementation, delivering 
and monitoring of EU policies is significant.

Internal audit in EU agencies

Compared to other governments or international 
organisations, the internal audit function in the 
EU system is relatively young and still evolving. In 
spite of the fact that the European Commission was 
established in 1958, its independent internal audit 
service was only created in 2001. The trigger for this 
was the scandal which brought down the Santer 
Commission in 1999. The other EU institutions and 
some agencies followed and created their own 
internal audit functions. However, in particular, 
due to resource limitations, not all EU agencies 
were able to establish and maintain their own, 
independent and professionally staffed internal 
audit functions. 

Nowadays, each EU institution and larger EU 
agencies have their own internal auditors. For the 
time being, the majority of the agencies receiving 
funds from the EU budget are also audited by the 
Commission’s internal auditors. Current exemption 
to Commission’s audits are agencies directly 
accountable to the EU Council, such as those in 
the security and defence area or agencies granting 
intellectual property rights, which are self-funded. 

The new financial regulation introduced formally 
an option enabling each EU agency to establish 
an internal audit capability. Sharing of the internal 
audit function between agencies operating in the 
same policy area was also enabled. For example 
the internal auditor of the European Chemicals 
Agency also audits the European GNSS Agency. As 
stated in the Institute of Internal Auditors’ (IIA) 
Supplemental Guidance on Optimising Public 
Sector Audit Activities, “an organisation that services 
different unique customer needs, is focused on specific 
audits, and is confident of its overall administration 
and management of audit resources may best be 
managed in a decentralized manner”.
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Importance of in-house internal auditors

As mentioned, each agency is administratively 
independent and has its own combination of 
objectives and risks, its financial accounts and 
reporting mechanisms. The heads of EU agencies 
are accountable to their governing body, to the 
European Parliament and the Council for the 
implementation of the agencies’ budgets, the 
organisational performance and adherence to the 
applicable rules.  The European Court of Auditors 
(ECA) as the independent external auditor, provides 
the budgetary authorities annually with results 
of their audit of the annual accounts and the 
underlying transactions. In this context, internal 
auditors of the agencies provide additional 
independent assurance to their management and 
governance tailored to the specific organisational 
mission, strategy, operational objectives and 
risk profile. The implementation of internal audit 
recommendations is also followed up by the 
Budgetary Control Committee of the European 
Parliament.

The value of an in-house internal audit function 
of an agency stems from the combination of 
an excellent understanding of the agencies’ 
business, instant information on organisational 
developments, early identification of emerging 
risks and physical proximity to the management 
and staff. In combination with these factors, 
and while following international standards, the 
agencies’ internal auditors are able to provide 
the management and the governing body of 
the agency with independent assurance on 
the functioning of the internal control system, 
management of risks, achievement of objectives 
and level of performance of processes and 
organisational units. 

As the International Monetary Fund indicates 
in its study on the Role of Internal Audit in 
Government Financial Management: An 
International Perspective, the increasing 
accountability of management, effectiveness and 
transparency, as well as fostering cooperation 
with other departments are key advantages of 
decentralised internal audit functions.

2 F4E: European Union’s Joint Undertaking for International 
Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) and the Development 
of Fusion Energy

Internal auditors from F4E2 Radoslav Šinkovič and Andrea Cioffi, performing on the spot check of deliverables as part of the contract audit 
of the Cooling Plant for the Neutral Beam Test Facility in Padua, Italy
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In-house internal auditors are able to tailor their 
assurance service to the needs of governance and 
senior management and to address in a timely 
manner the most significant organisational risks. 
They also provide a flexible, on-demand assurance 
and consulting services, which external providers 
aren’t always able to accommodate. Adrian 
Catalin Bucureci, from the newly established 
internal audit activity of the European Agency 
for the operational management of large-scale 
IT systems in the area of freedom, security and 
justice (EU-LISA), headquartered in Tallinn, Estonia, 
considers that besides its core tasks, the internal 
audit function can help management to better 
understand the needs and expectations of other 
assurance providers, promptly interpret the 
results of external audits and provide feedback 
on the possible ways on how to address their 
recommendations. For this reason, and in a bid 
to avoid duplication of audit work and minimise 
potential disruption that external audits may bring 
to the agency’s day-to-day activities, at EU-LISA, the 
internal audit function is also the contact point for 
external auditors.

