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Introduction 
 

This study forms a part of the 1999 Research Programme of DG IV of the European Parliament. 

It was requested in the course of the year by the Committee on Budgetary Control during its 

discussions on the 1996 and 1997 discharge procedures. The study has been carried out 

internally but has benefited from the assistance of correspondents in EU national parliaments of 

the European Centre for Parliamentary Research and Documentation. It is intended to provide 

Members of Parliament with an introduction to the question of discharge or post facto 

monitoring of budget implementation by placing this issue in the context of national 

parliamentary procedures for controlling implementation of public expenditure. 

Members may also wish to refer to the Fact Sheets, also published by DG IV and available on-

line, which include short summaries of the following issues: 

 

  1.5.1 The Community's revenue and expenditure 

  1.5.2 Implementation of the Community budget 

  1.5.3 Budgetary Control 

 

There are also a number of briefing notes available on budgetary affairs, in particular: 

 

  1. Fraud and the EU budget 

  2. Institutional Aspects of Budgetary Control 

 

* * * 

 

Article 276 of the EC Treaty, as modified by the Treaty of Amsterdam, reads as follows: 

 

"The European Parliament, acting on a recommendation from the Council which shall 

act by qualified majority, shall give a discharge to the Commission in respect of the 

implementation of the budget. To this end, the Council and the European Parliament in 

turn shall examine the accounts and the financial statement [...], the annual report of the 

Court of Auditors together with the replies of the institutions under audit to the 

observations of the Court of Auditors, the statement of assurance [...] and any relevant 

special reports by the Court of Auditors." 

 

This document seeks to place the procedure of the discharge in the context of similar procedures 

in national parliaments. The discharge procedure constitutes the basis for the work of the EP's 

Committee on Budgetary Control and for the process of oversight carried out by this body in 

relation to implementation of EU expenditure. A decision not to give discharge may have 

momentous consequences, as was shown at the end of 1998, when this decision - taken against 

the advice of a narrow majority of the Committee on Budgetary Control - resulted, firstly, in the 

establishment of the Committee of Independent Experts and then, following confirmation by 

this body of the gravity of the charges levelled against financial management in the European 

Commission over the course of the previous legislature by the Committee on Budgetary Control 

itself, in the resignation of the European Commission. 

 

The Parliament's Rules of Procedure have recently been amended to take account of the 

Amsterdam Treaty changes in this area and to clarify the position in regard to discharge1 and to 

motions of censure. The discharge procedure is still the basis for the Committee's work, since it 

provides justification for intervention by the Parliament in the work of the Commission and 

requires the latter to defend itself publicly against charges of mismanagement and fraud. The 

                                                            
1  Annex V of the EP's Rules of Procedure. See annex to this document. 
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procedure also constitutes the political follow-up to the work of the European Court of Auditors 

and allows Parliament to require changes to the procedures of the Commission and 

improvements in the administration of EU policies. 

 

The situation in regard to discharge at the European level differs substantially from that in the 

Members States for a number of reasons.  The most important difference is the constitutional 

arrangements which apply at the EU level and which have no parallel elsewhere. But there are a 

number of other features of EU procedures which are special and relate to the nature of the EU 

budget, more than 80% of which is spent by the Member States and their national bodies. 

 

These differences are discussed below. The major conclusion which needs to be retained is the 

greater political importance accorded to supervision of budget implementation by the EP than 

by most national parliaments. 

 

Although EU procedures in this domain are specific to the EU and its institutions, they 

nevertheless draw on administrative practice in various Member States. But they are also 

evolving in response to circumstances, witness the recent establishment of the Office to Combat 

Fraud (OLAF) which has been split off from the European Commission and given independent 

responsibilities for combatting fraud and corruption in all EU institutions and in regard to all 

aspects of EU revenue and expenditure.  

 

This Working Document seeks to provide Members of the European Parliament with a simple 

overview of the current situation at the national level, in order to allow such developments at the 

EU level to be placed in a broader context. But firstly it is necessary to address some major 

conceptual problems, which arise from differing administrative, and constitutional traditions and 

which make the whole subject complex and difficult to comprehend.  

 

A major source for this comparative study is the work published by the UK's National Audit 

Office entitled "State Audit in the European Union". This document is available on the Internet2 

and constitutes a model of clarity. It does however approach the subject inevitably from the 

viewpoint of the bodies carrying out audits. The current document seeks rather to emphasise the 

role of Parliamentary bodies in monitoring budget implementation, although it concludes that 

their role is of rather less importance than the constitutional duties, common in theory to all 

parliaments in regard to supervision of the executive, might lead one to believe. The document 

draws on information available over the websites of the national parliaments; on their rules of 

procedure and other documentation collected by the documentalists of the EP's "Parliamentary 

Documentation Centre"; and, especially, on responses to a short questionnaire sent to 

correspondents in EU national parliaments of the "European Centre for Parliamentary Research 

and Documentation", an organisation chaired and managed jointly by the EP and the 

Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe. 

 

The discharge procedure in the EU 

 

As the extract quoted from the EC Treaty in the introduction shows, this procedure involves 

both arms of the "budgetary authority", that is European Parliament and Council of Ministers. 

Until very recently the role of the Council was minimal and formalistic; 1999 did however see a 

real document from the Council for the first time, prepared under the aegis of the German 

presidency. 

