
I. QUESTIONS TO COMMISSIONER POTOCNIK 

1. Reservations in the 6th Framework Programme:  

Reservations have been made every year by each of the four Research family 
services due to the rate of residual errors affecting cost claims in the 6th Framework 
Programme. The joint audit strategy is part of the internal control system which aims 
to achieve a 2% residual risk level over the programming period; however, at the 
halfway stage of the implementation of the strategy the services reported cumulative 
error rates in excess of 2%.  

Nevertheless, despite the harmonised approach adopted and the first results of the 
mid-term review, there are signs that the common multi-annual audit strategy might 
not be sufficient to meet the objectives of reducing the overall level of error below the 
currently accepted threshold of materiality (2%). 

Given the reservations on the 6th FMP, does the Commission intend to do the 
necessary in order to change this situation or will this reservation be maintained 
until the end of the programme? 
 
Reply: 
 
In order to address criticism from the European Court of Auditors as regards the 
relatively high number of errors under FP6, the Research Directorate Generals, in 
2007, have established a joint multi annual control strategy for FP6 which includes 
the extrapolation of audit findings to non-audited contracts with the same beneficiary. 
The objective of this control strategy was to reduce the residual error rate at the end of 
the Programme period below the 2% materiality threshold. 
 
This control strategy has led to a significant increase of the number of audits (as of 
31/08/2009 1450 FP6 audits have been closed) and has produced significant positive 
results. The European Court of Auditors recognises in its Annual Report for financial 
year 2008 that the Commission has made progress in implementing this control 
strategy. The most visible one is the reduction in the level of errors for this policy 
group. Since the 2% materiality threshold established by the Court of Auditors 
continues to be the key element for reservations, the Commission expects the 
common reservation for FP6 projects to be maintained for 2009 and possibly for 
2010, if it should turn out that the 2% objective will not be achieved. 
 
In its proposal for a tolerable risk of error for certain policy areas including research 
to be submitted in the first semester of 2010, the Commission will evaluate the 
experience made, in particular in the light of the costs of the very ambitious common 
audit strategy for FP6.  On this basis a discussion with the budgetary authorities on 
the tolerable risk of error for the research area should take place (see for further 
details reply to question 3). 
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2. Distribution of the activities between the research DGs 
 
According to the Court of Auditors 2008 Annual Report, paragraph 7.32: "The 
research DGs consistently follow a coherent approach to the ex-post audits, and have 
made efforts to closely coordinate and monitor the implementation of the audit 
strategy. However, the distribution of the activities between the research DGs, 
together with the lack of use of an integrated management information system renders 
coordination more difficult; in particular for the follow-up of audit results". 
 
Could the Commission explain what will be the consequences of this criticism of 
the Court? 
 
Reply: 
 
The Commission welcomes the Court's assessment of the coherent approach to the ex-
post audits strategy. A high level of coordination as regard the auditing activity is 
achieved through the interdepartmental working groups among the research DGs. The 
two Research executive agencies have been integrated into those co-ordination 
activities during 2009. 
 
The Court does not argue that the existing coordination arrangements are ineffective 
or insufficient, but that an integrated IT management system would facilitate 
coordination. This is true, but the architecture of the IT applications supporting the 
management of the framework programme is complex. The IT tools supporting the 
audit process must be integrated with the other processes managed by each DG. It is 
therefore particularly difficult to develop a common tool which would meet all the 
diverse functional requirements of the Research DG's. Nevertheless the work has 
begun on integrating the FP7 IT. 
 
The research family DG's conduct regular meetings and use a Wiki site to inform each 
other about audit results to effectively ensure coordination. 
 
 

3. The concept of tolerable risk of error:  

The Commission reiterates its call for a common understanding of the concept of 
tolerable risk of error, and will make proposals accordingly, on the basis of its 
Communication of 16 December 2008 (Point 3.2, page 9). 

How will the Commission prepare that in practice? And when will these 
proposals be presented? 
 
Reply: 
 
The Discharge 2007 resolution calls on the Commission to present proposals on 
tolerable risk for all policy areas. Following this, the Commission will re-launch the 
debate by preparing concrete proposals for specific TRE levels for all of the thematic 
expenditure Chapters of the Court of Auditors' annual report. For each of the Chapters 
the Commission intends to analyse in detail DAS errors and the costs of control of the 
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relevant policy area affected by those errors, in order to identify cost effective levels 
of control and thus propose a tolerable risk of error for the policy area. 
 
