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Abstract 
 
The study provides an overview of the financial rules applicable to EU research 
framework programmes (FP6 and FP7) in order to identify areas of complexity both in the 
legal framework and in the way the rules are implemented. 
Its key findings and recommendations include the following: 
- rules should be communicated at the time the calls for proposals are published; 
- consistency of interpretation of the rules to be ensured by various means suggested; 
- a communication process ensuring consistent and reliable answers to beneficiaries;  
- the flat rate percentages should be better adapted to the specific categories of 
beneficiaries (SMEs, universities, NGOs, etc.);  
- the simplification process should result in a substantial reform of the financial rules 
applicable to research framework programmes, decided after consultation with all 
parties involved (beneficiaries and their representatives, DGs involved in FPs, DG BUDG, 
external auditors and the Court of Auditors);  
- the evolution of the rules should be smooth, so that the simplification process itself 
does not create an unnecessary burden. 
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FINANCIAL RULES IN THE RESEARCH FRAMEWORK PROGRAMMES 

STREAMLINING RULES FOR PARTICIPATION IN EU RESEARCH 
PROGRAMMES 

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Objectives of the study: 

This study provides an overview of the financial rules applicable to EU research framework 
programmes (FPs) in order to identify areas of complexity both in the legal framework and in 
the way the rules are implemented, and to recommend  changes  to simplify the rules and 
processes. 

Scope 

hen the study was started - and the seventh (FP7, 2007-2013) - for 
are ongoing. 

 of the study. Interviews with the 
European Commission and other stakeholders complemented the initial desk research review by 

lped us to identify rules that create unnecessary complexity as well as 

 interviews were analysed, in order to formulate clear 
conclusions and recommendations. 

One of the main conclusions of the study is that only a small number of rules are criticised as 
which the rules are implemented is more 

problematic than the rules themselves.  

This study focuses on the sixth programming period (FP6, 2003-2006) – for which completed 
projects were being audited w
which projects 

Methodology 

Our methodology for this study was based on desk research and interviews.  

Preliminary desk research was carried out in the first weeks

helping us identify additional relevant reference documents.  

Further, interviews he
financial risks for applicants and beneficiaries, and to develop recommendations to tackle issues 
linked to these rules.  

Findings from the desk research and

Key findings and recommendations 

such by beneficiaries, and that the manner in 
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 Issues regarding the rules themselves 

Interest on pre-financing, calculation of eligible costs, and certification procedures (for audit and 
financial statements and for methodology of cost calculations) are the topics most mentioned as 
problematic by beneficiaries. The main criticisms concern the fact that these rules are not 
aligned to the realities research organisations have to face – and sometimes contravene their 
national legal frameworks - and that the benefit they generate does not justify the burden they 

the requirement for an interest-bearing bank account. This would protect the 

to facilitate the management of programmes and projects. The evolution of the rules 
n unnecessary 

burden. 

create. 

Simplification could be achieved in three ways. First, the flat rate percentages should be better 
adapted to the specific categories of beneficiaries (SMEs, universities, not-for profit 
organisations, etc.). Beneficiaries should be facilitated by a system which is better adapted to 
their profile. Second, ex-ante certification should be maintained. However, the administrative 
burden of the procedure - linked to the criteria established for the acceptance of Certificates on 
the Methodology for average personnel costs (CoMAv) - should be reviewed, in particular in 
line with the tolerable error rate applied during the audit of the Commission’s financial 
statements. This would comply with the principles of protection of the Union’s financial 
interests and of sound financial management. Third, the Financial Regulation should be strictly 
applied as regards 
EU’s financial interests when required, but the system would remain adaptable to beneficiaries’ 
legal constraints.  

More generally, financial rules applicable to research programmes should continue to be revised 
in the spirit of simplification introduced in FP6 and FP7. However, the simplification process 
should result in a substantial reform of the financial rules applicable to research framework 
programmes, decided after consultation with all parties involved (beneficiaries and their 
representatives, DGs involved in FPs, DG BUDG, external auditors and the Court of Auditors), 
in order 
should be smooth, so that the simplification process itself does not create a

 Issues regarding the management and implementation of the rules 

In many ways, the manner in which the rules are implemented is more problematic than the 
lso often criticised by 

n of the rules

content of the rules themselves. The approach to communication is a
beneficiaries. 