 

                                                            
2  For the Summary (in English only) see "http://www.open.gov.uk/nao/st-summa.htm". 
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"Discharge" in the EP has always been seen as one of the Parliament's most important duties and 

powers. The decision granting discharge has regularly been deferred so that pressure may be 

brought on the European Commission to effect changes in its administrative practice or sort out 

specific problems. The decision to refuse discharge was always seen as an ultimate weapon, 

possibly involving the resignation of the Commission, even if the procedures by which this 

would be brought about were unclear and opinions divided. The power to pass a motion of 

censure and an outline of the procedure is described in Article 201 of the EC Treaty but the 

procedural requirement to proceed to such a motion of censure after a refusal to grant discharge 

was not obvious, at least until a precedent to this effect was established in January this year.  

 

In this particular case, the motion for censure was not adopted; this created an institutional 

"impasse" resolved only by the joint agreement of Parliament and Commission to establish a 

"Committee of Independent Experts" (also known as the "Sages" or "Wise Men", although their 

number included a woman). This body published its first report on 15 March 1999 on 

"Allegations regarding fraud, mismanagement and nepotism in the European Commission"; the 

resignation of the Commission followed immediately thereafter. 

 

The 1996 discharge procedure may thus be seen to have succeeded in its primary objective: 

giving political force to the criticisms of the financial management exercised by the European 

Commission during the course of a specific year (usually 2 years preceding the EP report 

concerned). These criticisms may have been expressed by the Court of Auditors in its various 

reports and in particular the annual report on the year concerned and the "Statement of 

Assurance" (see below), but the sources of information for the EP are not limited to these 

reports. The Committee on Budgetary Control of the EP (Cocobu) appoints one of its members 

as the "rapporteur" for the discharge report on this year and the rapporteur will make use of the 

information available as he or she sees fit. This information will often have been filtered through 

the working documents on specific aspects of the Commission's financial management which 

have been produced for the discharge rapporteur by the other Cocobu members or through the 

"opinions" produced by other, specialist committees of Parliament. 

 

The document which emerges from this process takes the form of an ordinary committee report, 

that is, a motion for a resolution (in this case, for a "decision"), accompanied by an explanatory 

statement and the opinions of other committees. There are however some special features; the 

proposed decision of the EP granting discharge to the European Commission will normally 

begin with a paragraph which takes note of the final statement of accounts for the year in 

question and reproduces this in the form of a table. Thus, the discharge procedure incorporates 

within it a formal closure of the accounts, as required by the EU's "Financial Regulation"3. The 

resolution continues with its recommendation to the plenary session to grant discharge and a 

number of points on which it may urge the Commission to mend its ways before the next year's 

exercise. (However, if this discharge resolution is submitted only after a long delay, these 

recommendations for improvements may have already been included in a first resolution giving 

the reasons why discharge has been postponed.) 

                                                            
3 Article 89 of the Financial Regulation requires the Parliament to act on the recommendation of the Council 

and decide on discharge by 30 April of the year following submission of the Court of Auditors" Annual 

Report (which refers to implementation of the budget in the year preceding this report) - or else to inform 

the Commission of the reasons for deferring this decision.  The discharge decision "shall cover the 

accounts of all revenue and expenditure of the Communities, the resulting balance and the assets and 

liabilities of the Community shown in the balance sheet. It shall include an assessment of the responsibility 

of the Commission's budgetary management over the past financial year." 
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Relations between the institutions 

 

Before Parliament adopts this motion for resolution in committee, the Cocobu will normally 

invite a representative of the Council for a discussion of financial management in the 

Commission during the year under review. Until this year, this discussion has usually been 

without any real content, since the procedures of Council make any joint analysis by ministers 

of the Court of Auditors' reports very difficult. It requires the Presidency of the Council of 

Ministers to take the initiative of preparing an analysis in the form of  "Comments 

accompanying the Council Recommendation on the discharge to be given to the Commission" 

and then obtaining the assent of other Member States. This was done properly for the first time 

in 1999 in respect of the Financial Year 1997 (Council Recommendation of 15 March 19994), 

but even in this case the scope for detailed discussion in committee of the comments of Council 

and Court of Auditors was very limited. 

 

Relations between Parliament and Court of Auditors are naturally rather closer; Members of the 

Court (ECA) regularly attend meetings of the Committee on Budgetary Control, in particular to 

explain special reports published in the course of the year, but the President of the ECA also 

presents its programme and holds discussions with the Committee in the context of discharge. 

On occasion, the Committee as a whole or groups or individual members will visit Luxembourg 

to hold talks with the ECA. 

 

Much of the detailed information used by the discharge rapporteur of the Cocobu and by other 

members preparing working documents on specific aspects of budgetary management comes 

from the reports of the Court.   Since 1994 and the entry into force of the Treaty of Maastricht 

the ECA also prepares a "statement of assurance as the reliability of the accounts and legality 

and regularity of the underlying transactions"5. This document is widely considered as an 

essential tool for the discharge debate, but opinions differ as to whether the ECA's decision not 

to certify the legality and regularity of the underlying transactions constitutes a sufficient reason 

for refusing discharge.  

