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Discharge for 2015 budget – European
Commission and executive agencies
During the April II plenary session, the European Parliament is expected to decide whether to grant
discharge for the 2015 financial year to the different institutions and bodies of the European Union
(EU). The debate will start with the report covering the European Commission (plus six executive
agencies) which manages the biggest share of the EU general budget. Separate discharge is granted
to the Commission concerning the management of the European Development Funds (EDFs),
because the EDFs are not part of the general budget of the EU but based on intergovernmental
agreement. The Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) recommends the plenary should grant the
Commission and all six executive agencies discharge for 2015, and also to grant discharge in respect
of the implementation of the operations of the 8th, 9th, 10th and 11th EDFs in that year.

Discharge procedure
The Council and the European Parliament (EP) form the two arms of the budgetary authority. On the one
hand, they jointly approve the annual budget of the EU. On the other, they evaluate the legality and regularity
of expenditure and whether the objectives were achieved. It is up to the EP to grant, postpone or ultimately
refuse discharge. Parliament acts once the Council has delivered its recommendation.
The European Commission prepares the draft budget and is ultimately responsible for the correct
implementation of its final, adopted version. The European Court of Auditors (ECA) acts as the independent
assessor of all the EU's accounts. Every year, the ECA prepares an annual report on the implementation of the
budget, a key element in the discharge procedure.

The Court of Auditors' 2015 annual report
In 2015, spending totalled €145.2 billion (around €285 for every citizen) while revenue corresponded to
€153.8 billion. This is approximately 2 % of total general government spending of the EU Member States. Due
to the late adoption of operational programmes and the transfer of commitments (funds tied to a specific
purpose) from 2014, 2015 was the year with the highest level of commitments ever recorded.
As in previous years, the ECA declared the EU accounts to be reliable. Revenue for 2015 was legal and free
from material error, but spending continued to be affected by a material level of error, i.e. higher than 2 %.
The overall error level was estimated by the ECA at 3.8 % for 2015. This is an improvement compared to recent
years (4.4 % in 2014 and 4.5 % in 2013), however it is still significantly above the 'materiality' threshold.
The ECA's 2015 report observes again a clear relationship between expenditure types and error rates. While
for reimbursement schemes, the estimated level of error was 5.2 % in 2015 (5.5 % in 2014), it was only 1.9 %
(2.7 % in 2014) for entitlement schemes under which payments are made once conditions are met. Two policy
areas, 'Economic, social and territorial cooperation' and 'Natural resources', contributed the most – 1.9 % and
1.2 % respectively – to the overall estimated level of error of 5.2 % in reimbursement spending.
As far as 2007-2013 European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIFs) are concerned, the ECA calls attention
to the fact that a few countries were still affected by absorption problems. By the end of 2015, 10 % of the
total €446.2 billion allocated to all approved operational programmes was still outstanding.
The ECA's report observes an increasing use of financial instruments (e.g. European Financial Stability Facility)
which poses higher risks for accountability and the coordination of EU policies and operations. When assessing
the performance of management systems for Horizon 2020, the ECA concludes that the Commission is limited
in its ability to monitor and report on the performance of this programme. The ECA invites the Commission to
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further clarify the links between the Europe 2020 strategy (2010-2020), the multiannual financial framework
(MFF) (2014-2020) and this Commission's priorities (2015-2019).
The expenditure of the European Development Funds (EDFs) amounted to €3.1 billion of payments in 2015.
The ECA writes in its report that the revenue of the EDFs was free from material error, while EDF payment
transactions were affected by material error at a rate of 3.8 % (the same as in 2014).

The Council recommendations
The Council recommended granting discharge to the Commission and also to all six executive agencies for the
execution of the 2015 budget.
The Council welcomed the favourable opinion given by the ECA on the reliability of the annual accounts of the
EU for financial year 2015. It was pleased that the estimated level of error for the Administration expenditure
area was well below the 2 % materiality threshold but disappointed that all spending areas except
'Administration' continued to be affected by a material level of error.
In agreement with the ECA's observations, the Council called on the Commission to continue monitoring the
evolution of the amounts of outstanding commitments and to settle or 'decommit' them in a timely manner.
In this regard, the Council welcomed the Commission's engagement to provide a long-term cash-flow forecast
beyond 2020 by the end of 2017.
The Council was positive about the Commission's Budget focused on results initiative. In this perspective, it
welcomed the ECA's performance appraisal of the Horizon 2020 programme for the 2015 discharge, as well as
an assessment of the performance of some programmes and projects in the policy areas 'Economic, social and
territorial cooperation' and 'Natural resources'.

The CONT position
On 23 March 2017, the CONT Committee adopted its report, which proposes to grant discharge to the
Commission and to all six executive agencies.
Horizontal comments concern the difficulties in synchronising the MFF's seven-year duration with the five-
year mandates of the EP and the Commission. Likewise, it is difficult to align the EU budget with long-term
political programmes such as the Europe 2020 strategy on one side and the 10 political priorities set out by
President Jean-Claude Juncker on the other, CONT says in its report. CONT calls on the Commission to explore
other options for multiannual financial planning, and endorses the ECA's recommendation to further clarify
the link between long-term strategic documents and financial planning in order to better monitor the progress
achieved.
CONT points out problems with the implementation of the ESIFs. For example, it finds the late set-up of
national authorities responsible for implementation inadmissible. This created delays in budget execution for
the 2014-2020 programming period, and has contributed to the increase in outstanding commitments. In this
regard, CONT recommends the Commission to establish annually an updated long-term cash-flow forecast.
CONT regrets, together with the ECA, that a number of errors could have been prevented, or detected and
corrected before the related payments were made, if the Commission, authorities in the Member States or
independent auditors had made use of all information available to them. Concerning the increasing use of
financial instruments, CONT supports Commissioner Günther Oettinger's wish to bring, in the long term, these
'shadow budgets' back under the roof of the general EU budget.
Following the ECA's findings related to the European schools, CONT is very critical about their financial
management, and calls on the Commission to reform the administrative structure of the European schools
and to deliver a communication on this subject to the EP and the Council before November 2017.
A separate CONT report proposes to grant discharge in respect of the implementation of the 8th, 9th, 10th
and 11th EDFs in 2015. CONT is concerned that the typology of errors underlying the 2015 error rate of 3.8 %
remains the same as 2014 (absence of supporting documents and non-compliance with procurement rules),
and points out that better ex-ante checks would have allowed to decrease the estimated level of error of
1.7 percentage points.

2015 discharge reports: EU general budget, European Commission and executive agencies; Committee responsible:
CONT; Rapporteur: Joachim Zeller (EPP, Germany); 8th, 9th, 10th and 11th European Development Funds (EDFs);
Committee responsible: CONT; Rapporteur: Younous Omarjee (GUE/NGL, France).
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