 Formal communicatio  

lls for 
proposals are published. In case the rules are not finalised in time for the publication of the calls, 

The detailed rules are not always communicated in a timely manner, thereby creating 
uncertainty for the beneficiaries. 

We therefore recommend that rules should be communicated before or at the time the ca
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a transition solution should be foreseen, e.g. an agreement that the new programmes will follow 
the rules of the previous ones for a transition period. As a minimum, the legal regime applicable 

eriod should be clarified and well communicated.   to the programmes for this transition p

 

 Room for interpretation 

Financial rules applicable to FP7 are often subject to interpretation by beneficiaries, project 
officers and auditors.  

uditors into account. The Commission 
should also establish a mechanism to ensure that cases of differing interpretation are addressed 

rifications are communicated to all project officers, for 
ons should also 

be taken  legality issues, 

This process should be designed to: 

  
ion;  

- ensure continuous improvement towards consistency in the interpretation and 
application of the rules; and  

formation circulation among project officers. 

Interpretation inevitably leads to a lack of uniformity and is rarely advantageous for 
beneficiaries, as it often results in legal uncertainty and a proliferation of different procedures in 
the same programme. 

Consistency in the interpretation of the rules should be ensured, inter alia by training of project 
officers (and internal auditors) on interpretation of the financial rules and by the regular 
publication of guidelines for both project officers and beneficiaries, giving clarity on ambiguous 
rules. The guidelines should take the experience of a

centrally and that decisions on cla
application thereafter in all cases where the same issue might arise. These decisi

 speedily in order not to hamper the payment process. In order to avoid
the interpretation should not be applied retroactively1.  

- provide satisfactory, consistent and reliable answers to beneficiaries;  
- enable beneficiaries to respect the regulatory timeframe for submission of proposals 

or reports to the Commission;
- enable the Commission to create the conditions for payment process accelerat

-  ensure smooth and seamless in

 

 Commission Audit strategy  

Following comments by the Court of Auditors, the Commission has intensified its programme 
of auditing projects. The impact of this is significant, both in terms of the public resources 
mobilised, the financial risk on the beneficiaries and the administrative burden created, while 

                                                 
 
1 Except for special cases where a beneficiary has a justified reason to appeal 
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. This could be prevented primarily by clearer, more transparent and consistent 
 the Commission should foresee an effective accompanying process 

r beneficiaries at an early stage of the project (ideally before or right after the first interim 
nancial report). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the benefits remain unclear. The Commission should carry out a cost-benefit analysis of the FP6 
ex-post audit strategy and assess the total value of financial corrections, both to the benefit of 
the Commission and of beneficiaries. The analysis should also measure the correlation between 
the increase in the number of ex-post audits and the reduction of the error rate between 
Commission audits and the Court of Auditors’ controls. Moreover, for the sake of consistency 
and to avoid uncertainties for beneficiaries, no corrective action against beneficiaries should be 
taken in case the Court of Auditors notices errors in an audit previously approved by the 
Commission. Overall, the Commission’s strategy should focus on reducing the errors made by 
beneficiaries rather than on reducing the error rate between its own controls and those of the 
Court of Auditors
rules. If uncertainty remains,
fo
fi
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ne of the main conclusions of this study is that the manner in which the rules are implemented 

essary administrative burden on both sides. 

The Court of Auditors also plays a role in this less than trustful climate. Criticisms of the 
by the Court tend to have an indirect impact 

n beneficiaries, as the Commission sometimes responds by tightening controls. 

.1. Commission Audit strategy 

 the beneficiaries and the administrative burden 
reated, while the benefits remain unclear. 