 

Since 1994 the ECA has not felt able to grant such a certificate largely because of the high 

number of cases of ineligible expenditure discovered during its investigations of financial 

management of paying agencies in the Member States. Although implementation of the budget 

is a matter for which the European Commission is legally responsible, it is a matter of fact that a 

large number of discretionary decisions are left to the agencies of the Member States and that 

they have often made mistakes in regard to eligibility of projects which are granted EU financial 

support. The Commission considers its role to be that of ensuring that Member States have in 

place a system of financial controls which meet standards set centrally, but that this role cannot 

include ensuring that all decisions taken in Member States which have financial consequences 

for the EU budget are correct. 

 

Concepts 

 

The procedure described above does not correspond to that operating in any Member States, for 

the obvious reason that the institutional arrangements of the EU are very special and not those of 

a sovereign state. But some of the concepts on which it is based are indeed shared by national 

parliaments in some Member States of the EU. 

 

                                                            
4 SN 2260/99 
5  EC Treaty Article 248.1 
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Although the concept of discharge itself is not one readily understood in some countries, all 

national parliaments in the EU have some arrangements for controlling implementation of the 

state budget. These procedures have a degree of political importance in the Member States 

which varies widely, but at least they exist. Before undertaking an analysis of the procedures in 

the Member States, it does however seem necessary to clarify what is at stake in the various 

terms and concepts used. 

 

"Discharge" is a formal procedure for giving those responsible for implementation of a public 

budget a certificate of good conduct, which absolves them from any legal consequences arising 

from criticisms of their financial management. It also has a political importance in that it allows 

for discussion of such criticisms in a political arena which may result in very serious 

consequences for those with political responsibility for this financial management. 

 

"Closure of the accounts" is a formal procedure for the completion of financial accounting for a 

particular year. It may be linked to discharge but does not in itself have any political 

significance. The precedent established in 1999 for the EU allows for closure of the accounts to 

be carried out independently of the granting of discharge, but this separation was contested in 

some quarters. "Closure of the accounts" is different from "Clearance of the accounts", for 

which a special procedure exists in the EU (but only for agricultural expenditure). The latter is a 

highly specialised matter, which involves very large sums of money but is not examined in this 

document.  

 

"Audit", as it relates to the EU Treaties, refers to the process of investigation and monitoring of 

financial implementation of the budget, this process being considered to include "the legality 

and regularity of the underlying transactions" as well as the "reliability of the accounts". 

However, there are two traditions which diverge: audit in some countries implies only the 

requirement to ensure the conformity of expenditure with the established rules and in other 

countries includes the concept of "performance audit" or analysis of the efficiency and cost-

effectiveness of expenditure. In the EU, there has been a move to emphasise the second aspect 

over recent years, but this is not yet formally established in legal terms. With reference to public 

expenditure, audit is carried out by national audit bodies (NAB) with a wide range of tasks and 

responsibilities that frequently differ according to the Member States. These differences are the 

subject of the comparative study mentioned above: "State Audit in the European Union". 

 

Apart from these three concepts, there are a number of differences between the situation 

prevailing at the EU and national levels, which need to be explained in order to avoid 

unnecessary confusion. 

 

Firstly, the EU budget for payments is split principally between expenditure on agricultural 

policy (48% in 1999), structural funds (36%), external policies (especially development aid) 

(5%) and internal policies (6%), such as research.  Almost 85% is spent by Member States in 

Member States and the money is simply transferred by the Commission to a national paying 

agency which is required to observe rules established centrally for disbursing the funds. 

National state budgets have a broader range of objectives, but are normally confined to one level 

of government: expenditure by ministries of national government only are the object of 

monitoring by the national audit body and parliamentary committee concerned, not local or 

regional government for which alternative means of democratic oversight are usually available.  

 

The EU budget in contrast is in its entirety the legal responsibility of the European Commission, 

even when it has no practical means of ensuring that the rules are respected by those spending 

the money. The oversight of the EP's Committee on Budgetary Control therefore extends to all 
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aspects of implementation of this budget, whoever may be responsible for implementation in 

practice. It also covers expenditure by EU institutions other than the European Commission and 

by the autonomous agencies which have been established. (The question of democratic 

oversight of the operations of the European Investment Bank, which benefits from guarantees on 

its lending which are covered by the EU budget, has not yet been satisfactorily resolved.) 

 

Secondly, there is an essential distinction arising from the constitutional arrangements which has 

the consequence that oversight is applied differently at EU level than in the national context. 

National parliaments may have an important role in controlling the executive but they are also 

responsible in all EU Member States for providing a parliamentary majority to a national 

government, without which it cannot operate. This means that those parties responsible for 

forming a national government will usually also control the committees and other parliamentary 

bodies responsible for monitoring execution of the budget. While such committees may make 

criticisms of the budgetary management of the government of the day, they will rarely wish to 

push such criticism to the point at which it poses major political problems for that government 

and certainly not to the point at which it is forced to resign. On the other hand, the absence of 

any clear political interdependence at the European level between European Parliament and 

European Commission means that the Cocobu has a relatively free hand to push its 

investigations to the limit without fear of the political consequences. This situation may of 

course change in future. 