The first proposals will be made in May 2010 for Research, energy and transport, and 
Rural development. These will accompany the Commission's proposal for the 
triennial revision of the Financial Regulation, in which the concept of TRE will be 
anchored. 
 

 

 
4. Audit certification of the cost statements 
 
Court of Auditors 2008 Annual Report: 
- Paragraph 7.22: "For the 39 transactions audited at the beneficiary where a 
certificate had been provided, the Court compared the results of its own testing with 
the certificate. In 17 or 43 % of cases, the Court found errors in cost statements which 
had received an unqualified opinion from the certifying auditor before submission for 
reimbursement". 
- Paragraph 7.24: "This finding is consistent with the previous year’s results and with 
the findings reported in Chapter 10. It confirms the need for the Commission to 
continue to provide support and guidance to beneficiaries and certifying auditors, in 
order to improve the reliability of this control". 
- Paragraph  7.27. "However, the Commission has not yet produced a clear definition 
of the necessary criteria for assessing whether the beneficiaries’ costing 
methodologies comply with the regulatory requirements. At the end of 2008, this new 
form of ex-ante certification had been approved in only one case". 
 
How does the Commission explain the errors by the certifying auditor? 
Until now how much has been paid in total for the audit certificates in the 6th 
FP? 
 
 
Reply: 
 
The errors by the certifying auditors are most likely due to (i) the complexity of the 
rules; and (ii) the fact that most auditors' reference framework are the national, rather 
than EU research programme rules. 
 
The Commission shares the concern of the Court as regards the correctness of the FP6 
audit certificates. It is clear however that the use of audit certificates has made a 
significant contribution to the prevention and early correction of the errors. 
Furthermore they increased beneficiaries' knowledge and awareness of eligibility 
criteria. 
 
For FP6 the Commission has implemented measures to reinforce the effectiveness of 
audit certificates by improving support to certifying entities, beneficiaries and 
operational services within the Commission. Exhaustive Guidance Notes for Auditors 
and Beneficiaries on certificates issued by external auditors are available on Cordis 
and regularly updated with feedback from users. 
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The information related to the costs of FP6 audit certificates is not systematically 
registered by Research services in a central database. Thus global statistics are not 
available from the beginning of FP6. However as an example for DG INFSO, 11.665 
audit certificates were received for FP6 between 2005 and 2009, representing a total 
cost of € 17.532.066 (or an average of some € 1500/certificate). In the context of FP7, 
since the information related to the cost of the Certificates on the Financial Statements 
is encoded by beneficiaries as part of their electronic cost declaration it will be easier 
to provide consolidated figures. It is worth noting that in FP7 audit certificates will be 
required for payment above EUR 375.000. Thus their number and consequently the 
overall costs will decrease. 
 
To further simplify the audit certification procedures the Commission has reformed 
the audit certification system under FP7. In FP7 audit certificates will be required for 
payment above EUR 375.000. Thus their number and consequently the overall costs 
will decrease. Two further notions have been introduced. 
 
(1) audit certification based on "agreed upon procedures" which consist of a 
compulsory set of procedures to be used by certifying auditors; Auditors are not 
requested to provide an assurance opinion anymore but to perform a set of procedures 
in order to provide an independent report on factual findings, which will be the basis 
for the Commission to assess the eligibility of costs and/or the methodology. 
 
And 
 
(2) Certification of beneficiaries' project cost accounting methodology for 
beneficiaries with multiple participations in order to prevent methodological errors 
 
The aim is to reduce the administrative burden on beneficiaries but also to promote 
the use of correct costing methodologies and therefore reduce the level of error in cost 
statements 
 
As of today the Commission has approved 5 Certificates on the Methodology.  The 
underlying reasons for the rejection of certificates are mainly due to the non 
compliance with the demanding criteria set for the acceptance of average personnel 
costs. Other reasons are weaknesses in time-recording and ineligible costs included in 
direct and indirect costs. 

 

 
 
5. Cost of control systems in the EU Research Policy 
 
When will the Parliament receive a detailed assessment of the cost of control 
systems in the EU Research Policy? 
 
