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Discharge for 2019 budget – European 
Commission, executive agencies and EDFs 

During the April plenary session, the European Parliament is expected to decide on granting discharge for the 
2019 financial year to the different institutions and bodies of the European Union (EU). The first item on the 
agenda of the debate and vote on discharge 2019 is the report covering the European Commission (including 
six executive agencies) which is in charge of the management of the biggest share of the EU budget. Separate 
discharge is granted to the Commission concerning the management of the European Development Funds 
(EDFs) which are not part of the general budget of the EU as they are established by an intergovernmental 
agreement. Parliament's Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) recommends that Parliament should grant 
the Commission and all six executive agencies discharge for 2019. It also recommends granting discharge in 
respect of the implementation of the operations of the EDFs in 2019.  

The discharge procedure 
In the framework of the annual discharge procedure, the European Parliament decides to grant, postpone 
or reject the discharge for each EU institution and body. It can also make recommendations for improving 
the financial management and implementation of the EU Budget. After receiving a recommendation from 
the Council, the European Parliament ascertains whether the European Commission, as well as the 
executive agencies (set up by it to manage specific tasks related to EU programmes) upheld the principles 
of sound financial management and respected the applicable rules and regulations when implementing 
the budget. The European Court of Auditors (ECA) assesses the EU's accounts independently. Every year, it 
prepares an annual report on the implementation of the budget, which is an essential element in the 
discharge procedure. The ECA checks the legality and regularity of the spending as well as the achievement 
of objectives set by the EU. For the first time, as requested by CONT, the ECA has split the annual report for 
the 2019 financial year into two separate parts: one part deals with the reliability of the EU's consolidated 
accounts and the regularity of transactions, the other covers the performance of spending programmes 
under the EU budget. 

European Court of Auditors' 2019 annual report 
In 2019, spending (payments) totalled €159.1 billion, the equivalent of 2.1 % of total public spending in EU 
Member States and 1.0 % of EU gross national income. According to the ECA, revenue for 2019 was legal 
and regular in all material aspects.  
However, as far as expenditure is concerned, the ECA concluded that the expenditure included in the 
accounts for the year which ended on 31 December 2019 is materially affected by error. The ECA argued 
that payments were affected by a substantial proportion of errors, mainly in the category classified as 'high-
risk expenditure'. Against this background, and despite improvements in certain spending areas, the 
auditors issued an adverse opinion on expenditure for 2019. They also took the opportunity to stress the 
need to ensure the availability of payment appropriations, taking into account the risk of insufficient 
payment appropriations and the extraordinary needs arising from the coronavirus pandemic. Moreover, 
they called for a re-assessment, in the context of the coronavirus crisis, of whether the existing mechanisms 
to mitigate the exposure of the EU budget to risk are sufficient and appropriate, and a review of the target 
provisioning rates of the guarantee funds covering the guarantees granted from the EU budget. 
The overall level of error in EU spending was estimated to be 2.7 % in 2019, which is a slight increase 
compared to 2.6 % in 2018 and 2.4 % in 2017. High-risk expenditure represents 53.1 % of the audit 
population and has increased in 2019 compared to 2018, when it represented around 50 % of the audit 
population. The way expenditure is disbursed has an impact on the risk of error. Errors were confined mainly 
to high-risk expenditure where payments from the EU budget are made to reimburse costs previously 
incurred by beneficiaries. This is, for instance, the case in the fields of cohesion and rural development, 
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where EU spending is managed by Member States. Cost reimbursements in these fields can be subject to 
complex eligibility conditions, which may lead to errors. According to the ECA, in the category of high-risk 
expenditure, material error continues to be present at an estimated rate of 4.9 % (in 2018, 4.5 %). 
Concluding that the level of error is pervasive, the auditors have therefore given an adverse opinion on EU 
expenditure. 
In 2019, the ECA communicated to OLAF nine cases of suspected fraud out of the 747 transactions it had 
examined for 2019. The spending area of 'Natural resources' had the largest share of audited expenditure 
(47 %, of which 69.5 % concerned direct payments to farmers), followed by 'Cohesion' (23 %) and 
'Competitiveness' (13 %). The ECA concludes that direct payments as a whole were free from material error. 
However, the audit evidence indicates that as far as the overall level of error is concerned, 'Cohesion' was 
the biggest contributor to this rate with 36.3 %, followed by 'Natural resources' (32.2 %), 'Competitiveness' 
(19.1 %) and 'Global Europe' (10.3 %). 'Cohesion', the second largest share of audited expenditure (20 %), 
was affected by material error, mainly due to the reimbursement of ineligible costs and infringements of 
internal market rules. The ECA recommended to clarify the project eligibility conditions applicable to 
economic, social and territorial cohesion. 
The ECA also pointed to the slow absorption of European structural and investment (ESI) funds under the 
2014-2020 MFF: by the end of 2019, only 40 % of the total ESI fund allocations (€465 billion) for the 2014-
2020 MFF had been paid out, compared with 46 % of the previous MFF's funds by the end of 2012. 
Concerning the European Development Funds (EDFs), the total value of expenditure for 2019 subject to 
audit in this area was €3.4 billion. According to the ECA, the expenditure recorded in 2019 under the 8th, 
9th, 10th and 11th EDFs is materially affected by error (3.5 %).  

Committee on Budgetary Control's position  
On 30 March 2021, Parliament's Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) adopted its report, which 
proposes to grant discharge to the Commission and to all six executive agencies. However, CONT is 
concerned that, for the first time in four years, the Court has issued an adverse opinion on the legality and 
regularity of the expenditure underlying the accounts, following the worsening trend in the level of errors. 
CONT highlights the importance of complying with the principle of sound financial management as 
established in Article 317 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). CONT stressed its 
concern about the state of the rule of law in certain Member States and the financial loss caused by such 
deficiencies. CONT calls on the Commission to use all instruments at its disposal to suspend, reduce and 
restrict access to Union funding in such cases, including the use of the new Regulation on a general regime 
of conditionality for the protection of the Union budget. 
CONT criticises the fact that the implementation of the agricultural (CAP) and cohesion policies in Member 
States involves in total 292 reporting systems, which makes the data fragmented and non-comparable. In 
this context, CONT deplores the fact that none of the CAP or cohesion policy reporting systems contains 
information on the ultimate beneficiaries, and that disclosing this information is not legally required. It 
recalls that, in the context of the 2018 discharge procedure, the European Parliament had called on the 
Commission to provide the discharge authority with a 'list of the 50 largest individual recipients per Member 
State as well as a list of the 50 largest recipients of Union subsidies aggregated across all Member States'. 
CONT deplores that the Commission has still not provided such a list. CONT calls again on the Commission 
to propose a regulation for the establishment of an interoperable IT system that would allow for uniform 
and standardised reporting by Member States' authorities in the area of shared management, particularly 
regarding CAP and cohesion funds. CONT reiterates its concern that outstanding commitments have 
continued to grow, reaching a record-level €298.0 billion at the end of 2019 (compared to €281.2 billion in 
2018). CONT calls on the ECA to continue analysing the performance of the Union budget, and underlines 
that indicators should evaluate the success of particular activities in a descriptive and objective manner.  
A separate CONT report proposes to grant discharge in respect of the implementation of the 8th, 9th, 10th 
and 11th EDFs for the financial year 2019.  

Discharge procedure reports: Committee responsible: CONT; Commission – 2020/2140(DEC), Rapporteur: Joachim 
Kuhs (ID, Germany); EDFs – 2020/2190(DEC), Rapporteur: Ryszard Czarnecki (ECR, Poland). 
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