 

Thirdly, and linked to the second point, the great importance placed by the European Council 

and by the European Parliament on combatting fraud against the EU budget reflects the need to 

reassure public opinion in regard to the legitimacy of international institutions which are 

relatively new and may not yet have gained the full confidence of electorates. Usually voters are 

accustomed to seeing the political process in national terms. All those who have been associated 

with the problems of controlling the EU budget soon realise that high-profile cases of fraud are 

less important than creating a culture at European level which places a high value on efficient 

and effective use of public money. But the result is the same. However the problem is viewed a 

very high level of political importance is attributed by European institutions to monitoring 

budget expenditure in order to avoid criticism of the process of integration. Ultimately, the need 

is greater to do this at European level than at national level because of the budgetary transfers 

involved - however indirectly - between countries. National taxpayers, especially those in 

Member States with a net contribution to the EU budget, wish to be reassured as to the proper 

use of "their" funds when these are used outside their own Member State. 
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Control of public expenditure by national parliaments 

 

The rest of this Working Document consists of a description of the practices in use in national 

parliaments of the EU. It should be noted however that inclusion of specific procedures for 

oversight of budget implementation in a parliament's Rules of Procedure is not an indication of 

the political importance accorded to this oversight in practice. Where possible, some reference is 

made to the level of real importance accorded, on the basis of interviews conducted with staff of 

the parliament concerned by telephone. In regard to the purpose and methods of budgetary  

control in general, readers are referred to the discussion by Jones, LR 1998: ‘Budget Control’ in 

Shafritz, JM (ed) International Encyclopedia of Public Policy and Administration, Vol.1: 242-8. 

(The latter document is available in the Parliamentary Documentation Centre on the fifth floor 

of the Altiero Spinelli building.)   

 

For reasons of space and legibility the information provided here is necessarily summary and 

incomplete. NAB is an acronym for 'National Audit Body'. 

 

* * * 
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AUSTRIA 

 

The NAB (National Audit Body, or the Rechnungshof in the case of Austria) is an organ of the 

lower house of parliament, the Nationalrat. It submits an annual report to the Nationalrat at the 

end of the year and collaborates closely with its Public Accounts Committee 

(Rechnungshofausschuss). The latter is composed of 17 members of the Nationalrat and is 

traditionally chaired by a member of a party in opposition. The President of the Rechnungshof 

attends committee meetings at which its audit reports are discussed, together with 

representatives of the bodies audited, who may be called as witnesses. The annual report is 

published after presentation to the Nationalrat and the government and is often the object of 

considerable media attention. 

 

The Public Accounts Committee has a Standing Sub-Committee, which may, if the Nationalrat 

so decides or if a requisite number of members of the Nationalrat so request, conduct 

investigations concerning the federal financial accounts. However, the Nationalrat has never 

refused to approve these accounts and there is no basis on which to speculate in regard to the 

political consequences of such a refusal. 

 

The President of the Court of Audit is elected by the Nationalrat for a term of office of twelve 

years. As an organ of the Nationalrat, the Court of Audit is the body competent to exercise 

financial control over all economic activities of the Federal Government. It is also empowered 

to examine the financial management of public corporations. In addition, the Court of Audit 

engages in special investigations concerning financial management issues when called upon to 

do so by a decision of the Nationalrat or when this is demanded by a qualified minority. It may 

also at any time report its observations to parliament, along with proposals for action. 

 

The examinations carried out by the Court of Audit extend to numerical correctness of public 

accounts, compliance with existing regulations, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of 

expenditure. It is itself responsible for preparing the Federal Accounts and submits them to the 

Nationalrat. Members of parliament may submit questions to the President of the Court on 

budgetary affairs, as well as the organisation of the Court itself. 
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BELGIUM 

 

Members of the NAB (Cour des Comptes) are chosen by the Chamber of Representatives which 

must also approve any changes to its rules of procedure. A report containing observations 

relating to the "State Account" is submitted annually and separate reports are sent to the 

"Councils of Communities and Regions". The Cour is responsible not only for a formal check 

on conformity of public expenditure with the rules in force but must also check that the 

principles of economy, efficiency and effectiveness have been respected. The Senate is excluded 

by the Constitution from examining budgetary matters and the state accounts. 

 

A subcommittee of the Committee on Finance and the Budget of the Chamber of 

Representatives examines the Court's findings and since 1986 a similar sub-committee has 

existed in the Senate. Both sub-committees seek to identify solutions to problems raised by the 

Court and suggest legislative changes.  

 

Members of parliament may also obtain information about any file after it has been examined by 

the Cour des Comptes and the latter submits regular reports on specific subjects and the follow-

up to questions put to it by members of parliament. If a question involves research by the Court, 

the Chamber of Representatives will decide on the acceptability of the request and fix a 

deadline. 

 

Analyses of management of public expenditure may be requested by the Chamber from the 

Court, which will also inform parliament of any urgent matters in the course of the year. 

 

Every year the Chamber of Representatives adopts a  "law of accounts", which has the effect of 

closing the government's accounts for the period concerned. This draft law is formally submitted 

by the Minister of Finance in October of the year following the budgetary year concerned, that 

is at about the same time that the Cour des Comptes must submit its annual report. However, the 

Court also provides members of parliament with a preview of execution of the budget in May, 

which allows in theory for an early examination of responsibility of ministers in specific cases 

and even for a provisional discharge. 
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DENMARK 

 

The Folketing Public Accounts Committee is not subordinate to either Folketing or Government 

and acts as an intermediary between NAB and Parliament. Its six paid members hold office for 

four years and need not be members of the Folketing; their tenure is not affected by general 

elections. The Committee decides which reports of the NAB (Rigsrevisionen) should be 

submitted to the Folketing apart from the Auditor-General's "Special Reports", which must be so 

submitted. Since 1991 the Government is obliged to respond to the recommendations of the 

Public Accounts Committee. 