Independence of in-house internal audit 
functions

The independence of in-house internal auditors 
is frequently questioned by stakeholders of 
the organisation, external assurance providers, 
discharge authorities and also private audit firms 
looking for business opportunities in this area. 
However being independent and being internal 
to the organisation is not incompatible. Internal 
auditors have to maintain independence from the 
activities they audit, not from the organisation 
itself as that would be contrary to the definition 
of internal auditing. In case the agency lacks 
the necessary resources or the independence or 
objectivity of internal function as such may be at 
risk, outsourcing the audit engagement can be 
considered.

The Governing Board of the European Institute of 
Innovation and Technology (EIT) in Budapest ensures 
the independence of the internal audit capability 
from management by selecting  and appointing 
the internal auditor directly, and by applying strong 

controls introduced by the Charters of the Internal 
Audit Capability’s and the Audit Committee. These 
controls include an obligation for the Internal 
Auditor to report functionally to the EIT Governing 
Board, for him to have direct access to the board 
during and between meetings and charging the 
EIT Audit Committee with the responsibility to 
guarantee the internal auditor’s independence. 
Finally, independence or any impairment thereto is 
confirmed to the Board at least annually, explains 
Tamas Safrany, the Internal Auditor of EIT.

Audit Resources

In the overall context, the in-house internal 
audit activities in EU agencies are rather small. 
Limited resources combined with requirements 
of auditing standards, and the new requirements 
of the financial regulation imposed on agencies 
with their own internal audit function - such as the 
stringent conditions to establish and maintain them 
- represent additional challenges not directly faced 
by the internal audit functions of the Commission 
or the other EU institutions.

In comparison to 150 internal audit staff of the 
European Commission or approximately 560 
auditors working for the European Court of 
Auditors, EU agencies employ 1-2 auditors on 
average. It is therefore essential the auditors 
working in decentralised bodies work effectively, 
efficiently, collaborate together and are provided 
the necessary support from the EU institutions.

Internal audit in decentralised EU bodies needs 
to develop further in order to reach the maturity 
of the internal audit functions of the UN system 
or the inspector general system of the agencies 
established by the US Federal Government. Clearly, 
the size of the EU agencies is different to those of 
US or UN agencies. For example the US Federal 
Environmental Protection Agency has almost 
16,000 employees, whereas the EU Environmental 
Agency has around 200 staff. Therefore the staffing 
of EU internal audit functions and their capacity 
is naturally balanced with the size of the agency.  
Looking at the Budget and Staffing Figures 
published in the 2010 Report of the UN Inspection 
Unit on the Audit Function in the UN System, the 

Internal audit in agencies of the European Union continued
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number of internal audit professional staff working 
in the 19 listed UN agencies ranges from 1 to 45 
staff, with 175 professional auditors located in the 
UN Headquarters. The EU system can therefore be 
considered as comparable with the UN from this 
point of view.

An important benefit of an in-house internal 
auditing function is the access to core business 
specialists, who can be temporarily or permanently 
assigned to the internal audit unit. The function can 
thus benefit from directly involving subject matter 
experts, so increasing the scope and value of the 
work. For example, the most recent internal hire of 
the internal audit team of the European Medicines 
agency has a combined pharmaceutical and 
business management background.

Cooperation and exchanging best internal audit 
practices

Cooperation, exchanges of good practices 
and mutual assistance is essential for further 
development of internal audit functions in EU 
agencies. The network of internal auditors working 
for EU (Audit Net) organised with the help of the 
Internal Audit Service of the European Commission 
is currently the main forum for facilitating the 
exchange of best practices. The Audit Net meetings, 
organised on a bi-annual basis, provide a useful 
forum for addressing issues of common interest. 
Recently discussed topics include how to prepare 
for external assessments, how to monitor the 
follow-up of audit recommendations and the results 
of horizontal audits performed by the European 
Commission. 

Edit Weidlich, the Head of Internal Audit at the 
European Medicines Agency (EMA) located in 
London - the Vice-Chair of AuditNet, coordinates 
the inter-agency internal audit training programme. 
She stresses the importance of continuous 
professional development. In order to add value.
Iinternal auditors have to share knowledge, identify 
best practices, keep abreast of new risks, and 
continuously improve their auditing methods.

