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The European Ombudsman's activities in 2019 
At the first plenary session of March 2021, the European Parliament is set to discuss and adopt a resolution on 
the European Ombudsman's activities in the year 2019, based on the Ombudsman's annual report presented on 
4 May 2020. The report covers the final year of Emily O'Reilly's first mandate as Ombudsman before her 
re-election for a second term in late December 2019. 

The functions of the European Ombudsman 
The European Ombudsman is elected by the European Parliament for the duration of the parliamentary 
term, and plays an important role, set out in Article 228 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union (TFEU), as independent guardian of accountability and transparency, ensuring the EU institutions 
adhere to the principle of good administration and respect EU citizens' rights, following the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. The Ombudsman deals with citizens', non-governmental organisations' and 
businesses' complaints about maladministration by EU institutions and bodies, through inquiries and 
reports, making recommendations to the respective institution and the European Parliament, and also 
conducts own-initiative inquiries. The Ombudsman can request Parliament to take any action it considers 
appropriate, should the institution concerned fail to address the problem. In terms of resolving conflicts, 
the Ombudsman can mediate between parties by proposing an amicable solution or make critical remarks 
on the case when such a solution is no longer possible, however, the Ombudsman cannot intervene once 
any legal proceedings have started. While the Ombudsman has no binding powers to enforce 
recommendations, the office's functional independence has had a strong impact, particularly given its 
powers of inquiry – such as to inspect documents and call EU officials to testify. It has contributed to broad 
adherence by EU institutions and bodies to the principle of good administration – with them having 
complied with the Ombudsman's recommendations in 77 % of cases in 2018 – and has played an important 
part in setting good administration standards. The current Ombudsman is Emily O'Reilly, former Irish 
Ombudsman, first elected to the post in July 2013 to see out the remainder of Nikiforos Diamandouros's 
term, following his early retirement. She has been re-elected twice, in 2014 and again in 2019, to serve for 
the 2019-2024 parliamentary term.  

The Ombudsman's 2019 report 
The Ombudsman's report for 2019 mentions a total of 19 619 cases, of which most requests (16 045 cases) 
were successfully answered through the interactive guide on the Ombudsman's website, addressing 
frequently asked questions, or with a reply to a request for information (1 373 requests). The majority of 
complaints concerned Spain, Germany, Belgium, the United Kingdom, Poland and France. The Ombudsman 
conducted 456 inquiries based on complaints (out of 871 received complaints) targeting the European 
Commission, EU agencies and other institutions. In 56.4 % of cases, inquiries did not detect any 
maladministration and were closed, 33 % were settled by the institution, 5.4 % did not require further 
inquiries, and in another 5 %involving maladministration, recommendations were fully or partially agreed. 
The Ombudsman also initiated four strategic own initiative inquiries not based on specific complaints and 
addressing potential systemic problems with the European Union's administration. The inquiry on 
'revolving doors' at the European Commission did not find any maladministration in rules governing EU 
staff, but noted the need for further improvement and a stronger approach in serious cases of conflict, such 
as the few cases of senior staff leaving for the private sector, and suggested some improvements. 
Concerning transparency of the Eurogroup Working Group (EWG), the Ombudsman welcomed the 
Eurogroup's decision to review its transparency policy regularly, and suggested publishing provisional 
agendas of the group's meetings, to allow the public to gain better information, and also to consider the 
publication of EWG input to the Eurogroup's work. On the strategic inquiry on treatment of persons with 
disabilities under the EU's Joint Sickness Insurance Scheme for EU staff (JSIS), the Ombudsman qualified the 
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Commission's failure to respond to a United Nations (UN) committee's finding on the JSIS's non-compliance 
with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as amounting to maladministration. She 
recommended the Commission revise the JSIS General Implementing Provisions, based on full 
reimbursement of medical costs, and review the 2004 rules on accommodating the needs of staff with 
disabilities. The 'pre-submission activities' for medicines' authorisation by the European Medical Agency 
(EMA) inquiry on the agency's interaction with pharmaceutical companies before their application for 
marketing authorisations led to measures to improve the process's independence and objectivity.  
Among key recommendations, the Ombudsman addressed EU-decision-making accountability in the 
Council. She notes the need for systematically recording Member States' positions in preparatory bodies, 
publicly available criteria for Council documents marked with 'LIMITE' status (i.e. non-disclosable to the 
public) and reviewing this status at an early stage, improving the public document register's user-
friendliness and its search function, and setting up a dedicated website on legislative proposals. On access 
to documents, the Ombudsman recommends the individual assessment of internal documents drafted by 
EU bodies' staff and considering their release, even partial, when necessary. Recommendations on 
fundamental rights include suggestions to the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) to inform national 
authorities systematically when discovering significant errors made in interviews with asylum-seekers. On 
ethical issues in some EU bodies, the Ombudsman suggests new policies for making public their middle 
management's declarations of interest, and the need for a specific appointment procedure for the 
European Commission's Secretary-General following the controversy related to Martin Selmayr's 
appointment to the post in 2018, a recommendation not followed by the institution. On citizens' 
participation in EU policy-making, the Ombudsman launched a public consultation on language use on 
EU institutions' websites, drawing up draft guidelines with suggestions in this area – institutions' language 
policy, replying to the public in the same EU official language in which the institution was contacted and 
using machine translation where possible. In 2019, one of the Ombudsman's annual Award for Good 
Administration went to EPRS as recognition for excellence in communication for the 'What Europe does for 
me' website.  

European Parliament position 
On 26 January 2021, Parliament's Committee on Petitions (PETI) adopted a report on the annual activities 
of the European Ombudsman in 2019, tabled for a vote during the March I 2021 plenary session. It 
congratulates the Ombudsman on her re-election, endorsing her commitment to ensuring the highest 
standards of administration, transparency and ethics. The Council and its preparatory bodies are urged to 
follow the Ombudsman's recommendations on greater transparency in public access to legislative 
documents and the decision-making process, and the Commission is called upon to act transparently on 
sustainability impact assessments for EU trade agreements. PETI calls for the updating of Regulation 
1049/2001 on access to documents to facilitate the Ombudsman's work. On conflicts of interest, PETI calls 
for a fair interinstitutional agreement on the Transparency Register, stresses the need for a mandatory 
lobbyists' register, and calls for Commissioners-designates' declarations of interest to be independently 
evaluated. It welcomes the Ombudsman's strategic inquiry into Commission websites' accessibility for 
persons with disabilities, and urges the Commission to propose a comprehensive long-term disability 
strategy. It welcomes the Ombudsman's inquiries into EASO's interviews with asylum-seekers, and the 
Commission's handling of an anti-Roma discrimination complaint in Italy. On citizens' involvement in the 
EU democratic process, it welcomes the Ombudsman's draft guidelines on language use on EU institutions' 
websites. It suggests closer involvement of the European National and Regional Ombudsmen's Network in 
overseeing the proper use of EU funds and in supporting national or regional ombudsmen under strong 
pressure from their governments in cases of fundamental rights violations. Finally, the Council is urged to 
approve the European Ombudsman's revised Statute, allowing the Ombudsman to better promote the 
highest standards of ethical behaviour in the institutions. Parliament is also urged to overhaul the 
nomination process for the European Ombudsman's election, allowing the election at the beginning of the 
parliamentary term to take place in a more informed, uniform and orderly manner. 

Own-initiative report: 2020/2125(INI); Committee responsible: PETI; Rapporteur: Sylvie Guillaume (S&D, France). 
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