 

The NAB is in fact itself an institution under the authority of parliament and the Auditor-

General is appointed by the "speaker". It reports to a minister and to Parliament only if it has not 

succeeded, through discussion with the institution concerned, in rectifying weaknesses of 

financial management revealed by its audits. "Special Audit Reports" are produced for 

submission to the Folketing if the Auditor-General decides that the outcome of inspection audits 

or audits of performance or financial management warrant this. In general, results of 

performance audits are submitted to the Folketing's Public Accounts Committee only where the 

Auditor-General considers them to be of fundamental significance. The Committee forwards the 

Special Report - with comments of its own - to the Folketing and the Minister concerned, who 

must respond within four months, giving details of measures taken in response. This reply and 

the comments thereon of the Auditor-General form the basis of a report by the Public Accounts 

Committee and of subsequent follow-up work. 
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FINLAND 

 

Parliamentary State Auditors are appointed by the national parliament. They are responsible for 

overseeing the state's finances and supervising compliance with the budget.  

 

Each year, the State Auditors give Parliament a report on the observations made in the course of 

their work of oversight. This report must propose what official comments and reprimands 

should be issued as a result of these observations and recommend measures to redress any 

failings or shortcomings detected.  

 

The Finnish Constitution does not require a decision by Parliament to approve the state’s annual 

accounts nor to discharge the government in regard to its implementation of the budget. The 

Finance Committee has established a sub-committee which, in the course of its examination of 

the State Auditors’ report, hears several dozen experts, of whom many are government officials, 

but it does not call ministers. It spends roughly 30 hours per annum hearing such experts. 

 

The NAB ("State Audit office") produces a large number of reports annually which, when they 

are finalised, are all published with a press release. An annual report summarising the office's 

work is submitted to the Parliamentary State Auditors and Ministry of Finance. 

 

According to the new Constitution approved by Parliament, the independent State Audit Office 

will begin operating in collaboration with Parliament at the beginning of 2001. This measure is 

intended to improve Parliament’s access to information on the results of audits and to strengthen 

Parliament’s position in the exercise of budgetary power. The Office will submit regular reports 

on its activities to Parliament, but this change should not affect the existing procedure for 

individual audit reports.  
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FRANCE 

 

The NAB is the Cour des Comptes. This body produces a report to parliament on execution of 

the budget law and an annual public report, as well as special reports, particularly on issues of 

performance. The report on the budget law comments on the execution of government spending 

in relation to the budget approved by parliament and includes information on breaches of 

budgetary rules. It also provides explanations for discrepancies between planned expenditure 

and out-turn.  

 

The annual report is completed by July and is examined by the Finance Committees of both 

Assemblée Nationale and Sénat. It examines matters arising from performance audit and a 

summary of points arising from the previous discharge procedure. (Recently the government has 

committed itself to examine every quarter observations made by the Cour des Comptes in its 

published reports and answer questions from parliament on action taken.) The Finance 

Committee of the Assemblée Nationale examines the annual report in detail and submits a 

questionnaire to the Cour des Comptes to which its President responds in person at a hearing. 

On occasion the committee has invited ministers of finance and the budget to debate criticisms 

expressed by the Cour des Comptes in its documents. The committee nominates rapporteurs to 

cover different areas of public expenditure, whose work contributes to the establishment of its 

general report on the closure of the accounts (règlement).  

 

Formally, the Assemblée Nationale is presented every year with a draft law on the state accounts 

(loi de règlement) which is usually adopted with little discussion in plenary. This law, which 

must be submitted before the end of the year succeeding the financial year under review, is the 

formal basis for parliament's control over public expenditure. It contains the summary statement 

of closure of the accounts and is accompanied by annexes which explain cases of over-spending 

(but not under-spending) and a detailed review of expenditure. The report of the Cour des 

Comptes is also annexed. The Assemblée Nationale  has never recently refused to approve the 

state accounts. The procedure is not usually imbued with any political tension, partly because of 

the delay between the financial year concerned and the procedure for approval of the accounts. 

It does not often attract interest from the media. 
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GERMANY 

 

The public accounts for a budget year are laid before the ‘Bundestag’ by the Finance Ministry. 

They are checked by the NAB (Bundesrechnungshof) and then examined in parliament by the 

Bundestag's Committee on Public Accounts (Rechnungsprüfungsausschuss). 

 

The NAB provides assistance to the federal parliament (Bundestag) and to the federal council 

(Bundesrat) and to the federal governement. It produces special reports on subjects of concern 

and advisory reports for the Bundestag's Committees on Appropriations and on Public 

Accounts. It seeks to improve standards of public administration rather than highlighting 

examples of poor management. Reports which are critical of government administration are 

issued only if a ministry is reluctant to accept its recommendations. 

 

The NAB's Annual report is known as the "Observations". It is submitted to parliament in the  

autumn following the financial year concerned and is discussed in the 

Rechnungsprüfungsausschuss, which is a subsidiary committee of the Budgets Committee, in 

the presence of representatives of the Bundesrechnungshof and of the ministries of public bodies 

under audit. The "Observations" are published by Parliament.  

 

In the Bundesrat, it is not customary to question government ministers critically either in 

committee or in plenary in regard to these observations; however, the Bundestag’s Public 

Accounts Committee does hold frequent meetings with representatives of the bodies whose 

financial management is under review and on occasion with ministers. 