Relationship with external auditors

The outcome of internal auditors’ work is annually 
reviewed by the European Court of Auditors 
and also other external auditors and assurance 
providers. If relevant for their financial and 
compliance audits, the results of internal audit 
engagements can be relied on by the ECA or other 
external auditors (so decreasing the amount of 
direct audit work they need to do) and/or increase 
the level of assurance provided by the ECA with 
respect to effectiveness and efficiency of internal 
controls and also performance of the organisation. 
For example, in the case of Fusion for Energy (F4E), 
gaps in assurance in the area of contracts and 
project management identified by ECA are being 
addressed by contract audits performed by the 
agency’s own internal audit function. 

INTOSAI Financial Audit Guideline (ISSAI 1610) 
– Using the Work of Internal Auditors provides 
detailed guidance in situations when the internal 
audit function is relevant for the external financial 
auditor. The guidelines state “Where the internal 
audit function is established by legislation or 
regulation, and the following criteria are met, there 
is a strong indication that the internal audit function 
may be presumed to be objective: 

(a) Is accountable to top management, for example 
the head or deputy head of the government entity, 
and to those charged with governance; 

(b) Reports the audit results both to top 
management, for example the head or deputy head 
of the government entity, and those charged with 
governance; 

(c) Is located organizationally outside the staff and 
management function of the unit under audit;

 (d) Is sufficiently removed from political pressure 
to conduct audits and report findings, opinions, 
and conclusions objectively without fear of political 
reprisal;
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(e) Does not permit internal audit staff to audit 
operations for which they have previously been 
responsible for to avoid any perceived conflict of 
interest; and 

(f) Has access to those charged with governance. 

Application of the requirements stated above can 
be demonstrated on the case of Fusion for Energy 
(F4E) with headquarters in Barcelona, Spain. F4E’s 
internal auditor has a direct reporting line to the 
Director. The annual internal audit plan and annual 
report are endorsed by the Governing Board. 
Besides the management, the internal audit results 
are also reported to the Audit Committee, which 
is entrusted with oversight of financial reporting, 
accounting, governance, internal control, risk 
management, as well as external and internal audit 
matters. The committee is composed of a Governing 
Board representative and four independent 
members proposed by the Director and approved 
by the Governing Board. F4E’s own internal audit 
activity is therefore organisationally independent 
and fully accountable to both the top management 
and governance of the organisation for its results.

Conclusion

The Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA) recognises 
the work and challenges faced by small internal 
audit functions with one to five staff. As stated in 
the IIA’s Practice Guide – Assisting Small Internal 
Audit Activities in Implementing the International 
Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal 
Auditing: “Being small does not equate to being 
ineffective or under resourced. In many circumstances, 
a small internal audit activity is appropriately 
structured for the size and risks attributable to the 
business it serves”. With respect to maintaining 
professionalism, independence and objectivity 
IIA also states that “although conformance with the 
Standards may pose challenges, it is possible with the 
development of appropriate strategy and planning”. 
Minna Stromberg, from the European Chemicals 
Agency (ECHA) in Helsinki, who recently passed the 
external assessment, demonstrated that even a one 
person internal audit function is capable of meeting 
the demanding IIA standards.

Internal audit in agencies of the European Union continued

Internal auditing in EU agencies is still a relatively 
new function, but is becoming a prominent role 
around the world and in all types of organisations. 
Internal audit professionals demonstrate that 
they add value to the organisations they serve. 
The future for internal auditing is made even 
stronger by earning the trust and support of key 
stakeholders, external auditors and other assurance 
providers.
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Financial assistance provided to countries 
in difficulties

Special Report 
N° 18/2015 

When the 2008 financial crisis triggered a European sovereign debt crisis, some 
Member States were forced to seek macro-financial assistance. This report 
examines how well the European Commission managed the assistance provided 
to five countries - Hungary, Latvia, Romania, Ireland and Portugal. We found 
that the Commission was unprepared for the magnitude of the crisis, which 
largely explains the significant initial weaknesses in its management processes. 
A number of the weaknesses we identified still persist, and the main message 
of the report is that the Commission has to strengthen its procedures for the 
management of financial assistance.

This report was published on 26 January 2016 and is available on our website 
www.eca.europa.eu.

