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Annual report of the European Court of Auditors
On 26 November, the Court of Auditors' (ECA) annual report concerning 2014 is due to be
presented to the plenary. The report is an important element in the annual discharge procedure,
and as in recent years, the Court has signed off the EU's accounts for 2014.

Payment errors and need for better budget management
The estimated level of error for 2014 payments is 4.4% (against 4.5% in 2013) which is above the
2% threshold beyond which error is judged 'material'. The highest error rates were found in spending under
‘economic, social and territorial cohesion’ (5.7%) and ‘competitiveness for growth and jobs’ (5.6%).
Administrative expenditure, in contrast, had the lowest estimated level of error rate (0.5%). These figures
correspond to money that should not have been paid out, since it was not used in full accordance with
EU rules. However, the error rate is not a measure of fraud, inefficiency or waste.
There is a clear relationship between expenditure types and error rates: for cost reimbursement schemes,
the estimated level of error is 5.5%, while it is only 2.7% for entitlement programmes where payments are
made once conditions are met, rather than simply to reimburse costs. Corrective action had a positive
impact on the estimated level of error, but there is still room for improvement, the ECA writes.
According to the ECA, the lack of alignment of the 10-year Europe 2020 strategy and the EU’s seven-year
budgetary cycles, together with the inadequate attention paid by the Member States to what Europe 2020
has achieved, limit the Commission’s ability to monitor and report on the performance and the contribution
of the EU budget to Europe 2020. Therefore, the ECA calls for a wholly new approach, enabling the
Commission to manage the EU budget better. The budget should match priorities and investments better,
with simpler rules and more efficient management of resources, and be more clearly oriented towards
results.

Parliament’s view
Martina Dlabajová (ALDE, Czech Republic), vice-president of the Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT)
and rapporteur for the 2014 Commission discharge, welcomes the ECA's focus on performance. She believes
it is time for the Union to deliver and to communicate its achievements. A new balance must be struck
between the compliance and performance approaches.
However, she also sees scope for improvement: 'Our intention is clear: we would like to formulate proposals
to further improve the financial management and push for a more results-driven approach. This reinforces
my belief that we must not only fight against error rates, but also truly assess the added value of our
investments, i.e. the performance and results of our common policies.'

Key dates for the 2014 discharge procedure
After a series of hearings with Commissioners planned for November, December and January, a draft report
on the discharge to the Commission should be ready for a vote in CONT on 22 March. The vote in plenary
would then be expected to take place at the end of April 2016.

The discharge procedure
Following the publication of the Court of Auditors’ annual report and the finalisation of the annual accounts, the
Council submits its recommendations to the European Parliament. Based on these, the Parliament gives its
opinion on the Commission’s management for the financial year in question. If the Parliament considers that the
Commission has managed the EU budget appropriately, it grants discharge to the Commission. When granting
discharge, the Parliament often recommends follow-up action to be taken by the Commission. In response, the
Commission identifies the measures it will take and informs the Parliament and the Council.
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