 
P6, and in particular the way 

udits are carried out: 

 The Commission should carry out a cost-benefit analysis of the FP6 ex-post audit 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The previous chapters highlight the complexity of the financial rules applicable to research FPs. 
However, the content of only a small number of changes is criticised as such by beneficiaries. 
The Commission is aware of this situation and is already trying to find solutions to these issues.  
 
O
is more problematic than the rules themselves. This leads to lack of mutual trust between 
beneficiaries and the Commission as well as unnec
 

Commission in annual reports and special reports 
o
 
Based on the key findings described in Chapter 4, the following recommendations are 
formulated. They are prioritised in relation to their short-term feasibility. 
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Following comments by the Court of Auditors, the Commission intensified its auditing of 
research projects. The impact of this is significant both in terms of the public resources 
mobilised, the potential financial impact on
c

The following recommendations concern the management of F
a
 

 The Commission should focus on reducing the errors made by beneficiaries rather 
than on reducing the error rate between its own controls and the Court of Auditors’. This 
could be primarily prevented by clearer, more transparent and consistent rules. If 
uncertainty remains, the Commission should foresee an effective accompanying process 
for beneficiaries at an early stage of the project (ideally before or right after the first 
interim financial report). 

strategy and assess the total value of financial corrections both to the benefit of the 
Commission and of beneficiaries. The analysis should also measure the correlation 
between the increase in the number of ex-post audits and the reduction of the error rate 
between EC audits and the Court of Auditors controls. 
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 For the sake of consistency and to avoid uncertainties for beneficiaries, no corrective 
actions against beneficiaries should be taken in case the Court of Auditors notices errors 
in an audit previously approved by the Commission. 

 particular, interest on pre-financing, calculation of eligible costs and certification procedures 

he following recommendations concern the management of the current FP. They concern 

ed to real costs, for the calculation of indirect costs was 
xtended in FP7. This extension has often been recommended by the Court of Auditors, but is 

widely criticised by beneficiaries, as in reality it results in an increased administrative burden 
 the Commission. Our recommendation 

garding the flat rates system is as follows: 

nt a simplification both for the 
Commission and for beneficiaries. However, in order to be really effective, flat rates 

 the context of the verification of beneficiaries’ cost statements by the EC, FPs’ financial rules 
resee, in certain circumstances, the obligation for beneficiaries to produce certificates 

 (CoM), or Certificates on the 
ethodology for average personnel costs (CoMAv). Our recommendation regarding these ex-

dministrative burden it involves for beneficiaries and the 

5.2. Simplification of the rules 

In
(for audit and financial statements and for methodology of cost calculations) are the topics most 
mentioned as problematic by beneficiaries. The main criticisms concern the fact that these rules 
are not aligned to the realities research organisations have to face – and sometimes contravene 
their national legal frameworks - and that the benefit they generate does not justify the burden 
they create. 
 
T
specific rules as well as simplification in general.  
 

5.2.1. Simplification of the flat rate system  

 
The utilisation of flat rates, as oppos
e

for them and is perceived as a simplification only for
re
 

 The opportunity to use flat rates should represe

should be better adapted to the categories of beneficiaries (e.g. universities, SMEs, not-
for-profit organisations, etc.). Beneficiaries should be assisted in choosing the system 
that is best aligned with their profile. 

 

5.2.2. Simplification of the ex-ante certification procedure 

 
In
fo
delivered by independent auditors. FP7 financial rules introduce the option for beneficiaries to 
request from the Commission an ex ante agreement on their personnel and indirect costs 
calculation, by the submission of Certificates on the Methodology
M
ante certification procedures is as follows: 
 

 Ex-ante certification should be maintained. However, the complexity of the procedure 
calls for an assessment of the a

 
 

55 



Policy Department D: Budgetary Affairs 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Commission, as well as an investigation on how it could be simplified. In order to 
comply with the principles of protection of the Union’s financial interests and sound 

 considering the statutory liability of the Commission 
financial actors, the simplification of these criteria should be introduced in line with the 

he Court of Auditors. 

 at the beginning and during the implementation of a 
roject, grant agreements generally foresee the payment of one or several amounts of pre-

financing. The interest generated by the deposit of pre-financing funds on a bank account is 
nancial Regulation. The fact project 

oordinators under FP7 are obliged to hold EC funds in an interest-bearing bank account is often 

l Regulation should be strictly applied 

paratory work of future FPs: 

cts. The 
ooth, so that the simplification process itself does not 

financial management, and

acceptable error rate applied during the audit of the Commission’s financial statements 
by t

 

5.2.3. Simplification of financial project coordination: interest-yielding bank account 
requirement 

 
In order to provide beneficiaries with funds
p

legally the property of the Commission, according to the Fi
c
criticised. 
 