 

When it has completed its work this committee forwards a report and detailed recommendation 

for a resolution to the Budget Committee, which then recommends to Parliament a formal 

discharge for the year in question. The ensuing debate normally takes place before the summer 

break and has only political significance; discharge does not constitute a legal requirement for 

government to continue. Nor does the parliamentary process of discharge attract great media 

interest or political conflict; in budgetary affairs parliamentary attention is more concentrated on 

the establishment of the state budget and less on the analysis of the expenditure. 

 

The NAB is responsible for following-up the recommendations of Parliament. There is no 

parliamentary requirement formally to close the accounts. 
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GREECE 

 

The NAB or audit court submits an annual report to the Chamber of Deputies together with a 

declaration on the "annual financial statement", the general balance sheet of the state, and a draft 

law on discharge. The draft law must be submitted not more than one year after the end of the 

financial year concerned. The constitution provides that these documents be examined by a 

special parliamentary committee. The Chamber takes account of this declaration, which 

examines execution of the budget, in an annual debate at which it approves the law giving 

discharge on the state budget. The annual report is published in the State Gazette and sets out 

the court's observations arising from its audit work and makes proposals for reform, including 

legislative proposals.  

 

The chamber does not devote much time to the annual report, but must examine the declaration; 

discussions take place in the full chamber and not in parliamentary committee.  
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IRELAND 

 

The annual report of the NAB (the Comptroller and Auditor-General) forms the basis of 

parliament's examination of state revenue and expenditure by the Committee on Public 

Accounts. Heads of government departments and other state bodies are called to answer any 

criticisms expressed in this document. 

 

The Committee on Public Accounts consists of 12 members of parliament, none of whom may 

be a minister, and is chaired by a member of the opposition. It is entitled to send for persons, 

papers and records. Its findings are reported to the full parliament (the Dail) but follow-up is a 

matter for the government. The Ministry of Finance informs the Committee on Public Accounts 

of actions taken in response to its reports.  The Comptroller and Auditor-General is a permanent 

witness and attends all meetings of the committee. 

 

The Standing Orders for the Dàil Eireann (rules of procedure) state that the committee shall 

present an annual progress report on its activities and plans; that it shall refrain from making 

public confidential information regarding the activities of government departments, if requested; 

and shall also refrain from enquiring into the merits of policies. 

 

Although the NAB presents an annual report directly to the parliament in the case of the main 

government budget ("the appropriation accounts"), reports are also prepared on all public bodies 

and submitted to the appropriate minister, who in turn submits the report to parliament.  Value 

for money issues are the object of special reports, agreed with the Committee of Public 

Accounts, but which are submitted first to the minister concerned. 

 

There is no specific procedure for closing the accounts. 
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ITALY 

 

The annual report of the NAB (Corte dei Conti) is submitted at the end of June to both chambers 

of parliament and to the Treasury. It is both an evaluation of the legality of execution of the 

budget and a review of budget management which seeks to assess whether objectives set by 

parliament have been achieved. It includes recommendations for action to improve laws and 

regulations governing public administration.  

 

Before submitting this report the Court is required to give a ruling on government accounts 

which confirms "compliance". This seal of approval is given in the form of a judgement by the 

Court's "United Chambers" sitting as a court of law in public hearing and in the presence of the 

Attorney General. It constitutes the basis for the discharge. The Court also carries out specific 

special reports at the request of Parliament.  

 

The reports of the NAB are not presented to a single parliamentary committee but dealt with by 

the committee with a responsibility for the area of government concerned. Recommendations of 

these reports have no binding force in themselves but are used by parliament to exercise control 

over the executive.  The government presents each year a draft law for approval of the general 

accounts of the state which, before it is discussed in parliament, must receive the Court's 

"certificate of conformity" - a report which may list irregularities in government expenditure 

over the period concerned. The parliamentary committees then examine the law and the 

observations of the Court in the presence of representatives of the Treasury and other ministries 

as appropriate. 

 

The parliamentary process concludes with a vote (hitherto always positive) on the draft law, 

which has the effect of absolving the government from any consequences in regard to possible 

irregularities listed by the Court.  
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LUXEMBOURG 

 

The public accounts of the state are submitted to the Chamber of Deputies with the comments of 

the NAB (Chambre des Comptes). The latter's annual report aims to provide parliamentarians 

with information enabling them to exercise control over public finance, but its contents are left 

to the discretion of the NAB. Recently more attention has been paid in this report to matters 

pertaining to the economy, efficiency and effectiveness of public expenditure. From 2000 a 

Court of Auditors (Cour des Comptes) will be established. 

 

A draft law is submitted by the government for debate in the parliament concerning approval of 

the public accounts for a specific budgetary year. The legislation on public accounts provides 

that the budget for a succeeding year when it is submitted for a vote in the Chamber of Deputies 

be accompanied by the accounts of the preceding year. Specific problems are however only 

debated occasionally and a special parliamentary commission may be appointed for this 

purpose. The Chamber has never refused to approve the public accounts but such a refusal 

would probably result in the fall of the government of the day if it had been responsible for the 

annual budget concerned . 

