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Discharge for 2020 budget – European 
Commission, executive agencies and European 

development funds 
During its May I plenary session, the European Parliament is due to vote on whether to grant discharge for the 
2020 financial year to the EU's various institutions and bodies. First in line is the report on the European 
Commission and six executive agencies, responsible for the bulk of EU budget spending. Separate discharge is 
granted for management of the European development funds (EDFs). Parliament's Committee on Budgetary 
Control (CONT) recommends that Parliament grant the Commission and all six executive agencies discharge for 
2020. It also recommends granting discharge for implementation of the EDFs' 2020 operations.  

The discharge procedure 
Under the annual discharge procedure, the European Parliament decides to grant, postpone or reject 
discharge for each EU institution and body. It can also make recommendations to improve the financial 
management and implementation of the EU budget. After receiving a recommendation from the Council, 
the European Parliament ascertains whether the European Commission, and the executive agencies set up 
by it to manage specific tasks related to EU programmes, have upheld the principles of sound financial 
management and abided by the rules and regulations applicable to budget implementation. 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 and whether the objectives set by the EU have been 
achieved. The ECA has split the annual report for the 2020 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 the EU budget at the end of 2020. 

European Court of Auditors' 2020 annual report 
In 2020, spending totalled €173.3 billion, or 1.1 % of the combined gross national income of the EU Member 
States and the UK. According to the ECA, revenue for 2020 was legal and regular in all material aspects.  
However, the ECA concluded that the estimated level of error for expenditure for the year 2020 was 2.7 % 
as far as expenditure was concerned. A substantial proportion of this expenditure – more than half, was 
materially affected by error. This concerns mainly reimbursement-based expenditure, in which the 
estimated level of error was 4.0 %. A further rise in 'Cohesion' spending resulted in this expenditure 
increasing to €87.2 billion in 2020, representing 59.0 % of the audit population. 
Moreover, in 2020 the proportion of the estimated level of error made up of payments for which no essential 
supporting documentation was provided increased significantly compared with 2019, mainly for 'Global 
Europe' and 'Competitiveness'. These errors contributed 11.4 % (2019: 4 %) to the estimated level of error 
for high-risk expenditure. 
In the course of 2020, the ECA reported to OLAF six instances of suspected fraud found during its audits (in 
2019: nine), from which OLAF has opened six investigations. The suspected fraud cases in 2020 most 
frequently concerned suspicions of artificial creation of the necessary conditions for EU financing, 
declaration of costs not meeting the eligibility criteria, use of the grant for purposes other than those 
allowed, or procurement irregularities. On the basis of information arising from the ECA's audit work 
between 2011 and 2020, OLAF recommended the recovery of a total of €536 million relating to 37 cases. 
Outstanding commitments continued to rise; they reached €303.2 billion by the end of 2020. One of the 
main reasons for the high level of outstanding commitments was the annual gap resulting from the level 
of commitments being higher than the amount of payments made. 
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The ECA identified two main risks and challenges: a risk of delayed start to the implementation of shared 
management funds in the 2021-2027 multiannual financial framework (MFF), and a risk related to sound 
financial management in the use of funds on account of Covid-19-related changes. On the revenue side, 
the ECA criticises the lack of systematic monitoring of import data and insufficiently harmonised customs 
controls at EU level. 
For the European development funds (EDFs), the total value of expenditure for 2020 subject to audit in this 
area was €3.981 billion. According to the ECA, expenditure recorded in 2020 under the 8th, 9th, 10th and 
11th EDFs was materially affected by error (3.8 % compared to 3.5 % in 2019). 

Committee on Budgetary Control's position  
On 31 March 2022, Parliament's Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) adopted its report, which 
proposes that Parliament grant discharge to the Commission and to all six executive agencies. However, 
CONT is extremely concerned about 'the situation concerning the rule of law in a number of Member States, 
which is deeply worrying in its own right and leads to serious losses for the Union budget'. CONT calls on 
the Commission 'to use all available tools to halt the ongoing severe violations of the rule of law' and to 
implement Regulation 2020/2092 on budgetary conditionality immediately. 
CONT highlights the risks resulting from the fact that the amount of outstanding commitments (RAL) 
continued to rise at the end of 2020 and reached a new record high of €303.2 billion. CONT is also worried 
about the low absorption rate from the European structural and investment funds at the end of 2020, which 
continues to be approximately 7 % lower than under the 2007-2013 MFF. The report repeats the request to 
the Commission and executive agencies to make systematic use of digital and automated systems for 
reporting, monitoring and audit, and stresses the need to use the early detection and exclusion system 
(EDES) for all Union funds. The report also urges the Commission to provide appropriate follow-up to 
Parliament's own-initiative reports concerning the revision of the Financial Regulation. 
CONT points out 'that both 2019 and 2020 Court annual reports attest to pervasive error in expenditure' 
and give an 'adverse opinion on the legality and regularity of expenditure'. As far as the Recovery and 
Resilience Fund (RRF) is concerned, CONT reiterates its criticism that the Commission concentrates its 
controls on the achievement of milestones and targets before paying out RRF funds while 'leaving it to the 
Member States to ensure that public procurement or State aid rules have been complied with'. The report 
calls for further simplification of rules and procedures, better controls over the most common areas of 
irregular spending, training sessions and practical information, in particular for new applicants. CONT also 
stresses the need for increased use of performance indicators. The report is in favour of accelerating the 
discharge process and calls on the Commission, the ECA and the Council to work towards that end. 
The CONT report underlines the importance of gender balance and a gender-budgeting approach in all 
areas of Union spending. It also stresses the need to intensify the fight against fraud at both Union and 
Member State level, in cooperation with the European Public Prosecutor's Office (EPPO) and the European 
Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) and underlines the important role of EPPO in investigation and prosecution. The 
report welcomes 'the establishment of new own revenues in order to repay, from 2028, the loans granted 
under Next Generation EU … so that essential Union programmes such as Horizon Europe, ESF+, Erasmus+, 
will not have to be reduced'. CONT is also concerned about the Court's repeated criticism that the work of 
some national audit authorities or certifying bodies is not reliable. As far as Covid-19-related expenditure is 
concerned, CONT is worried about the risk of non-transparent procedures, misuse, fraud by criminal 
structures and abuse of the crisis situation. CONT urges the Commission to analyse for each individual 
Member State the funds received and the state of implementation, at the latest by May for the previous 
budgetary year. 
A separate CONT report proposes to grant discharge for implementation of the 8th, 9th, 10th and 11th EDFs 
for the 2020 financial year. 

Discharge procedure reports: Committee responsible: CONT; Commission – 2021/2106(DEC), Rapporteur: 
Olivier Chastel (Renew Europe, Belgium); EDFs – 2021/2158(DEC), Rapporteur: Younous Omarjee (The Left, France). 
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