FocusE
FOCUS

A

The cost-effectiveness of EU Rural Development 
support for non-productive investments in 
agriculture

Special Report 
N°20/2015 

Non-productive investments (NPIs) are investments which do not generate 
significant return, income, or revenue, or increase significantly the value of the 
beneficiary's holding, but have a positive environmental impact. Public support 
for NPIs is provided by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
and national co-financing. This public support often reaches 100 % of the total 
investment costs. The Court concludes that NPI support has contributed to the 
achievement of objectives linked to the sustainable use of agricultural land, 
but in a way that was not cost effective. This was because the costs of 75 % of 
the visited projects were unreasonably high. Furthermore, even though many 
of these projects had obvious remunerative characteristics, they were fully 
funded with public money. The Court makes five recommendations aimed at 
improving the cost-effectiveness of NPIs that will be funded during the 2014-
2020 programming period. 
 
This report was published on 21 January 2016 and is available on our website 
www.eca.europa.eu.
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The ECA says:
 
Hello to: 
Tatjana KRIZANEC BOROJEVIC
Melanie RENNES

Goodbye to: 
Angela McCANN
Fernando DUARTE FERNANDES 
Maura MCELHINNEY 
John CHOMA
Hege LARSEN
Elisabeth TURK-SAGGEL
Gerald LOCATELLI
Wolgang HINNENKAMP 
Christophe PERRON
Nicola SCAFARTO
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Water quality in the Danube river basin: progress in 
implementing the Water Framework Directive but 
still some way to go

Special Report 
N°23/2015 

Water pollution in the Danube river basin originates from various sources such 
as households, industrial installations and agriculture. 
Under the 2000 Water Framework Directive, Member States adopt river basin 
management plans which have to include measures to combat this pollution. 
The Court examined whether the Member States' implementation of the 
measures of the 2009 plans led to an improvement in water quality.

This report was published on 25 January 2016 and is available on our website 
www.eca.europa.eu

In Memoriam
Nous avons le profond regret d’ annoncer le décès de M. Adriaan VAN ZAANEN, 
survenu le 12 décembre 2015. M. Van Zaanen a travaillé à la Cour de 1978 à 1982.

E
FOCUS

A
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Contributions to Safeguarding the EU’s 
financial interest: The ECA’s role in the 
clearance of accounts

The ECA’s role – SoA and compliance audits 
 
The Treaty assigns to the ECA the role of the auditor 
of the European budget. In particular, the ECA 
gives a statement of assurance on the legality 
and regularity of transactions (SoA) and examines 
whether all expenditure was incurred in a lawful 
and regular manner (compliance audit). 

The Commission’s Clearance of Accounts – a 
powerful instrument to enforce compliance and 
recover undue payments in the area of agriculture 
and rural development

76% of the EU-budget is disbursed under shared 
management i.e. Commission and the Member 
States are jointly responsible for the payments to 
final beneficiaries of EU policies. The Commission 
has however the ultimate responsibility for the 
EU budget vis-à-vis the budget authorities. This 
requires the Commission to ensure that Member 
States have made correct use of the funds and 
ensure that all unduly paid funds, whether resulting 
from error, irregularity or deliberate fraud are 
recovered. 

In the domain of agriculture and rural development 
the procedure use for this purpose is called the 
“clearance of accounts”. It was established for the 

By Sven Kölling, principal auditor

first time in 1970. Technically, the Commission 
claims back money after it has established that they 
were misspent by Member States. Shortcomings 
in the management of EU funds are as a rule 
identified by the Commission’s own audits as well 
as by the Court’s audit work.  In the latter case the 
Commission, as the manager, has to follow-up the 
ECA’s findings.

The ECA’s contribution to meet stakeholder 
expectations - effects have so far not been 
measured 
 
If there is expectation that stakeholder have in the 
role of an audit institution than it is that to raise 
awareness that public funds are spent in line with 
the applicable rules and according to the principles 
of economy, effectiveness and efficiency. In order 
to meet that expectation, an audit institution 
has to report on irregularities found and has to 
monitor that the authorities responsible for the 
management of the funds take steps to recover any 
undue payments.

The ECA has not only audited the functioning of 
the clearance of accounts procedure as such but 
there are also numerous audit findings raised in 
the ECA’s annual or special reports which resulted 
in clearance of accounts decisions of significant 
financial impact. In these cases the clearance of 
accounts decision should in principle provide direct 
and measurable information about the impact of 
the ECA’s work.  However, in practice, the financial 
impact of the findings is not systematically followed 
up. In addition, the ECA might raise an issue in its 
reports whose extent is not entirely known at the 
time of the audit. This means that the Commission 
may identify additional irregularities resulting in 
substantial financial corrections. In this case, the 
amount of the financial correction would not reflect 
the ECA’s actual contribution. 