 

From January 2000 the Chambre des Députés will establish a special Committee for Budgetary 

Implementation (Commission de l’exécution budgétaire) which will be responsible for the 

examination of reports produced by the new Court of Auditors. It will be chaired by a member 

of the opposition and is expected to lead to much greater interest in the process of budgetary 

control by parliament. 
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THE NETHERLANDS 

 

The NAB (Rekenkamer) is an independent and autonomous body whose board of three members 

is appointed by the government but from a selection made by the lower house of parliament 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal). The Rekenkamer reports to parliament at various times 

throughout the year. By 31 March each year it is required to have produced an Annual Report on 

its activities and each September it submits its report on the State Account. In recent years, with 

the developments in financial accountability, this has contained detailed reports on each 

ministry.  

 

The Rekenkamer frequently publishes its audit reports and in addition produces about 25 special 

reports throughout the year. These can attract media attention and a rapid response from 

government. In addition, any reports of the Rekenkamer that are published through the States-

General automatically pass into the public domain as parliamentary documents and are thus 

available for public scrutiny. Other investigations may be made public in the form of a letter to a 

minister, but are not published as parliamentary documents. If the Rekenkamer is not convinced 

of the justification for certain items of public expenditure, it may start an investigation. If the 

ministry concerned is then unable to prove justification, the minister must submit a bill to 

Parliament seeking an indemnity, which will discharge the minister if adopted. But such a bill 

has only been presented twice since 1973.  

 

Within parliament, the NAB's reports are considered by the “Committee on Public Expenditure” 

(Commissie voor de Rijksuitgaven), which has the authority to call ministers to account and seek 

further evidence via the Rekenkamer. The latter's reports are frequently used by parliament for 

questioning ministers. The Committee on Public Expenditure may investigate any part of the 

national budget. Both houses of parliament may request work from the Rekenkamer but it is 

responsible for organising its own work plan and has maintained an independent role. It meets 

the Committee on Public Expenditure twice a year to discuss matters of mutual interest and the 

relationship is formalised in the context of the Rekenkamer's approval of the ‘State Account’, 

during which it may seek changes in government expenditure programmes. There is a formal 

procedure for discharging the government in respect of its financial management for a particular 

budgetary year. The Minister of Finance requests discharge by letter, which is given when both 

chambers of parliament have examined the State Account. The budgetary year is then closed. 

Parliament has never refused a discharge. 

 

The Rekenkamer plays no direct role in the discharge procedure; it assesses the impact of its 

work by carrying out follow-up audits on a regular basis. These normally take place between 

one and three years after the initial report is published and the results of the follow-up work are 

published in the Annual Report. In the follow-up work the Rekenkamer indicates which of its 

recommendations have been implemented. 
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PORTUGAL 

 

The NAB (Tribunal de Contas) submits an annual report on the public accounts within six 

months of the end of the year concerned to parliament (Assembleia da Republica), which is then 

published in the official gazette. The general accounts of the state and reports on the 

implementation of expenditure plans must also be presented to parliament by the end of the year 

following that under review. These documents are then examined in committee, in particular the 

"committee on the economy, finance and planning", and a final opinion is expressed. The 

parliament approves the government's execution of the budget on the basis of this opinion and 

the Tribunal's report, following a debate initiated and closed by a representative of the 

government. 

 

This procedure is equivalent to giving discharge and closing the accounts. 

 

There is no custom of cross-examination of government witnesses in the parliamentary 

committees concerned. The Tribunal itself has the power to sanction defective administration or 

failure to put into practice its earlier recommendations. 
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SPAIN 

 

The General State Accounts are submitted to the NAB (Tribunal de Cuentas or Auditing 

Commission), which is the body responsible for auditing all public sector accounts. It is directly 

answerable to the Cortes Generales for whom it acts by delegation. Its annual report for the 

Cortes informs them of any infringements committed in execution of the state budget or 

liabilities incurred. This annual report, with an analysis of the state's accounts, includes 

observations on financial management by the state and the public sector in general; on 

observance of legislative requirements and compliance with the budget; and on the efficiency 

and economy of public expenditure. A number of themes are developed in detail. Other reports 

on specific subjects may be requested by the Cortes from the Tribunal. 

 

A Joint Committee of the two chambers of parliament for relations with the Tribunal de Cuentas 

has been established and consists of 22 members of congress and 17 senators. It considers this 

report and may appoint a rapporteur. On the basis of its conclusions and any motions for 

resolution adopted in the Joint Committee, the Cortes Generales resolves to accept the accounts. 

In case of conflict between the two chambers, the joint committee meets again, but ultimately 

the Congress of Deputies would decide by an absolute majority whether to accept the report of 

the Tribunal de Cuentas.   

 

In practice the NAB's report is accepted without question, although the Joint Committee can ask 

for more information. There is no tradition of cross-examination of government ministers 

(although it is possible for the joint committee to request specific controls and to request the 

appearance of members of the government or public authorities for explanations both orally and 

in writing), but the President of the Tribunal de Cuentas may be asked to present the report. 

There appears to be no procedure for sanctioning the government in regard to any criticisms 

expressed of its financial management. Follow-up is conducted by the NAB itself.  
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SWEDEN 

 

As in Denmark and Finland, the parliament has its own parliamentary auditors for examining 

government activities, who exist in addition to the NAB of the government 

(Riksrevisionsverket). In Sweden, the Riksdag elects 12 of these auditors from amongst its own 

members after each general election. They investigate all state activities on behalf of the 

Riksdag but focus on general issues and matters of principle rather than detailed audit work. 

They have access to all government papers and their choice of subjects may reflect the wishes of 

individual parliamentary committees but are not limited to these. They seek to avoid duplication 

with the auditors of the government, but annual report of the latter organisation is also made 

available to a standing committee of parliament. 