Reply: 
 
The Commission does not foresee to prepare a separate, detailed assessment of the 
costs of control systems in the research policy. However costs of controls will be 
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collected, analysed and reported as an integral part of the Commission's proposal for 
the tolerable risk of error for the Research, energy and transport area, which is 
planned for May 2010. 
 

 

 
6. System of sanctions not applied 
 
As in previous years, the Commission has not applied the system of sanctions in this 
EU policy area. 
According to the Court (Annual Report, paragraph 7.39). "... at the end of 2008, the 
Commission had initiated only a low amount of recoveries, as illustrated by Graph 
7.2, and had still not imposed any sanctions, despite the fact that an extended system 
of sanctions was one of the main corrective measures introduced at the start of FP6 in 
2002". 
 
What is the reason of this non-application of the system of sanctions in case of 
errors? 
 
Reply: 
  
As the Court points out, in 2008 neither liquidated damages nor sanctions had been 
applied. In 2009 the research DGs have defined and implemented common guidelines 
on the application of liquidated damages1.  They have now been applied in some 30 
contracts in the Research Family. 
 
The legal principles for the application of sanctions in the form of financial penalties 
are more complicated by comparison to liquidated damages.  
 
For FP6, after comprehensive discussion on how to apply them, a common position of 
the directorate-generals of the research family should be reached in the first half of 
2010. 
 
For FP7, the standard Grant Agreement foresees that 'a beneficiary that has been 
guilty of making false declarations or has been found to have seriously failed to meet 
its obligations under this grant agreement shall be liable to financial penalties'. 
Furthermore beneficiaries could be excluded from all Community grants for a 
maximum of two years from the date the infringement.  The Commission services are 
working on the implementing rules of these provisions. 
 
Under FP6 the Commission had to assess the opportunity of applying sanctions to 
faulting contractors, whereas under FP7 the use of these sanctions is mandatory. 
 
 

                                                 
1 In addition to the recovery of funds, the Commission is entitled to claim compensation 
liquidated damages) from a beneficiary who is found to have overstated eligible costs and 
consequently received an unjustified contribution from the EU. Any beneficiary found to be 
persistently in breach of its contractual obligations may also be liable to penalties. 

5 



7. System control's assessment 
 
Because of its multiannual nature, the effectiveness of the control strategy of the 
Research DG will not be fully measured and evaluated until the final stage of the life 
of the Framework Programme, once the ex-post strategy audit has been fully 
implemented and errors has been detected and corrected. The implementation of the 
strategy is closely monitored, and a mid-term review was planned for 2008. 
The Court found again that the control systems in the Research field were partially 
effective in ensuring the regularity of transactions. 
 
Could the Commission explain what the conclusions of this assessment are? Will 
the Parliament and the Court receive it soon? 
What changes to these ongoing programmes have been recommended in the 
evaluation reports? 
Did the internal control system make an impact so far and have there been any 
noticeable improvements regarding the audit of the payments? 
 
Reply: 
 
The implementation of the FP6 Audit Strategy has meant a significant cultural change 
in the DG's of the Research family through a reinforced focus on audit and control 
matters. The Audit Strategy has strengthened the audit and control pillar of the 
research process cycle and it has also led to a large increase of staff with auditing, 
accounting and control skills 
 
As of 31/08/2009, the RDGs have closed more than 1,450 FP6 audits covering almost 
3,000 participations. The audited amount of EC contributions in a FP has previously 
never been as high (over 1,200,000,000€). 
 
The Mid-Term Review of the Audit Strategy was finalised in  6 March 2009. The 
Court received the Mid-Term Review on 30 March 2009. On request the Commission 
will be happy to transmit the Mid-Term Review to the European Parliament. 
 
The Mid-Term Review confirmed that the "corporate" FP6 Audit Strategy 
satisfactorily delivers on the expected objectives and that its principles are inherently 
sound, but that reinforcement is required in a number of areas. 
 
This judgment is also shared by the Court who acknowledges that in recent years the 
Commission has reinforced its control systems, has considerably increased the 
coverage of expenditure by ex-post audits and has made progress in implementing the 
audit strategy. Moreover, the Court of Auditors recognises that the reinforcement of 
the control system has contributed to a reduction in the level of errors for this policy 
group. 
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8. Simplification 
Der Europäische Rechnungshof hat in seinem Jahresbericht über die Ausführung des 
Haushaltsplans zum Haushaltsjahr 2008, die Empfehlung abgegeben, die Förderregeln 
für das nächste Forschungsrahmenprogramm (RP8) weiter zu vereinfachen (Ziffer 
7.42. Seite 152). Die Kommission gibt an diese Empfehlung zu akzeptieren.  
 
