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Distinguished guests,

Ladies and gentlemen,

This conference is devoted to a subject that speaks to the core of our mission as the European Court of Auditors.

A central part of our role – and our key strategic objective at the current time - is to help improve accountability to citizens for the public funds used to achieve EU objectives.

In our view, effective public accountability is essential to ensuring the democratic legitimacy of the EU in the eyes of its citizens. And we believe public auditors, like the European Court of auditors, play an important role in the EU public accountability process.

Many commentators have spoken of a growing accountability deficit in Europe. And Europe’s leaders have acknowledged that there is a need for the EU to strengthen democratic legitimacy and accountability as it develops new financial, fiscal and economic frameworks. 

In this context, we thought it might be useful to use our unique perspective and long experience as the auditor of the EU finances to survey the current accountability and public audit arrangements. It is why we decided to prepare what we have called a “landscape review”.

In a moment, Mr Kevin Cardiff and Mr Jacques Sciberras will present the main results of that review. But first, I would like to say a few words about how it came to be.

We were originally prompted to carry it out by developments in EU governance and finances that have been taking place since the financial and economic crisis started.

In particular, we saw a risk of new EU mechanisms being set up without sufficient provision for ensuring adequate democratic scrutiny and public audit. 

At the same time, we noted that public pressure to justify EU spending programmes has been increasing as the EU and national budgets face growing constraints.

Our landscape review highlights accountability and audit issues that relate directly to the EU budget as well as some that go beyond it, such as those associated with certain of the measures taken at EU level in response to the financial and economic crisis.

In our review, we also seek to emphasise the positive contribution that the ECA and the national audit institutions can make to effective democratic scrutiny by parliaments at EU and national level.

In our view, effective democratic scrutiny and efficient public audit go hand-in-hand. They can help governing authorities to learn lessons and improve the way they use public funds to meet EU objectives, such as those of the Europe 2020 Strategy, [as Vice-President Olli Rehn just underlined.]
They also contribute to legitimacy by making it clear to EU citizens what progress is being made, for example to improve the economy, increase employment prospects, secure the Union’s borders, or to protect the environment, and at what cost.

But for that to happen, the right arrangements need to be in place at EU and national level. In principle, in the EU, this means there needs to be accountability at the level at which decisions are taken that is commensurate with the powers that have been transferred. 

Putting this principle into practice is a considerable challenge. EU governance in many policy areas is very complex, implementing EU policies often requires coordinated action involving many national authorities and European bodies, and it frequently depends on using multiple sources of finance. 

This challenge is very familiar to many of you here today. It has been much written about and debated over the years, particularly in the academic sphere. But now it is also a topic that is high on Europe’s political agenda. 

We offer the results our review as a contribution to this ongoing public debate and we will present some general conclusions which we hope will stimulate discussion on how to improve accountability and public audit. I hope that this forum will provide a good opportunity for that today.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

We all have an important stake in ensuring citizens understand and trust how the EU is governed. Effective EU accountability can help achieve that goal.

I wish you all a very fruitful conference on this important topic.

Thank you.
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