 

The reports of the parliamentary auditors (Riksdagen Revisorer) include recommendations for 

improvements to methods and regulations and form the basis of proposals submitted to a 

standing committee of the Riksdag which considers them and submits its decision to the plenary 

session for debate. 
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UNITED KINGDOM 

 

Accounts are prepared each year for separate government departments and submitted for audit 

by November. The NAB (National Audit Office, under the authority of the Comptroller and 

Auditor-General) is an office of the House of Commons and may comment on any aspect of 

these accounts. Once certified by the NAB the accounts are laid before the House of Commons 

but do not have to be formally approved. The House of Lords has no role. 

 

The Committee of Public Accounts of the House of Commons, chaired by a senior member of 

the opposition - but not a "shadow" minister, meets twice a week during parliamentary sessions 

to discuss reports of the NAB, which may concern accounts of a public body or value for money 

assessments. It questions witnesses from the public body examined in the report, but 

government ministers do not appear before it. 

 

The NAB's audit opinion is set out in a certificate published with the financial statement of the 

public body concerned. Other reports are published by the House of Commons. In addition the 

Comptroller and Auditor-General produces an annual report but neither this nor the value-for-

money reports have to be approved by a formal resolution. The parliamentary committee 

concerned prepares its own reports after hearing witnesses. It makes detailed recommendations 

to which the government responds within two months on action taken or planned in response to 

these recommendations (or else with an explanation of why the recommendation has not been 

accepted). 

 

Once a year the work of the committee on public accounts is discussed in full session of the 

House of Commons. The debate considers a selection of the committee's reports and concludes 

with a motion noting their contents only. There is no formal procedure granting discharge to the 

government in regard to its management of the budget. 

 

 

 

* * * 
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ANNEX  
 

Procedure for the consideration and adoption  

of decisions on the granting of discharge 

(Annex V) 
 

Article 1 

Documents 
 

1. The following documents shall be printed and distributed:  

 a) the revenue and expenditure account, the financial analysis and the balance sheet 

forwarded by the Commission; 

 b) the Annual Report and special reports of the Court of Auditors, accompanied by the 

Institutions' answers; 

 c) the statement of assurance as to the reliability of the accounts and the legality and 

regularity of the underlying transactions provided by the Court of Auditors pursuant to 

Article 248 of the EC Treaty; 

 d) the Council recommendation. 

2. These documents shall be referred to the committee responsible. Any committee concerned 

may deliver an opinion. 

3. Where other committees wish to deliver opinions, the President shall set the time limit within 

which these shall be communicated to the committee responsible. 

 

Article 2 

Consideration of report 

 

1. Parliament shall consider a report from the committee responsible concerning discharge by 

30 April of the year following the adoption of the Court of Auditors' Annual Report as 

required by the Financial Regulation. 

2. Parliament's Rules relating to amendments and voting shall apply unless otherwise provided 

in this annex. 

Amendments proposing the opposite to the proposal of the committee responsible are 

inadmissible. 

 

Article 3 

Granting or refusing to grant discharge 

 

The committee responsible shall draw up a report comprising:  

a) a proposal for a decision granting or refusing to grant discharge; 

b) a proposal for a decision closing the accounts of all the Community's revenue, expenditure, 

assets and liabilities; 

c) a motion for a resolution containing the comments accompanying the discharge decision 

including both an assessment of the Commission's budgetary management over the financial 

year and observations relating to the implementation of expenditure for the future; 

d) an explanatory statement. 
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Article 4 

Postponement of discharge 

 

1. The committee responsible may table a motion for a resolution postponing the discharge 

decision. This motion shall set out the reasons for postponement. 

2. Such a motion shall be included on the agenda of the next part-session following its tabling. 

 

Article 5 

Consideration in Parliament 

 

1. Any motion for a resolution on the discharge shall be included on the agenda of the first part-

session following its tabling. 

2. Only the motion for a resolution containing the comments accompanying the proposals for a 

decision or postponing the discharge decision may be the subject of amendments in 

Parliament. 

3. Adoption of the report in Parliament shall follow the order of Article 3. 

4. The proposal for a decision closing the accounts shall be put to the vote whatever the 

outcome of the vote on granting or refusing to grant discharge (Article 3(a)). If this proposal 

is not adopted by Parliament, the report shall be deemed to be referred back to committee 

5. Parliament shall decide on the proposals for a decision by a majority of the votes cast, 

pursuant to Article 198 of the EC Treaty. 

 

Article 6 

Implementation of discharge decisions 

 

1. The President shall forward any decision or resolution of Parliament pursuant to Articles 3 or 

4 to the Commission and to each of the other institutions. He shall arrange for their 

publication in the Official Journal in the series appropriate to acts of a legislative character. 

2. The committee responsible shall report to Parliament at least annually on the action taken by 

the institutions in response to the comments accompanying the discharge decisions and the 

other comments contained in Parliament's resolutions concerning the implementation of 

expenditure. 

3. On the basis of a report by the committee responsible for budgetary control, the President, 

acting on behalf of Parliament, may bring an action before the Court of Justice against the 

institution concerned, pursuant to Article 232 of the EC Treaty, for failure to comply with 

the obligations deriving from the comments accompanying the discharge decision or the 

other resolutions concerning implementation of expenditure. 

 

 

 

• * * * 
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