Inwieweit wird die Kommission die Förderfähigkeitsregeln und 
Haushaltsvorschriften im Bereich der Forschung sowie die Komplexität von 
Programmen und deren Abwicklung zukünftig vereinfachen? Durch welche 
Maßnahmen wird die Kommission eine solche Vereinfachung erzielen, damit 
Hochschulen, Forschungseinrichtungen und Unternehmen die Programme ohne 
verwaltungsbezogene Hürden und ohne überzogene Kosten und Zeitaufwand in 
Anspruch nehmen können? Inwiefern wird dafür Sorge getragen, dass die 
Verwaltungsvorschriften realistisch und praxisnah ausgearbeitet werden, sodass 
bloße Formfehler nicht mehr zur Aberkennung der Förderfähigkeit führen 
können?  

 
 
Reply: 
 
The Commission concurs with the Court's view to further simplify the funding rules 
for the next research Framework Programme (FP8). 
 
To this end the European Commission will adopt in the first semester 2010 a 
communication to the Council and the European Parliament that explores options to 
further simplify the rules and procedures for research funding, in particular in view of 
FP8. This communication will address many of the questions referred to above and 
will launch a broad inter institutional discussion to consider new concepts for research 
funding. In this context, particular consideration should be given to the issues raised 
by the European Court of Auditors as to whether it is possible to recast expenditure 
programmes in terms, not of eligible inputs, but in terms of acceptable outputs and to 

(English working translation) 
 
The European Court of Auditors recommends in its annual report concerning the 
financial year 2008 to further simplify the funding rules for the next research 
Framework Programme (FP8) (Nr. 7.42. Page 152). The Commission declares to 
accept this recommendation. 
 
To which extent the Commission will further simplify the funding and financial 
rules within the area of research as well as the complexity and management of 
programmes? Which actions will the Commission take to achieve such a 
simplification, in order to enable universities, research centres and companies to 
benefit from the programmes without any administrative obstacles and without 
excessive costs and time consuming procedures? How will the Commission 
ensure that administrative regulations are drawn up realistically and with a 
practical orientation, so that purely formal errors do no longer result into 
ineligibility? 
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make greater use than at present of lump sum or flat rate payments instead of the 
reimbursement of "real costs. 
 
 
9. Methodology 
 
Does the Commission consider that a change in the control methodology could be 
a solution for the different point of view between the Commission and the Court? 
If so, what change would the Commission propose? 
 
Reply: 
 
The Commission has worked with the Court in order to align their views when 
examining the eligibility of costs declared. Since the 2008 financial year we have 
noticed a significant convergence in the error rates detected by the Court and the 
Commission. This has been explicitly noted in the Court's report (see § 7.13 of the 
Court's Annual Report 2008). 
 

 

 
10. Executive agency for competition and innovation, European Research 
Council (a scientific council and an executive agency) and Research Executive 
Agency 
 
Can the Commissions explain what the benefits of these agencies are? What do 
they actually do? 
How are the salaries of the staff in the agencies established? 
What is the salary of the senior management (director and board members), and 
what are their value added)?  
 
Reply: 
 
The Commission externalised the tasks and set up Executives Agencies in order to 
execute programmes with an increased effectiveness, efficiency and in a more 
economical way through a high degree of specialisation in project management whilst 
permitting a direct line of accountability to the Commission services. This was 
acknowledged by the European Court of Auditors in its 2009 special report. The 
Court found that agencies deliver better results in terms of reduced time for 
contracting, more rapid approval procedures for technical and financial reports and 
lower payment times. 
 
