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Discharge for 2019 budget – EU decentralised 
agencies and joint undertakings 

During its April plenary session, in the context of the discharge procedure for the financial year 2019, the European 
Parliament is due to vote on the discharge for each of 32 EU decentralised agencies and eight joint undertakings 
for their implementation of the 2019 budget. The Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) proposes to grant 
discharge to all of these entities, except for the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), for which it 
proposes to postpone the discharge decision. 

Background 
EU decentralised agencies 
Decentralised agencies are set up by means of a regulation (of the Council, or of the Parliament and Council). 
Each is controlled by a board representing Member States and the European Commission, and in some cases 
other parties. They address specific policy needs and help implement EU policies in technical, scientific, 
operational and/or regulatory areas, by pooling EU and national expertise. The European Court of Auditors 
(ECA) examines the revenue and expenditure accounts of all EU bodies, offices and agencies (except for three 
defence agencies), and provides the Parliament and Council with a statement of assurance on the reliability 
of the accounts, and the legality and regularity of the underlying transactions. As most agencies are almost 
fully financed by the EU general budget, under the Financial Regulation (Article 70), Parliament gives discharge 
for the implementation of their budgets on the Council's recommendation. Of the 37 decentralised agencies, 
32 are subject to discharge, two (the European Public Prosecutor's Office and the European Labour Authority) 
were not yet financially autonomous in 2019, and three fully self-financing agencies (the Single Resolution Board, 
the EU Intellectual Property Office and the Community Plant Variety Office) are exempt from the procedure. 

Joint undertakings (JUs)  
JUs may be set up under Article 187 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). They are 
public-private partnerships between the EU and industry, research groups and Member States, which 
implement specific projects and policies in the area of research and innovation. Each has a distinct legal 
personality and adopts its own financial rules in line with the Financial Regulation. There are now nine JUs, 
subject to the same discharge procedure as decentralised agencies, of which the newest European High 
Performance Computing JU has not been audited yet. Seven of eight JUs subject to the 2019 discharge 
implement specific actions under Horizon 2020, and the eighth, 'Fusion for Energy' (F4E), was set up to take 
part in the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) project. 

Discharge of the decentralised agencies for 2019 
In its latest annual report on the EU agencies, the ECA signed off the 2019 accounts of all agencies as reliable. 
It issued unqualified audit opinions on the accounts of all agencies as regards the legality and regularity of 
their revenue. As regards the legality and regularity of the underlying transactions, it issued two qualified 
opinions – to the Agency for the Cooperation of Energy Regulators and the European Asylum Support 
Office – on account of irregular procurement procedures, and in the case of the latter, a number of irregular 
payments associated with a selection procedure for expert consultants. The ECA observed overarching issues 
and areas for improvement, and issued several 'emphasis of matter' paragraphs and 82 observations 
concerning 29 agencies. In particular, 'emphasis of matter' paragraphs referred to the European Medicines 
Agency and the European Banking Authority as regards issues with the lease agreements for their previous 
premises in London (both have now relocated from the United Kingdom). As regards Frontex, although the 
agency had acted on a number of previous recommendations, ECA identified that 35 % of its total 
expenditure for operational activities 'appears to be rather prone to errors' and that it has yet to simplify the 
financial management of expenditure related to deploying technical equipment. As in previous years, most 
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other observations concern shortcomings in public procurement procedures, which remains the most error-
prone area where full compliance with the applicable rules should be sought. Further weaknesses were found 
with regard to conflicts of interest and recruitment procedures, higher dependency on external staff, posing 
a risk to cost-efficiency and the accompanying legal requirements, as well as the lack of full compliance with 
the requirements for transparency and best value for money. The ECA also warned of a possible drop in revenue 
for some agencies, due to the United Kingdom's departure from the EU. 

CONT reports on discharge for the EU decentralised agencies  
In March 2021, the committee adopted a horizontal report on the budget implementation of EU agencies in 
2019 and 32 individual reports, shared between two rapporteurs. The reports emphasise the agencies' 
visibility and influence in policy and programme implementation, and the importance of their autonomy. 
Votes in plenary are scheduled for April, with discharge recommended for all agencies except Frontex, for 
which the decision on discharge would be postponed. The report on the latter shows concern with the agency’s 
handling of a number of issues of cross-cutting nature, related to the principles of sound financial management, 
its recruitment and transparency policy, and allegations of violations of fundamental rights, among other things. 
The horizontal report notes that the 2019 budgets of the 32 agencies amounted to around €2.85 billion in 
commitment appropriations and €2.57 billion in payment appropriations, up roughly 10.29 % and 8.88 % 
from 2018, respectively. Some €1.92 billion of the €2.57 billion was financed from the EU's general budget, 
and the rest from fees, charges and direct contributions. The agencies employed 7 880 officials, temporary 
and contract agents, and seconded national experts in 2019, a 3.33 % increase from 2018. The report 
welcomes the ECA's assessment of the overall risk to the reliability of accounts as low for all agencies, noting 
its two qualified opinions. It highlights the main risks identified by the Court: public procurement 
management, recruitment procedures and conflicts of interests for staff leaving the agencies, and weaknesses 
in budgetary management. It stresses the need for clearer guidelines on budget reporting, and improved 
planning capacities. In line with ECA’s Special Report 22/2020 (Future of EU agencies – Potential for more 
flexibility and cooperation'), it calls for reinforced performance accountability. It encourages closer cooperation 
among agencies, welcoming the creation of a shared services task force by the EU Agencies’ Network. It calls 
for improved gender and geographical balance, and introducing sustainability reporting. It notes that, in 2019, 
most agencies reported having implemented the revised internal control framework and performed an annual 
assessment. Lastly, it stresses that transparency is essential for the agencies' democratic accountability. 

Discharge of the joint undertakings (JUs) for 2019 
In its annual report for the financial year 2019, the ECA issued 'clean' audit opinions on the accounts of all 
JUs, finding the risks to reliability of their accounts to be low overall except for F4E, assessed as medium. The 
ECA pointed out some weaknesses in the area of procurement, grant and recruitment procedures and sound 
financial management. It observed shortcomings as regards the annual planning of payments, the JUs’ 
implementation rate and private members’ contributions, which remain areas for improvement. As previously, 
it issued an emphasis of matter paragraph on the F4E JU, highlighting difficulties in implementing ITER. 

CONT reports on discharge for the joint undertakings  
The CONT committee recommends granting discharge to all JUs for 2019. The eight reports also endorse the 
ECA’s recommendations as regards some observed shortcomings. They highlight concerns, e.g. on 
governance and transparency, as in the case of the Bio-Based Industries JU, where the participating private 
companies exercise exclusive control on the partnership’s priorities, and privatise results and data of projects 
funded by public money. The ITER F4E report expresses concern that the JU recalculated its contribution to 
the project construction phase at €12 billion (up from €6.6 billion in 2010, in 2008 values), and highlights the 
risk of further cost increases and implementation delays. The Innovative Medicines Initiative report shows 
concern with the interim Commission 2017 evaluation according to which its added value for patients and 
society was hard to demonstrate. The report for Safety of air navigation calls on the Commission to find a 
solution for earlier reimbursement of the accumulated surplus of members’ cash contributions, in order to 
respect sound financial management. Some reports note an improved gender balance among staff. 

Discharge 2019: Decentralised agencies (32) and Joint Undertakings (8); Committee responsible: CONT; Rapporteurs: 
Ryszard Czarnecki (ECR, Poland); Joachim Stanisław Brudziński (ECR, Poland). 
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