The ECA’s independence as a contribution to an 
effective clearance of accounts procedure

The Commission is fully responsible for the 
effectiveness of the clearance of account procedure. 
However, the ECA’s audit work identified various 

Sven Kölling, principal auditor
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instances which show that political reasoning in 
the Commission resulted in lengthy or ineffective 
procedures with direct effects on the budget. In 
other words, breaches of EU-legislation were not 
enforced with appropriate rigour and significant 
amounts of EU funds were not recovered in 
good time. In these cases the ECA’s role as an 
independent auditor helped to put the necessary 
pressure on the Commission and contributed to 
the acceleration of the proceedings and recovery 
of irregularly spent funds.  So in fact, it is the ECA’s 
sheer existence as an independent institution that 
is likely to ensure that the Commission does its job 
well. 

Case studies  

Audits of control systems for agricultural 
expenditure (IACS)

Since 2004 the ECA carried out, as part of the SoA 
work, specific audits of the control systems put in 
place to ensure legality and regularity of payments 
to final beneficiaries. In the remit of agricultural 
expenditure this work involved a regular 
examination of the functioning of the “integrated 
administration and control system” (IACS) which 
each Member State had set up for the management 
of support payments to farmers. For the calculation 
of area related payments, this system is essentially 
based on the correct identification of the location 
and size of agricultural parcels. 

The ECA’s work gave rise to a number of 
observations in the way Member States organised 
their checks. One example in point is the way in 
which the authorities identified the areas subject to 
subsidy payments. The table in the Annex which is 
an extract from the ECA’s 2014 annual report shows 
the financial years for which the ECA reported the 
weaknesses and the financial impact which these 
findings so far had in the clearance of accounts 
procedure. This well illustrates the importance of 
the ECA’s work for safeguarding the EU’s financial 
interests.

Results of SoA transaction audits

Since its introduction in 1995, the SoA is based on 
the examination of a sample of randomly selected 
transactions which are drawn from the entire 
EU budget expenditure. As rule, errors concern 
individual transactions and the overall financial 
impact can thus be limited. However, for the 
financial year 2011, the transaction audit identified 
that the value of payment entitlements to the 
single payment scheme for farmers in France had 
significantly exceeded the available national ceiling. 
Due to organisational weaknesses, this fact had 
been completely overlooked by the Commission. 
According to the applicable calculation rules, this 
had resulted in overpayments of around 200 million 
euro to France between 2011 and 20131. Following 
the ECA’s remarks, the Commission applied financial 
corrections to France and started recovery of the 
unduly paid amounts. Without the ECA’s Statement 
of  assurance work, it is almost certain that these 
funds would be lost for the EU budget.

1 So far, France repaid 141 million euro. For the FY 2013 the 
Commission has not yet published the amount to be reimbursed. 

Contributions to Safeguarding the EU’s financial interest: The 
ECA’s role in the clearance of accounts continued
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Annex

Financial corrections by the Commission for system weaknesses 
in land parcel identification (LPIS)

Member State

System 
weakness 
reported 

by the ECA 
in financial 

year

Last 
financial 

year 
affected by 
the system 
weakness

Financial 
years 

covered by 
financial 

corrections

Total 
amount of 
financial 

corrections 
(million 

euro)

Financial 
corrections 
not covered 
by financial 
correction 

as of end of 
2014

Conformity 
clearance 

procedures 
underway 
but not yet 

finalised

Bulgaria 2008 2012 2008-2012 65,8 -  

Greece 2009 2014 2007-2012 608,6 2013, 2014 yes

Spain 
(Andalucia) 2010 2014   2010, 2012, 

2013, 2014 yes

Spain (Castilla la 
Mancha) 2010 2014   2010, 2012, 

2013, 2014 yes

Spain 
(Extremadura) 2010 2014   2010, 2012, 

2013, 2014 yes

Italy 
(Lombardia) 2011 2014 2009-2011 0,1 2012, 

2013,2014
yes except 
for 2012

Portugal 2007 2013 2007-2012 186,4 2013 yes

Romania 2008 2014 2008-2012 80,8 2013, 2014 yes

 
Source: ECA AR 2014 - Table 7.1
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