The Commission has set up Executive agencies that are applying the FP7 rules in a 
harmonised way with the research family DGs. The Agencies are specialised on the 
project implementation. 
By delegating these tasks to the agencies the Commission can now better refocus on 
its institutional tasks such as policy- making and strategic management. 
In addition services can be delivered at lower costs as a large proportion of staff 
engaged (up to 75%) are contract agents (instead of officials that would have been 
hired at the Commission) 
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The Research Executive Agency (REA) implements parts of the Seventh Framework 
Programme (FP7). It ensures implementation of the People Specific Programme, the 
part of the Capacities Specific Programme which targets SMEs and the parts of the 
Cooperation Specific Programme focusing on the areas of Space and Security. 
 
The REA also manages the proposal evaluation facilities across nearly the whole of 
FP7, providing services for legal and financial validation of participants and 
managing the Research Enquiry Service. The overall policy remains in its parent DGs, 
i.e. DG RTD and other Research DGs. The REA will manage research projects to a 
value of €6.4 billion between  2007 and 2013 and will run until 31.12.2017. 
 
The European Research Council Executive Agency (ERCEA) ensures the 
implementation of the IDEAS Specific Programme for the benefit of the Scientific 
Community by financing frontier research projects. The policy, programming and 
evaluation are done in cooperation with its parent DG, i.e. DG RTD and the Scientific 
Council that establishes the overall scientific strategy of the ERC and monitors its 
implementation. The ERC-EA will manage research projects to a value of € 7.5 
billion between 2007 and 2013 and will run until 31.12.2017. 
 
Executive agencies staff, including senior management, salaries follows the salary 
grid based on the provisions of the Staff Regulations and Conditions of Employment 
of other Servants of the European Communities. 
 
The management of the agencies has to be secured by a senior staff. These apply as 
well for their Steering Committees. 
 
The Council Regulation (EC) No 58/2003 defines the role of the Steering Committee 
which is to manage the Executive Agency together with its Director. The management 
of Executive Agencies is ensured by Officials of the European Commission, seconded 
as Temporary Agents to the Agency. The Director of an executive agency is a 
seconded Commission official who manages the executive agency together with a 
Steering Committee. The Director and the Steering Committee are appointed by the 
Commission. The Director is in grade AD 14 and paid accordingly to the Staff 
Regulations.  
 
The members of the Steering Committee being Commission senior managers are paid 
according to the staff regulations. They assume this task as a part of their normal 
duties for the job they do in the Commission and do not receive additional 
remunerations. 
 
However in the ERC-EA Steering Committee there are two external members and 
they are entitled to receive a reimbursement of their travel costs only. 
 
Given the Executive Agencies' responsibilities and the significant size of the agencies 
both in terms of staff (end of 2009 ERCEA: 262 posts; REA: 310) and budget, senior 
management is necessary for coordination and oversight and ensuring some form of 
external scrutiny. Staffing level of the Executive Agencies including their 
management was decided by a regularity committee overseeing the setting up of the 
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Executive Agencies. All staff seconded to the Executive Agencies is reviewed 
annually by the mother DG. 
 
Nevertheless the Commission services continue to monitor and supervise the 
functioning of the Executive Agencies to ensure that best value for money is obtained. 
 
Finally it should be recalled that according to Article 28 of Council Regulation 
58/2003 "an external evaluation report on the first three years of operation of each 
executive agency shall be drawn up by the Commission and submitted to the steering 
committee of the executive agency, to the European Parliament, to the Council and to 
the Court of Auditors. It shall include a cost-benefit analysis as referred to in Article 
3(1). 
 

 

 
11.  Consistent standards of advisory services for applicants 
 
Welche Anstrengungen hat die GD RTD unternommen, um die vom Parlament 
bereits im Rahmen der Reform der Haushaltsordnung 2006 / 2007 geforderte 
Einführung eines "one-face-to-the-customer" bzw. "one-stop-shops" für 
Antragssteller zu erreichen, bei der die Beratung von Antragstellern in 
Förderverfahren mehrerer Generaldirektionen der gleichen "Förderfamilie" 
gebündelt und standardisiert werden soll? Wie hat die GD RTD einen 
gleichmäßigen Beratungsstandard für Antragssteller sichergestellt? Wie wurden 
die Mitarbeiter der GD RTD für ihre Aufgaben geschult? Wie lange dauerten 
durchschnittliche Förderverfahren im Jahr 2008 (Ausschreibung bis 
Vertragsvergabe)? Durch welche Maßnahmen hat die GD RTD darauf 
hingewirkt, dass insbesondere kleine und mittelständische Unternehmen sich an 
Ausschreibungen beteiligen? Wie hat die GD RTD darauf hingewirkt, dass sich 
die Grundlagen der Förderverträge nicht im Nachhinein durch einseitige 
Vertragsauslegung (Guidelines o.ä.) verändern? 