Our recommendations regarding this, is that the Financia
as regards the requirement for an interest-bearing bank account to manage pre-financing. This 
would preserve EU financial interests when required, but the system would remain adaptable to 
beneficiaries’ legal constraints. For the sake of clarity, the stipulation “the coordinator should 
receive and manage the EC funding in an interest-yielding bank account.” in the Guide to 
Financial Issues should be modified. 
 

5.2.4. General recommendation on simplification 

 
The specific recommendations above lead us to a general recommendation on simplification for 
the remainder of FP7 and the pre
 

 Financial rules applicable to the research programmes should be established in the 
spirit of simplification, a concept introduced in FP6 and FP7. The simplification process 
should be based on consultation with all parties involved (beneficiaries and their 
representatives, DGs involved in FPs, DG BUDG, external auditors and the Court of 
Auditors), in order to facilitate the management of FP7 programmes and proje
evolution of the rules should be sm
create unnecessary burden. 
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5.3. Legal uncertainty: publication, communication and 
interpretation of the rules 

 
Beneficiaries often criticise the lack of effective communication with the Commission. They 
riticise in particular the late publication of the rules, as well as the lack of consistency in 

Commission messages, including interpretation of the rules. This results in uncertainty 
 legal value of the rules. 

following: 

full legal infor  communicated b r at the he 
re published. In case the rules are not finalised in time for the publication of the 

calls, a transition solution should be foreseen, e.g. an agreem he new programme 
ollow amme for a transi . As , 

the legal or this transiti  
clarified and well communicated.   

5.3.2. Commu ation of the rules 

 
tive ioned as one of the main reasons for the less 

than trustful climate. In order to limit lega ty linked to communication and 
interpretation of th

 for interpretation should be limited in rules applicable to FPs. Where room for 
interpretatio ter alia g 
of project  o nancial nd by 
regular publication of guidelines for both project officers and beneficiaries, giving clarity 
on ambigu ce of auditors into account. 

mmi  to ensure that cases of differing 
interpretati entrally and that decisions on clarification are 
communicated to all project officers for application in all cases where the same issue 

ise y r not to
payment p order to avoid legality issues, the i ion sh ot be 
applied retrospectively.  

 The pro c tent and reliable 
swers to ries to respect the regulatory tim

on ; (c) m  
create the s acceleratio  ensure continuous 
improveme tion and  of the rules; and 
(e) ensure smooth and seamless information circulation among project officers. 

c

regarding the
 

5.3.1. Publication of the rules 

 
In order to avoid legal uncertainty linked to the late publication of the rules, we recommend the 

 The 
calls a

mation package should be efore o time t

ent that t
tion periodwill f  the rules of the previous progr a minimum

regime applicable to the programme f on period should be

 

nication and interpret

Lack of effec communication was often ment
l uncertain

e rules, we recommend the following: 

 Room
n remains, consistency in the interpretation be e

officers (and internal auditors) on interpretation
nsured, in
f the fi

 by trainin
rules a

ous rules. The guidelines should take the experien

 Co ssion should also establish a mechanism
on are addressed c

might ar . These decisions should also be taken speedil
rocess. In 

 in orde
nterpretat

 hamper the 
ould n

cess should be designed to (a) provide satisfa
beneficiaries; (b) enable beneficia

tory, consis
an
submissi

eframe for 
mission to of proposals or reports to the Commission

 conditions for payment proces
 enable the Co
n; (d)
applicationnt towards consistency in the interpreta
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