 
 
Reply: 

(English working translation) 
Which efforts did DG RTD take to implement the "one-face-to-the-customer" 
approach respectively "one-stop-shops" for the applicants, which was already 
requested by Parliament in the context of revision of Financial Regulation in 
2006/2007, to advise the applicants during the grants procedure when they are 
distributed to more than one DG of the same "grant family"? How did DG RTD 
ensure a consistent standard of advisory services for applicants? How were DG 
RTD staff trained for their tasks? What was the average duration of grants 
procedures in 2008 (call for proposals to allocation of contract)? By what means 
has DG RTD ensure that in particular SME's take part in tendering procedures? 
How did DG RTD ensure that the basis of the grant agreements is subsequently 
not changed unilaterally by means of unilateral interpretation of the contract 
(guidelines etc.)? 
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The Commission is aware that access to the information on Research policy and 
programmes should be facilitated. Since the start of FP7, the Commission operates a 
single research enquiry service for all questions on participants related to proposal and 
grant management. 
 
Moreover the Commission has successfully introduced the concept of unique 
registration of participants and the related IT systems. Participants do not have to 
provide their legal documents for each participation any more. The legal documents 
are registered and validated once and the information is reused for all subsequent 
participations. The central registry is used for all programmes managed by the four 
"research DGs". This new approach bears fruit now. Nearly 17 000 entities are 
already registered and validated now. 
 
The Commission has made progress in improving the practical processes of proposal 
and grant management. The majority of the Commission's interactions with 
beneficiaries are now via Web-based online applications as the Commission moves 
towards e-FP7. The electronic proposal submission system has been functioning well 
for several years. The new grant negotiation system NEF introduced with the start of 
FP7 is a real success. Since the beginning of 2009 the Commission also has an online 
system for the submission of financial statements and project reporting. All these 
systems are interlinked and connected to the back office systems, presenting the user 
at each process step with Web forms pre-filled with all the existing data, avoiding 
thus repeated requests for the same information. 
 
The Commission's medium-term goal is to integrate all individual systems under a 
common umbrella, the so-called Research Participant Portal. This will provide a 
unique user experience and a seamless integration of all steps of proposal integration 
on one platform ('one stop shop' concept). The Commission is also reviewing the 
possibilities of electronic signatures to replace the currently parallel streams of 
electronic and paper files. 
 
For the first FP7 calls, the Commission sees improvement in the time-to-grant 
compared to FP6. The overall median in FP7 is currently about 330 days. 
 
Several measures where introduced in FP7 to simplify SME participation: The 
reimbursement rates and flat rates for indirect costs for SMEs were considerably 
increased in FP7 in comparison to FP6. The introduction of thresholds for ex-ante 
verification of financial capacity and the revised set of protective measures for 
financially weak participants (no more bank guarantees, blocked accounts or reduced 
pre-financing) reduced the financial and administrative burden from SMEs and are 
particularly helpful for young start-ups. 
 
The introduction of thresholds for providing certificates on financial statements (only 
for EU contributions over € 375,000) reduces the administrative burden for financial 
reporting. In some thematic areas under the specific programme "Cooperation" calls 
with specific topics for projects with obligatory SME participation were implemented. 
As foreseen in the Small Business Act, SMEs participating in an FP7 project keep 
their SME status (and the 75 % funding rate) during the lifetime of the project, even if 
they grow during the project above the thresholds in the SME definition. 
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The provisions of grant agreement are explained in guidelines published on Cordis. 
These guidelines represent the interpretation which will be applied by the 
Commission to the stipulations of the Grant Agreement (GA). They are the result of 
an internal consultation within the Commission, and they explain and precise the GA, 
but do not change it.  The aim of these guidelines is to furnish adequate information to 
the beneficiaries relating to the management of the Grant and to provide them with 
information on the interpretation of the GA by the Commission services, giving legal 
certainty. They are compulsory for the Commission services (to avoid diverging 
interpretations) and are regularly updated on the basis of experience and questions 
received from beneficiaries i.e. via the Enquiry system. 
 


